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FOR MATT


•


“my soul’s far better part…”




 




On first looking into


Chapman’s Homer


Much have I travell’d in the realms of gold,


And many goodly states and kingdoms seen;


Round many western islands have I been


Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold.


Oft of one wide expanse had I been told


That deep-brow’d Homer ruled as his demesne;


Yet did I never breathe its pure serene


Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold:


Then felt I like some watcher of the skies


When a new planet swims into his ken;


Or like stout Cortez, when with eagle eyes


He star’d at the Pacific – and all his men


Look’d at each other with a wild surmise –


Silent, upon a peak in Darien.


— JOHN KEATS
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FEW PEOPLE WOULD LOOK KINDLY ON MY REASONS FOR marrying Philip; neither love nor money nor his title induced me to accept his proposal. Yet, as I look across the spans of Aegean Sea filling the view from my villa’s balcony, I cannot doubt that it was a surprisingly good decision.


The Viscount Ashton seemed an unlikely candidate to bring anyone much happiness, at least according to my standards. His fortune, moderate good looks, and impeccable manners guaranteed that hapless females would constantly fling themselves at him in the hope of winning his affection. They missed his defining characteristic, ensuring that he would never pay them more than the slightest polite attention: Philip was a hunter.


I mean this, of course, literally. Hunting possessed him. He spent as much time as his fortune would permit pursuing wild beasts. The dignified (although I would not choose to describe it as so) English hunt amused him, but he preferred big game and passed much of his time stalking his quarry on the plains of Africa. He could be found in London only briefly, at the height of the Season, when he limited his prey to potential brides. The image he presented could be described as striking, I suppose. He played the part of daring adventurer well.


My encounter with the dashing viscount began as such things typically do, at a soirée. I found the conversation lacking and longed to return home to the novel that had engrossed me all morning. Philip differed little from other men I met, and I had no interest in continuing the acquaintance. No interest, that is, until I decided to accept the inevitable and agree to marry.


My mother and I do not particularly enjoy each other’s company. From the day the queen kissed me during my presentation at court in Buckingham Palace, I heard from Mother constant reminders that my looks would soon fade, and she admonished me to do my best to catch a husband immediately. That I had refused several good offers continued to vex her, and I will not bore the reader with the details of these trivial events. Suffice it to say that I had little interest in marriage. I cannot claim that this was due to lofty ideals of love or outrage at the submission demanded by many husbands of their wives. Frankly, I considered the proposition of matrimony immensely boring. Married women I knew did scarcely more than bear children and order around their servants. Their time consumed by mundane details, the most excitement for which they could hope was some social event at which they could meet one another and complain about said children and servants. I preferred my life at home. At least as a single woman, I had time to pursue my own interests, read voraciously, and travel when opportunity presented.


Did I marry Philip, then, because of his keen sense of adventure? Did I long to travel to darkest Africa with him? Hardly. I married him because he happened to propose at a moment when accepting him seemed a simple way out of an increasingly unbearable situation.


As the months following my debut progressed, my mother became more and more desperate, her dearest wish having always been to see me make a brilliant match before the end of my first Season. She lamented continually; it was nearly impossible to converse with her on any other topic. Any topic, that is, other than the proposals being accepted by the daughters of her friends. She began to point out the slightest wrinkles and imperfections on my face, bemoaning what she considered to be the beginning of the end of my wasted beauty. She cut my allowance, telling me I must learn to live on a pittance if I were determined to be a spinster. The final affront came one morning when she entered my room with a dressmaker’s tape. She wanted to measure my waist to see how quickly I was becoming old and fat. I could bear it no longer.


That same afternoon Philip called and asked me to do him the honor of becoming his wife. This came as a complete surprise; I had rarely conversed with him, though we saw each other frequently at social gatherings. Having no interest in hunting or in his superficial charm, I tended to avoid him. I did not realize that the hunter always prefers the quarry that is difficult to catch. He claimed to love me endlessly and said all the pretty words we expect to hear on such an occasion. They meant nothing to me. Living with him could not be worse than continued subjection to my mother’s ranting. I accepted his proposal immediately.


The wedding took place as soon as my trousseau could be assembled. Six months later I found myself a widow. I had known my husband barely long enough for his name to stop sounding foreign on my lips. When I read the telegram, a feeling of relief and freedom swept through my body, causing me to tremble. The butler reached toward me, assuming I would faint. I never faint. Fainting is a result of affectation or too-tight stays; I will succumb to neither.


I felt no grief for the loss of Philip. I hardly knew him. As the astute reader will already have guessed, the hunter rarely has much interest in his quarry once it is caught, except as a trophy. After a brief wedding trip, my new husband returned to Africa, where he spent the months prior to his death hunting with his friends. We exchanged civil, impersonal letters. Then the prescribed period of mourning began. For twelve months I would have to wear nothing but black crepe and avoid nearly all social events. After that I would be allowed silk, but in dull grays and black stripes. Not until two years had passed would I be able to return to an ordinary existence.


Philip settled irrevocably upon me a large fortune, and, much to my surprise, I now had at my disposal not only the London town house but also my husband’s country manor, a place I had yet to see. Although the property was, of course, entailed, Philip’s family insisted that I did not need to find a new home. Because we had no children, Philip’s heir was his sister’s son. The boy, called Alexander, was three years old and quite comfortably ensconced in his parents’ house. He did not yet need to relocate to the family seat.


