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 Chapter
One

Mia Harrington thanked James, her father’s
butler—her butler
now, she supposed—as she stood from behind her father’s desk in the
estate office—now also hers, to welcome her visitor.

“Mr Lenton. Thank you so much for coming, and on such short
notice. Please, come in, and take a seat. Would you like something
to drink? Tea, coffee, water?”

The
grey-haired, bespectacled man gave a tight smile and bustled over
to the chair Mia had indicated. “Thank you, Miss Harrington. A
glass of water would be fine.” He took a seat, then began removing
files and papers from his briefcase and placing them on the
desk.

Once Mia
had delivered two glasses of water to the desk and taken her own
seat, the solicitor fixed her with what was undoubtedly an
often-practised solemn expression. “Thank you. May I firstly offer
my sincere condolences on the loss of your father? He was a
wonderful man, and he will be greatly missed.”

Mia
barely resisted the temptation to roll her eyes. She’d received so
many condolences and expressions of sympathy in the last thirty
hours that she was in danger of drowning in them. In many ways, of
course, she deeply appreciated them—it was heart-warming and
offered the merest sliver of comfort to know that she wasn’t the
only one who’d loved Edward Harrington and genuinely mourned his
loss.

It was
the sound-bite condolences that drove her crazy, from people that
had barely known him, and those she’d never even heard of, let
alone met. How could it possibly help Mia to know that Mrs Pipes
from the post office in the village was terribly sorry for her
loss? And it would only get worse once the death announcement went
into the newspaper.

She mentally shook herself. While Mrs Pipes might not matter,
Mr Lenton most definitely did. He had been her father’s solicitor
for many years now, and was here to discuss her father’s will with
her. And, although she’d much rather not be dealing with the fallout,
would much rather Edward Harrington was the one in the office with
her right now, poring over paperwork; in the absence of a time
machine or a magic wand, she had no choice. She had to hear what
her father’s wishes were, and carry them out to the very best of
her ability.

Her
remaining family members—distant as they were—thought it odd that
Mia didn’t already know her father’s wishes. It wasn’t as if his
death had been a surprise, after all. The man had been valiantly
fighting cancer for two years, and finally it had won, leaving Mia
devastated. Just because she’d known it was inevitable didn’t make
bearing his loss any easier. In fact, the only thing that made it
remotely tolerable was knowing he was no longer suffering from
what, especially towards the end, had been horrific side-effects
and discomfort.

It was
that overwhelming love and admiration, as well as simply not
wanting to contemplate the “after”, that resulted in Mia’s refusing
to talk to her father about what he wanted to happen once he was
gone. Years ago, when he’d re-done his will following his
wife—Mia’s mother’s—death, he’d basically told her she was the main
beneficiary, as well as the executor, and that his funeral wishes
were all there in black and white. With that knowledge in the back
of her mind, Mia saw no need to further distress her father, or
herself, by discussing something she wished with a fervent—albeit
pointless—hope that she would never have to deal with. But here it
was.

“Thank you, Mr Lenton. I appreciate that,” she lied.

The
solicitor gave a tight nod, then indicated a bound document in
front of him. “I have here your father’s last will and testament.
I’m here to go through it with you, answer any questions you might
have, and give advice on your next steps. Is that all
right?”

Mia
nodded, then slid a notepad in front of her and retrieved a pen
from the holder so she could make notes if she needed to. No doubt
there would be a great deal of legalese in the document, so if
anything didn’t make sense, she needed to be able to remember it,
so she could get the man to explain it.

“All right.” Mr Lenton cast his eyes down at the document.
“This is the last will and testament of Mr Edward Harrington, born
first of April, 1947. Last amended fifteenth of September,
2017.”

Mia
flicked her gaze to the man’s face, frowning. “Excuse me? Amended?
My father didn’t mention any changes.” She paused. “So… he had the
amendment made while he was severely ill?”

With a
nod, the man replied, “Yes. I visited him here myself.” He shuffled
in the chair and seemed to be having some difficulty maintaining
eye contact with her. “I’m sorry, your father told me he would
discuss this with you before… the time came.”

