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Chapter One
 

 

“Repeat after me, I am Sara J. Darling, millionaire.  I own a mansion and a yacht.”

The corner of Sara’s mouth tilted up into a faint smile as she conjured images of Elmer Fudd going through psychoanalysis to cure him of his rabbitosis.  “I don’t own a yacht.”

“You could own a yacht…” Joanie’s green eyes darted to the dark window for a brief squint before they returned to regard Sara steadily.  “You don’t know.”

“That’s true, I suppose,” Sara allowed, leaning back against the supple leather seats of the chauffeured Mercedes.  Despite the fact that the car was at least thirty years old by the body style, it’d obviously been kept in mint condition and still impressed the hell out of her.  It was the first time she’d ridden in a car that cost more than her college education and for sure was the first time she’d been driven around in the back seat, unless she counted the time she took a cab to the hospital on the night Jack was born (but somehow, she didn’t think that fell into quite the same category).  

Joanie had a good point though, she had very little understanding of her inheritance so far, only that it was big enough to earn her a plane ride and an all expense paid trip to England in style, and there was a manor house somewhere in the countryside with a family history she knew nothing about.  After the year she’d had, it hadn’t taken more than thirty seconds to decide to go check it out, especially when her best friend offered to come along for the ride.  Still, Joanie’s excited speculation had spilled into the ridiculous after so many hours spent traveling.  

“Why would I have a yacht?  It’s a land locked estate.”  Probably.  There could be a lake, she supposed.  If she hadn’t been so excited to get the heck out of town, she might have asked a few more questions.  As it was, she had a vague sense the estate was somewhere in the south, but that was about it.

Joanie waved her hand back and forth, unconcerned with logic.  “So? 
England is basically an island.  It’s like a nothing commute to get to the water.”

A snort came from the front seat, and Sara looked up to catch a flash of the driver’s grin.  “I’m not too sure about that,” she murmured, looking out the window, but she couldn’t penetrate the gloomy fog apart from the occasional glimpse of an empty paddock or a copse of dark trees.  “We’ve been driving an awful long time.”

“You’re telling me, I shouldn’t have had those drinks on the train,” Joanie muttered, shifting in her seat.  “Excuse me, driver?” she leaned forward, bright auburn hair glowing as it caught in the dashboard lights.  “How much longer is this gonna take?”

“Just until we arrive, Miss.”  

“Okay, thanks,” Joanie slumped back against the seat and Sara looked up again, teeth pressed against the inside of her lips to keep from laughing as she caught his wink in the rearview mirror.  Had he introduced himself?  Sara couldn’t be sure with all the rigmarole to get their luggage to the car and make sure Jack didn’t go wandering off on his own.  What he must think of them… Sara wasn’t sure what to expect from the locals yet.  Would they accept her as the new heir or did they have their hopes set on a different disposition for the estate?  Would they even care?  It wasn’t clear how much her family’s estate was tied up in the local community, but for a town called Darlington, she imagined it was close.  

Incapable of maintaining silence for more than a few minutes, Joanie snuck her way back onto Sara’s train of thought.  “What is a Baronet anyway?  Is it like a baby Baron?”

“Near as I can tell it’s not as high up as a Baron; it just means Jack will have to get used to being called Sir.”

“That makes you a Lady I guess, huh?”

“I suppose so,” Sara smiled faintly at the tinge of jealousy in Joanie’s voice.

“Thank God you got the call after your divorce came through,” she said, out of the blue.

“What?” Sara blinked, not tracking the change in subject right away.  “Oh, I don’t know, I could have used the luck a little earlier in the game.”  When she thought of the tiny little apartment they’d been crammed into for the past six months… the call couldn’t have come soon enough.

“Are you kidding me?  Peter would have pissed it all away inside of a year.”

“Joanie!”
she exclaimed, somewhere between a whisper and a hiss. 


“What?” 

“Shh, I don't want him to hear you,” Sara scowled, even if it was true.  

“Oh please, you know Jack can sleep through a hurricane,” Joanie demonstrated by poking the boy in the ribs with no response.  But for the slight rise and fall of his chest, Jackson appeared dead to the world.    

“Still…” Sara looked down at her sleeping son, slumped over on the seat between them.  Small for a boy of eight, his dark brown hair was the exact shade as hers, blue eyes hidden behind round glasses that slipped low on his nose in his present position.  Despite the fact that she knew he wasn’t listening, it didn’t feel right to talk about his father with him right there, even if she did agree with her friend’s opinion of the guy.  

“I'm just saying, it gives me a happy to think he won't get his hands on all your money.  Can you imagine Peter with some serious cash behind him?” a roll of the eyes was given.  

“I’m having a hard enough time picturing me with money,” Sara answered diplomatically, hoping to change the subject.  For the next twenty minutes they chatted about what might be waiting for them at the end of their journey.  Joanie seemed to think they’d land in an episode of Downton Abbey; the liveried servants lined up in front of the building, neatly dressed and pressed to greet her.  Sara couldn’t imagine owning something so large; she was convinced it’d be more along the lines of a cottage with some pretty gardens.  At least she hoped so; gardening was one of the few things she missed about the three bedroom split level home in LA.  

A crunch of gravel alerted them as the car pulled onto the private road.  “This is it, we’re almost there,” Sara breathed in excitement, wondering if she should wake Jack or let him keep sleeping.  As they drew closer to the hulking shadow of the building, she decided to go with the latter; for the moment there was nothing to see.  The house was completely dark, no signs of life to be found as they approached.  

“Are you sure you have the right place?” Joanie frowned, leaning forward with a squint that couldn’t penetrate the darkness.  

