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“Death shall not keep us apart. I shall find you through time and from beyond the grave. Amenset, my dear. You and I are destined to live together forever. Our love shall transcend time. I will find you no matter how long it takes. Remember me. Remember, I have loved you. You are mine for all eternity. And I am yours. Wretched is the creature that seeks to keep us apart. I pity him that dares stand in the way of our love.”

Such were the last words I uttered as they took her from me.  They did everything to see me undone. They availed themselves of everything in their power to break my will. I had faithfully served the God-King, our Pharaoh, as had before me done my father and his father before him. 

My grandfather was a chief priest in Pharaoh’s high court. He had served for over forty years. For his loyal service to the Pharaoh Ramesses II, my grandfather enjoyed a privileged life of great bounty. He had gained Pharaoh’s trust and confidence and wielded great influence on matters of the court. My grandfather was a man of principles who had risen from abject poverty. He joined the military as soon as he was physically fit to serve. And he dedicated his life to serving. I could spend endless pages writing of his many adventures, but as the tale is not of his life but mine and Amenset’s, I will limit my account to say my grandfather suffered great hardships. Not without great effort, pain, and greater determination to succeed did my grandfather rise to the top of the military. And his reward for saving the Pharaoh’s life in battle and from dangerous foes was his place in the high court. 

My grandfather served with distinction, never forgetting his humble origins, ensuring his judgements were fair without discrimination or prejudice, not giving into the pressures to side with those accustomed to having their way. Understandably, he had the respect of the wider community at the expense of the disdain of those in power. They despised my grandfather for ruling against them. And their fury and hatred grew with time to such levels my grandfather failed to anticipate. For you see, they were like the cobra that remains still and attacks its unsuspecting victim with speed and precision. I dare say they were more insidious, for at least a cobra does not seek its victim, but merely attacks when it feels threatened. They, however, conspired to get rid of my grandfather. Nothing but failure resulted from their application to their plans. Pharaoh Ramesses II paid no attention to their poisonous tongues. He shut his ears to anything that tarnished the confidence and faith he had in my grandfather. Seeing my grandfather had no greater armor in his defense than the God-king, Pharaoh, himself, it frustrated them. Thus, most inevitably fell into obscurity. The authorities discovered their nefarious plans and imprisoned and killed many of them. For they committed crimes for which they had to account, which was the cause of their actions to destroy my grandfather. 

But one man proved to be truly evil. He had lost his position as high priest and was an outcast living in squalor, in caves, in the dry, unforgiving deserts of Egypt. His name was Hatayw. He was the high priest before Ramesses II became Pharaoh. Pharaoh executed many high priests and those in the high court that served before his reign for conspiring against him. Hatayw was chief among those who sought to kill the new ruler. Before they could kill him for his crime, he fled. Like a thief, he used darkness to conceal his escape. And a manhunt for him ensued. Days became weeks, weeks turned to months, and months to years. Pharaoh had men searching far and wide. All their efforts came to naught. With time, everyone forgot about Hatayw. But, it turned out Hatayw never forgot about my grandfather, whom he blamed for preventing him from killing Pharaoh, for which Pharaoh rewarded my grandfather, as I mentioned earlier. Time did nothing to dampen Hatayw’s hatred for my grandfather. His zealous desire to get his revenge did not end with my grandfather’s passing. No, Hatayw must have made a pact with Anubis, for he outlived my grandfather. No one knew this, of course. All this is knowledge gained far into the future. I beg forgiveness for spoiling the story in advance of coming events. But in an effort to prevent your lingering curiosity and not have you languish with anxiety, I must reveal that Hatayw had made a pact, a dark and evil pact for which he gave his soul in exchange for immortality.

“And what could put an end, if anything, to his immortality?” said Albert.

“Let me carry on; all shall be explained in due time.”

As I was saying, Hatayw directed his hatred upon my father. He could not, at least not in person, commit his mischief. He did so with his sons and those loyal to his cause. And with no shortage of effort, he tried many times to tarnish my father’s good name. But again, Pharaoh Ramesses II, remembering my grandfather’s deep loyalty and devotion to him, remained steadfast in his support of my father as he had been to my grandfather. Thus, my father’s enemies saw more deaths, and soon they, too, turned to bones and dust. But hate had overcome death, for my father’s enemies never rested. It was, of course, against the natural order, something that threatened the delicate balance between the living and the dead. With time, my father, too, died after faithfully serving our dear, Pharaoh Ramesses II. And thus, I come to the appointed time when I was to take my father’s place as high priest in Pharaoh’s court.