“Well, he didn’t,” she snapped, then held her hands up. “I
apologise, Mr Lenton, I didn’t mean to take it out on you. I’m just
surprised, that’s all. So what is to discuss? What amendments did
my father make? I’m not being thrown out of here, am I?” she joked,
though as the words passed her lips, a splinter of panic worked its
way into her mind. There was no way in hell he’d disinherited her.
There was simply no reason to—she’d been the loving, dutiful
daughter until his dying breath, and now beyond. So what had
changed?

Oh
God—was there a secret child? Did she have a brother or a sister
out there somewhere? Or had he decided he wanted to be buried
somewhere completely bonkers, like the summit of Everest or
something?

Mr Lenton took a sip of his water, then put the glass down
with a slightly trembling hand. Either the man had developed a
condition since the last time she’d seen him, or he was nervous.
And his being nervous made her
nervous. What the bloody hell was going on? “No,
Miss Harrington, of course
you are not being thrown out. Please, let me
continue, and all will become clear. After that, if you still have
questions I will answer them as best I can.”

“All right. Please, go ahead. I’m sorry, I won’t interrupt
again.”

The
first part of the reading concerned her father’s wishes for his
funeral and final resting place. She’d had an inkling, so it was no
surprise at all to learn that Edward Harrington wanted a small
service, held in the church on the estate’s grounds, and to be
buried alongside his beloved wife in the small churchyard adjacent.
Drinks and a buffet would be held at the house afterwards. Much to
Mia’s relief, he’d even detailed what hymns and prayers he wanted.
She wasn’t religious herself and wouldn’t have had a clue where to
start in that regard.

So far,
so predictable. No wacky burial site—that was that theory off the
table. The solicitor moved on to the distribution of her father’s
assets. Mia hadn’t known the precise details, but again, wasn’t
surprised to learn considerable amounts of money were to be
bequeathed to various charities—including smaller, local ones he
had helped out for years, as well as larger, nationwide
organisations. She smiled. That was her father—even in his death
he’d managed to do some good in the world.

“Now,” Mr Lenton said, looking up at her with an uneasy smile,
“this is the part of the document that your father had amended a
couple of months ago. This… might come as a shock to you, Miss
Harrington, I’m afraid, since it seems your father didn’t, in fact,
discuss it with you. As the messenger, I can only
apologise.”

Mia
gripped her pen tightly and fixed a smile in place, even as her
heart fluttered unpleasantly. With her other hand, she picked up
her glass of water and downed half of it before saying, “Please, Mr
Lenton, do continue.”

The solicitor cleared his throat. “As I’m sure you
do already know, Miss
Harrington, the remainder of your father’s assets go to you, as his
beneficiary. That includes his money, his investment portfolio and,
of course, his property and land. You are named as sole executor of
the will—which is actually somewhat unusual, but your father
remained convinced you could handle the organisation of his affairs
on his passing.”

Bobbing her head, Mia said, “And he was correct. I have been
working for my father, helping with his various business interests
for many years already, and as his illness progressed I actually
ended up dealing with it all by myself. Just before he died, he
told me he was proud of how I’d dealt with all the responsibility.
Proud of me.” She
blinked. Why had she divulged that? It was like she was trying to
justify her inheritance, for God’s sake!

“He was proud
of you, Miss Harrington. Very much so. He told me that himself—and
it was quite apparent in the way he spoke of you. Anyway,” he
cleared his throat again, seemingly eager to get on with it, “the
amendment is less of a change, and more of an added
caveat.”

“A caveat?”
she squeaked, now gripping the pen so hard that, had it been a
cheap plastic thing, rather than a heavy, metal-barrelled Mont
Blanc, it would have snapped or cracked. As it was, the hard metal
resisted and made her hand ache. Why on earth had her father put a
condition on her inheritance? And, more importantly, what the hell
was it?


Suddenly, the prospect of a secret sibling was
preferable.

