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1

ALL GEMMA KNEW for sure was that she wanted the job so much she would have murdered to get it.

Well, maybe not killed anyone, but certainly broken a few arms or legs.

She stood beside Mrs. Frazier and stared at the storage room full of dirty old boxes stacked neatly on new wooden shelves, and knew she’d never seen anything so beautiful in her life. “Original sources” screamed in her head. She was looking at containers full of documents that no one had touched in hundreds of years.

Mrs. Frazier, tall and majestic-looking, was gazing down her nose at Gemma and obviously waiting for her to say something. But how could Gemma put what she was feeling into words? How could she describe her lifetime fascination with history? Could she tell of the adventure of discovery that these documents represented to her? Or the excitement of the hunt to find new information, new—

“Perhaps it is all a bit overwhelming,” Mrs. Frazier said as she flipped off the light switch, a sure sign that Gemma was to leave the precious boxes and their mysterious contents. Reluctantly, Gemma followed her into the cozy living room. Even the guesthouse that was to be used by whomever got the job was lovely. It had a large living room with a kitchen at one end, a big bedroom with a private bath, and the storage room they’d just seen. At the front of the house was an extraordinarily beautiful and spacious office with double French doors that opened out onto acres of lawn and flowers. Outside, just beyond a covered carport, was a three-car garage that was filled floor to ceiling with many more boxes full of uncataloged documents.

Gemma’s mind was reeling with the enormity of the task the job entailed. When her adviser for her doctorate in history e-mailed her that he’d managed to get her an interview for a temporary job in the tiny town of Edilean, Virginia, Gemma had been pleased. But then he’d explained that their university was the alma mater of a woman who wanted to hire someone to go through her family’s papers and write a history. Gemma had scoffed at the idea. What did that mean? Great-granny and Ellis Island? Too, too boring.

Later that day she’d stopped by his office to give him the courtesy of a personal reply. Gemma told him sorry, but now that her course work was done, she needed to work on her dissertation so she could finish her Ph.D.

“I think you should look at this.” Her adviser handed her a letter printed on expensive, heavy vellum. It said that Mrs. Peregrine Frazier had purchased from her husband’s family’s estate in England several hundred boxes full of documents that dated back to the sixteenth century. She was offering a job to someone to catalog them and write a history from what was found.

Gemma looked across the desk at her adviser. “Sixteenth century” and “several hundred boxes” weren’t exactly the normal genealogy. “Who else has seen these papers?”

“Rats, mice,” her adviser said as he held up a fatly stuffed envelope. “It’s all in here. The papers have been in the attic of a house in England since the place was built back around Elizabeth the First’s time. The family—” He pulled a page from the envelope and glanced at it. “They were the earls of Rypton. They sold the house about the time of the American Revolution, but a generation later the family managed to buy it back. Just recently the old place was sold again, but this time the house went to a corporation that wanted the attics cleared, so they held an auction.”

Gemma sat down. Actually, she half collapsed onto the chair in front of the man’s desk. “So this Mrs. Frazier . . .”

“Went to England and bought every piece of paper that had been stored in the house over the centuries. It doesn’t say exactly how much she paid for all of it, just that it was ‘multithousands.’ Seems there was a bidding war at the auction, but Mrs. Frazier came away with everything. I get the impression that she’s a rather formidable woman. If she wants it, she gets it.”

Gemma looked at the letter she was holding. “And no one knows what’s in there?”

“No. The auction house hauled everything downstairs and divided it into lots. That they didn’t open anything was part of what caused the bidding frenzy. For all anyone knows they could all be just household accounts and of little interest to anyone outside the family. How much beef the earl bought in 1742 would probably fascinate his descendants but no one else. Certainly not the Ph.D. committee.” He paused. “But then something of a more universal interest could be in there,” he added with a smile.

Gemma was trying to digest this information. “How long does this woman think it will take one person, with no staff, to go through these documents and piece together a family history?”

“She’s offering two years to start, and that includes free housing on her family’s estate, the use of a car, and twenty-five grand a year salary. If it isn’t done in two years . . .” He shrugged. “I think the deal is that it’ll take as long as it does. If I didn’t have a wife and kids I’d try for the job myself.”

Gemma was still trying to grasp the facts. If this information was legitimate, she might be able to write her dissertation from something she found in this massive amount of data. As it was, she hadn’t even come up with a subject to write about, much less begun her research. She looked back at her adviser. “So what’s the catch?”

“You’re up against some stiff competition.”

From his hesitation, Gemma knew it wasn’t going to be good news. “Who?”

“Kirk Laurence and Isla Wilmont.”

Gemma’s face showed her surprise. The three of them were the same age and were all finishing their doctorates, but other than that, there was no resemblance between her and them. “Why would either one of them want a job like this? A little town in Virginia, living in somebody’s guesthouse? Years of researching? That doesn’t sound like either of them.”

“I hear there are three grown sons. Unmarried. Rich.”

Gemma groaned. “That takes care of Isla, but what about Kirk?”

“From what I understand, the trust fund his late father set up supports him as long as he’s in school. All he has to do is charm Lady Frazier into hiring him, and he might be able to postpone graduation for years. I heard that if he can’t get a job right after he finishes, he’s expected to go into his family’s business of making windows and doors.” He looked at Gemma. “These papers could be a good chance for publication.”

Gemma drew in her breath. Publication—the kind past a dissertation—was what could make or break an academic’s future career. Being published could mean that Kirk got out of having to go into the family business, and Isla might not be so desperate to marry someone who could support her.

When Gemma thought of the suave sophistication of Kirk and Isla, she could easily imagine their charming some small town woman. But even if Gemma didn’t have a chance of winning over them, that wasn’t going to keep her from trying. “How did this Mrs. Frazier get my name?”

“Seems that the president of the university is an old friend of hers. A couple of months ago he asked everyone in the history department to send him some recommendations of students for the job. All of us sent a few, and Mrs. Frazier narrowed it down to three people she wanted to interview, and you’re one of them. By the way, I wrote a glowing reference saying that you’d do the best job that could be done.”

“And I’m sure someone—or probably half a dozen others—wrote the same about Kirk and Isla.”

