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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“Come on, Scout, keep up!” Eliza called to the adorable hound trailing behind her. Usually, Eliza could barely keep up with Scout, but today, with all of the hustle and bustle of the harvest festival preparations underway, Scout kept getting distracted. Eliza couldn’t blame him—there was an awful lot going on—but she also couldn’t help being a bit exasperated by the degree to which it was interfering with her run.

It had been just over a month since Eliza returned to Thistlewood House, and she’d made good on the promise she made herself to keep up with her running nearly every day since. It was here, in these rich, intricate gardens, that Eliza had rediscovered her love of running, and she wasn’t about to let the endless lectures on decorum and propriety that her mother no doubt had at the ready keep her from enjoying it ever again.

As Eliza raced through the topiary maze, she tried her best to clear her mind. It was of the utmost importance that she be focused today. Sharp. Though her father had asked her to come home specifically to help with the business, so far, he’d been frustratingly reticent to actually let her do anything. But today—today, things would be different. Her father had finally invited her to attend an important strategic planning session, and she could not wait to show him and her brothers everything she’d learned about the family business—and business in general, really. 

As the daughter of a Lord, there was a list of societal expectations for Eliza as long as her arm but neither brains nor business acumen were among them. Eliza, however, had never been one to adhere to societal expectations. She had gone to London to strike out on her own when everyone expected her to stay at Thistlewood House and get married. She had marched with her suffragette sisters when every other member of the aristocracy was convinced those ruffians should be seen as nothing other than a shameful footnote in Britain’s history. She was a woman who dared to speak her mind in a world that willed her to be seen and not heard, and today would be no exception. She had learned a great deal in preparation for this meeting, and she was excited to share it.

Eliza worked her way through the topiary maze and emerged into a larger garden before cutting through the forest at the edge of the estate. No longer distracted by the festival preparations, Scout pulled at his leash as the familiar smells of the garden gave way to the less traveled terrain. It was wilder here—freer—and Eliza soon found her mind freer too. 

By the time she worked her way past the weeping willow, around the fountain, and back to the main gardens, Eliza’s brain finally felt sufficiently sharp, but her body was exhausted. Her legs throbbed and her lungs burned as she slowed to a walk in front of the French doors that would lead her into Thistlewood House. She couldn’t help but laugh as she saw the servants peering at her through the window, no doubt stunned to see a woman in pants. 

As she opened the doors and stepped into the foyer, the servants busied themselves immediately—all except Frank and Willis, who were clearly too stunned by the sight of Eliza’s calves to invent a clever ruse to explain what they were doing by the doorway.

“What’s the matter, boys?” Eliza asked with a grin. “Never seen a girl in culottes before?”
Frank and Willis stared at her for a moment, mouths agape. Eliza was increasingly convinced that they were never going to get used to having her here—though she was equally confident that they enjoyed it.

“Frank! Willis!” Parkins, the head butler, boomed behind her. “I gave you a list of things to do this morning, and I am quite certain discussing clothing with Lady Eliza was not among them. If you’ve run out of approved things to do, I’m certain I could find more work for you.”

“Sorry, Parkins,” the two said in unison, staring down at their shoes briefly before scurrying off to assist with the preparations. 

“Lady Eliza,” Parkins said—ever one for formalities and protocol.

“Parkins,” Eliza replied, matching his seriousness note for note for a brief moment before winking at him. In spite of himself, Parkins smiled at Eliza before returning to his all-business attitude. That smile brought Eliza great joy. Parkins had always had a soft spot for Eliza—ever since she was little—and that smile was a nice reminder that, even though she was older now, his fondness for her had not diminished.

Parkins quickly returned to overseeing the staff, who were busy preparing for both the arrival of overnight guests that evening and the slew of visitors they would have for the harvest festival the next day, and Eliza began making her way to her father’s study, doing everything she could to stay out of their way lest she inadvertently muck something up.

Eliza’s mother, on the other hand, had no problem being in the way. She nearly plowed into a servant as she came down their massive spiral staircase, and Eliza couldn’t help but cringe at the way Eliza’s mother seemed far more concerned by the prospect that the Georgian vase the girl was carrying could have been broken if there had been a collision than she was about the fact that the poor girl could have been seriously hurt.

The vase was quickly forgotten, however, as soon as Lady Montague laid eyes on Eliza.

“Good Lord, Eliza, must you be so committed to sending your Great Aunt Martha and I to an early grave?” she said as she surveyed Eliza’s ensemble.

“Heavens, Mother, must you be so committed to being overly dramatic about absolutely everything? They’re pants, not a personal assault.”

“I think they look nice,” Mercy, Eliza’s younger sister, piped up.

“Don’t you start,” Lady Montague said before chasing after a servant who had apparently folded the napkins into a mitre pattern as opposed to the fan pattern Lady Montague had, as she put it, “quite explicitly requested.”

Eliza found her mother exhausting, particularly when it came to her treatment of the servants, but she knew better than to argue. Her mother’s views were as set in stone as Thistlewood’s architecture—and every bit as ancient too. Besides, Eliza had a meeting to get to.

Hurriedly, Eliza took the stairs up to the second floor and headed down to her father’s study. Before she could raise her hand to knock on the thick, oak door, it swung open, revealing her brother, Cedric.

“Oh!” he said, seemingly disappointed. “It’s you.”

“Don’t sound too excited, brother. I’d hate for you to strain something.”

Cedric couldn’t help but laugh. “Sorry, Old Girl. I was just hoping you were Melville. This would have been the first time he was on time for a meeting in, well, ever.”

This time, Eliza was the one who couldn’t help but laugh. Cedric opened the door a bit wider, and she crossed into the room, inhaling the rich smell of old books as she walked over and took a seat in the overstuffed leather armchair by the fire. 

Her father, who was sitting in an armchair opposite of her, offered Eliza a whiskey, but she declined. Normally, she loved sitting with her father, slowly taking in the smokey, peaty flavor, but today, she wanted to be clear-headed. 

Melville stumbled in a few minutes later, and unlike Eliza, it was clear that he had made no effort to come to the meeting clear-headed. Whether he was already tipsy or just still a little drunk from last night, Eliza couldn’t say for sure, but it was definitely one of the two.

Melville took a seat in the corner, as far away from the sunlight streaming through the windows as possible, and Cedric took a seat behind her father’s desk. 

Bit of a power move there, Cedric, Eliza thought as she watched him settle in behind the custom-built behemoth.

“Now that we’re all here,” Lord Montague began, “we should go ahead and get started. Your mother will never forgive me if we don’t have this wrapped up by the time the Fairfaxes arrive.”

At the mention of the Fairfaxes’ name, Eliza felt her heart jump.

Focus, Eliza. Now is not the time for feelings.

“As you know, the Edwardses will be coming tomorrow to discuss a possible acquisition, and we need to be prepared to make an offer,” Lord Montague continued. “The question before us now is precisely what that offer should be. Melville, do you have any insights?”

“Yes. I think we should serve brandy. Now, I know that’s a controversial take—after all, it will be a bit early for brandy—but negotiations always go better when everyone is looser, and nothing puts people in a generous mood better than brandy.”

Lord Montague inhaled sharply. He loved Melville, no doubt, but he was exhausted by Melville’s constant cavalier attitude. As much as Eliza loved her brother, Eliza couldn’t blame her father for that. This was a tremendously important business opportunity, and he’d given it all the thought one puts into selecting his socks.

“I think we offer them the full asking price,” Cedric interjected. “We were bloody lucky to be able to secure this meeting at all. Everyone wants a piece of the Edwards tractor. We cannot afford to risk them being insulted by our offer and going somewhere else. If we don’t pay full price, they can certainly find someone else who will. And I don’t need to remind you all of how dire that would be for us. Circumstances being what they are, this is a deal we simply have to make. Don’t you agree, Melville?”

“Of course, Old Chap,” Melville said as he puffed his pipe, despite the fact that Eliza was at least sixty percent sure that he had not been paying attention to a single word that had come out of Cedric’s mouth.

“It’s decided, then,” Cedric said proudly. “Unless you disagree, Father.”

Eliza found herself frustrated but utterly unsurprised. She was used to being overlooked in conversations like these. People assumed that, because she was a woman, she couldn’t have anything of value to contribute. She resented it, but she also enjoyed proving them wrong.

“I disagree,” she said, and as she did, Cedric’s head whipped around as though he had completely forgotten Eliza was even in the room.

“You—I’m sorry, what?” he asked, confused.

“The new Edwards tractor promises to be an extraordinary product,” Eliza began. “And investors will want it. You’re right about that, Cedric. The problem is that the people do not.”

“She spends two months working in London, and suddenly she’s an expert on the people,” Cedric said mockingly. Eliza had expected some resistance when she suggested an alternate strategy, but she had to admit that she was surprised by his tone. He seemed to be taking this far more personally than expected.

“No,” Eliza said. “I spent a month interviewing all of the farmers in the area, and every single one said the same thing. They don’t want a British-made tractor. The American-made ones are cheaper and more efficient. No matter how good this tractor is, most of them will never make the switch.”

Eliza turned to her father for a moment, trying to see if he was with her—hoping for a trace, even just a hint, of validation in his face, but she found none.

“I’m not saying we shouldn’t make the offer,” she continued. “Just that it should be considerably lower than full asking. They have not sufficiently adjusted their price based on the preferences of the marketplace.”

“Since when do you know anything about the marketplace?” Cedric said, annoyed. “The only marketplace you have any conceivable expertise about is one where they sell dresses and jewelry.”

Eliza could feel a flush of frustration rising through her body until it settled in her burning cheeks. “Cedric, we cannot afford—”

“Since when do you know what we can afford? I doubt you’ve ever even seen our ledgers.”

“I’ve seen the ledgers, Cedric,” Eliza said with a sigh. This was getting tiresome.

“Then you obviously don’t know how to read them. Though, I can’t say I’m surprised. I doubt the governesses were able to fit that in, what with all of the important skills for young ladies to know, like how to lace up a corset or draft a seating chart.”

Eliza’s frustration was quickly transitioning into rage, and she was finding it harder and harder to keep her mouth shut. Thankfully, before Cedric had the opportunity to say anything else offensive, there was a knock at the door.

“Excuse me, sir,” Parkins said. “But the guests have arrived. Lady Montague has requested you all join her downstairs at once.”

“Thank you, Parkins,” Lord Montague said before returning his attention back to his children. “We can finish discussing this later.”

Eliza nodded. She understood her father’s position, but she had to admit that she was frustrated by his noncommittal attitude. She was right, and she didn’t understand how everyone couldn’t immediately see it.

Helping save the family’s business was the reason Eliza came back, but how was she supposed to do that if no one would listen to her? Try as she might, Eliza couldn’t answer that question, but she knew she needed to find an answer fast. There was too much at stake for them to do the wrong thing here—including the future of Thistlewood House.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

As Eliza stepped out onto the marble steps that comprised the entryway to Thistlewood House, her heart lurched harder than the Fairfaxes’ limousine as it made its way down the Montague’s long driveway. Eliza did not like the fact that she felt this way. She would even go so far as to say that she resented it. But as Oliver Fairfax climbed out of the backseat of the car, she could not deny the fact that she was utterly powerless to stop it.

Eliza and Oliver had been friends since they were children. Some of her fondest memories of her childhood centered around afternoons spent playing tag in the garden or hide and seek in the conservatory. As they got older, he became her favorite person at every party—always quick to offer her an escape from whatever dullard her mother was trying to set her up with. 

If her mother had been smart, she would have simply chosen Oliver as the person to set Eliza up with in the first place. He was certainly the only person from their social circle Eliza would have genuinely considered—though, in truth, the fact that her mother would have approved of the match was the thing Eliza found least attractive about Oliver. The other was his endlessly mercurial nature. Eliza could never be quite sure how he felt about her, and she hated that.

“Liza,” he said as he sauntered over to her, his effortless charm utterly infuriating. He was the only person with the power to knock Eliza off balance, and she longed to have the same power over him.

“Ollie,” she replied.

He took her hand and kissed it dramatically—a gesture he knew she hated for its pomposity. “Good to see you, Old Girl.”

Eliza rolled her eyes. The only thing she hated more than having her hand kissed like that was being called “Old Girl,” especially by Ollie. And he knew it.

“Pleasure to see you too, Old Chap,” she said, a hint of friendly ribbing in her voice.

Oliver grinned. “Safe to assume your mother is off somewhere supervising the festival preparations?” he asked.

“If by supervising you mean driving everyone crazy while offering no assistance whatsoever then yes, she is supervising brilliantly.”

“I would expect nothing less.”

Oliver smiled at her again, and Eliza’s heart fluttered.

“I’m pleasantly surprised to see you. I wasn’t sure you’d have time the time for frivolous things like dinner now that you’re a business magnate.”

Eliza shook her head and smiled.

“A titan of industry,” he continued. “A—”

“Hardly,” Eliza interrupted. “Apparently, when Father asked me to come help with the family business, what he actually meant was that he’d like me to come home and watch while the men in the family run it into the ground.”

“I’m sure they’ll let you in eventually. You just need to—”

Eliza was desperate for Oliver to finish that sentence. Ollie had a great mind for business—always had—and as much as Eliza hated to admit it, she could really use his help figuring out how to navigate this. Unfortunately, before he could, he was interrupted by the sound of another car coming down the driveway. This one belonged to the Thackerays. Eliza had made her debut at the same time as their eldest daughter, Gwendolyn, and the two had clashed right from the start.

Gwendolyn had always hated Eliza, which Eliza suspected was a function of Gwendolyn’s jealousy about Eliza and Oliver’s friendship. Eliza didn’t hate Gwendolyn, as such. She prided herself on not hating anyone. But she certainly couldn’t claim to like her either.

“Ollie!” Gwendolyn trilled as she rushed over to him. 

Against her will, Eliza felt her chest tighten, and there was a sudden pang in the pit of her stomach.

“Gwenie,” Oliver said. “Lovely to see you again.”

“You scamp!” Gwendolyn said, tapping him playfully on the arm. “You know how much I hate it when people call me Gwenie.”

Eliza studied Oliver’s face. There was a momentary expression there—one Eliza felt sure almost anyone else would have missed but one that, because she knew him so well, she was absolutely certain meant he was just this moment discovering that particular fact.

“And here I thought I had special dispensation,” Ollie said, feigning a wounded ego.

Gwendolyn laughed at this—to Eliza’s mind, far harder than she should have.

“If I ever considered granting it to anyone, it would be you, Ollie.”

Hell’s bells, Gwendolyn, have some dignity, Eliza thought as she watched the way Gwendolyn once again touched Oliver’s arm.

Not like you’re any better, she thought as she realized how much she wished she was the one touching his arm right now. Or better yet, that he was touching hers.

Eliza studied Oliver’s face again, scouring it for any indication that he was interested in Gwendolyn. Were she to find any trace—even just a hint of a trace—of indication that Oliver reciprocated Gwendolyn’s feelings, Eliza assured herself she would leave them alone and let fate do what it may, but thankfully, she detected nothing of the sort.

As Eliza watched the two of them together, she found herself thinking of all of the times Oliver had swooped in at just the right moment and rescued her from one bore or another, and she decided this was her moment—her chance to finally return the favor.

“Oliver and I were just—” she began, but at the same time she began to speak, Oliver began speaking too. And to Eliza’s surprise, he had done so for the purpose of asking Gwendolyn if she would like to accompany him on a stroll around the estate.

“I would be delighted,” Gwendolyn said as she hooked her arm through Oliver’s.

“Nice to see you again, Lizzy,” Gwendolyn said, turning back to Eliza with a sickening smile.

Eliza didn’t even bother to correct her. Gwendolyn knew full well that Eliza’s name was not Lizy. It was an intentional slight, and Eliza wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction of marking it. But she also wasn’t about to let Gwendolyn think she had the upper hand either.

“You too, Gwenie,” she said, making sure to emphasize the nickname before flashing Gwendolyn her best passive aggressive smile.

Gwendolyn glared at Eliza for a moment, but Eliza met her stare. This, apparently, was even more objectionable to Gwendolyn than being called Gwenie, and she turned on her heels and marched off with Oliver.

Scout scooted closer to Eliza and gently rubbed his head against Eliza’s leg. In all of the hustle and bustle, she’d almost forgotten he was there. She bent down and scratched him gently behind the ears.

“You’re right, boy. We’re better off without him.”

Scout thumped his back leg rhythmically. Clearly, Eliza had found just the right spot.

“You’re the only man I need in my life anyway.” 

Eliza stood up, and as soon as she did, Scout whimpered softly.

“What’s that? You think we need a treat?” she said with a grin. “I think that’s an excellent idea.”

With that, Eliza grabbed Scout’s leash and began heading towards the kitchen. She wasn’t sure what Rene, the family’s chef, had planned for the dinner party that evening, but she knew whatever it was would be delicious. She also knew he was bound to have some sort of tart or pastry she could sneak a bite of now, and that seemed like the perfect antidote to Gwendolyn and all of the feelings Eliza desperately wanted to be above having.

As she got closer to the kitchen, the smell of roast chicken wafted down the hallway, followed by the scent of popovers. Eliza closed her eyes and could practically see them puffing up, all brown and golden, and suddenly, the whole exchange with Gwendolyn didn’t seem nearly so bad.

She was just about to open the door to the kitchen when it suddenly, most unexpectedly, swung open, nearly smacking her in the face with its thick, oak frame.

“Oh!” Eliza cried as she jumped back just in time.

“Lady Eliza!” Rene exclaimed, his French accent somehow thicker with the weight of the surprise. “I was just coming in search of you.”

“Well, you’ve officially made quick work of the search then,” Eliza said with a grin. When Rene did not return that grin, she knew something was wrong.

“Is everything alright, Rene?”

“I’m afraid not, mademoiselle. Or, at least, I think not.”

“What’s happened?”

“It’s Molly,” he began, his face gravely serious. 

Eliza’s heart sunk at that revelation. She and Molly had met a few months prior during Eliza’s first return to Thistlewood, and they had become fast friends. Eliza was the first person that Molly told about the pregnancy. She was also the one who first received confirmation that Cedric was the father.

Eliza and Molly had grown close these last few months. She had become deeply fond of Molly and, to her surprise, similarly fond of the idea of becoming an aunt.

“Is she alright? Is the baby okay?” Eliza asked, her pulse beginning to quicken.

“I don’t know. All I know is that she called here and told me to find you and ask you to come to the cottage right away,” Rene began. “She said it was urgent.”

“I’ll go right now.”

“Good. She sounded scared, Eliza.”

“I’m sure she’ll be fine, Rene. No sense in worrying until we know there’s something to be worried about.”

Eliza hoped she sounded more confident than she felt because the truth was that Molly wasn’t the only one who was scared. In this moment, Eliza was terrified.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Eliza rushed down to the cottage her family had put Molly up in. It was situated on a charming piece of farmland roughly a kilometer from Thistlewood House. A chicken greeted Eliza as she approached the front door, squawking at her and tilting its head curiously before stepping aside and allowing her to pass.

Eliza pushed open the door to the cottage and called out Molly’s name.

“In ‘ere,” came the reply from the bedroom.

Eliza walked through the living room, which was small but cozy, and into the bedroom. Molly was lying on the bed, her red hair a sharp contrast to the crisp, white linen, and a man in a suit stood beside the bed, peering at Eliza over his glasses.

“And you are?” He asked in a tone that made Eliza feel like an intruder despite having been invited.

“Eliza Montague. I’m Molly’s friend.”

“Ah.”

“How are you?” Eliza asked, turning her attention to Molly. “Are you alright?” 

It was clear from the look on the man’s face that he considered Eliza’s decision to direct this question to Molly and not him a personal affront, which Eliza found to be the height of hubris. After all, who could possibly be a bigger expert on how Molly was than Molly herself?

“I’ll be the judge of that,” the man interjected before Molly even had the chance to answer.

Eliza crossed over to Molly and sat down on the bed next to her while the doctor pulled a stethoscope out of his bag and listened to Molly’s heart. She could feel Molly visibly relax as Eliza took her hand in hers.

“Thank you,” Molly whispered as the doctor switched out the stethoscope for a sphygmomanometer.

“Of course,” Eliza whispered back. “I’m so glad you called me. What happened?”

Before Molly could answer, the doctor made a sound that was somewhere between a hmm and a harrumph. 

“Is everything alright?” Eliza asked him. He seemed visibly pleased that the question was directed towards him this time.

“Hard to say,” he replied. “Molly was having bouts of dizziness and feeling lightheaded, so her midwife asked me to consult. At first glance, she seems okay. No protein in the urine. No excessive swelling in the feet. Could be an iron deficiency or even just the consequences of overexertion. But her blood pressure is a bit higher than I’d like, which is concerning.”

Eliza was struck by how much he barely even looked at Molly as he was speaking. He had been infinitely more engaged with her father when discussing his heart attack. The discrepancy wasn’t a surprise, of course—women rarely got to be active participants in their own healthcare—but that didn’t make it any less infuriating. It was one of the many things Eliza and her suffragette sisters were hoping to change. 

“I’ll be putting her on bedrest for now,” he continued, finally turning his attention in Molly’s direction. “No cooking. No cleaning. No getting out of this bed for any reason until I tell you otherwise. Is this understood?”

“I—” Molly began, but before she could finish, the doctor had already turned his attention to Eliza. 

“You’ll ensure she has everything she needs?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll see myself out,” he said, shoving his things back in his black leather bag before heading for the doorway.

“Well, this—I—it’s just . . . it’s impossible. I can’t just be lyin’ round ‘ere all day like some sort of—there’s things that need doin’. I can’t—”

“Take a breath,” Eliza interrupted, doing her best to radiate calm. “You can stay in bed, and you will stay in bed because that’s what this baby needs. And that’s what you need. And those are the only two things that matter right now.”

Molly inhaled sharply, as though trying to soothe herself, and then nodded.

“Rene can cook for you, and I can have one of the servant boys run all of the meals down to you here. I’m sure Frank or Willis would be up for the job. I can come tidy up around here—”

 “Oh, I couldn’t let you do ‘at.”

“You could,” Eliza insisted. “We’re family.”

“Wish the rest of ‘em felt that way.”

“They’ll come around. And in the meantime, I can send one of the maids down here to help you. She can do the cleaning and the washing. We can get one of the neighbor boys to come round and help look after the animals. And I can come down every afternoon to check and see how you’re feeling.”

“Thank you,” Molly said. “Don’t know what me or this baby’d do without you.” 

She smiled at Eliza then, and Eliza was pleased to see that she seemed visibly lighter.

“We’ll get through this just fine,” she said, patting Molly on the hand. “Now, tell me, aside from feeling a bit dizzy, how have you been?”

“I’ve been alright. Bit lonely down ‘ere by myself. Not to seem ungrateful—it was awful nice of you to put me up ‘ere. I just—I’m just not one of ‘em, you know? One of you, I guess.”

“No, trust me, I’m not one of them either. Never have been. That’s why Great Aunt Martha dislikes me so much and why Mother and I are in a near constant tête-à-tête. Our blood is the same, but on almost everything else, we differ.”

Molly nodded and attempted a smile, but Eliza could see the pain in her eyes, and she felt overwhelmed with compassion for her. “I know how it feels to be an outsider here, Molly. But they will come to love you, just as I have. And if they don’t, well, they can just bugger right off!”

Molly burst into a giggle at that, which filled Eliza’s heart with joy.

Just then, there was a knock on the front door.

“You stay here,” Eliza said, getting off the bed and heading towards the entryway. “I’ll take care of it.”

Eliza walked back through the main living space, pausing for just a moment to appreciate all of the ways in which Molly had begun to make the place her own—a handmade blanket here, a bouquet of wildflowers there. It looked so much warmer now than it had when she first moved her in. 

I wonder who this could be, Eliza thought as she walked over to the front door. Perhaps the doctor left something behind, or one of the neighbor boys was looking for some extra work.

That would certainly be convenient.

“Cedric!” Eliza exclaimed as she opened the door. “You’re a surprise!”

“I’m a surprise? She’s my—” Cedric paused for a moment, clearly flummoxed by the need for a word to describe something he could not yet label. “Well, you know. Anyway, my being here should not be surprising. You on the other hand . . .”

“Molly called me.”

“Why? Is everything alright? Is the baby—” 

“Not to worry. Everyone’s fine. Just a slight scare, that’s all. She—”

Before Eliza could even finish her sentence, Cedric had rushed past her, making a beeline for the bedroom. 

“Molly? Molly, darling, are you alright?” 

Eliza went back to the bedroom, where Cedric had already pulled a chair up by Molly’s bedside. His hand was placed gently on her knee, and his face was the very portrait of worry.

“I’m fine,” Molly said, placing her hand on top of Cedric’s. “We’re both right as rain. Blood pressure’s just a bit ‘igh, that’s all. Little rest and I’ll be good as new.”

“The doctor wants her to stay in bed from here out,” Eliza added. “I told her we could get Rene to take care of the meals, and—”

“Of course,” Cedric interrupted. “We’ll figure everything out. Don’t you worry about it, darling. Not for a moment. I’ll take care of everything.”

Molly smiled at Cedric, and Eliza was pleased to see how quickly that soothed him—how quickly they soothed each other. Their situation was certainly far from ideal, but Eliza couldn’t help being happy that they had found each other.

“Thanks for being here, Liza,” Cedric said.

“Of course.”

“Though next time,” he began, turning his attention back to Molly, “you call me if something goes wrong.”

“I didn’t want to interrupt. You ‘ad that important meeting.”

“Nothing is more important than you. And besides, Eliza here seems to think she could handle it all without me anyway.”

Eliza was caught off guard by that statement. It wasn’t like Cedric to throw barbs. Sure, they disagreed on things. They had very different perspectives on the world, and it wasn’t uncommon for there to be the occasional clash between them, but this felt different. And it stung. 

“Speaking of things that can be done without me,” Cedric said, turning his attention towards Eliza. “Dinner is about to start. Shouldn’t you be going?”

“Shouldn’t you be going?” Eliza shot back.

“I’m not leaving Molly.”

“I could stay too.”

“You could, but you might not want to. Should be an interesting dinner. Far more interesting than the meeting tomorrow.”

Eliza found herself annoyed by this comment too. She couldn’t help but think Cedric was trying to get her to not come to the meeting, and she resented that. She had as much of a right to be there as he did, and she had valuable things to contribute.

She knew better than to take the bait, though. He was far from the first man who had underestimated her potential, and he wouldn’t be the last. She just had to be patient and let her work speak for itself. He’d see the error of his ways eventually. Eliza felt sure of it.

So, instead of saying anything about the meeting, she simply asked what made Cedric think it would be an interesting dinner.

“Oh, haven’t you heard?” he said, a slight smile on his lips. “The Thackerays are about to make some big announcement. Can’t help wondering if it’s about their daughter. That would explain why Oliver’s family is here.”

Though he didn’t come right out and say it, Eliza knew precisely what Cedric was implying—that the big announcement was a betrothal between Oliver and Gwendolyn. He couldn’t be right about that. Could he?

As much as Eliza wished it didn’t, her heart utterly sank at the news, and her stomach took its place, creeping up until it felt as though it was lodged in her throat. 

The only thing she knew for sure was that she had to find out if Cedric’s theory was correct. She couldn’t wait a minute longer. She had to get to that dinner.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Eliza stared at herself in the mirror for a moment. She’d come back to her room after leaving Molly’s cottage to dress for dinner—something she had not done since her return to Thistlewood House, much to her mother’s chagrin—and she wanted to make sure everything looked just right. 

Eliza loathed the practice of dressing for dinner. It wasn’t uncommon for the women in her family to go through at least two or three, if not four or more, outfits per day, all of which were carefully laundered and prepared by the servants. It seemed to Eliza a terribly wasteful extravagance. 

When she’d moved back to Thistlewood, Eliza had vowed not to partake in this sort of pageantry. One of the things she had loved most about living in London was the total alignment of her actions with her values, and she was determined not to let her mother’s perpetual disapproval keep her from continuing that practice now. 

Which was why, truth be told, she felt a bit ashamed as she slipped into her favorite black, sequined gown. As she pulled on her black, satin gloves, she tried her best to convince herself that she was doing this solely because of the upcoming holiday. As she tucked up her blond locks and fastened them with her peacock-feather hair clip, she swore it was because they had important guests and, as a businesswoman now, it was important that she make a good impression. 

The bit about the guests was at least closer to the truth. However, if Eliza had been totally honest with herself, she would have had to admit that it wasn’t about all of the guests, so much as one in particular. She was dressing up because she didn’t want to give Gwendolyn Thackeray even the tiniest excuse to look down her nose at her. Perhaps she was dressing up for Oliver a bit, too, though that was a truth she was even further from being able to admit. 

The only thing that was missing was her signature red lipstick, which Eliza applied before giving Scout a quick pet, leaving him with a bone from the kitchen, and heading downstairs for dinner.

Eliza made her way down the spiral staircase, through the lobby, and down to the dining room, where Parkins was waiting.

“Lady Eliza Montague,” he announced as she entered the room. Eliza found this formality particularly ridiculous when the dinner parties were this small, but she was grateful for any chance to see Parkins. Despite his insistence on order and decorum, Parkins had always been a warm, comforting presence to Eliza, and tonight was no exception.

“You look very nice, m’lady,” Parkins whispered.

“Thank you, Parkins.” 

Eliza took her seat at the table and was slightly annoyed to discover Gwendolyn had chosen the seat directly across from her.

“That’s a lovely dress,” Gwendolyn offered as Eliza sat down.

“Thank you.”

“I saw something like that at a show in Paris once. Certainly not this season, of course, but at some point. Perhaps four or five years ago? Hard to say for sure. After all, it’s been so long. But it was certainly all the rage then.”

Eliza found herself prickling a bit at that. 

“Better out-of-date fashion than out-of-date priorities, I suppose,” she said, with a smile that did not reach her eyes.

Gwendolyn glared at her for a moment before saying, “Ah, yes. I’ve heard all about your work with the suffragettes. Everyone has.”

Gwendolyn didn’t have to explicitly offer an opinion or commentary on Eliza’s work with the suffragette movement for Eliza to know that she was opposed to it. She could hear the disdain in Gwendolyn’s voice. It came as no surprise. Eliza had yet to meet a single member of the aristocracy who was in support of women’s suffrage.

“Well, perhaps they should come join me, then. See the work for themselves.”

Gwendolyn laughed at this, far too hard for Eliza’s taste.

