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Chapter One




London, April 1938




Visiting the ancient Earl of Millhaven was like an audience with the king, except George VI appeared more approachable and less critical. I disliked every visit with the old man, since I knew I’d be found wanting or ignored. I always hoped for ignored.

The old earl sat in his wheelchair, dressed in suit, waistcoat, shirt, tie, and lap rug, and stared at us through faded blue eyes. “Where’s Ames and that tea? Ames,” he croaked in a sort of bellow.

“He’ll be here in a minute, Grandpapa,” Celia Eustace, my distant cousin, said in a chipper tone. “Sir Ronald and Olivia have come for the Easter holiday and to help with the preparations for my wedding.”

“Who’s Olivia?” the old man demanded.

“I’m Olivia Denis. Sir Ronald Harper’s daughter,” I said, ready to carry out the same conversation we had every time he deigned to notice me.

“Oh.”

I thought I’d lucked out and he’d go on to something else.

“Oh, yes. The office worker.”

So much for my luck. “Society reporter on a daily London newspaper,” I corrected. “The Daily Premier.”

“Even worse. A journalist.” And then through a wheezy guffaw, “A journalist about ladies’ hats.”

A dark look from my father warned me not to respond. I waited for the next witticism from the old earl.

“I’d be wearing mourning, too, if I had to prostrate myself for a meager wage.”

Age and a title had long ago convinced the old man he could be hopelessly rude. I thought he did it to remind himself he was still alive. I took a calming breath and said, “I suppose you’ve forgotten I’m wearing mourning because my husband was murdered. It happened last autumn.”

I saw the spark of anger flare behind his eyes. “I haven’t forgotten, but I thought you had. Glad to see you can follow the dictates of civilized society on occasion.”

“More than just occasionally. I did marry him.”

My father stirred in his chair. No doubt his fingers itched to put a hand over my mouth. He feared the old earl would throw me out of the house for showing a lack of respect.

I hoped he would. I’d be stuck down here next weekend for Celia’s wedding. I didn’t want to spend any more time putting up with this fossil and the rest of the inmates in this loony bin.

Ames, the old earl’s valet, arrived at that moment with the tea tray, and we all sat in silence while Celia poured. Then my father and Celia started a conversation about the weather while Ames tidied up in the old man’s dressing room.

I watched the old earl. I guessed his age at about one hundred. He looked like a frog left out to dry, with wrinkled, papery skin covered with age spots. He didn’t appear to pay any attention to any of us. He was probably as bored with conversations about the weather as I was.

Celia set down her delicate china cup and rose to walk over to the old man. Bending over, she straightened his collar.

“That’s enough fussing,” the old earl said, batting away her hands. “Celia, take your friend and go somewhere else. Sir Ronald and I have business to discuss.”

I immediately set down my cup and stood up. “A pleasure as always, Your Lordship.”

He didn’t look my way or respond. Celia kissed the old man over the sparse, white hair on top of his head and walked away.

At the door, I glanced back to see my father slide his chair closer to the old man’s wheelchair. “What did you want to discuss, my lord?”

Celia shut the door, cutting off anything else I might have overheard.

She and I went downstairs while she talked on about flowers and wedding cookies. As soon as we reached the ground floor, I could make out the sounds of an argument. Turning away from Celia, I followed the sounds to the library.

This was Aunt Margaret’s favorite room in the Georgian monstrosity. She had added to the collection until the dark-paneled bookshelves were crammed with books, from scholarly hardbound tomes to cheap paperback editions of fiction and poetry with garish covers. The walls were brightened by colorful modernistic paintings done by her brother Walter.

As soon as I opened the door, I knew I wouldn’t linger there that day.

Celia’s mother, Lady Beatrice, was having a shouting match with Aunt Margaret. Both women were red in the face and glaring at each other through narrowed eyes. They turned toward me as Celia joined me in the doorway.

“Oh, good, Livvy, I’m glad to see you made it,” Aunt Margaret said with forced good humor. The light through the big window caught the glistening in her eyes.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, dear. Can’t sisters disagree?” Aunt Margaret tried to put a light tone in her voice, but I could tell by the way Lady Beatrice walked away, arms folded over her chest, that this was not just some disagreement.

They were both furious.

Celia walked across the room to Lady Beatrice. “Mummy, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing, precious. It’s only a week until my only child gets married. I’m just having pre-wedding nerves. There’s so much to do.” Lady Beatrice gave her daughter a hug and then swiped at her eyes.

Aunt Margaret looked relieved at her sister’s words. “Come here, Livvy, and let me take a look at you.” As I came closer, she looked me up and down. “I still say mourning becomes you. With your auburn hair and creamy skin, you look good in black.”