“No doubt they did,” he said. “The difference is that mine is true. You will go to the interview, won’t you?”

“Of course. If nothing else, I’d like to see the stash.” Gemma opened the door to his office, then turned back to look at him. “You realize, don’t you, that if this Mrs. Frazier has an estate, that means country clubs with golf courses and dinners with three forks. Kirk and Isla are the kind of people she’ll want living nearby, not Gemma Ranford who—”

“Who works harder in a week than those two butterflies do in a year.”

“Thanks,” Gemma said as she hoisted her heavy bag onto her shoulder.

He was glad she was going to try for the job. If anyone deserved a break, it was Gemma. He’d never had a student who worked harder than she did. “So where are you off to now?”

“Guess.”

He grinned. “Punching the boys?”

“You got it. I have to do something to make sure they learn.” As she left his office, she tucked the envelope into her satchel.

That night Gemma closed her bedroom door, got into bed, and started going through the packet of papers that Mrs. Frazier had prepared. Gemma read about the auction in England, about the town of Edilean—which was ten miles outside Williamsburg and William and Mary College—and thought about all of it. At eleven one of her two roommates returned amid a cacophony of giggles and stumbles over the furniture. She and her latest boyfriend went into her bedroom, and other sounds soon started.

Gemma pulled the covers over her head and used her book light to continue with the papers. There were photos of the Frazier estate. It was a large house on twenty-five acres, with two guesthouses set amid the trees. The Fraziers owned four huge car dealerships in Virginia, and there was a brochure from the one in Richmond. Biggest was the word that was repeatedly used to describe the place.

But Gemma wasn’t interested in the sales leaflet. What held her attention was the thought of going through the old documents and seeing what no one else had looked at in centuries.

There was a thud in her roommate’s room, as though someone had fallen off the bed. “And the peace and quiet to give my full attention to it,” Gemma said aloud.

As the sounds of intimacy grew louder, she put a pillow over her head. She couldn’t afford an apartment of her own. The money she earned from tutoring what sometimes seemed to be most of the members of the athletic teams at the university went to her studies. That she’d made it so far on so little was a marvel even to her.

Now she was facing some serious study as she began to work on her dissertation—and she was worried about money. Deep research cost a lot. If she chose a subject that dealt with some aspect of history that happened far from school—and of course it would if she wanted fresh material—expenses would include travel, which meant food and lodging. Then there were books, supplies, even photocopies. For the last year she’d worried how she was going to pull it off. But finishing her Ph.D. would make the difference between obtaining a job teaching in a community college or at a top university. If she could get her dissertation from the Frazier documents, most, if not all, of these problems would be solved.

The noise across the hallway increased and Gemma held the pillow closer over her ears to drown out the sounds. “I’m going to try,” she whispered. “I’ll probably lose out to the butterflies, but I am going to give it my best shot.”

And that’s how she came to be standing in the guesthouse with the autocratic Mrs. Frazier. It was 11 A.M. on a beautiful spring morning, she’d driven in from the airport just a few minutes ago, and Mrs. Frazier had told her that Isla and Kirk were already there. Gemma realized that she should have anticipated that they’d arrive a day before the scheduled interview, as they were very competitive people. And by now Mrs. Frazier was probably in love with both of them, Gemma thought. After all, Kirk and Isla were known for being charming. “Those two are the lights of the history department,” she’d heard a professor say at a faculty-student party. “Intelligent and well read. You couldn’t ask for more,” had been the reply. Gemma had heard all this because she’d been carrying a tray of drinks—yet another of her side jobs.

“My ride is here,” Mrs. Frazier said as she looked out the living room window. Outside was one of those little utility vehicles with a truck bed in back. Driving it was a large, handsome young man. “Would you like to meet my son?” Mrs. Frazier asked.

Gemma knew that by all rules of courtesy she should go outside and meet the son, but she hated leaving the guesthouse and its treasure trove.

“Or would you like to stay here by yourself for a while?” Mrs. Frazier asked in a soft voice, as though talking to a child.

“Here,” Gemma managed to say.

“All right, then,” Mrs. Frazier said as she went to the door. “Lunch is at one and it takes about ten minutes to walk to the house—or would you like for me to send someone to pick you up?”

“I’ll walk,” Gemma said, then watched as the older woman got into the little truck and left. Gemma let out a sigh of relief and nearly tripped over her own feet as she ran to the big office. From the smell of fresh paint, the room seemed to have been newly redone. Three walls were lined with beautiful cherry bookshelves, with cabinets along the bottom. In front of the French doors was a big old desk with brass fittings along the edges. Gemma wasn’t an expert on furniture, but it was her guess that the desk was purchased at the same auction as the papers. The floor was carpeted in some modern, off-white fabric that was supposed to look like it was handwoven. On top of it was a huge, nearly worn-out old Oriental rug that looked as though people had been walking across it for centuries. The two pictures on the walls by the door were of men on horses, their hunting dogs looking eager for the chase to begin.

To Gemma’s eyes, the room was heavenly. With the garden clearly visible through the glass doors and the shelves full of untouched documents, she wanted to stay there forever.

She turned about the room, looking at everything. On the shelves were wooden and cardboard boxes, baskets that were about to fall apart, a couple of metal tubs, and bundles of papers that were tied together with old ribbon. On the floor were two leather-bound trunks, a wooden bench with a hinged lid, and several small chests, one with nail studs all over it.

Gemma had no idea where to begin. Tentatively, with hands that were close to shaking, she pulled down what looked to be a hatbox, probably from the 1920s—and she dearly hoped it didn’t contain a hat. Costume history was not her first love.

When she saw that letters were inside, Gemma drew in her breath. Letters and diaries had to be two of her favorite things in life. There was a pretty, comfortable-looking chair by the doors, but Gemma ignored it as she sat down on the rug and pulled out the first batch of letters. They were tied with dark grosgrain ribbon, and she slipped out the first letter and unfolded it.

Part of the letter was missing, but what was there was written in an angular, spidery hand that was difficult to read. It seemed that someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to save the last part of the letter.


