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			Synopsis

			Following the death of her grandmother, reluctant heiress Madilyn Marak agrees to stay with her grandfather at the estate for the summer. While there, she finds a diary—The Apple Diary—written by her great-grandmother Isabel, telling the story of a long ago love affair with a woman named Lorah.

			 

			After reading about the affair, in the summer of 1933, Madilyn feels a bond with the two women and is determined to bring Isabel’s beloved orchard—which had fallen into ruins—back to life again.

			 

			The normally quiet and reserved Madilyn finds a new joy in life as she becomes friends with the outgoing and energetic Dylan Hayes who has come to live on the property and replant the orchard. As she is transformed from a stoic and passive heiress to a happy and spirited woman, she realizes the similarities of her journey and that of Isabel’s.

			 

			Like Isabel, will she marry a man she doesn’t love? Or will she find the strength that eluded Isabel and follow her heart?
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Praise for the works of Gerri Hill

			Hunter’s Revenge

			If you love crime thrillers then this one is for you. If you’ve read the previous series, then you absolutely have to read this one. This book is full of puzzles, pieces of the crime being investigated coming together and slowly getting to a conclusion. The case Tori is trying to solve is personal and the author does a fantastic job of letting the reader see how each new piece of information affects Tori. It’s emotionally deep as well as thrilling which keeps you engaged and rooting for our ‘good guy’ to keep her cool and solve the case. 

			-The Lesbian Review

			Hill brings it all together for Tori in book five of this series in ways only a skilled storyteller can. Readers will no doubt appreciate the depth she brings to Hunter’s story. Hunter’s Revenge is a first-rate piece of storytelling and I guarantee Hunter fans will not be disappointed.

			-Women Using Words

			Timber Falls

			Another great crime story by Hill with a lovely romance as well. These are the things I love.

			-Sam D., NetGalley

			This is my first Gerri Hill book and I really enjoyed it. For me it was the perfect romance...sweet, and it moved at a nice pace for me. Hill can write a wonderful mystery/romance story! Her characters are well written and developed. The writing was great and kept me intrigued throughout the entire novel. The story was phenomenal and honestly, I already have her backlist books saved. The mystery was a favorite of mine. I was hooked and didn’t want it to end so soon.

			-Rubie C., NetGalley

			The Great Charade

			One of the big loves I had for this book, among other things, was it is so full of rich dialogue. I am a sucker for running dialogue that fills a story, it gets me to relate to the characters even more because you just have their voices and direct interaction running in your mind’s eye throughout the story and Ms. Hill does this brilliantly. There isn’t much angst in regard to the MCs, just a heartwarming holiday story, which can be read anytime of the year, of Nic just trying to make it through the holiday (again no spoilers, but me wiping away a few tears) and Abby slowly falling for Nic. 

			-Carol C., NetGalley

			The Great Charade really is a heartwarming, romantic holiday book that I’m really glad I was able to read this season. If you’re looking for a great novel to read this holiday, this may be the one you are looking for.

			-Betty H., NetGalley 

			Red Tide at Heron Bay

			One of the best things I love about Ms. Hill’s writing is she takes the time to describe the environment and surroundings within the story, not so much as to stall the storyline but more to enhance the feeling of really being there with the characters…Ms. Hill does a wonderful job of blending mystery with a love story (reminds me of Devil’s Rock and Hell’s Highway) and she did it justice again in this book. 

			-Carol C., NetGalley

			Love the Hawaiian shirts and the person wearing them. This romantic intrigue had my attention from the beginning. Detective Harley Shepherd, upbeat yet sad as she deals with the loss of someone close to her. Lauren Voss, resort manager, shying away from relationships as she continues to deal with a relationship that went off the rails. Both women “ran” to Heron Bay to heal. Little did they know that tragedy would be waiting for them right around the corner. I enjoyed the flirting and teasing. Some of the comments had me chuckling and laughing out loud. 

			-Kennedy O., NetGalley

			The Stars at Night

			The Stars at Night is a beautiful mountain romance that will transport you to a paradise. It’s a story of self-discovery, family, and rural living. This romance was a budding romance that snuck-up and on two unsuspecting women who found themselves falling in love under the stars and while gazing at birds. It’s a feel-good slow-burn romance that will make your heart melt.

			-Les Rêveur

			Hill is such a strong writer. She’s able to move the plot along through the characters’ dialogue and actions like a true boss. It’s a masterclass in showing, not telling. The story unfolds at a languid pace which mirrors life in a small, mountain town, and her descriptions of the environment bring the world of the book alive. 

			-The Lesbian Review

			Gillette Park

			This book was just what I was hoping for and wickedly entertaining. The premise of this book is really well done. Parts are hard to read of course. This book is about a serial killer who targets mostly young teenagers. The book isn’t very graphic, but it still breaks your heart in places. But there is also a sweet romance that helps to give the book a sense of hope. Mix that with some strong women, the creepiness of the paranormal factors, and the book balances out really well. There is a lot of potential with these characters and I’d love to see their stories continue. If you are a Hill fan, grab this. 

			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads

			Hill is a master writer, and this one is done in a way that I think will appeal to many readers. Don’t just discount this one because it has a paranormal theme to it! I think that the majority of readers who love mystery novels with a romantic side twist will love this story.

