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“You haven’t touched your food, love.”

I blinked and glanced up, my face warming. The look being leveled at me from across the table was one of worry, and I nodded. I obediently picked my way through my dinner, the roasted meat and boiled vegetables barely leaving a mark either on my tongue or my stomach though I persisted. 

Gray eyes normally placid and somber were now shadowed with badly suppressed anxiety on my account. 

“I’m eating, see?” I gave my plate a light push as if he couldn’t see it at all. “I’ll be all right, I swear. I’m just tired.”

“Edgar, you don’t have to do this. It’s been two years already.”

“I—I know, darling. I know. But—a last visit. That’s all. I can’t—I’ll carry on after this. We’ll carry on, yes?” I braved a smile though my spirits withered a little under Cyrille’s fixed gaze. “We’ll be in France tomorrow, anyway, and we’ll never come back.”

That drew out a slightly relieved smile from him even if the worry clouding his eyes continued to shadow them. He understood what remained unsaid. The dreams—oftentimes nightmares—lured me back to Bridewater House. 

“Took us long enough,” he replied. Then he looked around us, shifted a little on his seat, and touched my hand under the table. He still had to strain a little to reach me, but he did it, anyway. “I promise you, Edgar, leaving England will be for the best.”

“No more nightmares?”

“No more nightmares.”

He blessed me with that roguish smile I loved, and I learned to answer back with a smile of my own (though decidedly much less roguish). I quickly curled my fingers around his and sought reassurance with a timid squeeze. He answered with a firmer and more decisive one, holding me a spell longer before releasing my hand. 

I finished my dinner in silence while Cyrille savored his wine. He’d been done with his own meal several minutes before, of course, but then again, we’d always been polar opposites at the table. One might laugh at the thought that a Frenchman would eat hastily and without much thought while an Englishman would display proper care and idle enjoyment. A gross exaggeration, perhaps, but one couldn’t help the joke in his head, especially one in my muddled and anxious state. 

We followed dinner with a quick wash upstairs in our shared room. An altogether awkward business given how small and cramped our space was, but it did work quite beautifully to our advantage when the hour was right. Bundled up for a walk along the moonlit road, we soon headed out.

It was around a mile-long walk in one direction from our inn outside Bracklewhyte, but we’d done this for two years now that we no longer felt the distance—two years and two visits for each year, the dates having been chosen at random all from my end. And Cyrille, bless him, had taken full advantage of every trip to find new commissions for his art, an endeavor that yielded very good results. He was never in want of work, and his patrons were pleased. 

With the patience of all the saints in history, Cyrille kept his place at my side on these trips and had grown used to my nervous requests. He’d even gotten very skilled in calming me down. In fact, we often lingered on the road to Bridewater House at his gentle insistence, pausing now and then to talk intimately or to kiss. We’d grown awfully confident in these late night excursions.

The night was our friend, the shadows our loyal guardians. The moon sometimes hid, but we’d been fortunate enough to enjoy her bounty almost all of the time. I prefer to think she blessed us with silver whenever she espied us on the road, offering comfort and guidance to her hidden children, allowing us the freedom and movement the sun would always deny.

Tonight was different in a way. Tonight was the night I said goodbye to my past and the ghosts that would forever haunt it. I would set eyes on Bridewater House for one last time, see my suspicions confirmed despite the fact they’d been confirmed for the past couple of years already, and this trip wouldn’t matter at all. Nothing would change; I expected such a thing. Two years until now, two years hence, and perhaps several decades well after until Nature completely overcame the dreary old ruins—things would carry on within those walls, completely untouched by the world. 

The road itself was so isolated and forgotten, it was a wonder it existed still, not at all overrun by wild things creeping out from the sparse wood around us. What a sorry destiny for a road that had once been used so frequently, tying forgotten towns and villages in the distant past. A catastrophic flood had washed away the old bridge linking a couple of isolated towns to more bustling destinations, and it was never rebuilt. The road now had a reputation of being haunted as well, and nothing keeps superstitious villagers from a long and lonely path like restless spirits seeking company during one’s walk. 

Cyrille and I simply held hands for the remaining quarter-mile, our hushed conversation fading into the night air. We eventually rounded a curve and immediately spotted the narrow drive branching off from the road to guide us to Bridewater House. Without another word exchanged, we stepped onto it and followed its grim progress through the scattered trees, the overgrown grass and snaking briars thickening impossibly the closer we got to the house. 

What had once been a grand structure rivaling elegant châteaux was now a sprawling corpse of stone, timber, and glass. Abandoned and forgotten for years, Bridewater House was at the mercy of Nature, and it took every ounce of imagination I had to superimpose life, light, and activity on the bleak and oppressive ruins before me. 

No, wait—yes, yes, there it was. 

There she was.