For more than a year, I stayed in London, left for dead as all good widows are. Relief came unexpectedly in the form of my husband’s friend, Colin Hargreaves.


I spent my afternoons in Philip’s walnut-paneled library, loving the feeling of being surrounded by books. Like the rest of the house, it was elegantly decorated, with a spectacular curved ceiling and the finest English Axminster carpets. Some previous viscount had selected the furniture with as much of an eye for comfort as for appearance, making the room a place where one could relax with ease in the most luxurious surroundings. It was here that Mr. Hargreaves interrupted my reading on a warm summer day. He strode across the room and nodded at me as he reached for my hand, raising it gently to his lips.


“Odd to be in this room without him,” he said, glancing about. “Your husband and I planned all of our trips from here.” He sat on a large leather chair. “I’m dreadfully sorry, Lady Ashton. I shouldn’t speak of such painful things.” Devoid of sentimental attachment to my deceased mate, I felt distinctly uncomfortable in the company of his closest friend.


“Never mind. Would you like some tea?” I reached for the bell.


“No, don’t trouble yourself. I am here on business.”


“Then perhaps you should see my solicitor.”


“I’ve just come from his office. You are aware, of course, of your husband’s love of Greece and the Aegean?” he asked, looking directly into my eyes.


“Greece?” I asked, not wanting to reveal more ignorance of my husband’s interests than absolutely necessary.


“As I’m sure you know, he spent months there every year. While he was ill in Africa . . .” Mr. Hargreaves paused, looking at me questioningly.


“Please go on.”


“He so looked forward to taking you to Greece and showing you the villa.”


“The villa?” I had vague memories of my solicitor’s mentioning such a place, but he had not given me any details, assuming I was too overcome by grief to concern myself with such things.


“It was not part of the family property. He owned it himself and wanted you to have it. It’s a magnificent place, sweeping views of the Aegean. You’ll love it. I think he intended to surprise you by taking you there.” He paused again. “When he was sick, it was a subject to which he continually returned: ‘Kallista must go to the villa.’ I promised to arrange the trip for you.”


“You must pardon my confusion,” I said, shaking my head. “Who is Kallista?”


Mr. Hargreaves smiled. “I believe that is what he called you in”—again the pause—“private.”


My eyebrows lifted in amazement. “He never called me Kallista.” I didn’t mention that the form of address he used most frequently was, in fact, Lady Ashton, albeit in a somewhat ironic tone.


“It is how he always referred to you,” Mr. Hargreaves said quietly. “I assumed it was a pet name. Excuse my impertinence, but I believe he preferred it to Emily.”


“I see. And the villa?”


“It’s on Santorini, one of the islands in the Aegean. I suggest you go in the spring, when the weather is fine, although Ashton always considered winter there a vast improvement over England.” He stood up and walked toward me. “I must apologize again. I can only imagine how difficult it is for you to be reminded of him. Using his familiar name for you was thoughtless of me.”


“On the contrary, it doesn’t bother me at all,” I said, still not sure what to make of this habit of my husband’s. “For all I care, you may call me Kallista if you prefer it to Emily.” I looked directly at Mr. Hargreaves and smiled. He was quite handsome, his dark, wavy hair tousled, contrasting with the perfect elegance of both his clothing and manner. “That is, of course, should our acquaintance become familiar enough to merit the use of Christian names.”


“You are as spirited as Ashton described you,” he said, flashing a smile. “I shall leave now. Your solicitor has all the papers concerning the villa. As I said, I promised your husband I would ensure that you see it. When you are ready to make the trip, I shall take care of all your arrangements.”


I gave him my hand, which he kissed quickly. I watched from the window seat as he sauntered down the steps to the street and across Berkeley Square.


As always after meeting any of Philip’s family or friends, I felt overwhelmed. I could not share their grief; I did not know the man. Yet here Colin Hargreaves stood and suggested that Philip actually talked about me. What on earth could he possibly have had to say? My mind reeled. Kallista? Greece? As far as I knew, Philip had few, if any, interests beyond hunting. I had little reason to doubt Mr. Hargreaves, who had stood as best man at my wedding. He and Philip were friends from their early days at school, and Philip always spoke highly of his integrity. Before I could think further on the subject, the butler interrupted me again. My parents awaited me in the drawing room.


“My dear, you really must keep the curtains drawn in the front of the house,” my mother scolded, true to her new mission of attempting to reestablish dominance over me.


“Philip has been dead for more than a year and a half, Mother. I can hardly live without natural light indefinitely.”


“Prince Albert left this life nearly thirty years ago, and our queen still respects his memory. You would do well to follow her example.” My mother, quite possibly Queen Victoria’s staunchest supporter, looked critically around the room. “I know Philip was a bit eccentric, but now that he’s gone, you surely could update this room. It is as if it is only partially furnished.”


Philip had no taste for the cluttered excess currently in favor and had furnished his house accordingly. After our wedding he was delighted to learn that I shared his opinion on the subject. He obligingly removed several of the larger mounted animal heads from the public rooms, and I agreed to leave the remainder of the house untouched.


“In one breath you tell her to mourn the man, in the next to change his house. Really, Catherine, I think you should leave the child alone.” My father, whom I had always considered a silent ally, smiled at me reassuringly. “I don’t like to be unpleasant, but it is insupportable to me that she should have to be in mourning longer than she knew Ashton.”


