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Chapter 1

 

“I might have done something ridiculous, darling.” Victor grinned and leaned back as he lit a cigarette. The angle of both his head and his smirk told her that his story would be one for the ages. 

“Would you be referring to the suit you are wearing?” Violet sipped her tea and watched, evilly, as her brother glanced down at his suit and considered whether it was deserving of the accusation. A moment later, she glanced out the window to watch the rain come down and wondered whether it would ever stop. Normally she loved the rain but not today. Lately, she was finding it difficult to love much of anything.

Victor’s chuckle was forced. “I look dashing in this suit, my darling demon. Aren’t you curious about what I have done? Isn’t curiosity abounding in your mind like a run-away rodent?” 

Violet lifted a brow and tapped her lips before she waved her hand as though he were a peasant and she was giving him permission to speak. A moment later the rain distracted her again.

He raised a brow. They knew each other so well that the underlying conversation between them was intense. Without his saying a word, Violet understood that her brother was worried. Without her saying a word, he knew that she was helpless in the face of her mood. 

It was easy because they were opposite sides of the same coin. Victor, like Violet, was tall and slender with dark coloring, sharp features, and bright, witty eyes. As twins, they understood each other with a preternatural ability. 

Rather than verbally hashing out his worries, he said, “You are a terrible, terrible brat. A bothersome beast. I’m not sure why I bother with you at all. Ignoring me as you are. I am trying to confess here, darling. To bare my soul and you’re staring off into the distance as though plotting my demise.” 

Violet laughed again, the smile not reaching her eyes. “I suppose I might be a little glum.”

“A little?” Victor took another drag of his cigarette. “Darling, you are swimming in an ocean of the blues.” 

Violet pasted a smile on her face, taking a drag off her brother’s cigarette, remembering why she didn’t like them, and handing it back. The very fact that she’d stolen his cigarette had spiked another level of concern in his gaze. She scowled at him, trying to hide how badly her mouth tasted. It was going to last far too long. She took a long, large sip of her tea, but it didn’t clear the flavor away. 

“I know when a smile is a lie, darling, especially with you. You’ll have to do better or I’ll wonder why I like you?” Victor steepled his fingers and raised a brow in challenge.

“I assume,” Violet laughed, “that you love me because I’m charming. Oh! And witty. Kind with a tendency towards too-much latitude when dealing with my twin.” 

“There it is…” He un-steepled his fingers as Violet batted her lashes at him. “There’s nothing doing when the girls start flapping those lashes and smirking.” He sniffed. “Can’t believe a word of the nonsense she spews.” 

Violet continued extolling her virtues as though he hadn’t spoken. “Hmmm, I believe you’d describe me as a pearl of great price. Yes. Exactly that. Nonsense? Hardly. I only spew words to be hung upon.”

“More valuable than rubies,” Victor mocked. He shifted in his seat, his eyes too knowing and too sharp for Violet’s preference when she was pretending to be merry and bright.

Violet tossed her hair and took a sip to hide the lack of her grin. If she kept the act up, maybe he would stop worrying? “Proceed.” She waved her hand imperiously. “Confess.”

Victor took a long drag of his cigarette before saying, “Perhaps you recall that weekend in October when Denny and I went up to the hunting cabin?”

“Mmm,” Violet leaned down to scratch her puppy’s ear. The sweet little thing followed Violet everywhere she went. Vi hadn’t expected to love little Rouge quite as much as she did. “Yes. When you played at hunting but napped the entire time as I recall clearly. I wasn’t even there, but I know you.”

Victor glanced behind him as though looking for eavesdroppers before he said, “Well, I didn’t nap entirely. We found this little pub where the fella making drinks was brilliant. Brainy in a way that was extraordinary. I…well—you wouldn't have thought they have such good options in the back of beyond as we were.”

Violet refilled her teacup and picked up a piece of ginger cake, taking a bite as she waited for Victor to confess that he had been well and truly sloshed when he’d done whatever ridiculous thing he’d done. 

“Well, while we were there, we meet another bloke from near Surrey. He had come for a funeral or something. Spent the whole time talking about the house he’d inherited. Pretty little piece. Brick. Charms of the ages. Ah, rooms galore. The most beautiful rose gardens you’d ever see in a town where rose gardens abound.” Victor’s lips were twitching, and Violet could see he was mocking himself as much as teasing her. 

She nudged him with her shoe. “Complete this confession, my good fellow, before I expire of curiosity.”

The story came to a halt while Violet’s spaniel, Rouge, barked as Victor’s dog, Gin, nudged her with his nose. Gin stretched back with his bottom in the air, tail wagging. Rouge growled at him—unimpressed—and circled at Violet’s feet before plopping herself down. 

“Ah, well, so apparently I was intrigued by the house,” Victor said. “Taken in, you might say, by the description. My imagination took flight. I could see so many wonderful things. Holidays with garland. Hot summer afternoons lying in the rose garden, listening to the bees buzz. Some very, very distant day in the future with little nippers running over the lawn, fishing poles in hand.” 

Violet searched her brother’s face, leaning forward to catch his gaze when he tried to avoid hers. He sipped his own tea to avoid her. “You didn’t!” 

“Apparently,” he said calmly, recrossing his legs. “I did. I have only the vaguest of recollections. I thought it might have been a dream.”

“You didn’t,” she said again and as he started to blush, she giggled. 

“Darling one,” Victor idly threatened, “Do not force me to gag you. I am confessing here. I am baring my soul. Sharing the deepest, most embarrassing actions.”

A snort escaped her amidst her laughter. “Oh Victor, did you even see the house before you made an offer to purchase it?” 

He shook his head.

“Had anyone seen it?”

He shook his head.

“Did you just write up an offer on a scrap of bar paper?”

He cleared his throat before he nodded once. With an air of understanding, he added, “They were mourning, Vi. Burying their…great aunt or second cousin or…well, their loved one. I couldn’t just barge through their funeral to examine the cupboards.” 

Violet’s giggles lasted so long, she cried, the tears rolled right through her powder, smudging the kohl on her eyes and she finally demanded, “How bad is it?”

“The gardens are lovely. Remarkable. Something to behold in awe. Having not seen the house myself, I sent one of Fredericks’ men down to take a look and see what I’d done.” 

She laughed again. “The house is horrible, isn’t it?” 

“I have only heard reports,” he said imperiously. “Is it righteous to make claims based off of second-hand commentary?”

“Only, it seems,” Violet said, “for the gardens. How much money did you lose on this venture?”

He shifted and then said, “It isn’t too bad. That fine bloke, my good friend, the bosom of my gin and tonic’d heart didn’t take advantage of me too badly. I paid rather more than it was worth, but it’s more the ready money necessary to get the place livable.” 

Violet laughed again. A bit of the tea slipped out of her cup and onto her dress, and she didn’t even mind despite the fact that her dress was a nude-ish pink color and she’d have to change. She blotted the spill and then dabbed at her eyes. 

“Holes in the roof?” 

Victor sniffed then nodded.

“Wallpaper from when Victoria was queen?” 

He shrugged, but she knew that for a yes.

Violet wiped another tear away and held her stomach. Her sides hurt from the laughter, and she felt refreshed.

“Feeling better, luvvie?”

Violet nodded. “Perhaps I have been a little glum, darling. Maybe I should gather up Lila and drag her to buy dresses with me.”

“I’ve rung them up, darling, they’re coming to have lunch with us. Afterward, go shopping with Lila. Fill up your armoires again. Buy a new armoire and stuff that one as well. Find a dress for the holidays. Come back my cheery sister.” 

“Wonderful!” Violet rose and squeezed her brother’s shoulder and ran up the stairs to her bedroom followed by Rouge, who whined as she tried to keep up. The poor dog didn’t like the stairs, but Violet wasn’t going to carry the furry little thing up every time she went up. Violet paused in the doorway of her bedroom. She had told her maid not to come in if Violet were in the room. Perhaps she’d been spending too much time in there, given the mess. 

Vi had to pause in sheer shock at the disarray. It was time to do something about her blues. How had she not seen things laying everywhere? How had she let things progress to this point? Vi never let messes linger. She even tended to straighten up after other people, not just herself. 

Violet felt a flash of utter shame that only grew when she remembered the way Victor had watched her so carefully when she’d joined him for tea. This wasn’t her. Nothing about this behavior was the way she normally felt, and Violet didn’t know quite what to do about what was happening to her.

She pushed herself through putting away her makeup, hung up her dresses, and then rang the bell for Beatrice. 

“Hello, darling,” Violet said as Beatrice came into the room. 

The girl’s wide gaze was on Violet, carefully saying nothing. Further confirmation, Violet thought, that she’d been far too woeful lately. 

Violet forced a laugh. “Let’s clean up this mess, shall we?” 

Beatrice shook her head, her eyes brightening with unshed tears. “Oh no, my lady. I’ll do it. Oh, I’m—” 

Violet laughed and picked up a stack of her books, noting the unread Tarzan novel. She had been off lately. Violet gobbled up the new Edgar Rice Burroughs novels the moment they arrived. “Thank you for seeing me through the last while. I believe I am determined to be merry and bright again.” 

“Oh, my lady,” Beatrice said and then tried to unobtrusively wipe away a tear.

Violet didn’t reply. She cleared her desk and realized that she’d stopped writing as well. It hadn’t even occurred to her that she’d messed that up too. She sighed into her hand, the feeling of being blue returning. She just…this was the first round of the holidays without Aunt Agatha, and the fierceness of missing her was more than Violet was prepared to experience. Things had been going only moderately well since they’d arrived in London. Then, with the holidays approaching, so many memories returned. 

Her instincts were telling her it was time to pack her bags and head to Aunt Agatha’s home, but those days were over. That particular house had been left to John Davies—it wasn’t the house that Vi missed. It was the tradition, the need to throw herself on her aunt’s bed and pour out her heart—to have that sympathetic and loving ear. That would never happen again. What made it all worse was the way Aunt Agatha had been stolen from the twins, murdered for an inheritance. Violet shuddered at the memory and told herself to set it aside.

Her journal had been tossed to the side of her desk. She picked it up to put it away but ended up flipping to the end. Vi hadn’t written in it for a few weeks. She sketched a very poor rendition of Rouge, thinking about what needed to be done. As much as she wanted to muster up some gumption about being happy, it wasn’t just turning back on. Even a cleaner room wasn’t going to make her feel better. Violet rose suddenly, changed her dress into something warm with wool stockings, a warmer coat. She considered gloves and decided they must be worn even though the feel of them drove her mad.

“Where are you going, my lady? May I get you anything?” 

“Just for a walk,” Violet said, fussing with the angle of her hat. 

A few minutes later she was wrapped up in her coat with a leash on Rouge. She walked by Victor’s bedroom and saw he’d also dressed warmly.

“What’s this now?” Violet had already realized that Beatrice had told Victor of Vi’s plans. She scowled at him and he gave her a charming grin in reply. They both knew he was spying on her, tracking her out of his worry, but his expression said he was entirely unrepentant.

“My little rogue, Gin, needs a walk as well.” 

She grinned at him, but they both knew it didn’t reach her heart. She felt a bit like a millstone around his neck. He held out his arm, and she tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow. On the way out, Hargreaves’ gaze brightened as she left, and she sighed. 

Victor laughed as she did. “Did you expect to dive into the doldrums and have no one care, darling one?”

“I just—” 

“It’s all right, luv,” Victor said. “You’ll just have to accept being loved. Now shake off that woebegone look and let’s just enjoy the drizzle, shall we? Look at this London day—they don’t get this relentless grey and wet in Monaco.” 

Victor held an umbrella over both of them, and they walked in silence for a long time. Despite the grey, Violet felt better. The wind in her face, the sound of people laughing and moving, the scent of the rain combined with smoke. It was home. Rouge sniffed every little thing and Gin was racing forward and back to the end of his leash. 

“Do you see that little pug over there?” Violet nudged her brother and nodded towards the dog. 

It was prancing on the end of its leash, sticking close to the dog walker and keeping under the umbrella. The twins’ dogs, however, were mud-splattered and sopping wet. Neither of the dogs seemed to mind the filth or the chill.

“Ah, yes,” Victor agreed smoothly, “that proper little beast does seem to make our dogs look like ragamuffins. There are the many reasons, I think, that people will look at us and our mongrels and find us wanting.” 

He tugged her slightly out of the way of a deeper puddle after watching the person in front of them step down to his mid-calf. “Do you remember the Christmas where the goose burned? And Cook cried into her apron while Aunt Agatha went into the kitchens and helped Cook put together a tray of cold ham as though nothing happened?”

Violet laughed at the memory of Aunt Agatha returning to the dining room carrying the tray herself. She had been wearing a cap and an apron over her evening gown. The sight of her had sent the twins giggling, while their cousin, Meredith, twisted her face up into a smirk and spoke of being unable to find good servants.

“Why did Merry have to kill her?” 

Victor looked down at Violet and then tugged her a little closer to him. “Aunt Agatha knew that Merry was suffering. She was left to endure, Vi.” 

It wasn’t the answer Vi was looking for.

“Why didn’t Merry ask for help? Suffering isn’t an excuse to take her from us.”

“There is no excuse for murdering Aggie, Violet. Merry might have asked for help. Only, we both know she’d have asked for an allowance. You know Aunt Agatha didn’t believe in handouts. Maybe if Merry had asked for training or help in getting a position. In fact, certainly, Aunt Agatha would have stepped in then. Merry would have expected an allowance. Something like Father gives us. I’m not saying that Merry’s actions were right, Vi. Just that she was suffering.” 

Violet nodded. She laid her head on her brother’s shoulder as they walked on. He spoke of the happier memories, but so many of them were entangled with their cousin, Meredith. She had murdered their aunt for an inheritance. It had left Violet and Victor nauseatingly wealthy, making Victor’s blunder buying a house sight-unseen as something to laugh over rather than destructive. Both of them would much rather have their aunt, but it seemed that fate had intended something else.




Chapter 2

 

“And what, darling one, is happening with Jack?” Lila’s voice carried out over the dress salon as she spun in front of the triple mirror, examining the dress from every angle. It was a deep cranberry red with black beading and fringe. The drop waist lengthened her form, which wasn’t as naturally slender as Violet’s.

The dress salon was more like a parlor than a shop, with settees, sofas, and tables tastefully laid out with scarves and shawls. Armoires were stuffed with hand-beaded dresses, and drawers were left open to allow the customers to see the silk stockings. Little tables were set with beautiful shoes placed just so.

Violet leaned back in a chair, legs crossed, foot jiggling. The owner and designer of the dresses sold in this salon had become friends with Violet in the last few months, and the woman—she was a true artist—had set aside several gowns for Violet to try, but she was finding herself uncaring. 

It wasn’t that the dresses weren’t lovely. They were. There was one that was embroidered with dragons, there was another that was black with beading that somehow glistened in the light despite being entirely black. Violet paused, staring when the shop girl held up a daring gold creation. 

Another was a day dress that screamed style, but Violet sighed as she looked at it. Where would she wear it? An afternoon tea? Violet had no desire to go to such a thing. What about that light deep maroon one? It was lovely and the way it hung, it would set off the slender lines of Violet’s calves, but then she might have to go to the Savoy with Victor and smile through dinner, pretending to enjoy the fish and the sight of people with their best clothes on display. 

“Things have been a little—” Violet stood and took one of the dresses, holding it in front of her. She hadn’t missed Lila’s razor gaze, which was what pushed Violet into examining the dresses. Even blue, Violet was taking that gold dress home.

“Off?” 

Violet nodded. “Jack wasn’t pleased to find Victor and me with Tomas when we came back from Bruges and even less pleased to see him pawing at me while he was in the midst of his shell-shock. I won’t apologize for that.” Violet held a red dress in front of her body. It was a straight dress without beading, but it was made of layers of red fabric that provided dimension and made it interesting. Violet examined it and found her interested piqued. She liked it.

“Do you think you need to apologize for it?”

Violet shook her head. “Tomas finds strength in the past when he tries to pull out of shell-shock. Do I have to apologize for having a childhood with someone other than Jack? He’s a good ten years older than me, anyway. I was raised with Tomas. Victor was. Our childhood was what it was. I can’t apologize for Tomas any more than I can for Meredith or that idiot, Algernon.” 

“Really,” Lila said, “you might need to apologize for both Algie and Merry. They are wanting in the extreme.” 

Violet was shocked by her laugh, and she held the gold dress in front of her and twirled. She could imagine dancing in this thing. She could imagine dancing with Jack in this dress. He was a large man, and she enjoyed how he made her feel small. She could picture him in her head. Dark hair and eyes, penetrating gaze, he moved with the strength and grace of a lion. She supposed she thought of him as a beast because he was so very large. 

If she bought this dress, would Jack dance with her? She had to admit that one of the things she enjoyed the most was the way his hands felt on her back and waist. She shivered as she gazed at the dress and decided to try it on. 

“There’s a matching headpiece,” the shop girl said. Her eyes were avid as she listened to their gossip. 

Violet nodded in acknowledgement and stepped into the dressing room to change. She had to admit she loved the gown as she looked it over. Both the gold dress and the red dress. There were matching red heels just the right color with the t-strap and diamond buckles. They’d glittered in the candlelight. Violet could imagine the whole ensemble with her black pearls from her birthday. The red dress style was all in the cut of the fabric. It was layer upon layer of fabric put together at angles to make the layers become a sort of pseudo fringe. The gold dress was all in the daring and the lines of the wearer.

“Yes, Vi,” Lila said, still in her cranberry beaded creation. “Buy them both. I have been thinking about the holidays, dear. I know you’re blue, but I wonder—”

Violet lifted a thin brow and waited. 

“Denny and I were wondering if you’d rally round? We’re…I won’t go so far as to say we’re in need of assistance. It isn’t quite so dire as all that.” 

Violet didn’t even need to consider before she said, “Of course we will. What do you need?” 

“It’s the inheritance. You know Denny’s aunt left us some money and a house? The house is in the Lake Country in a little village where our families live. Oh, Violet…they are demanding we come home. There’s going to be a party. A Christmas dinner, the roast goose, the fish, you know. Jellies. When we’re there, we’re children again. Except when they demand why we don’t have children yet. Those who don’t realize things can be prevented assume I’m barren and…well…the little asides. Between Denny and I, we have a whole team of cousins to smother us. I don’t want to.” 

“I understand. Well, not the having children part, but the rest.” 

All too well. Violet and Victor hadn’t stopped being recalcitrant children when it came to their stepmother. Their father, on the other hand, was sort of distantly affectionate. 

“I should warn you,” Lila said. “Denny and Jack have become rather good friends. Denny has invited Jack as well.” 

Violet considered for a moment. “It would be too obvious if we didn’t go but Jack did.”

“Do you wish not to go with him there?” Lila’s focus on Violet was so emphasized, Violet felt that her friend just might be able to see right into her head. “I believe he is going only because he believes you and Victor are arriving.” 

Violet shook her head. She wanted very much to go with him there. It seemed that almost the second she knew she had feelings for him he started to work more. The distance that had developed since then was driving her slowly mad. He was one of the few men who seemed to appreciate her wit, take her heritage in stride—without being entranced by her Father, the earl—let alone not being bothered by Victor. 

The few times Violet had spent time with another man, they always seemed to feel the need to compete with her twin or were jealous of him. Jack, on the other hand, took Violet’s relationship with Victor in stride. 

Violet was too-well aware that some of her blues came from the fact that Jack had faded out of her life. “Perhaps it would be better. I don’t know if I can keep on with things being so forced. I’d rather—”

“Better to know, one way or the other.” Lila stepped back into the dressing room. “Maybe it is time for it all to come to a head.” 

“Indeed. He has been gone a lot. That Scotland Yard friend of Jack’s pulled him in on some case in the North. It involved several former soldiers.”

“It could just be that.” 

“It could be.” Violet didn’t sound convinced, and Lila didn’t look convinced.

Violet turned away to pursue more dresses just to avoid the subject. She ended up buying several dresses with the matching accessories. Lila watched Vi so carefully that she was forcing laughter and demanding that they extend their visit until they’d shopped the stores closed. 

“What is happening with the urchin?” Lila asked.

“Ginny would be offended that you called her that.” Violet propped a hat on her head and examined it. The brim somehow made Violet’s head look like she’d put on a helmet. Violet set it immediately aside. “Ginny’s grandmother is unwell. That’s the only family the poor thing has left.”

Lila winced for the child. “What happens next?” 

“She helped me save my sister’s life. Ginny’s too young to be on her own. I’ve already told her grandmother that I’ll be her guardian. Victor says he’s ready to inspire the next generation, though I think that Ginny will go to a girl’s school. One capable of dealing with the wild thing she is. I’m more of a mentor and less of a mother, so we’ll need all the help we can get.” 

“Oh ho,” Lila said. “I am certain that the only thing Victor can inspire that girl to do is drink too much, smoke too much, sleep too much, and be a very attentive sibling.”

Violet laughed and they left soon after. Violet had bought a large number of dresses including the red, the gold, the dragon dress and several day dresses with stockings and accessories. She was momentarily excited, but it faded quickly.

“Will Gwen be there?” 

“Gwen and John are meeting his parents. Did you think they’d fall in love as they have after introducing them over the last holidays? It is good that they aren’t coming, as my mother objects that I intend to invite so many people to come stay with us over the holidays, but goodness…it is sheer survival, darling. We’ll be at our house for most of it, of course. The family parties will be a little bigger and thankfully much rarer. In between those things, we’ll listen to jazz, we’ll dance in the parlor, we’ll drink whatever creations your Victor is certain to bring.”

Violet laughed and Lila continued. “We’ll set up a tree, sing some carols, fill our stockings and eat mother’s Christmas dinner, and she’ll pretend to not mind you’ve arrived.”

“How will you do that?” Violet asked. 

“Well, darling, sometimes you just have to blink and look innocent. It would be unwise, I think, to explain that I have invited my friends as a buffer to avoid the demands for grandchildren.”

Violet laughed again.

“Indeed.” Lila batted her lashes and she said, “Listen to the expert, I find that a shrill giggle and manic lashes will have them muttering under their breath about you as they stomp off to discuss Denny and I with their cronies in private.” 

“Tell me of your house.” 

“I haven’t been able to really think of it as mine, to be honest. The dearly departed was Denny’s aunt. So, he has all the memories of carousing in it. It’s terribly old-fashioned with ancient wallpaper and creaking stairs and what not. There’s even a small ballroom though only Denny remembers it. It isn’t a beast like Aunt Agatha’s house. I’m not sure Denny and I are ready to do things like fix it up and buy furniture.” 

Violet laughed and then asked, “A ballroom, you say?” A sudden idea hit her and she grinned with excitement. She hoped the idea would turn out just as she imagined. 

* * * * *

Violet escaped to her bedroom when she returned home and decided on an evening in with a long soak. She avoided dinner even though Victor checked on her with a tight expression in his eyes and a masked face. She made him swear to leave and visit a nightclub with his friends while solemnly promising to soak in the bath until her skin had wrinkled. He sighed and left, and when she finished bathing, she hauled herself to her typewriter. She stared at the page for long minutes before she started to write and three sentences in, she yanked the page out and threw it away. 

An action she had to repeat several more times before she pounded her hand down on the keys and bit back a shriek.

Violet took a long breath in, looked at her journal, and felt hollow when she considered writing in it. She didn’t want to face her feelings. Was it truly necessary to write out how she was afraid things were ruined with Jack? Or that she was in an abyss of missing her aunt? Or that the prospect of the holidays with Lila and Denny and the machinations were a dim prospect indeed? 

Violet stood and paced before she told herself, “Enough! Sit down and write. This is not who you are.” 

Violet considered for a few minutes before she pulled out her previous manuscript. She grabbed the first page off of the top and retyped the first three paragraphs and then refused to read the next. Violet stared at the start of the story and then decided upon a ghost. Every time she got stuck, she grabbed another random line. The story would be choppy, but it would be a start. She wrote, clicking away at the typewriter. At one point Victor came in, Violet vaguely aware of it, but she was caught up in the story. So, she just waved him off.

When she looked up again, she noted a tray next to her. There was a sandwich, a glass of ginger wine, another of water, and a peeled orange. Violet paused long enough to eat half the sandwich and consider the plight of her newest heroine. Though perhaps, she thought, the right word was damsel. 

The best way, Violet thought, to feel better about one’s circumstances was to throw someone into an abyss and only give them a frayed rope to get out. She worked until late into the evening and when she finally crawled into bed, the story was well onto its melodramatic path. Vi went to sleep thinking about something other than previous Christmases and the loss of Aunt Agatha. 

Instead, however, Violet was thinking about going to Denny and Lila’s new house, what to bring for the holidays, and whether things with Jack were over or would revive over the holidays. They’d started to fall in love in the failure to prevent a murder. Maybe they’d be able to decide if their love was real or if it was a figment that burned away in the light of jealousy, trials, and loss. 




Chapter 3

 

“How long is the train ride?” Victor moaned as he flopped back on his seat.

“Too long,” Lila said. “And far, far, too short.”

“What’s that, old girl?” Denny lit a cigarette and then offered his lighter to Victor. “You have no wish to be scolded? To be instructed on how to live? Next time, we need to be wiser. We’ll go to the Amalfi Coast. Shall that be our newest holiday tradition? This being called home to deal with family and their wants has got to stop.” 

“Yes. Please. I feel the impending doom of eventually having to spend a holiday with our stepmother.” Victor snapped his cigarette case closed and leaned back. “I do wonder what Italians eat for Christmas dinner? I admit I prefer a roast goose for the holidays.” 

Violet glanced out the window. “They have geese in Italy, brother. I’m sure you could still have the meal just as you desire.”

“Well—” Victor took a long drag of his cigarette and smiled at her, “when in Rome and all that stuff.”

The relief in that smile made her feel a bit guilty. She had been a burden on him since she’d been struggling with her blues. Hopefully, the fun she’d planned would set his mind at ease and stop him watching her with an eagle’s eyes. Perhaps if she threw herself into a merry holiday she’d come out on the other side of Boxing Day happy again. She couldn’t grieve forever, could she? The sudden and obvious answer was yes. There was never going to be a time when she didn’t wish to have her aunt back. Yet, she knew that the melancholy would pass.

Poor Victor, Violet thought, it wasn’t as though he didn’t also grieve Aunt Agatha. Their aunt had loved and led both of the twins. They both missed Agatha desperately. Yet Victor had Violet to deal with as well.

“What are we writing these days?” Lila demanded. “Now that you’ve ended the tales of poor Isla…oh hullo there, Jack. We’ve got room for you here, my friend.” 

Violet glanced up, heart in her throat. She was half-afraid he’d be looking at her and half-afraid he wouldn’t be. Her wide eyes fixated on his face, and she found his sharp gaze on her. She smiled and she knew it went all the way to her eyes. She certainly felt it in her heart. He’d been gone so much over the last few months, and she hadn’t been quite aware of how very much she’d missed him until he’d appeared again, and she was flooded with relief. 

“Why, Mr. Wakefield.” She fluttered her lashes up at him and then winked. “We meet again on a train.” 

Jack grinned at her, returned her wink, and turned to the others. He settled directly next to Violet, and she had to hide a shiver at his warmth. “What’s this now? Writing?” 

Lila gasped. “You are aware of the opprobrious V.V. Twinnings? The twins’ pseudonym for the books they write?” 

Victor snorted. “Opprobrious?” 

“I think that’s a little far,” Violet said. “Certainly the great V.V. Twinnings writes pulp. Yet—”

“Do you mean trash?” Denny flicked off his cigarette. “Surely you do.” 

“I do not,” Violet argued. “I most certainly do not. Our last heroine Isla was dim but not lewd. You, good sir, could do well to take on her better attributes!” 

“Idiocy?” Denny demanded with a lifted brow.

Victor laughed. “She was stupid, Vi. Isla was based upon the terrible decisions of our foolish Isolde. It was why you created her. You know you needed to work through your frustration with our sister.” 

“But both Isolde and Isla are sweet,” Violet countered. “Good-natured. Heroines with the best of intentions. Not lewd.” 

“Good intentions pave the road to hell, my sweet,” Denny said. “I’m not saying I don’t enjoy your books, but they’re hardly high-brow.” 

Violet leaned back with a scowl. “We have never, not once, claimed that they were the best books. Simply fun.” 

“Fun they are. Your scarlet ghost was a compelling cad.” Lila nudged Denny as he started to counter. “Hush it, husband. You stole the book from me to read it first.” 

“I suppose they’re fun,” Denny admitted with a wink. “I don’t think you can top the scarlet ghost. He is my favorite sort of dark hero.” 

“The new heroine…” Violet started but Victor cut-in.

“I thought we decided we were writing another damsel. I think they are, by nature, a little dumb. Otherwise, they’d just save themselves. You would save yourself, Vi. After being around you, Isolde would probably save herself. She won’t need you to throw her into the Thames again. In fact, I’d count on you to save me if we were in trouble.” 

Violet shot Victor a quelling look. The last thing she wanted to recall was her sister’s near-marriage to a fraudulent cad which ended in murder and Isolde’s kidnapping. Violet shook that memory off and said, “We’re writing a damsel. A runaway. The poor child escapes a lecherous guardian only to fall into the arms of a highwayman. Innocent to the ways of the world, not necessarily stupid.” 

Lila laughed and clapped. “I do hope she has an inheritance. I despise reading about having to scrape for one’s bread. Feels too much of too many of our days.” 

“We’ve never really had to scrape, darling,” Denny said, “or at least we wouldn’t have if we hadn’t thrown all our ready money at the nightclubs. Regardless, not anymore. God bless our dearly departed aunt.” Everything about his speech was lazy and the way he leaned back on his seat with his legs jutting out just so seemed to declare that the sheer act of sitting was a burden. Not his reality, for he was a vital man, but his affectation since he’d inherited. “Now we’re in the green. Rolling in it. Not quite like Victor, of course, who can get away with buying houses sight unseen. Let alone Vi, who can dive right into her bouillon and swim the breaststroke through her mountains of gold, but I think we’ll be all right for our bread.”

“Oh, come now,” Victor protested. “You were there. You should have stopped me. What sort of ally are you?”

“Seemed like a good idea at the time.” Denny grinned. “Terribly brilliant. I might have bought the old place myself if you hadn’t beat me to it. Thank God you did, my friend.” 

“What’s this now?” Jack asked, glancing among the friends. “What have I missed?” 

Victor deliberately misinterpreted his question. “It’s the well-known tale. You know it already. A virtuous damsel in need of saving and the good-hearted highwayman.” 

Violet laughed at Jack’s snort. He repeated his question. “I don’t believe in good-hearted thieves. I am, after all, a copper. But, as you know, I was referring to the house. What have you done?” 

Violet answered when Victor took another drag of his cigarette. “He got well and thoroughly zozzled. After which, he met a bright young lad in the local pub who told him the story of a wonderful house. A recent inheritance. A home for the ages. So, certainly, Victor thought: By Jove! I must have this house before someone else beats me to it. Right there in the pub, with his mind drowning in…” 

“Gin & Tonic,” Victor supplied.

“Those fizzy drinks too. Whatever they were,” Denny added. “They were fab. Been thinking of them since we’ve been back.”

“Yes, those. I’ve been trying to make them but haven’t quite figured it out yet. It doesn’t help that my notes say, gin, lemon, house.” 

Violet giggled and Jack choked back a laugh as Victor shrugged off their teasing. 

“So,” Violet continued, “you see before you a homeowner. A man who has purchased a home for his legacy. Yet to be seen for himself, but certainly…”

“Something.” Victor cleared his throat and then again. “It’s something.” 

“It must be at least that,” Lila laughed. “If nothing else—”

“It is, indeed, something.” Victor tapped off his cigarette. “And what more do I need?” 

“That is the question, isn’t it, laddie?” Denny said. “What do you need? It is time to put on the responsible hat. Lila and I will be making arrangements for our house while we’re here. You’ll need to visit your place soon. Make the responsible list. Buy the linens. Make the parents proud. You know…all that righteous stuff.” 

“I don’t think we want to visit,” Violet laughed, “until after the roof is fixed.” 

“At least that,” Victor agreed. “Then if nothing else, we can go see the roses.”

* * * * *

“We’ve arranged for an auto,” Victor said to Lila and Denny as they left the train. “As you know, Violet cannot stand to be stranded among family—even your family—without an escape.” 

 The wind whipped through the train station and Lila tucked her arm through Violet’s. “But you will bring me with you, won’t you, Vi? You love me so. Bosom friends. Friends of the heart. Soul sisters.”

Violet nodded and winked before she gazed around. The train station wasn’t busy. There were a few people unloading crates from the train, a few more who were moving the crates from the back of the train to truck beds. 

She could see Beatrice and Giles, their servants, unloading the trunks. Beatrice stood with the two spaniels on leashes next to a stack of trunks while Giles worked on getting a porter to help him load the trunks. 

Beyond them, there was a small family with rosy-cheeked children who were hopping in puddles. Their mother looked on in consternation while their father didn’t seem to notice the mess or noise. A woman in a thick coat was approaching, arms out and squealing over the children. 

The skies overhead were grey with thick clouds and a steady drizzle, and the chill seemed to declare that there was the possibility of snow. 

“Oh, this town,” Violet said, staring around. “It’s so quaint. Dare I say adorable?” 

“Welcome to the end of the world.” Denny pulled his coat closer and tucked Lila into his side to block the wind. “May we escape it unscathed.” 

Lila shivered. “Let’s get home. I feel like there’s snow in the air. I want a fire, a hot toddy, all those winter things.” 

They separated with Jack accompanying Violet and Victor while Lila and Denny went to the driver and auto that had been sent for them. There was another auto to bring the servants, Giles and Beatrice, and baggage.

The house was a short drive from the train station, and it was lovely. The type of place that their stepmother would describe as ‘little,’ but it was by no means tiny. The garden was a sight even in winter, and the red brick had the remnants of some sort of vine that would turn the house into a fairy wonderland in the spring and summer.

