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To Bruce, always by my side.

And

Theresa, the filly who flies with dragons.

And

The storytellers whose words inspire the world.
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Family Matters

‘Family: the bonds that connect us, and the secrets that send us reeling.’

 

 

RECORDING:

When I was penning my book, Genteel Secrets, I had no idea it would become an overnight literary sensation. I mean, I expected inquisitive readers to be interested in our Lancaster family secrets because of our close connection to the popular Castlewood Manor franchise and all, especially the fans. They are the best. But it turns out there were more. Way more.

My husband, Kyle, predicted those in the country princess, turnip-toff social set would find my collection of upper-crust family tidbits tantalizing fodder to fuel the content of highbrow tête-à-têtes. The aristocrat crowd thrives on their daily dose of neighborly tattle.

Of course, the chapter on the queen’s family closet had more than a few crowns spinning. Royal aficionados can’t get enough of palace scandals, especially those that involve being caught with their regal robes down.

Our dear friends and PR gurus, Elliot Pierce and Max Ellington, were gung-ho from the get-go once they read my draft, but I was hesitant to hope, even with their raves, that my secrets of the genteel class would resonate with the public. Were they just being nice as friends? As a first-time author, I had all kinds of reservations.

The origin of my book’s content is based upon a set of strange occurrences and unlikely liaisons that I think would be beneficial for me to explain. Two years ago, while boating on a lake at our family estate in North Carolina, Shadow Ridge, I had my initial idea of writing about a salacious scandal that rocked the roots of our Lancaster family. My great-great-grandfather Patrick had spawned an illegitimate daughter, Charlotte. She was tragically killed, and her body, and cause of death, sealed away for almost a century.

We uncovered the truth behind the controversial family secret, and I felt compelled to share it. I received a little ghostly encouragement from my great Aunt Pippa, the first American marchioness, who still roams the rooms of Cherrywood Hall, our Lancaster family estate. She’s also known to accompany us on our trips too. Have ghost, will travel is not a phrase I thought would be part of my everyday conversations, but here we are.

Now, back to the origins of my book. After the Castlewood Manor exhibition debut in the U.S., I was excited to take on this new project. It was completely separate from the period drama television franchise filmed at the estate and the numerous business operations we run on our stately grounds. I wanted—no, needed—something I could call my own.

I had always enjoyed writing during my graduate studies while pursuing my PhD, but had let it lapse once I moved to England from Malibu. Through the years, I became engrossed in running the Castlewood Manor franchise efforts, assumed the family title and peerage from my cousin Evan—becoming the second American-born Marchioness of Kentshire—married Kyle, had the twins, Lilly and Pippa, and our son, Jack.

I might add, during these years, I, with the help of my family and friends, have assisted in solving many mysterious and deadly occurrences at Cherrywood Hall, our London home, Hillcrest, and the beautiful locations we have had the opportunity to travel to. I don’t go looking for trouble, but it’s uncanny how it seems to find me.

My new challenge to pen and release a tale someone would want to read was quite intimidating. It’s a feat that has paralyzed even the best of scribes. Nonetheless, I took it on, focusing on the generational drama caused by harboring family secrets. I was determined to keep violence and murder at bay in this book, since I tended to get enough of it in real life.

Fate has a way of interjecting, however. While my original concept was to focus my book on the Lancaster family skeleton in the closet, destiny led me to be introduced to others in my social set who had scandalous family tales of their own to share with me. Their tales broadened my literary perspective and added chapters to my book, and, alas, a splash of violence, murder, and mayhem to the pages.

My mama, the actress Jillian Phillips, who also happens to be the star of the Castlewood Manor television series and film ventures, introduced me to James Dolan, a beloved English stage actor from a renowned West End thespian family. We met during one of the many cocktail receptions we’re invited to attend. His family skeleton scandal originated from events which occurred long ago.

His great-great auntie, Isabelle Barrington, a famous actress of stage and early screen, was briefly accused of murdering her doppelgänger understudy, a woman by the name of Katie O’Shea. The stand-in mysteriously disappeared, never to be heard from again. No signs of foul play were found, and the infamous charges against Isabelle were eventually dropped. All was well again, except for the behind-the-back whispers that plagued his great auntie for the remainder of her life.

At yet another boozy reception, my stepfather, Karl Girard, former chef at Cherrywood Hall and head of the Castlewood Manor culinary spinoffs, introduced me to Daisy Edmond-Jones, the current chef darling of the Cotswold country princess set. Her show, The Country Princess Kitchen, has amassed rave reviews and even boasts the royals as fans.

Daisy spent years cultivating her picture-perfect settings, castle-worthy crafts, and recipes to tempt the carb-phobic palates of skinny divas everywhere. A new venture has made it necessary to disclose her less-than-upper-crust beginnings. The Cotswold culinary princess is worried that the stripper papa she’s kept hidden in her culinary cupboard may be a bit too spicy for the posh empire she hopes to expand.