My mother gasped. “I will pretend that I never heard you say that. You must think of her future. She’s young and very rich, not to mention the daughter of an earl. After a suitable period of mourning, she will be able to make an excellent marriage.” My mother looked at me. “I have already heard your name mentioned by the mothers of some of the most eligible peers.”


“I’d rather not lose my money to the upkeep of someone else’s family estate,” I said with a sigh. “Besides, why should I marry again? I rather like widowhood.” My father laughed until he caught my mother’s withering glare.


“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course it’s much too soon to think of such things. Your heart is still breaking.” My mother rang the bell. “You need some tea.” I suffered through a cup of the oversweetened beverage she forced on me and avoided any conversation that might prolong their stay. At last I bade my parents farewell, cringing as my mother ordered the butler to have the drapes on the front windows closed. Davis, a consummate professional, gave her a reassuring nod but did nothing without first consulting his mistress. I instructed him to leave them open.


“Very good, madam. If I may?” He continued as soon as I nodded permission. “I must inform you that I’ve had to let one of the footmen go. A parlormaid, entering the library to dust, saw him rifling through the viscount’s desk.”


“When did this happen?”


“Yesterday afternoon, madam. The maid was reluctant to come forward. Apparently the man was looking for something he could sell to repay gaming debts. I have searched his room and found nothing. Perhaps you could check to see if anything is missing?”


“Thank you, Davis. I shall check the contents of the desk right away,” I said, knowing full well that I had no idea what ought to be in it.


I returned to the library, where, after a cursory glance through the unremarkable contents of the desk, I started searching the shelves for books about Greece and found volume upon volume: histories and classical literature in both the ancient language and translation. Until now I had assumed that these were vestiges of Philip’s studies at Eton and Cambridge. I flipped through several of them, not knowing what I wanted to find. Frustrated with my complete lack of direction, I picked up a guide to the British Museum. The book fell open to a page that held a carefully folded note written in a hand I did not recognize. “Your present course of action has placed you in grave danger.” The page it marked described a vase on which there was a painting of the great hero Achilles killing the queen of the Amazons. Grave danger indeed.


I examined the note closely. The paper was heavy, the type that an artist might use in his sketchbook, but it bore no indication of the identity of either sender or recipient. Very odd. I sighed, unsure of what to do. After rereading it I placed it in Philip’s desk, where I sat, suddenly overcome by a feeling of ominous unease. I rang for tea, hoping the genial beverage (without my mother’s too-liberal use of sugar) would soothe my nerves. It was some time before I was able to turn my attention back to the book from which the note had fallen, but eventually I found myself engrossed in its descriptions of the museum’s magnificent artifacts. Suddenly, on a whim, I summoned my carriage. I wanted to see them myself.


Naturally I had not mentioned Greece or the villa to my parents, and I smiled as I approached Great Russell Street, wondering what my mother would think if I were to set up house in Santorini for the rest of my years. How long would I have to wear half mourning there? I fluffed my black striped skirts and entered the museum, immediately asking if someone could show me the Greek antiquities. A wealthy widow quickly learns that great institutions long for her money; knowing this, I anticipated a thorough and enjoyable tour.


As I waited for what I hoped would be a knowledgeable guide, I looked around the hall, wondering why I hadn’t visited the museum in so long. My father had taken me periodically when I was a girl, but once my education transferred to the hands of my mother and a legion of governesses, I was limited to pursuing those things considered essential by society matrons. Consequently I became fluent in French and Italian and able to speak passably in German. I could sing and play the pianoforte, though not well. In the visual arts, I excelled at drawing, though I never moved to watercolors, preferring the feel of pencils to that of the artist’s brushes. Embroidery, etiquette, and household management became second nature, but my mother did not want me to receive anything that could be construed as a classical education. A good wife, she believed, should not think too much for herself. Before I could mull further on the shortcomings of my schooling, a distinguished-looking middle-aged gentleman interrupted my reverie.


“Lady Ashton, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I am Alexander Murray, Keeper of Greek and Roman Antiquities. My colleagues inform me that you are interested in viewing our collection.” I gave him my hand and murmured something appropriate.


“Please allow me to express my condolences on the death of your excellent husband,” he continued. “He visited us frequently; the entire department was shocked to learn of his demise. We are immeasurably grateful for the artifacts he donated to us during his lifetime. I presume you would like to see those pieces first?”


I hardly knew what to say. I had never known Philip to set foot in the museum, but I realized that fact in itself to be meaningless. Clearly I knew even less about the man than I suspected. As Mr. Murray led me through gallery after gallery, my thoughts divided between my husband and the wondrous objects I viewed. Philip had given the museum several stunning Greek vases. One in particular struck me: a large vase showing three women standing before a young man who held an apple.


“That is a calyx-krater, so called because the shape of the handles brings to mind a flower’s calyx,” Mr. Murray told me. “It would have been used in antiquity as a vessel in which one would mix water with wine. I believe it was Lord Ashton’s favorite. He had a difficult time parting with it but felt strongly that it belonged where others could study it. It is a fine example of red-figure vase painting.”


“The detail is exquisite,” I exclaimed, leaning closer to the object. “Even the eyelashes are visible on the man’s profile.”