Even though I’m an old woman now and have seen more than anyone should, especially that odious war that nearly divided our country, what I remember most vividly, and with the most heartache, is what happened to dear Julian and Winnie. I never believed that woman’s tears when she said that Julian’s death was an accident. Worse, I don’t think Ewan believed her either. I will tell you a secret that I thought I’d carry to my grave. Remember the hysteria when the Harewhistle disappeared? I searched as much as anyone, but I knew it wouldn’t be found because I took it with me when I went to England that long ago summer. I wanted its magic for selfish reasons but I ended up wishing on Winnie’s behalf. I’ve never before told anyone, but I believe that the Stone gave them that extraordinarily beautiful child. Last week I wrote the story and put it where it will be safe. I hope that all the Fraziers read it and find out what their relative by marriage did to the Aldredge family. I hope that someday that woman’s descendants lose that estate. They do not deserve it! I must go now. My old, aching joints don’t let me write for long.

With love, Tamsen.



“Wow,” Gemma said aloud. She’d already stumbled on a mystery and a romance. She glanced at her watch, told herself she had plenty of time before lunch, then stretched out on her stomach and began to read in earnest.
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COLIN FRAZIER WAS frowning. He had at least fifty things he needed to do today, but here he was, driving out to the guesthouse to pick up one of his mother’s students. The other two were already in the main house, chatting so amiably to his mother that they sounded like long-lost relatives. The young woman, Isla, kept saying that everything was “exquisite,” while the man had tried to buddy up to Colin’s brother Lanny by talking about cars. Since Lanny had rebuilt his first transmission when he was eight, it was evident that the job seeker, Kirk, knew nothing about anything with wheels.

As for Colin’s youngest brother Shamus, he stood to one side and moved a coin around on his fingers. Their parents had forbidden Shamus, who was the artist in the family, to draw anything for fear that he’d come up with some outrageous caricature of the visiting students and embarrass his parents—or actually, just their mother. Their father tended to laugh at whatever Shamus drew.

Everything had started about three years ago when Mrs. Frazier found out that the last earl of Rypton, her husband’s very distant relative, had died without issue, so the title was being retired. What she wondered was if the title could be revived, which would mean that her husband could possibly be the earl and she the countess.

On the night she’d posed this question, the family was at home in the living room, and her three youngest sons had gone into riots of laughter. Shamus, still in high school, grabbed his sketchbook and made an unflattering caricature of their mother wearing a crown.

As they say, she was not amused.

Alea Frazier put her chin up and left the room.

“Now you’ve done it,” her husband said. “I’ll be in the doghouse for weeks. Lanny! Wipe that smirk off your face and start planning your apology.” He glared at his youngest. “And you, young man, with your drawing . . .” He trailed off, as though the punishment he had in mind was too dire to speak of.

With a great sigh, Mr. Frazier heaved himself up out of his favorite chair to go in search of his wife. He paused in the doorway. “This is something that means a lot to your mother, so I want no more making fun of her. If she wants to be a lady, then she can damned well be one. Got it?”

After he left, it was a full two minutes before the three youngest boys were laughing again.

Lanny, the third eldest, turned to Colin, the oldest, because his big brother wasn’t laughing. “Come on, lighten up. Don’t you think this is hilarious?”

Colin raised an eyebrow. “What I want to know is what our dear mother plans to do in her quest to find out if Dad can be an earl.”

Peregrine, Pere for short and the second eldest, said, “Think she’ll make Dad buy her a castle?”

“With a moat?” Lanny asked.

Pere acted like he had a sword in his hand and attacked Lanny. “Will we brothers become sworn enemies and fight each other to become the next earl?”

Shamus was sketching his brothers’ mock sword fight and didn’t look up as he said, “Colin will get the title next. You two will have to kill him to get it.”

At that, Pere and Lanny, their arms extended as they held imaginary swords, turned toward their brother, who was sitting at the end of the long couch. “That’ll be easy,” Lanny said and made a lunge.

In the next second, Colin was up. He grabbed Lanny about the waist and lifted him onto his shoulders.

At that moment Mr. Frazier reentered the room. “If you boys break anything, it’ll come out of your allowance.”

With a snort of laughter, Colin put his brother down. Their father had made them sound like children, but Colin had just turned twenty-seven, while Lanny and Pere were twenty-five and twenty-six.

“How’s Mom?” Colin asked.

“All right.” Mr. Frazier gave his eldest son a look that said this was only the beginning. When Mrs. Frazier took on a project, she became a force of nature, like a tornado that plowed across the earth, sucking up everything in its wake. And it looked like this earl of Rypton thing was going to be her next undertaking.

That was three years ago, but recently the old house in England that had belonged to the earls was put up for sale, and it took all Mr. Frazier’s ability to talk his wife out of buying it. The compromise had been for her to purchase every scrap of paper—“our history” as she called it—that had been squirreled away in the house and have it shipped home to Virginia.

When she’d returned from her solitary trip to the auction—and before the bills arrived—the family thought she’d probably bought half a dozen or so boxes full of old papers. Instead, six FedEx trucks had arrived bearing professionally crated trunks, baskets, boxes, and even suitcases packed full of crumbling old documents.

Mr. Frazier wasn’t happy when he’d had to move two vintage cars out of the guesthouse garage so it could be filled with what she’d bought. “Alea,” Mr. Frazier had said with extreme patience as he looked at the collection, “who’s going to go through all this . . . this . . . ?”

“Don’t worry, dearest, I’ve taken care of that. I called Freddy, and he and I had a good long talk about how to go about this. He came up with a truly brilliant plan.”

“Freddy?” Mr. Frazier asked, his jaw rigid. Frederick J. Townsend was the president of his wife’s university alma mater—and her old boyfriend. The man she’d almost married. “And how is ol’ Freddy?” Mr. Frazier asked, his teeth clenched.

“Excellent, as always. He’s going to send me the résumés of some young people who are qualified for the job, probably Ph.D. students. I’ll choose four or five of them to come here to be interviewed. Or do you think that’s too many? Maybe I should cut it down to three. Yes, that’s a good idea. Freddy promised that he’d send the very best the university has to offer. What do you think, dear?”