“This is Darling
Park right enough,” the driver spoke, the lilt of his accent reminding Sara of the brief wink she’d seen in the mirror.  “Don’t worry; I’m sure they’re about somewhere.  Hold on a tick, I’ll get things sorted out.  I’ll leave the engine running to keep the car warm for you.”  Before either of them could so much as blink, he was out the driver’s side door, bounding into the fog that closed ranks behind him, enveloping him into the velvet murkiness.  

“See, I told you it wouldn’t be like in the movies,” Sara’s voice fell to a whisper as she focused her attention on the driveway.

“Sure it is; it’s just the type of movie where we get murdered in our beds before sunrise,” Joanie replied sourly and Sara gave her a playful shove.  

It was pretty creepy out there, the fog encasing them in a cocoon of silver mist, completely obscuring the house from view.  She got the sense it was big, bigger than she’d thought, but that was about it.  “At least we’re warm enough.”  No sooner had she made the pronouncement, than the fates intervened; the car engine dying with a sputter.  “I’m sure he’ll be back in a minute,” Sara added, unsure which one of them she was trying to convince more.  

“This is stupid; why don’t we get out and go up to the front door?” Joanie muttered, unbuckling her seat belt.  

“Fine,” Sara nodded, preparing to do the same.  All at once, the mist swirled higher, cloaking the car in darkness.  Sara shivered as the temperature plummeted, her breath visible in the sudden chill.  “On second thought…”

Joanie pulled up the fur collar of her coat, bringing her hands up to blow on them.  “Did I say murdered in our beds?” 

“It’s just fog,” the words full of false bravado, Sara leaned against the window, desperate to find anything in the swirling fog to give her a point of reference.  They could be completely cast adrift at sea for all she could tell; even the hulking shadow of the house was entirely hidden.  Another shiver went through Sara as her fingertips pressed against the frigid glass; the sudden crunch of gravel the only warning before the door flew open and she nearly tumbled out, if not for the strong arms of the driver.  

“Careful, my Lady,” he smiled, restoring her balance.  Behind him, she could make out the entry of the house and then the fog seemed to dissipate, the porch lights dispelling the gloom with warm, yellow light.

“Thanks… I mean, sorry… for falling all over you like that.  We thought you’d left us,” Sara offered a sheepish grin, releasing her death grip on his arms and busying herself with picking up Jack who still slept the sleep of the innocent.

“Would you like me to take him for you?”

“Oh, no, I’ve got him, thanks,” she flashed him a quick smile as she scooted out of the back seat, Joanie hot on her heels.  

A matronly woman with iron gray hair pulled back into a bun in a severe black dress hovered by the door, peering at them with interest.  “You’re early; we weren’t expecting you for another hour.” 

“I’m sorry…” Sara’s teeth caught at her bottom lip, “we didn’t mean to be a bother…”  

“Heavens, don’t apologize, my Lady,” she chuckled.  “I wasn’t blaming you in the slightest,” her eyes lit upon the driver who deposited the first of the bags in the hallway.

“The train’s come early.  I tried to call…” he started to explain, but she waved him off.  

“The phones are a bit spotty every now and again.  Come in, come in, you must be cold to the bone,” she waved them deeper into the entryway that stretched at least thirty feet high before a grand wooden staircase stained a rich mahogany.  

The wallpaper was a little faded and the furnishings old fashioned, but there was no mistaking the grandeur of the home.  An alternating pattern of honey yellow and dark brown marble tiles decorated the entry floor in a mosaic pattern picked up in the crystal chandelier that hung above.  If a few tiles were weathered and cracked, it was still more impressive than anything Sara had seen outside of the silver screen, and it was polished to a high sheen.  

The air felt wrong to Sara, a bit musty with disuse perhaps, but it was warmer than the chill outside.  Next to the woman, a man stood at the door in a pair of gray trousers and a worn cardigan with leather patches on the elbows, his weathered face split into a welcoming smile.  

“Thomas close the door, you’re letting all the heat out,” the old woman chided him gently, and he rushed to do her bidding, closing the door on the driver who still struggled with the last of the bags by the car.    

“I’m Mrs. Poole, the housekeeper.  My husband and I are the only regular staff for Darling
Park at present.  Thomas, hurry get a fire going in the parlor while I get them some tea.”  

“Right-o, we’ll have you warmed up inside and out in no time,” he grinned, revealing a flash of store bought teeth, but Sara called him back, not wanting them to go to too much trouble on her behalf.  

“That’s not necessary,” she shifted her hold on Jack, his head lolling against her shoulder.  More than anything she was a little tired, and the worst of the chill had already worn off.  “It’s sweet of you, really, but I think all we want to do is get some rest.  Oh, this is my friend, Joanie and I’m Sara Bailey, or Darling.”  Not used to using her maiden name again, it sounded strange to her ears.

“Of course you are, you’re the spitting image of Lady Margaret, isn’t she?” Mrs. Poole replied and Thomas nodded sagely.

“Indeed she is.”  

“Who’s Lady Margaret?” Joanie asked, suddenly finding her voice after spending the last few minutes gawking at the size of the foyer.  

“That would be her ladyship’s grandmother, a few generations removed, of course,” Thomas replied genially, and it was odd for Sara to think she had a common ancestry with the Lady of the house.  Of course, now she was the Lady of the house…

The door opened and the driver deposited the rest of the bags with a thud that echoed in the open space.  A frown knit Mrs. Poole’s brows together at the unceremonious interruption, but she smoothed her expression before turning to Sara.  “Would you like me to have Will take the young master up?  There’s a proper fire laid out for him in preparation.”

“Oh no, I can do it,” Sara shook her head.  “Just point me in the right direction, I’m used to it.”