“The red-figure technique allows for more realism than black-figure because the details are painted onto the unglazed figures. This artist is known for his attention to such things. Note how he shows individual strands of hair and the way he has shaded the folds of fabric on each cloak.”


“There is something in it that brings to mind the Parthenon friezes.”


“A keen observation, Lady Ashton. The style is very similar to those figures found at the Parthenon. This vase painter is credited with being the most classical of all his colleagues.”


“Who was he?”


“I’m afraid we do not know his name, but his work is recognized on hundreds of vases.”


“All red- figure?”


“No. Black-figure and white-ground lekythoi, too. If you’ll come this way, I’ll show you one of the lekythoi. They are the ones for which he is best known.”


I did not respond immediately to Mr. Murray but continued to examine the piece before me. “Look how graceful his hand is holding the apple. Whom do the figures represent?” I asked.


Mr. Murray moved closer to the case. “Those are the goddesses Athena, Hera, and Aphrodite. They have just attended a wedding ruined by Eris, or Discord. Furious not to have been invited to the celebration, she determined to cause a scene and dropped a golden apple among the guests.”


“They argued over who would keep the gold?”


“In a sense, yes. Tê kallistê—‘To the fairest’ was engraved on the apple. The goddesses each argued that she was the most beautiful and should have the apple. Zeus realized that no judgment would be acceptable to all three and decided it would be best to stay out of the mix.”


“Wise,” I said, smiling.


“He gave the task of choosing who would receive the apple to Paris, an unfortunate shepherd.” He pointed to one of the figures on the vase.


“Whom did he choose?”


“I’m afraid he found Aphrodite most irresistible, especially when she promised that he would have for a wife the most beautiful of all mortal women.”


“Hera and Athena were not pleased, I imagine.”


“Far from it. They were his sworn enemies from that day forward.”


“And Paris’s wife?”


“A lovely girl called Helen, unfortunately already married to the king of Sparta, Menelaus. With Aphrodite’s help, Paris convinced Helen to leave Menelaus and come with him to Troy, giving rise, of course, to the great Trojan War.”


I remained silent for a moment, certain that I should know more of this story than I did, and resolved to read about it that very evening. Something Mr. Murray said had caught my attention, and I had to inquire further.


“Could you tell me again what was written on the apple?”


“Tê kallistê. Kallista in Greek means ‘most beautiful.’ ”


And thus I learned that Philip had considered me beautiful. I blushed uncontrollably and allowed Mr. Murray to continue his tour, although I must confess that my attention to his thoughtful commentary was less than it ought to have been.





2 MARCH 1887


EAST AFRICA



_____


Another day marred by the infinite stupidity of one of our party. To hunt is to bask in the glory of the wild beasts, track them, and spar with them on their own terms. In doing so, the hunter honours the magnificence of his prey. Fitzroy’s actions today fit into no gentleman’s code. He left camp early, before breakfast, with one of our guides, Lusala, and returned filthy and terrified less than an hour later. The bastard convinced Lusala to bait a rhinoceros rather than track it—then waited in a blind until an unlucky beast stumbled upon their trap. When Fitzroy prepared for his shot, he tripped, startling the animal. Then he took the shot he ought to have refused—firing without aiming properly—wounding the rhino but not killing it. Thinking it was about to charge at them, he and Lusala ran back to camp like the cowards they are. It took me hours to track the poor animal and finish what my friend should have done. We are not here to leave a trail of wounded animals.


Thrashed Fitzroy when I returned. The man has no understanding of the morality of the hunt. It is while tracking that the hunter exhibits his true skill. Will not tolerate this practice of baiting on my expedition. Hargreaves suggests we abandon the whole business and explore Mount Kenya. If he meant to amuse me, he succeeded.
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“SO, YOU SEE, I AM ACTUALLY QUITE IMPORTANT,” I SAID in mock seriousness to my dear friend Ivy as we took tea in my well-appointed drawing room the next afternoon. “They sent the head of the entire department to speak to me. Obviously word of my fortune has spread even to the hallowed halls of the British Museum.”


“You give yourself too much credit,” she retorted with a smile. “Clearly they decided to extend their good opinion of Philip to your humble self. But really, aren’t you a bit shocked to learn about Philip’s passion for Greece? It’s rather interesting of him, I think.”


“I hardly know what to make of it,” I said, pouring more tea. “He never mentioned anything about it to me.”


“I suppose the conversation on your wedding trip focused on very different topics,” Ivy said.


“I can’t remember that we talked about anything in particular. He wrote in his journal, I suppose cataloging where we were each day, and I read a lot. He was very nice about buying me books.”


“Beastly of him to die before you realized he might be fascinating.”


“Yes, and terrible of him to settle such a large amount of money on me.” I laughed. “Of course, I won’t be able to enjoy it at all until I get out of this ghastly mourning.” Even as the words came out of my mouth, the color drained from my face. “I don’t mean that.”


Ivy took my hand. “I know you don’t, dear.”


“I certainly never thought things would turn out like this. Barely out in society and already a widow.”


“Mourning won’t last forever.”


“I’m not sure that I even mind, Ivy. Consider my life: I live on my own, with my own servants, and have control over my own money. I can do virtually whatever I want.”


“Except move about in society just yet.”