			-Bethany K., goodreads

			After the Summer Rain

			…is a heartwarming, slow-burn romance that features two awesome women who are learning what it really means to live and love fully. They’re also learning to let go of their turbulent pasts so that it doesn’t ruin their future happiness. Gerri Hill has never failed to give me endearing characters who are struggling with heartbreaking issues, and beautiful descriptions of the landscapes that surround them. 

			-The Lesbian Review

			Gerri Hill is simply one of the best romance writers in the genre. This is an archetypal Hill, slightly unusual characters in a slightly unusual setting. The slow-burn romance, however, is a classic, trying not to fall in love, but unable to fight the pull. 

			-Lesbian Reading Room

			After the Summer Rain is a wonderfully heartfelt romance that avoids all the angsty drama-filled tropes you often find in romances.

			-C-Spot Reviews

			Moonlight Avenue

			Moonlight Avenue by Gerri Hill is a riveting, literary tapestry of mystery, suspense, thriller, and romance. It is also a story about forgiveness, moving on with your life and opening your heart to love despite how daunting it may seem at first. 

			-The Lesbian Review

			…is an excellent mystery novel, sheer class. Gerri Hill’s writing is flawless, her story compelling and much more than a notch above others writing in this genre.

			-Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

			The Locket

			This became a real page-turner as the tension racked up. I couldn’t put it down. Hill has a knack for combining strong characters, vulnerable and complex, with a situation that allows them to grow, while keeping us on our toes as the mystery unfolds. Definitely one of my favorite Gerri Hill thrillers, highly recommended.

			-Lesbian Reading Room

			The Neighbor

			It’s funny…Normally in the books I read I get why the characters would fall in love. Now on paper (excuse the pun), Cassidy and Laura should not work…but let me tell you, that’s the reason they do. I actually loved this book so hard. …Yes it’s a slow burn but so beautifully written and worth the wait in every way.

			-Les Rêveur

			This is classic Gerri Hill at her very best, top of the pile of so many excellent books she has written, I genuinely loved this story and these two women. The growing friendship and hidden attraction between them is skillfully written and totally engaging…This was a joy to read. 

			-Lesbian Reading Room

			I have always found Hill’s writing to be intriguing and stimulating. Whether she’s writing a mystery or a sweet romance, she allows the reader to discover something about themselves along with her characters. This story has all the fun antics you would expect for a quality, low-stress, romantic comedy. Hill is wonderful in giving us characters that are intriguing and delightful that you never want to put the book down until the end. 

			-The Lesbian Review
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			PART ONE: THE DIARY

			





Chapter One

			Madilyn paused on the stairs, one hand lightly resting on the railing as she listened to her grandfather down below, the tap, tap, tap of his cane on the hardwood floor announcing his presence.

			“Maddie? Where are you off to?”

			She gave him a gentle smile. “I thought I’d go through Grandma Belle’s things, Grandpops.”

			She could see the steely resolve in his dark eyes. Despite his age—eighty-nine a few months ago—and his dependence on the cane, he was still a tall, intimidating man who was as mentally sharp as he’d always been.

			“Your mother will go through it all, no doubt,” he said, tapping his cane for emphasis. “What she hasn’t already pilfered through.”

			She spread her hands out. “When is she going to go through it? She already left.”

			Yes, she had dashed back to the city, returning to her apartment in Manhattan immediately after the burial, saying she had urgent business to attend to. Madilyn knew the urgent business was a pleasure trip to Bermuda with some new friends of hers. She’d learned that from Evan. Never mind that her own mother had just died. Never mind that her elderly father was apparently going off the deep end and planning to not only sell the estate but move to an assisted living facility, of all places. Yes, that was his plan. And her plan was to talk him out of it. Her mother, however, had assumed he really would sell, and hadn’t been concerned in the least. Instead, she had sorted through Grandma Belle’s jewelry, taking the most expensive pieces without asking. She wondered if her grandfather knew that.

			To be fair, her grandmother had been ill for the last several years, bedridden for the last ten months. A nurse had lived here at the estate with them, tending to her until the end. And only one day after she’d died, her grandfather had surprised them all by declaring he was going to move on, saying he couldn’t bear to stay there without his Belle. 

			He motioned up the stairs. “Whatever is up there is not worth keeping anyway. Belle moved all our things down here when she couldn’t manage the stairs any longer. Years ago.”

			“What about in the attic? You have things in there still, don’t you?”

			“Mostly ancient junk. I doubt anyone has been up there in years.” He waved her away. “Look through it if you want. I’ve already decided to have all that hauled off.” He waved at the formal room where he stood. “All of this. Might as well get rid of it all.”

			She went down the steps a little way and leaned on the railing, looking at him. “Is there not anything you want to keep, Grandpops?”

			“What for?” Then he straightened his shoulders—tapping his cane in that familiar way of his—and gave a disinterested sigh. “I won’t be around much longer anyway. No sense in hanging on to stuff.” He waved around him again. “No sense in hanging on to any of this. There’s no one to take over when I’m gone.”

			“You’ve been saying that you won’t be around much longer for the last ten years and you’re still managing just fine.”

			“And what do you call this damn thing I have to use to walk with?”

			She went down a couple more steps. “You’ve had that damn thing ten years too. You wouldn’t be you if that cane wasn’t in your hands.” She tilted her head, meeting his gaze. “This is your home.”