“Thank you, but I really don’t like it.” It tended to keep men away. One in particular.

“Yes, it does remind everyone around us of the person we lost,” Aunt Margaret said, as if she could read my mind. She raised her eyebrows and I gave my head an infinitesimal shake.

Lady Beatrice beamed at me, something she rarely did. “You are going to be able to get off work the day before the wedding? We’re going to need your help.”

Packing Celia’s trunk for her honeymoon. Keeping an eye on the men setting up the tent. All the dogged work Celia didn’t want to do, and the servants were already overburdened. “I’ll be here, but it may not be until late.”

With luck she’d only get married once. Luck I lost at the age of twenty-five when my husband was murdered.

Mother and daughter linked arms. “Celia and I are going into town to pick up some things for her trousseau. Do you want to come along, Olivia?”

They’d probably want me to carry all the packages like some Victorian maid. “I think I’ll stay here and help Aunt Margaret with the garden. We want it looking perfect for the wedding next Saturday.” I must have caught the fake amiability disease going around because I managed to sound cheerful. “And when you get back, Celia, I want a game of tennis. I brought my racket and your grandfather won’t allow us to play on Easter Sunday.”

“Golly, no.” She laughed. “We’ll play right after tea time.”

We went through much air-kissing before they left. I noticed a serious look pass between Aunt Margaret and her sister, but they said farewell with great indifference.

After Celia and her mother left, I faced Aunt Margaret. “What is going on?”

“We have a garden that needs tending. You’d better change your clothes.” The businesslike Aunt Margaret had returned.

I put on an old day dress, flowered instead of black and likely to scandalize the old earl if he saw me, and found a pair of wellies in the mud room that fit. Then I went out to the garden and found Margaret in the tool shed behind the garage.

I blocked the doorway and asked, “What is going on?”

She handed me a hoe. “There’s weeding to be done.”

I took the hoe but remained in her path. “Aunt Margaret, I know you’re my distant cousin like everyone else here, but you’ve always treated me like I’m your niece. Or little sister. And you’re very dear to me. I know there’s something going on. What is it? I only want to help.”

“There’s nothing you can do. I’m not certain I’d even want you to do anything. But it’s certainly not your fight.” She turned me around and gave me a little shove out the door. “However, there are weeds out there by the snapdragons that are calling you. Put on some gloves.”

By the time one of the maids brought out a pitcher of lemonade and two glasses to the summerhouse, I’d worked up a good thirst and built quite a pile of weeds. Aunt Margaret stood, hands on her back, and after groaning said, “Come on. We deserve a break. I’m sure the bride is getting one.”

“I have no doubt Celia is taking a break right now,” I said, following her as I pulled off my gloves.

We sat down in two old chairs in the summerhouse and sighed in unison after we had our first sips of the tart, cold drink. “Is Lady Beatrice the cause of whatever is bothering you?” I asked.

“Livvy, will you leave it alone?” Then she smiled and said, “Where is that young man of yours, Captain Redmond, this weekend?”

“Off doing military things. With Hitler taking over Austria and now threatening the Czechs, he says we’re headed for war.” The closer I grew to Adam Redmond, the less I liked the word “war.”

“Then now is the time for you two to marry. Don’t put it off because of the danger.” She gave me a wicked smile. “Otherwise, I may just take him for myself. He’s a sweetie.”

I laughed. Ordinarily, Aunt Margaret was never one to recommend haste in anything. She’d felt I’d married my late husband, Reggie, too soon, and we were engaged for almost a year. “No. I like my job. I’m not ready to go back to being just a housewife again. As long as I’m a widow, I can plead poverty and the need for a job. Married women don’t work. Period.”

She considered my words. “That changed with the Great War. If we get into it with Hitler, we will have to go back to letting married women work.”

“That’s fine for if and when we go to war, but in the meantime, I don’t want to sit home all day. I like being busy.”

She took a sip of her drink and said, “War will be here soon, whether we like it or not.”

It was more than just a fear of boredom. With an honesty I hadn’t shared with anyone, I said, “I don’t want a war. Adam will be threatened. And after losing Reggie, I don’t think I could go through that again.”

Her expression changed to worried sympathy. She put a hand over my wrist and said, “Oh, my poor dear. I hadn’t thought how insensitive my words could sound. I forgot about Reggie. Of course, you wouldn’t forget him or your pain. Please forgive me.”

I took a deep breath to stop me from shaking inside at the thought of Adam’s death. I had finally accepted Reggie’s murder. Adam was alive, gorgeously, invitingly alive. I refused to dwell on what war could do to him. Putting on a smile I didn’t feel, I said, “Of course. I can’t stay mad at you, Aunt Margaret. You’ve always been there for me.”