My darling Aunt Margaret, the dowager marchioness of Kentshire, mother to my cousin Evan—who gave up the family title and peerage for me to assume—and wife to Mama’s co-star on the Castlewood Manor series, Freddie Alton-Jones, brokered a royal addition to the mix. She’s a die-hard best friend to the palace inhabitants and was instrumental in connecting me to a story source whose background rattled the regal closets of the current monarch’s consort, Queen Alyce.

Now, as most of you know, the women in the Lancaster family have been regal friends and confidants for generations. Kyle and I are close friends with the monarch’s son and heir, Prince Camden, and his wife, Princess Priscilla. Our children and theirs are best chums as well, and we frequently host royal playdates.

When Aunt Margaret pulled me aside and suggested we have tea with Queen Alyce to discuss my book, my tiara started tingling. Something was royally afoot.

Afternoon tea at the queen’s country bolt-hole gave ample time for Aunt Margaret to spill the royal details in advance. As the rolling hills passed by, I was told of the scandalous secret the queen hoped would be treated with the utmost delicacy in my book.

It seems the consort’s great-uncle, a Scottish duke affectionately known by the name of Dickie Andrews, was caught in a compromising bit of naughty time with not one, but two of the staff on his estate—a male and a female. To maintain noble propriety, with oaths of sworn silence, the duke gifted the man, Seamus MacBean—who was married to the female in question, Mollie—with a rustic inn in the English countryside.

Turns out you can still rent a room and have a pint at the existing establishment. The Duke’s Shag is owned and operated by a descendant of the naughty-time-loving pair, Tray MacBean.

The roguish barkeep was a bit rough on the outside but inside had a heart of gold. Queen Alyce and Tray jointly decided to out the scandalous secret from the royal closet, thinking it would make for a humorous tale in my genteel tell-all, especially for regal fans.

With all eyes looking at me as we met in the queen’s den, and a firm squeeze of my knee under the table by my auntie, we agreed it would make for a fine addition to the collected tales. To keep the royals above any fray the tale might cause, Tray MacBean would be the storyteller credited in my book. The regal motto of ‘never complain, never explain’ was kept intact.

My ever-supportive hubby, Kyle, helped my cause by introducing me to the younger brother of a school friend of his and Evan’s, Lloyd Randolph. His brother, Baron Charles Randolph, tragically, had been in a coma for the past decade. The family estate was struggling due to lack of funds, and there had been no provision for Lloyd to take the reins. As long as Charles was alive, the estate belonged to him.

Going through family documents, Lloyd had discovered his father’s diary. In it, he learned his papa had an affair which resulted in the birth of a boy—his first son, Charles. He was shocked to find both his father and mother agreed to take in the child and make him heir.

The parents were now both deceased, and Lloyd ultimately prevailed to have the peerage and title transferred to him, since an illegitimate child could not rightfully inherit. The village around their estate had been rife with gossip when Lloyd became baron.

Learning of my exposé of family scandals, Lloyd saw the opportunity to set the record straight and, hopefully, through his share of the royalties, be able to keep his comatose brother well cared for. The tale tugged at Kyle’s and Evan’s school chum heartstrings, so another salacious story came to be added.

Max and Elliot, too, had an acquaintance with a tragic family tale of woe involving charges of witchery and curses. Kyle and I were invited to dinner at Chubbies, a fav spot of ours in Mayfair, to meet their bewitching friend.

The chattery rumble in the air came to an eerie whisper as Jana Royce-Reeves was led by the maître d’ through the serpentine walkway to our table. The reviled widow of the deceased rock star, Sir Buzz Reeves, was dressed in head-to-toe, black sequins and tulle.

The sparkle from her outfit acted almost as a shield, protecting her from the snarky glares. There were those who were convinced her husband, who died suddenly—causing the break-up of his hit band—might have had more than a little help crossing over the rock-and-roll celestial bridge.

Jana explained the band members blamed her for Buzz’s demise and accused her of conjuring up a curse on him. They knew of the tales of her great-great-granny, Elmira. She was a local legend, rumored to be a witch in the English countryside who caused many troubles to those who crossed her path. Was her spirit still working evil magic?

Jana’s sultry voice mesmerized Kyle, Elliot, and Max as she told her story of witchy woe. I was touched by the sorrow in her voice. She loved her dearly departed rock star very much. The accusations of witchery causing her husband’s death seemed suspect, although having your body found on the grave mound of your wife’s rumored witch granny, with crows circling overhead, was a bit macabre.

Jana and Buzz had been on a weekend escape when the deadly incident occurred. She swore her husband’s death was a tragic accident. Needless to say, after a few martinis were imbibed before, during, and after our dinner while listening to the tantalizing tale, the saga of witchery and rock and roll was added to my collection.

