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I WAKE UP IN THE HOSPITAL with no memory of the past six months. Now I live with a man who’s practically a stranger, and I have no idea why.

When my father died, I lost everything—family, career, friends, money, support. I remember the loss, not what came after, but evidently everything changed in the months I can’t recall. Brilliant, scarred, aloof Arthur Worthing was nothing more than a friend of my dad’s, but he must have felt sorry for me. He gave me a job and a place to live. He took care of me when no one else would.

I know it’s not that simple, however. There are secrets he won’t tell me. There are truths hiding in the shadows of his two-hundred-year-old mansion. I’m feeling things I shouldn’t feel for a completely inappropriate man, one who’s spent his life putting up walls. If I’m not careful, I’ll lose everything again.

But certain things are inevitable. And amnesia isn’t strong enough to hold back the heart, even if it means I fall in love with him twice.
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Present

––––––––
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THE LAST THING I REMEMBER is the look on the face of my dad in the driver’s seat and the sharp curve of the road in the rain.

After that it’s only darkness. Like a thick, swirling midnight fog that masks what should be a familiar world.

I wake up knowing my dad is dead. The awareness exists as a weight in my chest, a heaviness in my gut—an old wound that still aches.

My eyes are closed. My head pounds. I shift slightly, trying to move my body into a more comfortable position.

Baby?

The word shudders somewhere in my mind, but I don’t hear it. It’s only a flicker of a thought. It’s not real.

“Scarlett?”

My name. I actually hear it. The voice is low and disembodied. Familiar, although I can’t match it with a face.

I should open my eyes. Maybe that will clear the dark fog. I fight to lift my eyelids.

“Scarlett? Wake up. Come back.”

The same voice. Low. Male. Slightly husky.

Commanding.

The cold, stark light is blinding when I manage a narrow squint, so I squeeze my eyes back shut.

“Scarlett, open your eyes.”

I do what the voice says, then blink several times because the light still hurts.

There’s a weird, throaty sound that doesn’t make any sense.

When my eyes finally focus, the face looking down at me is the last one I expect. Roughly attractive with dark brown eyes and a dramatic scar slashing down from one ear toward his jaw. Thick, unruly hair that’s slightly graying and almost reaches his shoulders.

Arthur Worthing. One of my father’s friends. The only one who didn’t completely turn against him when the rest of the world did.

I croak, “Mr. Worthing?”

Something odd happens to the face. It tightens visibly. The thin, mobile lips twist. “Scarlett, what’s wrong?”

“What the hell is happening here?” I can see beyond his face now. I must be in a hospital room. There’s a television bolted to the wall and an ugly, generic cabinet. “My dad?”

“Your... dad?”

“He’s...” My throat aches. I swallow hard over a lump that threatens to strangle me. “He’s... he’s dead.”

“Yes. He’s dead. For the past six months.”

I turn my head away because it feels like I’m going to cry. I don’t want Arthur Worthing to see.

After a minute, his last comment penetrates my foggy brain. “Wait. What? Six months? Six months?”

Arthur frowns. He’s been seated on the edge of a chair pulled up to my bed, leaning over so he’s close, but now he straightens up. “Yes. It’s been six months since your dad died. You don’t...” He clears his throat. “You don’t remember?”

“No! Of course I don’t remember. It... it just happened, didn’t it? The car accident. I remember him going too fast on a curvy road in the rain. Have I been in a coma or something?”

“No. You’ve been unconscious for a few hours, but the doctor said it was from a concussion. It wasn’t a coma. You think the car accident just happened?”

I don’t know Arthur all that well. He’s been in the background of my life for a long time, but we never interacted in anything more than a cursory way. He’s not showing much expression at the moment, but his posture looks stiff. His jaw is working slightly.

He’s upset. I’m sure of it.

He’s really upset.

My eyes burn, and my throat tightens again. “Didn’t it? That’s the last thing I remember. The rain and the curve of the road. I know my dad is dead, but I don’t remember how I know. It’s really been six months? Why are you even here?”

“Why am... I...?” He stands up with a jerky move, his head turned away from me. “I’m going to get the doctor. I’ll be right back.”

“Okay.”

I have no idea what else to say. That dark fog is still swirling in my mind—so many things I should know but don’t. My head throbs painfully, and there are lesser aches all over my body.