Mr. Frazier narrowed his eyes at his wife. He knew when he was being bamboozled. She was leaving out a great deal, such as the salary she’d probably already offered, and how long this person was going to be in their employ. And since she’d insisted on putting her hoard in the guesthouse garage, he had a suspicion about where this student was to live. “I think,” he said slowly, “that you and I are going to sit down and you’re going to tell me exactly what you’re up to.”

“Of course, dear,” she said, smiling. “I’d love to tell you everything.”

It was at dinner that night that the family was told of the plan to hire someone who would live in one of the guesthouses and spend two or more years reading and cataloging the material from England.

“Two years?” Pere asked in shock.

Lanny said, “Just make sure she’s female. And pretty.”

“I think the three girlfriends you have now are quite enough,” Mr. Frazier said, but Lanny just grinned.

Mrs. Frazier turned to her eldest son. “Colin, what do you think?”

The family knew that Colin kept his opinions to himself. His mother often said that her eldest son had been born independent, that he went where he wanted to when he wanted to. His father said that Colin had been given the short end of the stick. By the time he was three, he’d had two younger brothers who flamboyantly craved attention. With his father working seventy hours a week and his mother dealing with two demanding children, Colin had learned to take care of himself—and to not bother anyone with his needs and wants.

“I think,” Colin said slowly, “that the whole project will be good for you.” Shamus, the last of his mother’s five children, would leave for college next year, and their mother was going to be lonely. Only Colin lived in Edilean—and he spent so much time in town that he might as well be in another state. Someone living in the guesthouse and spewing out stories about the family’s past would probably entertain his mother. Maybe there’d be moments when she’d forget how her children were scattered around the country.

But now, months later, Colin wished he’d been more involved in the whole process of letting someone stay on the family property for such a long time. He’d met two of the applicants for the job and didn’t like either of them. The young man and woman were both tall and greyhound thin, their clothes sleek and expensive. The woman looked at Lanny with eyes that seemed to flash with a neon sign of a wedding cake, and Colin had seen the man pick up a plate and look at the manufacturer’s name. So far, neither of them had so much as glanced at a book, and they’d certainly shown no interest in the dirty boxes in the guesthouse.

Colin could almost see the future. The hired one would freely wander about the place and come up with excuses of why he/she should join the family. And his mother’s generous nature would allow it. He had visions of the man moving in with them and being there twenty years from now. His mother would say, “But my children left me, so why shouldn’t I have Kirk to keep me company?”

All in all, Colin was beginning to see the whole project as a disaster.

As for the last job applicant, she hadn’t even shown up for lunch. Lanny, extremely pleased with the first young woman, had volunteered to go look for her. To him, the more women around him, the better.

When asked about the third candidate, Mrs. Frazier had said, “Leave her where she is,” in a way that made Colin groan. It looked as though his mother had already made up her mind about who she was going to hire and she didn’t need to know anything more about the third one. But Colin’s hope was that the other student was interested in something besides the family possessions.

“Mother,” Colin said as they were going in to lunch, “I think the other woman should be here too and that you should talk to her.”

“I’ve already found out everything I need to know about her. Let’s just have a pleasant lunch, shall we? Kirk and Isla are such fun, aren’t they?”

“Yeah, hilarious,” Colin said as his mother swept past him. He caught up with her. “I just think—”

His mother turned on him. “If you’re so interested in the other girl, then you can go get her. I left her in the guesthouse, and I assume she’s still there.” Mrs. Frazier went into the dining room.

Colin started after her but paused in the doorway. The dining room had been set with the best china, and their housekeeper, Rachel, was wearing a white uniform. She looked up, met Colin’s eyes, and gave a shrug that said the getup was his mother’s doing.

Colin’s parents took their places at the ends of the table, and Mr. Frazier looked as though he’d rather be anywhere else in the world than there. Lanny was next to the lovely Miss Isla, with the handsome Kirk on his other side.

Across the table were three settings, one occupied by Shamus, the other two for Colin and the third candidate.

Mrs. Frazier motioned for her eldest son to take his seat.

Colin took a step forward, but he couldn’t make himself sit down. “I . . . ,” he said. “I’ll . . .” He pointed over his shoulder, vaguely in the direction of the guesthouse, then escaped. He jumped in a utility truck and sped off.

By the time Colin reached the guesthouse, his frown was so deep his dark brows were nearly touching in the middle. He parked the little truck on the grass and walked the last steps to the guesthouse. Based on what he’d seen of the others, he thought it would be better to check on what the third student was up to. All least her car wasn’t parked nearby and she wasn’t filling the trunk with whatever she could carry. What had possessed his mother to leave a stranger alone in the little house? It was full of valuable antiques—all of which had come from England and arrived in a moving van weeks after the documents came.

Colin had his hand on the door handle of the library, ready to burst in, when he saw her. She was sitting on the old carpet, her back against the cabinets that had been installed only last week. Around her were six boxes of the documents his mother had bought.

Her face was turned away, but he could see that under her loose clothing she was small and trim, with shoulder-length dark blonde hair. There was a pen clipped to her sleeve, one in her hand, and three pens of different colors on the floor. By her knee was a thick notebook open to a page filled with writing.

As he watched, she bent forward, put what looked to be an old letter on the floor, and began to write in her notebook. When she made a note in the margin, she used a different color.

When she glanced up, he thought she’d seen him through the glass, but her eyes held a glazed look, and he realized she was seeing only what was inside her mind.

Her movement let him get a clearer view of her face. She was pretty, not beautiful like his friend Jean, or ethereal like his cousin Sara, but nice-looking. He thought that this young woman looked like . . . like she belonged in a library. She was the girl who went to church on Sunday and made pot roast on Friday.

What struck Colin most was that he had never in his life seen anyone look so . . . well, happy. If he’d ever before seen anyone doing exactly what he should, when he should, she was it. If Shamus were to draw her portrait, he’d label it Contentment.

Colin’s frown went away. Now this is what he’d envisioned when his mother had first talked of hiring someone to research the family history.

Smiling, he turned the handle and opened the door. Now, if he just didn’t scare her when she saw him . . .