“Cyrille,” I breathed, my grip on his hand tightening reflexively as my gaze fell on the dim yellow light that could barely pierce the dirt-caked glass of an upper-floor window. “There! There!”

“Dear God,” he whispered back. “Why does she insist? It’s been so long, Edgar.”

“I know. I know.” I swallowed and shook my head in disbelief. “I can’t help her. I don’t think anyone can.”

“Darling, she’s beyond help, let alone hope. Even in life, you said, and now? More so now—nothing’s stopping her.”

“Death certainly doesn’t, but this is her wish, isn’t it? She said so before.”

We fell silent again as we watched the feeble light appear to flicker behind the broken and dirt-caked window, and I could picture a single lamp being carried around from room to room. Protective, vigilant, making good a promise made to a dying mistress—a loyal and fiercely devoted servant who never shirked her duties and who took her responsibilities as her mistress’s staunchest defender to heart. 

And to impossible lengths, it looked like. 

The night was clear and mild, but a chill rippled up and down my body, making me shiver and inch closer to Cyrille. Around us an awful silence descended, and none of the usual nocturnal sounds could be heard. There was a heaviness, a thickness to the auditory void we now found ourselves in. It certainly seemed as though Mrs. Quigg manipulated our surroundings to draw even more attention to herself as she carried on with her duties. 

I often wondered if she walked from room to room every night since she breathed her last. If, for instance, her spectral lamp lit her way even when I wasn’t there to bear witness to her promise. Or did she make herself seen only at times like this, when she knew she had an audience? This was the purpose behind my choosing random days of each year of my return to Bridewater House. I wanted to see for myself—to confirm my suspicions of Mrs. Quigg’s nocturnal vigilance not at all ceasing throughout the year. 

“Edgar, let’s go. We shouldn’t linger. Besides, your father’s waiting for you, and heaven knows what sort of mischief that dear old gentleman can get into when you’re not around.”

Cyrille’s reminder of Papa had a hint of gentle humor in it, but in the presence of the dead, my spirits refused to be lifted. How the deceased could have so much power over me, I didn’t understand. They did, however, and it felt like being pulled deeper and deeper into cold, murky waters.

“Edgar? Darling, look at me.”

“All right. I—all right.” I sighed and looked up at him, my chest easing its strained tightness at the sight of the one person who made life worth something more. My constant, my future—my un-husband, I called him, a playful term of endearment he’d also taken up in reference to me. “All this would have been mine, you know. I mean, it is—but it never will be.”

I’d turned twenty-three that year. Rowena’s fortune had been legally mine for two years. Even Bridewater House though I’d turned my back on the property for very good reason.

Cyrille nodded, a wry little smile lighting his face as he regarded me. “Do you regret leaving when you did? Giving all of this up?”

“No. Never. In truth, I doubt if I’d have been able to manage it—owning all of this and living in it, I mean. The house, everything that came with it? No, I don’t think all of this would have been fully mine to begin with. There’s too much of her in it, and I just can’t—she wouldn’t have let her castle go so easily even after death, I think. Clearly, Mrs. Quigg agrees with me.”

I looked back at the dark windows and the feeble light that had now moved to another room. Mrs. Quigg had found the previous room to her satisfaction, I suppose. 

“There’s too much of Rowena in this place. It’s always been hers and hers alone.” I paused and nodded at the upper window and the phantom light within. “Mrs. Quigg’s making sure of it.”

Cyrille gave my hand a light tug, and I turned away from Bridewater House for the last time as he guided me away. Hand-in-hand we arrived there, and hand-in-hand we left. I suppose we made for a defiant picture of life and hope against a crumbling ruin of past tragedies brought about by the human heart opening itself to its shadow half. 

Indeed, we seemed to be the only ones alive in that neglected and overgrown land and its surrounding woodland. Despite the distance we were placing between ourselves and the corpse of the old house, the thick silence pervaded, and I could swear I felt eyes fixed upon us as we walked away. Perhaps Mrs. Quigg watched us leave her beloved kingdom. Perhaps she knew this would be the last time she’d be seeing me. 

How far can the dead see, anyway? How much do they know about the future?

The awful silence broke the moment we stepped out of the drive and were once again back on the forgotten road, the moon offering comfort in her own mute and magical way. The road seemed brighter then, but I suppose one can’t help but think that after being surrounded by nothing but shadows that seemed to mock her gentle efforts. 

I couldn’t rightly say how I felt that time. As with dinner, my last goodbye to Bridewater House didn’t seem real, and a dullness and flatness pressed down on me and made me silent and distracted even as I prepared for bed on our return to the inn. 

That night I dreamt I stood before that dreadful portrait on the wall behind the grand staircase again, gazing up at its expansive canvas with wide-eyed dread. Time dragged most excruciatingly as I was forced to wait, unable to move a muscle because the woman staring back at me in paint and careful brushstrokes willed me in place. 