But none of that matters as much as Arthur Worthing’s reaction.

He’s always been smart. Aloof. Slightly sarcastic. Completely unflappable.

But he was about to lose it just now, which means something is terribly wrong.

***
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A NURSE COMES INTO the room almost immediately and then a doctor several minutes after that.

The doctor has gray hair and a kind face. He shines a light in my eyes, tells me to look in different directions, and then starts asking a series of questions.

“What’s your name?”

He has my chart, so he clearly knows who I am. He must be testing to see if I can remember it. “Scarlett Elizabeth Kingston.”

“What year is it?”

“It’s 2023.”

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

“No. It’s just me and my dad. Or it was. Until he... My mom took off when I was a baby. I never even knew her.”

He nods, affirming my answer. For a moment it feels like I did well on a test in school. “And your dad?”

“He’s Jack Kingston. The one you’ve probably heard of.”

Anyone who’s paid attention to national news in the past year would have heard of Jack Kingston, the supposed financial guru who embezzled millions from his ultrawealthy clients. He was arrested and convicted, but he fled the country before he could be sent to prison.

“How old are you?” the doctor asks quietly.

Pain flickers briefly in my head as I reach for the answer. “Twenty-seven.”

I’m watching the doctor, so I notice when he glances back to the corner of the room where Arthur retreated after he brought in the nurse.

“Is that wrong?” I ask, trying to straighten up. I don’t like lying in bed while everyone else is standing. “If six months have passed, does that mean I’m twenty-eight now?”

I close my eyes, trying to search my mind for all the memories that must be lurking beyond the fog. It hurts my head so much I gasp.

“Yes,” the doctor murmurs. “You’re twenty-eight.”

“I missed my birthday.” For some reason, I turn my head to meet Arthur’s steady gaze.

His hair is a mess. Sometimes he pulls it back into a low ponytail, but today it’s loose, hanging around his face in rumpled waves. His starkly chiseled features are utterly stoic, but there’s something in his eyes that’s deeply unsettling.

Something akin to grief.

He’s basically a stranger to me. We were never close, and I never knew or cared much about him other than the fact that he was my dad’s friend and he didn’t stop taking my dad’s calls when all the shit went down last year. I don’t know why I can recognize emotions in his expression that are almost imperceptible.

It makes my stomach churn. I can’t stand it. I look back at the doctor’s harmless face. “What’s going on? Why can’t I remember?”

“You’ve had significant head trauma. Twice in the past six months.”

“Twice?”

“The first time in the car accident—the one you remember. And again earlier today.” Once more, he glances back toward Arthur.

I turn toward him too, steeling myself against the heavy sensation the man is evoking in me. “Another car accident?”

Arthur shakes his head. “You fell. Off a ladder in my library.”

“In your library?” My eyes widen. I know enough about Arthur Worthing to know he lives in a huge estate in northern Virginia, less than an hour from Alexandria. There he houses his family’s enormous collection of books and manuscripts. I used to explore the disorganized bookshelves when I was younger, a thrilling and intoxicating undertaking for a bookish girl like me. When I was working on my master’s in library science, Arthur gave me access to his set of Louisa May Alcott first editions for my thesis project.

That library was always like a treasure trove to me, so maybe it’s not so surprising that I was there earlier today.

Plus that would explain Arthur’s inexplicable presence here in the hospital room. He must have been the one to find me after I fell.

“Why was I there?” I ask the question of Arthur since he’s the one who must know the answer.

His jaw works visibly for a moment before he answers in an uncharacteristically mild tone. “You’ve been working for me. Cataloging my library. Ever since your dad died.”

My lips part at this new and shocking piece of information.

Closing my eyes again, I once more attempt to pierce the fog to recall events I’ve clearly lost.

I suck in a sharp breath at the stab through my head. “I can’t... I can’t remember. Any of it.”

“The last thing you remember is the car accident?” The doctor is peering closely at me. I know he saw my wince of pain.

“Yes. Is that normal? I think I remember everything else. All about my childhood and my life and my education and the job I had at the university library and all the shit that happened with my dad. Why is it just the recent stuff that’s gone? Is this some kind of amnesia? I thought that only happened in movies.”