Denny and Lila had arrived a few minutes ahead of the rest of them and were walking up the steps. The door had been opened by a uniformed butler and Denny was saying something that was clearly self-deprecating. Violet laughed at the view of him.

“He looks uncomfortable, doesn’t he?” Victor parked the auto and glanced back at Violet and Jack, who’d taken the rear seat. “Rather like a child playing at being the lord of the house. Unemployment and an allowance becomes him better in the city.” 

Jack choked on a laugh. “He does seem like he’s playacting.”

“It’s why they need us,” Violet said, buffing her nails against her coat. “They need someone to back them up when their family starts to tell them what to do.” 

As they walked up the steps, Violet saw Lila glance back, her gaze wide and her expression frustrated. 

“Uh oh,” Violet said low enough that only Jack and Victor could hear her.

“What now?” Jack asked, and Violet pressed her lips together. 

The butler was there and she didn’t want to be overheard. She shot Jack an expression, trying to silently convey her thoughts, but he didn’t quite follow her. 

“Vi, Victor, Jack, come meet my sister,” Lila said. “Isn’t it fun that she’s here to greet us?” Lila’s expression said she wasn’t delighted in the least, and Violet was pretty sure the little sister was well aware of Lila’s feelings. The tension between the two of them was vicious. 

Lila was curvier than was stylish, as was her sister, but both of them wore dresses that lengthened their figures. They had matching hair bobs though Lila’s hair was mussed by a hat and travel and her sister’s was smooth and glossy. They both had wide, blue eyes and full lips, but Lila’s exasperated expression disguised her beauty. 

“This is my sister, Martha.” Lila finished the introductions as Violet watched the sister. 

The girl’s gaze fixed on Victor’s face, and he tensed as her gaze brightened. She looked him over as a prize horse—pure assessment. The girl wasn’t just intrigued by Victor, she was out and out avaricious. There was no question she’d arrived to lay an early claim.

Victor was a handsome man, stylish and generally kind. Even after traveling, he was impressive. Dressed to the nines, there was every reason for a girl to be instantly infatuated. The problem wasn’t the infatuation, it was her careful arrival, her flashy dress, her apparent readiness to throw herself towards him. Martha had heard of Victor previously and was determined to plunge herself into love even if she had to drag him protesting after.

Given she had to have just left school, she was making him more uncomfortable than intrigued. She looked up at Victor through those wide eyes, fluttering her lashes and pursing her lips just enough to accentuate their fullness. Violet glanced at Victor, whose expression had smoothed into impassivity. 

This, Violet thought, was what became of being an earl’s son with a recent inheritance. Victor might be the honorable son instead of the heir, but he was a catch for the monetarily minded woman. 

“Let’s let them wash up,” Lila snapped.

Martha lingered near Victor until Violet tugged him closer to her and said, “I do have a chill. A bit of a wash up and some warmed toes would be just the thing, don’t you think?” 

Victor squeezed her arm as Lila said, “Inkwell, will you see Mr. Wakefield and the Carlyles are shown to their rooms, please?” 

“Come now, Martha,” Lila ordered, grabbing her sister’s wrist and yanking her down the hall. “Tell me everything.”

Violet watched Lila haul her sister away and laughed into Victor’s arm. He shot her a quelling look, but that only made her press her face into his arm even harder to muffle her laughter. 

“You, sir,” she told him when she gained her composure, “are the fox. Martha is the hound ready to run you to ground.” 

He tugged one of her locks of hair. “Don’t think I don’t intend on using you as a buffer. Polish up your skills, darling. I need your protection. You see before you a damsel awaiting your protection.” 

Jack laughed and Victor turned on him. “You know, Jack, I’m not the only one with a good income. I’ve heard the tales of the Wakefield fortune. The young Miss Martha Brown seems to have that as her primary concern given that she’s never met me before. It may not take much to sway her attention to you, my fine fellow.” 

Jack’s gaze darted to Violet. “My attentions are fixed elsewhere.”

Violet didn’t move, afraid that any reaction would be off-putting, but her heart jumped into a gallop. 

“Well, now,” Denny said, distracting Jack from Vi, “happy Christmas everyone. The game’s afoot, the play’s begun, all the world’s a stage, etcetera, etcetera, I need a drink.”

“Ah.” Victor glanced after the path that Lila had dragged her sister. “Yes. I think we’re all going to need a drink shortly.” 

“Don’t give up hope, my lad,” Denny said. “Lila is all sweetness and laughter amongst us. With her sister, the cat comes out. I have little doubt she’ll be sending young Martha on her way and we’ll have a quiet dinner before you’re released into the wild for the hunt.”




Chapter 4

 

Thank goodness that the first night in Lila and Denny’s home wasn’t one of the evenings they’d be spending with the larger family party. Violet curled onto her bed with her book awhile, resting from the day of travel before bathing and dressing carefully. The gown she chose was a few months old, a long drape of light blue fabric that gathered near her chest with a jeweled belt before dropping to her mid-calves. 

Violet powdered her nose, applied her kohl, rouge, and a red lipstick. She wore black t-strap shoes with a shorter heel and a diamond buckle. Violet did love buckles that glittered though she doubted anyone other than herself and Lila would appreciate them. Given the belt around her waist, Violet put the first wrap of her pearls around her neck as a choker and then left the second loop far lower so it would not hide the jeweled accent at her chest. 

Her dog watched Vi’s every move, leaning against her legs, and leaving behind a few stray hairs. Beatrice brushed Rouge at least one time a day, but the spaniel was a monster for hair. 

“There you are, darling,” Lila said as Violet joined them in the parlor after having warmed herself, changed, and given Lila enough time to expel Martha. “My sister has returned home to notify the family we’ve arrived, but we won’t have to go over until dinner tomorrow.” 

Victor winked at Violet as he handed her a hot toddy. “Bless you, my lad,” Violet said, breathing it in. “This is just what I needed.” 

Violet sipped the hot toddy, taking a seat next to Jack on the ancient Chesterfield. He smiled at her while Denny asked, “Did you want a cigarette?” 

She shook her head while Jack took one. Lila lit one off of Denny and then crossed to sit next to Violet on the other side. “Darlings,” she declared, “word has reached the nether reaches of the money from your aunt. Probably because I blabbed. Regrets and all that. The good news is Jack is a bit of a scary proposition to challenge. Victor, you’re the one who’ll be relentlessly pursued with stars in their eyes and imaginings of how lovely life would be with your pocketbook.” 

Victor grunted while Violet laughed. Jack shifted but didn’t say anything about the claim he had on Violet. Was Lila trying to push Jack and Violet together? They’d all heard Jack’s claim of fixed affections. Violet still had it replaying in her mind every time she had a moment to think.

“Don’t worry, Victor,” Violet said, “We won’t let you pick up a wife like you picked up your house. Rally round, friends, Victor needs saving.” 

Lila didn’t look all that apologetic as she said, “Even if Martha catches you, you can throw her over later. It’ll be a good training ground for Martha. She needs to soften her approach.” 

“Ahhh,” Victor had to sip his hot toddy before he could respond. “Who else will we be dealing with? Any other grasping hands to avoid?” 

Denny refilled his drink as he said, “There’s Lila’s cousin, Harriet. I’ve heard she’s become a bit…wild. Throwing over fiancées, breaking hearts, being linked up with married men. I don’t know what the details are, but I’d avoid her if you want to avoid scandal.” 

“Or,” Violet suggested, “throw yourself on her mercy knowing her heart will survive when you escape her clutches later.”

Jack glanced at Violet and smirked. “Cruel.” 

“I’ve already thrown myself on your mercy, luvvie,” Victor told his twin. “I’ll count on Lila sending some relative my way who wishes to dance without falling in love.” 

“You know,” Lila mused, “that’s a good idea. There is Kate. She’s a little quieter than the rest of the cousins and gets overlooked.”

“My favorite, to be honest,” Denny said. “You can count on her for wicked asides if she likes you.” 

“Yes, please,” Victor begged. “Ask her to save me. Tell her I’ll be endlessly grateful.” 

“She’s a brainy one.” Denny crossed his legs and raised a brow as if Victor would protest.

“I have no objection to brains in a woman,” Victor said grandly and Violet kicked him, having to stretch to get him in his chair from the Chesterfield. He didn’t even acknowledge her kick. “Violet has trained me well to expect them.” 

“We should bring her back with us,” Lila said, suddenly inspired. “Her mother is one of those crabby things who always finds one wanting. I am certain Kate could use a bit of a breather from it all. Maybe we’ll take her to the seaside? Shall we, Denny?” 

“You know I am ever in your mercy,” he said amiably. “Whatever you desire, my sweet, even the seaside in January.”

“What if we went back to the Amalfi coast for a few weeks?” Violet sipped her drink, breathing in the spices and then sighing. “Shall we all go sit next to the sea and get whatever sun Italy can spare for us poor Brits? Poor Helen Mathers has returned to England now and, the villa is free once again. She wanted to be home to spend Christmas with Anna.” 

The butler arrived before anyone could reply to the offer, and they rose to eat and then digest over records and chatter. When Violet went to bed, she went with her unread Tarzan novel, the memory of dancing with Jack in the parlor.

When she woke, she slowly pushed herself out of her bed, shoving back her eye mask and crossing to the fire to stoke it higher. Violet peeked through the curtains and paused in appreciation.

The stretch of grass was blanketed in snow. The sky overhead had turned from deep grey to shining blue skies that set off the white blanket that covered the earth. It was early yet, so the snow was an untouched wonderland. Violet grinned down at it and realized she was happy. Well and truly happy. She felt suddenly like herself again. The feeling was both foreign and so familiar. She had missed this version of herself. Violet wasn’t one to be filled with ennui or to be blue, and escaping the feeling felt as though she was returning to herself, that her skin fit right again, and the world was suddenly angled properly. 

She didn’t want to think it was only the presence of Jack—surely she wasn’t so weak as all that. Perhaps, however, it was the presence of Jack in addition to other things. Escaping the doldrums of London, the snow that had carpeted the world, a new story brewing in her mind and the continuation of the ridiculous story of Tarzan and Jane. Violet laughed down at her copy of the book, yawned, and decided to write in her journal over a cup of Turkish coffee. 

Lila and Denny had become almost as addicted to the Turkish coffee as Victor and Violet. Vi tended to hop between tea and the Turkish coffee depending on her mood, but things had evolved until she couldn’t start the morning without some of that coffee. She wondered what Jack thought of the dark coffee, and then she rang for her maid, Beatrice. 

It was too early to go down to the breakfast, but she dressed, journaled, and wrote a letter to her siblings in Monaco. Isolde and Gerald were traveling and had settled into Monaco as though they’d never return. Lately, the letters from Violet’s sister included days on the water with Tomas—just as Violet and Victor had planned. 

They’d foisted their friend off on their younger sister, hoping the two would fall in love. Isolde’s letters made it clear she was at least half-way there.

Violet sketched out her thoughts in her journal, relishing in her lightness of spirit before she examined the dresses she’d brought with her. There was one that was red with white accents and perfect for the season. She put it on with a matching red lipstick and then grinned at herself in the mirror. She felt almost as if she could fly. When she made her way to the breakfast room, she found only Jack.

“Good morning.” There was a sudden tension between them, but he stood as she entered. A part of her wanted to cross to him, to greet him more personably. Only they hadn’t progressed that far yet, so instead, she commented on the snow and made herself a plate and a cup of tea. 

“Denny was already in,” Jack said. “He said something about grand plans. I believe he intends to find someone with a sleigh.”

“A sleigh ride?” She took a bite of her kedgeree and then grinned. There was something about sitting across the table from Jack at breakfast that seemed very right and also very ridiculous to be thinking when they hadn’t even seen each other in weeks. “That does sound delightful.” 

“Merry even.” 

She smirked at him, and he grinned as he said, “I love the holidays. There’s just a feeling in the air. Is it not working? Is it the fun? The plans to put up mistletoe and garland and play?”

“Whatever it is, there is a bit of a feeling to the air, isn’t there?” She grinned at him and winked before she shuffled her breakfast around her plate. “You were working in…?” 

“The Yard was called into a case in Canterbury. My friend, Hamilton, asked me to head down when he realized the main suspects were soldiers who’d served together. Took a bit longer to get things sorted than I’d thought it would.” 

Violet asked about the process of investigating when she wasn’t meddling. It was a lot more of a daily chore than the gossiping and interfering that Violet preferred. She laughed as she admitted it, and he scowled enough to make her grin even wider. 

“Sleigh rides for everyone,” Denny declared as he burst into the breakfast room and grinned. “What’s this? Layabouts still abed?” He plopped onto a chair. “To be honest, Lila couldn’t sleep and she might have had a glass or three of wine before she finally dropped off. She’s probably whimpering into her pillow wondering why she drank so much.” 

His grin was so mischievous that Violet said, “You’re a cad of a husband.”

That just made Denny laugh. “Well, sleigh rides for those who have gotten out of bed. I’ve got two sleighs coming. I can’t remember the last time there was snow deep enough to play in. The unfortunate side is that the only way to arrange it was to arrange things with cousins. It’ll be a grand party which would be excellent except for the ruckus that occurred at the house this morning when I stopped by.” 

“Oooh,” Violet cooed. “A ruckus. Tell all.”

“Give me a moment, luv. Lila will enact revenge if she’s not here for it. Settle in, friends. I’ll go awaken my lovely bride and call her down for the tale.” 

Denny rose to leave but as he opened the door, he discovered Lila and Victor. Lila scowled at him. “You should never have let me drink more wine. You’re a terrible spouse.”

“You can divorce him much easier now,” Violet told her, “given the new laws. You’ll just have to set him up with some young woman. Someone rather like Martha, I think.” 

Lila shuddered and Violet shook her head, “Not your Martha—because sisters philandering with another sister’s husband is too boring.” 

“I would never,” Denny said with his hand over his heart. “Lila is terrifying and I would not survive long enough to be divorced.” 

Violet laughed and Victor snorted and then pressed his hand to his head. “Did you drink more wine, too?” she asked her twin. 

Victor shook his head. “I wrote quite a rousing and desperate chase through the countryside. Our damsel became a heroine, and I like her much more for it.” 

“I was wondering if it was Violet or you who was clicking away last night,” Jack said. 

“Ah…apologies, old man,” Victor said. He popped two small pills in his mouth and swallowed them down with black tea. “Violet starts these stories and then I just have to carry on. They dig into my mind and won’t leave me be.” 

“Denny has arranged a merry gathering,” Violet said. “With sleighs to arrive and the aftermath of a ruckus, now tell all!” 

Denny settled back and said, “With such an introduction, I fear I shall fail to satisfy.” 

“And yet,” Lila growled as she made herself a cup of tea, “tell us anyway.”




Chapter 5

 

“It started,” Denny said grandly, “with your sister. It seems the cousins decided to meet up and intrude upon us before we even arrived. When Kate made a comment about Martha throwing herself at the Honorable Mr. Carlyle, it was quite vicious and cutting.” In a low aside, he said, “Or so I understand. The retelling was, I fear, rather brilliant.” 

Violet snorted and nudged Victor, who was leaning over his food, seemingly uncaring, but she knew him far too well for that. Jack’s chuckle at Victor’s loaded fork and shrug made Violet want to see Victor trip right into love. 

“And then?” Lila demanded with a scowl. She pressed her fingers to her forehead. “The remnants of too much booze yesterday have left me with little patience for a drawn-out story, my love.” 

“Ah, well then…” Denny made his wife a plate of food, talking over his shoulder as he said, “Well then, Martha made some digs about Kate’s ability to drive men away. Whereupon Harriet laughed a little too heartily and Martha turned on Harriet who, I fear, had left herself wide open for quite cruel comments. It turns out, Harriet just threw over a local boy and his rather rich uncle.” 

Violet gasped. “Fodder for a story, brother. Shall we tell that tale of a…ah…I cannot think of a variation of Harriet.” 

“Fodder for being disowned,” Lila countered. “Our grandmother is not a woman who accepts poor behavior. Harriet should have known better. I would have thought better of her, to be honest.” 

“Your cousin is going to need somewhere else to go.” Victor dropped his toast onto his plate and leaned back. “That kind of behavior in this kind of town…she’ll be showing up on your doorstep with nowhere else to go.”

“Ahhh,” Denny huffed, glanced desperately at Lila, and saw her agreement. “Well that changes my delight in the ruckus, doesn’t it?” 

There was the sound of sleigh bells outside and Denny said, “Oh yes. Did I forget to say they’re all coming? Get dressed. I should probably ask Inkwell to have hot drinks ready for when we get back.” 

Violet gasped and jumped up. Her dress was too thin for the outside. She glanced at Lila, whose mouth had dropped open, staring at her husband and he said, “My love! Snow waits for no one, not even you. This may be gone tomorrow.” 

Violet skipped up the stairs and threw her armoire open. Thankfully her maid, Beatrice, had already gotten her clothes arranged. Violet put on wool socks, two camisoles and topped it with a long-sleeved plaid blouse and a cardigan. She put on a longer, wool skirt and a solid pair of boots to keep her feet warm. She grabbed her new cocoon fur coat, a scarf, and a hat. 

Violet considered for a moment and then added gloves, put a handkerchief in her pocket and updated her lipstick. She blotted her lips and pursed them into the mirror before skipping down the stairs. When she arrived in the hall, only Jack was there. He grinned at her and held out his hand to tuck hers through the crook of his elbow. 

“You’ve won the race against both your brother and Denny. Who says women are the ones who linger over their looks.” 

“A sleigh ride is quite the incentive,” Violet declared. “Perhaps Victor and I will write a Christmas story with one in it. Doesn’t that sound delightful?” 

“Will you be warm enough?”

She grinned and winked. “I’m sure they’ve filled the sleighs with blankets.”

“Even still,” Jack winked as he said, “You’d better stick close to share heat.” 

Violet laughed at the wicked grin he gave her and she said, “Ah, yes. Certainly. For safety.” It was as though Jack had deliberately chosen to step back to how things had been just before Violet had to take her sister to Bruges and the return had set Violet’s heart straight to the moon.

“For safety,” he agreed. 

They walked out to the rest of the party and Lila’s sister introduced them to her cousins. They met the troublemaker, Harriet, first. She was tall and slim with nearly black hair and bright blue eyes. She had a sprinkling of freckles over her nose which were simply adorable, but her eyes were mischievous. Violet liked her immediately despite disapproving that Harriet had been playing men off of each other.

The next cousin they met was one of Denny’s. He introduced them to Kate and did it with a waggle of the brows as though they’d have forgotten that this was the one who was prepared to save Victor from the fortune-hunting Martha. Kate’s face was quiet in the shouts of laughter, but there was enough wittiness in her eyes that Violet was utterly certain the girl had been laughing at her cousins without jutting herself into the loudness. 

“You, I think,” Violet said to her, “are having the most interesting of thoughts.” 

Kate grinned even more widely, but it was Martha who answered. “Kate?” A roll of mean laughter filled the air. “I think not. She’s very stolid and steady. She’d be an excellent schoolmarm.” 

Kate’s grin didn’t waver, and Violet admired her the more for it. 

“Being a schoolmarm,” Violet lied, “has always been an ambition of mine. Molding young minds, helping girls find their way in the world, touching the generations.” 

Kate immediately caught Violet’s lie, as did Jack, but Martha paled. Violet grinned brightly as Victor exited the house. She winked at him. “Oh, Victor! Come meet my new friend, Kate. She, like me, is full of interesting thoughts. She does, however, have the self-control to keep them to herself.” 

Victor stepped between Kate and Violet, carefully avoiding Martha, who shot eyefuls of daggers at all of them except Victor. The switching from hateful to flirtatious with each glance made her look as though she were having some sort of fit. 

Victor held out his hand to Kate, taking her gloved hand in his, and said, “I’m always impressed to meet someone with control over themselves. It’s rather like meeting a griffin or perhaps a ghost. Something impossible.” 

“Especially spending your time with these fools,” Denny said, pointing to Jack and Violet. “If ever I’ve seen a couple of folks who let their tongues run on wheels, it’s these two. I think you better stick with Kate for the day. She’ll keep you safe.” 

“Have mercy on me?” Victor asked Kate, flashing his most charming smile. 

“I can keep you safe,” Martha offered, fluttering her lashes at Victor. She placed a hand on Victor’s arm and looked up at him through her lashes in a practiced way. 

“The charge has already been given to Kate,” Violet said firmly. “Now introduce me to these two.” 

The people who were looking on was a young man near Martha’s age, covered in spots. Violet looked intently at Martha until she introduced Donald—the spotty one—and Robert. Donald was barely old enough to join in on the adult activity whereas Robert had to be a year or two older than Denny. What shocked Violet about him was the ruddy anger in his gaze. At first, she assumed it was the chill, but his eyes were angry too and fixated on Harriet whenever he seemed to think no one was watching him.

To be fair, only Violet was intrigued by Robert. Everyone else was watching Martha throw herself at Victor. 

“Violet,” Denny said heartily. “You sit here in the middle, darling. Jack, you take this side and Victor, you take her other.”

Denny ignored Martha’s attempt to insinuate herself into the sleigh with Victor and added Kate. “Lila and I will take those last two spots. Now you all, into that sleigh.” 

Violet grinned at Kate. “I suspect you’re a reader. Those bright, secretive eyes always indicate a book on the mind. What do you read?” 

Kate paused. “I’ve always enjoyed Shakespeare.” 

Victor laughed. “Violet wants to know about your secret loves. Everyone admits to loving Shakespeare even when they’re lying.” 

Kate winked at Violet and asked, “Should I lie, madam?” 

“O, for shame, for shame,” Violet countered, “lie not.” 

Victor smirked, leaning forward to say, “But I protest, I love to hear her lie.” 

“To thine own self be true,” Jack finished. “Only tell Violet if you enjoy French novels or whatever is currently scandalous. You may not think it to look on Vi, but this bright young thing is full of fluff, booze, and Tarzan novels.” His tone was not disapproving and Violet knew he knew her well. He’d watched her conduct business affairs, help discover three killers, see to the care of three children, and one unwed mother. 

“I am,” Violet declared, “mostly fluff.” 

“My favorite…” Kate glanced over and then said, “Well, I suppose you won’t judge me too harshly given that Lila gifted them to me, but they’re the V.V. Twinning’s books. Are you familiar with those?”

Violet grinned at Victor. “Oh, we know them quite well.”

“Even though that Isla was an idiot,” Victor added, crossing his legs and then covering first Kate and then Violet with a blanket. “Someone should have drowned her at birth.”

“She grew into herself,” Violet said firmly, elbowing Victor. 

“Once her sister stepped in,” Jack muttered. 

“Isla didn’t have a sister,” Kate said. “Did you mean the cousin? I wasn’t sure I liked her as much. She stole the scene whenever she came into play. I felt as though Viola should have been the heroine instead.” 

Victor choked on a laugh as Jack added, “I believe I do mean the cousin. Excuse me. I will say, however, that Viola often steals the scene for me too. Snags my attention completely, lingers in my mind, you might say.”

“Oh, would you?” Victor winked at Kate and then said, “I like you, Kate. I like your taste in fiction. I’m not sure I’ve met anyone who has had such excellent taste as to quote Shakespeare and then admit to loving the fab V. V. Twinnings.” 

“Don’t get attached,” Kate told him bluntly. “Denny is bribing me with a few books my mother wouldn’t let me buy for myself.”

“The harridan!” Violet glanced at Victor. “Uh-oh, you’ve intrigued him. Tell me, how do you feel about the Amalfi Coast?” 

“What now?” Kate asked. 

Lila finally joined them and Denny shouted, “Tally-ho. Or heigh-ho, or something. On we go!” 

“The Amalfi Coast?” Kate glanced among the friends. “Whatever are you talking about?”

“She’s coming with us,” Violet declared to Lila. “She struck Victor speechless and that kind of thing is truly priceless. We must have her.” 

“Like a stray cat?” Kate snorted, not realizing that Violet was very serious. 

“Just so,” Violet told Kate, who laughed.

“She’ll learn,” Victor told Jack. 

Lila elbowed Denny. He had Lila on one side and Kate on the other. Violet winked at him. She had Jack on one side and Victor on the other. They had the warmest seats and the most confined ones. Denny winked back and put one arm around each of the ladies and lifted a silent brow in challenge at Violet. She snuggled down, slipping her arm through both Jack and Victor’s arms.

“Your sister,” Denny told Lila, “is cursing my name and our future children. Though she also made some snide comment about you being barren with the guess that her children would inherit when we die young and in a gutter.”

Violet’s burst of laughter made Victor jump. “She’s scary,” Victor declared. “I am aquiver with fear.” 

“Kate will save you for books,” Violet told him. “Look at how capable she seems. This is a woman who puts her candle under a bushel. That way she can take you by surprise and you’ll have lost before you even realize she attacked.” 

Victor started. “Oh, I’m looking. I’m entranced.” 

Violet looked at him. He was serious. She turned back to Kate, whose expression said she wasn’t impressed with his flattery. Violet bit her lip and then glanced at Jack, whose gaze was fixed on the other sleigh. Harriet and Martha were sitting opposite each other, snarling into each other’s faces. Robert leaned into Harriet, who was almost plastered to the opposite side of the sleigh. Violet snuggled into Jack’s side, grateful to be with him and not the others. He smiled down at her, and she wasn’t cold at all.

That feeling of being next to him, of feeling small, of feeling…something. Was it wanting? It was as though she wanted something she couldn’t quite identify. Violet shivered and both Victor and Jack looked down at her. When Jack, however, wrapped his arm around her shoulders, Victor just paused and then smiled. 

There was a bit of something in Victor’s gaze that said he’d noticed someone else taking care of her. It was foreign to him, but he didn’t object so much as just note the shift. Violet breathed in the scent of Jack. He smelled a little woodsy, which combined rather delightfully with the fresh snow. Denny whispered something down to Lila, who grinned up at him. With the sound of the sleigh bells, the beautiful snow, and the clear lovely skies, Violet wasn’t sure if she’d ever had such a perfect holiday moment. 

She grinned at Kate, who didn’t notice. Her gaze was fixed on beyond them all on the sleigh just to the side of them. Like Jack, Kate noted the argument in the other sleigh, but unlike Jack, Kate probably knew exactly what was happening. 




Chapter 6 

 

Over the course of the sleigh ride, Kate’s clever wit appeared only when the twins weren’t expecting it. By the time they’d returned to their friends’ house, both Victor and Violet were infatuated with Kate. Victor jumped out of the sleigh and handed Kate down. He pulled her close to him, and she didn’t protest, though she did glance around for Martha and Harriet before allowing it.

There was no question in Violet’s mind that Victor had pulled Kate close because he wanted her nearer. Yet, there was also no question in Violet’s mind that Kate had allowed it because she’d been persuaded to shield Victor from her cousins Harriet and Martha.

“I believe we’ve got sandwiches or soup or some other such delightful confections,” Denny said. “Given that I gave the servants no warning, all I can be certain of is tea and coffee.”

 Lila sighed. “Inkwell and Mrs. Hinckley are excellent at what they do. I’m sure there will be something delightful. And we can warm ourselves in front of the fire.”

They tromped into the front hall and had their coats and hats taken. Violet took the chance to run up to her room. She took off her layers and changed into a cranberry red day dress with long sleeves that floated around her mid-calf. Violet quickly brushed her hair, touched up her makeup, and returned to the group. 

Kate was standing just outside the door, leaning a little forward. Violet stepped up next to her and heard, “…such a thin dress. Of course, you are cold, silly child. Your nose is dripping and your eyes are watering because you thoroughly chilled yourself. You’ll be lucky to wake up feeling healthy after today.”

“This dress is my most becoming,” the other woman hissed back. “Leave me be. I won’t be like you, throwing over man after man and making a name for myself. I’m going to convince Mr. Carlyle to love me and leave this backwater.”

“A name?” the first woman asked. “What are you trying to insinuate, you insufferable brat?” 

“Insinuate?” The laugh that followed was mean. “No one has to insinuate anything with you. Leading on poor Robert, secretly engaging yourself to both of the Henry Wickhams. A nephew and an uncle? The name you think I won’t say is whore!” 

There was the sound of a slap and Violet jumped. She glanced at Kate, whose gaze was wide. Violet tugged Kate away from the door. When they were a good half-dozen steps back, Violet let out a wooden laugh that carried through the hall and then glanced around. 

It was a warning to the women they were coming—even if it was unbelievable to anyone who knew Violet. There was a sound above them and both Kate and Violet turned. Violet sighed with relief when she saw who it was.

Victor and Jack were standing at the top of the steps, watching the two women. The smirk on Victor’s face said he’d witnessed them eavesdrop. A moment later there was the slamming of a door and the sound of footsteps as someone raced from the room the rest were heading towards. 

“I believe that Martha just ran out the side door,” Kate said low so that only Violet could hear. Kate tucked some of her hair behind her ear. “She has such pale skin. She’ll need to put something on her face or slap her other cheek to balance her looks out before she can feel confident in chasing your brother again.” 

Violet laughed. “Will you be my closest friend? It has been Lila all this time, but you are a bit more cutting in your wit, I think. Lila is kinder than I am.” 

Kate snorted. “You and Victor. You’re V.V. Twinnings, aren’t you? It took me a bit, but then I remembered that Lila said she had friends who wrote pulp. I never expected it to be you two. Aren’t you and Victor swells? Why do you write?” 

Violet laughed as she admitted, “Well, now we’re…ah…fiscally blessed. Our aunt died about a year ago.” Violet’s eyes burned suddenly with tears as Victor and Jack approached. Victor took in Violet’s expression and his gaze darted to Kate, who took Vi’s hand.

“It stops hurting so consistently eventually. It doesn’t ever quite go away, but it stops.” 

Violet searched Kate’s face. She was so lovely. She also, Violet saw, had a sprinkle of freckles. Unlike Lila and Martha, who tried to hide them with powder, Kate’s naturally pale skin wasn’t covered in powder. She still wore a light lip color, a little rouge, and a little kohl, but her skin was clear and uncovered. 

It was a good look to embrace her freckles. Violet was well aware that Victor had always liked freckles. He also appreciated a rounder figure as Lila and Kate had, the full lips, but most of all—he appreciated a smart woman. He wasn’t another misogynistic man who expected women to stay in the boxes they’d been shoved into for ages. He claimed being raised with a more capable female twin had taught him the error of that thinking, but Violet felt it was more that Victor just appreciated wit in general. 

It was why he liked Jack so much and why he wasn’t close to their cousin, Algernon. Algie was a bit of an idiot—so despite the years together—Victor could barely stand to spend a day or two with him without someone else along for the ride. 

“Who did you lose?” Violet asked without thinking and then hated herself for the question.

Kate didn’t seem to mind. “My first love. He died in the war. He was older than me. It was…is…but mostly was…awful.” 

There was a rolling laugh before Martha said from the hallway, “Monroe Kimball would never have actually married you, Kate. Not unless you didn’t let him get away with throwing you over. He was older, richer, and better connected than you.”

For once, Violet saw that something reached into Kate and made her hurt. The look of distant amusement faded on Kate’s face and Violet lashed out again, without thinking. “Oh, I see that you decided to slap your other cheek to balance out the look. Perhaps we can get your cousin out here to even out your cheeks a little better. I don’t think you put enough effort in.” 

Martha gaped at Violet, her gaze wide, and then they darted to Victor. Violet followed the girl’s gaze and saw the disgust on Victor’s face. So did Martha, and her eyes swelled with tears before she turned and ran up the stairs. 

“Well, that was dramatic.” Violet took Kate’s hand. “I think, Victor, this is an afternoon for a little something to go with our drinks. What have you got that would mix well with hot chocolate?” 

Victor grinned. “I’ve already got Giles bringing the things for a stinger.”

“A stinger?” Violet demanded. 

“Creme de menthe, brandy, and a simple syrup. I think the creme de menthe would be nice in hot chocolate as well.”

“My twin is obsessed with purchasing and mixing alcohol,” Violet told Kate. “You’d think he’d be floating on a river of cocktails the way he thinks about alcohol, but it is—I fear—a little more common for me to be zozzled.”

“And yet,” Victor said as he opened the parlor door for the rest of them, “I am the one with the notoriously bad choices behind me.”

“That is because you are a much better steward of me than Denny was of you.” Violet grinned at her brother and winked at Kate before she said, “Ah, Harriet. I hear you have the voice of an angel.” 

Harriet looked away from the window where she’d been standing and the serious expression on her face melted away. “Ah…yes, some people say so.” 

“And you’re going to be singing for a party soon? Did Lila explain things to me correctly?”

Harriet nodded, smiling prettily. All sign of an argument or deeper thoughts were gone as she spun prettily towards them. She walked over flirtatiously, but there was no sign that she was targeting any of the men. More that she was just naturally sensuous. There was something in her mind, though, if you paid attention. Her mouth settled back to stiff silence. “I’m singing some jazzier version of Christmas carols tomorrow at a party in the village. I hope you all will come. Much of the proceeds are going to an orphan house near here. There’s one that has a rather pitiful setup for the children for Christmas morning. You never do quite think about how the holidays are for poor children, do you—not when you’re a child. It seems like such a robbery later when you realize that some are lucky to get an orange and I was so very blessed.”

“Oh, no,” Violet said. “No, no. There are children in an orphanage near here?” 

“About twenty of them, I’m afraid. They struggle so to even take care of them. Where porridge is the best they can do and there aren’t enough blankets.”

Violet’s gaze narrowed, and she glanced at her brother. “Send Giles.” 

He nodded and Jack said, “I believe my man would be able to help get things quickly. He’s quite effective.” 

“What carols will you be singing?” Violet asked before the rest of them could linger too long on what the twins were planning. She never quite liked to flash her money about, but she would be damned if children woke without a full Christmas stocking, let alone cold and hungry. Not while she had so much. 

