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Chapter One
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THE COMB'S TEETH HIT another snag in my niece's thick, dark tresses. I try to be as gentle as I can, but Beth's hair is an untameable mess of curls and knots.

“Ow!” Beth howls as I work the comb through. “Ow... owww!”

“I don't mean to be merciless, but you should really tend to your hair more often,” I lecture her. “If you leave it in such a state, people might think you're a hoyden.”

I am, at this moment, my niece's least favorite aunt. It's been a week since she brushed her hair, if not longer. On a good day, Beth has beautiful, enviable hair. My own hair, lank and barely blonde, is such a dull, mousy shade.

“I don't care what people think of me! Anyone who doesn't like my hair can go to the devil!” Beth declares.

For a girl of only six, Beth is rather headstrong. Am I to blame for her defiant behavior? I have, after all, spent more time with Beth than her own mother. Absent as that woman is, I wouldn't be shocked if she's forgotten the names of her children. David, Beth's baby brother, wakes up and demands my attention with a hellish, heart-wrenching scream. He must have been inspired by his older sister's agonized howls.

My niece's hair is granted a reprieve as I collect the baby and sway him to sleep. I never wanted to be a governess or a nursemaid, but my brother expects my servitude. He constantly reminds me of my debt to him—he was, after all, the only person in the world who was kind enough to put a roof over my head. Frederick and his wife don't want me here. Sophy, in particular, has been very forthright in that regard.

Life was much simpler before Papa passed away. He spent his last years in a Bath chair, barely able to flex his toes. I, his only daughter, was his companion and devoted caregiver. Unlike my brother, Papa appreciated me. He gave me a purpose, and I'll always be grateful to him for that.

Sadly, there are scarce opportunities for an aging, orphaned widow. When Father died, I had no choice but to throw myself at the mercy of Frederick. My brother and I have never been particularly close, yet he doesn't antagonize me as relentlessly as his wife. Sophy's never liked me, and frankly, I have very little affection for her.

David falls asleep in my arms, so I return him to his bed. While I was tending to him, my niece must have hidden my comb, because I cannot find it anywhere. That girl has a bit of the devil in her, I swear. She's fortunate to have an aunt who is mostly amused by her naughty behavior.

“Where is it?” I try to question her, but the only answer I get is a mischievous snicker. Grumbling, I ask again, “Beth, where is my comb?”

She shakes her head and dashes from the room. Only half of her hair has been touched by the comb—the other half is still wild. She looks ridiculous, but I don't have the energy to pursue her. I feel the bite of fatigue in every bone in my body.

I blame the nightmares. Because of them, I wake too soon and deplete too quickly. In my nightmares, I've seen my husband die a hundred times, in a hundred different ways. I can't remember the last time I had a pleasant dream. Robert is always covered in blood, or he's lost a limb, or his body bursts into flame. Ten years after his death, I'm still haunted by him.

Robert, my lost love. My penniless soldier. Others warned me not to not to marry him, but I'm a hopeless romantic at heart. I was desperately in love, and at two-and-twenty, I had little regard for my future. Now, my future is the only thing on my mind. I don't want to be a burden on my brother, or to be lectured by Sophy until the day I die, but it's difficult to imagine another life for myself.

I am, as it were, quite stuck.
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PAINTING IS ALWAYS a messy affair. Beth, for some inexplicable reason, prefers to use her hands. No matter how many brushes I assemble, or how often I encourage her to use them, her fingers create her art.

“Eugenia!” she cries, holding up a green hand. “Aunt Eugenia, what color is this?”

This is common occurrence. She often mistakes green for brown, orange for red, and pink is always gray to her. I tell her, “Green, darling,” and go back to reading my book.

Today is quite like any other day. David is at my side, sleeping, while Beth makes a mess of everything. My brother is miles away, hunting, while his wife slumbers throughout the day. Sophy's addiction to naps is so great, I rarely see her. Likewise, she rarely sees her husband. I believe he keeps a mistress in his hunting lodge, but my suspicions are unconfirmed.

The monotony of the day is interrupted by the arrival of my uncle, Eugene, the only member of my family who cared a fig about me after Father's death. While the rest of my aunts and uncles forgot my existence, Eugene continues to feign interest in my life and livelihood. He was my father's favorite brother, and I got my name from him, so I'm glad he didn't abandon me. His visits are increasingly rare, but his face is always a welcome sight.

I tell my niece to clean her hands and send her away before Uncle arrives. Eugene has never been fond of children, nor has he sired any of his own—none that he recognizes as his own, I should say. In his youth, he was a rake and a scoundrel. My father's stories of Eugene's exploits could have been greatly exaggerated, but I doubt it.