[image: image]

The sound of the door opening startled Gemma out of her trance, and she looked up to see a very large man standing in the doorway. He was quite handsome, with his thick, dark eyebrows and his square jaw.

He had on a shirt that verged on being too tight; it clung to his muscles—and Gemma thought she probably knew every exercise he did. She’d had four years of working with athletes, so she knew what it took to get a body into the shape his was in.

He wore the same look she’d seen on the faces of “her” athletes. When first meeting someone they held back until they saw how their enormous size might affect that person. It was her guess that this man, with his thick brows and his big body, often intimidated people.

But not Gemma. The truth was that because of “her boys” he was familiar-looking to her, someone she was comfortable being near—which was a contrast to her encounter with Mrs. Frazier with her diamond earrings.

As Gemma stood up, she gave him a smile that came from her heart. “Hello. Did you come to get me for lunch?” She glanced at her watch. It was one-thirty. “Oh dear. I missed it, didn’t I?”

“Completely,” Colin said as he closed the door behind him. He nodded toward the open boxes on the floor. “Find anything interesting?”

“Love, tragedy, and something that people believed was magic,” she said.

He sat down in the big chair by the door. “You found all that in such a short time?”

Turning her back to him, she held out her arms to the bookcases. When she did, her trousers tightened a bit, and Colin had a better look at her shape. She didn’t get legs like that from sitting around all day.

“I’m not sure yet,” she said, “but I think there might be real treasure buried in here.” She looked back at him. “Are you one of Mrs. Frazier’s sons?”

“I’m the oldest. Colin.” He watched as she began to straighten the papers on the floor and put them back on the shelves. There was something quiet about her that he liked.

“I’m Gemma, and I guess I blew it with your mother, didn’t I?” she asked softly as she slipped an old hatbox onto a shelf. “Missing lunch was very rude of me. Isla and Kirk would never—”

“They’re too busy counting the silver to notice who’s there or not,” Colin said.

Turning, she looked at him in surprise.

“At least the boy is doing calculations,” Colin said. “That girl is ready to tell my brother what size engagement ring she wants.”

“You’re rather perceptive, aren’t you?”

“Nope. I’m just another big, dumb former football player.”

She could see that behind his levity, he seemed to be asking her a question. “Big?” she said. “Are you kidding? I’m the official tutor for the football team, and two of my students make double-door refrigerators look svelte.”

Colin grinned. “They should meet my little brother. He’s still growing, and we’re afraid he’s going to resemble a Hummer.”

“Will your family have to get him tags and a license?”

“No, but he does sometimes wear taillights.”

They laughed together.

Colin was about to speak when his cell phone rang. He dug into his trousers pocket, pulled it out, glanced at the ID, then answered it. “You haven’t finished lunch already, have you?” He paused. “Oh. Sure. Here? Now? No, uh, actually, I . . . I’m on my way into town and I’ll eat there.” He glanced at Gemma as he listened. “Sorry, Mom, I’ll see you at dinner.”

He clicked off his phone. “The whole lot of them are on their way here. I’m leaving. You want to go with me and get some lunch?”

“I’d love to, but I’m afraid I’ve already offended your mother, so I think I’ll stay. Thanks for the offer, though.” Gemma looked around the room to make sure she’d put everything back just as she’d found it. Turning, she looked at Colin, who was still sitting in the chair. “You’d better make your escape. I can hear them now.”

“I think I’ll wait a while,” he said. “You really want this job, don’t you?”

“You have no idea how much! None at all.”

“Actually, I do. I wanted something once.”

“Did you get it?”

“Yes,” he said.

Gemma smiled at him, but she couldn’t imagine what someone as rich as he was could want as much as she wanted this job. When she heard Isla’s high-pitched laugh, she looked out the glass doors. Mrs. Frazier was walking between Isla and Kirk, just a few yards away now, and the three of them looked as though they were old friends. Obviously, Mrs. Frazier didn’t seem to have the same opinions that her son did. Too bad she was the one doing the hiring.

Gemma took a step toward the door, but Colin reached it before she did and opened it to his mother.

“Colin,” Mrs. Frazier said in surprise. “I thought you were going into town for lunch.”

“I couldn’t drag Gemma away from her research, so I thought I’d wait.”

“Oh? Have you two become friends?”

“She’s only interested in your boring old papers,” he said as he opened the door wider for the other two.

“Hello again,” Isla said brightly to Colin, sounding as though she’d known him for years. “Gemma, darling, you missed a truly exquisite lunch.” Isla went to her and kissed her cheek.

Gemma’s eyes widened. She didn’t exactly travel in the same circles as Isla, and they’d certainly never exchanged kisses before.

“Gemma,” Kirk said as he too kissed her cheek. “Isn’t this place wonderful?”

“Yes,” she answered.

“What you’ve done to this little house is marvelous,” Isla said to Mrs. Frazier. “Please tell me you aren’t your own interior designer.”

“I purchased a few things that belonged to my husband’s family,” Mrs. Frazier said modestly.

“Mother, you bought everything that the first Frazier could possibly have touched,” Colin said.

“Shamus,” Gemma said, and everyone turned to look at her.

“Yes, my youngest son,” Mrs. Frazier said. “I didn’t realize you’d met him.”

Kirk said, “Delightful young man. I’m a great admirer of his accomplishments.”

“I think Gemma means the original Shamus,” Colin said. “The one who helped found Edilean.”

Again, everyone looked at her, and she nodded. She was so nervous she could hardly speak. Her deep desire for the job was making her tongue-tied.

“Where did you hear of him?” Mrs. Frazier asked.

Gemma took a deep breath. “The name was in the history of Edilean on the town Web site and in the genealogy of your family. I was wondering what happened to cause the break in the generation after him. I searched the Internet and found where the family house had been repurchased in the late eighteenth century by the son of the American settlers, Shamus and Prudence Frazier. But then the surname was changed back to Lancaster, and there was no more mention of ‘Frazier.’ Was the separation caused by the distance between America and England, or did something else cause the rift?”

When she stopped talking she saw the way Mrs. Frazier, Isla, and Kirk were staring at her. Behind them, Colin’s eyes were sparkling, as though he was enjoying everything.