And so then came the notes. And draft after draft of each story. And then the compilation with lead-ins and transitions. And finally, a finished document I was proud of.

Back to Max and Elliot—I must thank them heartily for introducing me to my agent, Zara Spencer. Her boutique firm, Posh Literary Agency, was quick to sign me after hearing my pitch and reading my manuscript. Her agency specializes in representing tell-all stories aimed at the celebrity, well-heeled (old money or new), upper-crust, and horsey-set reader markets.

Zara’s upbeat personality and proficiency in all things of the literary world set my new-writer jitters at ease. She has represented several well-known authors, and I was proud to be added to her list of clients. Before we started meeting with the publishers, however, she did have one request for me to consider.

One of her writer prospects was Dustin Ubberley, a prolific ghostwriter to several posh autobiographers with limited literary acumen. He had discovered family documents that seemed to insinuate his great-grandmother, Lauren, was the ‘who’ behind the whodunits of the beloved English queen of mystery, Althea Cleverly.

In addition to the papers with the plotlines, he also obtained travel itineraries showing Lauren making several trips through the years to Gateway Cove, the seaside home of Althea. Her trips stopped suddenly for no reason, causing great sadness to his great gran until the day she died.

Dustin was hesitant to write a stand-alone tell-all. The Cleverly Foundation was quite well endowed and had the best of solicitors on call when needed. He had been begging Zara to find a collection of stories that he could slip his tale into. It would be a homage to the great-grandmother he thought deserved to have her story told. However, was it worth the legal risk?

Zara’s solicitors seemed to think Dustin was on semi-firm ground with his records. It was a controversial claim insinuating the queen of whodunits may have had a behind-the-scenes helper, but many authors do, even the famous ones.

She seemed to think the scandalous claim would be an explosive addition to my collection and open the book up to a new segment of interested readers. So, with a friendly twist of the arm from my agent, and many meetings with my own solicitors, I agreed to take on the tarnishing tale of the mystery maven. With more notes, drafts, reshuffled lead-ins, and transitions, I finally, finally had a manuscript ready for the finish.

Turns out, Zara had just the place in mind for me for the next step in the process. Her friend and frequent partner, Peter Snowden, CEO of the boutique firm, Poppycock Publishing, eagerly signed me up with a lucrative deal—and rounds and rounds of edits. After several hectic months, my book went to print.

The release of my opus was an overwhelming success. My prose was deemed witty and intriguing, a sensational set of tales capturing inquisitive readers around the globe. I was making the publicity rounds set up by my friends at Magnum PR.

There’s a whispered rumor Rosehill Productions might want to produce my stories on screen. I’m rather enjoying my role as author and the newfound fame.

 

END RECORDING.

 

I slipped off my headphones and mic and stood up from my desk for a well-deserved stretch. I walked over to the floor-to-ceiling windows of my writer’s retreat, brilliantly designed by my talented architect hubs.

Kyle had crafted another modern addition to the Cherrywood Hall floor plan, designed with metal and wood beams and a stunning double-sided stone fireplace. The aura of the massive build was inspiring and exhilarating, bedecked with magnificent views of the cliffs and sea.

I had several spaces in the suite to write and read, depending on my mood. A loft area fitted with overstuffed chairs, woolly rugs, and a platform table offered me a space to hold informal meetings. The main floor space was lined with bookshelves, leather chairs around the stone fireplace, and a corner bar that was often frequented in the evening once the writing was finished for the day.

My private writing space was on the back side of the fireplace. Kyle had used one of the surrounding bookshelves as a secret door into my literary haven. I kept the hidden opening close to the vest. Being a marchioness, wife, and mother to three children made my writing privacy a must-have.

I loved my bespoke desk with its rich wood and metal frame. The floor-to-ceiling windows extended to this side of the room too, for gazing and daydreaming if the words weren’t flowing. The walls were covered with my favorite pictures and drawings—including many from Lilly, Pippa, and Jack. It was my cozy spot, and I adored it.

I turned from the window in the open area and smiled when I heard my husband knocking at the door. He opened it when I playfully commanded, “Enter,” and glided next to me, wrapping me in his arms. When we finally came up for air, I could see his face was etched with concern. He led me over to a leather chair flanking the fireplace.

“Why don’t we sit by the fire for a bit. Fancy a whiskey? My bones are chilled. I’ve been out watching Figgy and the twins rappelling down the cliffs. Our girls are becoming quite proficient climbers. They’ll be sneaking out the windows to avoid curfew before we know it.” He laughed as he poured out our wee drams at the bar.

Figgy McEwen, our Scottish nanny and de facto family member, had decided our soon-to-be teens needed a challenging sport to work off their excess energy and burgeoning attitudes. After much pleading, we agreed to give them climbing and rappelling lessons. Figgy joined them, anxious to show her charges she still had enough energy to keep up with them, should they decide to pull one over on their beloved nanny.