“The suffragettes are making real change, Gwendolyn. Which is more than I can say for virtually anyone here.”

“The only thing the suffragettes are accomplishing is making is themselves look foolish.”

“We are fighting for women’s rights—” Eliza began.

“Exactly!” Gwendolyn interrupted. “And what right could a woman need that wasn’t already granted to her by the right to a good husband?”

Eliza had no shortage of answers to that question, but before she could begin listing any of them, the servants entered with the first course—a remarkably clear chicken consommé. It smelled exquisite, and Eliza knew there was a long night ahead of her, so instead of arguing with Gwendolyn about all of the ways in which the “right to a good husband” was not the only right a woman needed, she simply closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and let the rich, strong flavor of the soup warm her soul.

She could not help but think, however, about whether Gwendolyn thought Oliver was the “good husband” to which she had a right. She thought back to Cedric’s comment about how the Thackerays had some big announcement to make, and her stomach somersaulted. It wasn’t that she wanted Ollie for herself—or, at least, that’s what she told herself—it was that she just didn’t want him to be with Gwendolyn.

She knew how that sounded, but she told herself that it wasn’t jealousy. It was just that she knew Ollie. Oliver would have been miserable with a girl like Gwendolyn. Surely, he knew that. If the Thackerays did have some big announcement, and that announcement was a marriage between their daughter and Oliver Fairfax, would Ollie even know? Or would it just have been the sort of thing Ollie and Gwendolyn’s parents negotiated behind closed doors somewhere, the way one might negotiate the purchase of a new horse or a new car? 

The more she thought about it, the more convinced she became that Oliver simply must not have been consulted. He would never willingly marry a girl like Gwendolyn. Right?

“Where’s Cedric?” Gwendolyn asked, jolting Eliza from her thoughts.

Suddenly, the table went utterly silent. For a moment, no one knew what to say, so no one said anything. And then, suddenly, they all spoke at once.

“Headache,” her mother said, just as Mercy suggested Cedric had a “prior engagement,” and Great Aunt Martha defaulted to “You know how it is with kids these days”—despite the fact Cedric was all of thirty-two. Gwendolyn looked at them quizzically.

“He’s with Molly,” Eliza offered, at which point her mother nearly choked on her soup. 

“Who’s this Molly?” Lord Thackeray asked.

“Molly is the mother of his child,” Eliza continued. At this point, her mother dropped the spoon she had been using, and Great Aunt Martha looked as though she might legitimately faint.

“She had a bit of a health scare this afternoon,” Eliza continued. “She and the baby are most likely fine, but Cedric didn’t want to leave them alone, just in case.

Once again, they reverted back to silence for a moment while the Montague family tried to decide how to proceed. Finally, Lady Montague decided on: 

“You’ll have to forgive Eliza. She has the strangest sense of humor. Constantly making jokes no one ever seems to get.”

“Oh,” Lady Thackeray said. “Oh, a joke!” At this point, she began laughing in a way that came across as entirely forced.

“Who knew you were such a prankster, Lizzy,” Gwendolyn said. “Can you imagine? A member of such a prestigious family getting a young woman pregnant like that? Why, you all would never recover from the scandal.”

“That is everything that’s wrong with our society,” Eliza countered. “People should be able to love whomever they choose, and they should be able to do so without getting endlessly ridiculed or becoming the subject of vain, idle chitchat—”

“Eliza,” Lady Montague cautioned, but it was too late. Eliza was already on a bit of a tear, and she wasn’t about to stop there.

“Molly is a lovely girl, and—”

“Wait, so this isn’t a joke,” Ollie interrupted, his eyes wide. Cedric and Ollie were friends—had been since they were little—and Eliza could tell he was deeply concerned for his friend. She was just about to try and say something when her mother once again interjected.

“Eliza’s not saying—”

“Please, Mother. You don’t speak for me. I am more than capable of forming both thoughts and sentences independently.”

Eliza braced herself for the response that she knew was coming and found herself utterly shocked that it never came. What did come, however, was something much worse.

A pallor came over Lord Montague. He tried to hide it, but it was clear from his coloring that something was wrong.

“Father? Father, are you all right?” Eliza asked, all thoughts of the fight with Gwendolyn completely forgotten.

“Yes. Yes, I’m fine—” he said, though Eliza knew him well enough to know that wasn’t true. “Just a bit of indigestion,” he insisted before ultimately grabbing his chest and falling to the floor.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Eliza paced anxiously, her heels click-clacking across the marble floor at an almost frantic pace. It had been nearly an hour since the doctor had arrived and had Melville help carry her father to his bedchamber, and still, they had no word on his condition. She wanted to climb out of her skin.

“Eliza, please, will you just sit down?” her mother asked, weariness written all over her face. “You’re making me dizzy.”

“I can’t just sit here! I have to do something!”

“There’s nothing to be done,” Great Aunt Martha said with a sigh. “All we can do is wait.”

Reluctantly, Eliza did as she was told and took a seat at the dining room table. The family had been sitting there since the doctor arrived. It seemed as good a place to wait for news as any, and there was comfort in the act of being together, even if they were grating on each other’s nerves.

The Fairfaxes and Thackerays returned to their rooms almost immediately after the doctor was called. For the first time in her life, Eliza appreciated the rigid formality and emotional distance expected of the regency. It afforded her the opportunity to panic in private.

Keep your wits about you, Eliza, she thought to herself. Your father’s a tough old bird. He’ll be just fine. He has to be.

But despite her exhortations, Eliza could not seem to calm herself down. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw her father lying there on the floor. Eyes closed. Barely breathing. Barely alive.

Before she knew it, she was up and pacing again. She wasn’t even sure when she had stood up. It was as though her body had developed a mind of its own, and her actual mind had abandoned her entirely. 

“He’s going to be fine,” Melville offered. “When we were carrying him up there, the doctor said there were lots of positive signs. So, we don’t need to worry.”

“He collapsed, Mel. Of course we need to worry,” Eliza said.

“It’s going to take far more than whatever this is to take Father down,” Melville insisted. “Me, on the other hand—well, I could be taken down by nothing more than a good bottle of scotch.”

Eliza knew Melville was trying to lighten the mood—to get her to laugh and, in doing so, get her to relax. But Eliza just couldn’t bring herself to do so. Not until she knew her father was going to be okay. 

“He just looked so . . .” Mercy began, before finding herself utterly unable to finish her sentence.

“I know,” Eliza said.

The room was silent for a moment before Mercy finally said what they were all thinking.  “I’m scared.”

Me too, Eliza thought. But she didn’t say that. Instead, she gave Mercy her most reassuring look and said, “Don’t be. Melville’s right. Dad’s a tough old bird. He’s going to be just fine. Though the rest of us may need to have our hearts examined. After all, I think he very nearly scared every one of us to death.”

“Eliza, my dear,” Great Aunt Martha began. “For the first time in many years, I find you and I are in complete agreement.” 

Before anyone could say anything else, they heard a man clearing his throat at the entrance to the dining room. Immediately, everyone turned to face him.

“Is there any news, doctor?” Lady Montague asked as Eliza frantically searched the doctor’s face for clues. 

“It appears as though Lord Montague has had a heart attack.”

Heart attack. Those words hit Eliza like an arrow. Suddenly, she could barely breathe, and the room around her seemed to fade into some strange sort of twilight. After an hour spent desperately wanting to move, Eliza found herself unexpectedly overwhelmed by the need to sit down. 

She crossed over to the nearest chair, doing everything she could to appear far steadier than she felt. It must have worked because no one leapt to her aid or asked how she was. 

Perhaps they didn’t notice, she thought. Or perhaps they all feel terribly unsteady too. 

“It appears to be quite mild, as heart attacks go,” the doctor continued. “He’ll need rest, of course. At least a few weeks spent entirely in bed. No stress, no stimulation. You understand?”

Everyone nodded. They were too busy processing to speak.

“And he’ll need to change his diet.”

“I’ll speak to the chef at once,” Lady Montague assured him. There was something in her tone that caught Eliza’s attention—a vulnerability Eliza had rarely seen. Eliza’s mother was a woman of rigid structure and tradition. She rarely had even so much as a feeling. It wasn’t dignified. But today, in this moment, she wasn’t Lady Montague of Thistlewood House. She was simply a woman who feared for her husband, and Eliza found that unexpectedly endearing.

And then, Lady Montague said, “I suppose he’ll also have to miss the harvest festival tomorrow and the arrival of our new guests. He simply could not have picked a worse time to do this,” and just like that, the mother Eliza had always known was back, and any empathy Eliza felt for her mother evaporated.

“I hardly think he chose any of this,” Eliza said, annoyance rising in her chest. “And if he had known he was about to suffer a heart attack, I doubt the social calendar was high on his list of concerns.

Lady Montague sighed. “You just have to be contrary, don’t you, Eliza? Even now, with your father lying on his deathbed.”

“It’s not his deathbed,” the doctor interjected. “I actually expect him to make a full recovery.”

That news was enough to stop all of them in their tracks as a collective wave of gratitude washed over them.

“How soon can we see him?” Eliza asked. 

“As soon as you want,” the doctor replied. “But remember, he needs rest. That means he needs quiet and easy. Nothing tense or difficult. Nothing at all that would raise his blood pressure. Understood?”

Again, they nodded.

“Thank you for coming, doctor,” Melville said. “Would you like me to show you out?”

The doctor nodded, and Melville escorted him out of the dining room. Eliza watched the two of them and thought about how strange it was to see Melville inhabiting the “man of the house” role. He was so rarely serious, and there was something about seeing him like that now that seemed to heighten the intensity of their circumstances. 

“Now that we know he’s alright, someone must go tell Cedric,” Eliza said. 

“I’ll send one of the servants on our way to your father’s room,” Lady Montague said as she rose from her chair and began walking out of the room. Quickly, everyone else rose as well and followed her out of the room.

It was decided that they would go in one at a time so as not to overwhelm Lord Montague with their presence. As Eliza waited for her turn, she once again found herself pacing—this time in the hallway outside of her father’s bedchamber. 

“You’re going to burn a hole in that carpet if you keep carrying on like that,” Great Aunt Martha said with a sigh.

The door to her father’s room opened, and Eliza’s mother came out.

“He’s asking for you,” she said to Eliza.

Eliza could feel her hands begin to shake as she approached her father’s door. Her chest felt tight and breathing felt like a chore. She wasn’t sure she was ready to see him like this.

Get it together, Eliza, she thought as she took a deep breath and prepared to enter the room. The last thing he needs right now is to see you terrified.

Her father’s face was cast in shadow when Eliza entered the room, but even in the darkness, she could see just how pale he was. It frightened her—though nowhere near as much as the fact that, for the first time in her life, her father looked small. Fragile. And that realization made Eliza want to cry.

“Come here, my girl,” her father said with a smile, and suddenly, just for a moment, the whole world felt okay again.

Eliza took a seat in the chair next to his bed, and he reached over and took her hand. 

“I’m so pleased you’re going to be alright—though I never doubted it for a minute!” she said, despite the fact that that last part was not even remotely true. The truth was that she had genuinely thought he might die, and she had never been more terrified of anything in her life.

“I’m sorry if I frightened you,” he said.

“Don’t be silly,” she said. “I left an estate to go live in a fourth-floor walk-up in London on a docent’s salary. I’m very hard to frighten.”

Lord Montague smiled at her again. “That you are, my girl. That you are.”

“You don’t need to worry about me, Father. Or the meeting tomorrow. The only thing you need to worry about is getting better.”

“Thank you,” he said, squeezing her hand gently, and then closing his eyes. Eliza could tell he was getting tired. The events of the evening had clearly worn on him.

“And I am not worried at all about the meeting tomorrow. Your brothers have everything in hand. You’ll see.”

Eliza wanted to argue with him about that, but she knew better than to do so given his condition. Still, she couldn’t help but wish that she could. She had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach that Cedric and Melville were about to guide the family business right off a cliff, and she wasn’t sure she could stay silent while that happened. Not with the future of Thistlewood at stake.

Still, she couldn’t argue with him now. She couldn’t risk it. She just hoped her decision to stay quiet wouldn’t wind up costing them everything.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

As Eliza began the walk from her father’s bedchamber back to her room, she was struck by just how heavy everything felt. Her body. Her circumstances. She wanted nothing more than to climb into bed and stay there, snuggled up with Scout until everything felt right again, which made the sudden appearance of Gwendolyn Thackeray all the more irksome. 

“How’s your father?” Gwendolyn asked. There was something in her tone that made Eliza suspect the question was asked more out of politeness than genuine concern.

“He’ll be right as rain soon, I think. Just needs a bit of rest.”

“Oh, that’s smashing.”

Eliza nodded and, in hopes of exiting the conversation, took a step towards her bedroom. Gwendolyn, however, did not get the hint. Or, if she did, she decided to ignore it.

“I’m so glad to have bumped into you. I was hoping we could talk.”

“It’s been a long night, Gwendolyn . . .”

“Of course. But this won’t take long.”

It was at this point that Eliza realized the Thackerays had never actually made their big announcement. Her father’s heart attack had cut the evening short, not to mention shifted its focus. 

Once again, Eliza found herself wondering what that announcement could be. If Gwendolyn’s insistence on talking to her despite the late hour and the drama of the evening was any indication, Eliza was increasingly convinced that, whatever it was, she wasn’t going to like it.

“I just wanted to speak with you about Oliver,” Gwendolyn continued. “I just wanted to ask you, or perhaps more accurately tell you, to please stay out my way where he’s concerned.”

Eliza stared at her, stunned. She could not believe the gall of this woman. Stay out of the way? Who said she was in the way? And in the way of what, exactly?

“Gwendolyn,” Eliza began, the incredulousness no doubt written all over her face. “I must admit, that is quite the request. And an entirely unnecessary one at that. I’m not sure what exactly you’re suggesting I’m getting in the way of, but—”

“You know full well, Eliza,” Gwendolyn interrupted. “There are many things on which you and I disagree, but I’ve always respected your honesty. Let’s try applying some of that here, shall we?”

The condescension in her tone made Eliza’s blood boil, but she wasn’t about to let Gwendolyn see that. The last thing she wanted was for Gwendolyn to think her words or opinion held any sort of power over her, so she took a deep breath and calmly continued. 

“Oliver and I are just old friends. Nothing more. Always have been, and I suspect always will be.”

“Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” Gwendolyn said. “I’ve seen you together, Eliza. It’s quite obvious how you feel about him. But I am here to tell you that he does not feel the same about you. There is no point in confusing him with your continued pursuit.”

Eliza wasn’t sure which part of that suggestion she found more outrageous.

“It is quite presumptuous of you, Ms. Thackeray, to assume you know anything about my feelings or that of Lord Fairfax.”

“I—” Gwendolyn began, but Eliza was not in the mood to entertain any more of her pettiness.

“It’s quite late, Ms. Thackeray, and I must say, this evening has been quite trying. I trust you will not prevent me from retiring for the evening.”

“I will not, but—”

“Have a good evening, Ms. Thackeray,” Eliza said before continuing down the hallway. She was hoping to escape without another word of conversation, but there was a part of her that suspected that might not be possible. And that part turned out to be right.

“Oh, and Eliza?”

“Yes, Gwenie?” Eliza said as she turned around to face her. 

Gwendolyn smiled passive aggressively, though whether at the nickname or the look on Eliza’s face, Eliza couldn’t say. 

“I would prefer not to speak of this again. But please understand I will if I have to. I have plans for Oliver. Grand ones. And I simply will not allow you to get in the way.”

With that, Gwendolyn turned and walked back in the direction of her room, leaving Eliza staring off after her, both offended and flabbergasted. 

The gall! Eliza thought as she began the journey back to her room. And to suggest that I am in pursuit of Oliver Fairfax. It’s absolute hogwash. Absurdity of the first magnitude.

The truth, however, was that, deep down, Eliza was not at all certain that what Gwendolyn had said was untrue. And while she would never admit it, the part of the conversation that got under Eliza’s skin the most was the assertion that Oliver Fairfax was not in pursuit of her.

 

***

 

Eliza had expected to fall asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. The day had been tremendously draining, and she wanted nothing more than to close her eyes and escape into the darkness. A fire roared in the corner, and Eliza felt warm and safe, bundled up under the thick, down comforter, Scout curled up by her side. Typically, that was all she needed to fall into a deep, restorative slumber.

But sleep would not come. Eliza tossed and turned for hours, desperately longing for rest, but each time she closed her eyes, she saw her father, unconscious on the floor, his hand clutching his chest. Scout eventually tired of her constant tossing and turning and whined softly.

“It’s alright, boy. I’m sorry,” Eliza said as she scratched gently behind his ears. There was something in the action that felt soothing, and soon, Eliza found herself falling into an almost meditative state. She watched her hand as she gently scratched the back of Scout’s neck. She watched her fingers curling in and stretching out, and she began to unconsciously sync her breath to the rhythm. Before she knew it, her eyelids were heavy, and a few minutes later, she finally settled into blissful sleep. 

Suddenly, she found herself at the business meeting they had been preparing for with the Edwardses. She wasn’t quite sure how she’d gotten there, and everyone else seemed even more perplexed by her presence than she was by her arrival. At one point, Mr. Edwards mistook her for a well-dressed servant and asked her to fetch him some tea.

“I’m . . . I’m not—I’m here for the meeting,” Eliza said, trying hard not to seem as out of place as she felt. 

“For what possible purpose?” Mr. Edwards said.

“This is a family business, and I am just as much a part of this family as my brothers. So, this business is my business.”

Mr. Edwards looked at Eliza. She couldn’t quite tell what to make of the expression on his face. For a moment, it seemed as though, perhaps, he’d heard her. Perhaps her words had really gotten through, and he was prepared to forsake his patriarchal prejudice and allow her to be a full participant in the meeting. 

And then, he laughed. It started out quietly, like a quick chuckle, but then it grew into a full-blown guffaw. Soon, he was laughing so hard that he was crying, clutching his side as tears streamed down his face. 

His sons joined him then, and their laughter rang through the room, rising like a chorus and echoing down the hall. Eliza felt her face flush with embarrassment. Desperate, she turned to Cedric and Melville, hoping to find support, and was utterly horrified to find that they were laughing too.

They were laughing harder than she’d ever seen them. Harder than they had the time Parkins bowed after introducing a particularly important guest and accidentally split his pants. Harder than the time their childhood dog had stepped in paint and left little blue footprints all over the house. There was no mistaking the cause of their reaction. Clearly, the idea of Eliza being as smart as they were, or as worthy of respect as they were, was the funniest thing they had ever heard.

Now, Eliza’s face wasn’t just flushed with embarrassment—it was flushed with rage. Her hands were shaking, and her heart was racing, and she could hear her pulse pounding in her ears. She wanted to run over there. To shake them. To tell them that she was every bit as capable of running the family business as they were—more so even. After all, Melville had essentially embezzled money from the business, and Cedric’s poor business acumen had nearly run it into the ground. If the idea of anyone here being brilliant at business was laughable, it was the two of them.

But as much as she desperately wanted to tell them that, Eliza couldn’t seem to say anything. She wanted to run away, but she couldn’t seem to do that either. It was as though her feet were glued to the floor, and her mouth was sewn shut. She tried to scream, but no sound came out, so she had no choice but to just sit there silently, watching them all have a good laugh at her expense.

And then, suddenly, she awoke—her body drenched in sweat and her hands still shaking. Scout pawed her and then gently licked her hand as though to say, “I’m here. You’re alright.”

“Thanks, boy,” she said, patting his head. “I’m alright.”

But the truth was that she was not alright. The meeting with the Edwardses was in just a few hours, and the stakes could not have been higher. She’d done everything she could to prepare for this meeting, but she was increasingly afraid it wouldn’t matter. With her father out of commission, everything came down to her and her brothers—and if she couldn’t get them to listen to her, they could very well wind up negotiating a deal that would ultimately cost them everything.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

As Eliza approached the lobby on her way to the breakfast room, she was taken aback by the flurry of activity around her. The morning of the harvest festival had always been a busy time, but Eliza didn’t remember there being quite this much hustle and bustle. As she stepped off the spiral staircase and into the lobby, she was nearly knocked sideways by Frank and Willis, who were carrying the single largest pumpkin she had ever seen. 

The other servants were moving through the room quickly, arms full of decorations or produce or both. There were gourds of every imaginable color and variety, and enough corn husk dolls to give one to every child in the village and still have dozens left over. Eliza peered through the French doors and out onto the estate, where produce stands were being erected and table after table after table was being assembled. It was quite the spectacle.

She continued down to the breakfast room, darting in and out of spaces in an attempt to not trip up the servants. The smell of Rene’s award-winning breakfast quickened her feet, and soon, she found herself crossing over to the table, parking Scout under the white tablecloth, and beginning to prepare a plate of food.

Eliza sat down at the table and took a bite of her quiche Lorraine. It was, as Rene’s food always was, exquisitely executed. The saltiness of the ham paired perfectly with the subtle nuttiness of the cheese. The eggs were fluffy, and the pastry perfectly flakey. It was the sort of thing that, on a normal day, would have brought her tremendous joy. But on this day, the only thing Eliza could think about was the fact that her father was not here, sitting at the head of the table the way he usually was.

Breakfast did not feel like breakfast without him gently grumbling as he read the newspaper or looking at her with equal parts pride and exasperation as she helped herself to a second serving of whatever delectable dish Rene had whipped up that morning. And as delicious as the quiche was, the thought of her father upstairs, lying in bed alone, too weak to eat or come down, effectively ruined her appetite.

“Are you alright?” Cedric asked as Eliza sat down her fork. 

“Yes, quite. Just . . .”

Eliza couldn’t find the words to finish that sentence, but Cedric understood anyway. They all did.

“I know. Me too,” he said, and Eliza was surprised to find just how much comfort she took in the knowledge that she was not alone—that all of them felt the same. 

“At least we have the harvest festival to look forward to,” Mercy offered. “There will be no shortage of entertainment, and I think Father would want us to enjoy that.”

“Of course he would,” Eliza said.

“So much still to be done,” Eliza’s mother said. “Every year, we start preparations a bit earlier, but it never seems to be enough. We are perpetually rushing, and there are few things I find more objectionable than having to rush. It is most unbecoming.”

“Perhaps Eliza could help,” Melville offered. “She’s always loved preparing for the harvest festival.”

That much was true. The harvest festival was one of Eliza’s favorite days of the year, in fact. It was one of the few times that all of the members of the village were allowed to visit the estate. Eliza loved having them here. It was as though, just for that brief period of time, the constant barriers created by England’s rigid class system were lifted. Servants and villagers and members of the aristocracy all gathered together in celebration, and for one beautiful day, everyone was treated as equals. There were few things Eliza loved more.

But Eliza also couldn’t help but notice the timing of this suggestion.

“As much as I would love to, I can’t. I have a prior commitment, Melville, remember?”

“Of course. But the harvest festival only comes around once a year. And Mother needs help. Cedric and I can certainly host the meeting without you.”

Eliza stared at Melville for a moment, unsure how to respond. She was certain of one thing, however. Her suspicions were correct. Her brothers did not want her at this meeting. And she was fairly certain they were banding together to try and box her out of the business altogether.

Eliza was just about to say something about how unfair and ill-advised that was when Parkins appeared at the door. He looked slightly disheveled—as though he had been hurrying in a way that might not have been entirely dignified, and Parkins was nothing if not perpetually dignified. The sight of him like this was borderline unnerving. If Parkins was flustered, there was no telling what else could be happening.

“Parkins, are you quite alright, Old Sport?” Melville asked. “You seem almost . . . human.”

As angry as Eliza was at Melville, she couldn’t help but smile a bit at that.

“They’re here,” Parkins replied. He was slightly winded, and you could hear that in his voice, which was suddenly, unexpectedly airy. 

“Who’s here?” Eliza asked. She loved Parkins, but he was being decidedly cryptic, and Eliza was in no mood for puzzles today. 

“The Edwardses.”

“That’s not possible,” Great Aunt Martha insisted. “They were not supposed to arrive until half past three.”

“Not to contradict you, m’lady,” Parkins began. “But it is most certainly possible, as they are most certainly here. And they’re ready to begin the meeting.”

 

***

 

Eliza followed Cedric and Melville down to a room her father had redesigned to work as a sort of conference room for meetings such as this. The room was particularly formal, with rich oak paneling on every wall and oil portraits lining the room. An enormous mahogany table had been placed in the center of the room, over which hung an elaborate chandelier. The grandeur of the place only made Eliza more anxious.

She took her seat at the table and could not help but notice the confused looks on the faces of the men around her. 

“Good morning, gentleman,” she said, trying her best to put on a smile that was at once charming and authoritative. “I’m Eliza Montague, Lord Montague’s eldest daughter.”

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Mr. Edwards replied. “Speaking of Lord Montague, where is the old chap?”

“He’s fallen ill, I’m afraid,” Cedric said. “So, unfortunately, it will just be us today.”

“Oh,” Mr. Edwards said. He looked at the men sitting with him—his two sons and a business manager, if the gossip mill was to be believed—and they exchanged glances Eliza interpreted as being somewhere between frustration and concern. 

One of the men was much older than the others, and Eliza assumed he was the business manager. The two sons looked shockingly similar, aside from the fact that one was a whole head taller than the other and at least two stones thinner. Based on the number of women who, when Eliza began asking around about the Edwardses, had described the eldest son, Tom, as “worthy of a good snog,” she was assuming he was the taller one. That meant the other man was likely Phillip, who had been described to Eliza as “nice enough” but also “completely forgettable.” Seeing them both in person, she couldn’t help but agree with the women’s perceptions.

“I’m terribly sorry to hear that,” the one who was likely Phillip said. “You have our condolences.”

“Thank you,” Cedric replied.

“We very much appreciate that,” Eliza added. 

“Will he be alright?” Tom asked.

“Yes,” Eliza assured him. “He’s expected to make a full recovery.”

“That must be a relief,” the business manager added.

“It most assuredly is,” Cedric replied.

“When do they expect him to be back at it? Would we be able to meet with him later this evening once he’s had a chance to rest?” Mr. Edwards asked.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Eliza said. “Father will be on bed rest for several weeks, so it will just be us this time.”

“I see,” Mr. Edwards said. He stroked his beard for a moment, seemingly deep in thought, before continuing. “Unfortunately, we cannot reschedule the meeting. I understand this puts you at a disadvantage, but we’ve traveled quite a distance, and we simply cannot come back a second time.”

“We understand,” Cedric assured him.

“Perhaps it would be best if we called things off. We could always explore a future partnership in a year or so, once your father is well. But for now, we have many other offers we need to explore, and we cannot wait on his recovery to do so.”

“We understand,” Cedric said. “But there’s no need to cancel the meeting. I’m sure we can work something out.”

“We are more than capable of representing our father’s interests,” Eliza insisted.

Mr. Edwards and his sons stared at Eliza again as though she was some sort of strange creature they had never encountered before. She couldn’t help feeling a bit like a zoo animal as they studied her curiously.

“If you don’t mind me saying so, Ms. Montague,” Tom began, “you are a very bold woman.”

“Very bold indeed,” his father echoed.

The way they said bold did not make it seem entirely like a compliment. But it didn’t seem entirely like an insult either, which Eliza hoped was a good sign.

“If you think I’m bold,” she said, “just wait until you hear my ideas.”

Mr. Edwards gave her that same curious, studying look again—though this time, Eliza thought she also detected the slightest hint of a smile. Whether he was bemused or impressed, she couldn’t say, but she desperately hoped it was the latter.

“Well then,” Mr. Edwards said, a smile definitively dancing across his lips now, which would have been comforting were there not something slightly menacing about it. “Let’s get down to business.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“Tell me what you know about AGE,” Mr. Edwards began.

Eliza suspected that question was directed at her as some sort of test, but Cedric answered before she could get a word out.

“It’s a collection of fourteen family-owned businesses specializing in agricultural products that work together to keep costs low and promote British innovation in the farming community,” he said in a tone that reminded Eliza of the way he used to parrot back answers he’d memorized from books or the family tutor when they were children. 

Eliza hoped that wasn’t all Cedric knew about AGE. She’d spent nearly a month learning everything she could about the organization—not only by reading through every newspaper and magazine article on them she could get her hands on, but also by asking around in London and listening closely to any scuttlebutt. 

Eliza felt like an AGE expert at this point, though she opted not to tell them that. She figured this was the one time when being perpetually underestimated because of her gender might pay off. So, instead of talking about the hit they’d taken when the war contracts dried up, or the losses they’d suffered due to the decrease in demand for agricultural steam power, or even the infighting she’d heard had started to erupt at board meetings and threatened to destabilize the entire operation, she simply said, “I’ve passed by your London headquarters a number of times on my way to the National Gallery. It’s quite lovely.”

“Thank you,” Mr. Edwards said, his chest puffing out just slightly. “That was my decision, you know. Many of the other members wanted to place it somewhere outside the city—somewhere like Suffolk or Essex, but I said no. We are a prestigious organization with big plans for the future. We must select a location for our headquarters that reflects that.”

Eliza did know that, actually. She had uncovered that fact during her research, which was precisely why she brought it up. But she thought it best not to tell them that either, so instead, she simply said, “You don’t say? Why, that’s very clever.”

Mr. Edwards beamed, and Eliza couldn’t help but smile. She had a feeling her strategy was working.

“As I’m sure you can imagine, the opportunity to purchase shares in AGE is extremely rare as they’re owned exclusively by the fourteen families whose businesses it is comprised of. That means shares can only be purchased if someone like me chooses to sell them.”

“We’re aware,” Cedric said.

“And we also know rare opportunities tend to come with considerable competition and expense,” Melville added.

“We’re prepared for that,” Cedric assured him, and Eliza winced. She’d learned a great deal about AGE over the previous weeks, and while those shares were certainly valuable, she was also fairly certain their value was significantly overestimated at present. And even if they weren’t, acknowledging that they were expecting to have to offer a competitive price at great expense hardly put them in a position of strength from a bargaining standpoint.

Eliza debated whether it was best to just let her brothers run things for the time being and then step in if the price was too high, but she decided it would be best to say something now—to make it clear that were not simply going to agree to whatever outrageous number the Edwardses might demand.

“Though, certainly, the looming threat presented by Ford complicates things a bit,” she said as every head in the room whipped around to stare at her.

For a moment, everything was deadly quiet. Her brothers stared at her as though she had just committed some sort of heinous crime, and the Edwardses stared at her as though she had three heads. And then, suddenly, something truly horrible happened. Mr. Edwards began to laugh. 