Denny and Lila came in next, Lila having clearly dealt with her sister. “Oh hullo.” She winked at Violet as she said, “Martha has taken a bit of chill. We’ll see her at the party tomorrow. I’m so thrilled you’ll be singing, Harriet. I’ve been looking forward to it since I realized I’d be lucky to hear you again.”

Violet and Kate opted for the hot chocolate with creme de menthe. Violet sighed into her drink. “This is lovely. Now tell me, Kate. When you aren’t reading the fabulous Twinnings, have you read Edgar Rice Burroughs?”

She scrunched her nose. “I can’t get past the jungle man. Don’t you just think about how many bugs he must have had?” 

Violet snorted. “That is one of those things you shove out of your mind. It’s like with the scarlet ghost, the man is clearly a villain. And yet poor, dumb Isla redeems him. We’ll just assume that someone took Tarzan aside and helped him out with his little bug problem off scene. And before Jane realized the nature of the issue. Or caught any.” 

Kate shivered as Violet laughed.

“Oh look,” Victor said, nudging Violet, “food. Let’s eat and stop speaking of lice and fleas or whatever you’re imagining. It makes my delicate sensibilities turn.” 

Violet laughed at her brother. Jack pulled her from her chair and they walked into the dining room together. The luncheon itself was rather simple. Soup, ham, roasted potatoes, a cheese, and a sweet course, but it was so well done for no notice. Violet complimented Inkwell, who didn’t shoot Denny or Lila looks of consternation as they deserved for having a little party at their home without warning to the servants.




Chapter 7

 

Violet had the two new dresses that would work for the party that night. Well, she had several with her that would work, but two new ones would be best. She decided upon the gold one that was shorter and lower cut than she usually wore, but it sparkled in the light, would be good for dancing in a club, and made her feel like a shooting star. 

The party where Harriet would be singing was at the local public ballroom, but all the younger members of the family would be attending. 

Violet wore a gold and diamond choker with the gold, beaded, and fringed dress. She added her long strand of pearls to fly while she danced, and bobby pins to hold her hair to the side with gold and diamond snowflakes at the ends. 

Violet considered for a moment and then decided to try Kate’s look of leaving off the powder. She did, however, kohl her eyes, blacken her lashes, blend rouge into her cheeks, and added a brilliant red lip. She blotted, reapplied, and blotted again. With her silk stockings and golden t-strap shoes, her look was complete, but Violet put her fur coat over the look. She wanted the full-effect of the dress to occur within the dance hall, with the lower lights, and the sparkling of the beads and diamonds. 

After a moment, Violet added several diamond and gold bracelets to her wrists. She fairly sparkled like a glass ornament. Violet spun, watching the fringe of her dress fly, and enjoying the way the strands flared out. 

“You look absolutely fabulous, my lady,” Beatrice said. “As though you were a jazzy Christmas angel come to dance with the mortals.” 

“Let’s hope the gents feel the same way, eh?” Violet laughed but Beatrice took Vi seriously.

“Oh, my lady,” Beatrice said, “they will!” 

Violet laughed. “You’re a perfect lamb, my darling.”

Beatrice grinned and Violet asked, “Did Giles and Jack’s man head out for the orphans?”

“Yes, my lady. They talked to the woman who cares for the children about what they needed, made a list, and are leaving to get everything on the early train. Mr. Inkwell is helping by ordering up the Christmas dinner for the little ones. They’ll have a good meal that day, at least.” 

Violet paused and then said, “I believe we should see about making that every day, darling. Would you work with Inkwell and the housekeeper to see what is necessary? I want to ensure that it’s not just money we’re sending but the needs actually being met. Maybe they can refer you to someone who would be trustworthy? Would you do that? I can take care of myself tomorrow if you can see about who might be a good person to manage a regular donation. Or inquire whether the donations really go to the children?”

Beatrice nodded quickly and Violet said, “You really are the most delightful lamb.” 

The clock rang out and Violet gasped. “I’m late!” 

“I believe they’ll wait for you, my lady.”

Violet hurried anyway, grabbing her lipstick and mirror and tossing them into her handbag. “Don’t wait up, darling.” 

Beatrice nodded and then went to Violet’s vanity to arrange the makeup. Vi was sure that her maid would have everything ready for when Vi returned home and probably all she’d need for tomorrow as well since Beatrice had alternate tasks.

She found her brother in the parlor and he said, “Violet…”

The way his voice trailed off warned her that he had something on his mind. His cheeks flushed just enough to tell Violet it was about a woman. The fact that she’d met all the possibilities told her which one it was. “Someone has succumbed to the finer feelings. Just after buying a house. I believe these finer feelings engaged the moment you had a home in the country, someplace for the…what did you call it? Some place for the little nippers to run about with fishing poles.”

Victor growled at her. “You are the worst of twins.” 

“Am I? Lila spoke to Kate’s mother today about bringing her with us to the Amalfi Coast for a few weeks when we brought Kate home. I believe that Lila’s aunt was led to believe that we’re serious-minded. It was our interference, it seems, that brought the wayward Denny home for the holidays. Family, it seems, and responsibility are the tenets by which we lead our lives. Followed by study and seriousness. Careful, business-minded generosity. It helps that Kate mentioned you seeing to the orphans when you’d heard of their plight.”

Victor weakly asked, “And when the mother meets us?” 

“Perhaps don’t use quite so much slang, darling one. And haul out the scriptures we learned in Sunday school. Consider, with Kate’s mother, on the merits of vigorous exercise and public-minded good works.”

“Kate acts as though I’m a poorly-behaved puppy. Why is she misleading her mother?” 

“She wants to travel,” Violet said. “Now to show Kate there is more to you than smoking and cocktails.” 

“Oh,” Victor sighed, “I’m not sure I’m one for treatises on morality. What does she expect from me? Perhaps I shall just be infatuated from a distance and eventually hear of her marrying some righteous cove.” 

Violet cocked her head at her brother and realized that his infatuation was growing into a near-obsession. “You have to watch out for the clever ones.”

Victor nodded. “Clever women ruin you for others. You realize you’ll never be bored. Add in that she’s lovely. Just perfect, and…I was a goner before I knew I was in danger.” 

Violet laughed. Kate was pretty enough. She wasn’t truly beautiful like Isolde, but neither was Violet. It seemed that a clever turn of phrase and good enough looks was all that was necessary for men like Jack and Victor.

Lila strolled into the great hall with a grin. Her dress was black-beaded with a drop waist and fringe. She wore a headpiece that had a jaunty feather above one ear, and a long strand of beads. 

“You look fab, darling one!” Violet crossed to Lila and held out her hands. The greeting was over the top even for Vi, but she was giving Victor a chance to smooth out his expression into that of amiable spaniel. If things continued, no doubt, Victor’s dog, Gin, and he would have similar wide, pleading gazes to ensnare the love of the unwary. Would that work, Violet wondered, on Kate?

The drive to the ballroom where the party was being held was truly alarming. The snow had melted some, but it was slippery on the roads. 

“Let’s not die,” Violet said after they slid sideways for the third time. “Please. I have plans for my holidays that includes fun, not the next life.” 

“What are we planning?” Victor asked, taking her hand. She had her fingers tangled with Jack’s on one side, Victor’s on the other, while Denny drove the car slowly. 

“Roller-skates!” Violet announced. “I sent Beatrice out for them when I heard Denny and Lila had a ballroom.”

Lila glanced back, mouth agape. “You clever girl. Did you get enough?” 

“My house has a ballroom,” Victor declared. “I think. I’m not quite sure.” 

“I got some for you too,” Violet said, pressing her face into Jack’s shoulder and squeezing her eyes closed when they slid again. “I knew you’d say that.” 

“Clever girl, indeed,” Victor said. “Look, we’re here. Denny, old lad, we’d better let Violet and Lila out at the doors. Their shoes are not meant for slush and mud.” 

“I’m sure they’ll have someone parking cars,” Denny said. He turned off the motor while Jack stepped out and handed Violet out after him. She was followed by Victor, who took one look at the sidewalk, put an arm around his sister’s waist and lifted her a few inches from the ground. He carried her to the entrance with her laughter ringing out to their party. Denny followed suit with Lila.

Near the coatroom, Violet grinned at Jack and winked at Victor as she opened her coat. It wasn’t a teasing move, but she knew her dress would be arresting. They both paused and Jack said, “By Jove, Violet! You can only dance with me, Victor, or Denny. Anyone else might kidnap you, thinking they found Artemis, herself, dancing among mankind.” 

“You do look amazing.” Lila’s gaze darted to Jack, and she lifted her brows up and down. He didn’t notice since his gaze was fixed on Violet, who spun, laughing, while she let her fringe fly. 

“It does get hot at these parties.” She grinned when Victor snorted. Their merriness was broken by a female shout. 

“Stop it, Robert! I don’t care what you imagined. It’s not going to happen.” Whatever reply he made, it was too low for the rest of them to hear, but the woman said, “No! I said no, and I mean it. Leave me be. I can’t believe…” 

A moment later, the sound of heels clicking against the aged wood floors of the public ballroom ended with Harriet, whose face was flushed with anger. Her face smoothed a moment later and she said, “Hullo, there! Have you come to see me sing? I have been running scales and drinking hot tea to prepare for my jazzy versions of Jingle Bells and Deck the Halls. Are you ready?” She glanced around, took in Violet, and said, “Oh Violet! You do look lovely!” 

“Thank you, darling,” Violet replied. “I love your Santa Claus-inspired dress. The white fur, the red silk—perfection.” 

Harriet grinned happily, winked at them all, and said, “I must be off. The show can’t start without me!” 

Jack tucked Violet’s hand through his while Lila glanced at Victor and said, “Let’s find you Kate before Martha finds you first. It’ll be harder to shake Martha once she’s got her claws in.” 

Victor winced and Lila laughed. “Ah, the sweet burdens of being a swell, handsome cove.” 




Chapter 8

 

Harriet’s voice rolled out like a deep, low hum from the stage. A moment later she started singing and Violet paused in Jack’s hands, turning to stare. Jack’s hand stayed steady on her. His palm passed over her back, her side, and when she stopped, the heat of it was against her stomach. She shivered and stepped back into his heat, letting him surround her. She had liked the feeling of his largeness from the first time he’d towered over her, but this way…this way was something that hinted at more. She loved it. 

Violet shivered again as Harriet’s voice took her breath away. “She’s amazing.” 

Jack mmm’d in acknowledgement, his hand pressing just a little harder into her stomach, holding her against him. They were in a crowd on the darkened dance floor, but it felt almost as though they were alone. 

Jack’s hand left her stomach and trailed down her arm, twining their fingers together. Violet snapped out of the other world she had been in and glanced around. Several men were watching Harriet sing from near the base of the stage as though they were seeing something more than the girl in the red and white dress pour her heart into the microphone. Among those men were Robert and Donald. Were the other two the thrown-over lovers or had they not come to see Harriet sing?

The room was simple enough. A large rectangle with space for people to gather. There was a makeshift stage near the center of the room with the band already set up on it. The chandeliers overhead were dimmed enough to provide a shadowy room to dance and flirt in. One end of the hall held a bar where several men were making drinks and selling them. There was also a dining room where you could buy dinner or nibbles if you wanted to partake. Tables were set up at the back of the room with pitchers of water and the little edibles that were included with the price of the ticket. 

Violet glanced up at Jack and found he had been looking at her rather than Harriet. Vi smiled at him and then directed his gaze to the men who were staring up at Harriet. She seemed to have a good half-dozen lovers, but maybe it was just the music that entranced them? Jack moved her back off of the dance floor to listen to the music and fresh their throats with a Gin & Tonic. It had been dressed up with a splash of something red and held a sprig of mint. Violet munched a piece of ice. They finished their drinks and listened to the music. Once they were done, Vi followed Jack back to the dance floor. She wasn’t sure how long they danced for, but when they stopped for another drink Harriet had left the stage, their friends were lost in the darkness and smoke, and Violet—despite her scrap of a dress—was sweating. 

“Did you want to get some fresh air?” Jack asked as he leaned down to her. She shivered at the feel of his lips against her ear and nodded. He led them past the bar where they found another red drink—this one floating with some sort of red berry—and then out to a covered patio. 

The scent of smoke in the air said that someone had been here already, but they had come and gone. There was, however, a bench that was dry under the overhang and Jack pulled Violet to it. They shivered in the cold outside—the difference was drastic—and Jack put his evening jacket around Violet’s bared shoulders. 

She sipped her drink, winced at the sour flavor, and then said, “I feel like I’ve escaped more than just the city. I…I’ve been so glum. Since we got on the train to come here, I’ve been startled by how much better I feel.” 

Jack watched her carefully by the light of the party pouring out through the windows. “I have been feeling a change. To be honest, I thought I had lost you.” 

She started.

“I had decided that if things were still different between us, I was going to let you go and try to move on from you.”

She froze. She hadn’t expected him to be so open. Things had, however, been different between them since she’d left with Isolde. Their burgeoning romance had stuttered to a terrible halt when Violet left for too long and then Jack found her with the man who had proposed and clearly loved her. 

Since returning to London, even though Tomas, the man in question, had traveled onto Monaco, they’d barely seen each other. Jack had worked several cases. His absences had been interspersed with awkward dinners or dancing with friends where she’d felt that she was more obligation than desired partner. That had all gone away since coming here though.

“I have been glum,” she admitted. “The holidays coming and not having Aunt Agatha this time…it’s been hard. Harder than I thought it would be. It caught me unaware, to be honest.” 

Jack tucked a hair that had escaped her snowflake bobby pins. “I have decided to stop letting cases get in the way of what I want.”

Her heart was in her throat as she asked, “And what do you want?” Her gaze was fixed on his and the way he looked at her—she’d never felt that intensity before.

His simple answer stole her breath. “You. Do you think you could see your way to letting me into your life? Perhaps exclusively to other gentlemen?” 

It wasn’t a proposal—and honestly, she wouldn’t have been comfortable saying yes to one at that moment. Not after the last few months of distance between them, but it was—in fact—just what she wanted. 

“I could do that,” she said, biting her lip. She could feel herself trembling and wasn’t sure if it was the cold or the shock of his honesty.

He leaned towards her. This was going to be it. And before she could analyze what was happening too much, he pressed his lips lightly against hers. It was a simple kiss, but he stole her mind away with it. With the heat of him, with the exchange of their breath, with the way his body blocked hers from the wind—from the world. He took her wits and with them, he might have taken her heart and stolen his way into her dreams. She could barely think as he pressed closer. Instead, she simply opened her mouth to him.

A moment, an age, she wasn’t sure how long, but it passed and with it, she leaned back to catch her breath.

Jack’s sharp gaze crossed her face. She wondered what he saw with that too-clever gaze. Whatever it was, he cupped her chin, turning her up to him and leaned slowly in. Violet leaned towards him, ready to feel his nearness and heat again when an unholy shriek broke the moment. The band came to a horrible crashing end, and they stared at each other before turning to the window.

Vi gasped and Jack tucked her close as though he could save her from whatever had happened. Shouts broke through the shocked silence and someone screamed, “Send for the police. A doctor! Is anyone a doctor here?” 

Jack closed his eyes for a moment. He cursed, letting his hand drop away from her face. He stood, pulled her to her feet, and pulled her behind him. 

“I want you with me or Victor until we know what is wrong.”

She wasn’t prepared for him to take over protecting her quite so quickly. She blinked dazedly as he led her back into the party. They followed the sound of screaming, Jack pushing through the crowd when there were too many bodies until they reached a back hallway. It was the sort of sterile, useful hallway used by servants. Which explained why they could see several uniformed men standing next to a serving girl who was crying into a handkerchief. There, in a closet, was whatever made the serving girl weep.

One servant was preventing anyone from coming down the hallway, but Jack spoke to him quickly and pulled Violet after him as he stepped forward to see what the trouble was.

“Did anyone send for a doctor?” the girl asked. “Is someone coming to help?” 

“It’s too late, Jenny,” the tallest of the serving men said. “It’s too late for her.” 

Jack pressed Violet’s hand, and she understood his silent order to stay back. He stepped forward, saying, “I work for Scotland Yard.” 

He looked into the closet, his jaw flexed, and Violet was sure that whatever he saw—it wasn’t good. 

He stepped back out. “Someone send for the local constabulary!” 

One of the servants nodded and then added, “Nathan Jones went. He’s the fastest of us, and his cousin is one of the bobbies.”

Jack nodded. “We’ll need a doctor as well to make the official call.” 

“What do we do?” The other serving man asked.

“The police will be here soon. They’ll need to take the names of whoever is here with their addresses. You just keep them from leaving,” Jack commanded. “Sort out those who might have been around the girl. The band, her family, friends. The police will want to speak to them as quickly as possible. Keep the servants here. Did you find her?” The last question was for the servant girl.

She nodded into the handkerchief, wailed, and then said, “There…there…someone got sick on the floor. I needed to mop it up. I…she…I…” 

Jack nodded, pressed her shoulder and said, “There now. It’s all right. Why don’t you take a seat and wait for the policeman to talk to you?” 

She nodded, still crying into her hands as Jack turned to Violet. His face was blank and solemn as he said, “It’s Harriet, Vi.” 

Violet had guessed when he’d mentioned the band but hoped it wasn’t true. She took a step back, her whole body screaming no while she didn’t make a sound. It couldn’t be her. She had the voice of an angel. She’d been laughing in the parlor just the other day. Her cheeks had been so lovely from the cold after the sleigh ride. Violet had liked Harriet. She shook her head, but Jack didn’t take back what he’d said. 

“No,” she told him. It wasn’t true. It wasn’t. 

He nodded and she bit her lip. He didn’t need her to fall apart. Harriet needed him at his best. That was all that was left for Violet to do for Harriet. She took the crying servant girl to the chairs at the end of the hallway. They had to pass by the closet to reach that spot and Jack stepped in front of the doorway, blocking her view, but Violet didn’t turn to see Harriet. Vi didn’t want that in her mind. Her hand was shaking as she took the serving girl’s hand and pulled the girl into a chair.

“Oh, Miss,” she said, sniffling. “Oh, Miss! It was horrible!” 

Violet took a slow breath in as she carefully replied, “Please don’t tell me about it. I…I’ve seen a dead body before, and I don’t want to add to the burden.” 

The girl nodded, sniffling until Victor came running around the corner. “Vi! By Jove, Vi! I couldn’t find you. There was screaming and they were saying a girl was dead. By…bloody hell, bloody, bloody hell.” He stopped swallowed and repeated, “I couldn’t find you.” He was followed by Kate, Denny, and Lila. “They said we had to come. That it was one of our party, and you weren’t there.” 

He hauled Vi out of her chair and clutched her. “You are not allowed to die first. Or to be taken early at all. My God, Vi…” Victor collapsed into the chair looking up at her dazedly and then he slowly asked, “Who was it?” 

“It’s Harriet,” Violet said softly. “Harriet is dead.” 

“Strangled,” the serving girl said, with another wail. “Strangled good and dead. Horrible. It’s horrible.” 

Violet shuddered, as did Kate. Lila turned and pressed her face into Denny’s chest. The only sound Lila made was a soft, “Oh!” 

Harriet belonged to Lila’s side of the family while Kate belonged to Denny’s. For Kate, she wasn’t personally losing. For Lila—it would be far more difficult. 

“We should have…” Lila started and then paused as if she realized there was nothing that could have been done. It wasn’t as though they’d abandoned Harriet to her fate or left her to monsters. They hadn’t behaved poorly with Harriet. “Where is my sister? Denny? Denny, would you find her?”

He nodded and pushed Lila into Violet’s arms. Victor rose shakily and went to find more chairs. He’d just seated all the women when the first of the policemen arrived.

“What’s this now?” the constable demanded. He was younger than Violet expected, with clever eyes, a plaid suit, and a large belly. “What’s this about a murder? That can’t be right, can it?”

Jack stepped away from the wall where he had been taking notes and talking to members of the band. “I’m…”

He paused and the two men stared at each other. 

“Captain?” The round policeman breathed.

“Pomeroy!” Jack said, striding forward to shake his hand vigorously. “My friend! I’m afraid I intruded on your patch, old man. I fear I was here and couldn’t quite help myself.” 

“Oh that’s all right,” the man said. He grinned widely, glanced into the closet, and then turned pale. “By Jove, Captain!” He pressed a hand to his chest for a moment and then shook his head. “To be honest, I’d have been calling for help anyway. You work with the Yard, don’t you?” 

Jack nodded once and then the policeman, Pomeroy, said, “Well, I’ll get it all sorted out and we’ll use you, if we can.” 

It was amazing to see how other people saw Jack, Violet thought. For her family, he was reaching a bit given her wealth and the fact that her father was an earl. To these men, however, he was eminently capable. She was the lucky one in their eyes. Or she would have been if they knew of their growing feelings.

This Pomeroy was relieved to see Jack. Surely, whatever his rank, this man was a good policeman? It was natural, however, for him to hand the burden of Harriet’s…oh goodness, Harriet’s murder over to Jack. 

Violet bit her lip and a tear welled. She couldn’t help but think of that haunting voice. Harriet’s voice had been so beautiful, so startling, she had pulled Violet to a stop. She had been so vital that man after man had fallen in love with her. Despite, it seemed, her allure for more than one person and her inability to stick to just one man. Was that what had killed her? 

Why would anyone kill her? She couldn’t have been wrapped up in anything truly evil, could she? Violet wanted to shriek, but instead, she reached over and took Kate’s hand and then Lila’s. The three of them watched as Pomeroy and Jack conferred and then Kate said, “I suppose I didn’t realize that your Jack was quite so…officially reliable.” 

Violet didn’t reply to that. She was trying to figure out why someone would murder Harriet. She hadn’t been a saint, but she had been lovely, fun, talented, and beloved of her family. Who would kill a girl like that? It had to be one of the lovers, Violet knew. Of course, it was. Harriet had just broken off an engagement with two different men. A good half-dozen had been staring up at her with stars in their eyes. It must be one of them.




Chapter 9

 

The policemen moved through the members of the band while the doctor came and examined Harriet. Their little group had been kept at the end of the hallway while others were brought to stand near them by one of the uniformed policemen. 

It took a while, but Denny eventually returned with Martha while they waited. It wasn’t until they returned that Violet realized it had taken far too long for Denny to find Martha. Given the rage on Denny—Denny’s—face, Violet guessed that wherever he’d found Martha, it was the kind of story that you wouldn’t want to tell your Mama. 

Finally, Lila rose and crossed to Jack. He stepped in front of the door before Lila could see her cousin and said, “We’re not quite ready for you, Lila.” 

“But,” she said, sniffling a little, “you’ve been letting some people go?” 

Jack nodded and then added, “Lila, it isn’t…”

“Jack,” she cut in, “you’re letting people leave. It’s going to get back to her parents before someone else tells them. We have to tell them first. Please.” 

Jack glanced at Pomeroy, who nodded and said, “She’s right. I’ll take her to her aunt and uncle and then her parents.”

Lila glanced at Denny. “May we take my sister as well?”

It was Denny who answered. “They need to talk to Martha, love. She wasn’t with any of us.” His jaw clenched. “Kate was with Victor. Perhaps she could go with you and I’ll stay with Martha.” 

The way he said it made it clear that Martha couldn’t be left unaccompanied. Violet’s gaze widened and she saw Jack’s sharpen with interest. Martha, it seemed, was utterly shocked that Denny had insinuated she had been up to something.

“Denny!” 

He turned on her like an enraged tiger. “If you think I’ll cover up your…your…indiscretions, you’re wrong! Harriet is dead, you fool. You aren’t going to keep secrets to make finding the killer harder.” 

Her eyes welled with tears and she whispered, “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“The side of a foolish, stupid, mean, spoilt little girl playacting at being grownup? I think not. Harriet is dead, Martha. She’s dead. Someone choked the life from her—from a girl you’ve known since you were born.”

Martha stepped back and then turned on Denny. “She was horrible. She was mean and loose and unkind to me. I won’t play at being sorry she’s gone. She got what—” Her audience finally occurred to her and her mouth dropped open. She looked around at the group. “Oh! Oh!” A moment later, she threw herself at Victor and whimpered, “Did you see how he…he…entrapped me? Now they’ll think it was me who hurt Harriet.” 

Victor stared down at the top of Martha’s head with a look of utter horror. He glanced at Violet who stood, took Martha by the arm and pulled her off. The girl gasped and turned on Violet and cried, “Oh you all hate me!” 

“Mmm,” Kate said, biting her lip.

“And you!” Martha spun. She seemed to have lost all sense of decorum, let alone sense. Or maybe she’d always been without both virtues, but she certainly lost whatever ability she had to disguise herself as an upstanding young woman. “You…you…stole Victor from me. I was there first. I am more beautiful than you, but he must have just felt sorry for the poor, sad wallflower.” 

“Ah,” Violet said and then bit her lip to hold back her reaction. This was not the time or place for it. Lila slowly turned, her mouth dropped open, and her face turned brilliantly red with shame. 

Victor replied before any of the others could. “You seem to be mistaken, Miss Moore. I am pursuing Kate Lancaster because she is too clever by half, witty in all the best ways, and beautiful beyond imagining. I have little interest in schoolgirls.” 

Martha gasped, but before she could spew more of her venom, sweet Lila slapped her. “Enough! You will sit down and be quiet. You will remain quiet, or so help me, I will see you sent to Cousin Millicent in Scotland for the next five years!” 

Martha’s mouth snapped shut. Woebegone tears rolled down her face, but when Lila walked her sister to a chair and pushed her down, the girl sat. “Violet is my closest friend, and she will tell me if you disobey me. I will tell Aunt and Uncle about their child. You will answer the policeman, and you will answer them honestly because if I find out that you lied to them, I will see your fate is cemented into the back of beyond where they’ve never heard of cocktails, dancing, or jazz. You’ll be reading verses from the Bible to our elderly cousin and going to bed before dark until you wither away and die.” 

Lila stared down Martha until the girl crossed her hands in her lap, nodded once, and turned her gaze downward. It was only then that Lila stepped away. Denny took her in his arms and said, “I am sorry I cannot go with you. Kate will take care of you, love.” 

Lila shot her husband an exasperated glance. “I have little need of someone taking care of me. Pomeroy will get me to my aunt’s safely, and I’ll hold her hand while she cries. Kate, you tell my parents and have Mama come take care of Aunt Minerva. She’ll need Mama.”

Kate nodded. “We’ll see you to your aunt and then I’m sure Mr. Pomeroy will bring me to your parents and see us back?” 

Pomeroy nodded.

Denny handed him his keys. “Take my auto, Pomeroy. If you need it, the rest of us can call up the house and have one of the servants come for us in the other auto.” 

Pomeroy nodded and admitted, “I’ve just got a bicycle.” 

The policeman left with Kate and Lila and the rest of them glanced down at Martha, who was sniffling into her hands until Victor sighed, pulling out a handkerchief. Before he could hand it over, Violet took it and gave it to Martha herself. 

The girl looked up, saw Violet, and stared back down at her hands. She sniffled a little more, glanced at Victor out of the corner of her eye. At his cold expression, she turned back to her hands. 

Jack looked at Denny and waved him over. Violet decided she wasn’t going to miss out on this unless Jack sent her away. Instead, she grabbed Victor’s hand and they followed.

Jack glanced at the twins, his expression recognized exactly what Violet had done, but he didn’t make her go back to the chairs. 

Instead he asked, “Where did you find Martha?” 

“In a dark corner of an empty room. The same room the ladies’ book club uses. They were…well…I might have been a few minutes before things proceeded to an entirely next level.” 

Violet jumped a little, imagining it. 

“Who was she with?” 

“Henry Wickham! That was one who Harriet had been engaged to.”

Victor shifted. “The uncle or the nephew?” 

Denny sighed. “The uncle. He must be forty. She’s seventeen. She just barely left school.”

Jack looked over Violet’s shoulder where the girl was. “What a cad!”

The men all seemed a little startled at Violet and she scowled at them. “Should she have been with him in that room? No. But she’s a child, and he’s an adult. Well into his adulthood. Her choices were stupid. His were unconscionable.” 

Victor flushed, cleared his throat and then nodded. “You are right. I’m sorry.” 

“The question isn’t whether he’s a cad. It’s whether he flicked his finger to gather up Martha after he murdered Harriet. What if he hurt Harriet and then used Martha as an alibi?”

“She’s just a kid,” Victor added. 

Violet nodded and finished his thought, “A stupid kid who needed to have someone look after her better. Us. We’ve failed her. We let her run off and dance and thought she wouldn’t be stupid. We weren’t just wrong, we were neglectful.” 

Violet tucked her hand into the crook of Victor’s elbow. 

Denny winced and glanced back at his sister-in-law. They all shuddered. Martha had been horrible to Harriet for their entire visit. Was Violet’s assumption that one of Harriet’s lovers was the killer wrong? Perhaps the killer was Martha? She did have a hateful streak.

Violet shook her head. “Harriet had so many beaux. They all have to have been suspects. The men and the women who might have been thrown over when Harriet fluttered her lashes their way. Possibly including Martha.” 

“You don’t think, really?” Denny didn’t finish the thought, and Violet was sure he was worried more about his wife than the brat, Martha.

“I think women are capable of more than we’re given credit for. Both for the good and the bad,” Violet said, but she hoped she was misguided when it came to Martha.

“We need to have Harriet’s body taken away,” Jack said. “We need to finish making a list of who was where when Harriet’s body had been found. This hall and this closet were used often over the course of the evening. There couldn’t have been much time between Harriet’s murder and the discovery of her body.”

One of the police assistants nodded and then said, “We can figure out who was where when the screams started, but if the killer left right after the murder—they aren’t on our list.” 

“Have your men track everyone down to say where they were when the screams started and how many people they can remember seeing over the course of the day. This is going to be a case where we look at who might have had a motive to kill Harriet and whether they could have done so. Hopefully, they left behind some evidence to cement it all together.”

Violet shuddered and to her shock, Jack took her hand and squeezed. It wasn’t an overt act of affection—nothing that would make those around them uncomfortable—but she didn’t feel alone. Not in the desire to avenge Harriet, to discover the killer, or to see justice enacted. Jack was on the case, and he wasn’t pushing her out of the investigation.




Chapter 10

 

By the time they returned to Lila and Denny’s house, Violet had fallen asleep on Victor’s shoulder. Jack drove them back, walked them inside, and then went to find his man. Whatever the man would be doing, it was going to leave Giles to take care of the orphans alone. Violet considered and then asked Inkwell, “Do you have someone who can help Giles tomorrow since Mr. Thorpe will be engaged with assisting Jack and the police inquiry?” 

Inkwell nodded. “We’ll see it done, my lady. Is…is Miss Harriet really gone?”

Violet nodded once and saw Inkwell take in the confirmation with concern and grief. He glanced beyond to Denny, who was walking his wife up the stairs. They’d delivered Martha home, picked up Lila, and left. Lila was pale with red, swollen eyes, and a shaky step. 

“The missus will need us to see to things,” Violet said, “so she doesn’t have to.” 

Inkwell nodded again. “All will go smoothly, my lady.”

“See to it that Mr. Wakefield has whatever he needs as well please. He’s been requested to assist with the investigation.” 

Mr. Inkwell took the comment in stride. He’d either heard of Jack Wakefield, the sometime Scotland Yard man, or he was just so well trained that finding out that Jack worked with the police—something irregular indeed—it wasn’t enough to throw Inkwell off his stride. 

“I’ll see to it, my lady.” 

Violet walked up the stairs and found that her things were prepared for bed just as she’d guessed. Rouge barked when Violet entered but didn’t get up. The blankets were pulled back on the bed. Her eye mask lay on her pillow. Violet’s nightgown and kimono were laying over a nearby chair.

“Ya lazy thing,” Violet said to Rouge, scratching her ears. Violet turned to her vanity and took off her jewelry. She put the pearls into their case as well as her gold and diamond choker. The rest of the jewelry she set just inside the box before locking it and then placing the box inside of a drawer that was also locked. 

She put her shoes away and sat, slowly stripping off her silk stockings. Violet lifted one foot onto the opposite leg and rubbed her foot. Even before they’d stood in the hallway outside the closet where poor Harriet had been thrown aside, Violet’s feet had been hurting. They’d reached their limit from dancing, having gone from fine, to painful, to numb. Rubbing the feeling back was an exercise in madness and torture. 

It was too late to bathe, but Violet was so tense she decided to anyway. She drew herself the hottest bath she could stand, adding in salts as well as oils. She wanted to think about who might have killed Harriet, but instead, she kept re-seeing the image of Lila turning into Denny’s chest and re-hearing that quiet, Oh!

The recollection left Violet shivering despite how hot the bath was. She dunked herself under the water, holding her breath for as long as possible and then rising enough to let only her nose leave the water. Violet was able to stretch out in the oversized tub with her legs only slightly bent. She stayed in the water, hoping her mind would clear, but she couldn’t gather her thoughts.

It was only when she left the bath and started to rub cream into her skin and face that she remembered what had happened before Harriet had been killed. That shift between her and Jack had finally occurred and it had slipped her mind. She hadn’t been able to relish the change. Their kiss should have ended with more dancing, his hands on her waist and then their first Christmas together. Especially since the last holiday had ended with Violet on a ship to the Amalfi Coast and Jack taking his father home with a broken arm.

Their growing relationship should have changed how she felt about the holidays now, but those feelings had been stolen away from her. Would their every holiday end with a murder? She shivered and took her journal with her to bed. She was too tired to write in it, so she ended up opening it, thinking she needed to work out who might have killed Harriet. Before Violet could even find the last page and think about taking notes, she fell asleep. 

Sometime in the night, she woke whimpering and found Rouge had jumped onto her bed and was licking her face. Vi tucked the dog into her body, wrapping herself around the little thing, and slipped back into sleep before she could fully wake up. She woke again when Beatrice called Rouge from the room and then fell back asleep before Rouge was returned. 