As you can imagine, I had lived a sheltered life, away from the troubles outside our world. For though Pharaoh Ramesses II was a great ruler who had accomplished wondrous things, of which I could enumerate many, but dare say he built majestic temples, massive monuments, and impressive gardens and palaces and expanded the empire, not all was well. Below the surface was a discontent as there is day, so too there is night. Many rejoiced during his reign. But there were others who suffered greatly as well. These were the people who sheltered Hatayw and whom he promised to serve should he take power for himself.

But of interest is what happened in my situation; I will proceed with my story. I was not ignorant that there was discontent below the surface. It always existed. No Pharaoh ruled but with force. Showing signs of weakness or being too compassionate ended terribly in most cases. Pharaoh Ramesses II did atrocious things to strengthen his grip on power. But he was now an ageing man. He suffered great joint pain, stiffness, and swelling. This restricted his movements, and it often exhausted him. We all knew the sands in the hourglass were fewer with each passing day.

Now, I must admit it overwhelmed me that I was to take my father’s place. Though it came as no surprise, it was no less a source of great joy for me. And I was eager to share my joy and happiness with Amenset. She was the daughter of another priest in the high court, and both our parents largely agreed that we would one day wed each other. As we had the consent of both sides, we carried on as siblings most of our lives. Deep down, I knew she would be my wife and she, too, waited for the day she would be my bride. What can I say about our relationship other than we were destined to be together? We behaved like all other children of the high priests and members of the court, or of the generals or military officers. We gave trouble as it was our right to do so, and caused our respective parents sufficient grief to keep them on their toes. Some overdid things and had their parents age faster. I gave my fair share of trouble, for which my father would often reprimand me severely. He had high expectations of me, as did all the other fathers. But as I had the unenviable task of living up to my grandfather’s name and reputation, I had little to no room for anything but endless study and preparation. I had to serve in the military, learn the laws, learn how to manage men and resources, and how to be a man who did not falter due to the shifting sands below his feet. My mornings started before sunrise and ended when darkness came. I knew no other life. 

“All the sacrifice and hard work will pay off,” said my father, all too often. I knew he was right. But there, as I mentioned, was a dark hand that spread throughout the empire, waiting and waiting for its time.

Amenset underwent a similar preparation. She learned things useful for being a woman. She learned to weave, to sew, to bake bread, and prepare all manner of foods. She learned medicine to care for her family and to heal her future husband when injured in battle or sick from natural ailments. She learned the rules of the court and how to carry on. Every woman learned from their mothers how to take care of children and the household. But above all, they taught her that her place was at her husband’s side to nourish him, care for him, listen to him, and obey him at all times. I must say, she never followed the last part about obeying anything. I always gave her instructions on things she was not to do, and she always did them. But she always said she was not my wife and had no obligations to obey my commands. It was true. Yet, I always obeyed her every instructions, even when it resulted in harsh punishments for me for doing so. I had to prove to her I was loyal and would do whatever it took to protect her. That was my duty as her husband, which I firmly believed I was from the day our parents agreed we would one day get married. I loved her for she was the most precious of all the girls I laid eyes on.

Amenset grew into a delicate blue lotus flower. She was radiant in the day and endearing at night like the flower that closes and sinks beneath the water at dusk, then re-emerges and opens its petals with the first rays of the sun each morning. No purer creature could exist than she. Was I blinded by love? Perhaps, but I was so happy she would one day be mine. She had dark, long hair, a slender body, olive-brown skin, and hazel eyes, which were rather unusual yet more attractive to me. She was fairer than most girls, for she led a life of privilege, sheltered from the harsh sun. Are these the words of a man in love? I ooze honey at the mere mention of her name. Amenset! I thank Ra and all the gods that have blessed me with her existence. She embodied purity of heart. She was kind, loving, witty, and always cheerful. She always made me smile, even when I was angry. Truth be told I could never be angry at her but jealous yes.