Flicking an anxious glance at her, then turning back to the
document, he continued, “All of the aforementioned concerning the
transfer of assets to Miss Mia Harrington is subject to her
marriage. Miss Mia Harrington has one year following the burial of
Mr Edward Harrington to wed a suitable partner, one befitting of
her status and social class. Only then will she officially inherit.
The marriage partner in question must also agree to take the
Harrington name, so that any children born from their union will
carry the name and continue the Harrington line.

“Should Miss Mia Harrington fail to secure a marriage contract
within the stated period, then the eldest male child of Mr
Archibald Harrington may inherit. Should this scenario come to
pass, Miss Mia Harrington will be required to move out of the
family home, resign her role as estate manager, and be awarded a
small allowance on which to live.” Mr Lenton stopped then, and Mia
wasn’t sure if it was because he was finished, or because he was
giving her a moment to allow his words to sink in.

For a
moment, she was silent. She relaxed her hold on the Mont Blanc, and
it fell from her hand and onto the desk, where it rolled sluggishly
along the surface and clinked against the side of her water glass.
The sound barely registered as she turned the solicitor’s words—her
father’s wishes—over and over in her mind.

The
first part had been fine and dandy—she had absolutely no qualms
about a good portion of her father’s money going to charity. They
were incredibly worthy causes, and besides, even the remainder of
what she stood to inherit was more than she knew what to do with.
She’d probably end up donating even more of it to
charity.

In truth, it wasn’t really about the money. If the will
reading had been about discovering her father had actually been
penniless, it wouldn’t have mattered. She was no helpless damsel in
distress, or simpering heiress in need of her daddy to fund her
lifestyle. She was well-educated, ambitious, and smart—she’d figure
something out. No—it was the principle of the matter. Her father’s
considerable assets were as such because he’d worked for them. Yes, he’d inherited
the estate, the main property of which she currently sat inside,
and enough money to keep it ticking over, but he’d done more than
just keep it ticking over. So much more.

She’d seen and heard of others in her father’s position who
had allowed things on their estates to remain the same, spent the
family money willy-nilly, then realised that the estate needed
repairs, maintenance… and with no way of paying for it, homes and
land fell into disrepair and had to be sold. She knew of some which
had been made into luxury apartments, others which were being
leased or given to the National Trust to restore and allow the
public in to gawp, and others still which had been purchased
by nouveau riche individuals who saw the properties and estates as nothing more
than something to brag about.

Her
father, on the other hand, had viewed the house and estate as his
responsibility. Not the type of responsibility which becomes a
millstone around a person’s neck, however. Edward Harrington had
genuinely adored running the estate. It might have brought him and
his small family a considerable income which kept them more than
comfortable, but it was also a big provider and supporter of the
local community. Many families in the surrounding area benefited
from the estate in one way or another, either by working directly
for the Harringtons and earning a highly-competitive salary, or by
partnerships which were lucrative for everyone involved. Her father
had been firm, but fair, and smart. He’d maximised the earning
potential of the estate, and as such it had flourished. He’d made
wise investments, supported fundraisers and charities, and given
generously of both his time and his money—leaving behind an
impressive legacy.

And now, if she didn’t marry a suitable partner within twelve
months, all of that would be taken from her, and, more importantly,
from the local community. For there wasn’t the slightest shadow of
doubt in her mind that her cousin, Quinn, would not carry on with
her father’s good work. He would greedily take what was bequeathed
to him, then proceed to fritter the cash away and let the house and
estate become yet another decaying pile, which he would then
offload to the highest bidder.

“Over my dead body!” she said, slamming her hands down on the
desk. The water glasses wobbled dangerously, but didn’t
upset.

Mr
Lenton, on the other hand, looked as though he was on the verge of
bolting. He eyed Mia nervously, but remained silent.

Taking a couple of deep breaths, Mia recalled the solicitor’s
earlier comment about him being the messenger. She reminded herself
of the old adage don’t shoot the
messenger. None of this was his fault, and
besides, she’d been brought up much better than that—she didn’t
treat people poorly, and wasn’t about to start now, even if they
had given her information she disliked.