Another flutter of distress went through Mrs. Poole and the young chauffeur stepped up.  “Of course you are, but you’ll be knackered after your long journey,” he held his arms wide to take Jack from her.  “Don’t worry, my Lady, I'll take care of him like he was my own.”

Sara hesitated, her arms still curved protectively around her young son’s body.  The driver, or Will as Mrs. Poole had called him, waited patiently, his grey-blue eyes snapping with his own private amusement.  He was cuter than she’d first thought, or maybe it was the earnest way he smiled at her, as if he understood how strange it all was for her.

“Let him take Jack for chrissakes, Sara,” Joanie nudged her.  “It’s just upstairs, it’s not like he’s gonna disappear and never come back.”  

She’d been about to give in anyway, but now she felt like she was being a big, fat ignoramus for objecting in the first place.  “Okay, that’d be nice, thanks.”  The transfer was easily made, and in a few seconds Sara watched him disappear up the stairs with her son.  

“Will you be wanting anything then if not a cup of tea?” Mrs. Poole commanded her attention once more.  “I could have something light for you to eat very quickly.”  

All these people ready to jump if she gave the word…
After years in the service industry it felt surreal to be catered to.  “To be honest, my time
zones are a little wonky right now, so I’m not all that hungry.  Joanie, what about you?” Sara replied, since they seemed to be addressing everything to her as if Joanie didn’t exist.  

“No, I’m good.  I just need to visit the loo,” she winked at Mrs. Poole, who drew in a sharp breath behind her hand and Sara thought she might have heard an ‘oh dear’ slip out, but she couldn’t be sure.  

“Yes, well… let’s go upstairs then, shall we?” Mrs. Poole turned on her heel to lead the way.  

Sara turned to say goodbye to Thomas, but he was nowhere in sight.  She must be more tired than she’d thought…

At the top of the stairs they turned left and down the wide hallways that boasted rich artwork she couldn’t wait to get a better look at once she could keep her eyes open.  

“I thought to put Miss Wilson in the yellow room if it suits, my Lady,” she opened the door wide for them to take a look.

“Shut up…” Joanie’s jaw dropped as she stepped into the room.  Pretty and feminine, the wallpaper was a pale yellow with tiny posies of flowers.  The heavy woodwork was painted a muted white which brightened the room considerably, even in the subdued light.  Besides the high bed, there was a small sitting area in front of the windows and a roaring fire going behind an ornately enameled grate.  

“Is there a problem with the room?”  Mrs. Poole blinked and Sara was quick to reassure her.

“No, no problem at all.  She meant that in a good way, I promise.”

“I’ll say,” Joanie flopped on top of the bed, shoes and all, rolling one way and then the other.  “I could definitely get used to this,” she let out a dreamy sigh.  

“There’s electricity in all of the rooms,” Mrs. Poole reported proudly, “and the main guest rooms all have bathrooms en suite,” she opened the door to the adjoining bathroom with a flourish and Joanie leaned up on her elbow to get a better look.

“Is there central heat?” Sara asked, stepping closer to the fireplace and Mrs. Poole shook her head.

“Sadly, no, we rely on the fireplaces to heat the house, but there are fireplaces in all of the bedrooms and the main living areas apart from the conservatory.”

“The conservatory,” Joanie made an exaggerated face, lifting her nose into the air as she put the exact same inflection to the word; only from her it sounded positively snooty.  

“Yes, the conservatory,” Mrs. Poole repeated, brows drawing together in confusion as Joanie’s sense of humor went over her head.  

“That’s great, Mrs. Poole, thanks.  You’ll be alright here, Joanie?  I’m going to head to bed,” Sara changed the subject, eager to find her own room.

“I think I can muddle through,” Joanie smiled up from the pile of pillows.

“Okay, goodnight, see you in the morning.”  Sara felt like she could sleep for a week, but a low current of excitement thrummed under her skin at the thought of seeing the master bedroom.  From the architecture of the house, it was obvious it was at least a few hundred years old, hence the housekeeper’s pride in the use of electricity, and she couldn’t wait to see the set up in there.

“Here we are, my Lady,” Mrs. Poole sang out as they reached the massive mahogany door at the end of the long hallway.  

It was everything a master suite implied and more.  Dominated by a huge four poster bed built into the room itself, it was richly dressed in burgundy and green bed clothes trimmed heavily in gold.  A crackling fire blazed within a massive hearth in front of the seating area where two wing backed chairs and a small sofa sat across a low table laid out with an ornate chess set.  Whoever designed the room was heavy on the wood trim; in fact, the entire ceiling was covered with a series of heavy beams with delicate carved inlays forming a scrolling grid pattern that encompassed every square inch of surface area.  

It was exquisite, but very dark; not at all like the feminine yellow room Joanie had been assigned.  Patterned rugs covered much of the polished mahogany floor, offering muted spots of color, but they’d long ago faded into dullness,
missing a tassel here and there.  None of it was exactly to her tastes, more masculine than anything else, but nice, very nice.  

Wandering into the adjoining bath as Mrs. Poole turned down the bed, Sara smiled at finding an old copper bathtub, big enough to sink up to her nose in.  It was tempting to take a soak after the long trip by planes and trains, but more than anything she wanted to curl up in the big fluffy bed and catch some z’s.  A door off the bathroom led into a dressing room bigger than the living room of the last apartment she’d shared with Jack, the same masculine decor carrying over.  Another door off the bathroom was locked up tight when she tried it.  Did she have to share the bathroom with another room?  That could be awkward…

“What’s this door to?” Sara called out, and Mrs. Poole was quick to hurry over.