When Violet fully awoke, it was the feel of light on her face that woke her and the pain of the journal digging into her side. She’d forgotten to put on her eye mask or put her journal away. Vi moaned, squinting her eyes closed at the light. Her head was pounding. She hadn’t had too much to drink, but she hadn’t had enough sleep. Her body was achy enough to tell her that what sleep she’d been able to attain had been restless. 

Violet pushed herself up and slowly dressed. She didn’t feel like wearing makeup, so she left her face bare. It took her a few minutes to decide what to wear and even then she ended up choosing the first dress in the armoire. It was grey and white with a dropped waist and a pleated skirt. Violet pulled on a set of grey wool stockings and then put on her most comfortable shoes. 

She grabbed her journal and walked down to the breakfast room. When she got there, Victor had already arrived, but Lila and Denny had not come in. 

“Jack?” Violet asked.

“Inkwell said he was up and gone at dawn.” 

Violet shuddered and then made herself a cup of dark coffee. She liked the dark, bitter coffee, but she decided upon a good amount of cream and sugar after such a bitter night. Perhaps an indulgent coffee would somehow make her feel better.

Victor watched Violet return to the table without food and rose. He filled a plate with her favorite things, handed her a fork, and said, “You will be eating.”

She glanced his way, taking in his concern. “At some point, we’re going to have a holiday where we go to a party, put up a tree on Christmas Eve, put out the putz village complete with a train and little autos, and then we are going to have a feast where we sleep it off by the fire.”

“Well, that’s just boring, darling.”

“I would very much like a little bit of boring right now.”

“Eat,” he ordered, watching her until she took a mouthful of eggs. When he looked away, she dropped her toast and sipped her coffee. 

He harassed her through breakfast until she finally shoved her plate away and said, “Leave me be!” 

He leaned back, examined her, her plate, and then crossed his legs as though he hadn’t been watching her every bite like a worried grandmother.

Violet examined him in turn. “You really do have feelings for Kate.” 

He cleared his throat, shifting. “Ahh.” 

Violet didn’t need to say anything else, so she just asked, “Did you write to Gerald and Isolde?” 

He nodded. “I did. Thank you for asking, little Mother. Did you write to Father and Lady Eleanor?” She scowled at him and he smirked, “I did.” 

“Well, aren’t you the best of children?” 

Before he could tell her that he was, the breakfast room door opened and Jack and Pomeroy arrived. They examined the twins and looked about—probably for Lila and Denny.

“Come and eat,” Violet suggested. “Surely, you’re ready for a break and something to keep you going? The coffee is wonderful, but there’s tea as well.”

“I…” Pomeroy blushed and then said, “I don’t mind if I do.” 

“Lila and Denny haven’t come down yet,” she said as Jack and Pomeroy both loaded up plates with a large pile of eggs, toast, and bacon. 

“We can get started without them,” Jack said over a bite of eggs and toast. “It seems that Harriet and Lila were quite close as children. We’ve heard it again and again. Only Lila went away to college and married Denny and didn’t come back home very often, and Harriet has been here the whole time.”

“She didn’t strike me as a girl who would stick around a small town like this,” Violet said. 

“Like Kate, Harriet lost her love in the war. She took care of his mother while she was ill. The woman passed away about a year ago. Since then Harriet has been wild.” Pomeroy sighed and said, “I think she’d have been a different girl if her love had made it through. He didn’t last more than a few weeks in the trenches. It was like the life had been sucked right out of both Harriet and his mother. The war was over within a few weeks after that. Poor kid. He was just old enough to die before it ended.” 

Violet winced. Victor had just missed the war because he’d broken his arm and collarbone. By the time he’d healed up enough to be sent out, it was over. Moments like these made Violet utterly aware of how lucky she’d been to keep her twin. Jack, on the other hand, had served in the war and ended up working with the military police. It was those very skills that had him working for Scotland Yard even though he didn’t need the money. 

The table fell silent at Harriet’s tragedy and then Violet admitted, “I wouldn’t have expected that of her. Taking care of her love’s mother. Harriet was so lively. Sitting by the bedside and caring for the sick? I feel even worse about her death now.”

“Murder like this?” Jack shook his head. “It’s always a tragedy.” 

 Violet nodded, feeling even worse. When Danvers died, Violet had felt as though his death had been deserved. Not right—but he’d brought it on himself. He’d ruined lives. When Bettina Marino had been murdered, it had been terrible, but Bettina had played with hearts and fortunes. Her death had seemed the terrible effect to the causes of her own making. Violet hadn’t seen much to redeem Bettina even though Vi regretted her death. 

But Harriet, her loss brought back the loss of the first murder Violet had experienced. Aunt Agatha, the woman who had raised and loved the twins. Violet bit her lip, facing the memory of it again. That hollow in her center was back and the dark pain of loss and anger returned. Violet swallowed thickly, taking a sip of her coffee so she didn’t have to say anything.

 She was sure that Victor and… She glanced up and saw Jack’s penetrating gaze fixed on her face. He knew she was fighting her loss. Victor’s eyes shone with a similar pain. She leaned into him and they turned to the Pomeroy. 

“I was with Jack the whole evening,” Violet said. “Victor, were you with Kate?” 

“Neither of you are suspects,” Pomeroy said. “To be honest, whoever killed Miss Harriet Moore hated her. It was a vicious killing.” 

Violet shuddered at that and set her coffee cup down carefully before she ended up spilling it over the table with her shaking hands. As she folded her hands in her lap, the door of the breakfast room opened and Lila and Denny entered. 

Lila looked as though she had cried all night. The bags under Denny’s eyes said he’d held her throughout the night while she did. Violet rose and hugged her friend tightly. Lila shuddered into Violet’s arms and then said, “I’m so sorry this happened. I…you were doing so well. And now…I…I’m sorry. I’m just sorry.”

Violet rubbed Lila’s back and whispered, “You stop it. You stop it right now, my love. You didn’t do this. You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s all right.”

It took a few minutes for Lila to settle back down and when the two women looked over, each of the men were carefully looking away, entirely uncomfortable.

Violet glanced at Lila, whose lips twitched. A second later, Violet’s giggle escaped her and all of the gentlemen stared at the laughing Violet as though she had gone mad. Lila’s laughter joined in and the men floundered, looking at each other as though silently fighting over who would deal with the suddenly crazy women.




Chapter 11

 

“Oh,” Lila said finally. “These poor helpless lads. They are trying so hard to be stoic and solemn.” 

“While you cry and make them uncomfortable.”

“Let alone,” Lila said, giggling, “the terror of the merry Violet descending into the doldrums again. Look at poor Victor and Jack watching you so carefully while praying you don’t start weeping too.”

Violet laughed and squeezed Lila’s hand. The two of them sat down, side-by-side, facing the row of men who were looking amongst themselves as if trying to find someone who spoke female. 

“Poor Victor. He does so well normally,” Violet added and Victor winked at her. He, of them all, was back to being comfortable the quickest. He didn’t take Lila’s tears as personally as Denny, and Violet’s laughter gave Victor the relief he needed to know that his twin would be all right. 

“Do we know who killed her yet?” Lila asked suddenly. 

Jack shook his head. “You were with Denny the whole night, I understand.”

She nodded. “We were together. Listening to…Harriet.” Lila choked the name out. “Dancing. We had a few drinks and a few nibbles. Even when I took Martha aside and told her to tone down her flirting with Victor, Denny was looking on.” 

Victor shifted and Violet glanced at him. His cheeks were red as he sipped his coffee to disguise his reaction.

“What about Martha? Where was she?” 

“I’ve been trying to track that out,” Jack admitted. “I spent quite a while with her today and the only reason your father let me talk to her was because I was staying here with you. If it had been Pomeroy alone, well, it wouldn’t have happened.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Lila said firmly. “Papa is not going to obstruct the finding of Harriet’s killer. She deserves better from my family, and she will get it.”

Jack smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling for a moment. “Your mother said something very similar and told your father to go take a walk. She was the one who pinned down Martha’s movements, scolded her thoroughly for being fast. Just from the dancing. Martha lied about when she’d been with Mr. Henry Wickham, but we both knew what had happened so I let it go for now.” 

Lila took in a deep breath. “Yes. Well. The less said about that, the better. Outside the timing of it all, I’m sure my sister did not kill Harriet. I won’t pretend that Martha isn’t a fast, determined, brash child, but she’d no more strangle Harriet than she would have drowned a bag of kittens. She just isn’t like that.” 

Pomeroy asked, “You haven’t really been home much lately though, am I correct?” 

Violet winced for Lila, but her friend simply said, “I realize that I am not as close to Martha as I might wish to confirm what I’ve said, but I know my sister. I have little doubt that you both will discover the truth and it won’t have been Martha who hurt Harriet. Beyond that—Harriet was a scrappy thing. Of the two, Martha would have lost a battle between them and then been thoroughly scolded with boxed ears to firm up the lesson.”

Jack took notes, not bothering to argue the degree of Lila’s ability to know either Harriet or Martha. His notes reminded Violet to bring out her own journal. She opened it up and then grinned at the consternation on his face. 

“So, there is Martha, of course,” Violet said. “As a suspect and despite Lila’s claims. Those will bear out or not, love,” Violet directed to Lila, who didn’t argue further.

Violet wrote out: 

SUSPECTS:

MARTHA MOORE — Lila’s little sister. Lila is certain that Martha did not kill Harriet. Not only because Martha wouldn’t have, but she couldn’t have. Of the two, Lila would have bet on Harriet in a fight. And there was a fight.

MR. HENRY WICKHAM—He pursued Harriet and somehow got her to agree to marry him. At the same time, his nephew was engaged to Harriet. Was she a loose woman or just incapable of saying no? Did she just laugh off a proposal without saying no? Did she ever love this man? If she didn’t, why did she not tell him no? Despite his supposed love for Harriet, he was found with Martha soon after Harriet’s body had been discovered. Was he using Martha as a cover for his terrible actions?

Violet wrote the second name: 

MR. HENRY WICKHAM—THE YOUNGER. 

She looked up and asked, “Was he at the party?” 

Pomeroy glanced at Jack as though expecting him to contain Violet. Instead he simply nodded. 

“Did he have an alibi?” 

Jack shook his head. “He was one of the young pups we saw staring up at Harriet when she was singing. He remembered dancing with a few girls, he remembered having a few drinks. One of the serving men said that he got pretty drunk. So far we haven’t been able to find anyone who saw him before Harriet’s body had been found or after. He doesn’t remember much of the evening after Harriet stopped singing, but the bartenders remember the boy well.” 

Violet nodded and added to her notes. “So, what about the Misters Henry? Did they have lovers before Harriet?” 

Jack glanced at Pomeroy, who shrugged. They both turned to Lila, who shrugged. But then she said, “I feel like perhaps there was someone before from when I was younger. I don’t know, however. I’m not sure. For the elder Mr. Wickham, my mother would know.” 

“Find out,” Jack said. “We’ll need to just rule it out.”

Violet pursed her lips. “Both Donald and Robert from the day of the sleigh ride were pretty focused on Harriet. Do you think that they had feelings for her?” She shook her head at herself, “Of course, they did.” 

Denny cleared his throat. “I saw that too. I saw it the last time we were here with Robert. I even told him to gather up his courage and throw his heart at her feet.”

Violet wrote out the next name:

ROBERT MOORE — In love with Harriet? Had he ever proposed? If so, what did Harriet say? Was he, perhaps, the only man who accepted her no? Or maybe he just never asked for her hand? Was he silently and agonizingly in love? 

Violet felt for Robert, ached for him. Only she didn’t know him. She just knew the tale of distant love that felt unrequited. She had been there so very recently. Blue and alone in London while Jack worked around the country. Violet sniffed and played with the simple ring on her finger. When she looked up, her gaze was pulled to Jack as though he were her north star, and she found his gaze on her. 

Did he know what she was thinking? Had he felt the same when he’d been working? Did he think of her and wonder if she was falling in love with someone else as she had wondered about him?

She had worried and wondered and felt that, perhaps, she was a bit unlovable. Perhaps she’d driven him away with her spoiled ways and her closeness to Victor and her frivolous novels and her unwomanly business acumen. The fortune that people would say he married her for. She knew he would never do that, but she also knew that story would still be spread around as though it were fact. 

Violet glanced away first because she was afraid everyone would be able to tell what she was thinking if she didn’t. She wasn’t ready for her feelings to be dissected by their audience. She glanced down at her journal. “What about the band?” 

“They all had alibis. They liked her. They were friends. They don’t have secrets. There’s a couple of aldermen, a postman, the organist for the church. They’re good men.” 

 Violet sniffed and drew the picture of a piano’s keyboard. She had learned to play once. Suddenly she wanted to play again. To pick up from where she’d left off—even though she had certainly had declined in ability since those days.

“I want a piano,” she told Victor.

He knew she was thinking about far more than the piano and was used to the way her mind worked. Pomeroy, however, grunted. 

Violet sketched out a tube of lipstick and then asked, “Was her makeup still nice?”

Jack frowned at her. “Vi…Harriet’s demise wasn’t easy. She fought.”

“Did she still have lipstick on? Had it been kissed off? Did she have skin under her nails?”

Jack blinked and then glanced at Pomeroy. 

“Ah…”

Violet tapped her pen against the journal and crossed out Martha’s name. “Harriet and Martha weren’t friendly. Only a few days ago, Kate and I heard Martha call Harriet a whore.”

Lila gasped and Violet took her hand. She turned to her friend. “Would you have gone to a closet with a girl who treated you like that? During your big concert? Harriet’s face was alight with the joy of singing. She was good at it. That was her time to shine. Not as someone’s arm piece. Not as anything other than a woman who had developed a skill.” 

Lila and Violet’s gazes met. They knew more than the men did. It was so hard for women to shine. Even with the vote, even with the greater rights they’d attained. It was about being someone else’s. Someone’s wife. Someone’s mother. Their daughter. None of those were bad roles. But to just be Harriet…to be the talented, hard-working singer who’d attained something special—those days didn’t happen often. 

She might have followed someone who felt they had the right to her, but nearly anyone else would have been turned down. Except perhaps the someone who had been the reason why she’d finally thrown over the uncle and nephew?

A closet? It was so different from a bench in the snow. It was the ladies’ book club room. It was the private corner where you let some handsome man kiss you. 

“She went to that closet because she wanted a moment of privacy. She didn’t need that with a woman. It wasn’t Martha who killed Harriet. Not because Martha isn’t a brat. Not because Martha is weaker than Harriet. Because Martha wasn’t Harriet’s lover.” 

“Unless she was dumped in the closet, but it makes more sense she was killed there. Nearly anywhere else would have been too risky.” Jack cleared his throat. “Do we have any idea who Harriet might have actually loved?”

“Just because she went into a closet with some man—that doesn’t mean she loved him,” Lila said. “Martha doesn’t love Henry Wickham. It could easily have been someone she liked enough to dance with or go on picnics with. Someone she’d never have married even if she appreciated their company.”

“But you only kissed me, right?” Denny demanded.

Violet laughed and then asked for Lila, “And you? Is Lila the only woman you ever kissed? You loved her since you were too young to love, right? That’s what you always say?” 

Denny blushed brilliantly and then Violet told Lila, “He’s kissed more than you.”

Lila wove her fingers around her teacup and lifted a brow at Denny. He blushed brilliantly and then coughed. Glancing at Jack a little frantically, Denny said, “By Jove! Who else did you track down? Who else was there who didn’t have an alibi?” 

Violet’s lips twitched and she glanced at Lila who sipped her tea quietly, watching Denny squirm. 




Chapter 12

 

Jack and Mr. Pomeroy left to interview a few others and Lila said, “We need to know more. And I happen to know that Harriet kept a journal when we were girls. I know where she kept them too.”

Violet glanced at Lila. “Why didn’t you say anything when they were here?”

“Harriet is mine,” Lila told Violet. “She’s mine. I loved her once. As much as I love Denny, and I chose Denny. I left Harriet to her grief and the caring of the woman who never became her mother-in-law. I left her to suffering, and I barely wrote to her because I didn’t know what to say. I won’t see her disparaged now.”

Violet rose. “You and I will protect her, then.” 

“I’ll take you,” Denny said. He held out his hand to his wife, his heart in his eyes. He might have kissed another woman once but worshipped Lila then.

“Both Violet and I are capable drivers,” Lila said. “The snow is gone. Leave it.” 

Denny stepped back at Lila’s snap. He didn’t look hurt. The concern for his wife was in his gaze. She was a tender creature when it came to him, but this trip was showing Violet that Lila’s normally calm and lazy nature with a tendency towards merriness belied what else she could be.

“I feel,” Violet told Lila, “that I know you now better than I ever have before. You, darling one, will be the most stringent of mothers. Ruling your roost with an iron fist.” 

“When we’re ready for children, maybe,” Lila snorted. “Someone has to rule our roost. I think we both know that Denny will counter me at every turn, spoil rotten whatever children we have, and teach them to nap in the sun, find the tarts while they’re still warm, and how to eat jellies by the spoonful.” 

“He’ll addict them to chocolate and roller-skate with them in the ballroom.” Violet coughed and added, “I suppose I must at least take partial credit for the roller-skating. Beatrice has them somewhere all wrapped up with brown paper and a bow.” 

Lila took Violet’s hand. “My friend, I promise you. Before we leave, we will roller-skate the day away, drink the cocktails that Victor has dreamed up, and unwrap presents. Even if we have to do it the afternoon after the inquest.” 

Violet took Lila’s other hand. “And I won’t leave you to this. We’ll see your cousin buried, her killer caught, and we’ll be grateful that Harriet finally found her way back to her true love.” 

Lila nodded quickly. “That does give me peace for her. Now let’s find her killer and give her the peace she deserves.”

Violet and Lila left, ignoring Denny’s protests. They carried with them a basket of foods intended to entice an appetite weakened with grief. Harriet lived in a moderately-sized home with her parents. Her siblings had all moved on. As Violet and Lila walked in, the piano that she must have played as she practiced her singing was there in the front parlor. They learned from the maid that Harriet’s mother was in her bed and her father had left the house early. The girl said he’d been crying and taken to the paths as though chased out.

Violet crossed to the stool at the piano and sat down, running her fingers over the keys. The music for “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” was still on the stand and Violet recalled the sound of Harriet singing it the night before. Her voice had been so lovely, and the arrangement had been brilliant. Both jazzy and merry. Violet cleared her throat. The grief of what had been taken rushed her all at once. 

Lila, on the other hand, simply said, “Excuse me.” 

Leaving Violet in the parlor, Lila made her way up the stairs silently. Violet flipped through the music, finding several more arrangements. They weren’t hers, and she shouldn’t take them, but she did. She stacked the music up. Harriet was brilliant when it came to this. Violet hadn’t realized how the singer had also been the brains behind the way the songs had been put together. 

Violet lifted the pages and underneath them, she found another stack of music. She flipped through those and found a stack of letters woven into them. She slowly opened one and read, “My dear Harriet…”

Violet bit her lip, skimming the page. It included protestations of love, comments on her actions, the way she was so tender with Mrs. Knight. And finished an admirer. It would have been romantic if the letter didn’t detail things no one from the outside should know. The pale pink color of her peignoir. The way Harriet bit her lip while she studied the piano music before making a note. 

Violet shuddered and stood, examining the bench. It was one of those piano benches that could store music. Violet opened it and found, under a top layer of music, stacks upon stacks of letters. She pulled them out and carefully put them together. 

She opened another and read. This letter referred to the way Harriet cried over the wall where Ethan Knight’s name had been carved. The way Harriet traced his name each time she went. The promise that she would love another again—the one who loved her. The admirer. One who waited in the wings. Violet felt sick as she read the pages. There was nothing truly romantic here. Just too much watching, too much noting, too much obsession. Harriet had hidden these letters. Had she been intrigued or horrified? Just because Violet found them alarming didn’t mean Harriet had felt the same.

Violet’s hand was shaking. Poor Harriet! Had anyone known of this, this…hunter? He’d tracked and documented and commented without regard to how helpless Harriet might feel knowing she was being silently and distantly pursued. 

Violet bit her lip again and glanced up as Lila entered. 

“I have the last journals. The ones that go back to around when I left.”

Violet nodded. She picked up the stack of letters, glanced around, and then whispered, “Look up March 27, 1922.”

Lila looked at Violet, frowning, but did as asked. It took Lila several journals to find the right time frame. Then Lila read, 

“I got another letter today. It was on the piano bench when I returned home from visiting the monument. How did I miss him? Who is it? Why won’t he leave me alone? I’ve left him notes, asking him to leave me be. But nothing…now when Henry asks me for a drive or Hank makes a joke about making me fall in love with him, I don’t know who to trust. All I know for sure is that I can’t find myself married to someone who would follow me and ignore my pleas to leave me in peace.” 

Violet related—at least somewhat—to what Harriet had written. Not because Jack was like this ‘admirer’ but because Jack was the opposite. He’d shown Violet what could be possible by how he treated her. Vi, herself, had first become attracted to Jack when she’d realized that he saw her. Not her the earl’s daughter or the twin or the writer or—eventually—the heiress. He’d seen Violet. The sometimes crabby, sometimes blue, sometimes unkind, sometimes loving, sometimes weak woman and found her to be all he wanted.

“Oh my,” Lila said. “I visited after this. I spent a whole afternoon with Harriet. When I asked her about falling in love again, she told me it was impossible. I thought…my goodness, Vi…I thought she meant that she was still in love with poor Ethan.”

Violet took Lila’s hand again. “She was. Of course she was. She cared for his mother and visited the monument where his name was carved. Her love and her heart…they’re wherever his body is buried.”

Lila’s hands were shaking as she looked at the stack of letters and a tear slipped down her cheek. “If she’d said something, Denny and I would have made room for her. We’d have helped her get away from whoever drove her to write this.” Lila lifted the journal and then let it fall closed. 

“Was Mrs. Knight gone by then?” 

Lila’s gaze lifted and then she slowly shook her head. 

“Then she wouldn’t have left.” 

Lila nodded. “We have to go. We have to take these things. We have to figure this out.”

They stacked up what they could and returned to the house. The two of them took over the dining room table, stacking the letters by year and then by month. When they were finished, the letters progressed from a year after Ethan’s death when the writer assumed Harriet was done grieving. 

Her love had been lost, a year had passed, the war was over, it was time—he wrote—to move on. 

Harriet’s responses were written in her journal, and she had been baffled and angry. She finished her rage-filled entry with, How could I be done with loving Ethan after only a year? How could I ever be done loving him? I can still see his face so clearly. Those blue eyes that loved me. He knew me and loved me even when I was awkward. It was him who loved me first. His strong fingers that made me feel safe. His words that told me I was everything, that made me believe it. When you have been everything…what else is there? 

Violet’s hand trembled with emotion as she traced Harriet’s words on the page. She looked up to see Lila crying even harder. “You are everything to Denny.” 

“I know,” she said. It wasn’t an arrogant statement or an ungrateful one. Lila knew she was loved. “I can’t imagine carrying on as Harriet did. If I had lost Denny like Harriet lost Ethan, I couldn’t have been bright again. I couldn’t have sung those songs and been a star like she was. She was so much stronger than I knew.” 

Violet and Lila were certain after reading the letters and the journal entries that they’d discovered the words of the killer. It wasn’t any one specific thing in the letters so much as there had been a man who had followed Harriet, haunted her really. Doing that—it wasn’t normal. If you were that outside of what was normal, how far was it really to kill someone? 

What, in fact, were the chances that a girl could be traced and tormented for years and then murdered and have it be two different people? No. No, it must be this ‘admirer.’

“An admirer,” Lila growled. She slammed her hand down on the table. “What kind of sick joke is this? What kind of demon-engineered prank to force your love on someone like this? To haunt her? He is lucky he never had the strength to sign his actual name. He wouldn’t have to worry about justice from the police. I would run him down with the auto, back it up, and run him down again.” 

Violet rose and paced. When they’d returned to the house, Victor and Denny had left, so they were alone with all of this information. Jack hadn’t returned. Here they were with what was certainly clues about the killer, and even after sending out a servant to uncover the men, they were nowhere to be found. 

Violet groaned as she paced. “They’re avoiding us.” 

Lila looked away from the window. “What do you mean?” 

“They don’t want us to get wrapped up in the investigation. They want to keep us safe. As though just because they aren’t around, we’d stop using our minds and figuring things out. We’ll just have to go and see what Martha knows. She strikes me as a girl who would lurk in the hedges and watch. She might have even seen this admirer.” 

Lila’s brows lifted and then she nodded. They left the house and Violet drove over to Lila’s home. Lila’s parents weren’t there, but Martha had been confined to her room. On the one side, Violet hated that she had been. On the other hand, Violet wanted to scold the girl and possibly slap her palm with a ruler. 

Martha was feeling sorry for herself when she arrived at her bedroom door. She scowled at both Lila and Violet, who let themselves into her room. The girl had been sitting at her vanity, playing with makeup. She’d strewn her bedroom with her dresses, and Violet guessed that she’d spent the day examining her wardrobe and finding it wanting. 

“Are you an animal?” Lila demanded. “You don’t have your own maid, you know.” 

Martha gasped. “Betty will take care of it.”

“You are a spoilt brat,” Lila told her little sister, who crossed her arms over her chest and scowled.

“Enough,” Violet told them both. “Martha is young. She’ll grow up.” 

“I am grown up,” Martha shot back. “My friend, Alice Carson, is getting married. You don’t get married if you’re a child.” 

“Yes, you do,” Lila said. “If your friend is your age, she’s both a child and getting married.” 

“Please stop,” Violet said. “Martha, you called Harriet a whore the other day.”

“She was one,” Martha said with a scowl, shooting her sister a nasty look. “Being dead doesn’t change the truth.”

Before Lila could shoot back a biting remark, Violet raised her hand. “Tell me why.” 

“Ah.” Martha examined Violet as though it was a trap, but Violet simply raised her brows and waited. Every time Lila started to shift, Violet pressed her friend’s hand and waited. A long few minutes later, Martha said, “She was engaged to both of the Henry Wickhams.” 

“Why else?” Violet demanded and waited. 

“Robert and Donald were both infatuated with her. I am…was…just as pretty as Harriet, but they didn’t even see me.” 

“Who else? Why else?” 

“I saw a man leaving her house once. When her parents were gone. I had stopped by to ask if I could borrow her pearls for a party I was going to, and he was leaving.” 

“Who was it?” Lila demanded sharply. 

Martha jumped. She started to answer but Violet cut in. “It’s important that you are very clear about who you saw or thought you saw.”

Martha sniffed. “I don’t know. I don’t know who it was. I didn’t see his face. A man. Wearing a suit and a hat. I only saw him from behind. By the time I reached the house, he was gone.”

“Where did he go? To the road? Out of the back?”

Martha blinked and frowned. “Well…he must have gone through the break in the hedges. There’s a lane on the other side towards the Wickham house.” 

Violet glanced at Lila, who nodded and added, “Anyone from around here would know of that lane and that break in the hedges. Not just either of the Henry Wickhams.” 

Still though, Violet thought. If they shared a lane, would that explain why the person who had been watching Harriet always knew where she was? Perhaps it was as simple as a good view.

As though reading her thoughts, Lila said, “Harriet wasn’t always home. She wouldn’t have been easily seen at all the other places. Or all the time she spent with Ethan’s mother. She lived quite on the other side of town.” 

Violet nodded. “It’s a start.” Violet examined Martha, who had been trying to follow their conversation and failing. “Is that the only reason you called her a whore?” 

“Isn’t that enough?” 

“Having someone leave your house when you aren’t home isn’t a crime for the victim,” Violet told the girl.

“Unless she was there.” 

Lila snorted. “You really should spend more time thinking about what you say before it comes out of your mouth.” 

“I found her reading a secret letter,” Martha shot back. “She wouldn’t tell me what was in it. But I saw it was written by a man’s hand. She was pretending to mourn Ethan and carrying on with someone else. He was probably married. That’s probably why she wouldn’t talk about it. She just used Ethan to…to…make herself look virtuous and hide her affairs.” 




Chapter 13

 

Violet and Lila glanced at each other. It was getting later in the day and the time for luncheon had come and gone. 

“I need to eat.” Lila adjusted her hat and pushed back her hair. She was so flushed, she was glistening. 

Violet reached over and squeezed Lila’s hand. “We’ll figure this out.”

Her aunt and uncle hadn’t appeared, so they left the treats they’d brought, took what they needed, and headed out. Lila was certain her aunt would have said something about the hunter of Harriet if her mother had known when they told her about the murder. 

There was no need, Lila shared, to explain about the letters and someone watching Harriet. It would be painful for her mother to realize that Harriet kept so much from her. 

“We need help.” Violet carefully pulled away from Harriet’s home. “We need Kate.” 

“You want Kate because Victor is half in love with her.” 

“She’s also edging towards brilliant and a woman. No man is going to understand to the same degree these things.” 

Lila glanced over. “Well…rather…” 

Violet nodded and slapped her hand against the steering wheel. “She must have been half-afraid for so long. Yet so brave to keep on taking care of Mrs. Knight.” 

Lila wiped away a tear. Violet hadn’t even realized her friend had started to cry. She reached over and took Lila’s hand. Lila gulped back a tear and then wiped her next tear away and put on a brave smile. In the move, Violet could imagine the same expression on Harriet’s face. Vi shuddered with the idea of it—that brave face Harriet must have carried with her despite the burden she was hiding. 

She hadn’t had anyone to turn to for  help. How alone she must have felt. Despite that, Violet had liked her immensely. She had seemed like a lot of fun and Vi had been sure that if Harriet had lived in London, the twins would have been part of the same group. 

The level of crime that had been committed against Harriet was growing in Violet’s mind. It wasn’t just the murder, which was terrible indeed. Her peace of mind, her excitement, her safety had been stolen in advance. Had Harriet even been surprised when she was being murdered? Maybe the only surprise had been the identity of her ‘admirer.’

The burden of what Harriet carried was weighing Violet down. She didn’t see how Jack had been able to be involved in crimes like this one after another. How did he avoid having it ruin the rest of his life? 

Lila directed Violet to Kate’s home. “Turn on your quiet face and solemn thoughts.” 

Violet glanced to her friend. How did you turn on a quiet face? Just treat Mrs. Lancaster like her stepmother, Violet thought. She could do that. She parked the car outside the house. It was a nice place, smaller than Lila and Denny’s, but Violet would have been happy to live in it. 

The steps to the front door were wet with rain that had washed the snow away, and the skies were grey again, matching how Violet was feeling inside—grey with a fire of rage.

Kate opened the door when Lila knocked. She lifted her brow and then stepped back. “How is your family?”

“Katherine!” The call was sharp and irritated. “Bring them in! Goodness’ sake girl.” 

Kate smirked instead of blushing and won Violet over a little more. Kate led the way to a parlor where her mother was sitting. “It’s Lila, mother. Her friend, Lady Violet Carlyle, as well. They’ve stopped by to…” Kate looked back and waited. 

“To beg for mercy,” Lila said to Denny’s aunt. “I…well…I’d like to beg for Kate’s assistance even though I know how you rely upon her. May I introduce my friend, Lady Violet Carlyle?” 

Vi smiled prettily and held out her hand. In her mind, she was whispering “solemn” over and over again. 

Mrs. Lancaster looked like an older version of Kate combined with a Catholic nun. Kate’s mother wore a long sleeve, white blouse and a dark grey skirt covered in a grey cardigan. She frowned at the two intruders. “I am not one to leave my family struggling with their burdens. Losing Harriet…you have my deepest condolences. That is not a loss that…”

Mrs. Lancaster looked at Kate and despite the tales of a controlling mother, there was clear love in that expression. Violet’s judgement of the woman changed, and Mrs. Lancaster won Violet’s affection while Kate sparked Violet’s envy. To have a mother? Invaluable. Violet took a seat near Mrs. Lancaster and grinned at her. 

“We’re just about to have tea. Simple enough, but hearty, if you’d like to join us.” 

“Yes, Aunt, please,” Lila said. “We missed luncheon taking care of other things.” 

A maid brought out a tray loaded with bread and butter, biscuits, and simple sandwiches. Vi wasn’t usually speechless, but the pressure of not ruining things for Victor was causing her to second-guess everything she might have said.

Violet’s mouth twisted and she glanced at Lila, who had to fight a grin. Kate, however, stepped in and rescued Violet as though she’d been doing it her whole life. 

“Mama, Violet is also a Shakespeare fan.” 

The woman’s lips pursed. She sniffed sharply before she said, “Anyone with half a mind enjoys Shakespeare. Lady Carlyle doesn’t seem to be a complete idiot though you never can tell with the peerage.” 

Violet bit her lip to choke back a laugh while Lila cleared her throat. That just turned Mrs. Lancaster’s attention to Lila instead. “I think the question we all have is whether you’re barren, whether you’re using those new-fangled and ill-advised ways of preventing a child, or perhaps, your husband just prefers to warm other beds? Denny’s uncle, Peter Lancaster, was one to stray far and wide. Perhaps Denny is the same?” 

Violet choked, bit the inside of her mouth, and then carefully set her teacup down. Lila, on the other hand, said, “The new-fangled option.” 

Mrs. Lancaster lifted a brow. “At least you’re not barren. All that money that Denny just inherited being lost to him and passed out of the family to whoever Lila makes her heir. Women always live longer.” Mrs. Lancaster turned to Violet. “That’s how you inherited, isn’t it? The widowed wife left the money to her own family?”

It took Violet a moment to react. “Well, yes. I suppose so.”

“You suppose so?” Mrs. Lancaster’s expression was mocking and Violet felt the need to explain.

“My aunt’s husband died quite a while before her. She took the money she inherited and grew it into a fortune as a way to…ah…spend her time? I believe that his nephew received as much as she inherited initially, if not more.” 

“So you got the difference?” Mrs. Lancaster asked sharply and then refilled everyone’s tea. “You’re too thin child. Eat.”