Unearthly pale blue eyes held me fast, the full and gracefully curved mouth slowly, slowly widened in a broadening smile, and red lips opened with a gentle sigh.

Come here. Let me see you. How you’ve grown! Such a beautiful boy!

Then she moved, her limbs slow and heavy as though she were moving through water. My terrified mind urged me to run, but I couldn’t, and she refused me with her fixed, unfocused eyes and her ghastly rictus on a dead face. She reached out, stretching her arms past the canvas and frame as she leaned forward and stepped out. Her gown trailed behind, discolored and tattered and smelling of earth and moldering coffins.

My baby boy—let me hold you. Oh, my darling, how I missed you so. Stay with me this time.

She fell upon me and pulled me close till I felt as though I were being pulled down into the grave with her, and I tore myself out of my dream with an agonized cry that Cyrille managed to bury against his chest. He held me for a time, hushing my ragged, gasping breaths and terrified whimpers while I clung to him in our cramped bed. 

It had become a ritual for us whenever we visited Bridewater House. The nightmare came first, followed by gentle touches and kisses. Then my nightshirt would be pushed up to my chest, Cyrille’s thick length buried in me from behind, his hand pressed against my slack mouth to muffle my cries. Terror and dismay would release in a burst of physical pleasure that drained me nearly dry, and I’d drift back to sleep cradled in my un-husband’s arms.

It would take me longer than before to recover from the dream—from the ghastly but necessary reminder that Rowena would have never allowed me to be the master of Bridewater House despite my legal claim to it. Despite her generosity in acknowledging me as her heir. Bridewater House had always been—and forever would be—hers. 
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I don’t remember my mother at all, but people had been very good in telling me when I grew older. They’d been all rather too eager, in fact, when I took the trouble of carefully digging. She was the fifth and youngest child born to a farmer and a seamstress. She was unnaturally beautiful—standing out from her brothers and sisters like a perfectly sculpted angel though also lacking in sense and restraint. 

She was adored by rustic fellows and bore the brunt of jealous whispers among her peers. As far as I now know, she welcomed the attention and even encouraged it, toying with boys’ hearts until she ultimately lost her gamble. She was raped by a baronet’s drunkard son at sixteen, and I was the result of his treachery. 

It had been said that my mother’s refusal to toss me into a foundling home led her to being troubled day and night by her own family. She was called a whore. A dirty slut who’d bare her breasts and spread her legs for a flattering word or two. By all accounts she’d borne everything with her head held high in open defiance. Silent and proud, a tragic beauty till the end.

I was only a year old when a neighboring farmer discovered her hanging from a dead oak in the sparse wood near their cottage. And there I lay on a tattered sack, quite swaddled against the cool evening breeze, howling piteously while she lightly swayed a few feet away. To this day, I don’t know why she brought me there and left me alone and exposed. Perhaps that had been her plan all along—to die and to take me with her somehow. 

According to gossips, the farmer who found us had suggested that perhaps she’d changed her mind about me and had hoped for a rescuer to be drawn to my ragged cries. Who knew her mind then, anyway? She was seventeen then, still quite a child, rejected by her family and horribly abused by a man who had everything in the world but a soul. If she went about her plans of murder and suicide haphazardly, it shouldn’t surprise anyone. 

I was then taken to an orphanage, and there I stayed for a little over four years, content to be invisible whenever the occasional couple appeared for a child to take home. Not that it was troublesome to inch away from the crowd of underfed, ragged, hopeful children. There were simply too many of us and not enough childless couples to go around. Somehow I managed to elude every opportunity of presenting myself to a pair until I turned five. 

A gentleman recently widowed—both wife and baby lost in childbirth a year before—appeared, determined to shake off his depression with a less fortunate child whom he could raise as his own. I’d been unwell and as such was too slow to plan an escape, and the grieving gentleman caught sight of me faltering in my steps as I tried to break out into a run away from the uniformed children currently lost in energetic play. The dreary courtyard serving as our playground was a little crowded, but I suppose I stood out in the worst way possible.

The widower—a Mr. Theodore Cushing from the small town of Bracklewhyte—broke away from the somber group of teachers and nurses and caught me just as a faintness overcame my feverish brain, and I stumbled to the ground. 

“There, there—you’ll be all right, young man. You shouldn’t be out here exerting yourself when you’re clearly not feeling well. Ah—your skin’s too hot. Nurse! Nurse! This child has a fever!” he cried as he bore me up in his arms, shivering and wracked with miserable sobs. 

I truly couldn’t remember much of the hours and days that followed. 

Suffice it to say Mr. Cushing, his heart touched, had applied to adopt me when the moment came, and I was declared quite recovered from my illness. I honestly don’t know why he’d taken to me so quickly given my wretched state of health and shrunken appearance. Years after, I’d teased him about it, and he’d only smile fondly, a parent’s love alit in his eyes, and reply with a gentle stroking of my hair and a kiss on my forehead. 