Eugene sweeps into the sitting room, looking as tall and wan as ever. He's always had a sickly pallor, and his forehead is full of wrinkles, but traces of a handsomer youth still linger on his face.

“Eugenia. How very good to see you.” He speaks to me in a calm, even voice, much like he always does. We've never had the luxury of being too familiar with each other. No matter how often we converse, there is always a hint of awkwardness between us.

“Likewise,” I tell him. “How is your wife?” I would never admit this to Eugene, but I cannot recall her name.

“Truthfully...” He begins his answer with a long, telling sigh. “I haven't seen her in some time. She is taking the waters in Bath, for pains that may not exist. She is always complaining of something. It's tiresome.”

I'm taken aback by his answer, and for several unpleasant seconds, I cannot think of an appropriate response. I like Uncle Eugene, but his lack of concern for his wife's health is troubling.

“I see the way you gape at me. You're shocked,” Eugene says. “If you were more familiar with my wife's many minor ailments, you would understand my indifference. One day, it's aching feet. The next day, it's her throat. Tomorrow, it could be her fingers or toes that bother her. It's never-ending.”

“Perhaps... she really is in a great deal of pain?” I suggest.

He answers me with a stern, “No,” and a bark of harsh laughter. Forcing a smile, I attempt a change of subject.

“How was the weather? It's not raining too much?”

He says, “People only speak about the weather when they have nothing else to say.”

I wish I could deny it, but I cannot think of a single, interesting topic to broach with my uncle. My boring life doesn't lend itself to titillating conversation.

Fortunately, my uncle fills the silence with a strange request. “Eugenia, I need to ask for a favor. I need you to be a friend to my friend.”

“You... what?” I ask.

“One of my oldest and dearest friends is a recluse, and he's in dire need of a companion,” Eugene says. “Specifically, I want you to be his companion.”

When I catch myself scowling at Eugene's request, I make an effort to soften my expression. “Who is this friend of yours?” I ask.

“Captain Anthony Conran is his name,” Eugene replies. “We were childhood friends, and later, we were officers in the war. He was... gravelly injured. When we returned, he shunned society. He rarely left his house, and now he never leaves his house. I'm concerned.”

“Gravelly injured is better than dead,” I point out. I sound bitter, I'm sure, but it was the war that took my Robert. Napoleon took so much from us, including my only chance for happiness.

“True.” Though he agrees, he dismisses my observation with a flick of his hand. “Anthony is an old bachelor, similar in age to me. He poses no threat to your reputation.”

“Fifty isn't old,” I tell him, though I wonder if that's true. When I was sixteen, a woman of two and thirty would have seemed ancient. Now that I have reached that ancient age, nothing and everything sounds old to me. “Also, you needn't worry about my reputation. I'm an old widow, not a young miss.”

“You are very young, Eugenia. Don't be absurd.”

His reply makes me smile, even though I don't believe it. I certainly feel old. My own sister-in-law is nearly a decade younger than me, and she constantly reminds me of that fact.

“As for Anthony,” my uncle continues, “I am the only soul he's seen for the last eight years. He didn't want another companion. I had to beg him to let you come.”

“Let me come,” I repeat the words, softly. “It sounds as if you've already made the decision for me.”

“Well, I was hoping you would consent. You've always been agreeable, and I thought this would break up the monotony of your idle days.”

“My idle days are hardly idle.” I try to sound placid, even though I'm vexed. “Do you have any idea what it's like to care for two young children?”

“No. Thank goodness. Now, will you do this for me or not?”

I'm no fan of his impatience. Even so, I reply calmly, “Perhaps. It depends on what will be required of me.”

“Converse with him. Read to him. Nothing too extraordinary,” Eugene replies. “A bit of polite conversation would benefit him greatly. He's in danger of becoming a curmudgeon.”

Spending time with a curmudgeon hardly sounds like a pleasant pastime, but my uncle's eyes are so expectant, I cannot fathom the thought of letting him down.

“You won't be alone in the house with Anthony,” Eugene adds. “I will be there, somewhere, to make sure nothing untoward happens.”

“What could possibly happen?” I ask.

“I don't know, honestly. It's been so long since my friend conversed with a stranger, I almost expect him to be a beast.”

Again, my uncle is hardly making this sound like a practical way to spend my time. Nevertheless, I can't bring myself to disappoint him.

“I will... meet your friend,” I reply. “I won't make any promises, however. If, as you say, your friend is a beast, and he says or does something to unsettle me, I will not put myself through more than a day of his behavior. I don't want to sound rude, but my mental state is already suffering. I'm not a happy person.”

Ignoring my subtle cry for help, Eugene asks, “What if I paid you?”

“Paid me?” My voice goes a bit shrill. “This really means a lot to you, doesn't it?”
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