Kyle was pleased to get them outdoors to enjoy the beauty of our surroundings. I couldn’t help but think he wanted to minimize their interest in Figgy’s rather unnerving metaphysical talents. Our beloved nanny is a psychic and has been known to speak with the spirits here at Cherrywood Hall—primarily our ancestral Auntie Pippa. Her ghostly insights had saved the day, and our lives, on numerous occasions. But by some, it could be seen as odd.

“Whoa, it’s a good thing I’m done working for the day. That’s a rather generous pour, darling,” I said as he handed me the crystal filled with amber spirits. He clinked our glasses and sat across from me. His brow was still lined with worry.

“Kyle, is everything alright? The girls are safe, aren’t they?” Chills ran up my arm. He immediately extended his hand in a calming motion.

“The girls and Figgy are fine, as are Jack and Marie.”

Marie St. James was our second nanny and Figgy’s French protégé. We had decided as the twins grew it would be best to have two sets of hands to help us manage our brood. Teen girls and a nine-year-old boy didn’t always have the same priorities.

I breathed a sigh of relief that the children were okay, but now my curiosity went into overdrive. I knew something was up.

“What is it, darling? You seem so somber. If you have bad news, spill it.”

Kyle sighed and bit his lower lip before taking a slow swig of whiskey. My mind was really racing now, wondering what was going on.

“There’s news about your book, Gemma. Elliot and Zara are on their way to Cherrywood Hall now to speak with you personally. Ellie will bring them over when they arrive.”

Ellie Maxwell was my assistant. She was a huge fan of the Castlewood Manor enterprise and had been a godsend to me, handling assignments not just for the period drama franchise, but also for my duties as marchioness, and the businesses on the estate when needed.

Her technical skills were top-notch. She had saved me from more than one meltdown when my laptop glitched during my book writing. Ellie also had an exceptional ability to sort through and solve problems at lightning speed. Her powers of deduction were developing nicely, according to Figgy.

“News? Don’t tell me I’ve gone from best-seller to flop. I just saw the sales report this morning. Peter seems quite pleased. Why didn’t Zara call me?” Kyle gently shook his head.

“No, my love, you’re still a bestselling author, not to worry. Elliot and Zara phoned me because they didn’t want to worry you until they knew more.”

“Know more about what? This is getting strange, Kyle.” I picked up my whiskey glass from the table and had a sip, squinting my eyes at him.

“Don’t shoot the messenger, darling. I’m afraid there’s bad news. Horrible, in fact.” He picked up his glass and drank a long swallow.

“Horrible? What’s happened?” We both set our glasses down and held our hands together.

“I’m afraid one of your fellow storytellers has died.”

“Died? Who?” I gasped. Kyle threw up his hands and shook his head.

“I have no idea. They had just learned about the news and were waiting for more details. They thought it best to fill us in directly. Elliot’s chartered a helicopter to bring them here. I’m expecting their arrival soon. They both sounded quite shaken.”

“I expect they are. How horrible for everyone. My skellies have grown quite fond of one another these past months. We were all bonding and looking forward to speaking engagements. I need to call them—”

I started to rise from my chair, but Kyle quickly pulled me back down. My skellies, as I affectionately called my family skeleton storytellers, had become quite dear to me. Sharing intimate, scandalous secrets had created a strong bond between us.

“I think we should wait until we have more details, Gemma. There’s no sense worrying them until we know more. Besides, we don’t know which of them has expired.” Kyle grimaced dramatically.

“Oh, quite right. I hadn’t thought about that angle.”

“Was anyone ill, darling?”

“Not that I know of. Everyone seemed to be healthy with active lifestyles. Jana was training for her fifth five-K run this year. James has two plays coming up in the West End. Daisy is penning another cookbook and getting ready for the next season of The Country Princess Kitchen. Tray imbibes a bit too much drink, but he’s remodeling The Duke’s Shag and bottling his own brew with his portion of the book advance.”

“Well, I just spoke with Lloyd. All things seem fine with him.”

“Did he tap you up for another donation?”

“No, not this time.”

“Ah, so it’s Evan’s turn?”

“He’s assured us our donations are only temporary until he gets the estate finances sorted. They’re for a good cause, darling. He’s moving Charles to another care facility.” Kyle shrugged.

“So that leaves Dustin. He’s so supportive of all of us. Always volunteering to assist if needed. He told me he’s booked solid for the next three years with ghostwriter assignments. One he swore was going to rock the royals’ world.”

Kyle and I both raised our eyebrows, thinking about what torrid secrets might be exposed next. Many of the so-called crown jewel wearers have been a bit tarnished.

“I’ve grown quite fond of your skellies, darling. This entire book project has been eye-opening. I never knew there was so much involved. It’s been a whirlwind for sure, but I’m so proud of you—all of you.” Kyle took my hand and kissed it.