			“There’s nothing here for me anymore.” He looked at her sharply then. “Why? What’s the reason I should keep the estate? Do you want to move here when I’m gone? Take it over for me? There is no one else, Maddie. Just you.”

			She laughed. “I’m single. This place has eight bedrooms, not to mention several sitting areas and formal living rooms,” she said, waving her hand down at him. “What in the world would I do with it all?”

			His expression turned thoughtful. “Maybe you should take it over, Maddie. It’s been in the family for generations. It does pain me to think about selling. I had hoped your mother would want to keep it, but she has no interest. She doesn’t care if I get rid of it all.” He scowled. “She thinks because she’s got money, she’s got to rub elbows with those snooty high society people in the city who don’t give a damn about her. She seems like she couldn’t care less about where she came from.” Before she could go to him, he waved her away. “No, no. Go on up. I’m fine. Just venting.”

			“You don’t really want to sell it, do you?”

			“Like you said, it’s too big for one person to rattle around in. Your mother is off in New York City and wants no part of the homeplace. She never did. And your brother? I’ve given up on that. Evan is…well, Evan is Evan. He’s far too much like your mother. Who’s going to want it, if not you? You’re the only sensible one in the family.”

			“You know what, there’s no need to rush into anything. I can stay with you for a while if you want. See how it goes.”

			He raised his bushy eyebrows. “What about that fella you’re seeing? Your mother seems to think it’s serious this time.”

			“Serious?” She tucked blond hair behind her ears. “He wants to marry me, yes.” 

			He nodded. “Your mother thinks he would fit in perfectly with the family.”

			“Does she?” She sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t feel that way about him. Maybe I’m being too picky.”

			He smiled. “I’ve always liked that about you. You were smart enough not to fall for the first one that came along. Most of them see nothing but dollar signs anyway.”

			“Most do, yes. I don’t always tell them who I am though.” She smiled quickly. “Grandma Belle taught me that when I was still young.”

			He laughed. “Your mother never learned that lesson.” Then his smile faded. “My fault. I let Belle spoil her beyond belief. We should have had more children.”

			Yes, spoiled was a good way to describe her mother. She had been married and divorced four times now. She and Evan had different fathers. While she was still on decent terms with hers, Evan was not.

			“Now, you best go on up. Loretta will have lunch ready at noon, as always. She cycles through my favorite meals, but if you’ve got a hankering for something, I’ll let her know. She could whip that up for you.”

			“I’m not particular,” she said as she moved up the stairs. That was a daily occurrence whenever she visited. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner, all at regimented times. After all these years, she still wasn’t used to that. She preferred to eat when she was actually hungry, not at a predetermined time.

			She paused at the landing, then moved onto the wide hallway, her gaze moving to each of the closed doors. The six bedrooms up here were still furnished, yet most were not used anymore. Her mother had stayed only one night, that was the night before the burial. The first room was small and only had one window. It had been her childhood room until her mother bought the mansion, as she called it, and moved them there to Chester Heights. Now when she stayed with her grandparents, she always chose the second room. It had two large windows looking out over the once manicured grounds. Bennie had been the groundskeeper since he’d been a young man. When he grew too old and retired, they never replaced him, instead hiring a local lawn service to tend to things. They did little more than cut the grass.

			She walked down the hallway to the far end of rooms. Her grandparents had slept up here for years, only moving into one of the downstairs bedrooms when Grandma Belle had grown too frail to manage the stairs any longer. She moved to their door, about to open it, when her attention was drawn to the end of the hallway and the large door in the corner. The attic.

			She nearly shivered at the thought. She’d always been afraid to go up there. Probably because Evan had tormented her with ghost stories when she was young. Well, she was now twenty-seven years old. As far as she knew, despite the multitude of generations who had lived here—and died here—the place wasn’t haunted. Still, she had no desire to go up there. At least not alone.

			Yet before she could turn the knob on her grandparents’ old room, she found herself moving slowly to the attic door, almost as if in a trance. She stood there staring at it, not quite understanding the sudden compulsion she had to go up there. It was as if a force were urging her along and she had no will to fight it.

			She took a deep breath, then touched the knob, pausing only a second before turning it and pulling the door open. The stairway leading up was wide and dark. She felt along the wall for the light switch and flipped it up. A dull and dingy lightbulb swung overhead, the shadows moving lazily around her.

			Something beckoned and she found herself climbing steadily up the stairs. Spiderwebs were draped from every nook and corner, and she could smell the dust as it floated about. She wondered how many years—decades—it had been since someone had been up there.

			And she wondered why she was going up now.

			





Chapter Two

			Madilyn had been a young girl—six or seven—the last time she’d stepped foot in the attic. And at that, she’d only managed the stairs, running back down when she feared Evan would close the door on her. Evan was six years older than she was. They were too far apart in age to have ever played together, although they got along as well as could be expected. Still, there was always an underlying edge to their relationship. Evan never knew his father. He’d been out of the picture shortly after he was born. Her own father lasted only until she was three. He, like Evan’s father, had eventually left too. And like Evan’s father, he did not come around. It wasn’t until she was older that she found out her grandparents had paid off Evan’s father to disappear, and he had. And then they’d paid her father off as well.