That leads us to a time that one day angered me greatly. Everyone knew Amenset was to be my bride, but that did nothing to stop Seti-Merenptah, son of Merneptah, the son of Ramesses II, from setting his eye on her as well. While I had gone out in my service to Pharaoh and the nation, he remained behind. And he approached Amenset. So as not to prolong the story, he declared his undying love for her and attempted to kiss her but she resisted. As Seti-Merenptah was accustomed to having his way, being the grandson of the Pharaoh, her rejection of him angered him. But his attempt to force himself upon her angered me more. At that precise moment, I arrived and witnessed his nefarious deed. I must confess I had never felt such anger or jealousy before, something my father said I was to avoid. He said a man who let anger or jealousy direct his actions was destined to descend a dark and perilous path. I fell headfirst down the obscure abyss as I punched Seti-Merenptah on the jaw. We got into a violent fight that only ended when his father came to find out what the commotion was all about. Fearing stern reprimand for having suffered greatly at my hand and the shame of being so humiliated, Seti-Merenptah said nothing. His father was not fooled and grounded him nonetheless. I, too, suffered my lot as my father punished me severely. I was no older than fifteen years at the time. We became bitter rivals. Seti-Merenptah swore he would get Amenset. And we could hardly be in the same place at the same time lest a bitter squabble ensue. It was no secret why. Seti-Merenptah swore he would one day be Pharaoh, and when that day came, he would take Amenset from me. But to irritate me more, he said I would not live long enough to marry her to begin with. He, too, had a passionate desire for her. He sought to undermine me at every turn. It soon became apparent I would not be as fortunate as my grandfather or father after him.

My father died, and I eventually replaced him as the High Priest of Amun at Karnak. I had not yet gotten married, but we had already set the date. What was to be a joyous day for me was not. I lost my greatest source of strength. My father always counselled me and made me the man I was. Though I was prepared for the role they gave me, I was not prepared for what happened next. Perhaps few were, really. I had become the high priest for which I had prepared all my life. But other gods had their own high priests, with many officials, like the vizier, holding high-ranking political and religious roles. However, I had not been high priest for more than a month when the sad news of the passing of Pharaoh Ramesses II left us all in tears. Our God-King Pharaoh, who had served so many years, for some as was my case, all my life, had descended to the underworld with Anubis. Now all preparations were for the mummification and burial rituals to ensure Pharaoh Ramesses II could reach and thrive in the afterlife. His ba (the soul) would travel through the perilous underworld, where the god Osiris would judge him. We did all the preparations to ensure Pharaoh reunited with his body and entered the “Field of Reeds,” and lived an eternal life. We had no time to spare and mobilized everyone. But I was wary. I had an ominous feeling that with Pharaoh’s death, dark days were on the horizon.
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The mummification ceremony went along as scripted. The elaborate burial was fitting for our dear Pharaoh. He had served for many decades and had accomplished great things, expanding the empire and building enormous monuments in honor of the gods. Before his burial, they all conspired. There were powerful forces at play, eager to seize the opportunity to rise from the darkness. In the end, Merneptah became the new pharaoh. He did what we all expected. He got rid of his foes; those he suspected conspired against his rule. He summoned all the high priests, military leaders, generals, and people in positions of power. It was an unpleasant experience. Everyone feared. I had never felt so insecure in my life. While I had been loyal to Pharaoh Ramesses II, I soon came to regret my bitter disagreement with Seti-Merenptah, the son of the new pharaoh. Heads rolled, many of whom I did not expect. I received a summons. The new pharaoh demanded my presence. Darkness threatened me. I feared what was to come. The wind had shifted, and it brought forth an intense heat. My thoughts turned to Amenset. Nothing else mattered to me.

Fearing I might not have time to speak to Amenset thereafter, I rushed to her. It was night and long after the acceptable hour of my visit. I had to climb the many buildings and evade the guards that protected the compound. I had done so many times in the past. And so, I repeated what had worked before. My agitated state and uncertain glare elicited concern on her part. My heaving chest and strenuous breathing that came from running made it difficult to explain. As soon as I gathered my composure, I told her my fear. She listened attentively. I climbed into her bedroom, fearing someone might discover my presence and alert the guards. The stars shimmered in the night, and a faint moon provided sufficient light. 