It started as a solitary chuckle, but quickly grew into a guffaw, and within moments, he was joined by his sons and business manager. Cedric and Melville quickly joined in, and soon a full chorus of laughter rang throughout the room and, no doubt, down the hall. Eliza wouldn’t have been surprised if they could hear it all the way down in the kitchen.

It was just like her dream, but only worse because this time, it was painfully real. And watching her brothers join in like that hurt in a way she could not even begin to describe. But she couldn’t let any of them know that, so instead, she simply smiled.

When the laughter stopped, Mr. Edwards turned to Eliza, his face the absolute picture of condescension.

“Why don’t you run along and let the men handle things from here. I’m sure there’s bound to be some paintings you could study or some servants in need of instructions—perhaps on dusting or flower arranging.”

Eliza’s pulse pounded in her ears, and she felt her face flush with anger, but this was not the time or place to lose her temper. She couldn’t risk letting them simply write her off as some hysterical woman. 

“I’ve already seen all the paintings here, I’m afraid,” Eliza said, forcing on her most charming smile, “and the servants are remarkably good at managing themselves, so it appears as though you’re stuck with me.”

The room went silent again, and Mr. Edwards stared at her with a level of intensity that Eliza found difficult to withstand, but she wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of withering under his gaze. 

Cedric, however, clearly could not handle the tension. Eliza could feel him starting to panic as though he felt the deal slipping away. 

“We can offer you 10,000 pounds,” he blurted out before Eliza could stop him. Eliza was furious. That was their absolute maximum offer. Cedric had to know that was never the right place to start in a negotiation. He was approaching this, not from a place of smart business sense, but from a place of anxiety, and Eliza knew that was going to hurt them.

“It seems your sister is not the only comedian in the family,” Mr. Edwards replied. “We won’t entertain anything lower than fifteen.”

“We don’t have that kind of money,” Melville said.

“Then I suppose we’re done here.”

“But we could put up the house,” Cedric said.

Eliza’s head snapped over to look at Cedric so hard that it nearly gave her whiplash. She could not believe what she was hearing.

“Forgive me, Mr. Edwards, but I’d like to speak with my brothers privately for a moment.”

“No need, Liza,” Cedric said, and Eliza found herself wincing slightly at the use of the nickname. Normally, she liked it when Cedric called her that. It reminded her of the way he doted on her when they were children. But now, its deployment seemed specifically designed to infantilize her, and she resented him using it that way.

“We can always speak later,” he continued. “At the moment, I’m a bit busy negotiating a deal that will finally put our family’s business on the map.

“Perhaps you should leave us to it,” Mr. Edwards’s eldest son, Tom, said pointedly. 

“I appreciate the offer, but I’m quite happy here,” Eliza replied.

“We can pay you 10,000 pounds now,” Cedric began, “with the promise of an additional 1,000 pounds each year for the next five years. We’ll put up the house as collateral, so if we fail to make even one of those annual payments, you can take it. It’s worth far more than five thousand pounds, so even if we fail to make a single annual payment, you’ll still wind up ahead.”

“That’s a very interesting offer,” Mr. Edwards said. 

Eliza found herself feeling increasingly desperate. Putting the house up for collateral was a terrible idea, and even if it wasn’t, this price was far too high. Mr. Edwards was massively overvaluing his company, and Eliza knew it. Cedric, on the other hand, appeared to be buying it hook, line, and sinker.

Eliza attempted to catch Melville’s eye, and when that didn’t work, she kicked him lightly under the table.

“Ow!” he whispered, seemingly confused as to the purpose of the kick.

“Do something,” Eliza whispered. She hated the idea of having to rely on Melville in this situation, but it was clear that Cedric wasn’t going to listen to her, and if she couldn’t stop him, Melville was her only option.

Melville looked lost for a moment. It was, perhaps, the first time Eliza had seen him without something witty at the ready. Finally, he landed on, “Okay, let’s talk terms,” and Eliza’s heart sank to her shoes.

“We’re willing to give you 49% of our shares of AGE and 49% of our family business in exchange for 10,000 pounds now and 1,000 pounds annually for the next five years, with the house as collateral, off course. I had planned to ask for more, but I like your brother. He’s got gumption.”

Cedric beamed. Eliza, meanwhile, could barely breathe.

“What do you think?” the youngest Edwards son asked. “Do we have a deal?”

Rather than glancing at Eliza, Melville turned to Cedric, who nodded. Melville smiled before turning his attention back to the Edwardses.

“Yes, sir. I believe we do.”

Everyone around Eliza was elated. There was talk of celebratory champagne, but Eliza couldn’t stomach it.

You’ve got a deal alright, she thought. A bad one. And if I can’t do something to stop it, that deal is going to cost us Thistlewood.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

“Are you mad?” Eliza asked as soon as she was certain the Edwardses were out of earshot.

“Am I mad? What an utterly ridiculous question,” Cedric said, staring at Eliza in disbelief before turning to Melville. “I’ve just negotiated the business deal of the century, and somehow this one acts as though I’ve committed a crime.”

“You didn’t negotiate the deal of the century! You didn’t negotiate anything!” Eliza insisted. “You simply handed them everything they asked for. Worse, you handed them more! The estate, Cedric? Really?!”
 

“Yes, Eliza, really. And now we really have a significant share of one of the most important agricultural business deals of the decade. So, unless you’re planning to offer me some sort of congratulations, I don’t want to hear another word about it.”

“This is not what we agreed on.”

“You’re right,” Cedric began. “It’s not what we agreed on,” he said, gesturing to himself, Melville, and Eliza. “But it is what we agreed on,” he concluded, this time gesturing just to himself and Melville.

“Melville, is this true?” Eliza asked.

“Hard to say,” he replied in that casual way that Eliza typically found endearing but, in this moment, utterly infuriated her. “I may have been a few sherries in at that point. But if Cedric says that’s what we did, I trust him. After all, he’s really the brains of the operation. I’m just here for wit and charm.”

Melville smiled at her then, clearly expecting that wit and charm he referenced to have warmed her to the idea, but it most assuredly had not. It was going to take more than a flash of his dimples and devil-may-care attitude to get him out of this one.

“Cedric just risked our home and our livelihood on a bet he is all but certain to lose, and you signed off, so I’m not sure either of you has any right to a phrase like ‘brains of the operation’.”

“Oh, really?” Cedric said, his tone designed to make it clear that his patience with Eliza was growing thin. It was the sort of tone you use with a naughty child, and Eliza found it absolutely infuriating. “And what makes you think you have any right to be the arbiter of that?”

“You want to talk about rights?” Eliza said, using absolutely every ounce of willpower to avoid raising her voice. “What gave you the right to make a decision like that without consulting me?”

“What makes you think you had the right to even be consulted? Look, Liza, I love you, but you’re not cut out for this. You’re out of your league here, and you’re just too headstrong to admit it.”

Eliza stared at him for a moment, utterly dumbfounded. Cedric was certainly more old-fashioned than Eliza, but she’d always at least thought he respected her in his own way. She was the one he’d gone to for help getting their family to come around to Molly. Over the years, he’d often sought her opinion or guidance on a variety of issues. But this—he could not possibly respect her and simultaneously justify talking to her like this.

“I am every bit as much a part of this family as you are, Cedric.”

“Yes, but my job in this family is to take over the family business. It’s what I have been training for my entire life. And while I was training to do that, they were training you to do your job—to marry well and elevate the family’s social position. You may have abandoned your responsibility, Eliza, but I have not abandoned mine. And I will not have you coming in to tell me how to do my job any more than I would come in and tell you how to host a dinner party.”

Eliza stared at her brother and suddenly saw every angry, railing man she’d ever encountered at her suffragette marches. And she knew, in that moment, that he wasn’t angry that she disagreed with him. He was angry that she dared to do it as a woman. 

In that moment, she was reminded of something she’d told her friend Patty at one of those marches. Their job wasn’t to convince the men who were truly as angry as they seemed about women’s rights—it was to convince the ones who were just going along with the crowd. And that’s when Eliza realized she didn’t need to waste another breath on Cedric. What she needed was to talk to her father.

 

***

 

Eliza stood outside the door to her father’s bedroom, simultaneously trying to gather her thoughts and prepare for seeing him ill. Even though she knew he would be fine, the idea of seeing him lying there, all pale and small, still gave her pause. Plus, she wanted to make sure she presented things to him correctly. She didn’t want to worry him, but she also wanted to be mindful of giving him a full picture before Cedric came and presented his perspective.

Hell’s bells, Eliza, just knock on the door, she thought. He’s your father for God’s sake. You know how to talk to him. 

With that, she raised her hand and rapped on the heavy, oak door.

“Come in.”

Eliza did as she was told, pushing open the door and walking into the bedroom.

“Eliza!” her father said with delight. “What a pleasant surprise. Come here, have a seat.”

Eliza pulled a rich, leather armchair over from the roaring fireplace and placed it beside her father’s bedside. As soon as she sat down, he reached over and took her hand.

“Are you quite alright?” he asked. “You look rather drawn.”

“We just had the meeting with the Edwardses,” she began.

“But that wasn’t supposed to happen until this evening!”

“They arrived early.”

“And you couldn’t postpone?” he asked.

“No, they insisted we begin immediately.”

Lord Montague stopped for a moment to study Eliza before saying, “I take it from your face we couldn’t reach an agreement?”

“We did. Or, at least, Cedric did. With them, but not with me.”

Eliza could tell her father was confused, and she was certain he had questions, but he did not ask them. Eliza had never been one to struggle with telling the truth, even when it was hard, so rather than push, he sat patiently and waited for her to find the words she wanted. Even ill, her father was still thinking about what was going to be best for her, and Eliza was touched by the gesture. 

“He’s agreed to a purchase price of 15,000 pounds,” she began.

What little color was left in Lord Montague’s face drained immediately.

“We cannot afford that,” he finally said, the look on his face gravely serious. “That will ruin us.”

“I know. He’s offered them 10,000 up front with an annual payment of 1,000 for the next five years.”

“Alright,” her father said. “Perhaps that’s not so terrible. With their new tractor—”

“Father—”

“I’ve heard it has a four-cylinder diesel engine. There’s nothing like it on the market. The potential for profit with that sort of craftsmanship . . .”

“It doesn’t matter how good the tractor is if no one will buy it. And they won’t, Father. I’ve asked around. No one wants to pay that much for a tractor no matter how good it is. Not when Ford sells a perfectly acceptable version for far cheaper. The annual profits here will be nowhere near 1,000 pounds. If anything, I think they’re likely to see losses. And if they see losses, we’ll never be able to make the payments Cedric has promised. Which means they’ll take the estate.”

For a moment, Eliza’s father was painfully silent. So silent, in fact, that Eliza began to worry he was having another heart attack.

“I should have been there,” he said quietly.

“This is not your fault,” Eliza assured him, though she knew he did not believe it. The guilt on his face broke her heart.

“You must do what you can to stop this, my girl. I’m counting on you.”

“But Father, I—”

“Cedric means well, but he simply does not have the business acumen necessary to save the business. And Melville—well, Melville can barely save himself half the time. But you—you’ve always been the brightest of any of us. You’re quick on your feet. You’re an excellent read of people and circumstances. If anyone can make this right . . .”

“I can’t. They don’t take me seriously. They—”

“And when has that ever stopped you before?”

“Well played,” Eliza said with a smile. “But still . . .”

“If anyone can get us out of this—or at least ensure we don’t wind up in any more trouble than we already are—it’s you, love. You must at least promise me you’ll try.”

Eliza nodded. She had no idea how she would get them out of these circumstances, but she knew the least she could do was try. For her father and for Thistlewood.

“Good girl. Now, as much as I love your company, you’d best get going. The harvest festival will be starting any minute.”

“I’m not sure I’m going to go.”

“Oh, you must! You must be my eyes and ears at the festival, Eliza. You must listen for any chatter about the deal. You must watch your brothers and make sure they don’t get us in any deeper. You must go, Eliza. For me.”

Eliza took a deep breath. She had no desire to go put on a show for the village, which was precisely what she would be expected to do if she showed up, but she also loved the harvest festival and, more than that, she loved her father, so she knew what she had to do.

“I’ll go now,” she said as she stood up and walked towards the door.

“That’s my girl,” her father replied.

As a child, Eliza used to sprint to the harvest festival because she was so excited for the festivities. But today, she could barely even will her feet to move as she trudged towards the French doors on her way outside. She knew what she had to do, but that didn’t change the fact that she had no desire whatsoever to do it.

But you must, Eliza thought as she opened the door and stepped outside. The stakes are simply too high to do otherwise. For father and for Thistlewood House.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Eliza stepped out onto the estate and was immediately transported to the harvest festivals of her youth. Say what you will about Lady Montague, but she knew how to throw a spectacular party, and of all the parties she threw, the harvest festival had always been Eliza’s favorite.

The harvest festival was the one day a year that her family opened the estate up to the village, which meant rather than the spoiled, swanky guests to which Eliza had grown accustomed, for this one day only, the estate was filled with townspeople. Children ran about freely, never once worrying if this was the behavior expected of a lord or lady or if their dresses would get dirty or their pants wrinkled. Conversations were actually interesting, and the interactions kind and unpretentious. It was a day that focused on connection and growth rather than division and tradition, and Eliza could not have loved it more.

Even as an adult, Eliza loved the harvest festival, though as she grew older, her mother had tried to force her to spend it with their more aristocratic guests, which she had always resented. She and Oliver had gotten in trouble more than once for sneaking away from some boring conversation or other in search of more interesting company at the cornhusk doll-making station or the biggest pumpkin competition.

Oliver. Eliza had been so busy dealing with the business meeting and the subsequent fallout that he hadn’t crossed her mind all day. But now that she’d thought of him, she could think of little else—little else except him and Gwendolyn.

Eliza sighed at the thought of Gwendolyn. She knew she’d have no choice but to see her at the harvest feast that evening, but after Gwendolyn’s strange confrontation the night before, Eliza could think of very little she would like to do less.

A little girl in an orange romper, who was being chased by a little boy in a brown play suit, ran through the yard, laughing. Her blond hair bounced as they zigged and zagged through the baskets of fruit and the elaborate vegetable displays, and again, Eliza’s thoughts turned to Oliver. The two of them had run through these same displays countless times, and even as a small child, he had delighted her more than just about anyone else.

Was Gwendolyn right? Was there something between them? And if so, what did that mean for her? Or for their friendship?

Now is not the time, Eliza, she said to herself. You have a job to do. 

And she did. She needed to focus on keeping Cedric from doing anything to make their already terrible deal even worse. And she needed to see if there was anything she could learn about the Edwardses that might help her get her family out of this mess. As much as she would rather make cornhusk dolls with the village children or visit the fruit baskets in hopes of securing Bramley apples so perfect that Rene would have no choice but to consent to her request that he make her a crumble, she knew that neither of those things would save Thistlewood. And she absolutely had to do that if she was ever going to have any hope of seeing a perfect harvest festival like this again.

Reluctantly, and with Scout by her side, Eliza made her way over to a large, white tent where chairs and tables had been set up for the Montagues and their guests. 

“Eliza,” Gwendolyn said with a curt little nod as Eliza made her way into the tent.

“Gwendolyn,” Eliza said with the same little nod.

Just then, Scout growled just slightly, his lips snarling at the sight of Gwendolyn. Eliza couldn’t help but feel a strange surge of pride at that.

“You really should train that creature,” Gwendolyn said, her tone dripping with disgust.

“Who says I haven’t?” Eliza said with a smile.

She could tell Gwendolyn was searching her brain for some sort of clever retort, but from the look on her face, it didn’t appear as though she could find one. Eliza watched as she grew more and more frustrated before simply shaking her head and storming off.

“Surprised to see you here,” Melville said as he walked up behind Eliza.

“You too. I thought you always found these things a bit too boring.”

“Everything is more bearable with a pipe and scotch,” Melville said as he took a puff of his pipe and chased it with a sip of his whiskey. “Besides, I wanted to keep an eye on Cedric. He’s been a bit stroppy since you two decided to go all F. Scott and Zelda.”

Eliza rolled her eyes at him. “Where is he anyway?”

“Haven’t a clue.”

“Doing a bang-up job of keeping an eye on him then,” Eliza said with a smile. She never could stay mad at Melville very long.

“Ah, yes,” Melville said, seemingly relieved to see the tension lifting. “Jolly good. Might have a career in it if the whole aristocracy thing falls through.”

Eliza laughed. “What about the Edwardses? Where are they?”

“They’ll be here in a bit,” Melville replied. “They said something about wanting to settle in before the feast.”

Eliza looked around for a moment and realized that there was not a single person in the tent that she had any desire to speak to, and with the Edwardses gone and Cedric temporarily missing, she had no actual reason to stay.

Scout whined quietly at Eliza’s feet. “Good idea, boy. We should go get you a treat.”

With that, Eliza said goodbye to Melville and headed toward the kitchen. She opened the door to find Rene standing at the counter, with his hand inside the cavity of one of the largest geese Eliza had ever seen.

“Eliza!” he exclaimed with delight as he turned towards her. As he did, he temporarily forgot his hand was in the goose, which sent it skidding across the counter. 

“Oh, sacré bleu!” he cried as he hurried to stop the goose before it flew off the counter altogether.

Once the bird was back where it belonged, Rene returned his attention to Eliza. “What brings you here, mademoiselle?”

“Scout, actually. He was craving some of your corn gratin.”

“Oh, he was, was he?” Rene asked. “I suppose that means his owner has no use for a bite of her own?”

“I mean, if you were to twist my arm . . .” Eliza said with a smile.

“Julie, please get a plate of the corn gratin for Lady Montague. And her petite chien as well.”

Julie nodded and hurried to get the plates as Rene had requested. She brought them to both Scout and Eliza, and as Eliza took her first bite, she wondered who was happier—her or the dog.  The corn gratin was lovely—light and fluffy like a soufflé, and the sweetness of the corn was perfectly offset by the soft, nutty flavor of the parmesan cheese.

“You like?” Rene asked.

“J’adore,” Eliza said with a smile. “It’s the cat’s pajamas, Rene. Like summer on a plate.”

“Excellent. So, what brings you down to the kitchen?”

“I might be hiding from the family and our guests.”

Rene laughed. “Not sure the kitchen is the place for that today. We’ve had an unusual number of visitors.”

“Too many cooks in the kitchen?” Eliza asked.

“Something like that,” Rene said with a laugh. “It will be a magnificent meal, though.”

“I have no doubt. Might even make the company tolerable!”

“That bad?” Rene asked as he began forming balls of bread dough into the shape of a wheatsheaf. 

“Cedric and I had a fight.”

“Oh, mademoiselle, I’m so sorry to hear that. But you know he will not be at the dinner.”

“No, that can’t be right. He’ll want to be there to monitor the Edwardses. To make sure nothing gets in the way of the deal.”

“No, he’s not coming. They still won’t allow Molly to attend, and he won’t come without her.”

“My mother, I take it?”

“You know how big she is on decorum and such. And today is a very important day for her. She’s already changed the menu six times.”

“Still, it’s no excuse,” Eliza said, frustration rising up inside her. No matter how angry she was with Cedric, she still felt protective of him—and she felt especially protective of Molly. 

“He’s her son,” Eliza continued. “And Molly is carrying her grandchild. The way she is behaving—”

Before Eliza could finish her sentence, Mercy appeared at the kitchen door. “There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you!”

“Is everything alright?”

“No,” Mercy said. “I’ve been stuck alone with Gwendolyn Thackeray for nearly half an hour. You must come to the festival. I simply cannot bear another minute in that tent without some proper company.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather just stay here? There’s cake!” Eliza said before turning her attention to Rene. “Right? There’s cake? I’m just assuming.”

Rene smiled at her. “Oh, Mademoiselle, you know me. There is always cake.”

“Tempting,” Mercy said, “but we simply must get back. Mother will be furious if we don’t. We’ve already had one parent with a heart attack this week. I can’t be responsible for causing another.”

“Fine,” Eliza said. “But I can’t promise she’s going to like what I have to say when I get there.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“Lady Eliza Montague and Lady Mercy Montague,” Parkins bellowed as Eliza and Mercy entered the marquee. Though Eliza hated the formality of it all, she couldn’t help but smile at Parkins’s insistence on adhering to the tradition. Eliza was rarely one for rigidly adhering to anything, especially tradition, but there was just something about Parkins that made it almost endearing.

The marquee was beautiful, as always. A hand-carved mahogany table had been set in the center, long enough to seat twenty-four people. It was draped with a rich, white tablecloth and topped with long, white candlesticks. In a festive twist, rather than the typical floral centerpieces, the table was dressed with a combination of small gourds and harvest leaves.

The table setting was flawlessly done, though Eliza certainly expected nothing less. Her mother was a stickler for such things, and Parkins—well, Eliza was fairly sure that, even in the war, Parkins had never found anything more disturbing than he found the sight of an unbalanced table setting. As such, each fork, plate, spoon, and knife were perfectly aligned with each centerpiece and candlestick, and each item was exactly equidistant. 

As a child, Eliza had been convinced they had been placed there by magic. Certainly, no human being could execute the placement so perfectly. As an adult, she’d realized they had achieved the look, not through witchcraft, but through the careful, painstaking use of multiple tape measurers. Eliza was quite certain she would sooner sprout wings than ever care that much about a table setting, but even she had to admit that it was beautiful.

“Lord Oliver Fairfax,” Parkins announced, his deep voice cutting through the idle chatter that was permeating the marquee. 

Eliza turned immediately. Instinctively, she’d started searching the crowd for him the moment she arrived. She should have realized he’d be late. He was very Melville-like that way.

“Well, well, look what the cat dragged in,” Eliza said as Oliver crossed over her way.

“Eliza,” Oliver said with a smile.

“Oliver,” she replied. “It’s a pleasure to finally see you. Where have you been hiding?”

“Oh, you know me. I’ve been around.”

“Nowhere I’ve seen. I was beginning to worry you had vanished in a puff of smoke.”

“That’s always how I imagined your Great Aunt Martha would go. No proper death or burial. Just one moment she’s here, and the next—boom! Nothing but clouds of purple vapor and a crashing tiara.”

Eliza laughed. “If anything, it would be blue vapor. Great Aunt Martha has always insisted purple isn’t her color.”

“Would you care for a quick walk through the estate before dinner?” Oliver asked, that charming grin of his spreading across his face. Eliza never could say no to that smile.

Oliver offered Eliza his arm, and she took it. For just a moment, she felt as though everything was right in the world. And then, most unexpectedly, his expression shifted.

“How’s your father?”

There was something about the compassion in Oliver’s eyes that sent a lump straight into Eliza’s throat, but she shoved the emotion down quickly. She and Ollie always did best when they kept things light.

“Unlikely to disappear into a puff of smoke anytime soon. Though if the changes to his diet require him to give up pastries or roasts, I’m reasonably certain both he and Rene will find themselves longing for death.”

Oliver laughed at that, and Eliza quickly felt relief wash over her. It was nice to be back on what felt like far more comfortable ground. 

“Rene does make an exceedingly scrummy roast. I’m very much looking forward to his goose tonight. I assume that’s on the menu?” 

“Of course! What sort of harvest festival dinner would it be without it?”

“Do you know what else he has planned? I was really hoping for some of his Yorkshire pudding.”

“Oh, the whole menu is a bit of a faff. He’s got twenty-two courses planned. With that many courses, I’d be gob smacked if there wasn’t Yorkshire pudding in at least one of them.” 

“Splendid!”

They walked quietly for a moment, taking in the gorgeous, Harvest moon and listening to the sweet song of the corncrake. As they walked, the wind picked up just slightly, and Eliza could not help but shiver, despite having opted for a velvet gown and gloves.

“Parky out, isn’t it?” Oliver said, as he began taking of his coat and draping it across Eliza’s shoulders. “Here. This will keep you warm.”

Oliver was right, she did feel warmed—both by the coat and by the gesture. Typically, Eliza was not one to desire this sort of thing. She was more than capable of taking care of herself and certainly didn’t need a man to do it. Still, there was something about being here with him, about the moonlight and the birdsong and the jacket. Maybe Gwendolyn was right. Maybe she did have feelings for him.

“Bollocks,” Eliza whispered to herself.

“What?” Oliver asked.

“Nothing,” Eliza said entirely too quickly, which only served to further pique Oliver’s curiosity. 

“Oh, come on. You know you can tell me anything. And besides, resisting is only going to make me more curious. And you know how I can be when I’m curious.”

“Like a dog with a bone.”

“Or Scout with a soufflé.”

Eliza laughed. Scout did love a good soufflé. Eliza had fed him a bit of her leftovers once when she was visiting Rene, and Scout had been so utterly delighted that Rene—who was always deeply opposed to having a dog in his kitchen—had been charmed into making him one of his very own. He’d done so at least once a week ever since.

“A lady is entitled to her secrets, Ollie. It’s what keeps us interesting.”

“I find you interesting with or without secrets, Liza. You know that.”

Oliver smiled at her again—that same hopelessly charming grin—and there was a sort of teasing twinkle in his eye that Eliza hadn’t seen in ages. She’d missed it. And seeing it again now made her happier than she dared admit.

And then, just like that, it was gone. Suddenly, he was all business again.

Just like Ollie, Eliza thought. He always did run hot and cold.

And this was precisely why Gwendolyn could have him if she wanted to. Eliza had no interest in being constantly kept guessing.

“How did it go at the meeting this afternoon?” Ollie asked as they strolled through the garden.

“Awful. Cedric and Melville are trying to box me out. And left to their own devices, they’ll destroy the business. They wouldn’t know a profitable negotiation tactic if it thumped him in the face.”

“It can’t have been that bad.”

“I assure you it was.” Eliza insisted as they slowly turned around and began the walk back to the marquee. “How about you, Ollie. How was your afternoon?”

“It was perfectly pleasant.”

“Not sure I’ve ever heard you describe anything as ‘perfectly pleasant’ before,” Eliza said. “Did you spend it with anyone?”

Eliza wasn’t sure why she was asking. After all, it didn’t matter to her either way. He could spend time with whomever he liked. But still, there was some part of her that just had to know if he was with Gwendolyn.

Unfortunately, before he could answer, one of the servants, Mavis, appeared.

“Lord Fairfax,” she said with a deep curtsy.

“Oh, please, Mavis. You may call me Oliver, remember?”

Eliza found herself smiling at this. Oliver’s rejection of the rigid class structures so many members of the aristocracy embraced was one of the things she liked most about him. Eliza couldn’t help noticing that Mavis was also smiling.

Mavis was a remarkably plain woman—the sort that could easily disappear into the wallpaper. Eliza was struck in that moment by the fact that she wasn’t actually sure she’d ever seen Mavis smile before, and yet, here she was, practically glowing. Ollie tended to have that effect on people.

“Thank you, Oliver,” Mavis said, once again deeply curtseying before looking up at him. Eliza was surprised to find that she was staring directly into his eyes now.

“What can I do for you, Mavis?”

“Lady Thackeray has requested the honor of your presence at the marquee.” 

Of course she has, Eliza thought. Because Oliver is a hot commodity. There was not a woman on the circuit born after 1900 who was not secretly hoping he would pick her before the season was over, including Gwendolyn Thackeray.

“Please tell her I’ll be right there.”

“Yes, m’lord,” Mavis said, once again moving into that deep curtsey. “I mean, Oliver.” With that, Mavis smiled so wide she looked positively school girlish.

“I’ll do so immediately,” Mavis assured him as she turned around and headed off in search of Gwendolyn.

“I’m sorry, but I think I must go,” Oliver said as he turned his attention back to Eliza, gently helping take off her coat and draping it back over his shoulders. 

“Definitely heard that before,” Eliza said with a grin.

And she had. But it felt very different now that he was leaving to see Gwendolyn. Worse. And Eliza found that entirely irksome because it made her question things. Things she was not yet ready to interrogate. Things she certainly didn’t have time to interrogate. She had far bigger, more immediate problems at hand. 

Eliza began walking back towards the marquee, and as she did, she desperately tried to force herself to stop thinking about Oliver and Gwendolyn. There would be time for that later. Right now, she had a business to save.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Eliza pushed the remnants of her haricots verts around on the delicate, china plate. The thyme, basil, and parsley Rene had sauteed them in gave the dish an herbaceous flavor, and the hit of lemon he had finished them with provided just enough acidity to cut through the richness of the butter sauce. Paired with the freshness of the green beans, all harvested from local farms, it made for the perfect bite. Under normal circumstances, Eliza would have devoured them, but tonight, her attention was elsewhere.

Sat across from her were Oliver and Gwendolyn. Eliza couldn’t quite make out what they were saying, which in and of itself was annoying as Gwendolyn had deliberately pitched her voice low to try and create the impression they were having an intimate conversation, but every few minutes, Oliver would say something, and Gwendolyn would laugh and touch his arm, and Eliza would be seized with the uncontrollable urge to fling one of Rene’s perfectly-baked Parker House rolls right at Gwendolyn’s perfectly coiffed hair.

It wasn’t that she was jealous—or, at least, that’s what Eliza told herself. It was just that, immediately after the laughing and the arm touching, Gwendolyn would look at her with this smirk of satisfaction that Eliza simply could not abide. It was the sort of look her brothers had given her when they were children and they had gotten a sweet that she wasn’t allowed to have or been permitted to stay up late when she was sent to bed. It was the sort of look that said, “I win, and you lose,” and while Eliza didn’t think she actually wanted to win Oliver Fairfax, she certainly didn’t want to lose him either. 

Of course, she couldn’t let Gwendolyn know that, however, so every time Gwendolyn shot her that look, Eliza smiled and then purposefully, slowly, took a bite of a green bean without ever breaking eye contact.

Eliza knew the more mature thing to do would be to focus her attention elsewhere, but in her defense, there was a dearth of superior options. Her initial plan had been to sit close enough to the Edwardses to try and do a bit of spying, but her mother’s insistence on rigid adherence to her carefully considered and clearly dictated seating arrangements made that impossible. 

Mercy had been seated by the nearest available bachelor, which, unfortunately, meant she was at the opposite end of the table, much too far for conversation or distraction. Eliza would sooner have eaten glass than busied herself with idle chitchat with her mother or Great Aunt Martha, which left Melville as the only available person within easy earshot, and Eliza was worried he might bring up the business deal. If he did, she was absolutely certain she was too angry to speak to him without saying something that would get her kicked out of dinner, and while she typically wouldn’t have cared about that sort of thing, she had promised her father she would come to the dinner and keep her ear to the ground, and she didn’t want to disappoint him.