			Unlike Evan’s father, hers hadn’t completely disappeared, though. She’d been eighteen when he’d reached out to her. They didn’t really have a relationship now—a phone call a few times a year—but at least she knew who he was. And where he was. He now lived in the suburbs of Chicago with his wife and two teenaged sons.

			She paused to look back down the stairs, half expecting the door to swing shut. All was quiet, though, and she moved the last few steps to the top. It was darker still and she couldn’t remember where the switch was. She felt along the wall, jerking her hand back as she plunged it into a mass of spiderwebs. 

			“Ew.”

			Instead of searching with her hand in the dark, she pulled her phone from her pocket, turning on the flashlight. She held her phone out, pointing it toward the wall. She found the switch and flipped it up, bathing the room in bright light. She relaxed and blew out her breath. No ghosts seemed to be lurking about. And no spiders were jumping out at her either. 

			There wasn’t a lot up there, though. Some furniture that was covered with dustcloths that were layered in decades’ worth of dust themselves. She went deeper inside, moving around a large table. There were several old dome-top trunks, the leather handles still perfectly intact. She opened one, surprised to find clothing inside. She shuffled through it, not even able to guess how many generations back they’d been worn. They seemed very old, faded, and obviously dated.

			She moved to another one. This one was completely empty, and she closed the lid again. Her gaze was drawn to an old, ancient front drop desk. It wasn’t covered and dust coated its surface. On impulse, she tried to open it, but it was locked. She looked around for a key, finding none. She shrugged, then went to another of the trunks. This one was filled with books. She picked one up and flipped through it, the pages yellowed and dull. She sorted through them, wondering if they were old schoolbooks. She tossed the book she’d been holding back down and was about to close the lid when, on impulse, she shoved the books to the side as if unconsciously searching for something. She saw a dark object against the side of the trunk. Her fingers curled around it.

			It was an old skeleton key. She held it up to the light, then slowly turned toward the desk, an eyebrow arched. Was this the key? Yes. Of course, it was. It had to be. She slipped it into the lock, smiling as it turned and the top dropped down. Inside were tiny compartments, and she opened each drawer, wondering what treasures she would find. Instead, they were all empty. In the center was a leather strap, and she pulled it. A larger middle drawer. It, too, was empty. Disappointed, she was about to close it again when she noticed a bulge in one corner, as if the bottom of the drawer was pulling away. 

			She felt along the edge, excitement hitting her when she realized it was a secret compartment. She lifted the bottom, smiling when she spotted a thin book inside. 

			“What’s this?” she murmured.

			She took it out carefully, as it looked very old and fragile. The leatherbound cover was cracked and dry, held closed by a leather strap. She opened it, finding the pages filled with handwritten words. A journal? A diary? But whose? She thumbed through the pages, noting that only the first part of the book was used. The rest of the pages appeared to be blank.

			She read through the first few entries—a recounting of someone’s day. It was written by a woman, that much was clear. She had titled it The Apple Diary.

			 

			I walked to the orchard today. The apple blooms are mostly gone, but they were oh so beautiful while they lasted. This is my second spring to see them. I can’t decide which season I like the most in the orchard. Spring is lovely with the blooms. Summer is green and lush with fruit growing. And later, when the fruit ripens and there is a crispness to the air, I enjoy that too. There is something magical about the orchard. It makes me feel less lonely somehow. I haven’t decided why that is. Perhaps it’s only the beauty of it that pulls me. The view of the lush valley from the trees is spectacular.

			When Martha was still alive, she frowned on me doing any exploring around the estate. It wasn’t proper for a Marak lady to be out on the grounds as if she were only a commoner. I fear if she’d lived and still ran the estate with her usual iron fist, I would have been stark raving mad by now. Instead, the apple orchard keeps me sane. I find myself talking to the trees as if they are old friends.

			 

			Madilyn assumed the journal would be nothing more than daily ramblings about the orchard. While not exactly exciting, she would still read it, if only to get a history lesson on the Marak family. The third entry, however, was different. Not a daily recounting, no. The author was sharing feelings.

			 

			I’m not sure why I started this journal. My life is not exciting and there is nothing much to write about. It was more of a compulsion that I couldn’t seem to shake. I need someone to talk to, I suppose, other than the apple trees. James is away again. He caught the train today and is off to New York City. Business, he says. Always business. He’ll be gone for several weeks this time. I get lonely when he’s gone but he doesn’t seem to care.

			Truth is, I’m lonely whether he’s here or not. We seldom talk. At least the servants are here for company, but they rarely talk to me either. Well, they do talk to me, of course, but it’s not like we have friendly visits. Hattie is only a few years older than me. Four, I think. Unlike the others, she doesn’t shy away from me. 

			Now that the weather has broken and warmer days are upon us, I shall enjoy long daily walks again to my beloved orchard and beyond. On a good, sunny day, I can walk all the way down into the valley and back before anyone worries about my absence. There is a creek at the far end of the valley, but it’s too far to walk. I have a good mind to take one of the horses out to explore, but I know that would never be allowed.

			 

			James? That was Grandpop’s father’s name, wasn’t it? So, was Isabel writing this? She would have been her great-grandmother. She died rather young she’d been told.