Amenset listened to what I had to say. It terrified her. She was eager to follow me to the ends of the earth. I, however, made a fateful decision I came to regret. I believed my family’s loyalty all those years would protect me. What I did not know was all those years Seti-Merenptah conspired as well. He was his father’s favorite son. Seti-Merenptah did everything to ingratiate himself with his father. He desired power above all things and could not afford to let any other take his rightful place. Now that his grandfather had passed, he could influence decisions more directly. He was but a step away from absolute power.

Amenset held my hand and pulled me closer. She kissed me tenderly on the lips, pressing her body against mine. I forgot the impending danger as I lost myself in her warm embrace. And she secured a scarab amulet around my neck. She had obtained it as a gift for when we got married. But as troubles upended everything, she had not given it to me as she expected. She said, “Horemheb, always wear this amulet, my love. It will protect you from harm in life and ensure a safe passage into the afterlife.” And to my amazement, she wore a similar amulet that linked our destinies for all eternity. She begged me one last time for us to flee. But I stubbornly clung to hope that the new pharaoh would honor all agreements with my family. I had, after all, served all my life, but for one incident that remained over a decade in the past.

I failed to know my greatest enemy. He continually sought my destruction. And I must say, when I arrived before Pharaoh, I discovered the grave error I had made. It wrapped me in my delusion that my foe was Seti-Merenptah when he was nothing but a pawn. Beside him and his father stood none other than Hatayw. He returned, and I was unaware of whence he had come. The thought of his return never occurred to me, for I believed him dead. He had lived an unnaturally long life and appeared my age. I must confess; I would not have known it was indeed Hatayw had he not revealed his dark secret. I had no time to react, for without delay the guards arrested me. They accused me of conspiring with rebellious forces against Pharaoh and his dear son. Seti-Merenptah and Hatayw rejoiced at accomplishing their design. I knew the penalty for treason was a savage death.

And they took great pleasure in their sadistic cruelty. Seti-Merenptah sent for Amenset, as he was eager to bask in his victory. He wanted me to see he had won, and he would have what he always desired. I was to be executed forthwith. But before doing so, he wanted to marry Amenset in my presence. I lay on the floor of the palace, shackled, beaten. My swollen eyes and cheeks blurred my vision. Hatayw laughed as he said his incantations. Seti-Merenptah desired to live long. He wanted a life for all eternity with Amenset. Thus, Hatayw worked his powerful magic. He kept rambling words I did not comprehend, words of times before the Pharaohs. He was a powerful vizier who summoned dark forces to bend time and eternity. He sought to link Amenset and Seti-Merenptah for all time. But his magic was powerful, except neither he nor Seti-Merenptah knew that Amenset and I both wore the scarab amulet. She wisely hid it from view. My tormentors focused on inflicting me pain and had removed my dagger and gold pendants for themselves. Fearing they’d discover the amulet I treasured above all things, I let them beat me as fiercely as they surely did while covering my precious. It was the one good Amenset did, for no one knew that Ra’s amulet was far too powerful, and instead of the dark magic binding her to Seti-Merenptah, it bound her and me together. When Hatayw finished his incantation, he assured Seti-Merenptah he and Amenset were now eternally bound to each other. Seti-Merenptah smirked as he locked his sight on me. He believed he had achieved his ultimate aim. Hatayw stabbed Seti-Merenptah with his dagger, attempting to prove his dark magic worked. Seti-Merenptah healed. It made Seti-Merenptah rejoice. Hatayw departed as instructed. What happened to Hatayw, I cannot say? But knowing Seti-Merenptah, he used the dark conjurer to continue doing vile deeds. Seti-Merenptah ordered my immediate execution.

Amenset ran to protect me, begging for clemency, promising to submit to Seti-Merenptah. But it stirred no compassion, for he knew he would have her regardless of her objections. Amenset clung to me. She pulled out the dagger she carried and threatened to kill herself. I could do nothing, for I was in chains. I did not want her to kill herself. Seti-Merenptah stopped laughing and signaled. The guards fired arrows and a spear at me. Three arrows and the spear pierced my body, the arrows in the chest and the spear in the abdomen. I did not die, not immediately. They merely wanted Amenset to drop the dagger, which she did. As she sobbed at my side, they grabbed and took her away. That’s when I swore I would find her no matter what, that death would not stop me from reclaiming her, as she was already my bride. We said the words and declared our undying love for each other in her room, and Ra was our witness as the amulets shimmered around our chests.