Violet took another bite of her sandwich at the demand and then said, “Well, myself, my brother, our cousin. We all received some of it.” 

Mrs. Lancaster sniffed, eyeing Violet as though what she said was clearly a lie. Perhaps a bit of a hedging of the truth as Violet did inherit the largest portion.

“Mama,” Kate said as Violet took another bite at Mrs. Lancaster’s sharp order. “Perhaps we shouldn’t be prying into their private affairs.”

“As though we haven’t heard already. This one,” Mrs. Lancaster gestured to Violet, “told this one,” she gestured to Lila. “Now we’ve all heard about the money. I suppose we can dissect it behind closed doors if you prefer, Kate. It’s not like they don’t know Lila blabbed, seeing as how Martha has been throwing herself at the male twin.” 

“I confessed to blabbing,” Lila said. “I hadn’t realized Martha would be quite so forceful when she’d heard about the money.”

Violet met Lila’s gaze and decided to just be herself. She explained, “My aunt trained all of her nieces and nephews that spent time with her about managing an estate and money. She left the bulk of her funds to me because she felt as though I might not lose it all. I suppose if she’d announced her intent, the others would have studied and listened.” 

“So you listened?” Mrs. Lancaster’s expression was blank. “Why?” 

Violet set her sandwich aside. “Victor and I were orphans as far as parenting went, though our Father yet lives and he married again. My aunt loved us like a mother. I’d have learned Greek if that was her passion. I wanted her attention, her passion was building a fortune, therefore, I learned about managing money as well.”

Mrs. Lancaster nodded once as if Violet had been approved. “Which is your favorite Shakespeare play?” 

Vi had not been expecting that question and she paused just long enough for Mrs. Lancaster’s expression to alter as if doubting Violet had read them at all.

“Twelfth Night,” Violet said. “Viola is a heroine of mine. She’s smart, funny, proves that women can care for themselves, but she still finds love in the end.” 

“If music be the food of love, play on,” Mrs. Lancaster said. “That applied to Harriet, I think, and her Ethan. Those two sang like angels before he died. Too many duets with the perfect partner. She’d never have fallen in love again. Though, her voice and her happy personality made many a man love her.” 

“Of whom do you speak?” Lila set aside her teacup and leaned towards her aunt. “It’s important, please.” 

Mrs. Lancaster’s expression was sarcastic as she said, “Yes, dear. That’s rather clear I think. You don’t strangle some poor girl at a party unless you love her enough to hate her. I imagine the police will figure that out eventually. Even if they have to stumble onto the truth. Men are rather stupid when it comes to women, aren’t they? All this time thinking we need their guidance as though we haven’t been ruling the roost and their lives the whole time while they were unaware.” 

“We’ll make sure the police discover the truth,” Violet declared. “Harriet will get peace and justice even if she doesn’t get her life.” 

Mrs. Lancaster pursed her lips. “I like you more than I thought I would. You may have Kate to help you with things. As for the men? I’m not sure there isn’t one in town who wasn’t half in love with Harriet after she sang. She was beautiful, which is a necessity, I think, to have quite so many puppies loving you. Once she sang…well…everyone loved her. When you added in her kindness to Mrs. Knight, Harriet’s lingering love for her soldier? She became an unattainable angel. Men do want what they can’t have.” 

“Did you ever see anyone watching her? Maybe following her?” 

Mrs. Lancaster turned slowly to Violet and demanded, “What do you mean?” 

“We found letters,” Lila told her aunt. “We took her journal and the letters. We’re trying to find out who was writing them. They are…disturbing. Violet and I think that the writer of the letters is Harriet’s killer.” 

“Letters?” Mrs. Lancaster said. Her teacup shook on her plate and she looked ill when she turned to Kate. “Show them!” 

Violet turned to Kate and saw that she looked sick too. “This was left on our table this morning. Where I eat breakfast. In my seat.” 

Kate held out the note and Violet took it. She recognized the handwriting immediately. It was the ‘admirer.’ She looked slowly up and handed the letter to Lila, who cursed. Violet stood. This wasn’t just another cousin. This was the woman who had caught Victor’s heart. Violet would have helped Kate regardless, but with Victor involved? Anything. Anything at all to keep her safe. 

“She should come and stay with us.” 

Mrs. Lancaster frowned. 

“Harriet died because she followed someone she trusted. Kate likely trusts this person, too. We don’t know what he will do. Why did he decide to kill Harriet after years of letters? What set him off? Kate could do it and not even know what she did.” 

“You think you can protect her better than I?” Mrs. Lancaster demanded. She still looked ill and her hand was shaking. She’d reached out and taken hold of her daughter. Violet could tell by the way her fingers pressed into Kate that Mrs. Lancaster was holding her too tight. 

“Yes, I do think we can protect her better than you can. We have Denny, Victor, and Jack in that house. Along with three gentlemen’s gentlemen, my maid, Lila’s maid, the butler, the housekeeper and a housemaid or two. Jack is a former soldier and a police officer. Victor plays at being an affable spaniel, but he is protective and careful.”

Mrs. Lancaster’s mouth twisted, and she moved to wrap her arm around her daughter’s shoulders.

“We will simply never leave Kate alone, not with anyone from here. She can even sleep in my room.” 

“That might enrage the killer,” Kate said. “What if the change sparks that rage that killed Harriet? He might be happy enough just following me and leaving those horrifying letters.” 

“It might,” Violet said. Her gaze met Kate’s and they seemed to have the same thought.

“If I enraged him,” Kate suggested with a trembling lip, “I could be bait.” 

“No,” Lila, Violet, and Mrs. Lancaster said at once. Violet, however, had second thoughts. Kate could be bait. They could end this. If they didn’t, Kate would never be safe.

“We’re not losing you, too,” Violet told Kate. Her brother was falling in love with this woman and because of those feelings, Kate had sprung forward to the very front of Violet’s own heart. Kate’s mouth snapped shut, but Violet was sure they hadn’t heard the last of the bait theory. Vi didn’t blame Kate—Violet would be tempted to do the same if she were the target of this madman.

“Take her,” Mrs. Lancaster said. “My husband isn’t as spry as he was. We don’t have other men in the house. I won’t lose my daughter. But you swear to me, you swear to me right now, to never leave her alone. Never.”

“Thank you for trusting her to us.” Violet took Mrs. Lancaster’s hand, kneeling in front of the woman. “We might be generally useless, but we love deeply. I promise you, we’ll keep her safe.” 

Mrs. Lancaster laughed, but she wasn’t happy. “I suppose you’ll let her read those trashy novels and drink too much and even smoke.” 

“We will.” Violet glanced at Kate, who stared at the letter she’d received as though she’d seen a ghost. Vi looked back to Mrs. Lancaster and whispered loudly, “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but your daughter is an adult. The good news is she’s also smart, kind, and clever enough to entrance the world, both the villains and the heroes.”

Mrs. Lancaster must have caught onto what Violet inferred because the woman’s gaze lingered on Violet, reading something in her expression. She spoke so low that only Violet could hear. “What would you do for your twin?” 

“Anything,” Violet said. 

Mrs. Lancaster glanced at Kate. “She thinks that no one worthwhile will ever love her again. Not after losing Monroe. To Kate, his love for her was inexplicable.” 

“If I am not horribly mistaken,” Violet whispered back, “The best of men already does.” 

“Is he useless?” 

Violet shook her head, but she admitted, “You won’t find him pursuing a career. He’s going to laugh his way through life. He won’t write a treatise or discover anything. But, no one could love more deeply than him. There’s something to being adored.”

“Will you hate her if he loves her more?” 

Violet’s shocked expression must have been the answer Mrs. Lancaster needed. She squeezed Violet’s hands and said, “He has to win her. She’s not an apple to be plucked or a kitten to be saved from drowning. Her father and I aren’t stupid. Kate will be fine with someone or without. He is not going to just decide and expect her to fall in line.” 

“I would expect nothing less.” Violet pushed herself to her feet. “We need to find the gents and make them listen to us. Kate, gather whatever you need for a long trip. We’ll take you with us to Italy when we leave. If you don’t have what you need, we’ll take care of it on the way. Victor likes to stop in Paris since we always drink through our chocolate liqueur. It's divine in coffee.”

Kate didn’t seem to be fully engaged in the conversation. She was staring off into the distance seeing something that wasn’t there. “It could have been me. If he’d focused on me first, I could be the dead girl, and Harriet could be the one who got a recent letter. I…I’m not ready to die.” 

“That’s good,” Violet said merrily, hiding the sickness she felt. “We aren’t losing you too.” 




Chapter 14

 

Mrs. Lancaster would have sent her daughter without anything, but Kate had put her foot down. “I’ll be fine with all of us here, Mama. I’m not going to leave behind everything when it will only take a few minutes to gather what I need.”

“I’ll help,” Violet said and went with Kate to her room. 

“Oh,” Violet said. The bedroom had a canopy bed with thick blankets showing that Kate liked to sleep in a nest. The room was a little cool, but the curtains were pulled back to let the light in. Which set off the mess. There were clothes strewn across the room, stacks of books everywhere with letters and makeup laying haphazardly across the desk. The mess made her fingers itch, and Violet ached to clean it up. 

“We don’t all have maids.” Kate glanced at her room and then admitted, “Perhaps my room is still a bit extreme.” 

“You draw?” Violet asked as Kate put a sketchbook and pencils in a bag.

She glanced at Violet. “Don’t all well-bred young British girls?” 

Violet sighed and shook her head. “I’m terrible at it. I can’t sing either.” 

“I’m not a singer. I can draw, speak French, and play the piano.” She glanced around. “Would you grab that stack of books on my bedside table?” 

There was a large encyclopedia of mythology, a very abused Shakespeare compilation, some tattered copies of Jane Austen’s novels, and to Violet’s delight, the twins’ last three books.

Violet lifted them with a wink, and Kate smirked back before she said, “Do grab those Twinning’s books. I was intending on re-reading those.” 

Violet laughed and slid the books into Kate’s bag. She couldn’t help but run her fingers over the cracked spine of the book she and Victor had written. This was a book that had been read and loved but still well-taken care of. She had never experienced meeting someone who loved her books like this. It was always that they knew her, read her books, and then said they liked them. Having someone like the books before knowing her? Well, that was a bit of a surreal haze. Vi knew people read them. The twins had gotten letters, usually in response to some cruel critical review. To see the physical evidence of a book that had been read more than once and would be read again? It made Violet grin despite the grim day.

“Do you think he’s planning to kill me too?” Kate asked as she folded a nightgown and a matching robe. 

Violet thought back to the few letters she’d read that Harriet received. “I think he intended to make Harriet love him. It was never the plan to kill her. It was the plan to…to…own her. She was supposed to be his caged bird. His captive dove.”

“A private songbird,” Kate said. “Why me? I sound like a toad dying when I sing. I’m not special like Harriet.” 

Violet shook her head. “I once told my little sister we can’t help when men look at us and see something to desire. We can’t help it when they think we’re pretty or when they think we’re fun or smart. Who knows why he wants you? I don’t believe, however, that you aren’t special.”

Kate took a dress from a hook and folded it neatly as she said, “That’s not what men think. They think we owe them something if they want to spend time with us. A kiss for dinner, a life if they love us.” 

Violet paused and took Kate’s face in her hands. “Someone else has tried to push their way into your life?” 

Kate nodded once. “My father made him go away, but even Father felt like I should give him a chance. Mama was the one who made Father seen reason. Even now, Fathers talks about me being single and what might have been with that man.” 

Violet wanted to shriek hearing that. “A man’s feelings or wants don’t matter if yours don’t match. If a man likes you, and you like him back—how wonderful is that? If you don’t, this is your life and your body. This is your fate that you’re crafting. You don’t owe them anything.”

Kate nodded and folded a dress into her bag. “It’s not that I don’t believe that. It’s just that we are raised to be grateful for whatever scraps they throw our way.” 

“Never.” 

“What about your Jack?” 

“He’s never pressured me. Not once. Never expected something I didn’t want to give.” 

“I know that your brother thinks he cares for me,” Kate’s tone was careful. “He doesn’t really know me. I won’t be his because you’re saving me. I’ll take the refuge you offer, but I won’t offer more.” 

That, Violet thought, was worrying Kate almost as much as this hunter. Violet grabbed Kate’s shoulders. “I have so many thoughts. But let me be clear, my brother deserves to be loved. He’s outstanding. He’s kind and thoughtful. He’s protective of those he loves, but he doesn’t suffocate or order about the women in his life. He’s attentive and funny and smart and he’ll spend his days making the woman he loves happier than she can imagine. Whoever he loves should be grateful for him.”

Kate started to object and Violet held up a hand. “However, he deserves a woman who loves him back. If that’s not you, that’s fine. Someone else will. To be honest, we joke about me being the pearl of great price. In this day and in this age, with how men treat women—it’s Victor who’s more valuable than rubies. Whoever reels him in is to be congratulated.” Kate’s expression was wide and shocked at Violet’s fervent reply. “Fall in love with him or don’t. No one wants you to pretend to love him. You won’t be able to help, however, loving me. I truly am a gem.” 

Kate laughed as Violet added, “Let’s get going, shall we? I believe that Lila’s cook has planned his version of Christmas dinner since we were going to be spending the holiday dinner with Denny’s parents. With Christmas Eve at Lila’s parents. Or we were before Harriett…” Violet shivered at that thought. “I, for one, am ready to be somewhere that feels safe.” 

“Oh, I’ll need to get an evening dress. I didn’t even think beyond a dress for tomorrow. I suppose it’ll take longer than that to find this killer and the author of those horrible letters.” 

Violet finished helping Kate gather her things. How long would catching this fellow take? They had no idea, so they included more than just a change of clothes and some toiletries. Violet insisted that Kate bring her journal, her portable writing desk, and plenty of art supplies. Kate ensured she had plenty of books even though Violet swore she’d share. Violet understood. Sometimes you needed an old friend to read. 

There was something about sinking into a well-loved book that made you feel at home. Even if you weren’t home or safe. Violet didn’t point that part out, just pressured Kate until she packed the tattered Jane Austen novels as well. 

* * * * * 

The gents still hadn’t returned to Lila’s home when the ladies arrived. Inkwell, however, said that they stopped by and were informed that they were wanted. Denny swore he’d be back before long—a few hours ago. Whatever were they up to? Violet wanted to shriek in frustration, but instead, she brought Kate to their now shared bedroom. 

Kate said, “I don’t need to be in here. I’d be all right in a room of my own.” 

“Yes,” Violet agreed, “I think you would be. However, I won’t risk it. You’re going to sleep next to me with my barky little dog at the foot of the bed and possibly with my maid on a cot in the room. The first step of winning this thing is not giving our opponent any openings.”

“He can’t be all that attached to me,” Kate said. “There was but the one letter.” 

“We’re not dealing with some schoolboy,” Violet countered. “This person is likely the killer of Harriet. I don’t think it is wise to assume that this fellow would behave the same as you or I or any of the men we know. Besides, you don’t know how long he was watching you and thinking of trading Harriet in for you.”

Kate nodded. She opened her bag, but Violet could see that Kate didn’t want to put her things into the space Violet was using. Violet rang a bell for Beatrice and said, “Shall we take poor Rouge out for a little walk? She does love to chase a ball.”

Kate didn’t want to, but Violet pushed the matter until Kate gave in. When Beatrice appeared, Kate stepped into the bath, giving Vi the chance to enlighten the maid.

Violet whispered, “Make Kate a space of her own. Perhaps have someone bring in a chair for her? With a table that has drawers? Move my things to the side, so she can use the vanity as easily.”

Beatrice nodded and then asked, “My lady, is everything all right?” 

Violet shook her head. “We have reason to believe that the person who killed Harriet might have focused their…illness on Kate. She is never to be alone. Like when you helped me with Theodophilus Smythe-Hill. The only people you can trust are the ones who came with us.”

Beatrice nodded frantically and whispered, “Oh my lady. How awful!” 

“Care for her as you do for me, please?” 

“Of course!” 

“Whatever we can do to make her feel safe and comfortable. Safe first.” 

Beatrice nodded, already moving to open the bags and put things away.

The door to the bath opened and Kate stepped out, eyeing the two women. 

Violet asked, “Did things get sorted out for the orphans?” The intent was to distract Kate, but Violet was distracted by the answer. 

“Actually,” Beatrice said, “Mr. Inkwell suggested you talk to Mrs. Lancaster about managing the donations to the orphanage and the needs of the children. When I told him I thought you might take care of more than just new blankets and regular eggs, he suggested that Mrs. Lancaster might be a good judge of what the children needed to be healthy and happy while also being careful with your money.” 

Violet glanced at Kate, who nodded in agreement. “Mama would be good at that. She’d love to do it, too. She’s bored with all of us being grown.” 

“Wonderful,” Violet smiled even though she didn’t feel very happy, and then she took her coat and hat. They took out both Rouge and Gin to play in the garden. Violet didn’t say anything because she wanted to see how the servants would react to them going outside. Lila had explained things, so what would they do? A moment later, the door to the back of the house opened and the kitchen girl began peeling potatoes near the door. Just what Violet wanted to see, the careful watching of Kate despite Violet’s presence and the gated garden.

Kate threw the ball for the dogs when Violet confessed she didn’t like the feel of the ball or of gloves. Instead of looking at Vi as though she were strange, Kate just nodded and threw both balls for the dogs while Violet tucked her ungloved hands into the pocket of her coat.

“I’m afraid,” Kate said. “The more I try to reason myself out of it, the more afraid I am.” 

Victor had approached as Kate spoke and Violet watched him gape and then snap his mouth closed before he carefully asked, “Why are you afraid, Kate?”

Kate gasped and twirled, hand over her heart as she faced the unexpected Victor.

“So good of you to appear,” Violet told him. “Where have you been?” 

“Tracking some sideways report Jack and Pomeroy received about a tramp who’d been seen outside the public ballroom and also supposedly inside the hall near that back closet. A load of codswallop if you ask me. Someone is playing games with the police, but Jack hasn’t figured out who yet.” 

Violet stared at Victor. He shrugged and added, “Denny, Donald, and I tromped all over the place looking for any sign of a tramp. I’ve walked and walked and walked. My feet. My nose. My legs. And you’re afraid? Why are you afraid, Kate?” 

He usually languid gaze was sharp on Kate’s face and she shifted under the weight of his glance. She looked to Violet. 

Violet nudged her brother, gathering his attention. “Is it just you and Denny who have returned, or is Jack here as well?” 

“Jack is here.” 

“Then we’ll explain all at once.” 

Victor wasn’t pleased with the delay and when he took in the shivering kitchen girl peeling potatoes in the doorway, he was furious. When they went inside, the girl did as well, running her hands over her arms. Violet reminded herself to gift the servants here with a large Christmas bonus. Victor’s jaw clenched as he took the balls from Kate for the dogs and then ordered the dogs to heel. 

Kate led the way into the house and Victor hissed to Violet, “What is going on?” 

Violet looked up at Victor, saw the worry, and knew the idea of Kate in danger was shifting something inside of him. Perhaps the maybe of Kate, the what-if…was clarified when he was forced to think: What if something happened to her? 

“We think the person who killed Harriet might have shifted his attention to Kate.” 

If Victor were anyone else, he’d have laughed off their worries. As her twin, he knew Violet better than anyone, and he’d never thought Violet was stupid simply because she was female. His concern escalated into a full rage, but the only sign of it was how his bearing shifted. You had to know Victor to see how his shoulders were tense, his jaw was clenched, his eyes were narrowed. The fury was there for those who had eyes to see.




Chapter 15

 

“Explain,” Victor ordered when they settled into the parlor. It was late for afternoon-tea, but Lila had ordered it anyway. They all ignored the food and Violet stood to pace.

“Lila knew that Harriet had once kept a journal, so we decided to go look for it after you left.”

Jack grunted and Vi guessed that meant he knew they’d waited to mention it so they could read it first. He wasn’t wrong, only Lila had saved the news from all of them until after Jack had gone.

“So, we drove to Harriet’s house. Harriet’s father was walking out his grief, her mother was abed, Lila went to retrieve the journal alone. I was left in the parlor with the piano, and I was curious about Harriet’s music.” 

Jack nodded, waiting. It was clear there was much yet to come. “I had been so entranced by her. Her music and her skill, I wanted to make copies of her arrangements and just admire what she’d done. It was wrong of me, but I gathered up the music…” 

“Get to the point, Violet,” Victor snapped. His gaze was never long from Kate, who was staring at her hands. 

“I discovered a letter and because I am without manners, I read it. It was…”

“Disturbing, to say the least,” Lila finished. She wasn’t sitting either. Violet paced in front of the fire, playing with her ring, and Lila paced behind Kate. Lila moved from Kate to the windows and back to Kate. Violet suddenly realized Lila was concerned that their lurker was watching them right at that moment. 

“It chronicled too much about Harriet, making it clear that someone was watching her, following her, wanting her. It was—” 

“What do you mean?” Jack asked. “Following her without her knowledge? Watching her from a distance?”

Violet nodded, rubbing her hands over the gooseflesh on her arms.

“Where?” 

“Everywhere, from the letters we read,” Lila said. “He referenced what she wore to bed, the music she played, the walks she took. He signed them an ‘admirer.’” 

Violet sniffed and said, “She wasn’t afraid at first. Bothered, yes. But not afraid. Only, we found a place in her journal where she said she was going to try leaving him a note, asking him to stop. He received her letter and wrote back to her, but he didn’t stop. Instead, he told her that it was the only way to ensure her safety, her…fidelity.”

“What now?” Victor demanded. He didn’t really want an answer, and when he rose, his fury came out as a shout. “And you think he’s after Kate now?” 

Kate jumped and Violet shot her brother a furious look. He was too angry to see Kate’s reaction. 

“Did you get one?” the fury in Victor’s voice made Kate jump again.

“Don’t yell at her,” Violet shouted. 

“Did she get one?” he shouted back.

“Yes,” Kate said softly. “Two. I had no idea about Harriet getting them too.” 

“When?” Victor snapped. 

“Ah…well, I found one on my bed just before Lila and Violet arrived at my Mother’s.”

Victor stopped in his pacing and spun on Kate. “On your bed?” 

The bellow made Kate leap and Violet snap, “Victor!” 

“On her bed?” he demanded. “On her bed and you were outside throwing a ball for the dogs? Are you stupid?” 

The look Kate shot him was disgusted, but Violet simply said, “Sit down and stop yelling or I’ll dump a cup of water on your head.” 

He blinked. 

“This is not Kate’s fault,” Violet reminded him.

“I know that!”

“And yet,” Violet rolled her eyes, “you’re yelling at her. And me. She doesn’t know you well enough to know your anger isn’t for her.” 

He started to shout again and then snapped his jaw shut. “Give me a minute,” he shouted and he stepped out of the room. There was the sound of something hitting the wall once and twice. Violet crossed to the bell to summon a servant.

“We’ll pay for the damage,” Violet told Lila.

Lila shrugged.

“We’ll pay for it because calmed-down Victor will be fun to needle. Even if you don’t mind the damage.” 

“Ah,” Lila agreed, “then I’ll be sure to write up a bill on perfumed paper.”

“Include a request of something for pain and suffering.” Kate’s dry comment took a moment to register with her audience. “And damage to your hearing.”

Jack was the first to laugh, but Lila rubbed her hands together and said, “Indeed. I’ll put a request for something ridiculous as payment.”

“He’ll give you whatever it is,” Violet told Lila. “Choose responsibly.” 

Inkwell appeared in the doorway and Violet told him, “When Victor is done with his tantrum, he’ll need some ice for his hand.” 

“Ah,” Inkwell said with an even voice. “Of course.” 

“You’re a vicious woman, Lady Vi,” Denny said.

“Lady?” she asked. 

“At a moment like this, it rather feels like an important distinction.” 

Violet batted her lashes at Denny, examined the tea, and said, “I want something a little stronger. Victor,” she raised her voice to call his name. 

He appeared a moment later, smooth-faced and calm. His hand was a little bloody, but that was the choice he made hitting the wall like a child.

“We need cocktails,” Violet told him.

He nodded and crossed to the bar cart that Denny had in his parlor. At some point, Giles had stocked it with the things Victor had brought. He started mixing, making simple cocktails rather than one of his more inventive creations. 

Kate was handed a sidecar a few minutes later. Jack noted that Kate received the first drink and lifted a brow at Violet, who winked his way. That might have been the first time Victor didn’t take care of Violet first, and he hadn’t even noticed what he was doing. Was Victor in love? It was becoming a more and more likely thing. 

Perhaps it was like love at first sight, but instead—love at first sarcastic aside. Violet grinned at the idea and took a sip of her drink. She loved the citrusy flavor of the triple sec and lemon juice and Victor always had the best cognac on hand. 

“What if instead of going to the Amalfi Coast we were to go to Cuba? Or Barbados?”

Victor looked up. His fury was still present, but he’d pulled it fully inside. He shrugged in reply. She was chattering because idle chatter calmed him down, and he knew her well enough to know what she was doing. “I could do with getting some more rum. Read about a new drink too. It needs pineapple juice, so we’ll have to linger long enough to get some and try the cocktail.” 

“We could go to California,” Lila suggested. “I’ve only ever been to New York City. How do they get to California? Do Americans take the train? Surely they don’t go by boat?” 

Jack laughed at Lila, who shrugged and told him, “I’m a Brit, not an American. Why would I know?”

“I have no idea,” Violet told her. “I’d guess, however, they use trains just like we do. It’s the other side of the world, not the bottom of the ocean.” 

Lila looked at Violet and winked. 

“You’re a mischievous woman, my friend.” Violet sipped her drink as Lila laughed at them. 

“Lila is many things, but rock stupid isn’t one of them,” Denny told the rest of them. “She knew how they got to California, but Jack…you should have guessed she was messing with you. She’s already pulled the wool over your eyes once today. She let you go off investigating when she had a good idea of where a shortcut could be found.” 

Violet dropped her head back on the chair and Jack said, “I think we’re ready for you to finish the story, Violet. You found a letter.” 

“I found stacks upon stacks of letters. Lila found the journals. We started to sort them out and then decided there was too much to quickly read and we needed help.”

Denny nodded, making himself a plate of biscuits and salmon sandwiches. “We were gone.”

“You are useless for this, my love,” Lila told him. “All of you are. Violet and I decided we needed a woman’s eyes. Kate’s the only real option since she’s not dumb as a post like Martha and wouldn’t blame herself like my mother or aunts.” 

Jack didn’t argue. His expression was blank as he said, “So you went for Kate.”

“It was during the conversation that we tipped off Mrs. Lancaster that Harriet had been receiving notes. Unlike Harriet, Kate showed her mother what she’d received. It was clear from first glance that we were dealing with the same man. The thing is, it has to be someone we know. Someone who can get in and out of houses. Who knows us well enough to know when the letters can be left.”

Violet sipped her drink. “I can’t imagine how Harriet must have felt. She didn’t tell anyone as far as we can tell. All she did to fix things was to ask him to stop, and he refused.” 

Jack sighed. “Obsession like this doesn’t just go away because someone asks nicely. The best thing she could have done was leave.”

“We think she stayed because she was taking care of her first love’s mother. Mrs. Knight lost everything when she lost her son. Harriet was the only person left who cared.” Lila spoke from near the window and then wandered back when everyone seemed surprised to find her over there.

Inkwell arrived and silently offered Victor a bowl with ice and a towel. Victor’s lips twitched and he glanced up, meeting Kate’s gaze. He winked at her and then said, “I’d better take my medicine then.” 

Violet laughed at him and patted him on the shoulder as she passed by with her own pacing. “There’s a good boy.” 

Victor’s snort of laughter didn’t surprise anyone but Kate, who looked up and watched him wrap his hand in a towel, adding in some ice and then leaning back to cross his legs and pick up his drink with his free hand. 

When he caught her gaze, he saluted her with his drink and then downed it all at once. Violet refilled his glass along with Jack’s before she returned to her pacing. She spun her ring around her finger. “The letters might give us insight into who it was following Harriet.”

“Her journals might explain why she was betrothed to both of the Misters Wickham and why she ended things,” Lila added. 

Violet’s head cocked. “Those letters aren’t just disturbing, they’re scary. Harriet had to know the writer was a man. She had to guess they’d be stronger than her. He knew everything she did. Every, single, thing. Even what she wore. She had to have been terrified.” 

“He didn’t do anything, though,” Denny said. When all the women turned on him, he held up his hands in surrender and said, “As far as we know, he didn’t touch her.”

“Why would he?” Kate demanded. “When there was so much…much…pleasure to be had by watching her wither and knowing he had all the power. She wasn’t safe in her own home. Doing the things she’d always done. She was trapped and there was nothing she could do. Touching wasn’t necessary to show her he had all the power.” 

They all looked at Kate. It took Violet a moment to realize that no one would be better able to guess how Harriet felt than Kate. 

“You aren’t Harriet,” Victor told Kate. He moved his chair closer but didn’t push into her space beyond that. “You aren’t alone. There is no way this ends with you dead in a closet. This ends with you going where you want to go, doing what you want to do without concern for your safety.”

Violet winced a little as Kate’s eyes flashed at Victor. “Don’t you get it? We always wonder about that. Do you think Violet doesn’t think twice every time she wants to take out Rouge and it’s dark? Do you think someone hasn’t put their hands on her when she didn’t want them to? Do you think that Lila hasn’t experienced that? Or me? We all have. The only shocking thing about this man is that he’s a cat playing with a mouse instead of going straight for the kill.” 

Victor turned to Violet. “Do you really worry about that? Do you think about whether it’s safe for you in the garden? Or walking?” 

Violet took in a slow breath. “Of course, I do.” 

“Because of Theo?” 

“My god, Victor,” Lila said. “Because of Theo. Because of Danvers. Because of Hugo. Because of Tomas. Because of that one boy at the beach. Because of the time her breasts were grabbed at the dancehall. Because we know girls who were forced at school. Because we’re weaker than you, and too many men are raised to think whatever you want is yours—even a whole other person.” 

Lila was usually so cheery so her tirade took everyone but Violet and Kate by surprise.

Victor leaned back, his gaze moving from Lila to Kate before settling on Violet. He sounded almost broken when he asked, “Why didn’t you tell me you worried?” 

She was gentle when she replied, “Because you are who you are.” 

“What does that mean? It’s my job to protect you,” Victor told Violet. “To keep you safe. You didn’t tell me you didn’t feel safe.”

“But you can’t,” Violet shot back. “You can’t spend every minute of every day protecting me from men who aren’t like you.” 

Victor stood swiftly and left. They all heard the door slam. 

“I need another drink,” Lila declared. She stood, examined the bottles and then shook her head. 

 

 




Chapter 16

 

“Were you with me when someone grabbed your chest?” Jack asked. “Was it the time that we went to that little club near the Thames?”

Violet’s eyes had been closed. After Victor left, Lila had gone to speak with the servants about dinner. Denny had something to take care of for the house. Violet had taken a seat, leaning back and refusing to leave Kate alone. Not even in the house did Violet feel comfortable leaving Kate be. 

Vi had been leaning back with her feet up on an ottoman. She slowly cracked her lids, glanced around and then said, “That was Lila. Denny had left her for a few minutes. It would kill him, so she made it me instead of her when she had her tirade.” 

“Has anyone ever hurt you when you were with me?” 

Violet smiled at him and slowly shook her head. She sat up and glanced around the parlor. Kate was writing in her journal near the fire. Violet was guessing Lila was trying to hold dinner until Victor returned, but Vi didn’t see the point. Victor was chasing down his demons and his fury—at her—wouldn’t be contained with a swift walk down the street and the kicking of the wall. 

“Do you want me to go get your brother?”

Violet shook her head. 

Jack took a seat on the ottoman near her. He sighed. “I should be investigating. Reading the letters. Tracking down Henry Wickham the elder who seems to have disappeared.”

Violet’s head cocked and she sat up. “I think that might be a job better for the locals. You wouldn’t even recognize him if you saw him.” 

Jack nodded and admitted, “I said I’d help, Violet. But I won’t be going far from the house if the killer is focused on Kate.” 

“We can keep her safe,” Violet told him. “We’ll surround her while you hunt the hunter.” 

He reached out and took Vi’s hand, weaving their fingers together. “This type of thing isn’t normal, Violet. I’m not leaving you in the cross-hairs of this man. I don’t want anything to happen to you because you were determined to protect Kate.” 

Violet licked her lips and her voice was gentle when she said, “The problem is that you can’t protect me.” 

He blinked at her, frowning.

“Just like Victor, you can’t protect me all the time. I am not an infant, and I won’t be treated like one. I’m an adult. I might be weaker than the typical man, but I am not less intelligent. I’ll use the skills and wits I have and I will protect myself. It would be different if he were focused on me, but he’s not. He’s focused on Kate.” 

Jack leaned back. He sniffed. “I’ll go find Victor. He’s not the only one coming to an uncomfortable realization.” 

Violet waited until he was gone to speak to Kate. “Shall we go sort those letters out and see what we can discover?” 

“What do you mean? Harriet never figured out who she was dealing with. Why would we be able to?” 

“We might not. We can try though. We can try to turn the hunt on the hunter too. Harriet was alone. We’re working together.” 

Kate nodded and rose. “It’s going to be dinner soon.” 

“Let’s take them up to the bedroom then. We can change and then work on it until Lila gives up on waiting for Victor.” 

“It hurt him to know that you hadn’t told him about that nightclub thing. Or your worries.”

“He doesn’t have to carry his burdens and mine,” Violet told Kate. “Though he’ll expect it of himself.” 

The dining room had the letters carefully stacked to the side and Violet retrieved them, taking them up to the bedroom. Beatrice followed them up and as they explained what they were doing, she asked, “May I help?” 

Violet nodded without reservation. Beatrice was clever and the perspective of someone who saw things through the servant’s eyes instead of a spoiled girl’s eyes might just be helpful, indeed. 