“That goes to the Lady’s dressing room and living apartments.  I had given some thought to whether or not you’d be more comfortable in those quarters, but they’ve been vacant for such a long time, I’m afraid the bed wouldn’t do at all.”

“Oh, I gotcha.  The old Lord and Lady didn’t share a bed, huh?” Sara grinned.

“It was very common to keep separate apartments, especially in the day of arranged marriages,” she nodded, returning to finish with the bed and Sara wandered back in to stand by the huge stone fireplace.  Her suitcases had appeared while she was in the bathroom, and she lugged one up to prop on the wooden chest at the end of the bed to find her nightgown and toiletries.  

“I apologize, my Lady, we’ll have a proper lady’s maid in here for you tomorrow,” Mrs. Poole clucked, still fussing with the pillows.

“Oh, no it’s fine,” Sara waved her off.  “I don’t need a maid; I can take care of myself.”  It was weird enough having someone fluff up her pillows for her.  “Do you have to get sheets made special for that?” she pointed to the massive bed.

“Ah… yes, my Lady, as a matter of fact, we do.  I didn’t presume to make any decorative choices for you; I assumed you’d want to be involved in the redressing of the room to your liking.  Or you can take over the other rooms if you’d prefer.”  

“You can call me Sara.”  It felt strange with everybody my Ladying her over and over.

“No, my Lady, I most certainly can not,” Mrs. Poole replied, her voice grave with disapproval.  “Is there anything else you require before you retire for the night?”

Chastened, Sara shook her head before realizing Mrs. Poole wanted her to say something.  “No, I’m good, thanks.”

“Very well.  If you have need of anything at all, you can ring for assistance, day or night,” she pointed to a tasseled rope hanging next to the headboard.

“Oh,” Sarah blinked; it was like something straight out of the movies.  “I’m sure I’ll be fine.  Thanks again for everything, have a good night.”

“Thank you, my Lady, sleep well.”

By the time Sara got her toiletries unpacked and arranged in the cabinet next to the sink and changed into her nightgown, the house had settled down for the night; the only sound the crackling of the fire.  The fireplace was big enough to stand up in if she ducked slightly, and she was afraid the Pooles had been a little overzealous in their attempt to keep her warm.  “I won’t need the blankets at all,” she murmured, moving to the set of corner windows to see if she could crack one of them open.  

The frame was hard to manage at first, stuck from years of disuse, but it popped open with a groan when she pushed a little harder, leaving a three inch gap.  The cool night air rushed in, heavily laced with scents from the gardens and Sara glimpsed neat rows of flower beds below.  Lilac, lavender, hyacinth, and roses most probably, though it was hard to see from the height through the narrow gap.  Delighted with such a find, Sara pulled the window closed so it was only open a crack to let in a little fresh air and hopped into bed.    

Immediately enveloped in downy comfort, she wriggled down into a sea of pillows.  “I am Sara J. Darling, millionaire,” she yawned.  “I own a mansion and a yacht.”  The dreamy smile stayed fixed on her lips until well after sleep claimed her for the night.

 

 



Chapter Two
 

 

It was early when Sara realized she lay huddled into a ball, completely submerged under the covers.  At least she thought it was early; her internal clock was totally out of whack.  A quick test proved the air to be bitterly cold in the room and she immediately ducked back down into the relative warmth of the quilted cocoon.  So much for the blazing heat of the fire…

Growing braver (or maybe it was the insistent gnawing of her stomach), Sara poked her head out again, finding the fire banked low and her luggage missing.  Not a good sign.  A heartbeat later, a teenaged girl dressed in a dove gray uniform slipped in, hugging a basket to her hip as she shut the door behind her.  Dark hair pulled back into a severe bun that looked tight enough to pinch, she moved with overly exaggerated care, as if afraid she might accidentally wake Sara up.

“Good morning,” Sara smiled, pulling the blankets around her as she sat up in bed.  The girl froze with a stricken, deer in the headlights stare, nearly dropping the basket in the process.  

“I beg your pardon, my Lady, I just went to fetch some wood for the fire.”

The poor girl looked like she was about to jump out of her skin and upon closer inspection, Sara could see she was older than she’d first thought; maybe twenty.  “Good idea; is it always this cold in here in the morning?”  Maybe she’d have to invest in a good space heater and keep it close to the bed.  

“No, some dolt left the window open all night and it’s near to freezing in here.  Stay where you are and I’ll fetch your wrapper.”  

Ah, so that explained it.  Sara kept mute on being the dolt responsible, but decided to let the girl off the hook.  “It’s okay, you work on the fire, I’ll find my… wrapper.  Only… I’m not sure where my stuff is, do you know?”

Torn between wanting to get the fire going and getting the promised bathrobe, the maid hovered in place for a moment.  “I put all your things away in the dressing room, was that wrong?”

Even though it felt weird to have a total stranger going through her things, Sara couldn’t bear to say so, the girl might start to cry.  “That’s fine, I know where it is.”  The floor was icy when she slid her feet out of the bed, and Sara couldn’t help but wince.

“I can get it for you…”

“No really, it’s fine… what’s your name?”

“Katie, Ma’am, I mean… my Lady,” her cheeks pinkened over the slip, and Sara hid a smile behind her hand.

“Ma’am is fine, or even Sara,” she assured her, keeping a blanket around her shoulders as she padded towards the bathroom.  “You take care of the fire and I’ll be back in a jiff.”  Pleased to see there was a lock on the bathroom door, Sara took care of some pressing business before finding all of her clothes neatly put away in the adjoining dressing room.  Pulling on a fluffy, blue robe she’d gotten for Christmas with Mom embroidered on the lapel, she pulled on two pairs of thick, woolen socks and emerged feeling marginally warmer.  Katie had the fire crackling in the hearth, the flames already licking up the sides of the dry wood.  