So, passive aggressive staring and green bean eating it was.

Just as her green bean supply started running low, the servers reappeared. They stood behind the table in perfectly aligned rows. The men’s tuxedos were perfectly pressed, and their white bow ties blended seamlessly into their pressed, white dress shirts. They advanced all at once, slowly and in perfect unison, and swept the dirty plates away with one hand and set the new plates down in front of each guest with the other—each servant operating in lock step, executing each move at just the right moment. Eliza was struck by just how much it looked like the beginnings of a carefully choreographed dance.

Eliza had been waiting the whole meal for the plate that was now before her. Perfectly roast goose with crispy fingerling potatoes and fluffy, golden brown, Yorkshire pudding. The smell alone was enough to make Eliza forget all about Gwendolyn and Oliver, Cedric and Melville, and all of the things that had been swirling around in her head just moments prior—or, at least, it was until Mr. Edwards stood up and tapped the side of his crystal wine glass.

“I’d like to propose a toast,” he said as every eye in the room landed on him. “To Cedric and Melville Montague and the beginnings of a very lucrative partnership.”

Eliza could not help but notice the total omission of her name, which—while far from surprising—was nevertheless irksome. 

“Here, here,” Melville said with a grin.

“Yes,” Eliza said, “Here, here. Cedric, Melville, and I are all just positively chuffed about it. Their new tractor’s high-speed four-cylinder diesel engine is really going to set us apart in the marketplace.”

“High-speed four-cylinder diesel engine? Blimey, Eliza. I don’t even know what that means, but you sure make us sound impressive!” Melville said as he took a swig of his sherry.

“Not to worry, Melville,” Gwendolyn said. “I’m quite certain Eliza doesn’t know what it means either.”

“Actually, Gwendolyn, I know quite a lot about what that means. I know it means their fastest model has thirty-six horsepower, which is far more than any other tractor on the market. I also know it means that the engine design is so efficient that it lowers your fuel cost, which means you can do more work in less time for less money.”

For a moment, Gwendolyn just stared at Eliza. She clearly had not accounted for the possibility that she might be wrong, and Eliza was deeply enjoying the feeling of having set her on her back feet a bit. She quickly found herself savoring the look on Gwendolyn’s face every bit as much as the crispy fingerling potatoes.

Gwendolyn sat quietly for a moment, clearly trying to come up with a comeback. Eliza could tell the moment she did, as her face lit up so much it gave the candles in the centerpieces a run for their money.

“Well, well. Finally, an answer to the mystery of what Eliza does with all of that free time she has with no husband to serve or house to run or child to raise. While the rest of us were out with our suitors, clearly, she was in with her mechanic’s manual!”

Gwendolyn laughed—a little too hard, particularly in light of the fact that it was her own joke, but that didn’t bother Eliza. Not really. No, the knife to her heart was the sight of Ollie laughing too. Sure, it was polite laughter at best. He was likely just going along with the crowd and trying not to embarrass Gwendolyn, but still, in that moment, he was choosing Gwendolyn over her, and that stung far worse than Eliza expected.

Was Gwendolyn right? Was she secretly in love with Oliver? And worse, was Oliver secretly in love with Gwendolyn? Just the thought of it made Eliza’s stomach hurt.

In that moment, Eliza wanted nothing more than to escape. She couldn’t bear the idea of looking at the two of them for another second. But even more than that, she couldn’t bear the idea of Gwendolyn knowing she’d gotten to her, so instead, she simply laughed along and said, “Touché, Gwendolyn. Clearly, I have underestimated your wit! You have far more than that of a donkey.”

Gwendolyn glared at her just slightly, but the fire had gone out of it a bit. There was something about that that annoyed Eliza even more. It was as though she’d decided Eliza wasn’t worth the effort—as though she’d already won.

Eliza tried to soothe herself by focusing on the meal. The unctuousness of the roast goose. The rich contrast between the crispy skin and the creamy interior of the fingerling potatoes. The airy, buttery goodness of the Yorkshire pudding. But it was no use. Gwendolyn had officially gotten under her skin.

Eliza sighed. The harvest festival had always been one of her favorite days of the year. It was the event she had missed the most when she left Thistlewood to establish herself in London. She had been looking forward to today for months, but between the business debacle, the fight with her brothers, her father’s absence, and now Oliver and Gwendolyn, suddenly, Eliza couldn’t wait for the day to be over.

As soon as Eliza felt confident that she had put enough distance between Gwendolyn’s comment and the moment, she decided to make an exit.

“Pardon me,” she said, “but I’ve heard Rene is making one of his famous pies for dessert, and I’d like to ensure he sets one aside for Scout.”

“Dinner is not finished, Eliza,” her mother said sternly. 

“I know. But if I wait until dinner is finished, it will be too late to have him set anything aside.”

That was unassailable logic, and Eliza knew it. She stood up quickly before her mother had a chance to think of another reason to object and began making her way to the kitchen. She was eager to see Rene—or any friendly face, really. Truthfully, at this point, it didn’t matter who Eliza spent the remainder of the evening with, just so long as it was no one from the marquee. 

She arrived at the kitchen a few minutes later and found it in a bit of unexpected chaos.

“The pies!” Rene was yelling. “You must take the pies!”

“Is everything alright, Rene?” Eliza asked.

“Yes, of course,” Rene insisted, though his ruffled demeanor made it clear that was not true. “It’s just that the pies are perfectly chilled right now, and if we do not get them off to the marquee at this very moment, they will be soup by the time they arrive.”

“I hardly think they’ll be—” Eliza began and then thought better of it. She knew not to argue with Rene when he got like this.

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

“No, we just must focus.”

“Of course,” Eliza said. “I’ll leave you be then.”

“I didn’t—” Rene said quickly, worried he had hurt her feelings.

“It’s alright,” Eliza said. “A walk would do me good anyway. I can come back when things calm down.”

“Would you like me to set aside your pie?”

“That’s alright. I’m sure Scout would like some though. I would personally prefer that cake you mentioned.”

“Whatever you want, mademoiselle,” he said before turning his attention back to the servants. “I said quickly! Rapide! Rapide!” 

Eliza headed back out into the garden and let the moon lead her through a labyrinth of goldenrods, cornflowers, and dahlias. She focused in on their sweet smell and tried to take her mind as far away from the dinner as possible.

As she walked, she heard the servants heading from the main house out to the marquee, no doubt with desserts finally in toe, so she figured it would probably be safe to head back to the kitchen. She took one last lap through the garden in an attempt to clear her head and then made her way back to the main house. When she arrived, she found it unexpectedly empty. With nothing left to cook, Rene must have sent everyone back to their quarters. She thought he might have stuck around to see her, but she couldn’t blame him for wanting to retire early too. 

After all, she thought, preparing a twenty-two-course meal must be like the culinary equivalent of running a marathon. 

Eliza sighed. She had really been hoping to find a sympathetic ear.

Ultimately, though, she decided that, if she couldn’t find a sympathetic ear, she could at least find a sympathetic pastry. 

Her initial plan had been to go for the cake she and Rene had talked about, but the more she thought about it, the more she found herself in the mood for a scone. She walked through the kitchen in search of one and, to her delight, she found that Rene had left a whole container of them over near the sink. He must have baked them for the next morning’s breakfast in advance.

Eliza started walking towards the sink, but as she came around to the side of Rene’s prep table, she spotted something that sent her heart straight into her throat. Eliza wasn’t prone to dramatics, but she let out a sharp scream in spite of herself.

“James?” Eliza cried as she rushed towards the servant who was lying unconscious in the center of the kitchen floor. 

“James, it’s Eliza. Say something! James!”

But it was no use. James didn’t answer. Eliza hoped against hope that she could revive him, but something in her gut told her that her efforts were likely to be in vain. If her instincts were right, poor James was dead.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Eliza knelt gingerly beside James and hoped against hope that her instincts were wrong. Gently, she lifted his wrist and tried to find a pulse. There was no pulse to be found, but his skin was still warm, so whatever had happened must have been recent.

She scooted a bit closer and laid her head on his chest in hopes of identifying a heartbeat, but as she suspected, the only sound she heard was her own heart pounding in her ears. To officially put to rest any last shred of doubt, Eliza grabbed a silver serving tray and held it just slightly above James’s face. As she suspected, there wasn’t even the slightest hint of fogging—no sign, whatsoever, of breath or life.

As much as Eliza hated to admit it, she knew this was more than enough evidence to confirm her suspicion. She didn’t need a doctor to tell her what she already knew. James was dead, and there was absolutely nothing anyone could do to revive him or change that.

Eliza knew the next step was calling Constable Salisbury, but she had absolutely no desire whatsoever to do that. Several months ago, Eliza had found another dead body on the estate, this one belonging to Lord Darlington—a renowned businessman and prospective suitor recruited by her mother against Eliza’s will. Constable Salisbury had been immediately suspicious of Eliza and her entire family and were it not for the fact that Eliza had successfully solved the murder, he likely would have had one of them wrongly imprisoned. 

It had been hard enough, then, convincing him that she wasn’t a murderer. But now, when she’d accidentally stumbled on two separate bodies on two separate occasions in less than a year? Even Eliza had to admit that looked awfully suspicious. 

For a brief moment, she considered just slipping out of the kitchen and back to the party and waiting for someone else to find James. After all, he was dead. It wasn’t like he was in any hurry to be found. And it would certainly make it harder for the constable to leap to conclusions that way. 

Plus, this could easily have been natural causes. James had been terribly wounded in the war, and his health had never quite recovered. Her father had hired him out of pity and given him the easiest job on staff because he always appeared quite fragile. Perhaps his body had just given up?

But Eliza could not simply rule out the idea that it had been a murder. And if it had been a murder, she had a moral obligation to report it as quickly as possible to ensure any evidence could be properly catalogued and preserved. Much as Eliza didn’t want to, she knew calling Salisbury was a must. 

The only question now was who should make that call. Under normal circumstances, it would unquestionably have been her father, but this was undoubtedly a stress-inducing event, and the doctor had explicitly forbidden them from doing anything that would cause her father stress. Much as it felt wrong to exclude him from something so substantial, Eliza simply could not risk putting that kind of strain on his heart. She briefly considered going to Cedric, but going to the guest house would take time, and besides, Eliza didn’t want to send the message that, in her father’s absence, she viewed Cedric as the head of the family. That would only serve to reinforce his false belief that Eliza should defer to him when it came to things like the family business, and Eliza couldn’t afford to risk that. 

Ideally, she would go to Parkins. He was nothing if not discreet and level-headed, which made him the perfect person to handle this sort of thing. The problem, however, was Eliza’s mother. She was the lady of the house, and there was no end to the wrath Eliza would face if a member of the staff was informed before a member of the family. There was already one prospective murder victim on the property. No need for Eliza to risk becoming a second one.

Careful not to disturb the crime scene, Eliza gently rose to her feet and headed back to the marquee. As she stepped through the French doors and out into the garden, the cold surrounded her—seemingly nipping at her heels in an attempt to get her to move faster. As she walked, she noted the way the wind carried the sound of music and laughter out into the night air. Normally, that would have made Eliza feel jovial—especially on an occasion she loved as much as the harvest festival. But tonight, in light of everything that had happened, it felt wrong somehow. Disrespectful even. 

Eliza entered the dining area just as everyone was finishing up dessert. The servants were busy setting up the armchairs for after-dinner drinks, and Eliza briefly considered waiting to tell her mother during the transition. Certainly, it would be less noticeable that way. But time was of the essence here, so she decided to simply slip over and try to tell her as discreetly as possible.

Both Lady Montague and Great Aunt Martha seemed utterly aghast as Eliza walked over to her mother instead of taking her seat. It seemed a very small thing to Eliza, but she knew that, to them, this was a significant breech of decorum. 

Eliza leaned down and whispered what had happened in her mother’s ear, but Lady Montague did not understand. Instead, she just looked at Eliza, confused.

“What are you babbling about, Eliza?” her mother asked sternly.

“Perhaps we could speak privately,” Eliza suggested.

“Anything you can say in front of me, you can say in front of our guests,” her mother insisted. “So, kindly take your seat and spit it out.”

“I really think—”

“Eliza!” her mother chastised before turning to the guests. “Forgive her. She’s been in the city, you know. Picked up a number of bad habits that we’re still trying to break, but she had a proper upbringing, I assure you. It’s just taking a bit of time for her to remember how we do things.”

Eliza stared at her mother for a moment, unsure how to proceed.

“You heard her, Eliza. Take your seat,” Great Aunt Martha chimed in.

“Fine,” Eliza said as she walked over to the other side of the table and sat down. She could feel the frustration flushing in her cheeks. She hated being talked down to like that. 

“I just wanted to tell you that I found one of the servants, James, dead on the floor of the kitchen. I thought you might prefer to hear that in private, but I would hate to violate decorum.”

For a moment, everything in the marquee went absolutely silent. No one said a word because no one knew what to say. And then, suddenly, the whole place erupted.

“Dead?! What do you mean, dead?”

“Are you sure?”

“Have you called the constable? Someone should call the constable!”

“Two deaths in less than a year. I told you we shouldn’t have come to stay at this place!”

To Eliza’s surprise, it was Oliver who ultimately took charge, calling for quiet over the din. 

“That’s quite enough,” he continued. “Obviously, this comes as a shock, but there’s no need for everyone to lose their heads. We must keep our wits about us. Eliza, has the constable been called?”

“No.”

“Melville, please go do that.”

Melville nodded. Eliza thought she detected a hint of shame in his face. In her father and Cedric’s absence, it really should have been him, not Oliver, who stepped in to fill the void. She suspected he was simply too sloshed to think of it in time.

“In the meantime, while we wait for his arrival, we should check the body. Make sure we have at least some idea of what we’re dealing with before the constable arrives.”

Eliza nodded. “Follow me,” she said as she began walking out of the marquee. 

Oliver and the rest of the Montague family followed Eliza back into the house and down to the kitchen. Mercy began to cry as soon as she spotted the body, and Eliza rubbed her back gently.

“There, there, love; it’s alright,” she said soothingly, though the truth was, of course, that this was absolutely not alright, and with the constable, and likely the inspector, on their way, Eliza suspected it would be quite some time before anything was ever alright again. 

As Eliza comforted Mercy, Oliver and Lady Montague inspected the body.

“No obvious signs of foul play,” Oliver said as he scanned both the room and the body. “No bruises, no blood. No signs of a struggle.”

“It must have been natural causes,” Lady Montague insisted. “James was always such a frail boy. I used to tell your father I worried every time he stepped outside because it seemed all it would take was a strong gust of wind to knock him over. Surely, this is some sort of delayed reaction—some time-release complication from his time in the war.”

“Seems as plausible an explanation as any I’ve seen,” Oliver agreed. 

“This is good news,” Oliver said, turning his gaze towards Eliza. “It should be far easier to get the constable off your case if this was natural causes.”

“I should hope so,” Eliza said.

“With as suspicious as he was last time, can you imagine if you’d found two murder victims in just a few short months—both on this property no less? I shudder to think how that would have gone over.”

“Yes, me too.”

“What a stroke of luck!” Oliver continued. “I mean, not for poor James here, but—I just think it’s good that you and your family are likely to avoid an investigation now.”

“Yes, me too,” Eliza said with a smile that, were anyone actually paying attention, likely would have been immediately recognized as fake. Because the truth was that Oliver was right. It would be good for Eliza and her family to avoid an investigation. But Eliza had the sneaking suspicion he was wrong about their ability to do that. 

There was a broken plate near the body that no one but Eliza seemed to have noticed, along with a fork, a few crumbs, a sliver of pie crust, and a smear of whipped cream.

Eliza couldn’t help thinking James was likely eating that pie when he died. And if he was, she was becoming increasingly suspicious that the pie itself may have been poisoned. As much as she didn’t want to believe it, Eliza’s gut was telling her that James had been murdered, and if James was murdered, the killer was quite likely someone in that very house. 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

The Constable arrived by half past nine, and to Eliza’s surprise, he already had Inspector Abernathy with him. Last time, after Lord Darlington’s body had been discovered, Salisbury had come first to determine whether an inspector was necessary. The fact that they appeared to have skipped this step entirely made Eliza think Salisbury may already be jumping to conclusions. Given the stakes of something like this, that was more than enough to give her pause.

“I don’t like that that Abernathy fellow is here,” Oliver whispered to Eliza as they all huddled outside the kitchen, studying Salisbury and the inspector as though they were watching the newest play by Wilde or Maugham. For a moment, Eliza tried to pretend that was exactly what they were doing—that this was some sort of murder mystery she was watching and that everything would be resolved neatly by the end of the third act.

But deep down, she knew none of that was true. This wasn’t a play, and as much as she wanted to think differently, none of this was going to be resolved quickly or cleanly. A man was dead, and she and her family were quite likely the prime suspects.

Eliza watched as Inspector Abernathy discovered the plate she’d noted early. He picked it up, smelled the bit of crust, and called Constable Salisbury over.

Eliza held her breath.

The two went back to the body, kneeling down and getting close to his face. Inspector Abernathy opened James’s jaw slightly and smelled inside his mouth. He and Constable Salisbury exchanged a series of whispers and worried looks, and before either of them even so much as stood up, Eliza already knew exactly what was coming.

“We need everyone in the parlor, please,” Abernathy said.

“Immediately,” Salisbury added in a tone that was entirely too desperate to appear authoritative for Eliza’s liking. 

Still, Eliza knew better than to do anything other than precisely as he said, so she nodded and quickly went to get Parkins. Asking for his help was no doubt the fastest way to get everyone rounded up and into the parlor as the inspector had requested. Parkins always had a way of knowing exactly where everyone was at all times. As a child, Eliza had thought it was some sort of magical power. Even as an adult, she still couldn’t quite explain it, but in this moment, whatever it was, she was grateful for it. 

Within a matter of minutes, Parkins had located everyone and ensured they were all waiting in the parlor as instructed. Eliza could not imagine what this must have looked like to the Edwardses. It occurred to her that this sort of drama might harm her family’s reputation and, in doing so, jeopardize the business deal. After all, the papers weren’t signed yet. They could back out without consequences. And while Eliza certainly wanted to renegotiate the terms of the deal, the last thing she wanted was to see it fall apart altogether. Her family needed this merger.

Eliza was starting to feel as though she could not catch a break. This really had been a terribly disappointing harvest festival.

Once they were confident everyone had been assembled, Inspector Abernathy began addressing the crowd. “I know it’s been a long evening, and I appreciate you honoring our request for assembly. Unfortunately, the evening is about to get longer as it appears as though James has been murdered.”

A murmur of hushed surprise ran through the crowd as Eliza tried her best to ignore the sinking feeling in her stomach. 

“At this point, everyone is a suspect,” Salisbury added.

“You certainly can’t think one of us—” Gwendolyn began.

“I can and I do,” Salisbury interrupted. “Ask any one of your friends here, Ms. . . .”

“Thackeray,” Gwendolyn said. “Lady Thackeray.”

“Well, Ms. Thackeray,” Salisbury continued. “As anyone who was here for our investigation into Darlington’s murder can tell you, I don’t think anyone is above the law. I don’t care one whit about your titles or your station. I believe anyone here is capable of anything, and if one of you is responsible for that man’s death, I will arrest you and drag you out of here even if you’re the Queen of England herself. Do you understand?”

Gwendolyn nodded, but it was clear that she could not believe what she was hearing. Eliza suspected no one had ever spoken to her that way, and a part of her enjoyed seeing Gwendolyn put in her place a bit—though she certainly wished the rebuke had come under different circumstances. 

“We’ll want to speak with all of you in time,” Inspector Abernathy added. His voice was calm and smooth, and Eliza could tell he was trying to lower the tenor of the conversation. But she also knew better than to take his easy demeanor as a sign that things would be easy. She’d learned that the hard way last time. Inspector Abernathy was smart, and, unlike the constable, he was stealthy. It was often impossible to tell what he was thinking, and you rarely saw the trap he was setting until you fell in it.

“For now, though, we just want to speak to Eliza.”

For a moment, Eliza’s heart sank into her shoes, and her stomach leapt into her throat. She knew this was unavoidable—after all, she had been the one to find the body. Again. But still, the last thing she wanted right now was to go six rounds with Abernathy. Especially not after the day she’d had.

Still, she knew she was hardly in a position to refuse, so instead of saying no and curling up in bed with Scout, which was what she desperately wanted to do, she simply said, “Of course. Will my father’s study be alright?”

Abernathy nodded, and Eliza led the way for both him and Salisbury. As she pushed open the thick, oak door, she was pleased to be greeted by a roaring fire and the smell of old books. The combination felt warm and cozy and put Eliza’s mind at ease a bit.

“Please, have a seat,” Abernathy said, gesturing to the chair across from her father’s desk. Eliza, however, had other plans.

“Thank you,” she said as she began walking to one of the armchairs by the fireplace, “but I think I’ll be more comfortable here.”

She knew from past experience that Abernathy’s goal was to keep her off balance. She hoped not immediately acquiescing to his first request would remind him that she wasn’t so easy to manipulate.

The Inspector stared at her for a moment, clearly calculating his next move, before deciding to come sit in the armchair beside her. Salisbury, visibly confused by the game of musical chairs, ultimately decided to take the seat behind her father’s desk.

“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” Abernathy said as he slid into the chair and flashed her a charming grin. When he smiled like that, it highlighted his dimples, and Eliza was surprised to realize she’d never noticed those before. There was something quite charming about Abernathy. Almost dashing. Under different circumstances, she would have found him quite interesting. He was the sort of man she might have enjoyed spending time with even. But now, well, now she just wanted to get this sorted and get him out of her house as quickly as possible.

“I assume you have some questions for me,” Eliza said, her tone all business. She didn’t want Abernathy to think she was some sort of dizzy dame who would lose her wits at the first sight of dimples and pearly whites.

“We do,” Salisbury interjected. “You keep finding bodies, Eliza. Why is that?”

“Bad luck, I suppose.”

“I think it’s more than that,” Salisbury said. “I think—”

“I know full well what you think, Salisbury, but that doesn’t make it true. You were wrong the first time you suspected me, and you will be proven wrong again this time. Assuming I’m the murderer simply because I found the body—”

“Oh, that’s not the only reason I suspect you, Miss Montague,” Salisbury insisted. “You were in the kitchen before the party, were you not?”

“How did you . . .?”

“Answer the question, Miss Montague,” Abernathy said, that smile and those dimples thoroughly gone now.

“Yes. I was in the kitchen before dinner. But that isn’t unusual. I visit there often.”

“A lady of the house gallivanting about in the kitchen? I find that hard to believe,” Salisbury said.

“You may think whatever you like,” Eliza replied. “But it’s true. I enjoy cooking, and more than that, I enjoy eating. I also prefer Rene’s company to any of the stodgy guests we have staying with us, so I often escape to the kitchen for a cuppa or a bite to eat with a man I consider a friend. I understand that may sound strange to you, but as you know, I do not adhere to my family’s rigid guidelines regarding class structure, and there are at least a dozen servants who can confirm the truth of this statement.”

Salisbury was quiet for a moment. Eliza could tell that he wanted to argue but couldn’t quite find the grounds. Finally, he landed on, “It’s still very suspicious, wouldn’t you agree? You finding yet another body who was once again killed by poison? You having access to the kitchen where the food was prepared that killed him? That is means and opportunity, Miss Montague.”

“Yes,” Eliza said, her patience running thing. “But it is not motive. And you will not find motive, because I had absolutely no reason to want James dead. I quite liked him, and I am very sad to have lost him.”

“We’re not concerned about motive in this instance, Miss Montague,” Abernathy said.

Eliza had no idea how to respond to that. Not concerned about motive? Who investigates a murder and isn’t concerned about motive?

“That seems an odd choice,” she said. “After all, motive is a key component to any crime. Even I know that, and I’m not exactly an inspector.”

“No,” Abernathy said, the characteristic warmth suddenly gone from his voice. “No, you most certainly are not.”

For a moment, the two of them just stared at each other. Eliza felt as though he was trying to convey some sort of warning with this. Perhaps an unspoken order not to go asking questions again. He had not appreciated Eliza running her own investigation last time—even if it had ultimately been the only reason that they successfully caught the murderer.

“We believe the pie was meant for someone else,” Abernathy said, his regular demeanor suddenly back again. “James was not the intended target.”

Eliza’s heart stopped. If James wasn’t the intended target, then that meant the killer’s job wasn’t done. And if that was the case, any one of them could be in grave danger.

 

***

 

Eliza returned to the parlor to find more than a dozen faces staring at her expectantly. The Thackerays, the Edwardses, the Fairfaxes—they all wanted information. But in light of the fact that any one of them could be the killer, Eliza had no intention of sharing anything with them.

“No news, I’m afraid,” she said as she entered the room. “They’d like us to stay here for now. They’ll be calling each of us back one by one.”

“That’s likely to take a while,” Lady Montague said. “I’ll go have Parkins make up rooms for the inspector and the constable. I have to imagine they’ll be staying the night.”

Eliza nodded, and the families began whispering amongst themselves. Eliza huddled in the corner with Mercy and Melville.

“I know that look,” Melville said. “What aren’t you telling us?”

“The slice of pie James ate was poisoned,” Eliza whispered. “But they don’t think he was the intended target.”

“The poison wasn’t meant for James?” Mercy asked, stunned. “Who do they think it was for then?”

“Shh,” Eliza hushed, but it was too late. Everyone in the room had heard Mercy’s outburst. She never could keep a secret.

“What do you mean James wasn’t the target?” Gwendolyn asked.

“I’m not sure what part of that is unclear,” Eliza replied.

“I . . . I mean, if he wasn’t the target, then any one of us could be.”

“Yes.”

“Do they know who?”

“No.”

“I need a drink,” Melville said.

“I suspect we all do,” Mr. Edwards said. “But first, we need to talk. This is most irregular. And I’m not inclined to do business with a family who harbors murderers—or worse, has a murderer among them!”

“Mr. Edwards—” Eliza began.

“No,” Mr. Edwards interrupted. “I cannot be expected to conduct business in this fashion. I am officially pausing our deal until this matter has been properly investigated and the perpetrator has been brought to justice. And if I am not satisfied with how this is handled, please know that your servant will not be the only thing that’s dead.”

Eliza knew precisely what that threat meant, and she also knew just how bad it was. While she did not agree with the deal her brothers had struck, she also knew they could not afford to lose the deal entirely. They needed this partnership. Their business might not survive without it. 

Eliza quickly realized she needed to get to her father and fast. She couldn’t risk word of Mr. Edwards’s threat getting to him any other way. She needed to be able to control the narrative—to reassure him that everything was okay. Because while she was sure she could survive the loss of the family business, she was not sure she could survive the loss of her father. And she was increasingly concerned that this news, delivered the wrong way, could kill him.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

As Eliza walked down the hall to her father’s bedchamber, she felt her heartbeat begin to quicken. She knew it was urgent that she update her father about what had happened, but she wasn’t sure where to even begin. Between the murder and the potential collapse of the business deal, there was a lot of terrible news to share, and she worried his heart might not be able to take it. 

Everything goes down easier with whiskey, Eliza thought as she passed by the study, so she nipped in briefly and grabbed two glasses of her father’s finest, which he kept inside an antique globe by his desk.

She carried them gingerly down the hallway, walking as carefully as possible to ensure there wasn’t a spill. She wasn’t so much worried about staining the floor as she was wasting any of the whiskey—that smokey, peaty flavor was just too good to waste on anything other than drinking.

She made it to her father’s doorway without spilling a drop but quickly found herself flummoxed by the best way to approach knocking when she had a glass of whiskey in each hand. Rather than risk it, she sat one of the crystal glasses down on the rich, oak floor and knocked on the door gently.

“Who is it?” her father asked. His voice, which had always been big and booming, sounded thin and frail, and Eliza’s heart sank at the sound of it.

“It’s me,” she said, trying her best to sound chipper despite the fact that she felt anything but. 

“Eliza!” he exclaimed. Eliza’s heart warmed by the unexpected enthusiasm in his voice. “Come in, come in.”

Eliza pushed open the door before retrieving the second glass of whiskey and heading inside. 

“Brought you something,” she said as she approached his bedside and handed him the glass.

“You are officially my favorite child,” he said with a wink as Eliza took a seat on the side of his bed. “Don’t tell the others.

“Your secret is safe with me,” she said with a laugh. 

They each sat there for a moment, sipping their scotch in comfortable silence, and Eliza was struck by just how good an idea a little liquid courage had been. It took a few minutes, but eventually, she felt brave enough to broach the matter at hand. 

“Father, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“No, you don’t.”

Eliza looked at him curiously for a moment. “Yes, I’m afraid I do. I—” 

“I already know,” he interrupted.

“You know?”

“The constable has been here already, Eliza. He may not have respect for our titles, but even he has enough decency to not conduct a murder investigation on a man’s property without notifying him first.”

“Hmm. I may have underestimated him.”

“I doubt it,” her father said with a laugh. “But this was decent of him.”

“Indeed.”

“It’s a shame about James. I always liked him.”

“Me too. And I imagine Frank and Willis will be devastated. I should really send them something.”

“You could have Rene whip something up,” her father suggested. “Maybe soup or a cake.”

“That’s a good idea,” Eliza said. Truth be told, she was a little uncomfortable with the thought of outsourcing her caring like that, but there was a lot going on, and it was a good idea either way.

“We should send something to the family, too,” Lord Montague added. “Assuming he has some.”

“I’ll speak with Parkins about it.”

“Thank you, my girl.”

Her father put his hand on top of Eliza’s and gave it a squeeze, and Eliza was caught off guard by just how comforting she found the gesture. It had been the same way when she was a child. There was something about his hand on Eliza’s that always made her feel safe. 

“There’s something else.”

“Oh?”

“The Edwardses are concerned about the murder investigation.”

“I’d be concerned if they weren’t. It’s a murder investigation. By nature, it’s concerning.”

“Of course. It’s just . . .” 

“What is it, Eliza? Whatever it is, you can tell me.”

Eliza desperately hoped that was true, but given the doctor’s warning, she wasn’t sure it was.

“They’ve decided to put the deal on hold pending the outcome of the investigation. And if they are not satisfied with the resolution, they’re planning to back out of the deal altogether.”

Eliza watched as her father’s face went pale. His mouth was tight and drawn, and she could see the worry gathering in his eyes. 

“It’s going to be alright,” she assured him, even though she was increasingly terrified that was a lie. “It was a terrible deal anyway. This might give us a chance to renegotiate the terms.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that. People often consider murder investigations just the thing to convince a party to offer you more favorable terms.”