Violet dressed first. She put her makeup on quickly, brushing her hair, putting on a headpiece and then pulling up the first gown Beatrice handed over. 

Beatrice had prepped Kate’s dresses as well, getting the wrinkles out, and Kate put on a red and black evening gown that was lovely in its simplicity. She was a curvier woman, and she wasn’t pretending to be anything else. The dress acknowledged her curves and fashion at the same time. It was nearly as clever as Kate herself. 

Violet examined Kate’s dress and then pressed her black pearls on her to wear. Kate ran reverent fingers over the pearls and said, “These may be the loveliest pearls I have ever seen.”

Violet’s grin was wicked when she said, “These are what come when you’re adored by the honorable Victor Carlyle. It would be easy for you, I think, to join me on my pedestal.” 

“You aren’t concerned I would displace you?” Kate was genuinely curious. Violet could see it in the woman’s gaze. 

Vi winked. “It’s not possible, my friend. Our hearts are meant to love more than one person. Victor’s heart will never not love me. I’m his twin. He literally took his first breath in the shadow of my gloriousness. I’m not a jealous creature, however. Love him, make me happy. Be prepared for long vacations together and possibly houses next door and me dumping my children on your nanny while I write something frivolous and nearly scandalous.”

Kate laughed as she applied her lipstick. “Perhaps I should be jealous of you, instead?”

Violet scrunched her nose. “Only if you have a little mind and a little heart. I suspect that you don’t.” 

Kate’s response was lost in the knocking of an angry fist on Violet’s bedroom door. She knew it was Victor and she crossed to open it herself. Victor took in Beatrice and Kate and then he took Violet’s wrist and tugged her into the hallway.

“Someone assaulted you in a nightclub and you didn’t tell me? You are concerned in our neighborhood? Why?” 

Violet searched his face. She caught movement behind him and saw Jack and Denny. “It wasn’t me who was assaulted in the nightclub,” Violet said softly, but Denny heard. He knew his wife well enough to put the pieces together in a mere breath, and he shut the door to their shared bedroom a moment later. 

A moment after, Denny—Denny’s—shout filled the hallway. Violet flinched for Lila and then told Victor, “It’s not that I’m afraid to go outside. It’s just that I—all women—have to weigh their safety against the things they might need or want to do. We have to ask ourselves, would this action be unwise?” 

“So you aren’t scared by our house?” 

“It’s a lovely house in a lovely neighborhood and no, I am not afraid there. No matter where I was, I would consider those things.” 

Victor growled at that reply. “You. Lila. Kate. Isolde. Jiu-Jitsu classes. I’m not joking this time, Vi.” 

“You weren’t joking last time,” Violet told him. 

“I’ll take them with you so you don’t worry about the teacher.” 

Violet cupped his cheek. “You’re a good brother and a better man. No woman would be alarmed with you near. You, Jack—” The sound of something breaking in Lila and Denny’s rooms followed and Violet added with a smirk, “Denny.”

“Should we save him from her?”

“She should have told him a long time ago,” Violet said. “She has bad dreams about it.” 

Victor winced and changed the subject. “I understand Cook made us a glorious Christmas dinner since we are scheduled elsewhere for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.” 

Violet nodded and then Kate said, “Whoever is going to be at those dinners should be safe, right? We’ll be able to relax our guard some. Maybe after, we can set up a trap for the killer.” 

“With you as bait?” Victor growled. He out and out growled, and Violet had to bite back a laugh.

Kate nodded.

“No,” Victor said.

“I…” Kate started

“No,” Victor snapped. “No, and no again.” 

“We might find the killer more quickly that way,” Jack said carefully.

Victor spun on Jack and shouted, “Would you set a trap with Vi as bait?” 

Jack shook his head once. His lips twitched and Violet realized he’d done that on purpose. He’d forced Victor’s hand—not his hand—his heart. 

Violet choked back a laugh and Victor spun on her instead. He took in her expression and demanded, “Why are you laughing?” 

“No reason,” Violet said solemnly. 

Victor’s gaze roved over her face and she winked at him as soon as he started to relax. “Violet!” 

She giggled. 

“I was serious.” Kate’s calm voice cut between the twins, making Violet laugh harder. Jack’s snort had Victor spinning again.

“He’s like a top on a string,” Kate told Violet.

“All for you,” Violet replied, and Victor reached out to pull her hair. 

“I’m getting dressed you…you…bloody devils!”

He slammed into his room and Jack’s laughter joined Violet’s. They both fell silent as they heard Denny shout again.

“This dinner should be fun.” Kate’s dry voice set Violet off again. 

“Should we be concerned?” Jack asked Violet, temporarily serious.

“Only for Denny,” Violet told him equally serious. “Possibly our digestion, if he mopes.” 

With that, Jack lifted a brow and returned to his ablutions. 

“My lady,” Beatrice said as they returned to the room. “May I sit here and read these?” 

“As long as you eat, my love,” Violet told Beatrice, “you may do as you choose.” 




Chapter 17

 

Beatrice woke Violet and Kate the next morning.

“My lady.” Beatrice shook Violet’s shoulder until she sat up. “My lady, please.” 

Violet pushed back her eye mask and met the girl’s gaze. 

“I…”. The wide concern in Beatrice’s gaze paused Violet more than anything else. With a shaking hand, the girl held out a white envelope.

“Oh no.” Kate had pushed back the eye mask Violet had lent her the previous night. “How did he find me?”

Beatrice shook her head, and Violet handed Kate the envelope. “What time is it?” 

“It’s 7:00am, my lady. Rouge and Gin need to go out early or they have accidents. Mr. Giles always gathers up Gin, and I get Rouge and take them both out for their business. I found the letter taped to the back door as I came in.”

“Like they knew that would be the place where someone would find it the soonest.” Violet said and then shuddered, “When did you see it?”

Kate gasped and Vi and Beatrice turned to her. They waited and Kate said, “He talks about women drivers. He talks about drinking here. He talks about…how would he know we had drinks? How would he know we had a holiday dinner?”

Violet took Kate’s hand and squeezed. “Anyone who knows Lila and Denny know that they had at least one drink over the evening. Did he say when?”

Kate shook her head. 

“For us, drinking in the parlor and having dinner quite so late—that was unusual. He’s guessing and making you think he saw. If he’d known everything, he’d have said something about you driving your protectors away. After all, Jack and Victor both left when we should have been eating.”

Kate bit her lip, but she nodded. 

“He’s upset. He says I shouldn’t be spending time with sinners and harlots.” 

Violet laughed. “He must think I’m the harlot since Lila is married. If he thinks music, dancing, gluttony, and drinking are sins—he’s got me pegged.”

“That is not true,” Beatrice snapped, almost surprised at her reaction, but she didn’t stop. “Sinners don’t take care of little orphans. Or become the guardians of street urchins. Or find loving homes for sweet little innocent babies.” 

Violet patted Beatrice’s hand and then got out of bed. She crossed to the armoire, to Beatrice’s consternation, and pulled out two kimonos. 

“Irregular to say the least, but I believe Victor may strangle me if I don’t wake him. Here, love.” Violet handed one to Kate. She gasped, running her fingers over it in sheer delight. The kimono was silk with dragons up the sleeves. Violet loved it, but Kate—it seemed—had fallen head over heels. “Take it, darling. It’s yours now.” 

“Oh, I couldn’t.” Kate shook her head and Violet held up a hand.

“You must. When that expression hits a girl’s gaze, I cannot be the one who stands in the way of true love. Even the true love of a girl and her kimono.” 

Kate laughed and shook her head again.

“You may as well accept,” Beatrice told Kate. “She gave me one too, and I tried to say no. Lady Vi held up nail scissors to it and said she’d destroy it or she’d see it loved by me.” 

Kate laughed again, and Violet said, “It’s just like the babies and King Solomon. You know the true kimono owner by the one who cannot stand to see it cut to pieces. I was merely holding it for the true home. Shall we have a moment of silence in the sheer appreciation of fate bringing these two soul mates together?”

Beatrice laughed and Kate stared at Violet as though she were mad. “No? Ah well. A prophet is never appreciated in her own country. Excuse me. I shall go torment Victor awake. I suppose I must wake Jack as well. How awkward. I’d better use different techniques for Jack.” 

Kate looked to Beatrice, who was taking Violet in stride. So she shrugged and put on the kimono while Violet left, pausing only to watch Kate running delighted fingers down her sleeve.

 Violet knocked several times on Jack’s door and then left Victor’s open when she stepped into his room. She found her poor twin sleeping across the end of his bed, a stack of pages having fluttered out of his hands. Her poor darling brother must have been up late writing. That would cause a sharp pain when she yanked him awake. 

Violet crossed to her twin, licked a finger, and ran it along his chin.

“Vi!” he groaned. “Why?” 

“Wake up, son!” she trilled into his ear. “It is time to mount that fine white steed and save the princess!” 

“What? Bloody hell, Vi—”

Jack stood in the doorway with his hands on his hips. He was fully dressed in a suit and looked as though he had been a moment from leaving the house. “Do you wake him this way often?”

She grinned and winked at Jack. “Just often enough for him to appreciate the mornings when I don’t.” 

Jack’s expression was utterly baffled as she ran her fingers through Victor’s hair. “No siblings?” 

“No, I have two sisters, but they would never…”

Vi winked as she cackled. “Well, of course, they wouldn’t. They aren’t me. And you aren’t twins.” Violet turned at look at her brother before she said, “Beatrice is in my room, Jack. Send her for Turkish coffee, please? Victor is going to need a large cup.” 

Victor ran his hands over his face. “Did we suddenly become plebeians who must be up with the sun?”

“There’s another letter, Victor. It was left where Beatrice would find it when she took out the dogs. It’s time for you to put on your shining armor and prepare to save the damsel.” 

Victor groaned. “This fellow must be stopped.” 

“Come, my lad,” Violet told him. “I know you have it in you. Also, coffee is coming. Just picture the dulcet face of your mademoiselle.”

“I believe it is voices that are dulcet,” Victor countered, “and yours is not.”

“Ahhhh,” Violet said. “Nothing like a twin brother to crush one’s hopes of operatic stardom.” 

She left him to wash his face and change out of his pajamas. She might be able to get away with a kimono, but she didn’t think that he would do the same. Not when he had yet to secure his love. Or even entice her.

They gathered in Violet’s room despite the completely inappropriate nature of the meeting. Lila read the letter.

“I guess we’ll find out just what this fellow knows.” Denny crossed his arms over his chest as he added, “We are all in our bedclothes discussing this bloke. I wonder if he can feel it.” 

“What? Psychically?” Kate shook her head and glanced at Lila, who was rolling her eyes at Denny.

“He wants us to talk about him.” Jack was the only one fully dressed beside Victor, who had taken the time to put on a suit. Denny wore pajamas with a large robe over the top. It didn’t seem to matter that it was the day before Christmas Eve, Jack had intended to work. To be honest, Violet was grateful he was. “This man wants to think we’re helpless and scared. It’s why he’s doing what he’s doing.”

“We are neither of those things. I suppose you’re working?” Violet asked as Victor read the latest letter.

Jack nodded. “I have a mountain of things to discuss with Pomeroy. I will be by for luncheon and to discover what you’ve uncovered from the letters.”

Beatrice came in a moment later. “They’re setting up an early breakfast in the breakfast room with the Turkish coffee. They’ve got that out and tea should be set up by the time you arrive.” 

The group looked at each other and then adjourned to the breakfast room with full plates and full cups. Kate examined her own cup of Turkish coffee—Violet had made Kate one while making one for herself. Kate had made herself a cup of tea as well, so she had an alternative if she despised it.

Violet had placed a cinnamon bun, fruit, and bacon on her plate that morning. On occasion, the very sight of eggs made her stomach turn. For some reason, the very next day she enjoyed them immensely. There was no account for herself, she thought as she bit into some of the hothouse fruit. 

“So, what do we know about this letter?”

“It just makes assumptions,” Kate told Jack, handing it over. “At first, I thought that he must have seen everything. But as Violet said, he’d have remarked on Victor hitting the wall or the fact that we had those drinks when we did. It’s too vague to be really sure of what we’ve done. Clever how he makes it seem that he sees all. If you believed it, you’d think he was hiding in the corner or under the table at the moment. I don’t know how Harriet stood it.” 

Jack grunted and read it over. “I might not have seen that immediately. Wicked smart, Vi.”

“It was the peignoir that he talked about for Harriet that made me figure it out,” Violet admitted. “I found two letters that referenced her nightwear. The first one—maybe he saw her? There is no way she wasn’t fully dressed with an open curtain again. No woman would let some man have that visual when it was a simple curtain closure away.”

“So how did he do it?” Victor asked.

“Clothing lines,” Violet said. “How else?” 

Victor blinked a little stupidly and Violet affectionately patted him on the head. “Drink up that coffee, Vic. Catch up with us.” 

“I couldn’t sleep,” he admitted and downed his coffee in one go. He rose to refill it and Violet wondered just how many cups of coffee he’d become accustomed to. For Violet, she generally had one in the morning and then switched to tea. 

“It does make us sound like a den of vipers, doesn’t it?” Jack set the letter aside. “Are they all like this?” 

“We didn’t get very far into them,” Violet admitted. “I think that shall be my goal for the day.” 

“I’d prefer for you to stay close to the house at least until we have a better idea of how this fellow might have been getting his information.” 

Violet didn’t argue. She had no intention of leaving the house anytime soon, and she wasn’t going to make him worry for no reason. 

“We aren’t leaving them alone,” Victor said. “The girls will have to stay together and we’ll stick around too.”

“Lovely,” Lila declared, “it’ll be easier for us to keep an eye on you that way.” 

Victor looked up and Lila winked at him and said, “This is a merry little holiday, isn’t it? Maybe on our next trip we can visit a leper colony or a city full of orphaned children and see what further damage we can do.” 

“Cuba, I’m telling you. I’ve thought about Vi’s suggestion and now nothing else will do.” Victor said. “Maybe we’ll even pick up Isolde if she’s managed to secure Tomas. Should be lovely there. I think it’s warm all the time. You’ll have to get some of those loose-pants women wear. Beach pants? Is that what they’re called? Perhaps one of those hats that has a brim all the way out to your shoulders.” 

“And then swing over to California,” Lila declared. “We’ll be almost there anyway, right?” 

She winked at Jack when he shot her a disbelieving look. 

Denny, on the other hand, said, “You’ve got a point there, love. We’ll be closer than we’ve ever been before. Might as well just finish the visit out.” 

Lila laughed at her husband, but he was serious. She lifted a brow and shrugged. Violet guessed that when it came right down to it, Lila didn’t have any objections. To be honest with herself, however, Violet was pretty sure that Lila would follow Denny wherever he wanted to go. She wasn’t one who burned to see the world, but she was happy enough to accompany those who wanted to travel.

Violet leaned back. She felt ridiculous to be having breakfast in the kimono but then she said, “You know…this…” she gestured to her kimono and then Kate’s. “This would make the admirer furious.”

They all looked at Violet. “He’d be sure to say something about it, I think. If he knew…we’ll get an idea of just what he knows when we see if he calls her to account. Or threatens her. Or pleads with her to leave this…what did he call us? Sinners and harlots?” 

Victor snarled a little and then refilled his coffee cup again. 

“How late were you up, Victor darling?” 

“I wrote a rather terrifying scene for our damsel. She saved herself. We’ve definitely moved on from damsel to heroine.” 

Violet knew he’d been working through his thoughts in the book. It was an easy way to discover your worries and concerns. If only it were so easy to save yourself from real life villains as it would end up being for their heroine to save herself. 




Chapter 18

 

When Violet dressed, she put on a new day dress. It was a long-sleeved grey plaid wool worked through with red and black stripes to provide the plaid detailing. The dress tied in the front and had a drop waist and pleated skirt. It was warm on a day where the chill never seemed to leave Violet, but she was pretty sure that was because she was horrified in her soul. 

She left the jewelry off except a ring to play with when she paced. She added rouge and lipstick and kohl on her eyes because she loved the creativity of makeup and the way it made her look healthy and vibrant even when she was having longing thoughts of returning to her bed. 

While Kate dressed, Violet sent Beatrice down to Inkwell to see if he would be able to locate a chalkboard. Violet had some ideas, but she felt that she’d do better to sketch them out in front of her. Rather like her journaled list of suspects but on a larger scale. 

Inkwell came through admirably and by the time that Violet and Kate had dressed, gathered up the letters and journals, and ordered tea to the main parlor, there was a chalkboard on a stand near the fireplace. Violet examined it and asked for one of the long rulers that would allow her to separate a list of names. She sketched out several lines while Kate watched without making a sound. 

“We’re going to make a list of names here,” Violet said. “Anyone we can think of who has the access to know too much about either one of you. Anyone who seemed to be in ‘love’ with Harriet or you, Kate.” 

Violet split the letters into their timeframes and started skimming the pages. At one point she paused and read, “My dearest Harriet, it pains me to see you weep over Knight’s grave. Don’t you know that God intended you for me? I am sorry that you lost your love, but it was always meant to be that he died. Just as you and I are meant to be. Be strong my love. We’ll be together soon.” 

Kate snarled. “Fate that took Ethan? Was it fate that took Monroe? I rather thought it was the Great War. Monroe and Ethan died to protect the country and the people they loved. You can be…be…damn sure that it wasn’t for this animal.” 

Kate slammed out of the room, and Victor rose as he said, “She can’t be alone. Just in case.” 

“Not you,” Violet told him. Lila nodded and followed Kate while Victor returned to his seat.

“Why not me?” He tossed aside the journal he had been reading. “I feel as though I am peeping on poor Harriet while she bathed. This makes me sick to my soul.” 

Violet crossed to her brother, taking a seat across from him. “Kate loved Monroe Kimball. She lost him. If she’d married him as they intended, Kate would never have looked at you twice.” 

“Does she love him still? Do I have no chance?”

“She’s interested in you,” Violet told her brother. “You have to accept that it isn’t just you running around in her heart. You don’t get her from the beginning like Lila and Denny. There will be parts of her that you never reach.” 

Victor slumped back. “I don’t begrudge that fellow the love he got or the life he lived.” The door had opened and Lila and Kate stood in the doorway, but Victor didn’t see them. “I’d bring her Monroe back for her if I could. I’d give Ethan and Harriet their happily ever after. I’m not a monster.” 

Kate wiped away a quick tear and crossed to the table where she’d been reading one of the journals. A few minutes of tense silence later, Kate said. “Oh, my heavens!” 

They all looked her way and she read, “I told Henry Wickham I would marry him today. I can’t think of anything I desire less, but to be honest, I don’t know if he’s the admirer. I hate that word. What a corruption. The animal. The hunter. The jackal. NOT the admirer. 

“I avoided both the kiss he wanted to press on me and made him swear to keep it silent. Every time he comes into the room, my skin crawls. Every time I see him I want to run. Only Mama Knight needs me. I won’t leave her. I’ll lie and avoid and care for her and when the day arrives that my Ethan takes his mother home, I will slip away.”

“That makes so much more sense,” Lila said. “I didn’t understand how Harriet could have ended engaged to two men. Only…”

“Only,” Denny said, “she was just trying to survive until Mrs. Knight died. It was a good plan.” 

“Mrs. Knight did die. She died and Harriet called off the engagements. She was cutting ties here and preparing to flee.” Violet sat down, looking at the others in horror. “She was leaving him. She was leaving the place where he could torment her.” 

“He couldn’t let her go,” Victor murmured. He glanced at Kate and then breathed out, “We talked openly about you going with us to the Amalfi Coast. If he hears…”

“He might not let her leave,” Denny finished. “Even if she never goes anywhere ever again.” 

“This is what we need,” Kate said. “We’ll have my mother come visit and then start openly packing for me. She could make it into the shops and order me things. Talk about how Lila has persuaded me to come along. We could even use the trip you were talking about. Cuba? It might as well be hell itself to this person.” Kate indicated the stack of the letters. 

“No,” Victor said. “No.”

“Yes,” Violet and Lila said. 

Violet added, “We just won’t leave her. We can keep her safe. If he tries for her, we’ll be able to end it all at once. We can come at him from both ways. We’ll keep hunting him, narrowing down who it could be. We’ll set things up, so he’ll have to act or let her go.”

“No,” Victor said. “Not with her. Not with you. Violet, it’s not worth the risk.”

“What risk?” Kate looked at Victor. “I am not intending to be cruel when I tell you that you don’t get to direct my actions. Sooner or later, I’m going to do something this man can’t forgive. Then it’ll be me strangled.” 

Victor looked as though he’d taken a direct hit, and Kate was almost pleading when she added, “I’m not strong like Harriet.”

Victor turned, staring at Kate. He didn’t understand, and Kate explained.

“I need him found or I’m leaving, and I’m not coming back. I won’t let him steal Mama and Father from me. I want him found. I want to be freed from…whatever this madness is.” 

Violet understood completely. It wasn’t just justice for Harriet, it was peace for Kate. 

“Oh, bloody hell,” Denny said. He had only been half-following the conversation as he flipped through one of Harriet’s journals. “Oh, bloody hell. I will find this bloke and murder him with my own bare hands.” 

All of them turned as the light-hearted Denny turned murderous as he read, “Mr. Long gave me one of the long-haired kittens. The cutest little thing you ever saw. Blue eyes, orange fluffy fur, a meow that sounded more like a sneeze than a cat. I…I don’t want to say what I am thinking, but…it’s gone. Before I could even name the kitten, it was gone. In the little basket I’d placed at the end of my bed for the kitten was, instead, a see-through nightgown. No explanation, but the kitten has not been seen. How does he get into my house? How did he get into my room? Why an innocent little kitten? Why is this happening to me?”

Violet cleared her throat. “Ring the bell for Beatrice. I want the dogs with us at all times. No going out without leashes.” 

Victor stood. “I think the problem will be that we murder this fellow before Jack can take him in and then Jack will take us in instead.” 

“I am fine with that.” Violet pressed a shaking hand to her mouth and then said, “I want ginger wine. Did you bring some?” 

Victor nodded. Violet crossed to the chalkboard and wrote on it: 

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE ELDER

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE YOUNGER

ROBERT MOORE

DONALD MOORE 

MR. LONG

“Who else was watching Harriet so carefully when she sang?” Violet asked. 

Lila bit her lip, scrunching her nose as she considered, but Denny answered first. “Timothy Alberts.” 

Violet added the name. 

“When I lived here before Denny and I left,” Lila said, “Harriet had quite the admirer in both Robert, but also his friend Neville Crane. I’m not sure I would recognize him if I saw him, but it was possible he was there.” 

Violet wrote the name without an argument. They made their way through the journal, adding two more names that Harriet had considered. The list now read: 

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE ELDER

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE YOUNGER

ROBERT MOORE

DONALD MOORE 

MR. LONG

TIMOTHY ALBERTS 

NEVILLE CRANE

“What about you, Kate? Is there anyone you would add that has bothered you?”

Kate nibbled her lip for a moment and then said, “Neville Crane was the one who wanted to marry me and I didn’t want to. My father had to make him go away.” 

Violet put a star next to Mr. Crane’s name. 

“I haven’t seen him in some time.” Kate tucked a hair behind her ear and shuffled the letters in front of her. “I’m not sure if he was there during the concert or not. If he was, he didn’t speak to me.” 

Violet just nodded and stared at the list. “Call your mother, Kate. Tell her she’s needed.”

Kate left the parlor and Victor followed. She tried to smile when she realized she was being followed, but she didn’t seem to appreciate it even if Victor was attempting to be unobtrusive. 

“Neville Crane seems likely,” Lila said. 

“He does, indeed,” Violet stared at the board and then turned with a frown, “I don’t recall Harriet mentioning him in any of her journal entries. I feel like…I mean…surely he’s inserting himself into her life in his regular role as well. I can’t see it being someone who wasn’t part of her life in some way.” 

“That does heighten it, doesn’t it?” Lila asked.

Denny rubbed his jaw. “I think it makes sense, to be honest. This fellow was enjoying how Harriet was afraid, how he was controlling her like a puppet. He’d want to have the power of being around her as himself with her being entirely unaware that the man across from her wasn’t that person she’d known since childhood or from Sunday school or wherever it was. He’d want to watch her watch everyone around her wondering.”

“So perhaps not Neville?”

“Except,” Lila said, “he switched so quickly to Kate. Why, unless he was already part of Kate’s life? Neville had been driven away once. Maybe he’d decided to come back this way instead.” 

Violet shrugged, wishing there was an easy answer. She picked up another letter and skimmed, looking for Neville Crane’s name while the others did the same, but they never found him mentioned. 




Chapter 19

 

The parlor was neat because even though they’d spread across it, Violet couldn’t help straightening piles of letters or carefully lining up the journals they weren’t using on the mantle over the fireplace. The pillows were straight. The curtains were evenly pulled back to let the light in. The dogs lay in their beds near the fire, and the empty teacups had been returned to the tray.

Something Violet was grateful for when Mrs. Lancaster came into the parlor, put her hands on her hips, and surveyed them like children. She sniffed once, said nothing, and then crossed to the chalkboard with the neat even lines and careful printing.

Mrs. Lancaster stared at the board for a long time. “Mr. Long married a widow in Edinburgh and moved there. He’s been gone for a few months now.” 

Violet stood and crossed his name out. Mrs. Lancaster turned on them, eyeing her daughter carefully and then said, “Tea would be welcome.” 

Lila jumped to her feet and rang the bell for a servant. She shook her head as though she were stupid to have not called for a fresh pot before Mrs. Lancaster arrived. Victor had, after all, driven over to get her. They’d had time to prepare in that way.

“Are you well, Kate?”

Kate handed over the new letter as an answer. Her mother read the letter with a twisted mouth. “Did you drink? Did someone witness this?”

Violet shook her head. “We think he’s guessing based off of how it was written. Yes, we had a cocktail. Only, we always do. Things were different for us yesterday. We had a bit of a ruckus about what has been happening. Our dinner was late, we had cocktails much earlier than normal. None of that was mentioned.” 

“Are you referring to the fit Mr. Carlyle had?”

Victor blushed brilliantly as Violet demanded, “How did you know?”

Mrs. Lancaster snorted. “I have eyes, don’t I? Damaged plaster, bruised knuckles. I grew up with brothers and went from a house with them to the house with my husband. Men aren’t the mysterious creatures they believe.” 

Violet giggled and then bit her lip at the completely inappropriate response. 

“You can always count on a man to have an emotional reaction,” Mrs. Lancaster told Lila, Kate, and Violet. “They’re such flighty creatures when you make a study of them.”

Violet choked on another laugh. 

“The best thing to do, however,” Mrs. Lancaster continued, “is to let them assume they lead and then do as you wish. Most of the time, they don’t even realize they aren’t getting their own way.”

Denny blushed as Lila choked back a laugh this time. Violet wasn’t even trying to hold them back anymore. 

“The thing to keep in mind is, however, the tantrums that ensue when they realize things aren’t just as they wish. Now then, I am to pack my daughter up for some ridiculous trip and tell everyone how excited I am that she’s off to…where did you say again?” 

“Cuba,” Victor supplied. “For some rum-based cocktails.” 

Mrs. Lancaster perused the letter in front of her. “That statement should certainly set this Puritan off on a tirade.” 

“Perhaps,” Kate said, “you should add in something about swinging by California as well.” 

Mrs. Lancaster paused. “You do realize that there is the whole of the United States between California and Cuba.”

“It will set him off,” Kate told her mother, “as it is idiotic and the kind of thinking sinners and harlots would find reasonable.” 

Mrs. Lancaster snorted and then demanded, “Will you take this trip?” 

“Why wouldn’t we?” Victor asked. “I would like to bring some rum back to my collection. Perhaps a good number of kinds. It seems warm in Cuba, and the chill has gotten to my bones. I understand the ocean is beautiful there. The crossing is always fun. Cruise ships do such a good job of spoiling one. The dancing and music should be good. The wine flowing freely. Etcetera, etcetera.”

“I’ll be sure to include that as well. They’ve decided to go to Cuba because the Honorable Mr. Carlyle would like to get some rum for his collection of spirits. Why wouldn’t you cross the Atlantic for such a reason?” 

Victor winked at Mrs. Lancaster as he said seriously, “One can read Shakespeare on a ship, however, for the purpose of this fellow, we’ll only be drinking and dancing. As for you, my good woman, seeing the world is surely more enriching than endless evenings at the Savoy or in the newest nightclubs?”

“Why do I find you charming?” Mrs. Lancaster asked him seriously.

He grinned and winked at her. “I have the good taste to find your daughter enchanting.” 

Mrs. Lancaster crossed her arms and jiggled her foot. “That is a very good reason and likely correct.” 

Victor lifted her hand, kissed it, and said, “Shall we save your daughter from this animal, arrange for some orphans, and become bosom friends? That is the word, isn’t it, Vi? I’ll get things sorted with this beauty and the orphans while you track the fiend. I don’t care for reading poor Harriet’s private thoughts. It makes me feel like the villain.” 

Violet huffed. “I know it’s only 10:00am, but I want a cocktail. Heavy on the gin. And a nap. Heavy on the lack of dreams. Possibly followed by this all having been a dream and dancing in the parlor. However, yes. You take care of the orphans, we’ll see what we can do about narrowing the field of the hunt for Jack and the policemen.” 

They read through the letters until they wanted to scrub their eyeballs clean of what they’d seen, but they didn’t find any reason to believe it was any one of the men. Violet stood in front of the list of names and read them over again: 

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE ELDER

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE YOUNGER

ROBERT MOORE

DONALD MOORE 

MR. LONG

TIMOTHY ALBERTS 

NEVILLE CRANE

“I lean towards Neville Crane or the elder Mr. Wickham,” Violet said. “I don’t like that Mr. Wickham was with Martha so quickly after Harriet died. I don’t like that you’ve already had to run Mr. Crane off once.” 

“On the other hand,” Kate said, “he was run off once and I didn’t die.” 

“On the other hand,” Lila added, “perhaps Mr. Wickham was with Martha because she’s a floozy.” 

Violet handed Lila the chalk and walked to the Chesterfield and laid out on it. Vi wasn’t used to so little sleep. “I wish he’d just come and knock on the door, demand Kate, and we could clobber him and be done.”

“Then off to Cuba,” Lila trilled. “I don’t know anything about Cuba except a vague idea of where it might be.” 

“It’s completely natural to read about a cocktail in a magazine,” Violet said from the sofa, “and then decide to travel across the world to experience it.” 

“A completely natural reaction to being involved with a murder investigation,” Lila said. “Suddenly only the frivolous and light-hearted can be stood. We’ll need to cleanse our palette.” 

Violet laughed and curled into her side. Denny seemed to be engrossed in one of Harriet’s journals while Lila was staring at the list of the names on the chalkboard, frowning.

“What’s wrong, luvvie?” 

Lila turned. “This list includes two of my cousins. My sister was caught with another of the men. Harriet didn’t ask any of us for help. We only came here for the holidays because we brought you and Victor as a buffer. It’s possible that I don’t know my family at all, and also that maybe I don’t want to.” 

Violet propped herself up on her hand. “Family is both created by fate and by choice. Those cousins of yours are fate as Algie and Merry are for Victor and I. My chosen family includes Victor, you, Denny, John, Gwen, Isolde, Gerald, Tomas, Ginny, Anna. My perfect family made of choice.” 

“Don’t forget Jack,” Denny said.

Violet winked and said nothing. But yes. Jack. Indeed, Jack. Violet shivered. She hoped he would go with them to Cuba. That he would take their frivolousness in stride.

Lila frowned at Violet, who lifted a brow at her. She didn’t seem convinced, so Violet continued. “Aunt Agatha chose me and Victor. She might have been our great aunt by birth, but she could have picked any niece or nephew to love. She chose us because we chose her. Family isn’t just about the accident of birth. You know that. We worked hard to find that couple to take Helen’s baby.” 

That convinced Lila. She had been there when Violet had given them the baby. Lila’s lips twitched in the tears they’d both shed as they watched the young couple and the baby unite. “They saw her and fell in love. You’d have to peel little Helen out of their cold, dead hands and even then they’d haunt you,” Lila said. “I suppose I know those things are true. That being said, I want my cousins off this list.” 

Mrs. Lancaster returned to the room and said, “I hope that you intend to follow through with what your brother agreed to, Lady Carlyle.” 

“Please call me Violet or Vi,” Violet said. “Victor knows me better than I know myself. I’m sure whatever he said we’d do is fine with me.”

“You’ll see to the children’s health and education?”

Violet nodded. “You can count on us.” 

“Into a career? One that they’d be happy in?”

“Yes. Of course. What is the point if we just throw them out when they’re old enough?” 

Mrs. Lancaster shook her head and then said, “You really mean that.” 

Violet carefully said, “I didn’t do anything to earn the money my aunt left me. I can tell you, however, she would rise up from her grave and scold me for leaving children suffering. She saw to our education and when we didn’t have her money, we had the education she gave us which saw us through to being…” 

“Disgustingly wealthy,” Denny finished and Violet didn’t object. He wasn’t wrong.

“Your brother said that you two are taking on some street-child?”

Violet knew her brother had been trying to win Mrs. Lancaster over. Violet, however, wanted to elbow him in the side for giving away their secrets. 

“Ginny helped me to save the life of my sister from someone who had been obsessed with her rather like this admirer was obsessed with Kate. Ginny is no street-child. She’s an angel who dislikes baths and has an interesting vocabulary.” 

Mrs. Lancaster laughed. “I’m happy to hear you didn’t just hand her parent a pile of pound notes to care for her.”

Violet saw to their needs financially. Paying the rent of the hovel they lived in wasn’t something that Violet would have noticed even before she’d inherited quite so much money. She’d have been happy to move them somewhere nicer, but Ginny’s grandmother wanted to be close to her friends. Her days were numbered, she could have what she needed as long as Ginny was safe and healthy.