He chuckles softly at my last comment. “Amnesia is real. But you’re right—it doesn’t normally look like this. Despite all the medical research that’s been done, our brains are still mostly a mystery to us. They do their best to protect us, and that will occasionally manifest itself in unexpected ways. You had two significant head injuries in a relatively short period of time. And you also had significant emotional trauma six months ago. The memory loss could be neurological. Or psychological. Or most likely a combination of the two. We’ll do some more tests, of course, but your other responses and what you’ve articulated so far are otherwise promising for no permanent brain damage.”

“So you think I’ll get my memory back?”

“I don’t know for sure. Every case is different. But often memory loss like this is temporary.”

I swallow and relax just a little. I want to look over at Arthur, but his quiet presence is making me nervous, so I don’t. “How... How long will it take?”

“I’m afraid I have no idea. Maybe hours. Maybe days. Maybe longer. I wish I could hurry it along for you, but I’m sorry. There’s nothing we can do.”

Something about the words slices through my consciousness along with another stab of searing pain.

I stifle a whimper and raise my hands to cover my face like I can block out whatever is trying to force its way into my mind.

I sense something in the room. Motion. Tension. I manage to pry my eyes open in time to see the doctor shaking his head in Arthur’s direction and then Arthur moving back into the corner where he’s been standing.

He’d started moving toward the bed, but the doctor told him not to.

It doesn’t make any sense.

I have no idea what’s going on with anything anymore.

“What were you doing when your head hurt like that?” the doctor asks softly when the room is still again.

“I was...” I try to catch my breath as I recover from the pain. “I was trying to make myself remember. I felt like I know you... Or I heard you say something similar... Or...” I give up trying to make it make sense.

He meets my eyes steadily. “We have met before. I’m the one who told you that your father died.”

There’s an image—a moment in the dark of my mind—that’s just out of arm’s reach. But when I grab for it, I get another one of those stabs of pain. “I can’t...” I’m almost crying at the utter frustration of my helplessness. “I can’t...”

“Then don’t,” the doctor says, more firmly than he’s been speaking before. “If it hurts when you try to remember, then don’t.”

“But I need to—”

“When it comes back to you, it will be when your brain is ready for it. Forcing it before your brain has recovered might end up doing more damage. I can’t imagine how hard it is for you not to be able to remember, but I think slow and easy is the best way to proceed here. Your brain is doing its job to the best of its ability right now. It’s trying to protect you by holding back those memories. So let it. You’ll remember when your brain has healed.”

I nod mutely, too emotional to speak but not wanting either of the men in the room to see it.

“We’re going to let you rest for a little while now. Then we’ll get some people in to do some more tests to see if we can get more information to work with. For now, though, don’t force it. If it hurts to think about something, don’t make yourself think about it. Powering through isn’t the way to go here.”

I nod again. Gulp and hope I’m not going to burst into tears.

The doctor turns toward Arthur and makes a silent gesture with his head. Arthur follows him out.

They have a conversation right outside the door, but they’re talking too low for me to hear.

I’d strain to listen, but I can’t right now. All I can do is cry.

***
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TWO DAYS LATER, ARTHUR pulls up in his fancy dark blue SUV to the front of the hospital and jumps out to help me into the front seat.

I don’t need help. I have no broken bones. Only a few minor bruises. And my mind is working fine for all basic functions. I can walk and eat and dress myself and read and move around just fine.

The only thing missing is my memory of the past six months.

The past two days have been full of tests and examinations. From my original doctor and also two more specialists that Arthur called in to give second and third opinions, one remotely and one in person. The other doctors agreed with the initial conclusion. Give my brain time to heal. Surround myself with settings and routines that should be familiar even if they aren’t now. Don’t try to force the memories to return. If something makes my head hurt, stop doing it. Get a lot of rest.

So basically there’s nothing I can do to fix myself other than wait it out.

Even though my body is working fine, I let Arthur ease me into the front seat because he wants to and it’s easier to just let him.

I’ve never been a particularly feisty person. My dad used to tease me about how I exist in a cloud of docility that masks an unbendable, stubborn streak.

He was right about me, but I’m not going to get stubborn about something so silly. Arthur is worried. He feels responsible for me. He’s evidently been my employer, and he was my dad’s only friend at the end. I don’t have anyone else. I had to give up all but one of my friends when I stood by my father.

If Arthur wants to put his hand on my back to support me as I climb into the SUV, that’s fine with me.