			 

			I met the most interesting woman today. She came up the long drive in a nice Model T Ford and blew the horn out front. Aoogha! Caused a stir with Hattie and the others, it did. I sent them back to the kitchen and went outside to greet her. She was such a striking woman. Tall. Dark hair wound up into a bun at her neck. She was sporting a black fedora. But it was her clothing that puzzled me more. She was wearing a man’s trousers, right down to suspenders and a fancy ascot! My mouth must have dropped open because she laughed at me. Lorah was her name. I thought she said Laura, but she quickly corrected me, even pronounced it slowly for me. Lor-rah. How pretty. She was selling shoes and had quite a stash to choose from. I didn’t need any shoes, of course, but it was nice to visit with her. I had a mind to send her on to George Class’s place up the road. He and his family are renting a hundred acres way down in the back valley for farming. James takes most of what they make, but at least they have a roof over their heads in these hard times. Not a one of those kids have shoes except for the hand-me-downs they wear to Sunday church. Of course, I know they don’t have the money to buy shoes from Lorah. If I see her again, I think I’ll give her money. James would be angry if he knew I was buying shoes for those kids. But he doesn’t need to know everything, does he?

			 

			A traveling salesman? Or saleswoman, in this case, Madilyn mused. She wondered what year this was written. There were no dates at all on the pages so far. She was about to turn to another entry when she heard a female voice call up to her.

			“Miss Maddie? Are you up there still?”

			She closed the book quickly and went to the edge of the stairs, seeing Loretta at the attic door down below. “Yes. I suppose lunch is ready.”

			“You know Mr. Albert gets very cranky if he doesn’t eat by noon. Come on down, dear.”

			She wondered if it was Grandpops who got cranky or Loretta herself when mealtimes ran late. Loretta—in her midsixties now—had been working for the Maraks her whole life, as did her mother and grandmother before her. She imagined that the mealtimes had been set long before Loretta was in the picture. 

			“Be right there,” she said without much enthusiasm. 

			She closed up the desk again, locking it with the key. She looked around the room, wondering if she should take more time to sort through things. There might be more hidden treasures like this diary she’d found. Maybe she would later. Then she debated putting the key back into the trunk. She decided not to. Instead, she slipped the key in her jeans pocket and went to the stairs, pausing to turn off the light at the top. She looked around the dark attic again, feeling none of her earlier apprehension. At the bottom, she closed the door behind her, then hurried into her room. She placed the diary beside her bed, anxious now to read more of it.

			





Chapter Three

			“Are you sure you don’t want some wine, Miss Maddie?” Loretta asked.

			She shook her head. “Thanks. While I enjoy a glass of wine at dinner occasionally, it doesn’t sound appealing for lunch.”

			Grandpops took the glass from Loretta. “I do say, you are probably the only one in our family who shunned the spirits. My father was quite a drinker, although my own mother rarely touched it. A glass of fine brandy at Christmas sometimes, I do recall.”

			Madilyn was surprised at the mention of his mother, and she took the opportunity to ask questions. “How old were you when she died?”

			“I was fourteen. After that, my father sent me off east to boarding school. I met Belle when I was sixteen. After school, I brought her back home with me and married her right here at the estate. What a crowd we had for the wedding.”

			Yes, she’d heard that story often. Although the way Grandma Belle told it—with much flair and detail—it was a most romantic story.

			“What did she die of? Your mother, I mean.”

			“She was your great-grandmother. Isabel.” He took a sip of wine. “We never talked about her much to you, did we?”

			“No. Rarely.”

			“Probably because Belle never knew her, I guess. And my own father died young too. He was still in his sixties. Died right there in his study one night.”

			Yes. Smoking a cigar and drinking whiskey. While Grandpops never said a cross word about his father, Grandma Belle wasn’t afraid to voice her opinion. “Greedy man, he was. Had more money than anyone in the Commonwealth, but still wanted more. Why, he owned most all of the land from here to Philadelphia at one time. He would foreclose on property without blinking an eye. Didn’t matter to him the hardships he placed on those families.” Then her grandmother would look around conspiratorially. “Don’t you know people were dancing in the streets at the news of his passing.”

			“But what about your mother?” 

			His eyes turned almost wistful, and she imagined he was going back to his childhood. A smile lit his face. “She was such a sweet woman. So kind. She ran the household because my grandmother took ill. Tuberculosis. My father, like his father, was always away on business. When my grandmother died, my mother took over the running of the house and the servants. They had only been married a year at most.”

			“How old was she then?”

			“My mother? She was probably twenty at the time. I wasn’t born yet. Of course, I never knew my grandfather either. Like most of the men in the family, he died fairly young too.” He picked up his wineglass and she noticed there was a slight tremor in his hand. “Such a strange thing about our family. Not only dying young—I’m the exception, thankfully—but children were hard to come by. My father was an only child and his father before him and so on. I was the only child. Belle and I so wanted a big family, but we were only blessed with your mother.”

			“She broke the mold, I guess, what with her having two children.”

			“Yes. She was also the only girl. I remember thinking the Marak name would die then with me.”

			“But it won’t. Evan has your name.”

			She was surprised by the sadness in his eyes. “He has the name, yes. But I think it stops there. Evan probably will never marry, much less have children. That’s most likely for the best, considering his lifestyle.” He eyed her. “And you? When are you going to have some great-grandbabies for me?”

			She smiled at him. “Well, I’m only twenty-seven. I have a few more years yet.”

			He laughed. “Yes, but I’m eighty-nine. I’m already living on borrowed time.”