“No, of course not, but I’m not certain that I really miss any of that. It was vastly diverting for a while, of course, and I had a lovely time making as many men as possible fall in love with me, but think where I would be if I hadn’t married Philip.”


“You would still be living with your mother and having your waist measured daily.”


“Precisely. A fate not to be borne. But now I have a freedom unprecedented in my life. If Philip were still alive, would my life be much different than it was when I lived with my parents?”


“As an unmarried woman, I would hardly dare to comment on married life,” Ivy said wickedly.


“Yes, but you’ll know soon enough. Two more weeks and we’ll be at your own wedding.”


“Yes,” Ivy said with a sigh. “I don’t know what to think.”


Davis came into the room and announced two more callers.


“My dear, I am delighted to see you again,” Emma Callum said as she crossed toward me, reaching out with both her hands. “It hardly seems that a year has passed since your dear husband’s passing. But here we are.”


“Yes, here we are,” I said, answering her simpering smile with one of my own as I took her hands. “It’s kind of you to come. How are you, Arabella?”


“Very well, thank you.” The newcomers sat, and Arabella Dunleigh accepted the muffin I offered her.


“I am desperately excited for your wedding,” Emma said to Ivy. “Mother tells me Worth made your dress.”


“Yes, it’s lovely. I’m looking forward to wearing it,” Ivy answered, considerably less lively now than she had been before we’d been interrupted.


“I don’t know what I shall wear,” Emma continued. I didn’t believe her; she spent a large portion of her waking hours thinking and talking about her extensive wardrobe. Unfortunately, despite the large expense her father went to in order to dress his only daughter well, her clothing perfectly reflected Emma’s own tastes and whims; the result was not attractive. Without fail, she chose garish colors and unflattering styles. Her face, I admit, was lovely, but it was easy to overlook when blinded by the bright yellow of the gown she was wearing. The brown parasol she carried added to the total effect by making her look something like a spindly sunflower. “I’m certain that it won’t be long until we’re planning my own wedding, and I do want to enjoy myself in the meantime.”


“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” I said, knowing full well Emma was beginning another of her assaults on me.


“You know better than the rest of us the perils of married life, Emily. The role of matron is not nearly as enjoyable as that of belle of the ball. Although I suppose you never really had a chance to settle into being a married woman, did you?”


“No. Philip was kind enough to die before I got really bored,” I snapped back. Arabella gasped. “I’m joking, of course, Arabella. Try not to choke on your muffin.”


“I’m horrified to hear you speak of your husband that way,” Emma said coldly. “Lord Ashton was one of the best men with whom I’ve been acquainted.”


“The noblest man I ever met,” Arabella agreed.


“I should think you would take more care to honor his memory,” Emma continued, fingering her hideous brown gloves as she spoke.


“I must confess that I am a trifle nervous about my wedding,” Ivy interrupted, valiantly changing the subject. “I don’t know what to expect as a wife. Robert has always been very kind to me, and my parents are delighted with the match. I’m sure we’ll be happy, but I cannot imagine what my life will be like.”


“He has a wonderful house,” Arabella said, taking another cake off the tea table. “And you’re sure to have a generous allowance.”


“Ivy’s father will ensure that,” I said.


“You must listen carefully to everything your mother tells you before the wedding, my dear,” Emma said, her tone all seriousness. “There are things about marriage you will find immensely shocking. She will be able to tell you what you need in order to cope and to bear what you must.”


“I’m certain it’s terrible,” Arabella said, her cowlike eyes wide open. “My sister locked herself in her room and refused to come out for three days after her wedding.”


“You should never speak of it, Arabella,” Emma said, looking at her friend sharply. “It is enough that she be alerted to the situation so that her mother can prepare her.”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” I snapped. I knew Emma well enough to expect that she would try to insult me whenever the opportunity presented itself; it did not bother me in the least. Ivy, however, being much more sensitive than I am, would not be able to hold her own against Emma’s malicious talk.


“We are only trying to help our friend on her way to becoming a good wife,” Emma said, her voice sickeningly sweet. “I expect it’s difficult for you to think of happy things like love and weddings when you know there will never be joy in your own life again.”


“Quite the contrary, I assure you. And, Ivy, I will share with you a piece of advice Philip gave me on our wedding night: Relax. If you manage to, you’ll find the entire experience not at all unpleasant.” I watched my audience and savored the horrified looks on their faces. Arabella dropped her cake, and Emma rose from her seat.


“I never thought I would hear you speak so crudely, Emily. You are fortunate that Philip is not here to see your disgrace.”


“Lord Ashton to you, Emma. I don’t believe your acquaintance with the viscount ever reached the point of familiarity.”


“I see that despite your wearing half mourning, you really are not ready to receive visitors,” Emma said, trying in vain to regain her composure. “We will not trespass any longer on your time.” She led Arabella, who was still unable to speak, out of the room. I noticed that she took the last tea cake with her.


Ivy stared at me, shocked. “What have you done?”


“I don’t know that I’ve ever had such fun in my life. I never could stand either of those beasts. Emma always threw herself at Philip before we were married and couldn’t bear the fact that he never noticed her. She tormented me in every way she could once our engagement was announced.”


“But, darling, you never cared for Philip. Surely you weren’t jealous?”


“Of course not. But now that he is gone, I am gaining a better appreciation for the man and his tastes. And as for those two, they came here to congratulate themselves on their own good luck at not being widowed at such a young age and to terrify you at the prospect of your wedding.”