Seti-Merenptah ensured I did not die. I lay suffering great pain. He changed his mind and now wanted me to witness his wedding, and then he would destroy me. And he ordered his high priests to prepare the ceremony with haste. The women came and clothed Amenset with the finest neck collar and gold pendants around her arms and ankles. She wore pure gold, the finest items in the land. As she was to marry the son of the Pharaoh, it was to be a grand ceremony. But time pressed as I was at death’s doorway. Anubis waited, and so, too, did Osiris. I had to render an account of my life. Pharaoh Merneptah sat on his throne as he witnessed his son’s wedding. It was not to be. Ra would not bless their wedding, for Amenset was mine. It would bring forth a curse for defying Ra. Rituals were sacred, and Amenset and I could not go against our promise before Ra. She could not remarry, or she’d break the link that bound us for all eternity. The guards entrusted with securing me lost sight of their objective. Amenset’s beauty enthralled all the men. I stumbled and fell next to a guard who hit me with his club. I accomplished my aim. I had removed his dagger without him knowing. When the high priest was about to read the words that would tie Amenset to Seti-Merenptah in marriage, I stabbed my heart with the dagger. Amenset fell to the floor, and I died that day.

I stumbled through the underworld. I feared what was to come. Anubis would weigh my heart against the feather of Ma'at in the Hall of Truth. I recanted the forty-two “negative confessions” to prove I was worthy. But something pulled me away, and I kept tumbling in a dark void. Spirits roamed, tormented demons begging for mercy for their sins. I shrieked in fear as I thought I had failed. I kept tumbling violently, uncontrollably, as the demons attempted to pull me down. I hollered for Amenset, whom I had not seen. A shining light opened, and it blinded me. And I shrieked as I came back to life. 

I will not lead you on. I was in shock. I found myself in a sarcophagus. It was dark yet again, and with strength uncommon to me, I pushed at the sides. I found I was strong and broke through the sarcophagus. I cannot put into words the emotions I felt. For one, I was slow to regain my sight, and upon breaking free, I stumbled about. But instead of being inside an underground burial chamber, I found myself in a quaint place. It was a home made of wood and stone. Its design was partly familiar but different from what I had seen. The place had light encased in glass tubes affixed to the ceiling, instead of simple pottery or stone bowls with wicks and oil. I stretched out my arms, covering my eyes that struggled with the intensity of the light. It was at that moment I realized layers of linen bandages, coated with resin covered my body. I struggled to make sense of what my eyes saw. I could not speak and was limited to groaning sounds. As I agitated and moved my hand, trying to unwrap my body, I soon discovered I was but a decayed creature. All that hid within the wrappings and hollowed-out cavities were linen, sawdust, sand, and natron pouches to restore a lifelike shape after my body had decayed. I groaned in sorrow. Something terrible had happened which I could not explain. I failed to meet with Osiris and pass to the afterlife. I was neither dead nor alive. I was a wandering soul in an unfamiliar place. I kept pressing my hands across my body and finally felt the amulet. It was the amulet Amenset gave me. They made it of faience, red jasper stone, and gold. It was my precious amulet.

I walked into a grand place filled with items in glass cases. On the walls of this building were paintings of pale people in strange attire. They had figures of men who wore armor of metal and curly blond hair. The women wore elaborate dresses, and I was in a country to the north. I was not sure which, for we had fought with invaders from the north frequently. It was all confusing, and my floundering movements agitated me. I knew not where to go or what to do. My thoughts were on the only person I cared for: Amenset. I kept studying the place I was in and soon discovered writings I recognized. There were Egyptian manuscripts or replicas of them on a wall. It had many images of Egypt and the majestic pyramids and temples I remembered. Most were weathered, having seen better days. It was a sad sight. The pyramid had lost its cap and its white casing; many buildings Ramesses II built, and those before him, had deteriorated. I felt as if I was in a time warp, lost as I struggled to come to terms with all that had happened. I had to find Amenset, and so determined to find a way to Egypt. I broke through the back door, which was the one closest to me. And I entered a world so unfamiliar with tall buildings and horseless carriages taking people to and fro. It was late at night when I emerged, and except for a few of the said carriages that passed, no soul accompanied me. The dogs bayed at my presence, which I found irritating more so than threatening. I spent the night walking about. The more I did, the more lonesome I felt. I was in a place with light at every corner, with cobbled streets and signs I could not read. I sought to run into someone hoping to get help, but I was not sure they would understand me, even if I could speak.