She gave another tight smile, had a drink of water, then said,
“I apologise again, Mr Lenton. I blame it on the grief of losing my
beloved father. And shock. Is there anything to add to that? Any…
further specificity on what kind of partner would be
suitable for me?” She
couldn’t help the sarcasm that had seeped into her tone. Her brain
was whirling with questions, but with one overriding all the
others:

Why the hell is he doing this to me?


 Chapter
Two

Mia saw
off another of the mourners, still wearing the polite smile she’d
had pasted on to her face for most of the day. She was actually
beginning to worry it had stuck. Allowing herself a heartfelt sigh
in the relative privacy of the empty hallway, she then headed back
into the reception room which was hosting her father’s
wake.

As
requested, the day had been a small affair—or small for a man that
knew so many people, anyway. The remaining family members had been
in attendance, of course, but had mercifully headed off straight
after taking advantage of the free food and drink on offer, citing
a long journey home as their excuse. Mia hadn’t argued—they were
family in name only, and although he and everyone else were
currently ignorant of the contents of Edward’s will, Quinn’s
presence made her blood boil. The very thought of that vacant,
idiotic womaniser getting his greedy paws on her father’s legacy
and then pissing it away… well, it was just intolerable. And it was
never going to happen.

Those still hanging around the house included a few of her
father’s closest friends and their wives, who were currently
sequestered in the corner, reminiscing about past times. Mia smiled
indulgently in their direction. They’d been more like family to her
than those that shared her DNA. They’d actually been around
throughout her father’s illness, visiting him at the house often,
telephoning even more often to check on Edward and also on Mia.
They’d constantly offered support, both physical and moral and,
although she hadn’t needed any physical help with anything, the
moral and emotional support, and just knowing they were there had
been a great comfort. It had given her much-needed strength,
especially as it became painfully obvious that her father’s
remaining time was dwindling into weeks, then days.

She shifted her gaze to take in the stragglers. A couple of
villagers who helped the vicar look after the church, the vicar
himself, and three members of her staff—the butler, James, the
housekeeper-cum-cook, Betty, and the gardener, Thomas. It still
felt weird to think of them as her
staff, rather than her father’s, but that’s what
they were now. Thanks to the insane curveball her father had
thrown, she hadn’t officially inherited anything, but she was the
estate custodian and manager and, as far as everyone else was
concerned—the solicitors notwithstanding—she was now in
charge.

As she
loitered in the doorway, she felt suddenly adrift. Alone. She stood
in her own house, on her own land, and yet had the terrible sense
she didn’t belong. There were people right in front of her, people
she knew—and some of them she even liked—and yet she had no wish to
talk to them. No idea what to even talk to them about.

Her
friends had been wonderful, naturally. However, since they were
spread around the country—some even around the world—it had been
more difficult for them to be physically present during her
father’s illness and death. They had jobs of their own, families of
their own, responsibilities of their own. But she’d known perfectly
well that they’d have dropped everything and come if she’d asked.
Like with her father’s friends, that knowledge of their having her
back had bolstered her. She’d insisted they not come to the
funeral, suggesting instead that they have a meet up in London when
the dust had settled a little, so they could celebrate her father’s
life, rather than mourning the loss of it. He’d have liked
that.

At least
the apartment in London was officially hers. Yes, her father had
gifted her some money to put down an incredibly hefty deposit, but
the mortgage payments came from the salary she earned from her role
running the estate, so no matter what happened, she had that.
Providing, if the worst came to the worst, she could find a job
quickly in order to keep up the mortgage payments and the bills,
that was. If not, she supposed she’d have to sell up and find
somewhere cheaper.

She
closed her eyes, took a deep breath. Then another. It was the
grief, she reminded herself. She’d lost the person that meant the
most to her in the world, and it would take time—a considerable
amount, she suspected—to find her new normal. But she’d get there.
In the meantime, she’d keep busy—something that was easy at the
moment as she dealt with her father’s affairs, on top of the usual
day-to-day running of the estate.

A hand
gently touched her arm, startling her out of her melancholy
thoughts. She jumped, and her eyes shot open.

“Sorry,” Thomas said with a wry smile, “I didn’t mean to
frighten you. I just glanced over and saw you standing here and you
looked… lost, I suppose. I just wanted to come and make sure you
were all right. Well,” he shrugged, “as all right as you can be in
the circumstances, anyway.”