“The only cure for this silly talk of mine is more work. Finish your lemonade, and let’s go attack more of those weeds. Beatrice will be furious if the garden isn’t perfect.”

I emptied my glass, put my work gloves back on, and headed back to the flower beds. “You and your sister never seem to agree on anything.”

“Let’s be generous. Seldom agree. She is rather foolish. That’s what finishing school will do for you.” Margaret attacked a vigorous weed as if it were a replacement for Lady Beatrice.

I remembered the scene in the library. “But this morning you were furious with her.”

“No. I wasn’t furious with her.” Then she hacked apart the weed until its roots and stem were in shreds.

I got nothing further out of her, but I felt certain something had made her angry.

The rest of the day was a muted version of every other visit to Millhaven House. Tea, then tennis, then dinner, necessitating three changes of clothes. Only part of the family was in residence, since both of Lady Margaret and Lady Beatrice’s brothers were on holiday. I doubted Beatrice’s husband, Lord Eustace, had shown his face in his father-in-law’s house in a year. And the old earl never left his room.

My father had to be bored, being surrounded by women.

After dinner, we tried talking in the family parlor, a large, high-ceilinged room done in browns and beiges with a cheery fire going in the large fireplace. Celia and Lady Beatrice immediately took over the conversation, going over the same wedding plans we’d heard before.

My father excused himself to spend more time with the earl. Then Margaret said she had a book on Queen Anne she wanted to show me. We escaped to the library where we spent the evening reading and drinking hot cocoa.

It turned out I drank too much hot cocoa, because I woke up in the middle of the night, something I rarely do. Turning on the bedside lamp, I saw it was three in the morning. I pulled on my robe and shoved my feet into my slippers for a dash to the only loo on the huge bedroom floor of the old mansion.

There was a butler’s lamp burning near the doorway to the loo that sent up huge shadows at every entrance off the main hallway. The high ceilings swallowed the light, and with every odd turning I made toward the main hall, the light grew brighter. Unfortunately, with a butler’s lamp, brighter is relative. I should have packed a torch.

All I needed was a great storm to add to the atmosphere. If anyone had jumped out and said boo, I wouldn’t have made it to the facilities in time. As it was, I nearly ran.

I was halfway back to my room when I heard a man’s voice. Which was odd, because all the men’s bedrooms were on the other side of the house.

I froze, thinking I’d turned the wrong way. But when I looked around, I knew I’d headed in the right direction. I no longer heard the voice. It had to be my imagination.

Then I heard a floorboard squeak.

Terror shot icicles down my body. I dashed back to my room, just off from the hall where Aunt Margaret, Lady Beatrice, and Celia had their rooms. As I shut the door and leaned against it, the squeaks grew closer. Then I thought I heard a heavy footstep.

Or something hit a wall.

I turned out the light in my room and peeked out of my doorway, thinking it could be a burglar. Or Watkins, the butler, responding to a call from one of the residents of the house.

It was dark in the hallway. Too dark to see clearly, but I caught a glimpse of movement. Something, or someone, had passed by. I shivered.

I tried to remember what was further down the hall past my door. Two more guest bedrooms and a servants’ staircase going up to the attics and down to the main floor and the basement.

Curious, I stuck my head out further. The air was still and I neither heard anything else nor spied movement. No one was there.

Then I sniffed. I was reminded of a hospital. Or the morgue.

* * *

After a restless night, I rose and dressed for church early, and then headed downstairs for breakfast. I was the first one down.

Watkins was just seeing to the finishing touches on the serving board. “Tea, Miss Olivia?”

“I’m afraid I’m a coffee drinker in the morning now, Watkins. A consequence of working for a newspaper.”

“Fix your plate, and I’ll bring a cup over to you.”

I took some eggs, toast, tomatoes, and mushrooms, and thought what a treat this was from my usual morning fare. As I sat down and Watkins came over, I said, “Was there a disturbance last night? Was someone ill?”

“Nothing to my knowledge, and the earl is well this morning, according to his valet.”

“The house doesn’t have ghosts, does it?”

“Ghosts? I don’t believe so.” If he thought my questions odd, his demeanor didn’t show it.

“What’s this about ghosts?” Celia asked as she walked in.

“I heard something move down the corridor by my room last night.”

She laughed. “Old houses creak. I suppose that’s how half of ghost stories begin.”

“You didn’t have a burglar last night?” I asked Watkins. If one had passed my door last night and I stood by, cowering, I’d feel ashamed.

“There was no sign of someone breaking in and nothing appears to be missing,” he assured me as he poured Celia her tea.