			“What about your mother?” she prompted, bringing the conversation back to Isabel. “How did she die?”

			“We don’t really know. She was so pretty and died so young. I always thought you favored her.” He shook his head. “She was never happy here though. She pretended, but I could see it when I got older. I’m sure my father could see it too, but he never said anything. She always had this faraway look in her eyes. So sad to see.”

			“She just died?”

			He nodded. “During her sleep one night. She was thirty-six.”

			“Oh my god! That young?”

			“Died right in her room.”

			Madilyn swallowed nervously. “What…what room was that?” 

			“The large second room. Where you’re staying. That was always her room.”

			Yes, she knew that was going to be the answer, didn’t she? “Where did he sleep? Your father?”

			“He slept down here. In the bedroom Belle and I took over.”

			“I see. So, was she sick? I mean, there must have been something. Cancer?”

			“No, no. There was nothing. I think she died of loneliness.”

			“That’s so sad.” Isn’t that why Isabel had said she’d started writing the journal? Because she was lonely? Madilyn wondered when the diary was written. How many years before she died?

			“Times were hard then. People died young,” he said by way of explanation. “It was 1949 when she passed on. I don’t think I was shocked by her death. She’d seemed so lifeless for so long.”

			“Why didn’t they sleep together?” She knew the answer though, didn’t she? Isabel didn’t love him.

			He shrugged. “I was a boy. I don’t remember.”

			Loretta came out of the kitchen with the serving tray. Her grandfather preferred his biggest meal of the day at noon. Dinner was not much more than a light supper or snack. Today’s lunch appeared to be lamb chops. Small, baby potatoes topped with gravy and a heap of green beans—with a dollop of butter on top—were crowded next to the chops. They each had a dinner roll with more butter placed next to them. Despite not being used to eating such a large meal at lunch, she thought it looked absolutely delicious.

			“Thank you, Loretta.”

			“My pleasure, Miss Maddie. Enjoy.”

			She stabbed a potato with her fork, then paused before eating it. “If you sell the estate, what is Loretta going to do? She’s never lived anywhere else. In fact, she was born right here in the house, wasn’t she?”

			“Yes, that has been weighing on me. I will, of course, make sure she’s taken care of, monetarily, at least. She has a sister who lives in Cleveland. She could perhaps move in with her.”

			She put her fork down. “I don’t think you should sell. This is your home.”

			“What? You think it’s a rash decision?”

			“Yes. You know it is. Grandma Belle died and the very next day you declare you want to sell and move away.”

			“Oh, Maddie. What do I want here by myself? How would I spend my time?”

			“And what will you have there? Despite your name being on the building, you’ll not know anyone,” she said, referring to the assisted living facility the Marak Foundation had financed years ago. “Besides, you have Loretta here. You have Randy and Julia. It’s not like you’d be alone.”

			He cut into a chop and took a bite, but his eyes were on her. “What about you? How do you spend your time?”

			She, too, took a bite of the chop, savoring the taste. “You mean when I’m not representing the family at charity events?”

			“That should be your mother’s job. I don’t know why she pushed that off on you.”

			“She has other interests,” she said vaguely.

			He nearly snorted. “I know exactly what her interests are. Unfortunately, she’s not a spring chicken any longer, even if she pretends to be.”

			Madilyn laughed. “Yes, she did go through a run of younger men.” And she had the money to buy them, she added silently.

			He put his fork down suddenly and his expression turned serious. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about. I’ve been putting it off. Belle told me to tell you a year ago, at least, but…” 

			“What is it?”

			“I’ve removed Margaret as executor of my estate. I’ve also completely removed her from the Foundation. She has no legal say as to anything regarding the Foundation.”

			Madilyn frowned. “I thought the way the Foundation was set up, she couldn’t touch that money no matter what.”

			“The money is secure, yes. But I don’t trust her. She doesn’t have our interests at heart. When I’m gone—if she has any controlling interest at all—I fear she will dissolve the Marak Foundation and take the money and run. As you know, Belle and I started that up when my father passed.” He laughed lightly. “Belle always said he was rolling over in his grave knowing we’d taken all his money and created a charitable foundation.”

			“If you’ve removed her from the Foundation, I take that to mean you want me to have complete control when you’re gone?” She tried to look appropriately surprised. Her grandmother had shared that news with her last year but told her to let Grandpops tell her in his own time. It’s one reason she’d taken a more active role in the Foundation of late.

			“Yes. I’ve already done the paperwork. I simply haven’t informed you or Margaret.”

			“I don’t know that it’s necessary to inform her. She already knows she can’t touch that money. That’s why she hasn’t taken any interest in it. Same with Evan.”

			“Yes, I know. But I still want her to know that you’ll have control over it. You’re already doing the work, Maddie. Nothing is going to change.”

			“No. The firm you hired is doing the work. I just show up to events when I’m told.”

			“You can downplay it as much as you want. You have an office there and I’m told by Bob Reeves that you’re there more often than not, overseeing things. Besides, he already knows of the change.”

			“Is that why whatever suggestions I make are never met with any pushback?”

			“Probably. You’ve been there since college. You know how Belle and I wanted things run. I trust you to do the right thing. I don’t trust your mother in the least.”

			She nodded. “Thank you. I have wanted to make some changes, but I was hesitant to come to you.”