Mia
returned his smile, then put her hand on top of his and squeezed
it. His skin was warm against her chilly fingers. “It’s all right,
Tom. I was just thinking, that’s all. I’m all right. Or, to use
your words, as all right as I can be in the circumstances. I’ll
just be,” she lowered her voice, “glad when this is all over. I
know some people find wakes comforting or whatever, but to me it’s
a get-together with a crowd of people which would normally contain
my father. But he’s not here. And that hurts.”

Thomas’s
mouth turned down at the corners and his blue eyes regarded her
seriously. “I get it. Trust me, I get it.” He took her hand and
held it between both of his, and at his words she was reminded that
she and Thomas, as well as being the same age, now had something
else in common. They were both orphans. Christ, she was a fucking
orphan! Twenty-seven years old, and an orphan.

She
didn’t realise she’d said the last sentence aloud until she met
Thomas’s eyes and saw her own pain reflected right back at her. He
blinked, then cleared his throat. “Do you want me to get rid of
everyone? Under the circumstances, Mia, nobody is going to think
you rude. You’ve carried out your father’s wishes. He’s at rest
now, with your mother. Now the funeral is over, you should be
allowed to grieve in private.”

Her first instinct was to disagree. People might think she was rude—kicking them
out of the house before they were ready to go. After all, they were
grieving for her father, too. But then she looked around again at
the assembled figures and came to the conclusion that they would
understand. And if they didn’t, well then they were no friends to
her, were they?

Mia
nodded and whispered, “Yes, please. I’d really appreciate
that.”

“Consider it done.” He squeezed her hand again, then stepped
away, letting it fall from his grasp.

The
sudden loss of his body heat made her clutch her hand to her chest
protectively. Was it her hand she was protecting, though, or her
broken heart? Tears pricked at the back of her eyes, but she forced
herself not to let them fall. She’d allowed them during the church
service, and again at the burial, but had remained
dry-eyed—barely—since returning to the house. She wasn’t kidding
herself, though—she knew she’d cry again, and had no problem with
that. She just didn’t particularly want an audience when it
happened. As soon as the doors were closed and she was alone, then
they would come, she was sure of it.

“Everyone, can I have your attention, please?” came Thomas’s
raised voice.

She
looked over at where he stood in front of the buffet table and, to
her surprise, noted just how well he scrubbed up. During the five
years Thomas Walker had worked for her father, she’d only ever seen
him in his gardening gear, usually decorated with globs of mud and
smears of green from plants, trees, and grass. Now, in his well-cut
suit, spotless shirt, black tie, and shiny shoes, he looked
incredibly smart. And hot, actually.

Since
everyone else’s attention was on him, she could safely get a good
look at him, for what felt like the first time. He was an
incredibly attractive man, with blue eyes, light brown hair, and
the naturally fit figure of someone with a physical job. She
pressed her lips together. How the hell had she never noticed
before? Was there a works-for-my-father zone, similar to the friend
zone, meaning she could easily be very fond of the man without it
even occurring to her how gorgeous he was? Apparently
so.

“Thank you,” Thomas continued. “I’m, er, speaking on behalf of
Mia. She would like to thank you all very much for coming, but
hopes you will understand her need for privacy after what has been
a very difficult and tiring day.”


Sympathetic eyes turned in her direction, and Mia froze her
face into a neutral expression, when what she really wanted to do
was smile at Thomas’s impeccably polite way of telling everyone to
bugger off and leave her alone. Bloody hell, with language skills
like that, he should be a politician, not a gardener.


Thankfully, everyone took the hint. James, despite being
off-duty, hurried ahead to see people out. The vicar and his
cronies left first, followed by her father’s friends and their
wives. Superficial pleasantries were exchanged with the former, and
warm, genuine hugs and words with the latter. That left James,
Thomas, and Betty.

Mia
walked over to the table of food, her heels clacking on the wooden
floor—sounding loud in the sudden quiet of the room. Stepping up
next to the housekeeper, she said, “You did brilliantly here,
Betty, especially on your own. I told you I would have happily
hired caterers.”