Gemma took a step back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. I was just curious, is all.”

“Yes, well,” Mrs. Frazier said as she turned to Isla. “As for your question, I didn’t use a decorator.”

“But it looks like such a professional job. Do you mind if we see the living room again?” Isla gave Gemma a look that said she’d just lost the job.

“Of course.” Mrs. Frazier left the room first, Isla close behind her.

“Put your foot in that one, didn’t you?” Kirk said to Gemma, then left.

When they were alone in the room, Gemma looked at Colin. “Me and my big mouth! Why didn’t I ask about the rug or the desk?”

“Because you couldn’t care less about them.”

“True, but I should have pretended to . . .” She paused. “I’m going in there and try to make your mother believe I’m not the world’s rudest person.” Gemma stopped in the doorway. “Quick! Tell me something she likes.”

“Right now, my father’s aristocratic relatives are her great passion.”

“But I just—” Her eyes widened.

“Right. You asked about them and showed that you’ve already done quite a bit of research on your own.”

Gemma stood there blinking at him. “But she’s more interested in talking about decorating with Isla.”

“I thought so too, but that was before I saw her face as she listened to you. My mother hates for anyone to know what she’s up to. Let me borrow your notebook.”

“But—”

“Trust me, please.”

Gemma didn’t understand what he had in mind, but she took it out of her big bag and handed it to him, then hurried into the living room with the others.

“This town sounds enchanting,” Isla was saying, “and if I should be given the job I will enjoy becoming part of the community.”

“I can’t wait to dive into the research,” Kirk said. “The excitement of discovery, the thrill of tracking down a story, the possibility of learning something that no one else knows . . .” He had a faraway look in his eyes that Gemma had never seen before, even though she’d been in classes with him for the last four years. They’d never been in a study group together, but then Gemma’s workload prevented her from conforming to other people’s schedules.

“I agree completely,” Isla said. “It will be so interesting to start going through the documents. If I weren’t enjoying the company of your family so much, I’d be in here now.”

“And what about you?” Mrs. Frazier asked, looking at Gemma.

“She’s already started,” Colin said as he handed his mother Gemma’s notebook.

Mrs. Frazier flipped through the pages. Only five of them had been filled with Gemma’s small handwriting, but it could be seen that there was a lot of information in there. “Do you find that using different colors of ink helps you?”

“I sometimes use eight colors,” Kirk said before Gemma could speak.

“I use color-coded dots,” Isla said. “Oh, but it will be such fun to start going through everything.”

“Is that how you feel too, Gemma?” Mrs. Frazier asked. “That it will be fun?”

“I think ‘intense’ would better describe it,” Gemma said. “I would guess that most of the documents, probably eighty percent of them, are useless when trying to write a history because they’re household accounts. If you want to find out the financial side of your husband’s family, I’d suggest hiring a forensic accountant.”

“I think Gemma means—” Kirk began.

Mrs. Frazier put up her hand. “So you’re only interested in dealing with twenty percent of the papers?”

Gemma felt as though she’d yet again messed up, but when she glanced at Colin, he gave her an encouraging nod. “Yes,” Gemma said firmly. “What I’d do first is go through every box and do a lot of sorting. What I couldn’t use, I’d store, then I’d put the diaries and letters and personal papers in the library and start working from there.”

Mrs. Frazier looked at Gemma for a moment, then turned to Isla. “And how would you begin?”

“The same way,” she said quickly. “That’s standard procedure.”

Gemma shot Isla a look. There was no “standard procedure” for dealing with historical data. All researchers had their own way of working.

Mrs. Frazier turned to her son. “I think I’ll take a nap. Why don’t I return to the house with Isla and Kirk, and you take Gemma out to lunch? You two must be starving. And while you’re in town, why don’t you show her your office?”

Turning, Mrs. Frazier handed Gemma her notebook, but she said nothing. She looked at Isla and Kirk. “Yesterday I had the heat in the pool turned up. Perhaps you two would like a swim.”

In the next minute Colin and Gemma were alone in the guesthouse.

“Oh,” Gemma said as she sat down on the couch. “I can’t tell if your mother likes me or hates me.” She looked up at Colin. “Is going with you a punishment or a reward?”

“I don’t know. Right now, it could go either way. She’s not too happy with me at the moment because last night I expressed some concerns about a stranger moving into the guesthouse. I liked the idea at first, but after I met Isla and Kirk . . . Well, let’s just say that if my mother could have turned me over her knee, she would have.” He looked at Gemma. “You want to go into town for lunch?”

“Yes, please,” she said.

“Then follow me to the car and I’ll make sure we’re not seen. I don’t want those two sucking up to me.” He led her out of the guesthouse, then through the trees and along the edge of a landscaped lawn. As they passed the side of the big house, Gemma saw a very large young man, a teenager, standing behind a glass door and watching them. Finally, they arrived at the driveway in front of the house. There were six vehicles parked there, including Gemma’s rental, making it look like a used-car lot.

Colin pulled keys out of his pocket.

“I guess that was your little brother I saw at the door.”

“Probably,” Colin said as he went toward a Jeep, the kind that looked like it was made to go up and down mountains. “That means we’ll be ratted on.”

“He’s a tattletale?” Gemma asked.

“Worse. He’s an artist.”

She looked across the hood at him in question.

“Like writers tell everything that happens to them, my little brother draws everything. By tonight he’ll have half a dozen pictures of you and me. He’ll probably portray us as running away to escape Isla and Kirk.”

The accuracy of that statement made Gemma smile as she got in the Jeep beside him. He backed up, skillfully and quickly maneuvering around three cars that were blocking him in.

When they were on the road, he said, “Sandwiches okay?”

“I like anything I don’t have to cook.”

“So much for my pot roast theory.”

“What does that mean?”

“I had you pegged for someone who could make a super pot roast.”

“I’m not sure what that says about your opinion of me, but I can guarantee that I don’t like being pigeonholed.”

He glanced at her as he pulled onto the main road, his eyes asking if he’d offended her.

“Meat loaf,” she said.

“What?”

“I can make a meat loaf that will make you cry.”

“Would that be tears of joy or horror?”