“I don’t think they meant to be cruel.”


“Believe what you will, but I know Emma well enough to see her game. She doesn’t like being one of the last of us to marry. But she’ll be engaged before long, and woe to the poor man she accepts. He’ll find no happiness in his bride.”


“You really aren’t yourself, Emily. Do you need more tea?”


“No, Ivy, I’m fine. I have just realized that I am now in a position to voice opinions that would have been outrageous for an unmarried woman. Don’t worry, I’ll send perfect notes apologizing for my behavior and beg them both to forgive me. No one can resist a grief-stricken widow.”


“You are awful.”


“I think I’m going to rather enjoy sitting with the other widows at balls, machinating the futures of young ladies and gossiping excessively.”


“When you return fully to society, I don’t imagine you’ll stay with the other widows.”


“Perhaps you are right, but I do not intend to relinquish my newfound freedom in the foreseeable future. What were we discussing before those harpies interrupted us? I’m sure it was much more pleasant than our present topic of conversation. Did I tell you that I’ve started to read the Iliad?”


“No, you hadn’t. How terribly clever you’re becoming,” Ivy said, laughing. “But in all seriousness, Em, is what you said true?”


“Everything I say is true.”


“I mean about what Philip told you,” she pressed, unable to meet my eyes.


“It is true, Ivy. Now that I think about it, I should perhaps have listened better when Philip talked to me. He gave very good advice.”


THAT NIGHT I DREAMED about Philip for the first time. He looked very lovely, right off a Greek vase. He was storming the walls of Troy, his sandy hair blowing in the wind as he called out, “Kallista! Kallista!”


The next morning I decided that I would definitely continue reading Homer.





25 MARCH 1887


SHEPHERD‘S HOTEL, CAIRO



_____


Have spent past week playing tourist in Egypt; sights are spectacular, but seeing anything ancient makes me long for Greece. Hargreaves is back exploring pyramids today—I declined the invitation to join him and instead combed the shops in search of Ptolemaic pieces. Most I found were singularly uninteresting, caught somewhere between the Greek and Egyptian styles, doing justice to neither. Had hoped to locate a nice image of the great Alexander, but all I found were hoards of unremarkable coins being offered at outrageous prices.


After less thought than the topic likely deserved, I have decided to acquiesce to my family’s wish that I marry. I recognize that doing so is inevitable and see little point in arguing the timing of the event, although embarking on serious courtship will ensure a bloody tiresome Season.
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I WAS SURPRISED TO FIND HOW GREATLY I ENJOYED MY readings in classical literature and soon began spending a considerable amount of time visiting the British Museum. Not entirely certain how to approach these new interests of mine, I decided to let my husband be my guide and set myself to the task of studying the objects he had donated to the museum. Mr. Murray was pleased to see me in the galleries so often, and I was delighted to show him that I now had the beginnings of at least an elementary knowledge of Homer.


“Hard at work again, Lady Ashton?” he asked, coming upon me as I sat sketching the Judgment of Paris vase.


“I don’t know that something described as work could bring such pleasure.”


“How are you finding Homer?”


“ ‘Achilles’ banefull wrath resound, O Goddesse, that imposd / Infinite sorrowes on the Greekes . . . , ’ ” I quoted, smiling at him. “Chapman, eh?” In his library Philip had a multitude of copies of Homer’s great work: four different English translations and one in the original Greek. The latter, obviously, was far out of my realm, so I chose Chapman’s, the most familiar of the rest, which I knew only from Keats’s poem. The bold lines inspired me immediately and vigorously; I pored over it daily.


“Seemed as good a place to start as any, and it certainly has not disappointed.”


“No, it wouldn’t. A bit fanciful for my taste, though.”


“Too Elizabethan perhaps?”


“Quite. Pope suits me better. ‘Achilles’ wrath, to Greece the direful spring / Of woes unnumber’d, heav’nly Goddess, sing!’ ”


“Wonderfully direct,” I agreed. “But for the moment I shall stay with Chapman.”


“No reason not to, Lady Ashton. I shall leave you to your drawing.”


I returned my attention to the vase in front of me, keen to accurately capture Aphrodite’s graceful pose. Some minutes later, while pausing to compare my work to the original, I had the sensation of being watched and turned to look behind me, half expecting to find Mr. Murray. Instead I saw an unfamiliar man. His position suggested he was studying the frieze that occupied the wall beyond the Judgment of Paris vase, but his eyes were fixed on me. I was not accustomed to encountering the sort of individual who would stare in such a way, and I must admit to having been somewhat unnerved. He did not look away when our eyes met but moved his face slightly, revealing a long dueling scar on his right cheek. I tried to return my focus to my sketchbook but found my gaze periodically drawn to the stranger, who continued to lurk in the back of the gallery. When I heard footsteps approaching me, I nearly jumped.


“I hope I didn’t startle you, Lady Ashton,” Mr. Murray said, smiling broadly as he walked toward me.


“Not at all, I—” I glanced behind me. The man was gone. “I’m pleased to see you again so soon.”


“I’ve no intention of pulling you away from your work, but I would like to present you with this.” He handed me a copy of a book he had written, Manual of Mythology. I smiled and thanked him, happily distracted from the unwanted observer.