“Missing? What’s missing?” Lady Beatrice asked as she walked in.

“Livvy thought she heard a ghost last night,” Celia said around a smirk.

“We don’t have ghosts.” Lady Beatrice’s nose went up in the air. “The very idea.”

“And Watkins said there weren’t any burglars last night, so I don’t know what I saw and heard.”

“Nothing. You saw nothing. Do you hear me?” Lady Beatrice hadn’t spoken to me like that since I was a child.

I wasn’t a child any more. There was only one man in the house last night who might have been visiting one of the women.

My father.

I was furious until I thought. His room was on the other side of the house from mine. He wouldn’t have left any of the other rooms after a visit and gone down my hallway. It was too far out of his way.

And I’d never noticed my father smelled like a morgue.

But what about Watkins or Ames?








Chapter Two




The following Friday after work, I once again rode out to Millhaven House with my father. I still hadn’t asked him if he’d made a midnight visit to any of the ladies of the house the weekend before. I couldn’t.

I didn’t believe it, for starters. For another, there was that peculiar smell.

We arrived too late for tea and too early to dress for dinner. After I put my things away, I wandered into the back garden, which had been transformed by two huge white tents for the wedding the next morning. The first, butting up to Aunt Margaret’s flower borders, held tables covered with cups and plates. The second held a wooden platform floor laid over the tennis court.

As I was standing in the second tent, I heard a man’s voice say, “I don’t want anything to do with this wedding. I can’t stand Grayling. I—”

Another male voice said, “I hope Robert Grayling knows what he’s getting into.”

I left the tent and covered the short distance to the summerhouse in a few steps. Inside, I found Uncle Humphrey’s three sons. Thomas, the oldest and soon to be an Oxford grad, was sprawled in a deck chair looking glum. Charles, the middle son, shorter, stocky, and fair-haired, and also an Oxford student, sat on the table. Edwin, the youngest, still had another year at Harrow before he followed his father and brothers to Oxford.

I greeted them with, “What’s wrong with the groom?”

Edwin adjusted his glasses. “Celia’s done all right with him.”

“Grayling doesn’t show proper deference to the future earl,” Charlie said at almost the same time.

So that was it. Thom would inherit his grandfather’s title someday. But the way the old earl was counting down birthdays, he might outlive Humphrey, his elder son, and Thom, Humphrey’s eldest, too.

And the sons of international financiers, like Robert Grayling, tended not to show deference to the aristocracy.

“I think I should warn you. I could hear every word you said from the dance tent.”

All three of the boys—though they were hardly boys now—groaned.

“How’re the preparations for the big day coming?”

“Oh, lord,” the older two grumbled.

“Celia has been pretty dreadful. This morning she ordered Thom to supervise the company putting up the tents, Charlie to supervise the workers putting down the dance floor, and I was to check off the coffee cups and what-have-you that the caterer left here for tomorrow. She said she couldn’t do everything at once,” Edwin told me. “Then she and Lady Beatrice went to get their hair done.”

He paused, glanced at me, and asked in a mystified tone, “How long does that take?”

I smiled. Celia had ducked out of any effort for her own wedding. Typical. “Is there a resident ghost in the house?”

I caught a secretive smile cross Charlie’s face. He said, “Depends on who you ask,” as the other two shook their heads, looking surprised at my question.

“By luncheon yesterday, I ended up being the only one of the family here except for Grandpapa.” Edwin glanced at all of us in turn and lowered his voice. “Expect a row tonight.”

“Why?” Charlie was immediately interested.

“Mr. Craggett was here.”

“So the rumors are true,” Thom said.

“What rumors?” My father would have complained about my nosiness, but fortunately, he was inside.

“Grandpapa is changing his will.”

“Why? Doesn’t your father inherit the lot? He’ll be the new earl.” That was the way it always worked.

“That’s the dirty secret about this title. Very little comes with it. Most of the wealth—land, stocks, investments—is owned privately by Grandpapa. Even Millhaven House isn’t entailed. His will determines who gets what when he goes, if he ever does,” Charlie said.

“Mother ran into Mr. Craggett when she came home. She went straight up to see Grandpapa and I could hear them shouting from the bottom of the stairs,” Edwin said.

“What did they say?” Charlie asked.

“I couldn’t hear.”

“Drat it, Edwin, you need to pay more attention. This is important,” Thom said, springing up to a proper seated position.

“For you,” Charlie said.

“For all of us,” Thom replied. “This is the money, Grandpapa’s private wealth, that will go to different people if the will was changed. Don’t you want to know if you benefitted?”

“How was the old will written?” I asked.