In my wandering, I finally came across someone on a bench in a public space with many plants and neatly cut hedges. The man was fast asleep, likely under the effects of alcohol. I approached him and tapped at his feet, seeking to stir and wake him up. Upon gaining his senses, the man hollered in fear and ran away, but not before kicking me with his foot. This startled and upset me. I did nothing to anger him, and yet he reacted violently towards me.

I remained in the public space, unsure of what to do. I observed, at a corner far off in the distance, a man and a woman. They were both kissing passionately and doing things best left for the privacy of their bedroom. I found their behavior grossly inappropriate and approached them to let them know my displeasure. So I did all I could do and growled as loud as I could at them. I must say, it got the message across as they both fled. The man fell as he put his clothing back on. He wore as much cloth as the woman, but in a design shaped similar to his legs. I wondered how they did not suffocate with so much clothing. And I neither felt hot nor cold. I touched the walls of a stage of sorts and sensed nothing. I had no measure of pressure. I gripped a metal bar and found it folded with such ease. Perhaps it was corroded from within. I simply did not know my strength.
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I received a brief message from my father. It simply stated he required my presence. My father was a man of few words, often finding those who indulged in excessive talk to lack intelligence. He grew up with traditional values and viewed the younger generation with disdain, considering them to be irritating and mindless. Our communications were often terse, comprising no more than five words. For instance, he might say, “Come home forthwith if you...” or “want you to kill Mother?” referring to my dear mother. When upset, usually due to some fault of mine, it would be: “Do not return ungrateful son...”, and he never exceeded five words. His most recent letter, however, was different, stating, “Your father is ill, son,” signed on his behalf by my mother.

I was away, studying in London, at the time I received the letter. My parents lived in Oldham, Greater Manchester. As I boarded the train from London's grand termini, King's Cross, a knot of anxiety settled in my stomach. The journey from London to Oldham was a long, multi-stage trip on steam trains, involving connections through bustling cities like Manchester, the heart of the industrial north. Despite the noisy, smoky conditions of the third class carriage, with its uncovered, basic open benches, I felt a distant kinship with the 'vagrant and mischievous folks' around me, as Father often referred to them. I had asked for a window seat to distract myself and marveled at the majestic landscape outside, my mind a whirl of worries about Father's health. The view transitioned from fields to smoking factories, canals, and burgeoning towns as the train pushed further north. Yet, as the scenes changed, the weight of doubt hung over me, casting a shadow on the beauty. Each connection and switch at bustling stations like Birmingham felt like markers in my emotional journey, heightened by the industrial powerhouse of Manchester, where I made another change. The final local line took me to Oldham, renowned for its cotton production, and although the travel took the entire daylight, the swirling blend of scenery and apprehension made the time fly by. My heart pounded as I approached home, filled with trepidation about what awaited me.

But I must admit having Mother write on Father’s behalf, informing me of his ill-health, left me troubled. Many thoughts, none too pleasant, crept within my mind. My father was everything to me. I loved him dearly. Despite his harsh manner and often blunt way of dealing with me, deep down he was a soft, loving, and caring man. He frowned on affectionate words, which to him were unmanly. He had retrograde ideas. But where words were lacking, his actions reverberated thunderously. He spared no effort in ensuring I had a privileged life. I went to the finest schools in the country. Father had suggested I go to Vienna, and Mother said, “No!” She loathed the Germans for no good reason. She hated them the minute Father suggested I travel to Berlin. Father reminded her that Queen Victoria had married Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. But Mother had her mind set on keeping me in England. All she had to say was she did not want me to study abroad, and that would have settled it. But she, for whatever reason, had to explain herself to Father. More like impose her opinion on him. I guess that’s what couples do. To me, he, however, gave commands, and it frustrated me to no end being pulled here, there, and everywhere, as he fancied, with no explanation. I trusted my father, and he would never order me to do something that would endanger my life or my integrity. He protected our family name and honor more than anything. If I tarnished our family name, he’d cut me off without hesitation. He made it abundantly clean no less than a million times. I could never cause my mother any grief, for he took such offense personally. Thus, I must say I grew up proper, like a true ‘English gentleman’ as he also prided himself. For my father took all the credit, merely mentioning out of chivalry the minor detail Mother brought me into this world.