Gemma smiled. “That’s my secret.” They were quiet for a moment as he drove them through the little town of Edilean. The streets branched out from a square with a huge oak tree in the center. She’d read on the town Web site that the tree was said to be a descendant of one planted from a seed brought from Scotland by the woman for whom the town was named.

As a historian, Gemma couldn’t help marveling at the buildings around the town square. Some of them were modern, meaning that they’d been built since World War II, but most of them were older than that, certainly pre-Civil War. It looked as though Sherman hadn’t applied his treachery to this Southern town.

She looked at Colin. “What’s the office your mother mentioned? Do you have a job?”

He gave her a sharp look. “Are you asking if I support myself or do I live off my father’s car business?”

Gemma instantly turned red. It was exactly what she’d meant. “I . . .”

“That’s okay. It’s an assumption everyone makes, and two of my brothers do work for him. But I was recently officially elected Edilean’s sheriff.”

“Really?” Her eyes widened. “Do you have an office and a deputy and a case full of rifles, and what kinds of crime does this town have?”

Colin laughed. “Are you curious about everything or is it just me?”

“Everything, anything. So, do you?”

“I have all those things, and my jurisdiction extends to the wilderness area around Edilean, so I stay busy. After lunch, I’ll show you my office.”

Gemma hesitated. “Is your mother going to think I’m like Isla and after one of her sons?”

“She doesn’t pry into our personal lives. So did you leave a boyfriend to come here?”

“Broke up with the last guy six months ago.”

Colin had driven through the town and now turned down a narrow road. With trees overhanging above, like a canopy, it looked like they were heading into the wilderness. “What about the football players you tutor? No boyfriend there?” he asked.

“They think I’m their mother.”

“Now why do I doubt that?”

“No, really, they call me Miss G, and they tell me their problems.”

“Such as?”

“Looks like I’m not the only one who’s curious.”

“It’s part of my job,” he answered as he pulled into the parking lot of a grocery store. But it wasn’t the usual glass-doored concoction. The building was long and low, with a roof that extended out over the front to form a porch. It looked like a retreat for rich hunters in the Adirondacks. If there hadn’t been half a dozen people coming out with big metal carts, Gemma wouldn’t have known it was a grocery.

Colin had turned off the engine and was sitting behind the steering wheel, looking at her as though he meant to stay there until she answered him.

Gemma shrugged. “Let’s just say that I’ve had to learn a lot about birth control and the consequences of not using any. The boys’ reading assignments are often pamphlets on the basics of being away from home for the first time. Sometimes I feel like a sex education teacher.”

“If you have any really creative things to teach, let me know,” Colin said seriously.

“So you can pass them on to your constituents?”

“Of course,” Colin said. “As an elected official, they’re all I care about, and I believe it’s my duty to educate them.” Smiling, he got out of the car, then waited until she was beside him. Together they went into the store.

The inside of the grocery was dim and cool, and to the right was a huge produce area that glistened with colors and seeming perfection. She followed Colin as he headed for the back of the store.

“Colin!” a woman said, and he halted. She was young and looked as though she hadn’t had a lot of sleep lately—which was understandable. She was holding a two-year-old boy by the hand, and he was dancing about in the age-old pantomime of “bathroom quick!” On her hip was a six-month-old girl chewing on a bagel.

With a movement that seemed as though he’d done it many times, Colin took the little girl in his arms. With a smile of thanks, the mother lifted the boy and started running.

“And how are you, Miss Caitlyn?” Colin asked the little girl he was holding, and she grinned at him.

With a glance at Gemma, Colin kept walking toward the back, little Caitlyn secure and quite happy in his big arms.

As they walked, Gemma looked around the store. The items on the shelves were very high-end, and she thought the place was much too upscale for her to afford. She wondered where the local giant-size, cheap market was.

She followed Colin to a tall, glass-fronted case that was full of fresh-looking seafood. Yes, definitely out of her price range.

“Colin!” said a good-looking older woman from behind the counter. “You’re just the man I wanted to see.”

Before he could speak, a little boy, about four, came running up. He held up a toy truck in one hand and the wheels to it in the other. There were dried tears on his face, and he was looking up at Colin as though he were Superman. “Sheriff?” he whispered, a catch in his voice.

Colin started to reach for the truck but his arms were full with the baby.

Without a thought, Gemma took the little girl from him, and Colin squatted to eye level with the boy and snapped the wheels back into place. The child ran off just as his mother rounded the corner.

“There you are, Matthew. Do not run off like that again. Oh, Colin! Thank you.”

“Any time,” he said to the woman as she picked up the boy and left. The first woman came back and Gemma handed her daughter to her.

Through all this, the woman behind the counter had been watching. “Same as always, huh, Colin?” she said, smiling.

“Not much different. So what did you want to see me about, Ellie? You have a break-in?”

“You’re funny. Can you make a delivery for me?”

“To our favorite little man?”

“Certainly my favorite, since he helped my daughter. Can you take a couple of boxes out to the farm?”

“Why isn’t he coming in to get what he needs?”

“The club ladies are after him again.”

Colin grinned. “Okay, pack it up. Anyway, I’m sure Gemma would like to see Merlin’s Farm.”

“Am I to take it that Gemma is your fellow babysitter? The young woman behind you?”

Colin turned to see Gemma inspecting the chickens that had just been taken off the rotisserie. “Gemma, this is Ellie Shaw, my . . . What are you?”

“Fourth cousin, removed once or twice,” Ellie said to Gemma. “A town resident just did a genealogy for some of the families in Edilean, and we’ve at last found out how we’re all related. I’d shake your hand, but—” She was wearing sterile gloves.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Gemma said. “Do you own this store?”

“What gave me away?” Ellie asked.

“Bossiness,” Colin answered. When he heard a baby start to cry, he said quickly, “Could we get some sandwiches? To go?”

“Colin is our resident Pied Piper with the kids,” Ellie said to Gemma, looking from one to the other in curiosity.

“Come on, give me a break,” he said. “I’m trying to impress her that I’m the sheriff and that I deal with dastardly crimes.”

“Impress her, are you?” Ellie asked.