Violet stretched out and then fell off the Chesterfield when something crashed through the window. She was on the ground, her head covered by arms when Mrs. Lancaster said, “It’s a brick, not a bomb.” 

Victor lifted Violet, so she didn’t have to push up off the floor which was covered in glass. 

She looked around and saw Denny pushing through the large broken window and giving chase to someone who was already down the street. 

Lila watched her husband, an anxious hand over her mouth.

Kate slowly picked up the brick. Violet watched as she turned it over and found another letter with her name on it. The inside was simple enough: Leave or you’ll regret it.

Violet looked at Inkwell, who had come running. He stared back at them and then said, “We’ll get someone in today.” 

“We aren’t leaving,” Violet said. “Board it up.” 

“We need windows, Vi,” Victor said. “To be safe.” 

“No.” Vi shook her head. “He’s angry because she’s ours here. He can’t get to her. This tells me that we’re winning. He scared her into this house. Now, he wants to scare her out. We won’t let him win. Not in anything.” 




Chapter 20

 

“What did you say?” Jack asked. 

Violet waved him into the parlor and Jack stared at the board over the window. The glass had been swept up, the rugs beaten, the sofas brushed over carefully time and again. The fact that the room had been overturned and polished was clear. 

“There was a brick,” Violet said as he stared at the boarded up window.

“Did anyone catch the thrower?” His voice was expressionless.

“Denny tried.” 

Jack didn’t curse. If Victor had been the one to follow, they might have caught him. Denny wasn’t the fleetest of their group, but the events were what they were. “What are the names on the chalkboard?” 

Violet explained and Jack nodded. He glanced around. They were alone. Lila and Kate had gone to lie down. The letters and journals were put away. Victor had watched the window until it was boarded up and then he’d gone up to his bedroom. He’d left the door open in case Kate left the bedroom, so the sound of him clicking away on the typewriter echoed through the house. 

Jack took Violet’s wrist and pulled her close. “Were you afraid?” 

She nodded. “I was laying on the Chesterfield. I fell off. It was like the days when we practiced a bomb hitting. I reacted before I could think. It was…it was very frightening.” 

Jack’s jaw clenched and he placed a hand in her hair, drawing her close to him. She pressed her face into his chest. He’d never hugged her before. He’d held her hand. They’d kissed before Harriet had been killed, but this was something different. His heat relaxed muscles she hadn’t realized hurt. His hand left her back and moved up her spine, digging into her hair. She slowly pulled away until she looked up at him. 

“How do you stand it?”

“What do you mean?” His voice rumbled in his chest, and she could feel it against hers. 

“How do you stand learning about the terrible things people do to each other? I feel like I’ll never see the world the same way again.” 

He pressed a kiss on her forehead. “I don’t see the world the same way. What I see and do changes things. Some things mean so much more—you and Victor not even having to talk about taking care of the local children. That means more. The way that Lila both protected and disciplined her little sister. It means more. The way that Denny worships Lila. It means more. You realize those things aren’t givens. They’re special. I see the worst, yes. But because of the worst, I appreciate the best more than I ever could have.” 

Violet nodded and laid her cheek against his chest because she could. Maybe she appreciated this moment more than she would have before Harriet died. Jack held Violet until she relaxed into him, rubbing her spine. While he held her, she whispered the terrible things she’d read. Saying them out loud gave them a power she didn’t want to allow. Violet told him all they’d learned and as she did, somehow Jack holding her made the way Harriet had been hunted and haunted bearable.

“Was that all you did today?”

Violet shook her head and told Jack of the trap they’d planned. The way they’d take Kate away to Cuba and California. 

“That ought to be enough to set this guy off,” Jack said. “How upset is Victor?” 

“He won’t let Kate be alone, even in the house, and he watched the workmen fix the window as though they were really here to steal the silver. Or Kate.” 

“Pomeroy is coming to lunch,” Jack said. “We’ll go over what we’ve learned and see what we can find out. We could use Denny’s help in tracking down the cousins on that list. Possibly even the Wickhams. They seem to have disappeared, but they didn’t leave together.” 

They joined the others for lunch and found Victor’s gaze fixed on Kate, who had paled as the day went on. Her hand even shook as she tried to eat her soup. Given the way Victor’s jaw clenched when she ended up only sipping water, he was about one moment from trying to track this person with the sheer force of will. Violet could just imagine Victor going door to door and demanding handwriting samples. 

He left the dining room far earlier than the others, but Violet had no doubt he was pacing in the hallway, ridden by his fury. Kate followed him, and the rest stared after Kate.

“I’m going back to the journals,” Denny said, leaving a moment later. Pomeroy excused himself next and only Jack, Violet, and Lila were left.

“Inkwell had the maids clean the ballroom,” Lila told Violet. 

She grinned for a moment and then laughed a second later. She’d had the most wicked thought. “Do we escalate matters?” 

“What do you mean?” Jack demanded. 

“Impromptu party with roller-skates, cocktails, and jazz music. We’ll invite all of our suspects. We’ll up the pressure. See if we can get these fellows who seem to have disappeared to come.” 

Jack both loved and hated the idea. Violet said, “Kate needs this to be over. We need to get to Cuba.” 

“Are you really going?” 

Violet grinned and winked before she said, “We.” 

He blinked. “We?” 

“Rum cocktails? Apparently with pineapple juice?”

“I suppose I could be persuaded to drink something with pineapple juice.” 

“Then we’re agreed.” 

Violet grabbed Lila and said, “We need to get Kate to agree without Denny and Victor knowing until it’s too late.” 

“Your brother is going to kill me,” Jack said. 

“He’ll just damage you a little,” Violet told him brightly. “You’re a big man. I’m sure you can take it.” 

“You seem awfully unbothered by the idea.” 

Lila snorted as Violet said, “I guess I’m just bloodthirsty.” 

“I need to talk to the doctor about Harriet. I have things to do. Be safe,” he said, tapping her nose and then putting a finger under her chin to turn her face up to his. Violet’s breath caught. Was he going to kiss her? He dropped a kiss on her forehead and repeated, “Be safe. Please.”

“Oh my,” Lila said as they watched him leave. She turned to Violet and said, “I like him.”

“Me too.” 

“He won't let you run roughshod as much as Victor.” 

“But he’s not stopping us,” Violet countered. She looked after Jack, who had disappeared. “I don’t want to run roughshod or be controlled. I want a partner for my shenanigans.”

“He does seem to be on board with our scheme,” Lila said, “even knowing your brother will make us pay later.” 

“Perfection.” Violet glanced at Lila and then they found Kate.

“Yes,” Kate said instantly when she heard the plan. “Please. Let’s end it. I don’t know how anyone lives like this. Harriet was…shocking in her strength. I saw her often enough. She was always laughing and teasing. You’d never have imagined she was carrying this around.” 

 “We’ll have to send the invites before Victor or Denny realize the plan. Denny will tell on us,” Lila said. “He’s still mad about the nightclub thing and I’m in the doghouse.” 

“He needed to know,” Violet told her. “You were haunted by the feel of those hands. You lied every time you had a nightmare.” 

Lila shrugged.

“Write the notes. I’ll distract Victor with book talk. Kate, stick with Lila. Get the notes out as soon as possible. Someone talk to Inkwell. Once the notes are out, they’ll deal with what we’ve done.” 

Violet kept Victor busy until Lila stuck her head in and said, “Good news, darlings. The plan’s afoot.” 

She escaped while Victor turned to Violet. His gaze narrowed and she batted her lashes at him. It didn’t work. He slowly stood, looming over her, as he asked, “What have you done?” 

“Me? Nothing.” 

“What has been done?”

“Just a little evening plan…some mischief.” 

Victor left his room and found Kate and Lila in Lila’s office. He put his hands on his hips and demanded, “What have you done?” 

“Upped the pressure on our fiend,” Kate told him. She took a sip of a cup of tea calmly as if she weren’t pale and shaking. 

Victor demanded, “How?” 

“A party,” Lila said brightly. “Jazz music. I even opened the presents I bought you and Vi so we’d have some new records. We’re going to have nibbles, cocktails, friends, and roller-skating to jazz in the ballroom. Just close friends, of course. We’re mourning, but we’re also here only for a limited time. You understand…” 

Lila grinned and winked and Victor growled at her. “This is dangerous!” 

“It’ll be fine.” Violet tucked her hands behind her back. She had another idea, but Victor would hate it even more, so he’d have to be surprised with the rest of the gents. 

“I’ve invited some ladies to even us out,” Lila said. “We’ll keep one of us with Kate the whole time.”

“No,” Victor said. “You’ll stay with me.”

“How will…”

“If we’re setting aside propriety to have a party right after your cousin died,” Victor told them, “we’re setting aside propriety to have you mingle. You’ll be with me the whole time, and our quarry will have even more reason to act.”

Kate shook her head. “He might strike out at you rather than me.” 

Her words were a plea, and the exact wrong thing to say, not that Violet felt there was any way to talk Victor out of what he was planning. They pushed him into a corner. He wasn’t going to just be boxed in. He was an affable brother, but he was not a cipher. 

Violet didn’t bother arguing. Kate wasn’t winning this one. “Victor, you’re in charge of the drinks. Be the merry drink-maker. For us…tonic water and lemon juice. We can make it look like we’re completely zozzled without actually drinking alcohol at all.”

Victor’s head tilted. 

“Kate,” Violet told her. “Accept that Victor will be keeping a close watch on you.”

“As,” Jack said from behind them, “I will be on you. It’s clever to have Victor make us drinks that don’t have alcohol, but we’ll all do that and have Giles on hand to help with it as well. Victor will be distracted protecting Kate. We’ll all be sure to drink freely. I’m going to have Pomeroy put a couple of men in the house. We’ll have assistance at the ready.”

“It’s not that long until starting time,” Lila said. “Your gentlemen were sent with the invites and asked to wait for replies. We’ll discover shortly how many people are disgusted by us and how many will come despite our poor taste.” 

A few moments later, they separated to dress. Violet turned on Kate when they reached the bedroom and said, “We’re putting pressure on?” 

Kate nodded, and Violet pulled out the gold dress. It was daring for Violet’s slender figure. For Kate’s curvy one—it would be outrageous. 

“Oh,” Kate said. “I…”

Violet sat down at the vanity and said, “You don’t have to. You can wear something classy. But if you want this over…”

Kate licked her lips and held the dress to her body. “I want it over.” 

“Then put the pressure on.” 

Kate bit her lip, but she nodded. She took the first bath and came out lotioned and perfumed. Her hair was brushed dry by Beatrice while Violet took the next bath. When Violet left the washroom, she found Beatrice struggling to zip the dress. 

“You’ll need a corset,” Violet told Kate.

“I…”

“Lila will have one. Be a darling, Bea?”

The maid left the room and Kate moaned, “I’m chesty before you put me in a corset. With one? It’ll be scandalous.” 

Violet started to kohl her eyes. “We’re looking for scandalous, my friend. I won’t tell you that you must wear the dress, and I won’t judge you if you don’t. If you want to up the pressure, a corset and that dress will do it. Especially if you strap on roller-skates, indulge in a half-dozen cocktails, and spin in Victor’s arms. Any man who feels like he owns you…well…it wouldn’t be pretty. If you did that with another man and Victor thought you were committed to him? Even Victor would react.”

Kate nodded. “I want to be in the next book. A heroine named Kate whose hands don’t shake when things are intense and scary. One who carries a pistol in her handbag and a knife strapped to her thigh.” 

“Oh,” Violet laughed. “A knife strapped to her thigh does sound uncomfortable but very prepared. A pistol in the handbag? No, but it wouldn’t be a terrible idea to put a weapon or two at the ready, so to speak.” 

Kate arranged her makeup and then sighed. “I think you better do my makeup, Vi. It’s going to need to be pushing the pressure level.” 

Violet rubbed her hands together. There was a reason that her dog was named Rouge. There was also a reason why Violet had seven shades of red lipstick, that she carried a compact with her wherever she went, and that when she stepped into the toilet to powder her nose—her nose got powdered every single time. Violet loved makeup. She dug through her pots and lipsticks, holding up shades to Kate until she was ready to go. 

It took a while for Kate to be pressed into a fully glam look with makeup, the gold dress, and more jewelry that even Violet would be comfortable in. 

“You look…”

“Jaw-dropping,” Beatrice said. “And naughty. You glitter like an angel covered in fairy dust.” 

“If my mother saw me right now,” Kate started as she tried to pull the gold dress a little higher to cover more of her, ah, bounty, “she would roll over in her grave though she yet lives.” 

Violet laughed. “Victor wanted you before this. I hope you’re ready to have him trail you forever.” 

Kate laughed, but Violet wasn’t joking. Kate looked like every man’s dream-woman, she was clever enough that she’d intrigued him when he hadn’t been looking, she was brave enough to face off with a man who had murdered one of their friends—she was outstanding, and Victor was not stupid. When you added in how lovely Kate looked—and sexy—Victor was a goner.




Chapter 21

 

“You need to wait until everyone is here,” Violet told Kate. “I’ll stay with you and Beatrice will come get us when Jack gives her the sign.”

Violet glanced in the mirror. Kate wore the gold dress, Violet wore the black one. They were both beaded and fringed. Violet knew she looked good when Jack’s gaze lingered when he’d glimpsed her, but all the men might swallow their tongues when they saw Kate. 

Violet’s makeup was a little lighter, her lip a little less bold. She wore only her black pearls while Kate was be-decked in diamonds and gold. Vi deliberately pushed Kate to the edge of fashionable and then stepped herself back from what she would normally wear. It made the contrast all the stronger. If you were looking with a mean gaze and this fiend was, Kate looked like she’d stepped past Violet to the extreme. She looked like she’d been damaged by the harlots in the house and pushed out of the good girl place she had inhabited previously.

This look would, indeed, up the pressure. Especially since Lila and Denny had determined to talk loud and often about the trip they had planned. They were focusing on the worst aspects of it to enrage the killer. By the time Kate arrived in the ballroom, everyone would know that she was leaving. Whereupon she would appear, showing more skin than she ever had before, covered in makeup and jewelry—shocking in her loveliness. 

The music had started by the time Violet and Kate stepped into the room. Violet moved in quietly and Kate deliberately paused in the doorway. At her appearance, Lila skated over, laughing. She intentionally crashed into Kate and sang, “Oooh-la-la, you daring thing!” 

The trill of Lila’s laughter pulled the attention of everyone who was attending, which was when Victor crossed to the tangle of women. He lifted the laughing Lila off of Kate, giving Lila a push to roll her back to Denny. Kate’s laughter was forced, and she froze when Victor calmly placed his hand on her hip and tucked her into his side. Her stiffness might give their charade away, but they could only carry on. 

Victor smiled down at Kate, tapped her nose, and said, “You’re a star, darling.” He pressed a cocktail glass into Kate’s hand, and she tossed it back as though it were water.

It was, of course, pretty much tonic water, but no one watching would know that. Violet heard a male gasp, but when she turned, all the faces were either laughing or impassive. 

“Oh-ho,” Violet called, “Kate, you’ll end up swimming in your cups.” 

“That’s the plan, isn’t it?” She patted Victor’s chest, letting her hand linger for a moment before demanding, “Get me another, darling.” 

Violet watched her brother mix up a drink, set the cocktail shaker down to put ice in the glass. A moment later, he picked up a different shaker and handed Kate a new glass. She sat, and he knelt before her, putting skates on her shoes. 

He looked like a gallant about to beg for a favor. She smiled at him as though his hand on her foot weren’t shocking. Victor remained without skates, but Kate twirled in his arms, dancing, and laughing to the jazz music. 

Violet’s gaze returned to them as she refilled cocktails, watched the suspects, and kept the records changed. Vic was far handsier with Kate than he would have been under any other circumstances. His hand often lingered on Kate’s hip or her lower back, just above her bottom. Kate, on the other hand, laughed at him far more than she would have normally.

“Do you see them?” Violet asked Jack as she shook the cocktail shaker to make a round of sidecars. 

“I’ve been tracking them. She’s got everyone’s attention. The dress might have been too much, Vi.” 

She smirked and asked, “Did you swallow your tongue?” 

“I only have eyes for you, love,” he said.

Violet’s laugh mixed with the sound of ice clinking. “Smooth, my friend. Smooth indeed.”

She loaded a tray with drinks, hooked her hand through Jack’s arm to keep herself steady and they moved towards another group.

“Donald Moore,” Jack said. Violet held out the tray to Donald and Martha with a wink. 

“And I called Harriet a whore,” Martha muttered as she took a cocktail. The girl shot Violet a sour look. “You people do bring out the wicked and frivolous in someone, don’t you? Would you look at Kate?” 

Violet paused. My goodness, she thought, Martha has been hearing a diatribe from the fiend. Violet’s gaze turned to Donald, but it was fixed on Kate and Jack. Donald didn’t even seem to hear Martha. Vi wanted to haul the girl out and cross-examine her. Had she heard those words from Donald? Did that happen just before Violet showed up with cocktails?

“It wasn’t Kate caught in the ladies’ book club room with an older man,” Violet hissed. “Who cares if Kate is having a little fun on roller-skates?”

“She’s throwing herself at your brother, probably for the money.” Martha hissed back.

“No, darling,” Violet told Martha, pinching her cheek. “That was you. Kate is playing—roller-skating and dancing—neither inherently wicked with a good man who likes her very much. Is your sister a harlot for doing the same with Denny?”

“Lila,” Martha hissed, “is married to Denny.”

“And Victor,” Violet countered, “would never cross the line with Kate. She’s safe. The same cannot be said of you with your Mr. Wickham.” 

Martha flushed furiously, and Violet left the girl before she slapped her. 

Violet turned, glancing up at Jack. “Have we ruined Kate?”

“No,” Jack said. “We’ll take her away and when we come back, your brother will have proposed and all will be forgiven. She’ll never live here again. Not fully.” 

“What if she says no?” Violet asked, biting the inside of her mouth.

“She won’t, darling. She won’t.” 

If Jack was right…Violet turned. She examined the show Victor and Kate were putting on and there was something in Victor’s gaze. In the way he laughed down at her. He wasn’t fully acting. He was just letting the suspects see what he was feeling. He cared for Kate. He was well on his way to deeply in love. 

“Love at first wicked aside instead of first sight,” Violet told Jack. “I suppose I knew it was happening, but look at how he holds her—” Violet’s head cocked as she considered the couple. “Kate…she’s actually laughing. She’s not pretending anymore. She feels safe with him.” 

“She is safe with him.” Jack lifted Violet’s hand to his mouth, pressing a kiss on her palm. “As you are with me.” 

Denny and Lila were both in roller-skates, laughing with Robert Moore, who had just hit the ground. Donald and Martha joined them. Martha wasn’t wearing skates, but she danced with the younger Mr. Wickham when he held out his hand towards her. The elder Mr. Wickham had arrived, but he seemed pale and upset. Was it because Kate was behaving so outrageously?

Several other couples danced or roller-skated without seeming to feel the tension Violet’s friends carried. 

Mr. Inkwell stood just inside the door and one of the housemaids circulated with flutes of champagne. If this weren’t a trap for the killer, it would be one of the most fun parties Violet had ever attended. 

“We need to do this again in your house,” Violet told Victor when he turned and pulled her into his arms. He spun both women in a circle with their hands clutching him, the fringe of their dresses flying. Violet laughed at her brother and let go at just the right moment to fly into Jack’s arms. 

Jack caught her and said into her ear, “No one is standing out. If the ‘admirer’ is here, he’s well-hidden.” 

“Except Martha,” Violet muttered. “We’ll just have to put on the show and wait for the aftermath.”

The party passed and most of the attendees got well and thoroughly drunk. Violet wasn’t sure what to think of the morose Mr. Wickham, who didn’t drink at all, or the younger Mr. Wickham, who seemed to trail after Martha. Donald Moore fell so many times he was going to be covered in bruises the next day, but he never stopped laughing.

Robert Moore danced with many women without focusing on any one girl. He was rebuffed by Victor when he asked to dance with Kate, and Robert took it with good grace. When Violet danced with him, he simply remarked on the cleverness of roller-skates and a ballroom. 

Mr. Wickham took Kate to the side when he left and whatever he said had her paling. Victor was close, so Violet wasn’t concerned and a moment later, Kate stepped back towards Victor. Only Donald swung Kate around, in doing so his hand strayed to Kate’s bottom, but Victor pulled Kate back to him. A second after that, Donald was ‘nudged’ by Victor and ended up crashing into the wall with a rather shocking crash.

Violet laughed into Jack’s chest as he spun her again. Jack’s gaze never seemed to leave Vi while always catching whatever was happening around them. He moved her closer when the clock struck 1:00am. Denny was fixing another round of drinks and he handed elder Mr. Wickham a new glass.

“You seem glum, friend,” Denny said as he refilled Wickham’s glass.

“I didn’t imagine quite this when I received the invitation. I suppose I thought it was Harriet’s friends gathering to remember her.” 

Denny forced a laugh even though he hated that they were acting as though Harriet hadn’t just died. “Well, you know…we have to carry on and all that.” 

The sick tone that Denny couldn’t quite disguise didn’t seem to carry over to Mr. Wickham, who scowled and said, “Time to be going, I think.” 

He gathered up his drunk nephew rather loudly and Violet stared at them. “It’s interesting that he didn’t understand Denny. It’s like he doesn’t know Denny at all,” Jack tucked her hand through the crook in his elbow as she added, “I’d like to take these skates off now.” 

“Why would he know Denny?”

“Why, indeed,” Violet shook her head. “I want to look at the list again.” 

Jack frowned. “Can it wait?” 

She nodded, but her mind didn’t stop skipping to the list. There was something there that was bothering her, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

The misters Wickham leaving seemed to spur a few of the ladies, who asked for rides home. Denny offered to bring another set of sisters home, and in moments they were left only with Robert, Donald, Martha, and the original party. 

“Why don’t you sleep here?” Violet asked Martha. Her mind kept skipping to the list, and she didn’t want Martha leaving with two of the suspects. It was too dangerous. “We’ll be decorating the tree tomorrow. Should be fun? Inkwell, take Martha to a room and have my maid see to her?” 

Robert and Donald left a few minutes later and Lila demanded, “Why do we have to keep my sister?” 

Kate took a seat on one of the settees and shuddered. She pressed her hands into her face. “I want to bathe, scrub my face, and put on pajamas. I don’t want to ever do that again.”

“No,” Violet said. “I want the chalkboard.” 

Victor and Denny went to get it. When they returned, Violet stared at the names. 

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE ELDER

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE YOUNGER

ROBERT MOORE

DONALD MOORE 

MR. LONG

TIMOTHY ALBERTS 

NEVILLE CRANE

“I didn’t even meet Neville or Timothy,” Violet said. 

“Neville danced with Josephine Lane all evening.” Kate slipped off her skates and then her shoes. She rubbed her feet. “Must we right now? I feel a little like a performing doll.”

“You were brilliant,” Lila told her. 

Violet crossed out Neville’s name and asked, “Timothy Alberts?” 

“He didn’t come,” Lila said. 

Violet crossed out that name and it read: 

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE ELDER

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE YOUNGER

ROBERT MOORE

DONALD MOORE 

MR. LONG

TIMOTHY ALBERTS 

NEVILLE CRANE

Violet stared for a long time at the names. “Ask your sister who she has spent time with since she was let out of her room.”

Lila glanced at Violet with a frown and asked, “First, may I have a real cocktail now? And second, I can answer that without asking her. My mother made her spend the day with our Moore cousins, helping with the children so that my aunt could join Mother with Harriet’s parents. They were planning the funeral.” 

Violet nodded. “Why didn’t Wickham know Denny was disgusted by this party? Anyone who actually knew Denny would guess that when Denny looked as though he were about to vomit on Wickham’s shoes.”

“I don’t really know Wickham all that well,” Denny said.

“What did he say to you when he made you upset?” 

Kate frowned. “He was surprised I could be so happy after Harriet died.”

“He loved her,” Violet said, and slowly crossed out both Wickham names. “They don’t know Lila and Denny well enough to guess how this house works. Harriet couldn’t be sure of the Wickham men because they lived so close to her. But we can. They don’t know Denny and Lila. The only ones on this list who know you well enough to guess how we live and be right…someone who could guess that the servants would take out the dogs because they knew we had spaniels. I doubt my stepmother even knows we have dogs.”

Violet stepped back and looked at the list of suspects again. It read:

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE ELDER

MR. HENRY WICKHAM, THE YOUNGER

ROBERT MOORE

DONALD MOORE 

MR. LONG

TIMOTHY ALBERTS 

NEVILLE CRANE

“There’s more,” Violet said as she stared at the list. “One of them spoke to Martha. She used their phrasing when she was being nasty to me. She only spent time recently with the Moores. Either Robert or Donald planted that seed in her mind.” 

Denny slowly stood. He was frowning fiercely. “Harriet was their cousin. She might not have ever considered them. She might not have felt safe enough to step away with anyone else.” 

“I know both Robert and Donald rather well,” Kate said softly. “They both know rather a lot about me and my family.” 

“Of course, they do. One of them has been hunting you for a while.” Jack shoved himself to his feet and he was the one who made the next round of cocktails. He didn’t have Victor’s brilliance, but Jack did have a heavy hand with the gin. No one objected.

“Donald was the one who sent us on the goose chase for the tramp,” Victor said. 

“Robert has stopped by my home more than Donald ever has,” Kate’s mouth twisted. “I…have never liked Robert. He always talked too much about Monroe and my loss.” 

“We can examine them tomorrow for scratches,” Jack said. “There was skin under Harriet’s nails. She didn’t go down easy and that might be what we need.”




Chapter 22

 

“My lady?” Beatrice stepped into the ballroom. She was pale and her eyes were wide and worried. Violet felt certain that something had happened with a single glance. “I…”

Violet lifted a brow and said, “My darling girl, out with it.” 

“I took care of Martha as you requested. Then I went back to your room. I was trying to find something out from the letters and journals…” 

Violet nodded, lifting both brows.

“Someone destroyed all of your gowns. The jewelry was locked away, but everything is ruined that could be done quietly. Your books, your clothes…and…”

“Rouge?” Violet demanded. 

Beatrice shook her head, “Mr. Giles kept both dogs with him in case they needed to go out. The dogs are safe.” 

Violet pressed her fingers to her lips. It was fine. Everything that was ruined was replaceable. 

“And?” Jack demanded.

“The key to the bedroom is gone.” 

Victor cursed and Violet laughed.

“Why are you laughing?” 

“Why would he take it if he isn’t planning on coming back?”

“Oh,” Jack smiled. “The ladies can sleep in my room. Victor and I will sleep in Violet’s…”

“We’ll nab him.”

Victor slowly turned on Jack. “Before you take him in, I intend to beat him within an inch of his life.”

“Count me in for that,” Denny growled. 

“Don’t worry, dolls,” Lila said, “I’ll clothe you, we’ll be safe, all is well. Now we have an excellent reason to stop by Paris on our way to Cuba. Beach pants and you know…knickers for you two.” 

Violet laughed and Jack shook his head. Kate was pale, but her cheeks were fiery in their fury.

“I love my books,” Kate said. “They’re my friends. He ruined my books? Why?” 

Beatrice apologized several times until Violet said, “None of this is your fault, love. No one is upset at you.”

“You just gave me that kimono,” Kate moaned.

“I’ll give you another.” 

“It’s…” Kate bit her lip and a tear rolled down her face. “It’s…I’m just…I feel so weak. Harriet stood this for so long, and I haven’t even made it a few days.”

“Harriet only knew this person was disturbing,” Victor told her. “You know that he killed Harriet.” 

Victor took her hand and put a finger under her chin, turning Kate’s face up to his. “You are not weak. You will be safe. Everything that he took from you will be returned to you.” 

Another tear fell down Kate’s cheek and Violet sighed before she ordered, “Just hug her already, Vic. She needs a hug. She knows she can get another copy of her books and new dresses.” 

Victor didn’t need to be told twice.

 * * * * *

The typewriter survived. That was all that could be said of her room. Her journal was shredded on the ground. Her gowns, including the dragon embroidered one that Violet had yet to wear, were shreds of silk and wool. 

“The kimonos made it,” Beatrice said. “I took them down to steam the wrinkles out of them. I have some of your underthings that were drying. That might be all that is left. I just hung up the dresses you wore earlier today.” 

“Wonderful,” Violet said cheerily. “I did like that black and gold kimono. And, as you know, Kate had a soulmate connection to her kimono.” 

Violet bit her lip when she saw that her collection of lipstick had been ground into the cushioned stool in front of the vanity. “I don’t think that will come out.” 

Beatrice didn’t disagree, which confirmed the fact for Violet. Her powder had been flung across the room and the mirror on her compact had been broken. The locked drawer had been left alone, which meant Violet’s jewelry survived. 

Violet looked at the books. They were broken spines with pages ripped out. The room hadn’t been unattended all that long. Less than an hour? In that time, every single book had been destroyed, the feathers from the pillows were everywhere, both the bed and the bedding had great holes in them. This wouldn’t work as a trap. No one was intended to sleep in this room. Whatever the killer had planned, he’d wanted…something from them. What was it? Was Kate supposed to flee home? 

Violet turned, looking for some clue. The armoire had doors and the drawers had been left open and only rags survived. 

She jumped when she saw someone out of the corner of her eye, but it was only Inkwell and the housekeeper.

“I had thought that perhaps I could help clean up,” Violet sighed.

Both of Lila’s servants stared, but Beatrice wasn’t surprised. 

“No, my lady,” Beatrice said firmly. “I will save anything that can be saved, but…” 

“But there won’t be anything,” Violet finished. “We can’t use this room. He expects us to switch things up. He thinks he knows how we’ll switch it up. What would you think, Inkwell? This room is suddenly empty.”

“There are two more bedrooms upstairs, my lady. They aren’t as nice, but they are not servants’ rooms either.” 

Violet considered, tapping her lips. “He’d think that Jack and Victor would take those. They would any other day.”

“Lila just suggested it after peeking in here,” Jack said.

The rest of their group was behind him, looking into the bedroom. Violet stepped into the hallway and glanced around at her friends. Lila had washed her face, but she was still wearing her evening gown. She was tucked under Denny’s arm. 

Violet’s gaze turned to Kate standing pale and silent next to Victor.

“This person knows Lila and Denny well enough to know they share a room. We put Martha in the last room on this floor. They must have known Martha and Beatrice were in there because this was done quietly. Jack and Victor obviously have the other rooms given the gentlemen things. Are your keys missing?” 

Jack shrugged and the housekeeper went to check. 

“They’re gone, my lady.” 

Violet nodded, unsurprised. Jack asked, “What are you thinking, Vi?” 

“The only way to keep Kate safe is to keep you and Victor near. He’s planning something, thinking he knows how we’ll act. We have to do the entirely unexpected.” 

Violet sighed, horrified by the realization she’d just had and then she shared, “We don’t know if he left. We don’t know if he’s just outside. We don’t know the plan. There has to be one though. Otherwise why take the keys? Why destroy the room?”

“He wants me afraid and ready to run,” Kate said. “I am afraid. I am ready to run.” 

Victor took Kate’s hand, and she clutched his tightly.

“So, we don’t take the upper rooms.” Jack folded his arms over his chest. Violet nodded. That was a start. 

“We leave tomorrow,” Violet said. “We take Kate away from here and leave Jack and Pomeroy to find this man.” 

“That’s what he wants though, right? What if he finds us on the road?

Violet shook her head. She didn’t know. They could only guess. “We won’t go alone, we won’t go unarmed. This is one person against our prepared group.”

“Let’s just get through tonight,” Jack said. “Victor and I will take Victor’s room. You and Kate take my room. We’ll leave our doors open. All will be well. In the morning, we’ll consider our options, but we aren’t going to lose you or leave you undefended, Kate. I will be ensuring Harriet’s murderer is found and then you’ll be free.”

Jack was so confident that Violet wasn’t sure how anyone wouldn’t feel better after that. The lion-like man was large and careful. He was a defender of the weak, and he was on Kate’s side. His skills would end this. No other outcome seemed likely.

No one argued and they split to prepare for bed. It was at least 2:00am, and they were all exhausted given their early wakeup from that damned letter. Had it really been that morning? 

Kate took a bath in the one off of the old room with some of Lila’s bath salts and soaps. Violet waited her turn while the servants cleaned the bedroom. Mr. Inkwell had sent a servant to the Lancaster home to get underthings for Kate, and Violet had the ones recovered from the laundry. They both wore a nightgown under a kimono, and Violet followed Kate to Jack’s room. 

Violet laid on the first side of the bed and then rolled over to try the second one. She caught more of Jack’s scent on the second half and snuggled into the pillow he used. She grinned at Kate and admitted, “I might enjoy his scent too much.” 

“Your brother smells good too,” Kate told Violet, who scrunched her nose. Kate laughed. “I kept catching myself having fun tonight.” 

Violet winked and then pushed herself up on her elbow. “It could be like that for you all the time, you know?” 

“I’m starting to realize that,” Kate bit her lip and said, “I don’t want to jump into anything. Especially when I’m the damsel in distress. I need him to want me when I don’t need saving.” 

“I got what you wanted, my lady,” Beatrice said. She put a small box into Violet’s hand. It had come from the bottom of Violet’s jewelry box. “The rest of the jewelry is in the house safe.” 

“Thank you.” Violet opened the box. It was a jeweled silver letter opener that had belonged to Violet’s grandmother. She had been given it by her father a few years ago, put it in her jewelry box, and never thought of it again. If her aunt hadn’t died by one of these, Violet probably wouldn’t have thought of it this day. 

Violet tucked it under her pillow and told Kate, “Just in case.” 

“Keep the dogs with you please, Beatrice. Don’t take them out alone. Have Mr. Giles do it.” 