“Nonsense,” she replied, waving a pudgy hand. The sweet,
middle-aged woman had been working for Mia’s family for a very long
time—a couple of decades, if Mia remembered correctly—and had
always been very good to Mia, especially following her mother’s
death, when she’d become a bit of a mother figure. “I wouldn’t hear
of it—especially not for such a small gathering. Throwing a few
plates of food together is nothing—and it was nice to be busy.
You’ve not exactly been running me off my feet of late, have you,
missy?” She gave Mia a mock-stern look.

Mia
wrinkled her nose and shrugged. “I’m sorry, Betty, but I just
haven’t been feeling particularly hungry. I’m sure now the funeral
is done with and I start getting back into the swing of things,
re-establishing a routine, I’ll have more of an
appetite.”

Betty swiped a lonely mini-quiche from a plate. “I’ll tell you
what you need,” she waved the snack in front of Mia’s face, “you
need to get yourself a nice young man. Someone to take you out,
have some fun with, make you laugh. That will help get your appetite
back. Well, that and a nice bit of—”

“Need me to help you clear everything away?” Thomas
interrupted. A glance at his face told Mia it had been a deliberate
interruption, too, just when Betty had no doubt been about to
suggest “a nice bit of rumpy pumpy”.

Mia
suppressed a smile—both at Betty’s antics, and Thomas’s trying to
protect her from them. But Thomas needn’t have worried—Betty had
been lamenting Mia’s single status for years. This conversation was
nothing new—it was just the circumstances that had brought them
about which were different.

Maybe now her father wasn’t around to overhear, she could
shock Betty by telling her the truth—she wasn’t exactly the Virgin
Mary. Yes, it had been a very long time since Mia had deigned to
bring a boyfriend—or even just a male friend—home, but the last
time had been when her mother had been alive, and she and Mia’s
father had made such a fuss that the boyfriend in question had
never called her again after that. She’d decided then only to
introduce a man to her parents much, much further into their relationship.
Only she hadn’t gotten that far. She’d had flings, one-nighters,
short-lived relationships with no real substance, and so on, but no
one she was even remotely serious enough about to bring home to her
parents.

And now
she had no parents to bring anyone home to. No mother to comment on
his extraordinary good looks, ask how many children he wanted, and
so on. And no father to poke into his finances and family history,
ask probing and sometimes embarrassing questions, and threaten him
if he didn’t look after Mia.

At that
incredibly depressing thought, something occurred to her. Something
that might go some way to answering the question that could never
be truly answered, only guessed at. Perhaps that was why her father
had put the ridiculous caveat in his will. He’d often made
mutterings about her finding herself a nice husband, and those
mutterings had increased in frequency and intensity as his illness
had progressed.

Then,
just a few days before his death, he’d taken her hand—a fairly
unusual action for a man who undoubtedly loved her, but didn’t
often express it with physical contact—and said on a sigh, “Mia,
all I want for you, my darling, is to be happy. For someone to look
after you, support you. Love you.”

She’d
rolled her eyes good-naturedly and squeezed his hand. “Dad, this is
the twenty-first century, remember. I can look after myself. And I
can look after the house, and the estate, and everything. I’ve been
doing a good job while you’ve been poorly, haven’t I? I haven’t let
you down?”

An
intensity had burned in Edward Harrington’s eyes then, and he’d
said, “Mia, you couldn’t let me down if you tried. You are an
incredibly capable young woman. You’ve helped me ever since your
mother died, and you’ve stepped up to the plate admirably now. I
just wish that you didn’t have to bear so much responsibility by
yourself. Your mother and I never intended for you to remain an
only child, you know. We desperately wanted more children, but it
just never happened for us. But we never really felt sad about it,
because we loved you so much.”

“And I loved you. I love
you. Besides,” she patted her father’s hand, “look
on the bright side. Being an only child meant no one to bicker
with; I didn’t have to compete for yours or Mum’s attention; I
didn’t have to share my toys; and, even better, it means I won’t
have to share my inheritance!”
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