“Father gets most of it as the new earl and heir. Aunt Margaret, Uncle Walter, and Lady Beatrice, as Grandpapa’s other children, get what’s left,” Thom said. It sounded like a standard sort of will to me.

“Think the old man disinherited someone?” Charlie asked. He sounded gleeful.

“How do you know the terms of the old will?”

“It’s been common knowledge for years now,” Edwin said.

“Maybe Mr. Craggett was here about something completely different. Are you sure he was here about a new will?” I asked. I thought the boys were jumping ahead of themselves.

“Watkins took him upstairs and then came back down. About ten minutes later, Ames came down and took one of the maids and the cook up with him. They were upstairs about two minutes. Long enough to witness a signature on a will,” Edwin said.

“Oh, my.” It did sound like a new will was signed by a very elderly, very rich man. And if someone gained, someone else lost.

“So, who got disinherited?” Charlie said, grinning widely. “And did I get anything?”

We heard her voice before Celia came into the summerhouse, and all three of Humphrey’s boys groaned. I wondered how long she’d heard our words.

She walked in, all sunshine and sweetness. “I wondered where you went, Livvy. Come on. You don’t have time to talk to the boys. We have a wedding to hold in less than twenty-four hours.”

“I thought everything was done or arranged to be delivered tomorrow.”

“There’s still the packing for the honeymoon. I’ll be gone for a month on my travels to South Africa.”

“It sounds like a wonderful trip.” I admit I was jealous. “So you want my opinion on what you should take?”

“And your help getting it all into the trunks.”

That sounded like Celia. I started out of the summerhouse. “I’ll see you boys at dinner.”

“Have fun, Livvy,” Thom said. I could hear the smirk in his tone.

Celia and I went up to her room where every surface was covered with gowns, negligees, shoes, hats, gloves, and dresses for every occasion and in a rainbow of colors. “You’re going to get all this into a trunk?”

“Well, two trunks and a suitcase. I think if you start on the gowns, you’ll find paper to lay them out on there.”

I began on a beaded, light blue number with gauzy short sleeves. “Which shoes and undergarments go with this?”

“Why?”

“To pack them together.” I remembered two things at once. Celia hadn’t traveled much, and she and her mother had had a ladies’ maid until a couple of years before.

“Don’t put the shoes on top of the gown. You’ll crush it.”

I looked at her as if she’d grown a second head. Did she think I was stupid? I grew up with an exacting father and no ladies’ maid. I’d packed plenty of trunks in my life.

That problem sorted, I asked, “Does Millhaven House have a resident ghost?”

“No. I thought Mama answered that question last week. Besides, we never found one as children, and I’ve never heard of one mentioned. Why?”

I again thought of the movement passing my door the preceding weekend. “No reason.” As I packed, I tried to recall every detail of the shadowy figure. Whatever it was, it must have been solid. Alive.

Glancing up a while later, I found I had made progress and Celia was sitting and watching me when Lady Beatrice came into the room. “Ah, good. Olivia, Celia, it’s time to dress for dinner.”

I set down the outfit I was working on. “I’ll see you downstairs.” I glanced into the other trunk as I passed. Nothing was packed. I escaped, feeling as if I was being used.

I’m sure I was.

There’d been a time, before I’d married Reggie, when I resisted coming out here with my father because of Celia’s constant efforts to turn me into her maid. Aunt Margaret had seen what was happening more clearly than my father and put a stop to most of it by the simple expedient of inventing things for me to do with her. The results were pleasant memories of exploring libraries, museums, and ancient sites during my university days and the year afterward until my wedding.

After that, Reggie and I kept busy in London, only visiting Millhaven House for special dinners and taking a taxi back home rather than spending the night in the massive old house.

Over time, I had forgotten about Celia’s demanding nature. Until now.

Before dinner, we all collected in the family parlor. I arrived in my slim black beaded gown with slashed sleeves and a keyhole décolletage. Celia’s gown was in one of her usual pastel shades, pink this time, that made her look blonder and more delicate.

The men were all in evening jackets and high collars, even Edwin, who looked decidedly uncomfortable.

Aunt Margaret came over to me and whispered, “Father’s coming down for dinner.”

“Does he do this often these days?”

“No. It’s because of Celia’s wedding tomorrow.”

I wondered if it had anything to do with his rumored changing of his will. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you when I arrived.”

“I wasn’t here. I was at the university library all day, preparing for a lecture in the autumn. Oh, Lord. She’s back.”

“Who?”

“Amelia. I was hoping she’d stay away at least until the wedding.”