Eliza laughed. “At least you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

“No. Just my reputation, likely my business, and, worst of all, all hope of ever eating Rene’s beef bourguignon again.”

“That is the deepest blow.”

“I know,” he said with a smile. “I asked the doctor if he could just take an internal organ, or perhaps an arm or a leg instead, but he insisted. 

Even in the direst of circumstances, her father always had a way of making her laugh. Eliza loved that about him. It always seemed to make everything feel better. She just wished she had some way to do the same for him now. 

“It really is going to be alright, Father,” she said, doing everything she could to sound as reassuring as possible. 

“Perhaps.”

For just a moment, her father dropped the veil, and Eliza could see just how truly worried he was. Even if his heart was right as rain, seeing that stress on his face would have broken her heart. But now—right after having a heart attack? Now, it wasn’t just heartbreaking. It was terrifying. 

“It will,” she said again, more insistent this time. “I’m sure of it.”

“And just how can you be so sure?”

“I have a plan,” Eliza blurted out despite the fact that she very much did not, in fact, have a plan. 

“Oh really?” her father said skeptically. “Do share.”

“Oh, Father, you know just as well as I do that a magician never reveals her tricks.”

For a brief moment, he smiled at Eliza, but his smile faded quickly. He was too worried and too weary to keep up the façade for long.

“I hope you’re right, darling. The murder was one thing. Horrible, certainly, but we’ve survived scandal like that before. We will again. But the murder and the souring of the business deal—it’s too much. I’m not sure my heart can take it. I just feel so . . . helpless.

Her father looked so fragile then. So frail and small and scared. It was all Eliza could do to hold back tears at the sight of him.

“You aren’t—”

“I am. I can’t fix the negotiations. I can’t solve the crime. I can’t protect you from a murderer. I can’t even leave this bed. I—”

There was a catch in Lord Montague’s voice that almost made it seem as though he was near tears, though Eliza convinced herself she must have been hearing things. Her father didn’t cry. Not now, not ever. Still, she felt absolutely desperate to offer him some comfort—to help him find some peace.

“Father, please, trust me. This is all going to be okay. I am going to fix everything. You’ll see. And when I do, it will be because you taught me how.”

“I hope so, my girl. I hope so.” Lord Montague sighed and looked out the window. It was clear her words had offered little reassurance. 

“I’m feeling very tired all of the sudden. Perhaps we could pick this up tomorrow?” he asked.

Eliza nodded and desperately tried to hide just how much the look on his face broke her heart.

“Of course.”

She leaned over and kissed her father on the forehead and was immediately overcome by the urge to say I love you, but they weren’t the sort of family to say that sort of thing, so instead, she simply told him to sleep well and left the room.

As soon as she closed the door behind her, she was surprised to find Scout sitting in the hallway just a few feet away.

“You knew I needed some comfort, didn’t you, boy?” Eliza asked as she knelt down, buried her head in his thick, soft fur, and let the tears fall.

 

***

 

Eliza lay in bed that night, Scout curled up by her side, and stared at the ceiling. She was desperate for sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come. Her mind was too loud—too busy turning problems over and over in a futile attempt to solve them. Cedric and Melville’s refusal to take her seriously. The terrible deal they had struck. The whole partnership being in jeopardy. Her father’s health. James’s death. Salisbury and Abernathy’s investigation. The fact that there could be a murderer on the loose. It was all too much. She was so overwhelmed she couldn’t see straight.

Take a step back, Eliza, she thought to herself. Study the picture.

Ever since she was little, when things got hard for Eliza to see or understand, she imagined them as a painting. She analyzed the figures and studied their relationships. She gleaned as much information as she could from the tableau, and often that was enough for her to finally solve the puzzle. She hoped it would work the same way now.

She closed her eyes and imagined all of the problems as a painting. In one corner, there were the Edwardses and Cedric and Melville. On the other side was her father, lying alone and sad and helpless in his bed. And there, in the center, was the murder.

As Eliza stared at the painting in her mind’s eye, she realized one central truth. Right now, everything hinged on the murder investigation. Solving the murder swiftly and effectively was the only way to get the partnership back on track, which had to happen if Eliza was ever going to successfully renegotiate the terms. It was also the only way to protect her family—the only way to ease her father’s anxiety. 

The problem was that she wasn’t confident Abernathy and Salisbury would be able to solve the murder. They certainly hadn’t last time—at least, not without her. And that’s when she knew what she had to do.

If Eliza was going to save her family and her family business, she had to solve this murder herself. And come first thing tomorrow morning, she vowed, that was precisely what she was going to do.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Eliza sat at the dining room table the next morning studying everyone around her. It was very plausible that the murderer was someone in this room. At the very least, the intended target almost certainly was. But who was it? And how would she know?

There were no obvious motives she could think of. The Edwardses had no reason she was aware of to want anyone dead. Same with the Fairfaxes. Sure, Gwendolyn didn’t like Eliza very much, and yes, Eliza had had some conflict with Cedric and Melville lately, but none of that seemed remotely close to a reason to kill someone.

It could always have been one of the servants, but there was no obvious motive there either. There hadn’t been any recent conflict of which Eliza was aware—no reprimands or firings—and while Eliza may not have been fond of all of their guests or their views on class, there were no rumors of impropriety or excessive cruelty the way there had been with Lord Darlington.

I must be missing something, Eliza thought. A man was dead and the fact that he was poisoned likely meant this wasn’t a crime of passion. Poisoning required forethought and planning, which meant that whatever the motive was, it wasn’t something sudden. Whatever prompted the murder had been brewing for a while.

But what, exactly, was it? And without any leads, how was she supposed to find out?

As she was studying the way the Edwards family interacted, trying to determine if, perhaps, there was any bad blood or rivalry between the sons that might have served as motive, the servants appeared with the food. Eliza was struck by how strange the normalcy of it all seemed. One of their own had been struck down less than twelve hours ago, and yet, here they were, laying trays of pastries down on the spotless, white linen tablecloth like nothing had happened.

Yet another indignity brought upon by the unfair expectations of the servant class, Eliza thought. They weren’t even permitted time to grieve.

The spread itself was quite impressive. Rene had outdone himself—likely, Eliza suspected, as a way to manage his anxiety over the murder. There was Quiche Lorraine and Quiche Florentine, served alongside homemade croissants and light, fluffy biscuits. There was bacon and scrambled eggs and several flawless, rolled omelets. There were scones, both plain and blueberry, with three types of jam and house-made clotted cream. And then, as if that weren’t enough, there was a full English breakfast, complete with blood sausage, toast, and baked beans. There was barely enough room on the table to fit it all.

“Looks delicious,” Melville said as he began piling his plate high with scones and sausage.

“Agreed,” Eliza said as she scooped up a croissant and a slice of Quiche Lorraine. 

Everyone else dove in as well, and soon, they were all sitting with a plate full of artfully prepared food in front of them. But absolutely no one was eating any of it.

“You there,” Mr. Edwards said finally, gesturing towards Frank. “Have you tried any of this yet?”

“No sir.”

“Would you like some? It looks delicious! Certainly, smelling all this is making you hungry.”

Frank looked utterly frightened by the request. It was clear that he was completely unsure how to respond, and he eventually found himself looking to Eliza for help. They weren’t exactly friends, but she had always been far kinder to him than anyone else in the room.

“Mr. Edwards,” Eliza began. “I hope you’re not doing what I think you’re doing.”

She knew full well calling him out on this was not in the best interest of their business deal, but she couldn’t bring herself to do anything else. Not when Frank was looking at her that way and what he was being asked to do was so utterly outrageous. Eliza had never been one to allow injustice to simply stand, no matter the cost, and this was no different. 

“I’m not—I mean, the poor boy looked hungry, that’s all. And who am I to deprive him of some of this delicious food?”

“Exactly!” Gwendolyn chimed in. “They’ve all had such a long night, poor things. They must be exhausted. Perhaps some food would lift their spirits!”

It was all Eliza could do not to roll her eyes. The two of them were laughably transparent. But she knew violating decorum would do her no good at this point, so instead, she decided to use their rigid adherence to tradition against them.

“You are our honored guests,” she said. “Certainly, you’re not suggesting you should eat after the servants?”

Neither of them could figure out what to say, so for a moment, no one said anything. And then, Oliver spoke up, “It’s just, none of us knows who the pie was meant for. And if James wasn’t the intended target, then it could be anyone. It’s not unreasonable for them to be frightened.”

“Yes,” Eliza said, feeling her anger rising. She wasn’t sure what bothered her more—the fact that Oliver wasn’t joining her in rebuking their behavior or the fact that he appeared to be standing up for Gwendolyn. 

“But this is not the royal court,” she continued, “and we are not Henry VIII. The servants’ lives are no less valuable than our own, a fact you know full well. I cannot believe you’re even making this argument.”

“I’m not—”

“You are,” Eliza said. “And I for one will not be party to it.”

She turned her attention to Frank and pointed to a croissant. “Frank, is this safe to eat?”

“Yes, ma’am. I took it directly from Rene’s hands and brought it here myself.”

“Good,” Eliza said before taking an enormous bite and turning to everyone else. “This is delicious. You all are missing out.”

Everyone stared at Eliza for a moment, but no one took a bite.

“You’ll have to eat eventually,” she said. “Should I inform Rene that more of you will be joining him in the kitchen? After all, the only way you can be truly sure the food is safe is if you cook it yourselves.”

“Well . . .” Mr. Edwards began, “if the fellow says it’s safe . . .”

“We can’t very well just not eat,” his son added. “And he seems like a trustworthy chap.”

“Certainly,” Lady Montague added. “Most trustworthy. All of our servants are. We have a rigorous screening process.” 

“I would expect nothing less from a house such as this,” Gwendolyn added. “And we certainly wouldn’t want to offend the chef or crowd him out of his workspace.”

“Certainly not,” Eliza said with a smile. These people were nothing if not predictable. The only thing that scared them more than poison was the idea of having to do a little hard work.

“And you’re not dead yet,” Gwendolyn continued.

“That is also true.”

“So, I suppose a scone or two couldn’t hurt.”

“Of course not.”

Melville was the first to summon enough bravery to take a bite, and soon, the rest of the table joined him. Eliza stayed the minimum amount of time required to avoid her leaving being viewed as her having a strop and then headed down to the kitchen to see Rene. Aside from Mercy, she much preferred his company to that of everyone at the table right now anyway, and she was hoping he might have some information that could help with her investigation.

When she arrived, Rene was busy making tea sandwiches.

“Since no one is allowed off the grounds during the investigation, I thought a picnic in the garden might be nice. Just to give everyone some fresh air,” he explained. “The Inspector said he would allow it, so long as everyone stayed within eyesight of the French doors.”

“That’s a wonderful idea.”

“I’ve decided to make fresh fig and ricotta tea sandwiches. They were James’s favorite.”

“What a lovely tribute.”

“Would you like to try one?”

Eliza nodded, and Rene handed her a small sandwich. There was a lemony flavor to the fresh ricotta that paired perfectly with the fig jam, whose sweetness was enhanced by a slight drizzle of honey.

“It’s the bee’s knees, Rene. James would have loved it.”

“Thank you, mademoiselle. I suspect you did not come just for the sandwich?”

“No,” Eliza confirmed. “Though it certainly would have been worth the trip.”

Rene smiled and patted her hand gently before beginning work on the next batch of sandwiches—a cucumber mint combo that looked delightfully refreshing.

“Let me guess. You’ve decided to try and solve the murder, and you think I might know something that can be of use.”

Eliza laughed. “Am I that predictable?”

“I don’t think anyone would ever accuse you of being predictable, ma chère,” Rene said with a chuckle. “But you are transparent.”

“There’s just too many potential suspects,” Eliza said. “It could be anyone. The Edwardses. The Thackerays. The other guests. The servants. Technically, it could even be someone in my family, though I cannot imagine that being the case.”

“Of course not, mademoiselle. Your family may have their . . .” Rene paused for a moment as though searching for just the right words, “. . . quirks, but I cannot imagine any of them ever resorting to something like this.”

“Let’s hope we are right, Rene, and that we can prove that before Salisbury has someone hauled off to jail again for a murder they did not commit.”

“It seems to me,” Rene began, “that the trick to all of this is to determine who the pie was meant for and work backwards to the killer. That way, even if you cannot solve the crime right away, at least you can keep the potential victim safe.”

“That’s an excellent approach,” Eliza said with a smile. She knew coming to Rene was the right thing to do. “Do you have any idea who that might have been?”

“No,” Rene began. “But the rest of my staff might. You should speak to them. They’re likely in the servants’ quarters. I told them to take a few hours to rest before we had to get started on dinner.”

“I’ll head there, then.”

“Excellent,” Rene said as Eliza began heading for the door. 

“And Eliza?” he said, just as she was about to exit.

“Yes, Rene?”

“Please hurry. I will do everything I can to ensure the safety of every item that leaves my kitchen. But keeping the food safe does not guarantee that the killer will not simply strike some other way.”

Rene’s warning sent a quick chill down Eliza’s spine. She had not yet considered that point, but he was right. There was a killer on the loose, and until they were caught, absolutely no one at Thistlewood House was safe.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Although the clock was ticking, Eliza decided to stop by her room and pick up Scout before heading to the servants’ quarters. She knew everyone was on edge, and her poking around and asking questions certainly wasn’t going to help with that. The presence of an adorable dog, though? That might do the trick.

Scout, for his part, was always delighted to be included on any mission, and he bounced along happily beside Eliza, tail wagging. As Eliza walked through the wing that housed the servants’ quarters, she was surprised by how quiet things were. She wasn’t sure if the quiet was motivated by grief or simply a desire to avoid running afoul of the inspector, but whatever the case, it was strange to see so few people out and about in the middle of the day.

Eliza longed for the typical hustle and bustle of a busy household—not only because it would have signaled normalcy, which Eliza found herself craving, but also because it would have provided her with cover. Running her own parallel investigation was a surefire way to catch the inspector’s ire, and the fact that she was randomly wandering the servants’ quarters was certainly going to be more noticeable, and harder to explain away, without any servants about. 

It also meant the approach would be far more awkward. Eliza would have to visit the servants in their rooms without any context or pretense. For a moment, she wondered if she should have just waited until they all reassembled in the kitchen to begin working on dinner, but then she thought of Rene’s warning.

Time is of the essence, she told herself. So, you must do this now. And besides, who could resist a chance to spend time with Scout?

Eliza began in the women’s quarters, where she started off by knocking on the door to Julie’s room.

“Just a minute!” Julie called as she came to open the door.

“Lady Eliza!” she exclaimed, eyes wide. “What . . . what are you doing here?”

“Hi Julie. I’m so sorry to interrupt. I’ll only be a minute.”

“Alright,” Julie said, self-consciously straightening out her uniform and never quite looking Eliza in the eyes. 

“I was just hoping to ask you a couple of questions about James and last night’s dinner.”

“I’ve already spoken with the constable and the inspector.”

“Of course. I just—” Eliza paused for a moment. She wanted to figure out the right way to word this. 

“You know how men are,” she said carefully. “Sometimes they miss things women might not, or dismiss them as unimportant, especially when it comes to domestic matters.”

At first, Julie didn’t say anything. She just eyed Eliza skeptically. 

Time for a change of tact, Eliza thought.

“Oh, I’m so sorry—terribly rude of me. I didn’t even think to introduce you to Scout! Have you met him before? I often bring him to the kitchen for a visit, but it tends to be in the off hours when Rene is the only one working, so I’m not sure you two have been there at the same time.”

Julie shook her head. The skeptical expression did not change.

“You’re welcome to pet him if you’d like. He’s very friendly.”

As if on cue, Scout chose this moment to walk over to Julie and gently brush his head against her leg, and just like that, Julie’s whole demeanor changed. 

“Well, hello there, li’l fellow,” she said with a smile as she bent down to scratch Scout behind the ears.

“Oh, he loves that spot,” Eliza said. “I best be careful, or he may decide he wants to live with you now!”

Julie laughed. “He really is a darling little thing in’t he?”

“The most darling,” Eliza said. “Even when he’s devouring my breakfast or trying to steal my shoes.”

Eliza stayed quiet for a moment as Julie continued to lavish Scout with affection. 

“I was just about to head to the dining room for tea,” Julie said, never once taking her eyes off Scout. “All off the cooks and wait staff will be there, and Scout here is welcome to join us. And if he should need you to accompany him, I suppose that would be alright too.”

Julie looked up at Eliza then and smiled.

“Thank you,” Eliza said, feeling overwhelmingly grateful for Scout in this moment. “I will most certainly do that.”

Julie simply nodded.

“Come along, Scout,” Julie said as she stood up and started down the hallway. Scout quickly ran up beside her, and Eliza trailed along behind them. 

Atta boy, she thought. I certainly couldn’t ask for a cuter partner in crime.

Eliza followed Julie into the servants’ dining room, and as she did, she was struck by the fact that, despite spending more than twenty-five years in this house, she didn’t think she had ever seen this room before. As she often did when visiting the servants’ quarters, Eliza could not help but note the stark contrast between the servants’ areas and those inhabited by the family.

Unlike the opulence of the family’s dining rooms—of which there were three—the servants’ dining room was what one might call bare bones. There was a long, wooden dining table with more than a dozen chairs, but unlike the family’s dining tables, this one had no tablecloth and was adorned, not with elaborate centerpieces, but simply a few tall, tapered candles. The chairs were unupholstered, and there were nicks and scratches in the wood. There was no art on the walls, no elaborate paneling, or intricate architectural details—just white paint and scuff marks. There was no elaborate silver tea service like one would find upstairs. Just a few porcelain plates with scones and jam and a few pots of tea.

The servants were clearly surprised to see Eliza in their dining room. When she entered, half a dozen heads snapped in her direction, and a hush fell over the room.

“Please, sit,” Julie said, gesturing to a chair on the opposite side of the table. 

Eliza did as she was told, her every move followed by looks of utter bafflement and slight concern. Each servant who entered after seemed even more surprised to see her than the last, but no one said a word. When it seemed as though everyone who was coming had arrived, she decided to break the silence.

“I imagine you’re all wondering what I’m doing here,” she began.

For a moment, no one responded, but slowly heads began to nod, and as they did, a smattering of “perhaps,” “a bit,” and “we’ve always been a curious lot,” began spreading throughout the room.

“I was hoping to ask you a few questions about last night’s dinner. I know you’ve already spoken to Constable Salisbury and Inspector Abernathy, and I don’t want to undermine their investigation. I just thought, perhaps, there might be something you would feel more comfortable sharing with me than you would with them. Or maybe there was something you remembered since last night that you could share. Even the smallest detail could prove useful.”

Eliza surveyed the room. She was desperately hoping for some sort of sign of support or acknowledgment but was disappointed to find none. 

“I know some of you are relatively new, but those of you who have been here a while know me. You know I have always been a friend to the servants. Blimey, I’d rather be down here with you than up there with the guests most days. I liked James. He was a good man. I want to find out what happened to him. Please, if there’s anything at all you know . . .”

Eliza trailed off then, unsure what else to say. She was hoping a heartfelt plea would be enough to get them to talk to her, but it didn’t seem to be working. 

Or at least not until Nigel spoke up, “We didn’t have nothing to do with it, miss. We all liked James. He was an upright chap.”

“Can’t think of anyone who had any reason to kill ‘em,” Mavis added.

“If only he hadn’t snuck the pie,” one of the other servants, whose name Eliza did not know, lamented.

“Don’t go blamin’ the pie,” Margaret added. “I made that pie, and I will go to my grave believing there was nothin’ wrong with it.”

“You made the pie?” Eliza asked. Something in her gut told her this might be a lead. She suspected Scout thought so, too, as his head immediately cocked at that revelation. 

“I did. Right good one too. Perfect crust. Balanced filling.”

“I’m sure,” Eliza said. “Your pies are always second to none. I especially enjoyed the elderberry pie you made a few weeks back.”

Margaret beamed at this, which Eliza took to be a promising sign.

“Is there anything you can think of—anything at all—about that pie that might help us find James’s killer?”

Margaret paused for a moment, and it was clear to Eliza that she was thinking carefully about her answer.

Good, Eliza thought. That means she’s taking the question seriously.

“The piece he snuck,” Margaret said, finally. “It had a dollop of lemon-scented whipped cream on top. Most of ‘em didn’t have that.”

Eliza felt her heart begin to race. She was right. Margaret was going to give her a lead.

“There were four people who requested it, if mem’ry serves. Maybe one of ‘em was the target?”

“Yes, that seems quite reasonable,” Eliza said. “Do you know who they were intended for?”

“Not off the top of me head, ma’am. I’m sorry.”

“That’s alright, Margaret. You’ve been most helpful.”

Eliza got up then and left the table. She was worried it might be perceived as rude—that perhaps she should have stayed longer, but she could not afford to waste another minute.

Eliza might not have known three of the four people who requested the dollop of whipped cream, but it didn’t matter. She knew one person who did, and that person was almost certainly the target.

Eliza had requested a dollop of whipped cream with her pie—her pie, which she did not eat because she had left to go visit Rene. Her pie which, James must have reasoned, no one would miss since she was not there to eat it. And that was his fatal mistake.

If Eliza was right, she was the target. And she couldn’t help but worry that the killer might not be done with her yet.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Eliza’s heart pounded as she raced out of the servants’ quarters. She wasn’t sure exactly where she was headed, but she knew she had to get out of there. She had to find some place she could think.

Perhaps a walk in the estate would help. Getting some fresh air always had a way of helping Eliza see a picture more clearly. The inspector’s edict that they all stay inside could be an issue, but Rene had gotten permission for them to have a picnic so long as they stayed within eyesight of the French doors. Surely, that would apply to a walk too.

But not being able to truly wander the estate made Eliza feel like a dog on a leash. She didn’t want to just pace back and forth in front of the gardens. She wanted to wander around in them. She wanted to run or hide in the forest or just be surrounded by the enormity of nature, and she couldn’t do any of that if she had to look over her shoulder every second to see if the inspector still had her under his watchful eye.

Perhaps the conservatory would be better. It wouldn’t have the fresh air, of course, but with its huge glass ceiling and abundance of plant life, it could at least give Eliza the same feeling she got from being lost in the garden. And there would be no looking over her shoulder there—no constant reminder of Abernathy and Salisbury and their investigations. She could just be alone with her thoughts.

That’s what I need, Eliza thought as she began to chart a course towards the conservatory. Just a few minutes alone to sort all this out.

Now that she’d decided where to go, Eliza’s thoughts immediately turned to the matter at hand. If she was right and the poisoned pie had really been meant for her, then someone must have been trying to kill her. But who?

Certainly, Eliza ruffled feathers from time to time. Her progressive ideology could sometimes be hard for her family, and especially their guests, to take, but that hardly seemed like sufficient motive for murder. 

And then, Eliza thought of Gwendolyn. Gwendolyn clearly saw her as a barrier—a potential obstacle on her path to becoming Oliver’s wife. And she had made no secret of the fact that that was her intention or that she wanted Eliza out of the way. Killing someone you thought stood between you and your one chance at true love? Why, it was one of the oldest motives in the book. It was also one of the ones Eliza found most frustrating. She was convinced that if people like Gwendolyn were exposed to proper feminist writings and ideology and got to experience the amazing reality of true sisterhood, no woman would ever kill over romantic rivalry ever again.

But now was hardly the time to be debating the power of feminism or the pointlessness of pitting women against each other on the quest to securing a man’s affection. If she was right and Gwendolyn was trying to kill her, she had to figure out how to stop Gwendolyn and see her punished for her crimes before she had the chance to strike again. 

The question was how? She couldn’t very well just take this to the inspector now. She had no real evidence, only theory and conjecture, and that would certainly not be enough to justify an arrest. She could confront Gwendolyn, but she wasn’t sure about the wisdom of that either. For all her faults, Gwendolyn was smart—wily even. She wouldn’t just confess, especially when confronted with no real evidence.

No, Eliza needed a plan. Some sort of trap she could set that would allow her to catch Gwendolyn in the act—or, at the very least, gather some quality evidence.

The more Eliza thought about this, the more focused she became, and the more focused on planning she became, the less attention she paid to absolutely everything else going on around her, which was how she missed the echo of an additional set of footfalls throughout the conservatory. How she failed to notice the subtle swishing of a gown on the walkway or the tingly feeling on the back of her neck that should have told her someone was approaching. In fact, so focused was she on the need for a plan that she did not realize she wasn’t alone until she suddenly found herself just inches from Gwendolyn Thackeray herself.

“Gwendolyn!” she exclaimed, her heart suddenly in her throat. “What are you doing here?”

Eliza had to admit that she was a bit afraid to find out the answer—afraid that the truth was that she had come to finish what she started the night before with the poisoned pie.

“I was looking for you,” Gwendolyn replied, which did absolutely nothing to ease Eliza’s anxiety.

“I know what you did,” Gwendolyn continued.

“What?”

“I know what you did!” Gwendolyn repeated, more shrilly this time.

“What are you talking about?” Eliza asked, her anxiety suddenly replaced by utter bafflement. 

“Don’t play coy with me, Eliza. You are a lot of things, but dumb is not one of them. We both know you’re not some sort of dizzy dame, so spare me the pretending, won’t you?”

“I genuinely have no idea what you’re talking about, Gwendolyn, so if you want some sort of information from me, you’re going to have to come at it much more plainly.”

“You tried to kill me,” Gwendolyn said, matter of factly. “You couldn’t stand to see how close I was getting with Oliver. You knew you were losing him, and that killed you. So, you decided to kill me instead.”

“I did not try to kill you!” Eliza exclaimed, stunned by the insanity and hypocrisy of that claim. “You tried to kill me!”

“What an absurd accusation!” Gwendolyn exclaimed.

“Certainly, no more absurd than the accusation you just made about me!” Eliza countered.

For a moment, both women were silent, unsure what to say or where to go next.

“You really didn’t try to kill me?” Eliza asked finally.

“Certainly not,” Gwendolyn replied. “I’m not the killer, Eliza. I was the target.”

“What makes you think that?”

“I was afraid I might have been the target, so I started asking around, and one of the servants confirmed my suspicions. That poisoned pie was meant for me.”

“Which servant told you that?” 

“I don’t know. A blond one?”

“There are easily twelve blond ones, Gwendolyn. You’ll have to be more specific.”

“They are servants, Eliza. It’s not like I asked for their name.”

Eliza sighed. She definitely hadn’t tried to kill Gwendolyn, but she could certainly understand why someone might want to.

“Did they say why they thought it was meant for you? Or who they thought the killer might be?”

“No. But it didn’t take a genius to figure out you were the logical choice. You clearly don’t like me. You’re jealous of my relationship with Oliver.”

“I’m not—” Eliza began. “You don’t even have a relationship with Oliver.”

“You’re trying to make sure of that, aren’t you?” Gwendolyn countered.

Eliza inhaled sharply. She did not have time for this. If Gwendolyn truly wasn’t trying to kill her, someone else was, and she needed to find them before they struck again.

Plus, she wasn’t sure what to make of Gwendolyn’s denial. She certainly sounded afraid. If she did not truly believe she was the target, she was an excellent actress—and smarter than Eliza gave her credit for because pretending to be the victim and accusing Eliza of murder was an excellent way to throw people off her trail.

But was she smart enough for a plan like that? Eliza wasn’t sure. She was, however, determined to find out.

“You’re the one who was desperate for a relationship with Oliver,” Eliza said. “You told me to stay out of the way, and I made it quite clear that I don’t answer to you. I could see how that might make you feel you had to do something drastic.”

“Eliza,” Gwendolyn began, her tone pure exasperation as though she was explaining something to a very frustrating small child. “Having you out of the way would make things easier, but it is not a necessity. I would prefer not to compete with you for Oliver’s affections, but I certainly can. And make no mistake, should you put me in a position where I have to do so, I will win. And I won’t have to cheat to do it. I am the superior option for him, and he will see that. Having you in the picture doesn’t change that; it just means it will take longer. And while I am not interested in doing more work than I have to in that department, I’m certainly not about to go around killing people to speed up the process. Besides, I could hardly be a good wife for Oliver in prison.”

Eliza studied Gwendolyn for a moment. She still wasn’t quite sure what to believe. Gwendolyn was certainly the most logical choice, but there was something genuine about her denial that Eliza could not ignore. It had the clear ring of truth to it.

“Think about it, Eliza,” Gwendolyn added. “I saw you leave the table before dessert. I clearly knew you weren’t going to eat that pie. If I was really trying to kill you, wouldn’t I have at least tried to stop you from leaving? Or tried to ensure no one else ate your pie? Be honest with yourself, Eliza. If I was going to go through all of the trouble of trying to kill you, I think we both know you would be dead by now. I am nothing if not efficient.”

Despite the seriousness of the conversation, Eliza couldn’t help but chuckle at that. She could think of no more of a Gwendolyn denial than an insistence that, were she trying to kill her, she would have been better at it.

“Besides,” Gwendolyn continued. “You were the one who went to the kitchen. You had the motive, and unlike me, you also had the opportunity. You could have easily poisoned the pie while you were down there.”

“Perhaps,” Eliza said. “But I didn’t. I wasn’t anywhere near the pies. And there are at least half a dozen servants who can attest to that fact.”

“I hardly think the word of a servant is enough to clear your name.”

“You certainly thought it was enough to impugn it.”

Gwendolyn stared at her for a moment, clearly taken aback by the unassailable logic of that assertion. “Touché,” she said.

For a moment, neither woman said anything, too lost in thought to speak. Gwendolyn had a good point. She was gone before dessert, so the killer most likely knew she wasn’t going to receive the pie. The utter failure to try and intervene or change those circumstances was suspicious. Maybe she wasn’t really the target after all.

“Gwendolyn?” Eliza said, finally shattering the silence.

“Yes?”

“How do you like your pie?”

“With a dollop of whipped cream. Why?”

“Because I think you might be right,” Eliza said. “I think someone might be trying to kill you. And if that’s true, we’re going to need to set aside our differences and figure out who before they strike again.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

As Eliza left Gwendolyn, she found herself increasingly frustrated. She had even less to go on now than she had when she left Julie and the rest of the servants. If Gwendolyn wasn’t the killer, who was? And if she wasn’t the killer, did she make the most sense as the target? Or was the poisoned pie meant for someone else entirely?