Time passed quickly while I was engrossed in my intellectual pursuits. Ivy’s wedding came and went with little incident. I attended, of course, suitably attired in a dreary gray gown. It was the happiest of occasions, but I must confess to feeling a slight melancholy when I realized how vaguely I remembered my own wedding day. At the time I had merely gone through the motions and done what was expected of me, all the while giving scant thought to what I was doing. Robert’s eyes had shone when he saw Ivy approach him at the altar; I don’t think I even looked at Philip as I walked toward him. Had his eyes brightened at the sight of his bride?


Within a week of Ivy’s nuptials, Emma’s engagement to the son of Lord Haverill was announced—the younger son of Lord Haverill. Hoping for something better, she had refused him until her parents insisted upon the engagement. I was immensely happy to see her get what she deserved.


Ivy and her new husband were spending their honeymoon on a grand European tour, with Paris as one of their stops. I was in the midst of reading a delightful letter from her when, once again, my mother descended upon me.


“Emily, Mrs. Callum tells me in the strictest confidence that you said some very pointed things to Emma about marriage. The poor girl is terrified now and is begging to be released from her engagement.”


“I can assure you that I told her nothing that would bring her anything but comfort, Mother. She is disappointed at only catching a younger son.”


“I think you are right. Luckily, she comes to the match with a fortune of her own, so they will live well.”


“As long as her husband doesn’t spend all her money,” I said.


“You shouldn’t be so cynical, my dear. It’s most unbecoming. I don’t know what has happened to you lately.” She sniffed in the direction of my windows, curtains thrown open to let in the sun. “At any rate, I have just come from Lady Elliott’s. She is hosting a small dinner Wednesday next and would like to include you in the party. It will be a suitable occasion for you to begin your gradual return to society.”


The thought of Lady Elliott’s party was only slightly less hideous to me than crossing the Channel on a stormy day. Lady Elliott, my mother’s closest friend, would be certain to join in hounding me the entire time, criticizing my clothing (too light-colored), my house (too much light), and my new reading habits (not light enough). I checked to see that I had covered Philip’s beautifully bound copy of the Iliad with Ivy’s letter and sighed.


“I don’t think I’m ready, Mother.”


“You cannot hide in your grief forever.”


“I thought you wanted me to emulate our queen.”


“Not literally, child. Your idea of mourning is very odd to me. Liberal with your clothing, conservative with social engagements. I’m not sure what to make of it.”


“You needn’t make anything of it. My clothing is perfectly appropriate. Mr. Worth handled the details himself, and I wore nothing but bombazine for an entire year. As for society . . .” I hesitated, not sure what I wanted to say. I certainly didn’t want to imprison myself but also did not want to be cornered into accepting invitations from all of my mother’s ghastly friends. “I’m afraid it is too painful for me to return to society in London. It only reminds me of Philip.”


“I’m sure you feel it keenly,” my mother answered, giving me more sympathy than she ever had before in her life. “It puts me in mind of the depth of emotion our queen still shows to her dear, departed husband.” I thought it best to ignore this sentiment.


“Therefore, I have decided to go to Paris,” I said, surprising even myself.


“Paris?”


“Yes. Philip and I did not stop there on our wedding trip, so there will be no bittersweet memories.” I paused for effect. “I have had a letter from Ivy today. She and Robert will be there for the next few weeks, and I mean to visit them. I shall also see Mr. Worth about some new dresses and perhaps go to the Louvre. Philip wanted to take me there.” I watched my mother’s face.


“You cannot think of traveling alone,” she began, and then stopped suddenly. “I do not like this, Emily. It doesn’t seem appropriate in the least.”


“Why not?” I countered, feeling slightly guilty for inventing stories about my deceased spouse. “It would make Philip happy.”


“Philip would be happy to know that you are being cared for by family. If you are not comfortable in London, which I admit is somewhat understandable, why don’t you go see his sister? She would be delighted to have you.”


The thought of a prolonged stay with any of Philip’s family was insupportable. They, who really grieved his loss, and I, who would have to pretend that I knew him: a disastrous combination.


“No. I am going to Paris. It’s already decided. I shall have you and Father to dinner before I leave.”


“Who will be your chaperone? I cannot make the trip on such short notice.”


I breathed a sigh of relief, not having had time to even consider a response to the possibility of her wanting to join me. “I shall bring my maid. I am no longer an unmarried woman, Mother, and am quite capable of traveling on my own. Besides, Ivy will be there, and loads of people go after the Season. I’m sure I won’t be lonely.”


“I didn’t imagine you would be gone so long. Surely you will return to England before Christmas?” She shook her head. “I don’t think I should allow it.”


“Happily, the decision is mine, Mother. I am a widow and in sole control of my actions.” Not sure of how to respond to such a statement from her daughter, my mother retreated into the safe world of society gossip. I had left cards for several people that week and hoped violently that one, if not all, of them would interrupt us before I went mad listening to the usual litany of wedding plans, broken engagements, and suggestions for improving my home’s décor. Fortunately, the butler announced a visitor.


“Lord Palmer to see you, madam,” Davis stated regally. I told him to send the gentleman in, and soon we were laughing in the company of a truly delightful old man. He was one of the few people my husband and I had entertained in the days we spent together in London before his final trip to Africa. Eventually, as I knew it must, the conversation turned to Philip.