“That’s better already,” she smiled, scooting the chair a little closer to the warmth.

“Oh, I can get that for you, my Lady…”

“Katie, I have a secret to tell you,” Sara held her hands up to stay her from moving the chair.  They had to get a few things straight between them, or she’d go nuts inside of a week.  “I’ve never had a maid before.”

“You haven’t?” Katie gasped, clearly scandalized.

“Nope,” Sara shrugged; glad to see she had her full attention.  “How much have you heard about me coming to live here?”

“Only that you’re the heir, or rather the young master is, and you’ve come from America to take ownership of Darling
Park.”  

Interesting perspective, and Sara couldn’t help but wonder if everyone considered Jack to be the real heir?  It didn’t matter one bit to her, she was glad to figure in there somewhere.  “That’s right, we’re from America, and to be honest, I’ve done my share of cleaning rooms and fetching and carrying for people over the years.”  Maybe it was a mistake to admit such a thing to the help, but if the girl was going to spend any time in her company, they had to get on more even footing.  

“You have?”  Katie’s brows climbed skyward in disbelief, but Sara noticed her stance had become a little less stiff and severe.  

“Yep.  Up until a few weeks ago I was a waitress at the Pontiac Grill, working for little over minimum wage and tips.  So all the ‘my Lady’ stuff… it’s a little hard to get used to,” she admitted with a wrinkle of the nose.  “Maybe you could call me Sara?”

“Oh, but I couldn’t!” the girl’s bottom lip trembled.  “Mrs. Poole would have my hide if I did anything improper.  I’ve been given very strict guidelines as to what my duties should be,” she ticked them off on her fingers.  “See to your ladyship’s needs day or night, lay out your clothes and assist you with the dressing and your hair, make any repairs needed to your gowns or dainties, I’m to be the upstairs maid as well until we find a proper staff as time permits…” 

“See that’s the thing,” Sara stopped her before she ran out of fingers.  “I don’t really need a maid; I’m used to doing all those things for myself.”  

“Does that mean I’ll be sacked then?” Katie looked about ready to faint and Sara’s mouth snapped shut without saying what she’d intended.  

“No, of course not,” she assured her.  “I… it’s fine.  I’m sure you’re a very good lady’s maid,” Sara murmured, realizing it wasn’t all about her; far be it from her to deny the girl her livelihood because she was used to dressing herself.    

“Does that mean I can stay?”

“Of course.  And who knows, maybe in time we’ll become friends and it won’t feel so strange to call me Sara.”

“If you say so, my Lady,” Katie said carefully.  “I’ve hung out all your clothes. 
After you’ve warmed yourself, I’ll draw you a bath if you like, or would you like me to bring you up a tray first?” she waited expectantly, and Sara shook her head gently.

“Thank you, but I’d rather take a quick shower before I eat.  Don’t worry about dressing me, I can manage that at least, but ah, if you’ve got some time, maybe you could iron out some of my clothes?  I’m sure they’re awfully wrinkled from the trip.”

Katie beamed at being given a task to do.  “I’ll see to it straight away... Sara,” Katie tried experimentally, but she immediately looked around as if she expected to be struck by lightning.  

“See, nothing bad happened,” Sara winked, disappearing into the bathroom for some much needed privacy.  Katie was still puttering around the room, making the bed when Sara emerged from the bathroom twenty minutes later, dressed in jeans and a pretty, pink peasant blouse, dark hair plaited into a fat braid that hung down her back.  

“Can you show me where Jack’s room is?”  Sara hadn’t worried too much about him waking alone in a strange place; he’d been as excited as a boy of eight could be to learn they were traveling to the land of Harry Potter and Sherlock Holmes.  

“I’ll have him brought down to you,” Katie bobbed, preparing to leave, but Sara beat her to the door.  

“That’s okay; I’d rather see where he is and make sure he got settled in alright.”

“You want to go abovestairs?”

“Um, yes…?”  Was there a reason why it was such an unusual request?  “I take it he’s not on the same floor as I am?”  She’d seen another staircase leading up; it seemed a good a time as any to check it out.  

“Yes, the nursery is on the next floor along with some of the servant’s quarters.”

“The nursery?” Sara chuckled.  “You’d better not call it that in front of Jack or we’ll have a riot on our hands.  The stairs are this way, right?”  Leading the way, she climbed the steep stairs to the third story which was a little gloomy in comparison with all the lights blazing on her level.  Katie followed along, darting frequent looks over her shoulder as if she expected to be caught doing something they weren’t supposed to do at any moment.  

“Is there any
reason he has to be all the way up here?” Sara asked as she turned down the second set of corridors.  “I’d like him closer to me.”  If the poor kid had a nightmare in the middle of the night, he’d get lost trying to find her.  

“You’ll have to talk to Mrs. Poole about that, my Lady.”

“I definitely will.”  Proper or not, it was her house now and her family; her wishes had to count for something.  Only Jack didn’t seem to have a problem with the arrangements at all.  When she stepped into the nursery, he barely looked up at her, busily digging through a stack of books.  “Hey kiddo, did you have a good sleep?”

“Yeah,” he murmured, intent on his task.

“What are you up to?”

“I’m sorting the books by genre and then author, and this pile are the baby ones I don’t care about,” he reported, offering a bright smile.  She should have known he’d be a sucker for the huge wall of books; even without the ‘baby’ ones, it far exceeded the books he’d had to leave behind in the move.    

“I’m glad to see you have a project, you’ve been spending way too much time goofing off lately,” she replied with mock severity; it had only been a week or so since she’d pulled him out of school.  