I thank the orderly who pushed me out in the wheelchair and settle myself in the seat. I grab for the seat belt automatically and reach down to adjust the position of the seatback.

I know where both of them are. Acting on instinct, I open the console compartment between the seats and pull out a bottle of fancy water.

No doubt I’ve been in this car before. Many times.

But I don’t remember any of them.

“You okay?” Arthur asks softly when he’s back behind the steering wheel. His eyes are the warm color of dark chocolate, and they’re focused on my face with an unnerving scrutiny.

“Yeah. Fine. It’s just... unsettling.”

“I can only imagine. Please let me know what you need, and I’ll do it.”

I gulp. The mild offer feels like a weight in my gut, and I have no idea why. Instead of finding the appropriate words, I nod.

He pulls away from the hospital entrance and drives in silence until he’s merged onto the highway that leads out of Alexandria. The Worthing estate is about forty minutes to the west.

I’ve been there many times. The mansion and grounds are familiar to me in a way that Arthur himself isn’t. And evidently it’s been my residence for six months now, but I can’t imagine it feeling like home.

“You’re sure you don’t want to stay with Jenna for a while?” Arthur asks, finally breaking the silence.

He might have been reading my mind.

Jenna is my best friend, and she lives in North Carolina. All my other friends dropped me when I left the country with my father, but Jenna never did and we’ve stayed in daily touch. Arthur evidently knows she’s my only close relationship anymore. He called her the day I was injured, and I’ve talked to her several times since. She wanted to drive the six hours to see me right away, but she has a job and a family, and she has to make arrangements before she visits. She’s planning to come see me soon.

I could have gone to stay with her. Part of me wants to, but I want to get my memory back even more.

“The doctor said I should go home. Be in familiar surroundings. If I’ve been living at your place, then that’s where I should go.”

“Yes. I agree. But you don’t have to come immediately. If you’re not comfortable with me—”

“It’s not you.” It’s partly him—for some reason, the quiet, intelligent authority he exudes disturbs me unduly—but he hasn’t done anything wrong. Everything he’s said and done for the past two days has been thoughtful and polite and respectful. Kind of aloof. He’s not sharing anything about himself even when I ask directly. But he’s been good to me, and I assume it’s based on nothing except loyalty to my father. “Thank you for all your help. I really think I’ll feel unsettled and uncomfortable right now wherever I go. Even at Jenna’s. It’s the situation. It’s not you.”

He inclines his head in a brief nod, his eyes focused mostly on the road and only occasionally darting over to my face.

“How did it happen?” I ask, finding the silence more uncomfortable than conversation. “How did I start working for you after Dad died?”

His jaw works slightly. “What do you remember?”

“I remember everything before the car accident. I think. I remember our life in the Caribbean.” When Dad had to flee his conviction, he convinced me to leave the country with him and live on a private island off of Cuba to avoid prison. I’d had a good job in a university library in Charlotte and was starting to build a career for myself and a real social circle for the first time in my life.

But my dad was my only family, and I chose him instead.

I was wrong. It was a mistake. I could have loved him without giving up everything. But no matter how much he loved me, he was always selfish at heart and he didn’t want to be alone. So the worst, loneliest months of my life were the ones I spent in exile with him.

I clear my throat. “He thought he could fix things. He wouldn’t tell me how. But that’s why he was so insistent on coming back that week.” I peer over at Arthur’s face. “You know what he was doing here, don’t you?”

He meets my eyes briefly but doesn’t answer.

“Was he trying to bribe people in DC?”

“Yes. I told him not to. It wasn’t worth the risk, and it wasn’t going to work. But he thought he’d ruined your life. He was right. He had.”

“It was my choice.”

“Yes. But it wasn’t a free choice. You loved him, and he used that love to manipulate you.”

It hurts to hear the words, but not as much as I would have expected. I must have somehow worked through much of this in the six months I can’t remember. “Yes. He did. I didn’t know it at the time, but he did.”

“He knew it too. He managed to smother his conscience a lot of the time, but he did have one. He wanted to fix things for you. I told him coming here would only make things worse, but he was desperate.”

“I remember him telling me someone was coming after him and we needed to get away.” The image of that terrible night plays vividly through my mind like a bleak suspense movie. “I remember it was raining and he was racing for the airport. I remember him missing the curve in the road. I remember his face.” I twist my hands together in my lap. “That’s it. After that, it’s just blank.”