“Such a tragic loss,” Lord Palmer said. “But we shall move on, and you, young lady, have a bright future before you.” I began to wonder if I should reconsider my opinion of my guest.


“This is exactly what I’ve been telling her,” my mother said. “She cannot sit in this house forever. We must get her back into society.”


“Philip was as dear to me as my own sons,” Lord Palmer continued, as I silently thanked him for ignoring my mother’s comment. “We spent many pleasant afternoons in the British Museum.”


“Are you interested in Greece, Lord Palmer?”


“More so even than Philip, my dear. I dabbled in archaeology in my younger years, but that story shall have to wait until another day.”


“I’ve been reading the Iliad. It’s marvelous.”


“Capital. Whose side do you take? Achilles or Hector?”


“Hector, without question. Achilles is far too arrogant.”


“It is so difficult to occupy oneself while in mourning,” my mother said, glaring at me.


“I must admit to being surprised by the poem. I would not have thought the tale of a war would so engross me. Yet I cannot help but wonder if I should have read an overview of Greek mythology before jumping straight into Homer?”


“I’m sure Philip has The Age of Fable in the library. You may find it helpful to familiarize yourself with it.”


“Is that Thomas Bulfinch? Yes, I’ve seen it on a shelf.”


“Emily is a great reader,” my mother said.


“He discusses the Iliad. Having a rudimentary knowledge of the story will allow you to focus more on the poetry.”


“An excellent point, Lord Palmer. I shall take your advice and look at Bulfinch this afternoon.”


“Do your sons enjoy classics, too?” my mother asked. As always, she amazed me with her ability to stay focused on her never-wavering goal of marrying me off to whatever eligible person she could. I knew what stirred her interest in Lord Palmer’s sons. I could see her counting the months until I would be out of mourning.


“Unfortunately, not.”


“Are they married now, Lord Palmer?” My mother looked directly at me as she spoke; we both knew she was fully cognizant of the marital status of every English nobleman over the age of twenty-five.


“Not yet,” he replied. “This talk of antiquities reminds me of a question I wanted to ask you, Lady Ashton. Before his death Philip showed me a monograph he was writing.”


“I must say, Lord Palmer,” my mother began, “I never knew that Philip was such an intellectual man.”


“He was much deeper than many people knew, Lady Bromley.” Lord Palmer turned to me again. “I returned the manuscript to him with some comments. Do you think I could have it back? I should so much like to have it published. Make it a bit of a memorial to him.”


“That would be lovely.” My mother smiled. I wasn’t sure what to think. “Emily would be so grateful for your assistance. She would never be capable of putting such a thing together herself.”


“I’m afraid I wouldn’t know where to begin to find any of his papers.”


“I’d be happy to take a quick look through his library. They’re certain to be there. Not now, of course. Think about it and send me a note. I don’t wish to inconvenience you in the slightest.” Lord Palmer rubbed his bald head as he spoke.


The conversation turned general again, and I listened halfheartedly, preferring to consider instead what I was going to do in Paris. By the time I found myself alone, I realized I would need a considerable amount of assistance in arranging the details and promptly wrote a note to the only man I knew who had suggested to me that he was adept at making travel arrangements. After putting it in the hands of one of my footmen, I found a copy of Baedeker’s guide to Paris and retired with it to the window seat in the library, quite pleased with myself. Glancing up from the book, I looked outside. Directly across from the window, staring at the façade of my house from a bench in Berkeley Square, sat the man who had watched me in the British Museum.


“I BELIEVE THAT TAKES care of everything. I’ve given you your tickets, and your suite at the Hôtel Meurice will be ready when you arrive in Paris. It is not so large an establishment as the Continental, but I think you will find it much more elegant. Monsieur Beaulieu, the manager, will meet you at the station himself.” Four days had passed, and I found myself once again in the library with Colin Hargreaves, who had responded immediately to my plea for help.


“I cannot thank you enough, Mr. Hargreaves,” I said, smiling at him.


“I confess your note surprised me. I didn’t think you would want to leave London so soon.” He had a way of maintaining eye contact during conversation that was almost unnerving.


“Neither did I.” I watched him brush his hand through his tousled hair. “To be quite honest, I decided to go purely out of desire to avoid social obligations.” He laughed. “Please don’t misunderstand,” I continued. “There are many excellent diversions to be found in society, but at the moment I find myself unequal to—I’m not ready to—” I stammered on in this incoherent manner for several moments, until his laughter became too loud to ignore.


“Do I amuse you, Mr. Hargreaves?” I asked severely.


“Yes, you do, Lady Ashton. You are trying too hard to be polite. Why would you want to spend the rest of the year attending the somber, boring dinners and teas acceptable for a widow newly out of deep mourning? I believe I share your view of society.”


“Of course one couldn’t do without it,” I said.


“No, I suppose not. It does provide us with a set of arcane rules of behavior and, as Trollope so aptly called it, a marriage market. And I will admit to finding great pleasure in a ball, so I imagine we shouldn’t abolish the entire system.”


“Quite right. What would you men do if there were no ladies to watch riding on Rotten Row in the morning?”


“I am certain it could lead to nothing good,” he replied, leaning toward me conspiratorially. I offered him a drink, which he accepted gratefully, crossing the room to pour it himself rather than making me get up from my comfortable seat.
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