“It’s all so sad. I just made a recording for myself that told the story of how the book project evolved and who introduced whom. I get asked about this at most of the PR events. I felt quite emotional thinking about how it all came about. I can’t imagine one of them being gone.”

We sat in silence, looking at the flames darting left, right, up, and down in the fireplace. The room was eerily quiet except for the rush of the fire up the chimney. We both jumped a little in our seats when we heard a soft knock at the door as it opened slowly. It was Ellie.

“Lady Gemma, Sir Kyle, Mr. Elliot and Ms. Zara have arrived.”

We stood and turned to greet our visitors as Ellie led them into the room. Elliot gallantly let Zara take the lead. She quickly crossed the room and gave me, and then Kyle, a hug. Her eyes were red-rimmed. The unexpected demise had clearly upset her.

Elliot followed close behind. He gave my arm a gentle squeeze as he bussed my cheek. Kyle pulled two of the leather chairs close to ours and gestured for them to take a seat.

“Darling, pull up another, please. I’d like Ellie to listen in with us.”

Kyle nodded and pulled another chair next to me. I gave a gentle wink to my young assistant and motioned for her to sit. Ellie, too, had gotten to know the skellies quite well during the project. I saw her lower lip tremble. She knew the news was not good.

“Gemma, Kyle, thank you for meeting with us on such short notice. I’m afraid we’ve had a dreadful development. I’ll get right to it. Tray MacBean is dead.”

Kyle, Ellie, and I gasped. Zara dabbed a handkerchief to her eyes.

“How awful. Do you know what happened?” Zara and Elliot exchanged glances, inhaling deeply.

“We don’t have all the details yet. Scotland Yard is still conducting their investigation.”

“Scotland Yard is involved? Good lord, what happened?” Kyle blurted.

Elliot stood and walked over to the bar, pouring himself a whiskey as Zara broke into a soft sob. He took a slow sip before walking back over to us.

“Tray was murdered,” he muttered.

The flames in the fireplace leapt against the glass. Kyle’s and my mouths dropped open. Ellie started to whimper. I placed my hand on her shoulder. The chill of death was in the room with us.

I could almost hear Auntie Pippa’s ghostly sigh as she hovered over the room.


Chapter 2
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Missing Chapter

Processing the brutal death of Tray MacBean impacted all of us. Zara and Elliot stayed with us overnight so that we could receive updates together. My writing area had been turned into a base camp of sorts to keep track of developments as they came in. Ellie had laptops set up on the conference table in the loft for us to peruse the latest.

As news of his murder rippled through the airwaves and the internet, our phones started ringing off the hook. I was particularly sensitive to the calls from the skellies. Pouring out one’s family secrets to the world cemented the ties between our eclectic storyteller coterie.

Having one of those bonds destroyed so violently was a shock to the system, inflaming a plethora of emotions and suspicions. The royals seemed to be getting the brunt of the latter. There were many fans and members of the press convinced that the Queen enacted an act of ancestral revenge against the pleb who spilled the salacious story of nobility naughty time.

“Still no word on how the poor lad was murdered?” Figgy asked, taking a sip of tea.

We watched the children swim in the conservatory pool, enjoying their early morning routine of diving from the rocks, playing hide-and-seek in the grotto and under the waterfall, and enjoying their new pastime of snorkeling underwater. The twins and Jack had been swimmers since they were babies. Their morning pool time was something I enjoyed immensely. It was a healthy start to the day for all of us. Plus, Figgy and I had a chance to catch up on the latest events that seemed to flock to Cherrywood Hall.

“No, no details of the cause or circumstances have been released. With Tray’s story being related to the queen’s ancestor, the crown of silence seems to be in force. You know it’s serious when even Aunt Margaret’s calls aren’t being returned.”

“Aye, the royals keep their crown jewels close when it comes to scandals and murder. They like to keep their scepters high and dry,” Figgy quipped, with a twinkle in her eye. I rolled my eyes at her.

“Queen Alyce was on board with Tray from the beginning. She wanted him solely to receive any and all proceeds due from the sale of my book. When we had our first tea to discuss the tale, everyone was giggling at the naughty deeds from decades ago. She has a wicked sense of humor.”

“Aye, but ye ken how quickly they pull up the drawbridges at the hint of trouble or scandal. This queen is a queen consort, not a blood royal. There be a difference. Behind closed doors, I’m sure the King is not amused. Royal heads have gone to the chopping block for less when the plebs are angry,” Figgy mused.

“I don’t think we have to worry about any royal heads being lost. Ellie’s been monitoring the press releases and social media posts almost nonstop since Elliot and Zara arrived yesterday. There have been some rather harsh, unsubstantiated accusations made by Genteel Secrets fans and even a few tabloids. The Royalists and Republicans are both on their high horses, spouting claims that totally push poor Tray’s demise to the back of the table.”