			“Such as?”

			“Offering grants for research. Health and wellness, mainly.”

			“I don’t understand. Isn’t that already being funded?”

			“Yes,” she agreed. “But mostly by special interest groups. I’ve been doing my own research on that. Take, for instance, the statin drugs for cholesterol. The majority of the research is funded by pharmaceutical companies. They make billions of dollars on the sale of statin drugs each year. But a lot of the research is skewed. If you only read the conclusions of these studies and go by that, you’d think statin drugs were the most wonderful thing ever to prevent cardiovascular disease and that the side effects were minimal. Because that’s the results they pay for. But if you dig into the guts of the research—things that aren’t made public—you find that, in reality, statin drugs, in most cases, do absolutely nothing in decreasing mortality due to cardiovascular disease. And the side effects are horrendous.” She smiled apologetically. “Sorry. That’s the latest thing I’ve been researching, and I’ve read a hundred studies on it recently so it’s all still fresh in my mind. What I’m trying to say, most research is funded with the intention of getting favorable results for whoever doled out the money. If the sugar industry wants some human trials to prove that sugar is not harmful to health, they pay for studies. There has to be some neutrality involved. We can do that. We can offer grants to university labs, for instance. They won’t have an agenda, and neither will we. I think that would be a good place to start. Most universities are begging for research dollars as it is.”

			“You’ve already done your homework on that, I see.”

			“We give to the same charities over and over. And it’s the same charities that everyone else gives to. I’m not saying we stop giving to cancer research or Alzheimer’s research, but we can diversify and spread it out some.” She paused. “What do you think?”

			“You sound passionate about it, that’s for sure.” He nodded. “You have my blessing, of course. I’m too old to get bogged down in the details.”

			“Thank you. I mentioned it to Mr. Reeves, but he didn’t appear to be very enthusiastic about it.”

			“That’s because he has things running smoothly and change will disrupt that.”

			“Yes. But it will give me something to do. If things continue to run smoothly, then what am I needed for?”

			He picked up his wineglass. “You never did like being an heiress, did you? Your mother, on the other hand, embraced it wholeheartedly.”

			“I just feel like I need to do something, you know.”

			“Well, being a socialite is a full-time job according to your mother.”

			“You sound a little bitter. What’s wrong?”

			“Where is she? She barely hung around long enough to get Belle in the ground, then off she goes again. She never concerned herself with me or the estate or even Belle, for that matter. She only came around when she needed something.”

			“I’m sorry, Pops,” she said, shortening his name as she did sometimes.

			He shook his head and picked up his knife and fork once more. “I should be used to it. She was always that way. Regardless, I’m putting you in charge of the family fortune when I’m gone. The Foundation is set up to continue running as it is. The trust funds are all in order. Nothing will change there. My will is very explicit. All of the other liquid assets, the house, all the land that we still own, that will be up to you to keep or sell. I don’t imagine you would want the headache of keeping up with the land and the leases that are still active.” 

			He waved his hand. “But that is up to you. If you do end up selling, then a percentage of it would go to the Foundation and the remainder is left to you. It’s all spelled out in the will. But you are in charge, Maddie. And I’ll apologize now, because Margaret will not be happy that I’ve left you in control or that I’m leaving you the bulk of my estate. Neither she nor Evan cared one bit about me or this land. You are the only one.” 

			To say she was floored was an understatement. The money they got from the trust funds was bordering on obscene as it was. “I don’t know what to say, Pops.”

			He smiled at her. “You don’t have to say anything, Maddie. I only hope it won’t completely damage your relationship with your mother.”

			“You know very well we don’t really have a relationship. You saw us together the last couple of days.”

			“Yes. You are definitely cut from a different cloth. Dare I say you remind me of my sweet mother in more than looks? Always so kind and gentle. Yet there was constantly a longing there. For you too, isn’t it? It’s in your eyes, Maddie, much like hers. A longing for something. I never knew what that look in her eyes meant. You have that same look sometimes.”

			Madilyn stared at him. “Do I?”

			“Yes. A longing for something,” he said again. “Longing for love, maybe?”

			Was there a look in her eyes? A longing, as he suggested? She didn’t know if it was truly a longing or simply an emptiness she felt sometimes. Because yes, something was missing in her life. Was it love? Perhaps. But she forced a smile, trying to lighten her own mood a little. “Are you trying to get me married off before you leave this earth?”

			He pushed his plate aside and cupped his wineglass. “You’re right, you know. I don’t want to leave here. This is my home.” He stared at her intently. “Would you consider staying here with me a bit longer, a few months perhaps?”

			“Of course. Anything you want.” 

			“You wouldn’t have to rush back? What’s his name again?”

			“Palmer. And I can stay here as long as you need me to.”

			Yes, it would be nice to hang out here at the estate, she thought. It would be a good break for her to get away. She didn’t want to dwell on why she thought she needed a break. Palmer would understand, surely. And if he didn’t, so be it. She wasn’t going to concern herself with him. Even though they’d been dating a while, she didn’t consider it serious, even if he and her mother pretended that it was. 

			She’d met Palmer at one of the social functions she’d attended—a benefit to raise money for a children’s hospital—two years ago. Palmer’s family was quite wealthy, and she didn’t fear his interest in her was monetary. They’d had a handful of dinner dates before he’d introduced her to his parents. She’d found his mother to be far more interesting than he was, and she’d even solicited a rather large donation to The Marak Foundation.