Lady Amelia Brooke didn’t look like she had a son of twenty-one, but I knew that was Thom’s age. She was tall, thin, and wore an envy-inspiring gown of shimmering green. The fabric alone must have cost the earth. Since her husband, Uncle Humphrey, had a high-level position at HM Treasury plus received an allowance as the heir to the old earl, she could afford to be better dressed than the rest of us.

She could also afford to visit every spa known to woman and did so, keeping time’s ravages away.

I observed my father and Uncle Humphrey standing by the empty fireplace in close conversation. Neither noticed her walk in.

“Not like that, man,” a querulous old voice said, and a moment later, the doors from the front hall swung open and the old earl was wheeled into the room.

We all turned toward him and said a ragged chorus of “Good evening.”

“Well? What are you waiting for? Let’s go into dinner.”

We attempted to form a line according to protocol, but once Lady Amelia walked in next to the wheelchair and Uncle Humphrey escorted in Aunt Margaret, the rest of us followed. There was one more man than woman, and I found myself between Edwin and Thom.

The food was good, but it didn’t make up for the lack of conversation. The atmosphere in the dining room was icy, and no one wanted to attempt a word for fear it would be taken wrong. Was it because of the old man’s presence, or the possibility of being cut out of the will?

And why was I being quiet? I was a third cousin twice removed, or something. I wouldn’t be in the will no matter what. “How are you feeling, Your Lordship?” I asked.

“Who are you?” came out as a scratchy, high-pitched demand.

Here we go again. “Olivia Denis. Sir Ronald Harper’s daughter.”

“And how do you think I feel?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I asked.” All right. Starting a conversation was a stupid idea.

“Is that your idea of mourning clothes?”

I smiled. There was nothing wrong with his eyesight. “No.”

He gave a wheezy laugh. “Well, you’re brighter than most of my relatives. Prettier, too.” Then he resumed eating, and everyone at the table appeared to give a sigh of relief.

During the next course, I noticed several surreptitious glances shot in my direction. “Doesn’t anyone speak during meals if your grandfather is present?” I murmured to Thom.

“Not usually. Afraid to put a foot wrong. Especially after Craggett’s arrival today,” he said.

“How many people know his solicitor was here today?”

“The three of us,” Edwin said, nodding at me and his brother, “plus Charlie, Mother, and maybe Father.”

I glanced toward my father, who was sitting across the table. He looked up, but his gaze gave nothing away. The old earl had asked him to stay after Celia and I left last Saturday. Was it to talk about a new will, or whatever reason Craggett was here?

“When will he tell you?”

“Who knows? When he’s ready.”

We had reached the pudding course when Watkins came in and murmured something to Lady Beatrice. With the lack of conversation at the table, everyone watched her to see what she would do.

She set down her napkin and rose. “If you’ll excuse me?”

All the men except the old earl gave a half-hearted rise from their seats. The old earl said, “Why?”

“I need to see to something.”

“Does the something have a name?”

I’d have walked out of the room in silence. Lady Beatrice, either because she was trained by her father to obey or because she lived under his roof and ate his food, stood where she was and said, “Lord Eustace.”

“Daddy?” Celia said, ready to leap from her seat.

“Sit down, Beatrice,” the old man commanded. “He can wait until we finish.”

“Oh, good,” Thom muttered. “We will now have the longest ending to a dull meal in recorded history.”

He might have been right.

The old man toyed with his pudding until I knew there couldn’t be anything left in his dish. Then he announced we’d have coffee at the table. I shot my father a look that said I was out of patience. He shook his head and I took a deep breath and prayed for someone to shout “Fire.” Or in an old house like this, a rat to run over someone’s foot.

At any rate, he only dawdled for another fifteen long, boring minutes before he announced we’d move to the family parlor. “I have an announcement to make. And bring Lord Eustace with you. You are still married to him.”

Thom and I looked at each other and we both rolled our eyes.

Celia was the first to bolt from the dining room.

“I didn’t know they were speaking to each other,” I whispered to Edwin.

“Their only child is getting married tomorrow. I hope they’ve put up their swords for the occasion,” he said, pushing up his glasses and shoving his dark bangs out of his way.

I took my time wandering into the family parlor. The old man’s announcement had nothing to do with me. Still, I was nosy enough to want to hear what he had to say.

If he didn’t throw my father and me out for not being close-enough relatives.

I sat next to Aunt Margaret and talked to her for a few minutes. On the other sofa, Lady Beatrice and her estranged husband, Lord Eustace, sat with their daughter between them. I noticed Lord Eustace had taken the opportunity to help himself from the whiskey decanter.

Finally, Ames wheeled the old earl into the parlor. The only sounds were the creak of the moving chair and the tick of the large clock against the far wall.