How Mother fell in love with him eludes me. Getting him to give Mother a rose was more difficult than pulling a tooth from a child. I often purchased roses for Mother for her anniversary and her birthday on his behalf and forged his signature. In truth, I forged his signature for other reasons, none good, of course. Mother would always thank him with warm hugs and kisses, which would leave him red, and he would tell her it was not proper in front of the child. I was no longer a child and had to keep from laughing or showing any signs of amusement at his tomfoolery, or he’d have a fit against me. I am meandering about my father. But, once he admitted he knew I would get roses on his behalf so he did not want to waste money doing so unnecessarily. He was not a Scrooge, but surely counted every penny. He said it was my duty to do so as he gave me the instructions. I could not recall him instructing me to buy flowers and gifts on his behalf for Mother on her special days. I had to remember and do so on account I was her son, and it would be ungrateful of me not to. But with his frail health and failing memory, I ensured she received her roses with a romantic note attached, signed by him.

We lived in an upper-class neighborhood, in a detached house built of brick and local sandstone on the outskirts of town. Our home was of a fusion of Georgian, Gothic, and Renaissance influences with a brick chimney, bay windows, slate roof, and decorative elements, including ornate moldings and wrought-iron railings. With great humility, I describe the interior. Our home was spacious and divided into public and private areas. The public rooms (drawing-room, parlor, dining room), Mother lavishly decorated them with heavy curtains, flowery wallpaper, expensive carpets, well-made furniture, paintings, and a variety of ornaments. Private family rooms and bedrooms were separate, with servant quarters located in the attic. We had the privilege of flushing toilets, multiple open coal fires, and we heated our home by gas lighting. I grew up with high comfort, supported by a retinue of live-in servants. My nanny was the dearest to me. She and Mother had a love-hate relationship. They both loved me. My nanny could hardly stomach being near my father despite the years. She always ignored his instructions, and he threatened for decades to fire her. She dared him to. Once he did, and it did not go well for him. That’s another story entirely.

My arrival home had an admixture of emotions: wariness, excitement, dread, joy, and sorrow. They each fought to take over. First, my nanny ran out to welcome me. She was sprightly for her age and showered me with endless kisses and hugged me long and hard. She cried, and so did I. I missed her dearly. Mother waited for her turn as she always did. From the side of my eye, I notice my nanny poke her tongue at my mother. They fought over everything except for my father, but certainly on account of him. My nanny once asked me who I loved more. I simply remained silent and exited stage left. I would not fall for that disaster.

I have thus elaborated much on my family and hardly on myself. In time, all will come clear regarding my personality. But after repeating much the same with Mother, I rushed to my father. He was not in his chamber but in the study. He sat in his favorite chair. No one else could sit on it, not even Mother. He was queer that way. It didn’t bother me, and Mother let him be. It was his study, and she had similar rules in her section of the house, which was everywhere else. He had his fiefdom within her empire. I ran to his side, expecting a man at death’s doorway. I inquired about his health, which he confirmed was never better. I studied him and turned to Mother, who ignored me and avoided eye contact as she walked away, closing the door behind her.

“Father, I came under the belief you were ill, and gravely so.”

“Who told you I was ill? Surely, I can confirm it was not I. Must be your Mother’s idea. I had no part in it.”

“But the letter. She signed it on your behalf.”

“That settles it. She signed, not me. She brought you here. But if you dare say your mother is a liar, I must object wholeheartedly to such an assertion. I am ill. That is nothing but the truth, and grave it surely is, for at
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