“Do you think I could look over the real library?  There is one, right?” he looked to Katie who offered her best impression of a marble column, staring straight ahead by the door.

“Katie?” Sara prompted, and the girl came to life.

“Yes, there is a large library and a smaller study, I believe.  They’re both chock full of books, though I couldn’t speak as to how appropriate they’d be for Sir Jack.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about that,” Sara combed his hair into a better semblance of a part with her fingers.  “You’d be surprised by what Sir Jack can handle.  I’m sure there’s no problem with you checking out the library, but we should ask Mrs. Poole about it first, to make sure there aren’t any rare books that shouldn’t be disturbed.”

“Who’s Mrs. Poole?”

“The housekeeper, which you would have known if you hadn’t slept through the introductions last night,” she teased until he smiled back.  “Are you ready for our checklist?”

“Yep,” he nodded, leaving the books to give her his full attention.

“Teeth brushed?”

“Check.”

“Hair brushed?”

“Check.”

“Face washed?”

“Check.”

“Clean clothes?”

“Check.”

“Even your undies and socks?”

“Mom…” Jack gave her a pained look, darting a quick look to Katie who’d gone back to her statue impression.  Sara raised a single brow until he gave a long suffering sigh.  “Check.”

“What did you do with your dirty clothes?”

“I left them in a hamper thing in the bathroom.”

“Good.  I see you haven’t made your bed though.”

“Aw Mom, do I really have to make my own bed?  I thought we were rich now,” his pained expression was back, the precursor to the sulk. 

“I can attend to it now, my Lady,” Katie volunteered and after a moment’s hesitation, Sara gave her a short nod.  Maybe it was spoiling him not to have to do those basic chores, but then again, his life would be different now.  He might not ever have to learn how to cook or scrub a toilet or do laundry… it was still too much to take in.  

Seizing upon her surrender, Jack chattered on happily about the room which was easily four times as large as his room in the house they’d shared in LA.  Besides his bed, there were two other small beds on the same end of the room with a heavily grated fireplace between them, a high and lower set of table and chairs in the middle and a large play area on the opposite corner.  Along the far side were a series of built in shelves and cubbies packed with toys that Jack dubbed mostly lame, but overall he seemed genuinely excited at the prospect of staying there. 

“Do you really like it up here all by yourself?”

“Yeah, it’s neat.  I can see the whole backyard from here.”  Running to a padded window seat, he pressed his nose to the glass, breath steaming against the cold panes.  

Sara looked out, expecting to see the neat rows of flowers she’d seen the night before, stunned to find the gardens overrun and choked with weeds.  It wasn’t quite the same vantage point as the view from her window, but it was hard to imagine the view right outside hers would be so well maintained and not the formal gardens behind the house.  

“Katie… how long have the gardens been run down like this?”

“For quite a long time, my Lady.  His Lordship wasn’t in residence most of the time and didn’t think it necessary to keep up.”

“Then they’re all like this?  Even outside my window?” Sara frowned.  How could that be?  Could it have been a trick of the moonlight? 
What about the heady floral scent wafting in the window the night before?

“I’m afraid so.  Mrs. Poole could send for the old gardener if you like, I’m sure he’d be more than happy to take it on again,” Katie offered and Sara nodded absently, chalking it up to fatigue.

“I’ll talk to Mrs. Poole about it.  I guess there’s a lot of work to be done to get this place back up to fighting trim.  What do you say, Jack?  Ready to come down to breakfast and then do a bit of exploring?”

Jack gave a longing look to his pile of books.  “I’m not all that hungry.”

Sara looped her arm through his, leading him towards the door.  “Then you can keep me company while I eat, and maybe some nutrition will rub off on you through osmosis or something.”

“That really isn’t how osmosis works, Mom.”  How a boy his age had any idea what osmosis entailed was beyond her, but she took it as par for the course where Jack was involved.  

Katie had finished with the bed and waited by the door.  “Shall I show you to the morning room then?”  

“If that’s where we’ll find breakfast, then lead on.”  Making a mental map of the twists and turns it took to get down to the main level again, Sara was surprised by how bright the rooms were on the main floor, a sharp contrast to the mist shrouded gloom the night before.  It probably had to do with the early morning sunlight pouring through all the tall windows.  The cheery light brightened the heavily wood paneled rooms, but at the same time, showed every sign of age and wear.  

The morning room boasted more yellow wallpaper with a faded green stripe.  A table that could easily seat ten was laid out with two place settings, a row of silver chafing dishes set on the adjoining sideboard.  

“Sure you’re not hungry?  It looks like they put on quite a spread,” Sara lifted the lid from the first tray which revealed a pan of fluffy scrambled eggs.  “How about I make you a plate and you can try a little of everything?”  Not taking no for an answer, she loaded them both up with eggs, sausage, bacon, toast, beans, fried potatoes, some kind of fish and fresh tomato slices.

“I can’t eat that,” Jack mumbled as she slid the plate in front of him.

“Sure you can.  Just taste everything, that’s all I ask.  You don’t have to eat anything you don’t like.”

“I can already tell I don’t like the fish… it’s looking at me.”

“Oh come on, where’s your sense of adventure?  You like fish, just try it.”  Truth be told, she wasn’t much of a fish eater either, but it was a new experience to be savored.  “I’ll do it with you, on the count of three…”  They each prepped a bite of the fish; Jack’s the smallest flake that would stay on the fork, while she counted down.  It was smoky and a little too salty, not bad, but definitely weird for breakfast.  While they made faces at each other across the table, Mrs. Poole bustled in.

“Is everything to your liking, my Lady?” she asked, a pucker of concern on her brow.