“Your dad died in the wreck. You were bruised up and had a concussion, but you weren’t seriously injured. You didn’t have anywhere to go afterward. You gave up your apartment when you ran away with him, and Charlotte was too far away anyway. So you came back to my place, planning to stay only until you recovered and made a plan for your life. When I offered you the job cataloging my library, you took it because it gave you some breathing room and time to figure out what you wanted to do.”

I think about this for a long time. It makes sense. I can see how it happened. After a couple of minutes, I turn to look at his unreadable expression. “Thank you. For helping me out. I must have felt... helpless. Completely alone.”

“You did. And you were worried that returning to Charlotte and your old friends would put them in an awkward situation since everyone hated your dad so much.”

A faint thread of amusement tickles me. I breathe out a laugh. “I guess I didn’t mind putting you in an awkward situation.”

His mouth quirks up just slightly. “No. You didn’t mind. I already faced some of it because I didn’t break all ties with your dad.”

“Why did you—?” I cut off my own question, not sure it’s appropriate for the nature of our relationship.

He must know what I was going to ask. “I don’t have many friends. I was a lonely rich boy—a typical cliché, I guess. But even as an adult, most of my acquaintances have been superficial. Your dad reached out to me. I knew immediately what his game was. I’ve always had good instincts about that kind of thing. He accepted my no without any resentment and didn’t stop being friendly. I liked that about him.”

“Yeah.” I close my eyes, picturing my dad’s face and smiling. “He couldn’t hold a grudge to save his life. And he really liked you. He would talk about how you weren’t fake at all and having a conversation with you was like going to college.”

“I’m not sure that’s a compliment.”

I laugh softly. “It was from him.”

“I’ve had this...” He gestures toward the scar on his face. “Since I was thirteen. It taught me that much of the world values the superficial more than anything else. Your dad was one of the few who really tried to look beyond the surface with me.”

The words linger in the air of the car. Surrounding me. Filling me. Touching my heart. “Yeah.”

“That doesn’t excuse what your dad did, but I don’t much care what the rest of the world thinks about me. I managed to stay his friend while drawing boundaries about never helping him break the law or hurt other people—including you. But he’d actually been asking for my help in getting you into a better position, so I’d already come up with the job possibility for you, even before the car accident.”

My heart does a funny little jump. “So my dad was trying to find me a job?”

“Yes. He saw what a mistake he’d made with you and was desperate to give you a way out. He wasn’t a good man. We both know that. But he also wasn’t a monster, and you were his priority in his final days, Scarlett.”

I swallow over a tightness in my throat. Take a few deep breaths. “Thank you. For telling me that. And for trying to help back then. And for helping me now.”

“You’re welcome.”

There’s nothing else I can think of to say, and I’m too emotional to say it anyway. We drive in silence for half an hour. I lean my head back and close my eyes, pretending to be asleep.

When the car slows down, I open my eyes, needing to see what’s going on. We’ve pulled off the highway and onto a two-lane road. We follow this road for about ten more minutes until we reach the Worthing estate.

It feels like my hair is messy from leaning it against the headrest, so I pull down the visor mirror to check. My medium-brown hair is straight and longer than I remember. It’s well past my shoulders now. I smooth down a few flyaways. My eyes are brown too—more amber than Arthur’s chocolate brown. My features are regular. Nothing special. My eyebrows really need plucking, and there’s still a visible bruise on one side of my forehead and cheekbone.

With a sigh, I flip the visor back up and glance over to discover Arthur was watching me peer at myself. “Still me,” I say wryly.

“Yes. You are.”

There’s an edge of texture in his final word that makes my chest clench. His face works very briefly before it settles back into his normal aloof composure.

“What is it?” I blurt out.

“What is what?”

“What’s going on? It feels like there are all these secrets you aren’t telling me. You aren’t... You aren’t acting like you used to with me. What’s going on? Please tell me!”

“All the doctors have said you’re supposed to remember naturally. We can’t force you.”

“I know what they said, but it’s not fair to leave me in the dark. It feels like I’m... I’m floundering. Why are you acting...?” I suck in a hoarse gasp. “Why are you acting weird?”