Once he was settled in front of the fireplace with all of us facing him, the Earl of Millhaven said, “As I know some of you discovered already, my solicitor was here this afternoon. I’ve decided to change my will. And before you all come begging, the new will is already signed and in Mr. Craggett’s possession. There’s nothing you can do about it.”

Around me I heard murmured questions and grumbled worries.

“Are you going to tell us, in broad terms, what it says?” Uncle Humphrey’s voice sounded like he was being strangled by his collar.

“You think, because you’ll be the next Earl of Millhaven, you have a right to know?” the old man demanded.

“N-no. But it will be up to me to administer this will.”

“Oh, you think so, do you?”

What did the old earl have planned? Some final nasty surprise from beyond the grave? That sounded like him.

Aunt Margaret shifted her weight on the sofa next to me before she spoke. “How much of a change is it?”

“A complete rewrite. Totally new terms.” The old man gazed at her with an evil grin. “What does that tell you, Maggie? Should you be worried? Should you all be worried?” He wheezed out a cackle.

Then behind me I heard a man’s voice say, “How nice. Did you all gather to welcome me home?”








Chapter Three




Uncle Walter. The youngest of the old earl’s children.

“Where have you been?” Aunt Margaret said as she walked over to greet him.

“Painting in Deauville and having a lovely time.” He kissed her cheek.

“I worry about you.” Aunt Margaret had told me she was thirteen when her brother Walter was born. When they lost their mother the following year, she took over the mothering role for the baby.

“Don’t. I’m a big boy now.”

“Father just told us he’s changed his will,” she said, stopping his teasing with a single sentence as his eyes widened and his mouth rounded.

“Yes, and it’s signed, so don’t come crying to me if you don’t like it,” their father said.

“Wouldn’t make much sense. When they read it, you’ll be dead.” I saw Aunt Margaret wince at her brother’s words. “Of course, you’ll have to name the next generation because you’ll outlive us all.”

Then Uncle Walter walked over to pat Celia on the back and wish her well before he picked up his suitcase and walked out of the room.

His father, eyes narrowed, began to roll his chair in the direction his youngest child had gone. Then Ames, standing by, wheeled him out of the room.

Uncle Humphrey said something in his wife’s ear. Lady Amelia glared at him and hissed something in return as he walked away.

Aunt Margaret excused herself and left the room right after Humphrey. Lady Beatrice waited a minute before she followed her siblings out.

“They’ve all gone up to Grandfather’s room, the four who were named in the old will. I bet there’ll be shouting in a minute,” Thom said, dropping onto the sofa where Margaret had sat.

“Going to go up and listen?” I asked.

“Not on your life.”

People wandered out of the parlor until it was only Celia and her father and me and my father. “Bridge? We have four,” Lord Eustace said, refilling his glass with straight whiskey.

My father shook his head before I could. “I suspect the shouting is finished by now. I think I’ll go to bed.” He rose.

I did the same. “Good night.”

* * *

The house stirred early, and unused to the noises, I rose and dressed to go down to breakfast. I was curious concerning what had been learned about the old earl’s will.

I cut across the bedroom level on my way to a side staircase near the breakfast room. My route took me past the old earl’s room. Lady Beatrice and the old man’s valet stood in the hall outside the door.

“Now Ames, don’t be difficult. Surely you don’t want to ruin Celia’s wedding day, do you? And it won’t do any—Olivia! My dear child. Good morning.” Lady Beatrice stopped in the middle of berating her father’s valet to greet me the moment she spotted me.

Lady Beatrice’s hand shook a little as she fussed with her skirt. “I thought that horrid little German was going to put a stop to our festivities when he marched into Austria. Fortunately, Chamberlain had the sense not to go to war with him.”

I’d hoped to escape worries about Austria, but even a wedding couldn’t stop the incessant talk of war. However, it was odd hearing a political comment come from Lady Beatrice’s mouth. She didn’t find it a seemly topic for ladies.

“How is the Earl of Millhaven?” I asked, looking from her to the valet. The old man had been expected to die any number of times, but he always confounded medical opinion and recovered.

“You know Father.” Lady Beatrice smiled and gave me a pointed look. No lingering allowed.

I decided to take the hint and headed downstairs.

I was halfway down when I heard Lady Beatrice say, “I mean it, Ames. No more of this silliness. We can’t let him ruin the wedding.”

Celia was in the breakfast room tucking into tea and toast. “Oh, good. As soon as you eat, we can work on packing the trunks.”

“At least until I have to dress for the wedding.” I helped myself to eggs, toast, tomatoes, mushrooms, and coffee.

“You’re going to eat all that?” she asked.