“Oh, it’s great, isn’t it, Jack?” Sara prompted and Jack muttered something noncommittal, his mouth already full of bacon.  “We’re not used to so much food so early in the morning, I’m afraid most of this is going to go to waste.”

“Don’t trouble yourself on that account, we can discuss the menu in greater detail when you’ve had time to settle in,” she waved it away.  “Was everything satisfactory with your night’s stay?”

Katie’s eyes flew wide from her perch by the door and Sara was quick to respond, not wanting the poor girl to think she would be blamed for the freezing temperature from her own stupidity.  

“Oh yes, definitely, I was very comfortable, thanks for asking.  Jack seems to like his room too and I’m pretty sure Joanie slept well considering she’s not up yet,” Sara chuckled.  

“Katie, go and take a tray up to Miss Wilson, I’ll see to their needs here,” Mrs. Poole instructed, and the girl gave a quick bob. 

Sara flashed the maid a quick smile.  “Tell you what, show up with a cup of coffee, strong and sweet and she’ll be your friend for life.”

Katie barely had time to offer a shy smile in reply when Joanie shuffled in with a yawn, stealing a piece of toast from Sara’s plate before she plopped down in the chair next to her.  

Mrs. Poole suffered a minor fit of apoplexy at the breach in etiquette before she found her voice.  “I apologize, my Lady, we didn’t expect Sir Jack to be joining you for breakfast.  Shall I get you a plate, Miss Wilson?”

“No, I’m good with this,” Joanie replied around a mouthful of buttery toast.  “So, what’s on the agenda today?  Shopping?  Hey, squirt,” she winked at Jack who tried winking back, but ended up with more of a double blink.

Mrs. Poole looked almost physically ill as crumbs dropped directly on the tabletop, but Katie came to the rescue, slipping a tea saucer at her place setting which was better than nothing.  

“I don’t know, I thought we’d get a good look at the place in the daylight and then maybe take a ride into the village, what do you think?” Sara suggested, only to be contradicted by Mrs. Poole.

“You’ve an appointment with Mr. Lowesley at half past ten.”

“Who’s that?” Joanie asked, filching a piece of bacon and Sara scooted her plate a little closer, hoping that would appease Mrs. Poole’s sense of decorum.  

“My lawyer,” Sara recalled.  “I forgot about him, I made the appointment over a week ago, but that’s fine.  Do you think I could borrow the keys to the car?  Oh, is that our car by the way or did you rent it?”

“That is your car indeed, but that won’t be necessary, Lowesley will come to you.”

“Oh, I was looking forward to going in to the village; we didn’t get to see much of it last night.”  Not that there was much of a rush, she supposed, and it would give her more time to check out the house.

“Yeah, is it always that foggy after dark?” Joanie chimed in and Mrs. Poole nodded.

“We do see our share of it this time of year.”

“What am I going to do all day?” Jack asked, more pushing the food around on his plate than eating it anymore.  “Do I have to meet with the boring old lawyer too?”

“No, kiddo.  You’ve got the whole day to do whatever you want.”

“Is there a TV here?” he perked up at the idea until he caught Mrs. Poole’s shake of the head.  

“And I couldn’t find any wi-fi here either,” Joanie’s nose scrunched up in disapproval and Sara realized she’d completely forgotten to plug in her laptop to charge, it hadn’t occurred to her to make sure the house had internet.  Hopefully she could still check email on her phone.  

“So… no TV, no video games…” Jack looked like someone had run over a puppy right in front of him and Sara scooted out of her chair to wrap an arm around his shoulders.  

“Why don’t you go play outside?”

“Play what?” he blinked.

“Just… play.  Go exploring; you saw those gardens out back.”

“With all due respect, I don’t think that’s such a good idea, my Lady,” Mrs. Poole interceded.  “The gardens are in a dreadful state, and could be quite dangerous.”

That brought Sara up short.  “Oh.  Well, you can go exploring inside then.”

“Actually, the same is true for much of the house.  It’s been in a terrible state ever since Sir Stephen decided to live abroad.”

“Tell you what, I’ll keep you company, squirt,” Joanie volunteered.  “I’ve got some games on my computer you haven’t seen before.  I might even be able to beat you for once.”

“Yeah?” Jack brightened considerably.

“I’ve still got an hour or so until the lawyer gets here, we can spend it looking around the safe parts of the house.  Plus there’s that book project you were working on, I’m sure there’s enough to keep you busy this morning, and then after lunch we’ll all go exploring outside together, that should be plenty safe,” Sara added, mouthing a thank you to Joanie over the top of his head.  

“My Lady…” Mrs. Poole started to object, but Sara put her foot down.  It was their house after all.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine with us there; we’ll be careful, I promise.  Now… who wants to check out the library with me?”

 

 



Chapter Three
 

 

The tour of the main floor didn’t thrill Jack too much, Sara could tell, but she was interested in the incredible attention to detail in the craftsmanship of the manor house.  Sure it needed new wallpaper and paint, and most of the furnishings were faded and worn, but there was real potential to make it a stunning showplace if someone poured a little bit of sweat and elbow grease into it.  And money of course… but that shouldn’t be a problem; she’d have to clarify the size of the estate with the lawyer when he came.

“How come the last guy, what was his name… the previous Lord Darling, how come he decided not to live here?” Sara asked Mrs. Poole, who conducted them through the house at her insistence while Katie slipped upstairs to take care of the bedrooms.  Sara itched to get a look at the locked rooms Mrs. Poole deemed as ‘unsafe’, but decided not to make an issue of it for the moment.  