His jaw tenses again. He’s staring ahead at the curvy road. He takes a few breaths so thick I can hear them.

“Please.”

He gives his head a little shake and turns back to meet my gaze, says in his natural voice, “There aren’t big secrets. This is strange and difficult for me too. You’ve been living and working with me for six months. We... We got to know each other. I was very worried when I found you on the floor of the library. And I’m still worried for you now. I know I’m not the one going through it like you are, but this isn’t entirely easy for me either. If you’re picking up on odd nuances, that’s probably what they are.”

“Oh.” I pause. Think. I never imagined actually being Arthur Worthing’s friend. “So we were... We were... friendly?”

He inclines his head slightly in that short nod he uses a lot.

“Oh.” I shift in my seat, feeling the most ridiculous flutter of pleasure.

Pleasure.

Where it came from, I have no idea.

“Did I call you Arthur?”

He exhales in dry amusement. “You did.”

“Oh.” I lick my lips, trying to make sense of that new information. “Well, I believe you. And I appreciate that this must be kind of hard for you. I wish I could... I wish I could jump back to however we were interacting before, but I’m sorry. I don’t remember any of it.” My voice cracks slightly.

“I know you don’t.”

There’s a bittersweet note in the words that makes my heart ache again, but I have to shake the feeling away.

It’s too much. I simply can’t deal with anything other than getting through this one day.

Whatever friendship we developed in the past six months has been scattered into the dark swirl of fog in my mind. It simply doesn’t exist anymore.
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Present
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NEVILLE WORTHING AMASSED a fortune in shipping and transport in the nineteenth century and in 1887 built a sprawling, over-the-top mansion in northern Virginia horse country.

The fortune has been divided between Worthing descendants all over the world, but in pure patriarchal style, the estate has been passed down from oldest son to oldest son until Arthur inherited it when his father died fifteen years ago.

Arthur lives in the east wing, and the rest of the mansion is closed off—far too expansive and expensive to clean, maintain, furnish, and heat. When my father and I visited in the past, I would sneak away to explore. It always felt like I’d walked into The Secret Garden. A huge house and grounds, much of it dusty and untended with hidden nooks and secrets skulking behind every shadow.

I have a glimmer of the same feeling today as I let Arthur help me out of the front seat of the SUV and stare up at the chateauesque structure with its steep, gabled roofs and ornate towers with spires.

Glancing over, I notice Arthur watching me closely. I smile. “It’s always been kind of excessive, hasn’t it?”

He chuckles dryly. “That’s putting it kindly. It’s a ridiculous monstrosity.”

His expression flickers with something like affection. I suddenly realize that, despite its outlandishness, he loves this house.

My realization humanizes him. So much so that my stomach twists. He’s not just a brilliant, isolated, standoffish friend of my father’s. He’s a man who loves his home.

His forehead creases with a frown. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I start up the wide steps leading to the front door. It’s silly to let something so insignificant affect me. I’ve got more important things to focus on than Arthur.

We’re greeted at the door by a plump, attractive woman in her fifties with silvering hair and blue eyes. She smiles at me warmly and reaches out to squeeze my upper arm. “We’re so glad to have you back, dear. We were so worried.”

“Thank you.” I smile back, recognizing Stella as Arthur’s longtime housekeeper but not expecting such an effusive welcome. “I’m doing okay, considering. I’m so sorry I can’t remember anything about living here recently.”

“I know. Arthur called to let us know. What you need is rest. Soon you’ll be back to yourself.” She sounds so kind and so confident that my throat tightens up.

I hope what she’s saying is true, but I have no way of knowing for sure. “Thank you.”

“Come on to your room. Billy will carry your things.”

Billy is Stella’s husband. He takes care of routine maintenance and manages the grounds. The two of them are Arthur’s live-in domestic staff, and they bring in extra help for large jobs when they need to.

My rooms are on the second floor at the end of the hall. It’s a large suite with a high ceiling, luxurious bathroom, cozy sitting area, and a huge four-poster bed with a gauzy canopy.

It’s gorgeous. I’m gazing around in pleasure when I notice Arthur peering at me again.

He’s standing completely still, not moving a muscle, and his dark eyes are focused on my face. There’s nothing evident in his expression to provide a clue, but I’m sure he’s watching, waiting, almost holding his breath.
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