The girl nodded. “Miss Harriet must have thought she knew the person who killed her. You think that you know the people around you and then…” 

Violet squeezed Beatrice’s hand. “Most people are what they seem. Most people aren’t monsters.” 

Beatrice left a few minutes later after she said, “I won’t stand by and watch the monsters win.”

“There’s a good girl,” Violet told her with a wink. 

Once she left, everyone else checked on them. Violet laughed after the last of them left and said, “Shall we sleep?”

“Never,” Kate swore. 

They were quiet as they listened to the ticking of the clock downstairs and jumped at every creak of the house. Sometime after the grandfather clock rang three times, Violet slipped into sleep. She woke at the sound of a door shutting. She knew instantly they were in trouble. 

They had left their bedroom door open as had Victor and Jack. Now the door was closed. The light from the washroom was dim, and she couldn’t see who had arrived, but none of their party would close the door like that. 

“Jack!” Violet screamed. She reached for the knife under her pillow just as she felt a hand on her ankle. She gasped and was yanked from the bed. She kicked and twisted, but she was lifted by her throat. Violet grabbed at the hands on her throat, digging her nails in, but all of her struggles were to no avail.

She tried to gasp, but she couldn’t get any air. She could hear her brother in her head, “Use your wits, Vi!” 

Violet balled her fist as her brother taught her and punched the man in the throat at the same time she used her other hand to stab him with the letter opener. It was too dark to see who it was, but he dropped her. 

“Violet,” Kate shouted something at the attacker, but Violet couldn’t hear much beyond the sound of her blood in her ears.

She tried to push herself up, but someone kicked her in the side. She didn’t even have the breath to scream. Something broke inside of her, and she curled onto her side, covering her head. The foot didn’t stop coming. 

Beyond her whispers, the man was cursing at her. She couldn’t do anything other than cover her face and whimper.

When the kicking stopped, Violet gasped, daring to peek through her arms at the room.  Kate had armed herself with the fireplace poker. 

Violet wanted to help, but she couldn’t move.  She could only try to scoot back, but even that had her whimpering. 

“Stop it, Kate,” he shouted. “It’s me! I’m here to save you!”

She screamed as he yanked the poker and hauled her into his arms. Where was Victor? Where was Jack? Kate had gone boneless, trying to prevent the man from taking her, but he simply hauled her up.

“Let me go!” 

“Kate! Damn it!” 

He had her by arms as Kate twisted again. She kneed him hard between his legs, and he gasped, dropping her. A moment later, he’d taken her by the wrist, but Kate balled her fist and slammed it into his shoulder where Violet had stabbed him. 

He groaned, losing his grip on Kate, and she scrabbled back. She shoved herself up as he did, but she had found the fireplace poker again.  The shadow of the man and Kate faced off. She was so much smaller than him, Violet found herself praying.  Kate, however, pulled the poker back like she was batting for cricket and slammed it into the stab wound.

He cursed, lurching towards Kate, but she hit him again. The poker slammed into his face and he spun around, taking hold of the poker as he did.  He yanked it from her, and Kate backed away.  He threw the poker and slowly turned on her.

“You’ll regret that.” His voice was a near growl.  The sound of it had Violet shivering and trying to scramble farther from him. She’d have screamed for help, but it was hard to even breathe. 

There was no doubt in her mind that Jack and Victor were either dead or doing all they could to reach them.  They’d get here soon, she told herself. They were just late.

Kate whispered, “Robert?”

He snarled as he moved towards Kate, but she backed away, scrambling onto the bed as he grabbed at her. She just got away from him, but he was too close to the door for Kate to get free.  

“Robert, why? Why are you doing this?”

He tried for her again, but Kate slid away.  The threat in his movement made Violet gasped. Surely, he was going to kill Kate and then Violet. 

Kate gasped as Robert lurched for her again, but before he could grab hold a gunshot ended the fight.

Robert dropped with a scream, and Violet and Kate turned. Beatrice stood in the doorway in a maid’s uniform. A black and white angel holding a gun with a shaking hand. They turned back to the man and saw Robert Moore crumpled on the ground.

“Did I…did I…kill him?”

Violet shook her head. She could hear the rattle of his breath. Beatrice reached out and turned on the light. Robert lay on the floor, a pool of blood growing beneath him, but he yet lived. Someone should put pressure on his wound, Violet thought. Even if she were capable of helping him, however, she wouldn’t.

“Where are Victor and Jack?” Violet demanded. They were all right, weren’t they? 

“He locked them in their room,” Beatrice said. “I stayed in Martha’s room with the door cracked, just in case. I heard him pass Martha’s room and peeked through the crack. I thought at first it was Mr. Inkwell. I didn’t realize…” She blinked rapidly and wiped away a tear. “By the time I did, Mr. Moore locked both other doors. When he came for you, I didn’t think we could fight him off, so I went for help. I snuck down, but Mr. Giles and Mr. Inkwell were already dealing with the fire.”

The sound of footsteps came from the hallway and servants started appearing in the hall along with Martha. Violet could hear people banging on doors. A servant looked into the room and gasped.

“By Jove!” Violet said, holding her free hand to her mouth and pulling it away to see it was bloody. The pain was rushing in now with greater vengeance, and Violet bit back a whimper.

A moment later, Jack burst through the bedroom door. “Violet!” 

“Kate!” Victor echoed, only a step behind Jack.

Jack took in the scene and told Mr. Giles. “Secure Moore, call the police. By God,” he said taking in the sight of Violet, “get a doctor now.  Go and retrieve one if you need to.” 

He crossed the floor to her in a moment and squatted down.  She tried to smile at him, but she was pretty sure she was only able to grimace.  He carefully pushed back her hair. “Banged up, are we?” 

Gently, so gently, Jack worked his hands under her knees and back and lifted her. She kept back the moan of pain only by the merest thread. He carried her to the next room and laid her on the bed.  

She heard explanations and shouts but she was having a hard time focusing on anything other than the pain in her side.  She looked up from his face and saw a pale, ill Victor with Kate in his arms and Beatrice right behind.

“Oh,” Beatrice said, “My lady…you don’t look well.” 

Violet laughed even though it hurt and admitted, “I’ve been better, darling.”  




Chapter 23

 

“A broken collarbone, broken ribs, bruised neck, strained wrist,” Victor said with his hands on his hips, standing over Violet. He frowned fiercely down at her. He was nearly as pale as she was. 

“I’m fine,” Violet lied through her fat lip.

Kate made a commiserating face and reached out to take Violet’s uninjured hand. “You need to powder your cheek a little better.” 

“And you,” Victor said to Kate, “bruised ribs, black eye, two broken fingers. A rather large scratch on your arm.” 

Violet leaned back in her chair. The pillow dug into her back awkwardly, which hurt nearly as bad as her ribs did. She had, she thought, landed on her poor back twice. Victor gently took Violet by her good shoulder, pulled her forward, and then adjusted the pillow for her, putting a second one behind her. 

“If Robert Moore weren’t behind bars, I would be forced to kill him. I might have to scold sweet Beatrice for only inflicting a flesh wound. The fact that she took note of where the gun was, retrieved it, and shot him for us will, however, get her a fine bonus.”

“She’s such a gem. She’ll be joining us in our jiu-jitsu,” Violet told him. “After Cuba and rum cocktails. I might pass, however, on a train across all of America.” 

Violet sniffed. She was more emotional than she liked since her entire body hurt. The bottle of morphia was ready, but Violet didn’t like how it made her feel. Perhaps she’d give in? Perhaps she’d fight it off. She hadn’t decided. She suspected that Victor would decide for her sooner or later.

“Happy Christmas Eve, darling,” Victor told her, finally taking the seat next to Kate.

Violet didn’t try to smile again, but she was glad that Lila had gotten Mrs. Lancaster and Martha to join her in putting up the tree and the putz village in another room.

“At least she got us out of the family dinners,” Denny said. “Harriet’s killer has been found, Kate is safe, we can have cocktails with that red juice. All is nearly well.” 

“I want ginger wine,” Violet said as she closed her eyes. He pressed the glass into her hand a moment later, and she sipped half of it before she realized her pain was fading. 

Before she could scold him, she slipped into sleep. When she opened her eyes again, it was because someone had taken a seat on the ottoman where Violet’s feet were propped. Violet didn’t sit up because it would hurt too much to move, but she did crack her lashes. 

“Hello,” Jack said, speaking gently as though his tone could hurt her. 

She brightened at his appearance. He’d left to take care of things the moment the doctor had said that Violet would be fine. Did that mean this investigation was over for them? “Are you done with Pomeroy and Moore?” 

Jack took her hand carefully and Violet squeezed his fingers. “I am. It’s all finished.”

“Why? Why did he kill her?” 

Jack’s expression turned particularly grim. “She was leaving. She was ending things here and going away from him. If she had just left, she might have survived. He ranged about her leaving him, betraying him.” 

“And why Kate?”

“From his insane raging? That they both had loved their first loves so completely. He wanted that for himself.” 

Violet winced, horrified that Robert had turned something so perfect into something so ugly. “Tell me something lovely.” 

He rubbed his thumb over the back of her hand. “Your brother found us tickets on a steamship to Cuba for a few weeks from now when you’ll be feeling better.” Jack lifted Violet’s feet into his lap. She was wearing slippers, a kimono, and pajamas and despite the utter impropriety of her apparel, she didn’t care. It hurt to move. 

“You’re coming?” She touched her fat lip, wincing at how bad she must look.

He nodded and she just prevented herself from smiling. “You did well, Vi. You and Kate saved yourselves. Just like you said you’d do.” 

Her hair was under a wrap, but she nervously went to tuck it away anyway. He lifted her good hand to his lips and kissed each finger and then said, “Cuba. Rum cocktails. An infatuated Victor. A besotted Kate. Two dogs. A maid unafraid to use a gun. What a circus we’ll be.” 

She smiled, winced at the pain in her lip, and settled for a wink with her unbruised eye. “It sounds delightful.” 

“You did well, Vi,” he repeated. 

He leaned slowly towards her and just before he reached her bruised lips, he tilted his head, placing a soft kiss on her cheek, another on her forehead, one on the tip of her nose, one on each eye. He treated her as though she were made of spun glass, avoiding every part of her that hurt, and when he leaned back, she was certain he loved her as much as she loved him.

THE END
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Chapter 1

 

It all started when we had a fire alarm and a plumbing issue the same week at work. Call center jobs are sedentary forms of a safari through hell. You’re miserable and your butt is getting ever wider. It doesn’t matter what company you work for—they’re all bad. First, the fire alarm went off. The doors closed to help control the fire. But then…management blocked every exit, preventing people from leaving, while they confirmed the fire. And as MAD as that made me, I stayed at my desk and answered calls with the alarm blaring so loudly I had customers offer to hang up, so I could get to safety. Sure, it was some idiot who’d combined popcorn and a microwave and done it poorly. But still…what if it hadn’t been?!

Then, two days later the sewage backed up. The toilets and water fountains weren’t safe. What did they do? They brought in portable potties and bottled water, but they didn’t get a handicapped potty, and my friend was in a wheelchair. And I just…couldn’t. It was so far beyond enough I found myself confused about why I was still there. So I got up, told the weirdo who sat across from me goodbye and did the long, slow, sweet walk of freedom. 

There is something absolutely magical about dropping your bag over your shoulder and leaving a place you’d hated. I wouldn’t have done it…I was supposedly responsible…but I just…snapped. Maybe I wasn’t really responsible. Or only semi-responsible. I was responsible like people who get Bachelor’s degrees but in literature. Responsible like people who paid their bills but spent too much on makeup. Responsible like the only child of a middle-class mother. I had a savings account. I lived in a tiny, cheap, basement apartment. I’d be ok. 

Perhaps it wasn’t the sewage or the fire alarm. Maybe it was the way the moon was full, the wind had been in my hair that morning, and it had smelled like rain. Maybe it was the way I felt like ants were crawling my skin every minute I spent chained to that desk. Maybe it was the way that I was far too close to 40 to be where I was and my life was entirely unsatisfactory. 

Regardless, the moon was full, the wind had blown through my hair on the way to work, and it smelled like rain. The real prompter wasn’t, of course, the rain. I lived in the Pacific Northwest. It rained eight months straight every single year. If I had gotten a degree in Psychology instead of Lit, I would probably blame it on the death of my grandparents. I wanted their deaths to hit me harder than they had, but my mother had been estranged from them and I hadn’t known them well. I’d gone to their funeral and heard about their passions and their friendships. I learned about their work and spent the eulogy wondering how much of a disappointment I had been to them. That idea had bothered me even though I didn’t know them well. But then…then…I had written in my journal and realized that their disappointment wasn’t what bothered me. 

Mine was. I was disappointed in myself and that feeling had swirled up with the wind in my hair and the full moon and the scent of rain and made a mess of the inside of me. All it had taken was the spark of backed up sewage and a handicapped friend who needed to pee and couldn’t.

And, I exploded.

* * * * *

“What’s your plan?” Mom asked without an expression, not even the flicker of a lash. Even though I’d abandoned my job. She’d actually laughed when I told her I walked out without a word. I was in this surreal land of madness where my incredibly responsible parent wasn’t concerned that I had become unemployed. 

“I don’t have a plan,” I admitted with that need to be rational fighting with my desire to shout hurray that I’d escaped. 

After I left my job, I let myself into the house to tell mom and gotten there before her. She probably had a meeting with a student or paused in the hallway outside her office to discuss Midsummer Night’s Dream with another professor. I’d shrugged off waiting with her luxurious cocoa and my journal. I snuggled into my favorite of her chairs, marveling at what I’d done. I’d realized as I flipped through my journal how each passing page elucidated the feelings of the last years. I’d been so unhappy, I’d forgotten what peaceful felt like. I’d been so used to the monotony, so used to the idea of responsibility, so focused on deliberately avoiding thinking too hard. Leaving was my journals fault, I realized. My journal and the magic of writing. My grandparent’s death. The full moon. The sound of the rain, but mostly the way writing had made me face my feelings. 

My mom had come home as I started making pro and con lists for the future. The cons were far too heavy when I was facing what I wanted. But the singular pro was powerful: happiness. 

“Graduate school?” Mom asked. Her voice was a cool neutral showing me how much she didn’t want to sway my decision even though it had been her dream for me. 

I tapped my journal. It was just a spiral thing. I’d bought the one with a unicorn on it because it had made me smile. Mom didn’t know how in between writing about my misery, I’d been trying to discover what made me excited. And how it had been something utterly unexpected. A diner. Simple food. Recipes, feeding people, the smell of the ocean, a small town without corporations. I didn’t want to hear about shareholders ever again. 

“I don’t want to go to graduate school,” I said, softly. “It’s why I haven’t gone.” 

“What do you want?” Mom said it like it mattered, but we were adults. We both knew that what I actually wanted wasn’t something I could just switch on and off. We both knew that wanting something didn’t make it feasible. 

I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to tell her what I wanted. I never had. Not once. I’d learned to make meals for my dream diner and never told her why. I’d perfected a chocolate layer cake without explaining how I wanted a glass counter with a string of beautiful, funky dome-covered cake plates to run along the top of it. I had learned to make pie and ice cream and cinnamon rolls and biscuits and gravy. I’d perfected chicken fried steak and hash browns and french fries and drawn pictures of booths with fun chandeliers and pretty wood floors and never…not once…told my mom what I’d wanted. 

It wasn’t that we weren’t close. We were. It was just that she was a professor. I had assumed that she’d smile and then try to talk me into graduate school. Again. But, this time…I told her. 

“You want a diner?” 

I nodded, biting my lip. I didn’t want to see her disappointment. 

“At the beach?” 

It was painful to admit it. It was what I had been saving for, but it wasn’t going to happen. I didn’t have enough. I probably never would. 

“It won’t happen,” I said, knowing it was true. “But that’s what I want. It’s hard to figure out something else when that was…it.” 

“Really?” 

My expression must have reflected what I thought of her continued surprise.

“It isn’t what I pictured,” she said. Her short hair fell into her face and something crossed her expression that I couldn’t quite read.

“It’s not going to happen,” I said defensively. “But, I’m tired of wanting it and not doing anything. I’m thinking…I’ll take my savings and try to find a little apartment and a job. Maybe in Astoria or Lincoln City. It’ll be better than misery in the call center.”

“Rosemary…” 

“I don’t want to disappoint you,” I cut in, “but I can’t keep living like this. I’m sorry. Having a waitress daughter at the beach was never what you wanted.” 

“Rosemary Desdemona Elizabeth Baldwin, you have never disappointed me,” Mom snapped. “I don’t understand why you never said anything. I am not a snob.”

“I know,” I said, wishing I’d been brave enough to tell her. Maybe brave enough to pursue what I want before. 

“I teach at a community college not at Harvard. All I want is for you to be happy. It’s all I ever wanted.”

“I know…” 

“Just because I love talking about Shakespeare and Jane Austen doesn’t make me think that other things are stupid.” 

“I know…” I sniffed and felt like I was 13 again and hated feeling like that. 

“If making cinnamon rolls will make you happy, I think you should do it. Having your own place, I could see why that would be important to you.” 

“I can’t,” I snapped. “I wish it were possible, but I don’t have enough saved.”

“Oh, Rose…” Mom bit her lip and examined my face for too long before she said, “I…you know I’ve been dealing with so much. I…”

“Your mom and dad died,” I said with a watery sniff. “This isn’t your fault. I snapped at work. And I am an adult.” 

“We weren’t close. You know that. And I knew…”

“I’m sorry to bring this up again,” I said cutting in again. I took my mom’s hand. It was just so…unfair. I had such a great parent and she had something so…lesser. “I don’t want to make things harder for you. None of this is fair to you.” 

“Rosemary, my love…” Mom shook her head and then reached out and smacked me lightly on the side of my head, “Let me finish. Because you darling fool, I got a call from my parent’s lawyer. I knew…” 

I leaned back, trying to read her face. She was struggling to speak. 

“I knew they had money. But I didn’t know what they’d do with it. Especially…given how things…were. But…well…goodness. They left everything to you and me. They split it equally and put it in trusts. They had…well…they had a lot. And there will be more from the life insurance.” 

“What!”

“They were quite wealthy.”

I blinked. 

“Now we’re quite wealthy.”

I had just taken a swallow of cocoa, and I froze, holding it in my mouth. 

“You could have a diner or a hotel or a house or never work again. I mean…I knew they had money, but…not like this.” 

Which is when what she was saying struck me and I choked on the feel of my heart in my throat and the cocoa in my mouth and coughed that luxurious cocoa all over my cream call center cardigan.

* * * * *

According to my mother, life on the Oregon Coast required a Subaru Forrester. I wasn’t sure I agreed, but when she insisted I get one, I let it happen more out of a desire to see if it would happen. I was testing this madness. Mom knew me well enough to know she was railroading me, and I was testing this surreal dream. When she was done, I had a shiny blue Forrester and a confirmation that money really had come out of nowhere.

While I sorted my apartment, my mom barged over, picked up my laptop, and found me a cottage on the Oregon Coast for the next four months. 

“Mom, I can do that.” 

“I’m excited,” she said, tucking her hair behind her ear. “This is your dream. I can’t wait to see it play out.” 

Even after the Forrester, I didn’t believe it was real until Mom dragged me into the bank and had me sign more paperwork than I’d have thought necessary for anything but becoming the leader of the free world. When it ended, I had been left speechless at the balances of the accounts, the fact that people who had barely knew me had left it to me, and that I was leaving with one of those black credit cards.

Mom was the one who started loading my car. I helped, of course, but I got distracted by the scent of rain and the way the wind seemed to whisper happiness. Somehow finding my dream had become the most terrifying thing that had ever happened to me even as excitement bubbled in my stomach. 

Mom turned from putting the last of my stuff into the Forrester and then squeezed me again. She looked at my face, cupped my cheeks and whispered, “Find a pet, a lover, your dream, and so much happiness. I’m not coming until you’re settled. I want to see it in its glory, so get it together.” 

“You find a lover,” I said, pulling back with a laugh.

Her glance to the side paused me, and I examined her. There was a twitch at the corner of her mouth, and I gasped, “You have a lover.” 

Mom’s wicked grin told me I was right. What an idea! I was going to let her happiness carry me into my second chance. My hands shook as I started the car and backed out of the driveway. It was all starting, and I was still waiting to wake up. 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

It was a fierce need to use the restroom that had me stopping at the feed store outside of Silver Falls. I knew I wasn’t that far from the cottage, but I hadn’t been there before, and I didn’t want to have an episode that only toddlers would empathize with. 

I ran into the store, interrupted the store clerk, and wove my way through the aisles. When I finished, I slowed up and decided to wander the store. What was it that made you feel guilty for using the restroom and not buying something? I had to at least pretend to look for something. As if I would fool anyone. 

The first aisle was pig food. The next was nails and hammers and other implements I tried to avoid. The one after that took me to an outdoor area where they were selling chicks and other baby birds. I paused to coo at them and then wandered past a desk where I heard little growls and yelps. 

“Oh, hello,” I said, squatting down and finding a pile of basset hound puppies in a cardboard box. There were, perhaps, a half dozen sets of floppy ears, wagging tails, and little black noses. 

“They’re $50.00,” said a little boy with dark brown hair and bright blue eyes, “Mom said to get money for them, so they don’t get fed to snakes. They’re full breed. It’s a real, real good deal.” 

I paused at that one. Too good of a deal, I thought. But one set of dark, soulful eyes caught mine and I knew I’d regret not at least petting the little soul. I lifted a puppy with each hand and felt two little noses brush against each of my cheeks, but the puppy in my right hand licked me frantically, and I couldn’t help but put down the second puppy to snuggle my little lover.

“They’re mutts.” 

It was a man’s voice that cut-in to my puppy kisses. He was behind me, and his voice was deep and dark enough that I had to turn to see if his face matched his voice. 

His voice did.  It was as yummy as his face. He had to be at least six feet, four inches tall. I suppose I stared because I expected a gut and a crooked nose. Something that was the complete opposite of that voice. What I got was a healthy man with dark stubble on his face, kind dark brown eyes, and a strong jaw. He wasn’t stop you in your track handsome, but he was good looking. What really caught my attention was the way the boy’s eyes lit up with sheer, unadulterated joy. 

The man continued speaking while I stared. “And JJ Masterson, your mom told you to make sure they found good homes and not to charge a single penny.” 

The boy’s initial reaction was followed by a flush and then he moaned, “Fifty dollars is enough for the new lego X-Box game, and this lady would have paid it. Look at her, ‘tective. She’s a softy.”

The man grinned and his passable attractiveness morphed into a long tall drink of oh-my-goodness handsome. 

“Hello,” I said grinning because I had no self-control, and he was just so pretty with that smile. “Thanks for saving me $50.00.” 

“You gonna take that puppy? They look like basset hounds, but Kat Masterson’s female isn’t a full breed. She’d be furious with her son for saying the dog was pure.” 

The puppy wriggled in my arms and kissed me again. As if it knew its future was on the line, the puppy squirmed, kissing my cheek and laying its chin on my shoulder. 

“I do feel like I’ve been chosen. I’m not sure I can leave..umm…” I checked the sex and then said, “Her behind.” 

The man grinned at me showcasing a handsome set of teeth and making my knees weaken a bit. I was easy. I had worked too long in a call center full of people warped by their work. “You from around here?” 

I scrunched my nose, told myself to make friends and not freeze up just because he was handsome and talking to me, and said, “I hope to be, but I’m moving here from Gresham. Just staying in a little rental right now, and kind of…figuring things out.” 

There was something warm in his eyes that I hadn’t seen for quite some time and I certainly hadn’t expected. I tucked my hair—my frizzy reddish hair—behind my ear and wondered how I looked after the drive. Given that I’d rolled the windows down and let the wind push me along, I suspected I looked a little bit homeless. 

But, the flash of his grin said that he liked my answer, and I could feel my face heat in response to the way his eyes roved over me. Mostly my face, a level of tact I appreciated, since I was a bit thick from too much time literally tied to a phone and a chair. 

“Well now, JJ,” he said, glancing at the boy. “Tell us about these pups.” 

JJ told me that my puppy was the one who liked to snuggle and had been sleeping by his shoulder every single night. Her best friend was a little fellow with darker ears and freckles. The man the kid had called ‘tective held out his fingers to my little gal’s buddy. What could ‘tective mean? Was it some weird nickname? Like the things people called each other while they were playing video games? I wouldn’t be surprised to find out this man played video games with little boys just to make them happy. 

My puppy’s little buddy waggled his tail and yipped at the man frantically. He circled the ‘tective’s boot like a kitty and then pawed at his calf. 

“Uh-oh,” I said, wondering if he’d succumb. He put his hands on very lean hips and the puppy yipped at him again, touching him lightly with a paw—all the while, the puppy’s tail was waving so frantically it beat a tattoo against the ground. 

The man looked over at me, grinned again—further weakening my knees—and scooped the pup up. Was it gratuitous for an attractive man to stand there smiling at me with a puppy in his arms? There was something almost—explicit—about a tall, handsome man holding a wriggling, yipping, puppy. Yes. Yes. It was definitely gratuitous to see something quite so knee-weakening. 

“I’m Simon Banks,” he said, scratching the puppy’s belly. 

Yes, I thought, yes. Regardless of who this fellow was—this moment of watching him semi-flirt over a puppy belly had made this day perfect. 

“Rosemary Baldwin,” I replied and scratched his puppy’s belly as a sort of adjusted handshake. 

“You going to the jazz festival in the park tonight?”

I paused, wondering if he was asking me out, and then risked, “I hadn’t heard about it, but that does sound fun.” 

“Maybe you’d like to join me for a picnic?” 

I blinked. He was. He was asking me out. I liked the kindness in his eyes and the way he scratched that puppy’s belly and the way the kid was looking at Simon as if he were a hero. 

“That sounds lovely,” I answered in a smooth, confident voice that definitely did not belong to me. “I need to get situated, but I should be able to make it.” 

“Great,” he said. He glanced me over again, took note of the little red and white basset puppy in my hands and asked, “Need the puppy aisle?” 

I grinned and followed unashamedly enjoying the view from behind. He was charming and shopping for my little friend made my 2nd chance seem all the more real, far more so than the car had. Maybe because the car had been my mom’s insistence, and the dog was all me. I found her a pink collar with white daisies on it, a name tag, and a few other things. She had red ears and little red freckles on her nose, and her wrinkly, floppy skin was the softest. Her sweet puppy breath, and a few more kisses, and things were looking up. 

On the way out, I dug into my pocket and pulled out $50 for the child. These puppies hadn’t been free to take care of, and I was betting his mom would have eventually bought him that game. I wanted to help at least some because I was thoroughly in love. 

Simon noticed but said nothing. He did, however, walk me all the way to my car, opened the back for me, and said, “His mom really did tell him to give those puppies away. Jay’s right. You are a softy.” 

I grinned as I confessed, “The boy is a charming scamp. And the puppies cost them money to care for.”

Simon laughed. “And sharp. He was right. You are a softy.” 

I shrugged since what else could I say?

His voice deepened in the next moment and I had to pause in sheer appreciation as he said, “I’m glad you’re moving here, Rosemary.”

“Me too.” Suddenly feeling like an idiot, I wasn’t quite sure what to do with my hands and my hips were 4 sizes bigger than they had been a few moments before and somehow my feet were clownishly large. 

“Are you going to work from home? Or did you get a job here? You looking?” 

I hadn’t told anyone but my mom what my plans were. It took me a moment to gear up my courage and then I admitted, “I’m planning to open a diner or perhaps a coffee shop.” 

My little puppy licked me and wriggled in my arms as if she approved. Or maybe she just sensed how stressed it made me admit my dream which sounded so…insane. It was like saying you wanted to make a living by painting portraits—unlikely. Businesses like the one I was talking about failed all the time. 

“Are you now? Have you been to Jenny’s?” 

I shook my head, hoping this wasn’t some friend who already had an awesome diner and wouldn’t like my plans. 

“She’s looking to sell. Has been for a while. You might check her out.”

“Really?” I felt a thrill of hope that I could actually get my dream up and running. Maybe very soon. 

Simon nodded and said, “She’s on Main Street right next to the Soda Shoppe. Seems like a good spot for a restaurant to me. Now if you buy that place…” He paused dramatically and said, “I’m going to need to keep finding cinnamon roll pancakes for breakfast.” 

“I might be able to do that,” I said, knowing cinnamon roll pancakes would be going on the official menu. What could be better than somewhere that was already established? I was getting super excited at the idea. Maybe I’d be pouring out pancakes and experimenting with the recipes that I was still working on in a week or two. How long did it take to buy a diner if it was the right one for me? I could always slowly update it to the dream. That might even be better if it were a well-loved place. My mind was racing, and my heart was thudding, and I was so excited I wanted to bounce, but I didn’t want to look like a child. 

“I’ll have to check it out,” I said, trying to keep cool. “So where’s the festival?” 

“In the park next to the beach. Meet you by the Sacajawea statue. 7:00?”

I grinned and nodded and opened the passenger door of my car. I’d bought the puppy a bed, and I placed it on the passenger seat and then put her in her new place. When I stood, he shut the door and walked me around the car to open the driver’s side for me.

“It was a pleasure to meet you, Rose,” Simon said.

And then he did that grin again. I suppose it had just been too long since I’d had attention from anyone. Which wasn’t quite true, I just hadn’t been that interested in anyone who’d made overtures before now. 

“Likewise,” I told him, hoping that meeting a gentleman before I’d even reached my new hometown was a sign of good things to come and also that he really was a gentleman. 

* * * * *

My rental was one in a set of cottages. They surrounded a courtyard on three sides with the final side being the parking lot. The shared yard had a play set, a picnic table, and several benches. Each cottage had the weathered looked of repurposed layered shingles. With bright doors and white shutters and flower boxes, the cottages were especially adorable given how the flower boxes and garden beds were full of flowers and greenery. 

I walked through the little place with my puppy under my arm. There was a living area with a small kitchen and eating nook, a bedroom, and a big bathroom. The bedroom wasn’t much bigger than the bed and an armoire, but it was lovely in shades of gray and green. The living room was a couch, a few chairs that faced the ocean, and a flat screen tv. The view was, of course, breathtaking. The Oregon Coast might not be warm or conducive to sunbathing, but it was shockingly beautiful. I had one of the cottages with the backside facing the ocean, and there was a wide picture window off of the living space that showed the crashing gray ocean and gray skies. 

The cottage was barely larger than a studio apartment, but it had things no college apartment would have: a large soaking tub, a separate shower, wide cushy chairs, and a fireplace. There was a fenced back deck area with a four-person hot-tub, a tiny patch of grass just big enough for the pup to to do her business, and a small gas grill. 

My puppy enjoyed every second running around, barking at anything that moved in between marking her territory. Her floppy ears begged me to caress them, and I paused from unpacking my car long enough to play with the puppy.

It wasn’t until I started folding my clothes to put them away that I realized I didn’t want those old things to contaminate my new life. I didn’t want my call center khakis or the threadbare cardigans I’d worn year-round to hang in the tiny armoire. I pulled out a plaid shirt I’d worn often and pulled it on. Working in the call center had given me a wider bottom and a bigger chest, and the shirt hadn’t fit right for some time, but I’d just worn it anyway. I threw it on over a tank with lipgloss and a slapped dash of eyeshadow over my eyes, not really caring how I looked. Not anymore. Instead of putting my clothes away, I ruthlessly culled them and found myself left with a tiny pile of clothes that I didn’t despise. 

Was I being frivolous to decide to get new things? I couldn’t help but wonder what my mom would think. She would, I realized, rub her hands together in sheer, unadulterated joy and then make a comment about how it was long overdue. That clinched it. Plus, I rationalized wickedly, shopping would be a great way to check out the town. Ensure that this was where I wanted to live. We’d done enough research to know that Silver Falls was a booming town for tourism rather like Cannon Beach or Leavenworth. It pulled in visitors with the sheer quaintness. Double checking what we’d researched while I shopped would be useful especially if I swung by Jenny’s Diner and tried it out as a customer instead of a potential buyer. 

I dug through the cabinets in the cottage until I found garbage bags and ruthlessly shoved in my rejects and then dragged all of those things back to my Forrester. 

“Well puppy…” 

She yipped at me.

“Want to go shopping?” 

She jumped up, putting her paws on my shin, tongue lolling, and I scooped her up and let her lick my chin.

“Did you want a name?”

Her reply was a wriggling bottom until she was able to put her paws over my shoulder and nuzzle my neck. 

I took inspiration from her collar, “How about Daisy?” 

She nuzzled her nose into my neck and I took that as acceptance. Silver Falls was small enough that we walked from the cottage to the downtown area. As we did, I took deep breaths of salty sea air and had to acknowledge how very much I was enjoying being free from corporate life. I felt a bit as if someone had taken shackles from my ankles, and a part of me was terrified I was about to be caught and hooked back up.

We paused while Daisy did her business for approximately the 70th time and as we did, I tucked my hair behind my ear, letting my head fall back and my eyelids go red in the sunlight. I took in a deep breath and wondered yet again, was this really happening?

A door slammed nearby shocking me out of my daydream. I rubbed my eyes and glanced around, but I couldn’t see where it had come from. Perhaps it was just the wind given the way it was whipping through town.  It had shut the door, but a moment later I heard, “Are you kidding me? You think I don’t know what this is about? You think I don’t what kind of person you are?” 

I didn’t want to glance around, but the girl—her voice was distinctly feminine—was yelling. And it was small-town life right? Snooping is what people did…I glanced towards the shouts and saw a curvaceous girl with a dark ponytail and a green dress uniform get into a small hatchback and peel away from the curb. I couldn’t see much more and she was coming far too fast, so I scooped Daisy up and stepped quickly back. I could see tears on her tan face. The distress was so distinct that I had to say a quick prayer that there wouldn’t be an accident given she was far too emotional to be driving. 

“Poor kid,” I told Daisy. I thought about how fast the girl had been driving and added, “Poor, stupid kid.” 
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