Eliza knew it was important to get this right—to avoid rushing to judgement for fear that she might accidentally accuse the wrong person. She knew firsthand the sort of consequences that came with making that kind of mistake. 

As she walked, she thought about all of the pain she had caused by making that exact mistake following Lord Darlington’s murder. She thought about Molly, pregnant and in prison, brought up on charges for a crime she did not commit. She thought about Cedric and the profound guilt he felt at not coming clean to save her. She thought about her parents and the pain they had experienced when Cedric finally told them about the whole affair.

Yes, things were better now. Eliza had found the real murderer, and he had gone away for a very long time. She had gotten Molly out of prison and helped negotiate a deal with Lady Montague that prevented her banishment. And ultimately, it wasn’t entirely her fault. After all, Molly had been framed, and the evidence provided against her was convincing. Still, Eliza couldn’t help feeling a twinge of regret over the pain she had caused, and she was determined to do everything in her power to ensure that, this time, they got the right man the first time.

The problem was, she didn’t know where to start—and that’s when she thought of Molly again. As a former servant, Molly might have some insights. Plus, Eliza really wanted an excuse to check in on her. She worried that Molly might not have been following the doctor’s instructions to stay in bed. Plus, she was probably lonely. Cedric had never met a rule he wouldn’t follow, so Eliza couldn’t imagine he was defying the Inspector’s edict and sneaking out of the house to see Molly. Eliza, on the other hand, was a big fan of breaking the rules when it served a deeper purpose, so she decided slipping out to see Molly was a must.

Before she left, Eliza and Scout stopped into the kitchen to get some food to bring to Molly. Rene happily obliged, packing up at least half a dozen tea sandwiches, along with several scones, biscuits, a bit of cheese, fruit, and nuts, and placing them in a gorgeous wicker picnic basket. He also slipped Scout a bit of chicken before sending them on their way with well wishes for Molly.

Eliza snuck out the back door of Thistlewood House, hoping doing so would allow her to escape sight unseen. She took the long way to the guest house—hugging the tree line until she could dip into the forest in an effort to elude the inspector’s watchful glare. 

It took about twenty minutes longer than it would have otherwise, but eventually, Eliza made it to the guest house, Scout and the picnic basket in tow.

“Molly, it’s me!” Eliza called as she opened the front door. 

“In the bedroom,” Molly replied.

Good, Eliza thought. At least she’s resting.

Eliza closed the door behind her and headed to the bedroom. Scout ran ahead of her and was already curled up in Molly’s lap by the time Eliza opened the bedroom door.

“Pretty sure your dog likes me better,” Molly said with a wink.

“Pretty sure everyone likes you better,” Eliza said with a laugh.

Eliza sat down in the chair beside Molly’s bed and held up the picnic basket. “Brought you something. Are you hungry?”

“Positively famished.”

“Great. You start on this, and I’ll make us a spot of tea.” 

As Molly eagerly began unwrapping the goodies from Rene, Eliza put a kettle on.

“‘ow are things at the main house?” Molly asked.

“Utter chaos. I assume you’ve heard?”

“‘bout James? Yes. Terrible.”

“Did you know him well?”

“Not really. He was ‘ired on just before the Darlington dinner, and I left just after, so not a lot of overlap.”

“Ah.”

“Am I right in thinkin’ you’re sleuthin’ round this time too?”

“I’m not—I mean, yes, I am trying to determine who killed James. But only because he wasn’t the intended target, which means someone else was. And if the killer didn’t get it right the first time, who’s to say they won’t try again?”

“No one, I guess. So, who do you think it is?”

“I don’t know. I thought the target might be me, actually.”

“What?” Molly exclaimed, clearly concerned. “Why?”

“The poisoned pie had a dollop of lemon-scented whipped cream on top. There were only four pies that were made that way, so it stands to reason the intended target was one of the four people who asked for whipped cream on their pie.”

“‘nd you asked for whipped cream?”

“Exactly.”

“Who else asked for the whipped cream?” 

“Gwendolyn Thackeray is the only other person I’ve identified so far.”

“Is there anyone who would want ‘er dead?”

“Besides me, you mean?”

Molly stared at Eliza, confused.

“Let’s just say Gwendolyn and I do not get on like a house on fire.”

“Ah.”

“But I didn’t try to kill her.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Molly affirmed.

“The thing is one of the servants told Gwendolyn that the pie was meant for her. Or, at least, that’s what Gwendolyn claims. But I’m not sure if she’s lying or if the servant is lying or both or neither.”

“Maybe I could ‘elp.”

“I appreciate the offer, but you need your rest.”

“I could do it from right ‘ere! I’d never leave the bed for nothin’. Promise.”

“I don’t know, Molly. The last thing you need is more excitement in your condition.”

“Are you mental? More excitement is exactly what I need! I’m bored out of my gourd here. Doin’ nothin’ all day is damn near drivin’ me outta my mind.”

Eliza stared at her skeptically. She knew being confined to bed rest could have unintended consequences for a woman—Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper had taught her that. But she also wanted to make sure she wasn’t putting any undo strain on Molly. Eliza cared about Molly a great deal, and she was carrying her niece, so the stakes of getting this right were high.

“I used to be a servant, ‘member?” Molly added. “So, not for nothin’ I’ve got the inside track. Come on, Eliza. You said time was of the essence. Can you really afford not to let me ‘elp when there’s a killer on the loose?”

Molly was right. Her being a former servant did provide a strategic advantage, and Eliza could not afford to forgo any advantage available to her. And if she didn’t get up or anything, what could the harm really be?

“You promise not to leave this bed?”

“Cross my ‘eart and ‘ope to die.” Molly swore.

“And you’ll stop if there’s even so much as a whisper of a hint that it’s not good for you or the baby?”

“I will. You can count on it.”

“Okay. But just this once, okay? You need your rest.”

“I know. I won’t let you down Liza. I promise.”

“Speaking of rest, I should probably let you get some sleep. You look exhausted.”

“I’m not—”

Eliza shot Molly a look that said, “Don’t even try to pretend,” which was enough to stop Molly mid-sentence.

“Okay, but promise you’ll come back later? So, I can tell you e’erything I learned?

“Of course. Sleep well, love.”

Molly smiled and rolled over, and Eliza covered her up with a blanket before heading out the door.

Eliza and Scout walked slowly back to the estate. She knew she probably should have picked up the pace—the less time they were away, the less likely Constable Salisbury and Inspector Abernathy were to notice her absence—but there was just something about being out in the fresh, crisp autumn air that made it almost impossible for Eliza to rush.

It was nearly half an hour before she made it back to the gardens, and when she arrived, she was surprised to stumble upon Oliver Fairfax.

“Ollie!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing out and about?”

“It was getting too stuffy in there. Had to get some fresh air.”

“Aren’t you worried about Abernathy?”

“Perpetually,” Oliver replied. “But I’ve heard as long as he can see us from the French doors, we shouldn’t find ourselves in any trouble. What about you?”

“Oh, you know me,” Eliza said with a smile. “I’ve never been afraid of a little trouble.”

Oliver laughed, after which the two of them walked in comfortable silence for a moment, Scout trailing along at their feet.

“Let me guess, you’re conducting your own parallel investigation?” Oliver said.

“Something like that. But only because we don’t know who the real target is yet. It could be any one of us, and until we know who, everyone is in danger.”

“Oh, I don’t know about all that,” Oliver replied. “I certainly don’t feel as though I’m in danger.”

“Why not?”

“Who would want to kill me? Be serious, Eliza. My life is simply not that exciting.”

Eliza laughed.

“So, who do you think was the target?” Oliver asked.

“I don’t know yet. The poisoned pie had a dollop of whipped cream on top, so I’m thinking perhaps the killer meant to strike someone who preferred their pie that way.”

“That’s how you take your pie,” Oliver said, and Eliza felt herself flushing a bit at the knowledge that he remembered. “But I can’t imagine anyone would want to kill you.”

“It’s also how Gwendolyn takes her pie.”

“Is it? Surely, you can’t think she was the target either.”

“She certainly seems to think so.”

“That’s absurd,” Oliver replied. “Gwendolyn can be a bit abrasive, and perhaps a bit too old fashioned, but I can’t see anyone truly wanting her dead.”

“Perhaps,” Eliza said, trying not to smile at the discovery that Oliver found Gwendolyn abrasive.

“How many other pies had whipped cream on them?”

“Two.”

“And who were they for?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

“Then you’d better find out,” Oliver said. “Because if the target wasn’t you and it wasn’t Gwendolyn, then each of those two remaining people has a 50% chance of being trapped in Thistlewood House right now with someone who is actively trying to kill them.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Eliza left Ollie with a renewed sense of urgency. Suddenly, the freedom provided to her by the crisp autumn air no longer seemed so irresistible. She had to figure out who those other slices of pie were meant for, and she had to figure it out now. People’s lives were literally at stake.

Eliza climbed the marble stairs to Thistlewood’s entryway two at a time before bursting through the French doors and heading off in search of Parkins. Admittedly, Parkins had not initially seemed like the most logical person to question at this stage. Certainly, the most direct route would have been to simply speak with everyone who had attended dinner that night and ask them if they had requested a dollop of whipped cream be added to their pie. But Eliza couldn’t do that. 

Interviewing all of the guests would most certainly arouse Abernathy’s suspicion. It would also likely jeopardize the family’s business deal even further. She needed something more subtle and someone who was more likely to be able to keep a secret. Subtle and capable of avoiding gossip essentially ruled out every single guest and member of her family, which left the servants, and although he wasn’t often in the kitchen, Eliza was fairly sure it wouldn’t matter. Parkins had a way of always knowing exactly what was happening in every part of the house at all times that was positively uncanny. If anyone would know who those two pies were meant for, she suspected it would be him.

As she walked into the foyer and past the central staircase, Eliza was waylaid by the unexpected appearance of Melville.

“Sister!” he exclaimed as he spotted Eliza. “How lovely to see you!”

There was something odd about his demeanor—it was almost too over the top, even for Melville. Eliza couldn’t quite decide if it amused her or made her feel uneasy.

“Join me for a quick stroll, won’t you?” he said, looping his arm through Eliza’s and leading her back out the French doors before she’d had even so much as a chance to respond.

“Are you quite alright?” she asked as he began walking her down towards the garden.

“Right as rain, love!” he said a little too loudly. “Right as rain.”

“What has gotten into you?”

“Just go with it,” he whispered before loudly exclaiming, “Such a beautiful day for a walk, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” she said, instinctually matching his volume though she wasn’t quite sure why. “Why, it’s so lovely it hardly seems real. Like a George Seurat painting come to life.”

Melville laughed heartily at that, which Eliza found confusing, as she hadn’t meant it as a joke, and it wasn’t particularly funny. She studied him, trying to figure out what was happening, as he led her further out into the garden, looking over his shoulder every few feet—presumably to make sure that, if Abernathy or Salisbury came looking, they could easily spot him from the French doors. 

Finally, once he had determined they were far enough away, he dropped the act and Eliza’s arm. “Sorry about that.”

“About what?” Eliza asked. “What was that?”

“I needed to talk to you away from prying ears and eyes, and I didn’t want anyone getting suspicious.”

“Okay . . . well, I definitely don’t think they can hear us now, so—”

“Oh, right. Sorry. You’re running your own investigation, right? Into the murder?”

“Why does everyone keep assuming that?” Eliza asked.

“Am I wrong?” Melville countered.

“No.”

“Then I’d say it’s because we’re smart, and we know you.”

Eliza could not help but laugh at that.

“So,” Melville continued. “Tell me what you know so far?”

“Why?” Eliza said skeptically. “What are you up to?”

“I have a hunch, but I don’t want to say something if I’m wrong.”

“Okay . . . well, I know that the pie that killed James had a dollop of whipped cream on it, and I know only four people ordered their pies that way: me, Gwendolyn, and two others that I was in the process of trying to identify when you intercepted me for this charade.”

“Interesting.”

“Is that it? Interesting? After all this, is that all you’re going to say?”

“Gwendolyn doesn’t like you very much, does she?”

“She likes me about as much as mice like a barn cat.”

“That’s what I was worried about,” Melville said, and Eliza was caught genuinely off guard by the grave look on his face.

“What’s going on, Mel? I’ve never seen you so—”

“Serious?”

“Yes.”

“Well, this is serious business, Liza. I’m worried about you.”

“Gwendolyn Thackeray is not a threat to me, Mel. I’ve already spoken with her, and—”

“Are you sure about that?” he interrupted. “Because I just saw her paying off a servant, and—”

“What? Are you sure?”

“I’m a gambler, Eliza. I know what a secret payoff looks like. And this was definitely that. She met them behind the stairwell and pressed money into their hand, then they both went their own separate ways like nothing had happened.”

“Which servant?”

“I’m not sure. Their back was to me, and there was no way to follow them without making everyone suspicious. But she was definitely paying them off Eliza, I’m sure of that. And I can’t think of any reason for her to do that unless—”

“Unless it was hush money.”

“Exactly,” Melville said. “Either for covering up a murder or helping her commit one.”

“And if she was trying to kill someone, you think it was me.”

“Don’t you? I mean if the dollop of whipped cream fits . . .?”

Eliza wanted to argue with Melville, to convince him he was wrong, but she couldn’t. If Gwendolyn really was the murderer, which it was really starting to seem like she might be, Eliza was the only logical target. And if Gwendolyn was really that determined to see Eliza dead, there was no telling what she might do next.

 

***

 

Eliza had to do something, but exactly what, she wasn’t sure. She considered trying to search Gwendolyn’s room for clues, but given how awry that had gone last time, she was hesitant. If there was anything she’d learned from Molly’s false imprisonment, it was that it was entirely too easy to frame someone by simply slipping the murder weapon in their bedchamber. Even if Eliza did find evidence there, she wasn’t sure she could trust it.

The only other option was confronting Gwendolyn directly, and Eliza wasn’t terribly fond of that idea either. Gwendolyn could easily lie, and she was smart—certainly a worthy conversational adversary. She wasn’t going to simply confess if confronted with the evidence. Eliza’s best hope was giving Gwendolyn just enough rope to hang herself with, and while she knew that would require some serious conversational jousting skills, it seemed like the best option available to her. So, she set off in search of Gwendolyn.

What she found, however, was herself unexpectedly face to face with Inspector Abernathy, and it only took a quick glance at his face for Eliza to know she was in trouble.

“May I speak with you, Lady Montague?” he asked, in a tone that made it clear this was in no way actually a question.

“Certainly.”

“Excellent. Why don’t you join me in your father’s study?”

“I would be happy to,” Eliza said in a tone that made it clear she absolutely would not be.

Eliza followed Abernathy up the spiral staircase and down the hall to her father’s study. Despite the tenseness of the situation, the combination of old, leatherbound books and a big, roaring fire was just enough to keep Eliza’s shoulders from trying to attach themselves to her ears. She took a deep breath, poured herself a whiskey, and sat down in one of the leather armchairs.

“What can I do for you, Inspector?”

“I hear you’ve been asking questions.”

“Well, you know what they say about an idle mind being the devil’s playground.”

“I thought that was idle hands?”

“Perhaps,” Eliza said. “But I suspect it holds true either way.”

Inspector Abernathy clearly did not know what to say to that, and it took him a moment to regroup, which pleased Eliza. She liked keeping him off balance.

“I know that you’re conducting an investigation, Miss Montague. Let’s not insult either of our intelligences by pretending otherwise.”

Eliza said nothing. She knew she was caught—she had long suspected she would be—but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of acknowledging it.

“I’m not angry, and I’m not trying to shut you down. That’s why I haven’t brought in Salisbury. I simply want to know what you know.”

Eliza wasn’t sure how to respond to this. She didn’t want to lie to Abernathy. He was just doing his job, after all, and she appreciated the fact that he seemed to respect her enough to ask for her findings rather than trying to stop her. She also appreciated the fact that he’d kept this between them instead of bringing Salisbury into the mix. But she also didn’t want to risk pointing fingers if she was wrong. She couldn’t take the chance of having another innocent person carted off to jail on her say so.

Ultimately, she decided she couldn’t tell him about Gwendolyn. Not yet. Not until she at least had irrefutable proof. So, as much as the idea of doing so created a sizeable pit in her stomach, Eliza decided that lying was the only safe option.

“I’m sorry, Inspector, but I’ve found nothing of import yet. I promise, though, once I do, you will be the very first to know.”

“I suspect you are not being entirely truthful, Miss Montague.”

“You may suspect whatever you’d like, Inspector. As I have pointed out before, that does not make it true.”

Inspector Abernathy stared at her for a moment, clearly trying to decide how he wanted to play this. Finally, he landed on, “Alright Miss Montague. I’ll let you go for now. But please understand, I’ll be keeping an eye on you. And if there is even so much as a hint that you have obstructed this investigation, there will be serious consequences. Do you understand me?”

“Of course, Inspector,” Eliza said, but she was not concerned. Whatever he planned to do paled in comparison to the threat she was currently facing from Gwendolyn. If Melville was right and she really was the killer, every moment that passed without proof was a moment Eliza’s life was in very real danger.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

As soon as Eliza was able to escape Abernathy’s watchful glare, she set off in search of Gwendolyn. Talking to her seemed like Eliza’s best chance of getting to the bottom of things, and Eliza was eager to do that as quickly as possible. It took some doing, but she finally found Gwendolyn in the library, holding a large book in her hand that Eliza was reasonably sure she was not actually reading.

Gwendolyn did not initially notice Eliza and seemed to spot her when she was only a few feet away. When she did, she leapt to her feet and nearly out of her skin, dropping the book as she did so.

“You startled me!” Gwendolyn exclaimed as she began trying to straighten out her dress.

“I’m sorry. That wasn’t my intent.”

“It’s quite alright. I just—” Gwendolyn took a breath and steadied herself for a moment before continuing. “What can I do for you, Eliza?”

“I was hoping we could talk.”

“Alright,” Gwendolyn said, sitting back down and gesturing to a nearby armchair. 

Eliza considered following her lead and taking the nearby seat, but she worried about Inspector Abernathy. If he was on to her, Constable Salisbury likely was as well. She couldn’t trust that one or both of them wasn’t lurking around here somewhere, trying to figure out what she knew or hoping to catch her in a lie. 

“I was actually hoping we could take a stroll in the gardens. I’ve been told that’s alright so long as the Inspector can see us if he looks out the windows in the French doors.”

Eliza hoped that piece of information—the subtle hint that the Inspector could be watching—was enough to deter Gwendolyn from trying anything. Because Eliza must admit that if Gwendolyn truly was the killer, going outside with her alone, when they were the only two people around or in earshot, probably wasn’t her brightest idea.

“Alright,” Gwendolyn said, a bit of leeriness creeping into the edge of her voice, which Eliza found a bit strange. After all, if anyone had a right to be leery here, it was her. Eliza opted not to point that out, however, and instead simply nodded and then began walking back towards the main entrance. 

As they approached the French doors, it occurred to Eliza that having Scout accompany them might make her feel safer. At the very least, she knew she could count on him to alert her to the presence of danger or go get someone if things were to go truly awry with Gwendolyn and she were to wind up getting injured.

As she entered the foyer, Eliza decided to call Scout’s name in hopes that he was in earshot and would respond accordingly, but before she had even so much as uttered a syllable, she spotted him. He had already positioned himself by the French doors where he was waiting patiently, leash in his mouth, for Eliza’s arrival.

“Atta boy,” Eliza said with a smile as she bent down to put on his leash. “Couldn’t resist a chance for a walk now, could you?”

Scout wagged his tail and let out a quick woof in response before practically pulling Eliza out the door. Gwendolyn stared at the two of them, seemingly baffled by the dynamic. Based on the way she looked at Scout, Eliza suspected Gwendolyn had never even so much as petted a dog in her entire life. That, Eliza thought as she headed down the marble steps of the entryway and out into the gardens, would explain an awful lot about her personality. 

As they entered the topiary garden, Eliza realized that, while she was sure talking to Gwendolyn was the right idea, she hadn’t the slightest clue where to start. Words very rarely failed Eliza, but this was one of those strange occasions where she could not seem to find the right thing to say. She didn’t know quite where to begin, and judging by Gwendolyn’s silence, she didn’t know either.

And then, suddenly, they both began speaking at once:

“I’ve been—” they both said before stopping and laughing uncomfortably.

“You first,” Eliza said, hoping that the deference would keep Gwendolyn off balance. She would be far more likely to reveal something useful that way.

“No, you,” Gwendolyn said, and Eliza couldn’t help but wonder if she was trying to keep her off balance too.

“Really, I insist,” Eliza said with a tone that made it clear that the order of this conversation was not up for debate.

“I’ve been doing some digging,” Gwendolyn began, clearly taking the hint. “And it appears as though there’s one potential killer no one has accounted for yet.”

“Oh really?” Eliza asked, intrigued. This conversation was definitely not going in the direction she had anticipated. “And who’s that?”

“You brother.”

“Who, Melville?” Eliza laughed. “Don’t be absurd. What motive could he possibly have for murder? Someone took the last glass of sherry? Poured the 67 Whiskey instead of the 68?”

“Not Melville. Cedric.”

“Cedric wasn’t here. He was in the guest house with Molly.”

“For most of the night, that was true. But not all of the night. Apparently, he was in the kitchen for a while during dinner. My source tells me he left just before you arrived and dessert was served.”

Eliza was stunned. She had no idea that Cedric was in the house that night. In fact, she’d been operating under the assumption that he and Molly were the only two people everyone, including Abernathy and Salisbury, could unequivocally rule out. But if he was here, and he’d hidden that fact . . .

“He wasn’t—I mean, even if he was, which I doubt, Cedric had no motive. He got along well with everyone in that room, even you somehow.”

“Not everyone. Isn’t he at odds with your family?”

“I wouldn’t say ‘at odds.’”

“They’re banning the mother of his child from dinners and events, are they not?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“And he is angry about that, isn’t he?”

“I wouldn’t say angry . . .”

“Okay, upset then. Upset enough to boycott family dinners. Even big important ones like the harvest festival.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t—”

“That certainly sounds like motive to me,” Gwendolyn interrupted. “And his presence in the kitchen while the dessert was being prepared means he clearly had opportunity. Not to mention the fact that his decision not to tell anyone he was there certainly makes it seem like he had something to hide.”

Eliza wanted to argue with Gwendolyn—to tell her these allegations were patently absurd, but even she couldn’t deny the fact that everything Gwendolyn was saying made Cedric sound incredibly suspicious. 

So, instead, she lashed out. “You’re just trying to take the suspicion off yourself!” Eliza exclaimed.

“What?”

“You knew we were on to you, and you wanted to distract us—distract everyone—by placing the blame elsewhere.”

“What are you on about?” Gwendolyn said, more annoyed than frightened, which Eliza found infuriating.

“Melville saw you.”

“Saw me what?”

“He saw you paying off that servant. Now, I don’t know if that was hush money or payment for helping you try and poison me, but either way, it’s a clear indication of guilt.”

“For the last time, Eliza, I did not try to poison you!”

“Is that so? Then tell me, Gwendolyn, what was the money for? Because I’m certain you are not the sort of person who was just giving the servant a tip for great service.”

Gwendolyn began to blush at that, and Eliza knew it was because she had been caught.

“I wasn’t trying to poison you,” Gwendolyn repeated, quieter this time. “It wasn’t hush money. No one helped me try and commit murder because I have no interest in killing anyone. I just—”

“You just what?”

“I needed to get something to Oliver, and I couldn’t take it myself.”

“Why?”

“Because my mother does not approve of my feelings for Oliver.”

“Oh?” Eliza asked, surprised. Once again, Gwendolyn had taken this conversation in a direction she was not expecting.

“She does not think he’s the right match—no doubt at least in part because he’s so often been seen galivanting about with you. But I thought if I could just get him to ask her for my hand—if it was a real offer on the table—maybe she would change her mind.”

“And what was the servant’s role in all of this?”

“I asked her to deliver a love letter for me. I thought maybe if Oliver knew just how deep my feelings were for him, it would prompt him to finally make the move, but . . .”

Gwendolyn went quiet now, and Eliza almost felt bad for her. She looked genuinely crestfallen.

“But he didn’t,” Eliza said, finishing out Gwendolyn’s thought.

“No,” Gwendolyn said, suddenly indignant. “But there’s been a lot going on. The middle of a murder investigation is hardly the time for—and Oliver is nothing if not a man of propriety. He wouldn’t—”

“I understand,” Eliza said. “And if I spoke with the servant, they would confirm this?”

“Probably not,” Gwendolyn replied, “because I paid for her discretion.”

“But Oliver would.”

“Yes, I suspect he would,” Gwendolyn said, the blush creeping into her cheeks again. “I would be mortified if you asked him, but yes.”

Eliza wanted to believe that Gwendolyn was lying. This was all much neater and tidier if Gwendolyn was the killer, and she was the target, and she could just take all of this to Inspector Abernathy. But there was something in Gwendolyn’s confession here that felt honest. The truth was that, as much as she didn’t want to, Eliza believed her.

And if Gwendolyn was telling the truth—if she wasn’t the killer—then Eliza had absolutely no idea who was. Worse, if Gwendolyn was lying, and Eliza made the mistake of believing her, then she was likely overlooking her own attempted murderer. And who was to say that Gwendolyn wouldn’t try again?

Whatever the case, Eliza had to get to the bottom of this immediately. Her life could very well depend on it.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Eliza’s first instinct was to hunt down Parkins and see if he could tell her who else had requested a dollop of whipped cream with their pies, but it only took one look at the grandfather clock in the formal living room for her to know that was a bad idea.

Even in the midst of a murder investigation, Parkins ran a tight ship. No dillydallying, lateness, or lollygagging of any kind would be allowed, which meant everyone was most certainly on schedule. And everyone being on schedule meant that right now was the busiest time in the servants’ day. There would be extensive cleaning to do, tables to set, meals to prepare, and clothes to wash, and Parkins would be overseeing all of it. Certainly, he would stop if Eliza asked him to, but Eliza also knew that the whole time they spoke his mind would be on the linens and the laundry and whether or not the silver had been properly polished. 

If Eliza was going to get anything of value out of Parkins, she needed him to be fully focused on the task at hand, which meant she needed to wait until things slowed down. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t be for at least another hour, maybe more, and Eliza did not want to simply waste that time. She needed another plan—another avenue of investigation she could run down. And that’s when she remembered Molly.

I wonder if she’s found anything of use, Eliza thought as she walked through the French doors, the frosty fall air hitting her with unexpected force. 

Eliza pulled the peacoat tighter around her as she walked through the garden and then, once she was certain no prying eyes were watching her through the windows, slipped deep into the forest, using the trees as cover as she made her way to Molly’s. 

When she opened the door to the guest house, Molly didn’t even wait to hear who it was before calling out, “Back ‘ere!”

Eliza made her way to the bedroom, pleased to see that Molly was still resting, and sat on the edge of the bed.

“I was ‘oping it was you,” Molly began. “I found out some things I think ‘ll be useful.”

“Brilliant!” Eliza said. “Tell me everything.”

“Well, I called Willis first. ‘e’s always been a bit keen on me, so I thought ‘e might be more likely to spill the beans.”

“Smart.”

“‘e didn’t know anything, but ‘e said ‘e’d ask ‘round. ‘e called back about twenty minutes ago. Turns out there was a mix-up with the pies.”

Eliza leaned forward instinctively, eager for Molly to keep going. This sounded like the beginnings of a potentially valuable lead. 

“Apparently, the pie plates got mixed up, and the pie James ate was actually s’pposed to go to one of the Edwardses. Willis couldn’t say which one, but ‘e was sure it was one of ‘em.”

Eliza was stunned. The Edwardses hadn’t factored into the equation at all yet. There was no scenario Eliza had imagined where they were even tangentially relevant. 

“How reliable is his source?” Eliza asked. She was still finding this all a bit hard to fathom.

“‘e said their word was good as gold, so I’d trust ‘em on it.”

“The Edwardses, huh?” Eliza said, still turning this over in her mind. “Did he have any idea if this mix up was intentional?”

“‘e didn’t seem to think so. Said the servant who mixed up the plates felt awful ‘bout it. Cried for an ‘our after.”

“And did he have any idea what the motive might be?”

“No,” Molly said, looking a bit downcast suddenly. “Sorry.”

“Oh, it’s alright,” Eliza said, trying to make sure her voice sounded confident and chipper. The last thing she wanted was for Molly to feel bad. “You’ve been a huge help. Truly. This is the kind of information that could break the case wide open!”

“Really?”

“Really,” Eliza reassured her, though she wasn’t entirely sure that was true. It was, however, more than the nothing to go on she had before, and for that she was grateful.

“It was fun to get to be a part of it,” Molly said, beaming. “Felt like we were some sort of crime fightin’ duo.”

Eliza smiled. “No one I’d rather solve a murder with.”

“Can I do anything else to ‘elp?”

“Not right now. But I promise I’ll tell you if I think of something.”

“Okay.”

“Do you need anything before I go run down this lead?”

“No, I’m alright. No need for you to ‘ang ‘round ‘ere. You’ve got a murderer to catch!”

Molly was right. She did have a murderer to catch. The only problem was that if one of the Edwardses was truly the intended victim, the only people who would have any motive to kill them were Cedric and Melville—and Eliza herself. And if Abernathy or Salisbury found that out before Eliza had a chance to identify the real killer, that could cause them all a whole world of problems.

 

***

 

As Eliza made her way back to Thistlewood House, she began trying to analyze the new information from Molly from all angles. She pictured the Edwardses as subjects in a painting—servants and slices of pie swirling around them. She pictured all of the other guests at the table and tried to analyze their relationships. She studied them, trying to decipher which Edwards was the intended victim and who at the table was likely to have been the perpetrator. The problem was that no matter how hard she tried to see something else, the only people who ever came into focus when she imagined the people who had motive were the members of her own family. 

If Eliza was ever going to be able to paint a different picture in her mind’s eye, she was going to have to find an alternate explanation for the crime. Normally, she would have interviewed the servants with regards to motive as they always had the best gossip. The problem was that the Edwardses had never been here before, so there simply hadn’t been time for them to make enemies here—or for the servants to talk enough for their secrets to be revealed. 

The more Eliza thought about it, the more she realized there was only one possible solution. If she was going to find out who might have motive to kill one of the Edwardses, she was going to have to ask them directly.

Eliza entered Thistlewood House and immediately began trying to think through where the Edwardses might be at this hour. Thankfully, she didn’t have to think for long as she bumped into Parkins as soon as she set foot in the west wing.

“Oh, Parkins!” she exclaimed. “Just the man I was looking for!”