“How are ye skellies takin’ the news? I’m certain they have questions.”

“Zara, Elliot, and I spoke with everyone last evening. Naturally, everyone is upset. Even with his rough edges, Tray could always make us laugh.”

“Barkeeps have a way with a crowd. Henry has a quip for every situation and person who walks through the doors of the Howling Pig,” Figgy grinned.

Henry Thatcher was the proprietor of our local pub in the nearby village of Maidenford. A good time was usually had by all who entered his establishment.

“Ooh, you reminded me to phone Henry. Tray had struck up a friendship with him, being a fellow publican. I’m sure…” A wave of grief hit me mid-sentence. I grabbed a towel to dry the tears that suddenly started to pour. Figgy placed her arm around me.

“Thar, thar, Milady. Let the tears out, lass. I’m sure there will be many more people ye will think of. I ken this is a horrible situation, but try and focus on the good ye did with Tray. Why, the few times I met him he seemed pleased as punch to be included in ye book. Most people on this earth will ne’er hae that kind of opportunity. Ye made him happy, Lady Gemma. Focus on that.”

Figgy’s kind words comforted me. I would try to focus on the good things in the terrible days I knew were coming.

“Mummy, Nanny Figgy, come swim with us,” Pippa yelled, splashing us with water.

“That be soundin’ like a challenge. Come on, Mummy, let’s show these whippersnappers how it’s done.”

Figgy winked at me as she stood and dove into the pool, making the children squeal with laughter. I wrapped my long tresses into a bun and donned my swim cap before jumping into the water. My sorrows melted as I played with the children, hearing their innocent laughter while we splashed around the pool. I took a moment to float on the surface of the water, enjoying the glass dome of the conservatory that surrounded the pool area.

Memories flooded over me as I reflected on all the lovely, and sometimes horrid, moments the glassed dome above had witnessed. It was still one of my favorite rooms here at Cherrywood Hall with its beautiful plants and marble surrounds.

“Papa, Papa, Papa,” the children yelled, seeing Kyle walk up to the pool’s edge. I opened my eyes and smiled, giving him a playful splash and swimming over to him.

“There’re my teenage mermaids and my little merman. Having fun, loves?”

“Yes, Papa. Are you coming in for a swim?”

“Not now, darlings. I’m afraid I have to steal Mummy away from you. How about we ride the UVs around the grounds later today? Lilly, Pippa, you can drive yours, and Jack and I will be your wingmen.”

I exited the pool, giving Figgy a wave as I headed to the changing room. Kyle followed behind me, taking me into his arms when I closed the door.

“You’re quite amorous this morning, darling,” I whispered, kissing his neck. He suddenly pulled away, turning his head for a loud sneeze.

“Where in the world did you get that bathing cap, darling? It’s hideous,” he huffed, scratching his nose.

I laughed, pulling the hot pink with green polka dots cap off my head, fluffing the purple mohawk fringe that ran down the center of it. Lilly and Pippa had bought it for me at the new swim shop in Maidenford during a recent field trip with Figgy. Their taste in clothing was taking a different turn as they entered their teenage years.

“Now, I don’t know, Kyle, I rather like it. I’m sure I’m the only marchioness in these parts who has one. Who knows, Sally may even put me on the front page of the Banner to model it,” I teased.

Sally Prim was the editor of the Maidenford Banner, our local newspaper and a close friend. She had been covering events at Cherrywood Hall for years and was often our go-to press person to release news of Castlewood Manor events and happenings at the estate. Sally is a top-notch reporter and always seems to have her camera snapping away at the most opportune, and inopportune, moments to capture the scene.

“It would definitely set a trend, I’m sure. Listen, darling, before I sit back and watch you dress, I need to tell you the latest.” He sat on the bench and pulled me down onto his lap.

“Did they find the killer?”

“That, I don’t know yet. I came here to let you know we will be having quite a few guests arriving at Cherrywood imminently. In fact, some of them are here now, getting ready to tuck into breakfast in the dining room.”

“Who? I mean, I know Elliot and Zara spent the night. Are Mama and Karl here?”

“Add your Aunt Margaret, Peter Snowden, and Max to the list of who’s here now. The skellies and a team from Scotland Yard will be here in a few hours. As to why meet here, it seems we’re equidistant for all to travel to, and we have a rather large abode that can accommodate everyone.”

“Wow, there must be some big news to tell us. Do you know who from Scotland Yard will be coming?” Kyle grinned at me.

“We’re in good hands, darling. Chief Inspector Marquot is leading the investigation.”

I was relieved to hear this. The chief inspector had been involved in many deadly events occurring here at Cherrywood Hall and other locations we had traveled to. He was instrumental in helping us catch a killer and solve the mystery of how my illegitimate great aunt, and main character of my family secret, Charlotte, had died in North Carolina. Speaking from experience, I can highly recommend having a skilled lawman who knows you and tends to be on your side, especially when you become a murder suspect in another country.