My father wasn’t a man of many words. Even after my adoption, he showered me with such doting attention and unrestrained love far more than expressed his affection for me in clear words. Not that I needed any proof of our close bond through the years because he compensated for his reticence with action. And that had been sufficient—more than sufficient—for me. 

So for several years after it was only the two of us forging a deep—and dare I say unbreakable—bond as a family with dear Mrs. Murray being her big-hearted and generous self as she divided her precious time between looking after a tiny motherless household and her own. Papa hired her for day help when he brought me home for the first time, and she’d become my surrogate mother in so many ways despite her love for Papa being nothing more than that of a loyal and tender-hearted housekeeper. 

Papa owned a very small and modest establishment—a tailor’s shop that served mostly working gentlemen on a limited budget. He’d inherited the business from his father and had shown much promise in dressing clerks, other shopkeepers, academics, and other gentlemen who wished to appear as respectable and deserving of the public’s attention and patronage. 

“The wealthy—those generously inclined, anyway—often leave charity houses a collection of castoffs, Edgar,” he said one day as I toddled after him in his shop in wide-eyed amazement. “I buy the excess quite cheaply and turn them into proper and respectable suits for gentlemen of limited means who work as hard as I do.”

A piece of bread nearly crushed in my tiny hand as I pointed and spouted silly questions about jackets, waistcoats, patterns, and so on, I listened to him as he tried to explain what he did for a living, my seven-year-old brain barely making heads or tails of anything. Everything around me, I thought, looked positively marvelous and magical. 

Papa sat down on one of the old and rickety chairs littering his shop and set me down on his lap. “See, not everyone can afford a good suit,” he carried on, gently holding me against his chest while I gnawed away at the bread. “And there are far more bankers and clerks and schoolmasters and butchers than there are lords and baronets and so on. So I let, say, a bookseller choose something from my racks, and I take proper measurements and then turn his choice into something uniquely his.”

“The clothes fit him right good, Pa?”

“By the time I’m done with them, yes. Perfectly. I also add a few touches here and there—maybe a spot of color to cheer up a somber waistcoat—anything that would make the bookseller stand out and be as memorable to look at as his books.”

I pondered things a bit. “And he’ll also be cheerful like his waistcoat?”

“Indeed! Why, colors affect mood, Edgar, though it’s customary for gentlemen to stick to black and gray as a way of showing the world how dignified and respectable they are. The lack of color makes one think of restraint and a sensible turn of mind, both of which are qualities we learn to approve of.” 

I remember noting a hint of humor in Papa’s voice whenever he talked about the funereal preferences of other men while ladies often went quite wild with their frocks’ color palette. Through the years, I did notice Papa’s occasional use of color—just the perfect touch of blue or orange, for instance—in his otherwise very dark and very dignified suits, cleverly making use of small scrap pieces that otherwise would have been thrown out without a second’s thought. 

He was a successful businessman. While his earnings might have been considered relatively small compared to his better-known and more aggressive rivals, his shop allowed him the luxury of saving enough to marry and start a family. The double-tragedy of losing his beloved wife and baby had driven him to work even harder, earn more, and be even more “miserly” with his money until he could afford to offer an orphaned little boy a chance at happiness and love. 

For my part, I cared little for fashion in general though my interests jumped around a good deal so that by the time I began school in earnest, I still had no clear idea what I hoped to be as an adult. Papa urged me not to feel pressed into following his footsteps, and while I was grateful for his indulgence and understanding, I was also left adrift and confused on my own. 

Should I be a banker? Should I be a solicitor? A schoolmaster? A physician? A botanist? As far as I was concerned, there were far too many options and only one brain in my skull with which I had to grapple whenever the question about my future plans arose. 

Life carried on happily for a good spell with my needs as well as Papa’s being very simple and quite basic. Frivolities were rarely ever indulged, but that was enough for us. My father’s hard work and sacrifice eventually sent me to school—nothing fashionable or widely known as those schools favored by the rich and titled, of course, but a proper institution that offered its scholars a solid foundation upon which they could build their future. 

As a student, I was capable enough but nowhere near impressive. I believe I managed to pass each year with favorable results but certainly nothing more. I told myself then that I was exerting myself to the best of my abilities, however short that best might be compared to my more successful and intelligent peers. 

Mediocre is as mediocre does, I suppose, but I was better known in my school for my looks, which I understand I’d inherited from my unfortunate mother and perhaps even the man who raped her. Papa himself had called me exceedingly handsome while my schoolfellows did what boys confined in institutions segregated from the female sex were likely to do: court me with secret notes and invitations for a quiet walk somewhere. 
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