“Yes. Why?” Was food being rationed here? The old earl was supposed to be rich.

“Oh. Nothing.” She sighed and went back to her tea.

Edwin came in and piled food up on his plate. “They had quite a row last night in Grandpapa’s room.”

“Did you hear what they said?” I asked.

“Nothing that tells me anything. Just Father and the aunts saying that he was mad and this wasn’t right.”

“Lord Millhaven did say this new will is completely different from the old one. What do you think, Celia?” I asked.

“I just want today to go perfectly. There’s time to worry about the will tomorrow.”

Edwin continued, “And in the middle of the night, I heard my father, Uncle Walter, and Celia’s father arguing.”

“Whatever for?” Celia asked.

“I don’t know. I heard your mother’s name mentioned. My father seemed to be telling your father what to do, or not to do, and Uncle Walter was trying to calm them both down.” He shook his head. “Why can’t anyone in this family get along?”

“What time was this?”

“Really late. Three or four in the morning.” Edwin glanced at the door and fell silent.

Charlie and Thom came in together. Charlie filled up a plate; Thom poured a quick cup of coffee as he was already dressed in his frock coat and carrying his high silk hat. He was gone in five minutes.

Celia watched me eat as she gave another sigh and left the room. I finished my breakfast.

Afterward, I took the side stairs up. When I reached the top, I saw Celia carefully close the door to her grandfather’s room and hurry away. I rushed up behind her.

She jumped as she saw me. “Livvy. That’s not nice.”

“What’s not nice? How’s your grandfather?”

She trembled. “He’s fine. He’s not coming to the wedding. Too tiring. Let’s get my trunks packed.” Pushing away from me, she hurried to her room. I followed.

This time she helped me. The chattering Celia was gone, replaced by a pensive woman.

“What’s wrong, Celia?”

“This is our third attempt to reach the altar. The first time, Robert’s uncle died. Then we were supposed to get married at Christmas, but last autumn there was that—that floozy that Robert had a fling with.” She finished folding a skirt and laid it in the trunk. “It wasn’t until New Year’s that he came to his senses.”

“Everything’s all right now, isn’t it?”

“Oh, yes. Everything’s fine. I’m just afraid we’re jinxed.” Her cheerful tone and her smile were forced.

I felt sorry for her.

When it became time to dress, Annabeth Grayling, the groom’s sister and maid of honor, arrived to help and I slipped away.

When I returned, in a lavender gown and a wide-brimmed hat, young, serious Annabeth was fussing with the band that would hold Celia’s veil on her head. Celia was yelping and telling her to leave it alone. She wasn’t going to wear anything so painful.

“May I help?” I asked.

“Oh, Livvy,” Celia said, rising from the stool where she’d been sitting. She rushed over to me in her wedding gown, dragging her veil behind her. “What took you so long?”

“I had to dress.”

“Please don’t report on this disaster in the newspaper,” Celia said, holding out her veil as she laughed. She sounded almost hysterical.

Now I knew why I’d been invited for the night before the wedding. Celia and her mother hoped that as a society reporter for a large London daily, I’d get her wedding more column inches in the press.

But what was making Lady Beatrice and Celia so nervous? I’d heard of pre-wedding nerves, but this was a little extreme, even for them.

Annabeth nodded to me as she trailed Celia while gathering up the veil. She was about twenty, with dark brown hair and eyes, and with something solid and unflappable about her.

“It’s almost time for the wedding. Now, let’s make sure we have a bride.” I marched Celia backward and had her sit on the stool in front of her dressing table. Annabeth carried the veil out of the way of our feet.

After I took out all of the hair pins, she relaxed. “That is so much better. I must have welts in my scalp. What is your father doing?”

“I have no idea. I haven’t seen him this morning. Should he be doing anything?”

I stopped talking as I set the veil the way I thought it should fit on Celia’s head. I put in a few hair pins and then glanced at Annabeth, who came over with more pins.

There was banging on the door. “Celia! We have to leave now. You’ll be late for your wedding, my dear.”

Celia shrieked and then giggled. “Stay out, Uncle Walter. I’m not dressed.”

“Well, you’d better be dressed soon or there won’t be a wedding,” he shouted back before creaking floorboards said he’d walked away.

I heard a clock downstairs chime the hour as Celia said, “I hope this won’t be too much of a strain for you, being a widow and having to watch my wedded joy.”

“Oh, good grief,” I said around the pins between my lips, thinking of Adam Redmond. I’d rather be courted by him than married to Robert Grayling. To each her own.

Unfortunately, Celia moved, and the fastener I was putting into the veil slipped, hitting her scalp. “Ow. Don’t be like that, Livvy.”
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