			Yet she continued to see him, to date him. And to sleep with him. It had become—what? A pattern? Routine? Habit? She didn’t love him, no. Was she even attracted to him? If she were being honest—no. He was simply safe and familiar now. He was someone to be seen out in public with and she carried on as was expected of her. While her mother rarely concerned herself with Madilyn’s personal life, she’d made it known that she favored Palmer—and his parents. They would fit in nicely with the Maraks, her mother had told her on more than one occasion. 

			“It was a rash decision on my part, you’re right about that,” her grandfather said, interrupting her thoughts. “Even though Belle had been so sick this last month, and we knew the end was near, she was at least still here in the house with me. Now it’s just me and Loretta. How would that look?”

			She raised her eyebrows. “You’re worried about outside perception? Loretta has been working for the family long before I was even born. Why would anyone assume it inappropriate that she continues to live here? And why would you care? Besides, there’s Randy. Or do you plan to let him go?”

			“No. Randy drives me where I need to go and takes Loretta out to do the weekly shopping. But he and his wife live in the old servants’ house. That’s quite different than living here in the main house.”

			Randy and his wife, Julia, had worked there for many years too. Julia managed the cleaning ladies who came twice a week, and she tended to the household laundry. Randy was mostly a handyman now. They were really the only full-time staff remaining besides Loretta. When she was young, the house was bustling with servants and grounds crew and most of them lived on the property. There had been five or six small houses scattered about on the immediate acres where the estate was. 

			“The older we got, the more Belle and I wanted to keep our life normal. All the money and land my father amassed and his father before him, what good was it doing? My father hoarded it like he was going to stuff his casket with cash on his way out.”

			“Is that why you didn’t replace Bennie when he retired? You wanted to be normal?”

			“That was part of it. We got rid of a lot of the staff, as you know. With Belle in and out of hospitals these last ten years, well, I completely lost interest in keeping up anything. She was my sole focus.”

			She leaned her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her hands. “I think maybe you went a bit too far with all of that. You do have a, well, I don’t want to say a reputation to uphold, but there is a certain standing that you should maintain.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“I’m saying I miss the manicured grounds and the abundance of seasonal flowers. Without all of that, it is just a huge mansion with your average run-of-the-mill landscaping. I’m saying you should hire someone again. Get it looking like it did when I was a kid. It was so beautiful then. Now? It’s just a very big house. There’s nothing special about it any longer.”

			He put his wineglass down, watching her with a thoughtful expression. “You don’t really enjoy living in the city, do you?”

			She shook her head. “Not really, no. It doesn’t feel like home.” She met his gaze. “Nothing has felt like home since I lived here as a child. When Mother moved us…well…”

			He ran his finger back and forth along the tablecloth, then tapped lightly against it. “You’re right. Truth is, once Belle got sick that first time, I was scared and I…I didn’t really care about all of this anymore. Like I said, I lost interest. This home lost its luster for me. Belle was always on top of things, and I let her down, I guess.” He rang the golden bell that was beside his place setting. Loretta instantly materialized.

			“Ready for dessert, Mr. Albert?” she asked.

			“No. I think I’ll have another glass of wine. And bring one for Maddie, please.”

			Loretta glanced at her, and Madilyn nodded slightly. Her grandfather’s tone had changed, and she didn’t dare refuse. When Loretta left, he looked at her, his eyes again sharp and clear.

			“Move in here with me. We’ll get the grounds looking proper again.” He held her gaze. “Run the estate for me, Maddie. We’ll hire a staff again if you want. Won’t you please?”

			“Run it? Me?”

			“Yes. Like my grandmother did. Like my mother did. Like Belle did.”

			“I’m hardly a matriarch, Pops. Besides, I have responsibilities with the Foundation. I—”

			“Any decisions you make for the Foundation can be made from here, just like I’ve done these last twenty years. And as far as making an appearance at the various functions like you do, that’s more of a formality than anything. Besides, we’re not that far away from Philly.”

			Loretta came back out with another glass of wine and the bottle, which she added to his glass. She left them again and he picked his up, holding it toward her in a toast. She picked hers up as well.

			“I’ve had many blessings in my life. My Belle being at the top of that list. You, my sweet Maddie, are the other I am most thankful for.”

			“Thank you,” she murmured as she took a tiny sip of the wine. 

			Good lord, did that mean she was moving in here? 

			Permanently?

			





Chapter Four

			She turned off the overhead light, leaving the room lit only by the lamp beside the bed. She looked around as if expecting to see something—someone—in one of the corners. No, she hadn’t been surprised to learn that Isabel had died in this room. She didn’t believe in ghosts or anything crazy like that, but there had been something guiding her into the attic that morning, she was certain of it. Guiding her to the attic and to the diary.

			She placed her robe at the foot of the bed and got under the covers, still not certain what to make of the day. Had she really agreed to move here? She must have. Her grandfather had seemed positively giddy at the prospect of her living with him. So much so that he was already making plans to have one of the downstairs rooms converted into a study for her. Her own private office. And he’d even mentioned the annual Christmas ball that Belle used to host before she got sick. It had been ten years since they’d hosted one; she didn’t want to disappoint him, but she had no intention of starting that up again.
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