“Well, that is good news. I suppose he’s involved due to the royal connection to Tray?” Kyle nodded.

“The chief inspector seems to be their go-to man at Scotland Yard. Who knew that the majority of his cases would involve connections to Cherrywood Hall?” I gave my beloved a light punch to the arm.

“When we took on the filming of the most popular period drama series in the world, we acknowledged there might be events outside our control. The royals were fully supportive, as was the village of Maidenford. With the new films and exhibitions, interest in our estate grew and grew. We can’t predict when a ne’er-do-well, or a murderer, might decide to use our grounds for dastardly deeds,” I huffed.

“I’m not disagreeing with anything you’ve said, darling. I just pointed out that we do have a high frequency of deadly events here at the hall. The chief inspector at Scotland Yard has not only become a family friend, but after the events in North Carolina, our children are affectionately now calling him Detective Unk. He’s at the same level as Max and Elliot as an honorary uncle. You must admit, that is not the norm in most families. I even have him on speed dial on our mobiles.”

“Let’s agree that we have the best and brightest working on the case. I need to get dressed now, please. My tummy is starting to rumble.” I scrunched my nose at Kyle.

“Right-o. I will abandon my dream of watching you dress and savor the undressing later tonight. I know we have limited time before your tummy growl volume echoes through the halls. Step on it, darling.” Kyle bussed my cheek and headed outside to watch the children for a few more minutes while I dressed.

I mentally went over the list of items to discuss with Bridges, our butler, and Mrs. Smythe, our head housekeeper, in preparation for the upcoming meeting and the arrival of our visitors. We would use our lounge area for the meeting. It was a modern extension Kyle had designed next to the conservatory, complete with a magnificent art deco bar, double-sided fireplace, and multiple sitting areas to accommodate large gatherings.

A wave of sadness hit me as I pulled my turtleneck over my head. The lounge addition to Cherrywood was due to a deadly explosion by a grief-fueled royal out for unhinged revenge. The damage to the manor was extensive and had killed my personal bodyguard, Olivia. She was the beloved niece of Chief Inspector Marquot. He became a de facto family member after that deadly event. I’m certain he would prefer to visit us more on a social basis rather than the crime scenes that do seem to frequently crop up around us.

I decided to invite Figgy and Ellie to the Scotland Yard briefing that afternoon too. Figgy’s psychic ability and ghostly insights had saved us from doom on more than one occasion. The chief inspector was more than impressed with our nanny’s uncanny capabilities.

Ellie’s technical skills were exceptional and already being put to use tracking commentary related to my book in the digital world. Her keen ability to solve taxing conundrums could provide valuable clues that I was sure would be useful to our Scotland Yard man.

I took a final glance in the mirror before setting out to fetch Kyle so we could head to the dining room. The late summer weather was turning cool. I opted for a black turtleneck and leggings, accessorized with my beloved black leather boots and turquoise jewelry gifted to me by Kyle for the publication of my book. It was going to be a very long day. Comfort, warmth, and style would be a fashionable must-have.

When Kyle and I walked into the dining room, my joy at seeing the ones I loved was tempered by the sadness of the occasion. Mama, Karl, Max, and Aunt Margaret kissed my cheeks as they headed over to the buffet. I saw Elliot, Peter, and Zara talking over by the fireplace. Despite my tummy growls becoming more pronounced, I made a beeline over to them with Kyle by my side.

“Good morning, everyone. Peter, welcome to Cherrywood Hall.” Handshakes and cheek busses were exchanged.

“Lady Gemma, thank you for hosting us today. This has been a dreadful strain on all of us. Max was kind enough to let me drive here with him. My nerves are shattered,” Peter sighed.

“Of course, we’re glad to have everyone here. Is there any new news?”

Elliot shook his head.

“Nothing yet, darling, just loads of speculation. Ellie’s done a bang-up job with her technical wizardry. She’s keeping track of who posted what and when, analyzing the data trends. Nothing is slipping by her. If someone knows anything about Tray’s murder, she will find it.”

“I’m inviting her and Figgy to join us when Chief Inspector Marquot gives his update. I’m certain he’ll be impressed with her technical acumen. I wouldn’t be surprised if Figgy wasn’t already channeling the other side to chat with Tray. She may be able to name his killer this afternoon.”

Kyle and Elliot stifled a grin. Zara and Peter’s mouths dropped open.

“Your nanny can actually speak with the dead? I thought you had embellished her telepathic skills in your tale of Charlotte,” Zara gasped, her eyes wide.

“One doesn’t kid around with Figgy’s unusual gift, Zara. Her contact with the otherworld has been extremely useful to us, and Scotland Yard, in the past,” Kyle stated.

“How extraordinary. I hardly think Scotland Yard would base their case results on ghostly babble. Are you sure your Scottish nanny isn’t having visions caused by too much wee dram uptake?”