“At your service, Miss. What can I do for you?”

“I’m looking for the Edwardses. You wouldn’t happen to have any idea where they might be, would you?”

Parkins smiled just slightly. It was almost imperceptible, but Eliza had become accustomed to searching for even the tiniest upturn in the corners of his mouth. She always knew that meant he had something useful to share.

“Oh, you do, don’t you! Well done, Old Chap! I always knew I could count on you.”

Eliza couldn’t help but grin. Parkins uncanny ability to know everything that was going on at the estate at all times was about to come in very handy—she was sure of it. 

“Just give me a hint,” she prodded. She was well aware of Parkins’s discomfort with revealing information about the guests or the family, but she also knew that she could usually work around that by finding ways for him to tell her without actually telling her. In many ways, that was a distinction without a difference, but Parkins was so fond of Eliza that he had a tendency to overlook it.

“Have you visited your father’s study lately?” Parkins asked. “I think he may have gotten a new book in you’d like. Lots of fascinating information there.”

“Thank you, Parkins!” Eliza exclaimed, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek before walking away. She didn’t even have to turn around and look to know that he was no doubt several shades of red or that the action made him smile despite his robust objection at the breech of decorum.

Eliza quickly made her way to her father’s study. The door was closed, but she could hear Inspector Abernathy inside. He must have been meeting with the Edwardses.

What luck, Eliza thought as this seemed like the perfect opportunity to get information from and about the Edwardses without actually having to talk to them.

Eliza checked both sides of the hallway and, seeing no one, quickly pressed her ear against the door. 

The door was made of extremely thick oak, which made hearing things on the other side of it difficult, but Eliza soon found that if she focused intently, she could make out the gist of it.

Inspector Abernathy had apparently made the same discovery Eliza had—that the pie was initially intended for one of them, and his instinct had been the same as Eliza’s as well. He was talking to the Edwardses now, trying to identify a motive, and unfortunately, the one they offered was precisely the one Eliza was afraid of.

“It must have been one of those Montague children,” she heard Mr. Edwards exclaim angrily. 

“And what makes you say that?” Inspector Abernathy asked.

“Let’s just say that the terms of the deal we negotiated were far more favorable for us than them,” Mr. Edwards said.

“Just how much more favorable?” Inspector Abernathy asked.

“It’s an absolutely rotten deal for them,” one of the sons said, though Eliza couldn’t quite decipher which. Based on the tone, she was guessing it was Tom. “Anyone with a brain would have seen that. Thankfully, those Montague boys are as dim as they were desperate.”

I knew it! Eliza thought. Under different circumstances, she would have been elated by the vindication, but now, she couldn’t stop thinking about Cedric.

Cedric had so much riding on this deal. He was so confident in it that he’d risked Thistlewood House. If he’d realized that he’d been played a fool, he would have been furious—not to mention desperate to get out of the deal. Killing Mr. Edwards before the contract was officially signed would have accomplished that, and it also would have given Cedric a chance for revenge.

Don’t be ridiculous, Eliza told herself. It’s Cedric. Cedric would never . . .

But Cedric had done a lot of things lately she never thought he would do. The affair with Molly. His failure to stand up for her when she was taken to jail. The way he’d treated Eliza’s objections to the deal.

Maybe I don’t really know him after all.

Plus, there was the matter of opportunity. Cedric had been in the kitchen just before the pies were served, and he’d kept that a secret. Why not be forthcoming about it if he had nothing to hide?

As much as Eliza hated to admit it, Cedric made an excellent suspect, and she knew Inspector Abernathy would come to that conclusion too. She had to find her brother—to talk to him and get to the bottom of this. She could only hope she could find him now before it was too late.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Eliza rushed through the house, desperate to find her brother. There were far too many rooms for her to simply check them all one by one in search of him. With more than 100 rooms at Thistlewood, doing that could take all day—and that was assuming he stayed in the same place. If he moved from space to space, she might never find him. 

No, she needed to be smart about this. Strategic. She needed to try and put herself in Cedric’s shoes—to use her knowledge of him to determine where he would go given the circumstances. 

Certainly, Cedric would be anxious. Even if he wasn’t the killer, there was a great deal on his shoulders right now. Molly’s health. The baby. The fact that he was keeping a secret regarding his whereabouts the night of the murder. The business deal. Their father’s heart attack. That would be enough to drive almost anyone to the brink.

Cedric had always been the stoic one in the family, so it was rare to see him off kilter. This would have been infinitely easier if it were anyone else in the family. She would have known exactly where to find any of them in these circumstances. Her father would have retreated to his study. Melville would have gone straight to the wine cellar, Mercy to the library, and Mother to the garden. Great Aunt Martha would have simply gone wherever the greatest concentration of people was in an effort to spread her misery. But Cedric? Eliza wasn’t sure.

Eliza thought back across their childhood and tried to identify the places she’d found him when he had seemingly disappeared or had been having what Eliza deemed a bad day—though he would never have called it that. Doing so would have required a level of self-awareness Cedric did not possess or, at the very least, would never admit to. Ultimately, she landed on three possible locations: the drawing room, the music room, and the smoking room.

As a child, when Eliza had gone in search of Cedric, she had often finally found him in the drawing room, sitting on the sofa with a book or having tea and reading the newspaper at the table in the center, so she decided to start her search there.  

She crossed through the Great Hall, past the foyer, and into the drawing room. The drawing room was one of Eliza’s favorites—decorated, as it was, with ornate mint wallpaper, a stunning chandelier, and a row of exquisite oil paintings. It was the perfect balance of formal and cozy, and entering it always reminded Eliza of happy times spent with games or books or pleasant conversation. Unfortunately, there was no sign whatsoever of Cedric there, so she crossed to the opposite end of the room and opened the gilded, gold doors to the music room. 

Although piano lessons and the like were typically reserved for the women in the family, Cedric had always had a keen ear for music, and over the years, Eliza had often found him sitting at the piano playing something he’d learned by ear when he thought no one was watching. Though they’d never discussed it, she thought he might find solace in music. She suspected it was for him what painting was for her, so she had high hopes she might find him there now. After all, if the roles were reversed, there was nothing Eliza would want more than time with her canvas and paints. 

Unfortunately, when Eliza opened the doors to the music room, all she saw were empty chairs, some instruments, and walls lined with rich, intricate embroideries—no sign, whatsoever, of Cedric. That put a great deal of pressure on the smoking room. If he wasn’t there, Eliza had absolutely no idea where he might be. 

Thankfully, Cedric was there—sat atop a velvet couch next to a display of the family’s gun collection, smoking his pipe. Eliza had never cared for the smoking room, with its excessive emphasis on outward displays of masculinity and its “men only” feel but finding Cedric here precisely when she needed him gave her a sense of gratitude for the room that she had never experienced before.

“Eliza!” he exclaimed when he looked up from his book to find her standing in the doorway. “What are you doing here?”

“I was hoping we could talk.”

“Okay . . .” Cedric said, clearly apprehensive. 

Eliza knew what she had to ask him, but she was finding it hard to articulate the question—likely because she wasn’t sure she was prepared to hear the answer.

Hell’s bells, Eliza, she thought. Out with it already. Time is of the essence, and waiting won’t make the truth any less painful.

“Did you try to kill one of the Edwardses?” she blurted out finally. 

The moment the words left her mouth, she regretted them. Sure, she wanted answers, and she wanted them quickly, but she certainly hadn’t meant to be so blunt about it. 

“What?” Cedric asked, eyes wide as saucers.

“The poisoned pie was meant for one of them. There were very few people who had motive to kill them—”

“Me included!” Cedric interjected. “Why would I want to kill them?”

“To get us out of this deal.”

“Oh, Eliza not this again.”

“I’m not trying to rehash—”

“Yes, you are! Listen, I know you weren’t happy with the terms of the deal, but I was. It’s an excellent deal—”

“Even the Edwardses said it was rotten. I just overheard them telling Abernathy as much.”

Cedric was silent then. Eliza wasn’t sure if that was because he was processing the news about the deal or what that meant for the murder investigation or both.

“I didn’t . . .” he said finally, seemingly unable to finish the sentence.

“Gwendolyn says you were in the kitchen while they were making dessert, which means you had motive and opportunity and you lied about your whereabouts. This doesn’t look good, Cedric.”

“No,” he said in a tone so dejected it broke Eliza’s heart. “No, it doesn’t.”

“So, did you?”

“No! I didn’t—I would never! I—”

“If you did, you can tell me.”

“I didn’t! Eliza, you have to believe me! I would never. I . . . I was just getting food for Molly and me. She was hungry and I—well, you know how little I know my way around the kitchen.”

That was profoundly true. Eliza wasn’t sure Cedric had ever even seen the inside of the larder.

“She needed food and going to Rene was the only way I could think to get it for her.”

“That makes sense,” Eliza said, slightly comforted by the fact that he had at least had a good explanation for his presence in the kitchen. “But then why didn’t you tell the truth about that from the beginning?”

“Because I knew how it would look. And, to be honest, because I didn’t want a lecture from Mother about coming over here to get food while also refusing to go to the dinner party.”

That was a motive Eliza could certainly understand.

“I should have just come clean from the beginning,” Cedric continued. “I just didn’t think—I mean, I didn’t have any motive. Or, at least, I didn’t know I had any motive, and . . . Oh, Eliza. I can’t do this. I can’t go to jail. Not with a baby on the way and the family still treating Molly like an exile. Please. You have to help me.”

Eliza nodded. She was inclined to believe her brother. Everything he said had the ring of truth to it. The problem was that if he wasn’t the murderer, she was at yet another dead end, and with Abernathy zeroing in on her family, that could have catastrophic consequences.

 

***

 

Eliza was stuck. No matter what she did, she couldn’t figure out how to solve this, which made her think of her father. He must be feeling the same way—hopeless and stuck. Eliza couldn’t even imagine how hard that would be for him. He was always such a proud man, so powerful and commanding, and to find himself in this position now, it must have been positively heartbreaking.

Suddenly, Eliza wanted nothing more than to see him. She knew she should be working on the case, but she was at a dead end there anyway. There was nothing she could do to solve the murder right now. But maybe she could at least help her father feel better—and if not better, then at least less alone. 

Eliza made her way up the spiral staircase as quickly as she could and knocked on the door to her father’s bedchamber, eager to hear his booming voice, but as he said, “come in,” he sounded even weaker than before. 

Eliza opened the door and was stunned by how ashen he looked. She expected him to be getting better, not worse, and the realization that he wasn’t made her ache. 

Wordlessly, she walked over to his bedside and took his hand in hers. They sat quietly for a moment until her father broke the silence. “I hear things are not going well,” he said.

“You know how it is, Father,” she said, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt. “Things often look like they are falling apart just before they start falling into place. It’s all going to be resolved soon, I know it.”

Her father did not look at all convinced.

“I’m so sorry, Eliza,” he said, unable to even meet her gaze.

“For what?”

“If I hadn’t asked you to come back, you would still be in London. You’d be working at the museum and painting and having adventures instead of navigating terrible business deals and murder investigations at my behest. I’ve failed you, Eliza.”

“Oh, Father, that’s not true! You haven’t—”

“I can’t be the head of the household laid up in bed like this. I am utterly powerless.”

“You’re not—”

“I am, Eliza. And I’m so sorry I got you mixed up in all of it. This was so unfair to you. It—”

“Father, I came back because I wanted to, and I have not regretted it—not even for a moment. There is nowhere else I would rather be. And I’m going to get all of this mess with the inspector and the constable sorted, and you will be right as rain in no time. You’ll be back running the house and renegotiating business deals before you know it. I promise.”

“I hope so, Eliza. But you need to prepare yourself for the possibility that that may not be the case. I’m not sure how much more strain my heart can take.”

“Well then don’t take on any more strain! Please Father. I have this all in hand. Just trust me. It will all work out just fine in the end. Dandy, even.”

Her father smiled weakly. “Perhaps.”

Eliza wasn’t sure how to respond to that. She wanted so desperately to calm him, but she wasn’t sure anything she was saying was actually making things better. She wished she could offer him some sort of concrete proof that things were going to improve, but the truth was that things were even worse now than they had been the last time she came to see him. So, instead, she simply said, “I should let you rest.”

“Yes,” her father said sadly. “I think that would be a good idea.”

As he closed his eyes, Eliza made her way to the door, desperately hoping he did not see the pain on her face. 

I will figure this out, she vowed. She had to. The potential consequences of doing anything else were simply too great to bear. The problem was that she had nothing but dead ends and absolutely no idea how to change that.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Eliza was not sure she had ever felt so low. Truth be told, all she wanted to do was run upstairs, climb under the sheets, and go to bed. Or maybe sneak away with her sketchbook and visit a park or a museum and get lost in the lines and the shading and the colors. Or, if she was being totally honest, flee to her flat in London and vow never to return until this murder business had been sorted, and Gwendolyn was gone, and people finally started recognizing her worth. 

But the reality was that none of that was possible—or, at the very least, none of that was reasonable. Eliza needed to focus on the task at hand. There was a murder to solve and a business to save. She could not afford to simply wallow in escapism or self-pity.

So, instead of hiding in bed, sneaking away to paint, or rushing off to London, Eliza went and got Scout and took a walk in the estate. The blooms had long since fallen off the roses in the rose garden, but the hydrangeas were bursting forth with blossoms, and the trees were ablaze with fall colors that each water feature reflected in truly spectacular fashion. It was hard to feel anything other than peaceful when surrounded by so much natural beauty. 

Still, Eliza’s soul was far from at peace. She kept turning things over and over in her mind. If Cedric wasn’t the killer, who was? Was the servant really right about the Edwardses being the intended targets? If not, perhaps she had let go of the theory that Gwendolyn was the killer too soon. After all, she had a clearer motive than anyone else, and it was possible that the story she’d told Eliza to help explain the payoff was just that—a story. After all, Eliza hadn’t fully investigated it. She’d been pulled away too quickly and in too many different directions.

And then there was the business deal. How was she supposed to convince them to renegotiate and arrive at an agreement that worked for everyone when it was becoming clear that neither party trusted each other? And if she couldn’t renegotiate the deal, what would become of the family’s business? Of Thistlewood House?

Then, in the middle of all of it was her father’s face, pale and drawn, swirling about amidst the chaos. She couldn’t stop thinking about him. About how frail and fragile he’d seemed. How heartbroken he’d looked as he apologized for getting her mixed up in all of this.

There was also something about his wording there that niggled at Eliza, though she couldn’t say precisely what. It was like there was a clue she was missing—some sort of component that she had failed to think through. And then, suddenly, it hit her: “mixed up.” Molly had said there was a mix up in the kitchen. James must have snuck the piece of pie he thought was meant for Eliza because he knew she had left early and was therefore not going to eat it—but the mix up in the kitchen meant it was never meant for her in the first place. Molly had said it was meant for the Edwardses, but that didn’t make sense. Her mother’s seating arrangements had placed them all the way down at the opposite end of the table. Mixing up one piece of pie with the piece next to it was one thing, but doing it with a piece of pie that far down the line? That seemed utterly impossible to Eliza.

And if the Edwardses weren’t the target, if this really was just a simple place setting mix up, then the intended victim must have been someone sitting close to her. Based on the way the servants picked up and plated the meals, across from her was far and away the most likely option—and if that was the case, the intended target wasn’t Eliza or Gwendolyn or the Edwardses. It was Oliver.

 

***

 

“Faster, Scout,” Eliza said as she began running back to Thistlewood House, quietly cursing the dress and shoes she was wearing and all the ways in which they made swift movement more difficult.

This would have been so much easier in my running clothes, she thought as she bounded up the marble steps and burst through the French doors. 

“Is everything alright, Lady Eliza?” Parkins asked as she rushed through the foyer and towards the spiral staircase.

“No time to talk, Parkins,” she said as she climbed. “Murderer to stop.”

Parkins stared at her, no doubt confused as to what was happening, but Eliza did not take the time to explain. Every second she was delayed in speaking to the inspector was a second the murderer was left roaming free, a second where Oliver remained in danger. She couldn’t afford to waste any time. Not when his life could be on the line.

So in a hurry was she that she nearly crashed into Great Aunt Martha when rounding the corner to the hallway where her father’s study was located. Great Aunt Martha froze for a moment, as though she was being charged by a bear and unsure what to do, before quickly gathering herself and glaring at Eliza, arms akimbo. 

“Eliza Montague! How many times have I told you not to run in the house?!”

“Too many to count, Great Aunt Martha.”

“And yet, you continue to do it. Tell me, child, are you deaf or just dim?”

“Neither, Great Aunt Martha. Just in a hurry!” Eliza replied as she continued racing down the hall, heart pounding. 

“That is no excuse!” Great Aunt Martha called after her before turning around and mumbling “why do I even bother” to herself on the way to the staircase. 

Eliza’s heart pounded as she raced down the hall to her father’s study, where Inspector Abernathy was set up. She hoped she was right about him being in there. If she wasn’t, she would have to hunt all over the house for him, and she couldn’t afford to waste that kind of time. 

As she approached the door, she raised her hand to knock but thought better of it. If he was in there with someone, knocking would have given him the opportunity to tell her it wasn’t a good time and to come back later, and she simply could not risk being sent away. She needed to speak with him now, regardless of the level of convenience.

So, instead, she flung open the door to the study and was surprised to find Gwendolyn and her mother sitting across from Inspector Abernathy, who had positioned himself behind her father’s massive desk.

Just as well, she thought. Nothing wrong with telling him while they’re here. In fact, it might be even better this way. Certainly more efficient.

“Miss Montague, what are you—” Inspector Abernathy began, but Eliza did not let him finish.

“I need to speak with you, Inspector. It’s urgent.”

“I understand, but I am in the middle of something right now,” he said in a tone that reminded Eliza of the way one would speak to a small child who kept interrupting your dinner conversation—a fact that she did not appreciate. 

“If you’d like, I will happily have Salisbury or Parkins send for you when I’m done,” he continued.

“I’m afraid that won’t work.”

“What won’t?”

“Waiting. I’m sorry, but this is too important.”

“What’s too important?” Gwendolyn asked. “What are you on about?”

“Oliver is in danger, and—”

“What? What’s wrong with Ollie? Is he alright?” Gwendolyn asked, panic rising in her voice.

“No,” Eliza said, momentarily caught off guard by the question. “He’s in danger. I just—”

“I know, but—”

“Ladies!” Inspector Abernathy interrupted. “Someone want to fill me in using full sentences please?”

Eliza took a deep breath, apologized, and continued, “The Edwardses were not the true target. Neither was I nor Gwendolyn. There was a mix up in the kitchen, and the piece of pie that James thought was meant for me—the one with the poison—was actually meant for Oliver Fairfax.”

“And how exactly do you know this?” Gwendolyn’s mother asked.

“Because there were only four slices of pie with whipped cream on it. James ate the one that he thought was meant for me because he knew I’d left the table and wouldn’t be eating it, but the servants confessed to a mix up in the kitchen. They accidentally switched two of the slices, mine and someone else’s. And based on the place settings, the only person whose pie makes sense to have been accidentally swapped is Oliver’s.”

“But that doesn’t make sense,” Gwendolyn said. “Why would anyone want to harm Oliver?”

“I don’t know,” Eliza said. “You’ll have to ask your mother. After all, she’s the one who killed him.” 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

“What an utterly absurd accusation!” Lady Thackeray exclaimed, her face quickly turning a shade of plum that almost perfectly matched her gown. Eliza wasn’t sure if the response was triggered by embarrassment or guilt, but either way, it was impressive. She’d never seen anyone’s skin go quite that color before.

“That is quite a claim,” Inspector Abernathy said. “I do hope you have evidence to back it up. After all, you’ve seen what can happen when you rush to judgement.”

Eliza paused for a moment. She had been absolutely certain Lady Thackeray was the killer when she burst in here. And she had also been absolutely determined to make sure she didn’t make the same mistake with this investigation that she did with the last one. She had vowed not to rush to judgement, not to put someone else in the same position she’d put Molly in, but had she? 

Inspector Abernathy’s words gave her pause. Was it possible that she was so concerned about Oliver that it had overshadowed everything else—that her fear for him had clouded her judgement? At first blush, she didn’t think so, but . . .

No, Eliza told herself firmly. Your logic on this is unassailable. You have an airtight case. Trust yourself.

“I am well aware of the consequences, Inspector Abernathy, which is why I did not simply run to you with my first hunch. Instead, I methodically followed every clue, every lead, until it led me to one clear, confident conclusion. Lady Thackeray is the killer. I am sure of it.”

“I’m not going to sit here and have my character assassinated by this . . . this . . .”

“Sit down, Lady Thackeray,” Inspector Abernathy interrupted. “We need to at least hear what Miss Montague has to say. You’ll have plenty of opportunities to defend yourself afterwards.”

If looks could kill, Lady Thackeray’s glare would have been enough to send the inspector out in a body bag, but finding no verbal objection, Eliza continued.

“The first thing of import to know is that Gwendolyn Thackeray is hopelessly in love with Oliver Fairfax.”

“Is this true?” Inspector Abernathy asked Gwendolyn.

“I wouldn’t say hopelessly—”

“I would,” Eliza insisted. “Desperate enough to write him love letters and then pay servants to deliver them in secret.”

“Gwendolyn!” Lady Thackeray exclaimed, clearly horrified by this revelation.

“Desperate enough to confront me and tell me to stay out of her way,” Eliza continued.

“I raised her better than this,” Lady Thackeray said to the inspector. “I raised her to behave like a lady, not to confront a member of our host family over a boy like some commoner. That Oliver just brings something out in her.”

“As you can see,” Eliza said, “Lady Thackeray does not approve of the match.”

“I do not. My daughter deserves better than some hooligan.”

“He is not a—” Gwendolyn began, but Eliza jumped back in before she could finish.

“Gwendolyn, for all of her faults, is persistent. She is not one to take no for an answer. Lady Thackeray knew that as long as Oliver was in the picture, Gwendolyn would never stop pursuing the idea of marrying him. But Lady Thackeray couldn’t let that happen.”

“There are far easier ways to stop that match than murder. Dozens of them, in fact.”

“Oh really?” Eliza said. “Okay. Name two.”

Lady Thackeray just stared at Eliza then, occasionally opening and closing her mouth as though to say something and realizing she did not have the words. Finally, she landed on a simple denial. “I did not try to kill Oliver Fairfax.”

“I’m sorry, Lady Thackeray, but I simply do not believe you. And I strongly suspect no one else will either.”

“When would I even have done such a thing?”

“That was the sticking point for me, too, initially. You clearly had the motive, but where was your opportunity? And then, I remembered. Earlier in the dinner, you excused yourself. You claimed it was to go to the powder room, but it wasn’t. You went down to the kitchen, and you poisoned that piece of pie.”

“You never mentioned having left the dinner,” Inspector Abernathy said. It was clear he was growing increasingly suspicious, and Eliza was pleased to see that he appeared to agree with her analysis.

“I forgot!” Lady Thackeray exclaimed, her voice suddenly pitched much higher than Eliza had ever heard it. “It was a very long dinner. I . . . I didn’t—”

“This will go much easier if you confess,” Inspector Abernathy said. “I can ask the court for leniency.”

“This is absurd! I didn’t—I—” Lady Thackeray stopped for a moment and took a deep breath. “Lady Eliza is right. I do not care for Oliver Fairfax. I do not think he is good enough for my daughter, and I do not want them together. Lady Eliza is also right about Gwendolyn’s stubbornness. Once she sets her mind to something, it is nearly impossible to stop her. There were, indeed, moments where this felt like an intractable problem. But I can assure you, I never once considered solving it with murder, and any suggestion to the contrary is pure, unadulterated slander.”

Everyone stared at Inspector Abernathy then, trying to determine whose argument he believed most.

“I find myself in a difficult position,” Inspector Abernathy said finally. “Miss Montague’s theory of the crime is sound and well supported, but the evidence she proffers is strictly circumstantial. Without a confession, a conviction will be challenging. I need some time to get to the bottom of this. Miss Thackeray, Miss Montague, please leave us for now and send up Constable Salisbury. We have some investigating to do.”

 

***

 

Gwendolyn set off in search of Oliver the moment they left the study, leaving Eliza alone with her thoughts. For a moment, she wasn’t sure what to do with herself. Solving the murder was such a major hurdle, and now that it was cleared, she was struggling to determine what came next.

A celebratory pastry, Eliza thought with a smile. Certainly solving a murder has, at the very least, earned me an unpoisoned slice of pie.

As Eliza made her way to the kitchen, she wondered what Inspector Abernathy and Constable Salisbury were saying right now. She wasn’t sure exactly how they would get Lady Thackeray to confess, but she was sure they would manage it somehow. She was certain that she’d correctly identified the murderer, so it was only a matter of time, really. 

She still needed to figure out a plan for the business deal, but at least the fact that she’d solved the murder meant the deal was back on. Now, she just needed to find some way to get them to agree to renegotiate it. Or, if that wasn’t going to be possible, to make it profitable enough for them not to lose Thistlewood House. That was certainly no small task, but it was a problem that could wait for tomorrow. Today, she had solved a murder, and that was enough.

More importantly, she had saved Oliver. She didn’t even want to think about what would have happened if she hadn’t figured out that it was Lady Thackeray in time. She very well might have tried to kill him again—and Eliza wasn’t sure she would ever have forgiven herself if she had allowed harm to come to him.

The truth was that, as much as she hated to admit it, she had grown quite fond of Oliver Fairfax. Whether she wanted a relationship with him—well, that was decidedly less clear, but the one thing Eliza knew for sure was that her life was better with Ollie in it. 

The way she felt about his relationship with Gwendolyn was confusing. Eliza was jealous, and Eliza was not the jealous type. She tried to convince herself that this was just a function of her not wanting things to change and her knowledge that, if Ollie wound up with Gwendolyn, they most certainly would, but there was a nagging little part of her that suggested otherwise—that insisted Eliza was jealous because she wanted him for herself.

Eliza wasn’t sure that was true, and even if it was, she wasn’t sure it would be worth risking the friendship to pursue it. After all, Ollie was her oldest friend. He knew her better than almost anyone. She knew him better than almost anyone too. She knew the way he took his tea—splash of milk, one sugar. The way his eyes lit up when someone played Jack Hylton and glazed over at the first notes of Handel. She knew that he loved to read, but only when it was raining, and that he was brilliant at meeting new people but also found it endlessly tiresome. She knew that he loved to eat blackberries right off the vine in summer and that he hated lemon and—

Suddenly, Eliza froze, and it felt as though the world around her had gone dark. Everything started to narrow into a tunnel, and she was afraid she might have to sit down.

Lemon. Oliver hated lemon. He would never have eaten that slice of poisoned pie because the whipped cream Rene made that night was lemon scented. Which meant that if the pie had been delivered to Oliver, he wouldn’t have eaten it anyway—he would have simply acknowledged the mix up and traded it with someone who did like their pie that way. And with Eliza already gone, the most logical person he would have traded it with was Gwendolyn.

Lady Thackeray would never have used a murder weapon that could have killed her daughter. The moment the pie arrived and she realized it didn’t have the whipped cream on it, she would have known anyone eating pie with whipped cream was at risk. She would never have allowed Gwendolyn to eat her pie if that was the case—which means Lady Thackeray didn’t know the whipped cream was poisoned. 

Eliza was wrong. Again. Lady Thackeray wasn’t the killer. Someone else was.

And Eliza was starting to think that whoever it was knew Oliver wouldn’t eat that pie—knew he would trade it with someone else who liked it that way. The more Eliza thought the more the plan became clear. The pie was never meant for Oliver. The mix up was a clever ruse designed to get the pie to the real target: Gwendolyn. And if Eliza was right about that, Gwendolyn could be in grave danger.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

Eliza cursed herself as she set off in search of Gwendolyn. She had been so determined not to let this happen again—not to accuse anyone until she was absolutely certain. How had she gotten it so wrong?

It’s Oliver, she thought as she began scouring the hallways in the west wing. I was so focused on keeping him safe that I didn’t stop to think. I let my feelings for him cloud my judgement.

There was a part of Eliza that wanted to unpack that last thought—to analyze just what sort of feelings those were, exactly, but she knew now was not the time. She needed to focus on finding Gwendolyn and fast. 

She made her way to the parlor, where she found her mother and Great Aunt Martha, but no sign of Gwendolyn. She could tell her mother wanted to say something, to chastise her for rushing about so, but Great Aunt Martha stopped her.

“Don’t waste your breath, dear. She’ll do what she wants regardless.”

Eliza imagined her mother would take exception to that, and she strongly suspected she would make some sort of argument to the contrary, something about how it was a mother’s duty to try and how Eliza’s behavior reflected on the whole family, but Eliza didn’t stick around to find out—a decision she strongly suspected there would also be further commentary about. 

Instead, she checked the drawing room, the music room, and the library, but still, no sign of Gwendolyn. She spotted Scout as she passed through the Grand Hall, and he quickly fell in step with Eliza. She was grateful to see him but couldn’t help wishing she’d run into Gwendolyn instead. 

As she approached the conservatory, she heard a voice call out from behind her.

“Everything alright, Eliza?”

“Ollie!” Eliza exclaimed as she turned to face him.

“Has something happened? You look—”

“Is Gwendolyn with you?”

“No, why?”

“She said she was going to find you.”

“Well, she didn’t. You did. What’s going on?”

“You hate lemon.”

“I know. What does that have to do with anything? Are you quite alright, Eliza?”

“You hate lemon, and the poisoned pie had lemon, so I’ve just wrongfully accused Lady Thackeray of murder for no good reason, and—”

“You what?” Ollie asked, incredulous.

“I—look, there isn’t time to explain. I think Gwendolyn’s in danger. I have to find her.”

Ollie stared at Eliza for a moment. It was clear he had conversational whiplash. But he also seemed to recognize the urgency of the situation, so he quickly shifted his focus.

“Alright. How can I help?”

“I’m not sure. I suppose we could divvy up the house, but there has to be a better way than searching room by room.”

As if on cue, Scout whined and pushed his head gently into the back of Eliza’s leg. 

“Yes! That’s an excellent idea, Scout.”

Oliver stared at Eliza as though she’d sprouted a third head.

“Do you think the dog is talking to you? Because I know this is a stressful situation, Liza, but—”

“No, of course not. He just reminded me of something.”

“Alright . . .” Oliver said in a tone that made it quite clear he wasn’t certain he believed her.

“Do you still have that love letter Gwendolyn gave you?”