Gemma thought she should clear the air. “I’m one of the applicants for a job that Mrs. Frazier is offering.”

“Oh, right, cleaning out that mess she bought in England.” Ellie looked at Colin. “So where are the other two who are trying for the job?”

“At home in the pool. Mom’s taking a nap.”

Ellie snorted. “Your mother never took a nap in her life.”

“I know she hasn’t,” he said, smiling.

Ellie again looked from him to Gemma. “So what kind of sandwiches do you two want?”

“Roast beef,” they said in unison.

“Side dish? I have coleslaw or potato salad.”

“Coleslaw,” they again said together.

“Coming up.” When Ellie turned away, she was smiling.

“Like to look around?” Colin asked.

“So I can tell Isla about the place for when she lives here?”

“That’s exactly what I had in mind.” He was teasing, but whether or not she got the job was no joke to her and he saw it on her face. He lowered his voice. “I’ll talk to Mom tonight, and I’ll get Dad to talk to her too. And Shamus. Maybe the three of us can persuade her to choose the right person.” He started to say more but broke off because a woman standing near the cereals started running toward him.

“Colin!” she said. “I went by your office today but Roy said you were away on family business. I am so glad to see you.”

“Did it happen again, Tara?” Colin asked.

For the first time, Gemma saw his “sheriff face.” In a second he went from teasing and laughing to very serious.

When the woman said, “Someone trampled my flowers again,” Gemma had to restrain her smile. The news on TV was full of murders and other heinous crimes, but this woman was concerned about her tulips?

“Did Roy make casts of the footprints?”

“Yes. She came as soon as I called.”

Gemma’s eyes widened. Footprint casts? This sounded more serious than just flowers being knocked down.

“Colin, I don’t know what to do,” Tara said. “I have two little kids and with Jimmie away so much . . .”

Colin put his arm out to the woman and she laid her cheek against his chest as she tried not to cry. “Want to stay in our guesthouse?” he asked as he put his hand on her back. “The big one is taken, but you and the kids are welcome to use the second one.”

She pulled away. “No, we’ll be all right. That man you recommended is putting the cameras up, and Jimmie will be home tonight, so we’ll be fine.” Tara pulled a tissue out of her pocket and blew her nose as she looked at Gemma. “Is this a new girlfriend?”

“I’m one of the candidates for the job of cataloging the Frazier documents,” Gemma said quickly, stepping a little farther away from Colin. She didn’t want to be the cause of any gossip in the small town.

Judging from Tara’s blank look, she had no idea what Gemma was referring to. “If Colin likes you, then you have my vote.” She glanced at her basket. “I have to go before this thaws. Colin, thank you for . . . for everything.”

“You have my cell number. If you hear or see anything, call me and I’ll be there.”

“Thanks,” she said, then wheeled her cart away.

He turned to Gemma, looking as though nothing unusual had happened. “So this is the aisle where Ellie keeps the cereals. If you like Kellogg’s Raisin Bran—the kind that real people eat—you have me to thank for its being here. I told Ellie that if she didn’t start stocking Raisin Bran I was going to Williamsburg to—”

“What was that all about?” Gemma asked, cutting him off. “Please say you can tell me or I’ll go crazy trying to figure it out.”

Colin shrugged. “We don’t know anything for sure. Someone keeps walking through Tara’s flower beds in the middle of the night. Yesterday there was a light rain, so my deputy, Roy, could get some casts of the footprints. It’s an old-fashioned technique, but then we’re an old-fashioned town—and our budget is limited.”

“Do you think it’s malicious, meant to frighten her, or is it a robber . . . or worse?”

“No robberies, no outlet to her backyard, but it’s scared the daylights out of Tara. She’s having surveillance cameras installed.”

“And you offered her a place to stay,” Gemma said.

“Yeah, we mostly use the guesthouses for anyone who needs them. Ellie’s waving at us. Our sandwiches are ready.”

Gemma followed him to the back and waited as Ellie handed him a white bag.

“Did you talk to Tara?” Ellie asked.

“Yeah,” Colin said. “Whoever’s doing it doesn’t seem to mean any harm, but I’m going to be cautious.”

“You always are. Oh, by the way, Taylor took the boxes out to Merlin’s Farm this morning, so you don’t need to go. Did you meet our newest resident? Dr. Burgess?”

“Not yet,” Colin said, “but I’ve heard of him.” He turned to Gemma. “A retired professor of English history has moved here. He wants to be near Williamsburg, and he used to teach at Oxford.”

“Sounds interesting. I’d like to meet him.”

“I don’t think he’s in good health, poor man.” She looked at Gemma. “If you two are planning to eat outside, you should know that there’s a playgroup out there. Colin will be swamped.”

“Thanks for warning us,” he said, then moved aside for Gemma to go ahead of him toward the front. There was a big refrigerated cabinet full of fruit juice drinks near the registers. “Take your pick.”

“Anything with raspberries,” Gemma said as Colin held the door open. “What about you?”

“I’m a lemonade man.”

“Pink or yellow?”

He gave her a look.

“Yeah, right. My boys won’t touch anything pink either.”

“So now I’m one of your boys?” He led them to the end register where the girl greeted him by name. Colin held up their food, she nodded, and they left. It looked like he had an account there.

“If I say that you are one of my kids, will it get me the job?” she asked as they got to the door.

“Why do you think I brought you to the most public place in Edilean?”

“I have no idea.”

“By now at least three women have called someone in my family to say that you should be hired.”

“Why would they do that? They don’t know me from the other applicants.”

“Ha! By now they not only know your name but probably your Social Security number.”

Gemma laughed. “This town couldn’t be worse than a college campus. We know who’s researching what before the first book is opened.”

He was standing by the front door and looking out. To the left, under the deep roof overhang, were several little tables, and they were full of young mothers with their children. One of them was the woman whose baby both Colin and Gemma had held. “That sounds like a scary place,” he mumbled.

“And you look scared.”

“Terrified. They know I can change diapers.” Obviously, he wasn’t talking about the academic life.

“Give me your car keys.”

He looked at her. “What?”

“Give me your keys and I’ll drive to the back and pick you up.”

“My Jeep is a standard shift.”
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