My nostrils flared as I prepared to fire back at Peter’s callous remark. Luckily, a loud growl from my midsection stopped me from saying something I would probably regret later. Kyle gallantly steered me and the others over to the buffet.

“Thank you,” I whispered to my husband as I loaded my plate with my English breakfast favorites of coddled eggs, crispy bacon, mushrooms, roasted tomatoes, and baked beans.

“Anytime, darling,” Kyle replied, patting my backside affectionately.

“Don’t take Peter’s remarks too seriously, Gemma. The man is beside himself. He drove here with Max this morning, sobbing most of the way. It’s his first time dealing with a murder. I’ll tell him to keep the Figgy comments to himself. I can only imagine the cutting commentary our spirited Scottish lass would give him if he rubbed her the wrong way,” Elliot teased, his voice low, as he placed a piece of rye toast on my plate.

I nodded at my diplomatic friend. His public relations skills would be much needed today, I was certain.

“I suppose your publicity events for the book will have to be rescheduled. The timing is awful to have this pop up just before your promotional tour,” Mama mused as I took a seat next to her.

“Mama, Tray’s death is far more important than a book tour. I’m sure he didn’t plan to be murdered on purpose. We can sort schedules out later.”

“Really?” Mama asked. Her eyes went down the table, looking at me, Zara, Elliot, and Peter.

As a famous actress, she knew the show must go on, even in the darkest of times. The producers and publishers wouldn’t have it any other way.

“We’ve released a statement to the press expressing our deepest sorrow and sympathy upon hearing of Tray’s unfortunate demise. We’ve been discussing the publicity schedule too, Jillian. Adjustments will have to be made, but believe it or not, requests for an interview with Gemma are through the roof.”

“What? You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, I believe it.”

My exclamation of disbelief and Mama’s clap-back chimed in unison. Elliot fluttered his hands in a calm-down gesture.

“Hear me out. As you both know well, anytime an event happens that’s related to a show or a book, either good or bad, the public interest shoots up like a rocket. Remember, there’s no such thing as bad publicity.”

“Elliot’s right, Lady Gemma. Zara and I have been in this business for some time. Why, sometimes the best thing that could happen for book sales is to have the author kick the proverbial bucket. Not that we want that to happen to you,” Peter explained, backtracking a little at the end.

“No, we do not want that to happen, Peter,” Zara glared sternly at my publisher. “We’re looking at the requests, Lady Gemma, to see which ones might be the best to deflect any negative commentary caused by Tray’s murder. We will be dutiful, but it will also give us a chance to highlight his positive contribution to your book. You do want that, don’t you?”

Zara’s perspective echoed Figgy’s words from earlier.

“Of course she does. The Lancaster women have always supported the royals, and the queen supported Tray. We will do no different,” Aunt Margaret huffed.

I clinked my spoon on my cup to get a word in.

“I think we need to slow down a bit and learn what’s going on from Scotland Yard before we make any further commitments. Readers will understand.” I stared at Elliot to make sure my position on this matter was understood.

Max blew a low whistle at my comment. He knew this marchioness was not amused.

“Point taken, Milady. Does anyone know what time the skellies will be arriving?” Elliot gave me a wink. He was a master at defusing hot topics.

“I would say folks should start arriving in the next few hours. The chief inspector just texted and will be here by noon,” Kyle said, looking down at his cell phone.

“Well then, that gives us a few hours to get some things done. Bridges, I suppose we should have lunch prepared for everyone. Can you please let Lucy know? When the guests arrive, please have them escorted to the lounge. We can gather there.”

“Yes, Milady,” our faithful butler replied.

“I’ll let Figgy know her psychic mind is needed this afternoon, darling, while Marie teaches our children their French lessons,” Kyle teased.

“Merci beaucoup. Now, if you all will excuse me, I’m going to check in on Ellie.” I rose from the table and smiled.

“I’ll come with you. Elliot has gone on and on about what a genius your assistant is. I’d like to see it,” Max said, giving me a wicked grin.

“I’ll come too, if you don’t mind.” Zara looked at me timidly. She hadn’t seen my Marchioness of Cherrywood Hall’s demeanor in action.

We said our goodbyes and headed to my writing room, now base camp. Once we were out of earshot of the dining room, Max’s pent-up questions started spilling.

“Someone has their tiara in a tither, darling. I’ll volunteer to be barkeep this afternoon when the chief inspector is speaking. Murder always has people’s nerves jittery. Do you suppose Chef Lucy has any pears? I had a lovely pear martini at Chubbies the other night. Okay, maybe two or three. They’ll have people in a good mood at least, having to hear the dreadful details.” Max grimaced. 

Zara looked appalled. “Should we really be drinking cocktails hearing about Tray’s murder? Will the chief inspector allow it?”
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