“I—how did you—”

“No time for that now, Ollie. Do you have it or not?”

“Yes,” he said, reaching into his coat pocket and pulling out the letter. “It’s right here.”

Eliza stared at him for a moment, unsure how to process the revelation that he’d not only kept the letter, but he’d actually kept it on him.

“I thought this was urgent.”

“Right, yes, it is,” Eliza said. “It’s just—that must be some letter.”

“Eliza . . .”

“I’m almost hesitant to take it. Wouldn’t want to separate the two of you. Clearly you need it close to you at all times, that way you can read it whenever the mood strikes you.”

“Eliza! Gwendolyn’s in danger, remember?”

“Right, yes, sorry. May I have the letter?”

“I’m not sure what good that will do, but—”

Oliver handed the letter to Eliza, and she held it up to her nose.

“Brilliant. I had a feeling she was the sort of woman who would do that.”

“Do what?” 

“Douse her letter in perfume,” Eliza said as she held the letter down to Scout, who immediately began sniffing it.

“Atta boy. You help us find her, okay?”

Scout put his nose to the ground and took off immediately. He was moving so fast Eliza and Oliver nearly had to run to keep up with him.

“Clever idea,” Ollie said as Scout led them through Thistlewood House.

“Clever dog,” Eliza said. “Good thing you and that letter couldn’t stand a moment apart!”

Oliver rolled his eyes, and the two continued chasing after Scout. 

They bumped into Melville as they re-entered the Grand Hall, and he stared at them curiously. “Hunting is typically supposed to be done outside the house, you know.”

“We’re looking for Gwendolyn,” Oliver explained.

“That’s typically a task reserved more for one’s eyes than one’s hunting dog,” he said as he fell in step behind them, “but alright.”

“What are you doing?” Eliza asked.

“You know me,” Melville replied. “Never could resist a good adventure. And besides, it’s been terribly boring here since Salisbury and Abernathy put us on house arrest. I could use some excitement.”

“Fair enough,” Eliza said. “Just no slowing us down.”

“Of course not.”

They ran into Mercy next, who stared at the crew with similar confusion.

“Are we going somewhere?”

“We’re on a quest of some sort,” Melville said. “I don’t know all of the details, but—”

“No need for details!” Mercy exclaimed, quickly falling in step with the rest of them. “A quest sounds lovely.”

“This is getting ridiculous,” Eliza said to Oliver, who simply replied, “Perhaps. But quests are always better with company.”

Scout continued on, nose pressed to the ground, with very little change until they turned down the hallway that led to the kitchen, at which point, he began barking and sprinting much faster. It was all Eliza, Melville, Oliver, and Mercy could do to keep up.

“Hell’s bells, Eliza, if this is all just some elaborate attempt to get your dog some bacon,” Melville said teasingly.

Eliza ignored him. She was too busy focusing on Scout, who had managed to push open the door to the kitchen and was making a beeline for the larder.

Scout ran for the door and began frantically scratching and whining. Eliza tried the handle, but it was locked. She wished Rene was here as he certainly would have had the key or at least known where to find it, but the kitchen was empty, aside from Eliza, her crew, and whomever was behind that larder door.

For a moment, she considered going to get Rene, but the combination of Scout’s reaction and the noises she heard coming from the larder made her think there wasn’t time. She had to get into that larder, and she had to get in there now. She was reasonably certain Gwendolyn was in there, and if she was right, she might be running out of time.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

“Let me try,” Oliver said, taking the doorknob from Eliza and trying his best to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge. Eliza could hear sounds coming from inside the larder. They were muffled, but she was all but certain they were the sounds of a struggle.

“Hang on!” Eliza said, hoping Gwendolyn could hear her and that knowing they were here would give her the encouragement she needed to keep fighting.

“Stand back, Old Chap. I’ve got this,” Melville said before running into the door full force—clearly expecting that to burst it open—only to find himself bounced back like a rubber band instead.

“That—” he said as he sat up and began rubbing his shoulder “—did not go as expected.”

Mercy laughed as she reached out a hand to pull him up. “Would Rene have the key?” she asked.

“I think so,” Eliza said. “Can you go check? He’s probably in the servants’ quarters. His room is—you know what, never mind, it’ll be faster if I go. You three keep working on the door.”

“We’re on it! I read about a trick with a bobby pin in a book once. Maybe we could give that a try.”

“Here,” Eliza said, pulling a pin out of her hair and handing it to Mercy. “Hope it works!”

With that, Eliza sprinted off to the servants’ quarters, once again cursing the restrictive nature of her clothing.

She made it to Rene’s room in record time and was delighted to find he was inside reading with his door slightly ajar.

“Sacré bleu, Eliza! You startled me! Is everything alright?”

“We need your key to the larder. Do you have it?”

“No, I gave it to Mavis. She went to the market to pick a few things up and needed to be able to put them away when she got back.”

“Is she here now?”

“She should be. She said she’d be back hours ago.”

“Can you take me to her?”

“Is everything alright, Mademoiselle?”

“No. But there’s no time to explain. Just take me to her, please. As quickly as you can.”

“Of course,” Rene said as he leapt to his feet. “Her room is right down the hall.”

Rene led Eliza to the women’s portion of the servants’ quarters and knocked on the third door on the right.

“Mavis,” he called, but there was no answer. “Mavis, please, answer the door!”

“Is everything alright, Rene?” Julie asked, poking her head out the door of a room down the hall.

“Have you seen Mavis?”

“I saw her when she got back from the market, but that was at least an hour ago.”

“Did she say where she was going?” Eliza asked.

“No. Why?”

Eliza didn’t respond. There wasn’t any time to waste.  Instead, she simply said, “I’ve got to get back to the larder,” and started running back to the kitchen, a deeply confused Rene trailing behind.

“Any luck?” she called out as she burst through the kitchen door.

“Not yet,” Mercy replied.

“We’ve got to do something,” Eliza said. “We’ve got to get in there!”

“Have you thought of just screaming for help?” Melville asked.

She had not. It seemed a bit ridiculous as she couldn’t imagine anyone doing anything they weren’t already doing. They’d tried picking the lock, breaking down the door, finding the key.

Still, she thought, what could it hurt?

“Help!” she screamed. “Please, somebody help!”

Thankfully, Inspector Abernathy happened to be walking down a nearby hallway at precisely that moment, and he burst into the kitchen accordingly.

“Is everything alright? I thought I heard screaming.”

“We have to get this door open,” Eliza said. “I think Gwendolyn is trapped in there with the killer.”

“I thought you said—”

“I know,” Eliza interrupted. “Please, just help me.”

Abernathy stepped back and took a stance that made it clear he was about to try charging the door.

“Wouldn’t do that if I were you, mate,” Melville said. “Already tried that one. Just going to get you a closed door and a sore shoulder.”

“Perhaps not if there’s two of us,” Abernathy said. “Lord Fairfax, do you mind?”

“Not at all.”

“Right. On the count of three. One, two, three.”

As Inspector Abernathy said the word three, he and Oliver both charged the door full force, which was enough to finally knock it clean of its hinges. And thank goodness for that, as it was immediately clear that they had done so just in time. 

Gwendolyn was, indeed, inside the larder. The sounds of a scuffle they had heard earlier had ended with Gwendolyn unconscious on the floor and Mavis, one of the family’s servants, standing over her, holding a giant bag of flour she appeared to be trying to use to smother her.

“Mavis!” Eliza exclaimed. “What are you doing?!”

Mavis said nothing, simply lowering the bag closer to Gwendolyn’s face, squeezing it so tightly that the bag started to leak, bathing everything in a layer of thin, white powder.

“Freeze!” Inspector Abernathy yelled, which seemed to at least stop Mavis from lowering the bag any further. Instead, she simply squeezed it tighter, the expression on her face that of a caged animal.

“Mavis, please. Put the bag away,” Oliver begged.

Mavis stopped at that and turned to look at Oliver.

“But I’m doing this for you,” she said, confused. “For us.”

“What is she talking about?” Melville whispered to Mercy.

“Haven’t a clue,” Mercy whispered back. “She’s not making any sense.”

“What do you mean you’re doing this for us?” Oliver asked.

“She was trying to come between us,” Mavis said. “She wanted to take you away from me. I couldn’t let that happen. I had to do something. I—”

“You’re in love with Oliver,” Eliza said, finally putting all of the pieces of the puzzle together.

“Yes,” Mavis said. “And he’s in love with me. We’re destined to be together. Tell them, sweetheart.”

Oliver looked at Eliza, desperate for some sort of guidance on how to handle this. Eliza nodded at him, hoping he’d understand that she wanted him to go along with it. Luckily, Oliver had always understood Eliza better than just about anyone else, and today was no exception.

“That’s right,” he replied. His performance was a bit awkward and wooden, but thankfully, Mavis didn’t seem to notice. “I’m here now, so why don’t you put down the flour and come to me.”

Mavis smiled and put down the bag of flour. She began to make her way to Oliver, but as soon as she did, Inspector Abernathy swooped in and apprehended her.

“You’re under arrest for the murder of James Elliot,” he said as he handcuffed her and began reading her her rights as he led her out the door.

Eliza, meanwhile, rushed to Gwendolyn, who was just beginning to come to. She nearly slipped on flour trying to get to her, but she quickly righted herself and knelt down on the floor beside her.

Eliza’s instinct to tend to Gwendolyn struck her as a bit odd, but she supposed that’s what a near-death experience would do. Suddenly, her rivalry with Gwendolyn seemed quite petty in the grand scheme of things.

Eliza placed Gwendolyn’s head gently in her lap and began wiping the flour from her face as Gwendolyn’s eyes fluttered open.

“What . . . what happened? I—where is she? What—”

“It’s okay,” Eliza said, her voice as soothing as she could make it. “You’re alright. You’re safe now. Everything is going to be alright.”

“Except supper,” Melville added. “I suspect Rene will be terribly short on flour.”


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

Thistlewood House was abuzz as Inspector Abernathy and Constable Salisbury carted Mavis away. The families and the servants had all gathered on the marble steps to watch, and there was endless chatter and speculation as the car that carried Mavis away started its journey down the long dirt driveway.

“Did you have any suspicion it was her?” Julie asked Rene.

“No,” Rene replied. “I hadn’t a clue.”

“Me either.”

“I knew it all along,” Willis boasted.

“Bollocks, you did not,” Frank insisted.

“You don’t know! You are not the arbiter of my knowledge,” Willis replied, which elicited an epic eye roll from Frank.

“We might have to ugly you up a bit, Old Chap,” Melville said, taking a puff of his pipe and jovially slapping Oliver on the back as he did so. “Get you a hideous suit or a pair of ill-fitting glasses or something. We can’t very well have those dimples of yours weaponizing any other women now, can we?”

“Oh, Melville,” Oliver replied, “And I mean this sincerely—please do shut up.”

Melville chuckled and slapped him on the back again.

“Are you sure you want me to keep my thoughts to myself, Old Chap? I was just about to suggest we go get a drink.”

“That, good sir, is a horse of an entirely different color. I am starting to see the merit of hearing your thoughts after all,” Oliver said before following Melville back into the house.

The most shocking comment came from Great Aunt Martha, who Eliza was stunned to hear turn to Lady Montague and quietly say, “Can’t say I entirely blame her. Women have done far worse for far less attractive men than Oliver Fairfax.”

“Great Aunt Martha!” Eliza exclaimed, both slightly reproachful and slightly impressed. 

“Oh, don’t you ‘Great Aunt Martha’ me. That young man is a catch, and you know it. He could be yours, too, if you weren’t so stubborn and prideful.”

That one stopped Eliza in her tracks. Was Great Aunt Martha right? Was pride and stubbornness really the thing stopping her from being with Oliver?

She wanted to take a walk—to interrogate that thought and assess its accuracy—but she was jolted out of her thoughts by Mr. Edwards.

“Very impressive work, young lady,” he said, and Eliza couldn’t help but wonder if that was the first time he had ever complimented a woman on such a thing.

“Now that that ugliness has all been sorted,” he continued, “perhaps we could retire to the drawing room? I’ve gone ahead and had my business manager draw up the contract for our deal, and it’s waiting there for your family to sign it.”

“Of course,” Eliza replied. “I’ll go find Melville and Cedric and meet you there.”

“No need,” he said quickly—too quickly for Eliza’s liking. “I’ve already sent a servant to fetch them.”

There was something in the way he said this, the speed of it, that made Eliza feel as though he was rushing for surreptitious reasons, but she kept that thought to herself. She also resisted the urge to make a comment about how the servants weren’t his to send and that they were people, not dogs, and as such, the suggestion that they were “fetching” anything was insulting.  She didn’t say it, but she definitely thought it.

Instead, she simply followed Mr. Edwards to the drawing room, where Cedric, Melville, and Mr. Edwards’s sons and business manager were already waiting. 

Mr. Edwards took a seat at the head of the long, oak table.

“Thank you all for coming,” he said. “We’re all very excited to be partnering with such a smart and prestigious family, aren’t we boys?”

Mr. Edwards’s sons all nodded.

“I’ve already signed all the requisite paperwork,” he said as he picked up the contract. “So, all we’ll need is a few signatures from your family’s representatives, and we’ll be in business. Cedric, I’m assuming that task falls to you?”

“It does,” Cedric said, reaching out to take the paperwork from him.

“Actually,” Eliza interrupted. “Would you mind if I took a quick look at it? Just something I want to check.”

Cedric looked at her curiously, and Eliza could tell there was a part of him that was tempted to refuse, but he knew better than to doubt Eliza’s intuition and intellect by now. At this point, it had kept both him and Molly from a lifetime spent in jail. So, instead, he simply said “of course” and handed her the paperwork. 

Eliza looked at the paperwork for a moment, though in truth, she wasn’t reading it. She already knew precisely what was in the contract and precisely what she was going to do. Still, she thumbed through it briefly for dramatic effect.

And then, she held the contract up and tore it in half. 

“What are you doing?” Cedric asked in a panic.

“I certainly hope this is some sort of ill-conceived prank,” Mr. Edwards said, his face flushing with outrage.

“Leave it to Eliza to make even a business meeting interesting,” Melville said with a smile.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Edwards,” Eliza began, “but this is not a prank. And we most certainly will not be signing this contract.”

“She doesn’t mean—” Cedric stammered, “She isn’t—she doesn’t speak for us.”

“I assure you Cedric will change his mind about that just as soon as he hears what I have to say. And in the meantime, he wouldn’t dream of shutting me down before he’d even had a chance to hear what I had uncovered—especially given the stakes of this deal. No good businessman would wager the family home without all of the necessary information, right Cedric?”

Cedric stared at her, and for a moment, Eliza was afraid his pride would win out. Thankfully, it didn’t.

“Of course,” he said, as he sent Eliza a look that very clearly said You’d better be right about this. “Please, proceed, Eliza.”

“You have significantly inflated the value of your business, Mr. Edwards. The reality is that neither your family business nor AGE is doing well. That beautiful downtown office of yours is costing you a fortune. Your plans for expansion are not coming to fruition, and you’re hemorrhaging money each month on that lease. And while you put up an impressive front, the truth is that the Edwards name doesn’t mean what it used to. You are not the titans of industry that you were at the turn of the century. You are experts in outdated technology, and the transition away from steam power has basically made your company a dinosaur. A relic.”

“Why I never—” Mr. Edwards interjected.

“You can object all you want and be as offended as you choose, Mr. Edwards, but it will not change the facts. Your family needs this merger every bit as much as mine, so I would like to make this work, but that deal you gave us is a rotten one, and you know it.”

“It is not—”

“Don’t try to deny it, Mr. Edwards. I heard your son say as much to the Inspector. I’m sure I could bring him back here to confirm, if necessary.”

Mr. Edwards stared at her for a moment, half furious and half impressed. Either way, he knew enough to know when he’d been had.

“What do you propose?” he asked. 

“We start over,” Eliza said. “We negotiate a deal that is fair to both parties and that accurately reflects what we’re each bringing to the table. Then, and only then, will we consider signing it. Deal?”

Mr. Edwards stared at her for a moment. Eliza could tell that he wasn’t happy, but she was also reasonably sure that he had no other realistic choice but to oblige. Still, she couldn’t help but feel anxiety rising in her chest and gripping her throat as she waited for his answer.

“Okay young lady,” he said finally. “You have a deal.”

“Let’s get to it then,” Eliza said, trying very hard to suppress a grin. The truth was that successfully negotiating her way through this was something she found absolutely thrilling, though she didn’t want him to know that. It would undermine her position, and she couldn’t risk that. She needed to remain in a position of power throughout this negotiation—to be seen as someone they needed to take seriously. She couldn’t risk Cedric and Melville underestimating her and accidentally giving away the house again.

Eliza’s father, however, did not suppress his grin at all. By the time Eliza started talking specifics, he was already smiling so wide his face hurt. 

Parkins had told Lord Montague that the signing was about to take place and, terrified that his sons were about to cost him the estate, he had insisted Parkins help him downstairs so he could try to intervene. Though his family did not notice, he arrived just in time to watch Eliza save the day. And he could not have been prouder.

Maybe I do have a child fit to run this business after all, he thought, beaming. And for the first time since he got sick, Lord Montague felt himself sigh with relief. He hadn’t thought it possible just a few short days ago, but in this moment, he was starting to believe everything was going to be alright.


 

 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

Eliza dressed for dinner that night. It was atypical for her, but she didn’t feel right in the clothes she was in. She wanted something that captured how she felt—smart and powerful and strong—and the outfit she had on that day didn’t reflect that. So, instead, she changed into a little black dress with lace panels and a string of pearl sautoirs highlighting the scooped back. It wasn’t exactly a business suit, but it was certainly the sort of outfit a woman could only wear with confidence. 

She slipped on her signature red lipstick and pinned up her blond curls before giving Scout a quick pat and heading out. As she walked downstairs, she caught Frank and Willis staring, and she threw them a wink, which prompted them both to immediately blush deep red. 

She walked into the formal dining room and was greeted by her mother. “You look nice,” she said, much to Eliza’s surprise.

“Really?”

“I mean, aside from that lipstick, of course.”

There it is, Eliza thought. Now the world makes sense again.

“You do look nice,” Oliver said quietly as he walked up alongside Eliza.

“Ollie! I didn’t see you there. How are you?”

“I’m well. And you?”

“Quite well.”

They both stood there quietly for a moment after that. Conversation had always come easily to Eliza and Oliver, but a great deal had happened in the last few days, and it seemed to have left them both at a loss for what to say.

“I thought you’d be with Gwendolyn,” Eliza said finally.

“The Thackerays have gone home, actually,” Oliver said.

“Oh?” Eliza said, doing her best not to sound too interested or, God forbid, excited. 

“There was no longer any reason for them to stay.”

“You don’t say?” Eliza said, desperately hoping Oliver would reveal more but too embarrassed to ask.

“Mavis was a powerful reminder of the dangers of unrequited love,” Oliver said. “So, I decided to speak with Gwendolyn because the truth is that she is a very lovely girl, and I was certainly flattered by her attention, but I had no real desire to marry her and allowing her to continue to believe otherwise was cruel.”

“How did she take that?”

“Quite well, actually,” Oliver replied. “As it turns out, nearly being killed for loving someone can really sour a person’s perspective on you.”

Eliza laughed.

“She said I was a perfectly lovely gentleman, but upon further reflection, she had determined that there was no future for us.”

“Quite the rejection,” Eliza said.

“Yes, it was a tragic blow to my ego,” Oliver said dramatically. “But somehow I think I shall survive.”

He smiled at Eliza then, and she felt her whole body flush with warmth. There was just something about Oliver—that casual confidence, that smile she could almost never say no to. Plus, he was brilliant at banter, which Eliza loved, and while she would never admit it, lest his head get too big to fit through the doorway, he was not only the only man in her life who could keep up with her, he was also virtually the only person on earth who truly challenged her. She enjoyed spending time with him more than anyone else. 

Perhaps Gwendolyn was right all along, Eliza thought with a strange mix of excitement and apprehension. Perhaps she really did have feelings for Oliver. And if that was the case, what would that mean for their friendship?

There was no easy answer to that last question, which scared Eliza, but if she was being honest with herself, she knew the answer to the first one. She did have feelings for Oliver. Strong ones. She’d known that for years—she’d just never been brave enough to fully admit it to herself. .

Nearly losing Oliver was enough to make Eliza realize that she couldn’t bear the idea of being without him. But truth be told, she had no idea if he felt the same way, and she also had no idea how to go about figuring it out. She was terrified of finding out she was just another Mavis—some poor woman with an unrequited crush—or, worse, finding out that he had feelings for her as well but quickly realizing that they were incompatible and accidentally irreparably harming the friendship in the process.

For a moment, Eliza felt that, perhaps, the best thing she could do was keep her feelings quiet. But then, she remembered that things could change in an instant and that if she were ever going to pursue things with Oliver, it had to be now—before the option was taken away from her. 

“Everything alright, Eliza?” Oliver asked, thoroughly interrupting her train of thought.

“Yes, of course. Why?”

“Well, you haven’t said anything for several minutes, and you’ve just been staring at me kind of intensely, so—”

“Right. Sorry about that. Quite a day, here. I think I might be a bit tired.”

“Of course,” Oliver said. “Should we go sit down?”

“That would be lovely,” Eliza said, hoping Oliver didn’t notice the flush of embarrassment that was making its way up her neck and into her cheeks.

She wasn’t sure exactly how to pursue her feelings for Oliver, but she was certain she had to figure it out soon before more awkward moments like that put the poor man off her entirely.

Shortly after they took their seats, the servants arrived with the first course: a delicious, steaming bowl of watercress soup. Eliza took a spoonful and smiled as her whole body was warmed by the rich cream, hearty potatoes, and bold, peppery greens. It was the perfect comfort food to consume at the end of such a chaotic day. 

Before she could take a second bite, however, her father stood up and clinked the side of his glass. “I’d like to make an announcement,” he said as all eyes turned towards him. “Two actually. Dealing with my illness these last few days has made me realize that there is nothing more important than family. And I don’t want to waste another moment without all of my family around me.”

“But dear—” Lady Montague began.

“No,” Lord Montague interrupted. “I understand your concerns, dear, but he is our son, and that baby Molly is carrying is our grandchild. I want them here for dinners, breakfasts, holidays, and all of it, and I shall not be convinced otherwise. Is that alright by you?”

Lady Montague nodded, and although she was certainly not accustomed to being spoken to by Lord Montague like that, Eliza couldn’t help but notice that she seemed to like it. Or, at the very least, respect the fact that he was standing by his principles.

“Cedric, do you think Molly will be amenable to that?”

“I do,” Cedric said. He was the picture of composure, but Eliza could tell, deep inside, that he was dancing with excitement.

“Brilliant. Please go get her right after dinner.”

“Of course, Father.”

“Good,” Lord Montague said before trying his first bite of soup. As he did, his eyes went wide with surprise.

“Heavens, this is delightfully edible!” he exclaimed. “With all of the dietary restrictions that doctor insisted on, I assumed all I would be allowed to eat at dinner was the plate.”

Everyone laughed at that.

“You said there were two announcements?” Eliza said finally, after she was certain enough time had passed since he’d referenced it that he’d likely forgotten.

“Oh yes, of course! Thank you for reminding me! I’ve been giving a great deal of thought to the family business. We’ve had quite a success this week.”

“Here, here!” Cedric interjected.

“Here, here,” Melville echoed, never one to miss an opportunity to drink, and the whole table followed suit, lifting their glass and taking a sip.

“But this was very nearly not the victory it turned out to be, and that’s because Eliza did not have a proper seat at the table.”

Eliza was stunned. She knew her father was fond of her, but the stands he’d made on her behalf had always been quiet before. Secretive almost. But this was a very public declaration of support and approval, and she wasn’t quite sure how to process that.

“Eliza,” her father said, turning and addressing her directly now. “Aside from your mother and Parkins, you were the only one who regularly came to see me—to update me or check in. You solved the murder that put our deal in jeopardy and then you fixed the deal that put our home and legacy in jeopardy. You have more than proven yourself worthy of having a say in the goings on of the family business, and from here on out, I will make sure that you do. I’m having someone out tomorrow to notarize a revision to our structure that will authorize you to take a more substantial role in the company.”

“I . . . I don’t know what to say,” Eliza said, and it was true. Despite being known for her quick wit and sharp tongue, Eliza was so overwhelmed by this revelation that she could not think of a single thing to say.

“Our Eliza, speechless?” Melville said with a smile. “Perhaps someone should get the inspector back here to investigate the flying pigs or the fact that hell has rightly frozen over.”

Everyone laughed, including Eliza, before turning their attention back to the meal before them. Soon, everything had settled back into the normal dinner cadence, but Eliza was still too surprised to eat. 

Her father caught her eye and mouthed the phrase, “Are you alright?”

Eliza nodded. “Yes,” she mouthed back. “Just surprised.”

“You deserve this.”

Eliza had spent much of her life feeling like the black sheep of the family, so it would be hard to overstate just how much that meant to her. They were finally accepting her as she was and recognizing the unique gifts she brought to the table. They were deeming her deserving.

It felt like a monumental day in so many ways. Obviously, the news about her involvement with the business was significant, but then there was also this revelation about her feelings for Oliver.

Things were about to change for Eliza in a substantial way. She was sure about that. And while she wasn’t precisely certain what was going to happen next, she simply could not wait to find out. 
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THISTLEWOOD MANOR: CALAMITY AT THE BALL

(An Eliza Montagu Cozy Mystery—Book 3)

 

"Very entertaining. I highly recommend this book to the permanent library of any reader that appreciates a very well written mystery, with some twists and an intelligent plot. You will not be disappointed. Excellent way to spend a cold weekend!"

--Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (regarding Murder in the Manor)

 

THISTLEWOOD MANOR: CALAMITY AT THE BALL is Book #3 in a charming 1920s cozy mystery series by Fiona Grace, #1 bestselling author of Murder in the Manor, which has over 300 five star reviews!

 

For centuries, Thistlewood Manor has stood as home to the Montagu family, a beacon to British aristocracy in rural England. But it’s 1928, and in this new age of women’s rights, Eliza Montagu, 27, a free spirit, has turned her back on her family to live an artist’s life in London.

 

Yet after Eliza is summoned home, she decides to stay (for now) to help her father run the ailing family business. The presence of her childhood best friend, Oliver, also gives her a reason to stay, as she wonders if their unfulfilled romance might ever come to fruition.

 

Christmas has arrived in resplendent Thistlewood Manor, opulent, magical and filled with guests. The countryside is alight with local gentry balls, and Eliza’s younger sister, turning 16, is determined to visit them all—and to drag Eliza with her.

 

But when a shocking incident occurs and Eliza discovers her sister’s suitor thrown from a balcony, suspicion for the murder falls on her. Eliza is forced to plunge into the dark side of nobility, to pry at the secrets behind the parties and balls, and determine who would want this man dead—and why.

 

Yet even Eliza cannot anticipate the shocking truth she will discover.

 

A charming historical cozy mystery series that transports readers back in time, THISTLEWOOD MANOR is mystery at its finest: spellbinding, atmospheric and impossible to put down. A page-turner packed with shocking twists, turns and a mystery that’s hard to solve, it will leave you reading late into the night, all while you fall in love with its unforgettable heroine.

 

Future books in the series will be available soon.
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Fiona Grace

 

Fiona Grace is author of the LACEY DOYLE COZY MYSTERY series, comprising nine books; of the TUSCAN VINEYARD COZY MYSTERY series, comprising seven books; of the DUBIOUS WITCH COZY MYSTERY series, comprising three books; of the BEACHFRONT BAKERY COZY MYSTERY series, comprising six books; of the CATS AND DOGS COZY MYSTERY series, comprising six books; and of the ELIZA MONTAGU COZY MYSTERY series, comprising three books (and counting).

 

Fiona would love to hear from you, so please visit www.fionagraceauthor.com to receive free ebooks, hear the latest news, and stay in touch.

 

 

[image: img3.png]


 

 

 

 

 

 

BOOKS BY FIONA GRACE

 

ELIZA MONTAGU COZY MYSTERY

MURDER AT THE HEDGEROW (Book #1)

A DALLOP OF DEATH (Book #2)

CALAMITY AT THE BALL (Book #3)

 

LACEY DOYLE COZY MYSTERY

MURDER IN THE MANOR (Book#1)

DEATH AND A DOG (Book #2)

CRIME IN THE CAFE (Book #3)

VEXED ON A VISIT (Book #4)

KILLED WITH A KISS (Book #5)

PERISHED BY A PAINTING (Book #6)

SILENCED BY A SPELL (Book #7)

FRAMED BY A FORGERY (Book #8)

CATASTROPHE IN A CLOISTER (Book #9)

 

TUSCAN VINEYARD COZY MYSTERY

AGED FOR MURDER (Book #1)

AGED FOR DEATH (Book #2)

AGED FOR MAYHEM (Book #3)

AGED FOR SEDUCTION (Book #4)

AGED FOR VENGEANCE (Book #5)

AGED FOR ACRIMONY (Book #6)

AGED FOR MALICE (Book #7)

 

DUBIOUS WITCH COZY MYSTERY

SKEPTIC IN SALEM: AN EPISODE OF MURDER (Book #1)

SKEPTIC IN SALEM: AN EPISODE OF CRIME (Book #2)

SKEPTIC IN SALEM: AN EPISODE OF DEATH (Book #3)

 

BEACHFRONT BAKERY COZY MYSTERY

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A KILLER CUPCAKE (Book #1)

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A MURDEROUS MACARON (Book #2)

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A PERILOUS CAKE POP (Book #3)

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A DEADLY DANISH (Book #4)

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A TREACHEROUS TART (Book #5)

BEACHFRONT BAKERY: A CALAMITOUS COOKIE (Book #6)

 

CATS AND DOGS COZY MYSTERY

A VILLA IN SICILY: OLIVE OIL AND MURDER (Book #1)

A VILLA IN SICILY: FIGS AND A CADAVER (Book #2)

A VILLA IN SICILY: VINO AND DEATH (Book #3)

A VILLA IN SICILY: CAPERS AND CALAMITY (Book #4)

A VILLA IN SICILY: ORANGE GROVES AND VENGEANCE (Book #5)

A VILLA IN SICILY: CANNOLI AND A CASUALTY (Book #6)

 

Ops/images/cover.jpg





Ops/images/img3.png
Follow me on BookBub






Ops/images/img2.jpg
“ FIONA GRACE.






Ops/images/img1.png
Follow me on BookBub