“Sir Stephen decided to make his home in France as I understand it.  I can’t imagine why,” she sniffed in disapproval.  “I only saw the man a few times in his adult life after he came into his inheritance.  He never took a shine to this place the way we’d hoped,” she sighed heavily.  “The estate was allowed to fall into a dreadful state, as you can see, without a proper staff to care for it.”

“But why?  Wasn’t he made of money?” Joanie asked.  “It seems like he could have ponied up a little bit of cash to keep the place afloat.”  

“Indeed,” Mrs. Poole nodded, “but it’s not for us to question our betters, dear,” she chided gently, and Sara grabbed hold of Joanie’s arm, giving it a squeeze before the fiery redhead gave the older woman an earful on who she thought was her better.  

“Are these all family portraits?” Sara changed the subject, turning their attention to a wall of oil paintings in heavy gilt frames covering an entire wall of the library.  

“That’s right, dating back to Sir Archibald Darling who built the house in seventeen eighty-seven.  Here you see Lady Margaret, whom I think you’ll agree you bear a striking resemblance to.”

Sara tipped her head back to get a look at the painting, but besides dark hair and blue eyes, she didn’t think she looked all that much like her ancestor.  

“Oh yeah, I definitely see it around the mouth,” Joanie nodded, stepping back to get a better look.  

“I don’t see it.”

“I’m not saying you could play identical cousins in a wacky sitcom, but you definitely look related,” Joanie shrugged.  

“Is the last Lord Darling up here too?” Sara wondered aloud.

“Yes, he’s here,” Mrs. Poole directed them to a portrait of a severe looking man in his early thirties, most of his hair already gone.  He reminded Sara of a hawk or some other bird of prey in the way his eyes were so tightly focused, like he wouldn’t let anything slip by him.  

“Yeah, that guy definitely looks like a douche,” Joanie murmured beside her.

Sara spent a few minutes studying the pictures before she realized Jack wasn’t with them.  Whirling around, she breathed a sigh of relief at finding him curled up in an overstuffed chair, an open book propped on his lap.  “Jack’s a big reader, so please let me know if any of these books are off limits and I’ll make sure he understands.”

“Some of the books aren’t in very good condition, but the rare volumes are under glass in the study.  It does me good to see a lad with a book on his knee instead of those infernal noise contraptions,” Mrs. Poole chuckled and Sara suddenly remembered she had a question.  

“Is there any internet connection at all?  Even dial up?”

“No, we haven’t been set up for it, but I could arrange for an installation if you like, my Lady.  Am I to assume you wish to install a television as well?”

“You assume correctly,” Sara nodded.  “At least three or four, I’ll have to take a look at the rest of the space.  After I meet with the whatshisname lawyer guy, I’ll make up a list of some of the things we’ll be needing.  Do you have some time to meet with me later this afternoon?”

“Of course, my Lady, as you wish.  I’ve taken the liberty of advertising for a proper cook as well.  Would Thursday morning be a suitable time for you to conduct interviews, or would you like me to handle the hiring?”

“Oh… I’m sure whoever you pick will be fine.  Plus I can always pitch in if needed, I know how to make all of Jack’s favorites,” Sara smiled, though she knew that wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear from the expression on the old woman’s face.  She was saved from having to find something more suitable to say by the appearance of Thomas at the door.

“Mr. Lowesley to see you, my Lady.  I put him in the study, I hope that will suit.”

“Thanks, Thomas.  Yes, that’ll be fine… if you can remind me which way the study is again?” Sara gave him a sheepish grin.  

 

* * *

 

It was strange to preside over the immense wooden desk in the study.  Sara felt like she should be on the opposite side of it, meeting with the lawyer, but he’d already taken a seat in one of the high backed chairs, leather attaché case perched on his knees.  “Sorry to keep you waiting, I was taking a tour of the mansion.  Did Thomas ask if you wanted something to drink or anything?” she asked, remembering her manners.  

“Not at all, my Lady, my needs have been well seen to.  I’m Mr. Lowesley, your solicitor,” he offered a hand, hurrying to his feet.  He exuded an air of conservative success in a striped, three-piece suit and very shiny black shoes.

“I’m Sara Bailey, nice to meet you,” she took his hand with a warm smile.  “Please have a seat.”

“That would be Sara Darling,” he corrected as he retook his seat, only after she sat behind the desk.  

“Well, I haven’t been for years, but I was thinking about taking my maiden name back again now that I’m divorced.”  It sounded lighter to her, less weighted down by baggage.

“That’s fortunate, because one of the stipulations of your taking charge of the estate is for you and your son to take the family name.  I’ve taken the liberty of having the documents drawn up for you.”  With a click, he opened his case and handed over a sheaf of papers, flagged in the appropriate areas for her signature on the change of name for the both of them.

“Oh…” Sara accepted the papers, a little taken aback by the stipulation.  Still, it was something she’d been thinking about doing anyway, she just wished she’d had a chance to talk to Jack about it first.  When Peter found out about it, he was going to flip his lid…  “Okay then, one down, how many to go?” she asked, as she slid the signed documents back across the desk.  

“Quite a few more, I’m afraid,” he smiled, carefully filing it away and reaching for the next.  “This contract stipulates that you must make the house your primary residence, with provisions of course for vacations and the like.”

Sara frowned over that one, skimming over the language that read like Greek.  “How come the last guy didn’t have to do that?”  He’d been living in France and nobody’d batted an eye.

“It’s precisely because of Sir Stephen’s negligence that this codicil was added by the executor.  I hope you can appreciate the need for a strong hand at the helm here, Darling
Park can’t be allowed to languish in such a condition; it devalues the estate.”

It seemed like that would be for the owner to decide.  “Who’s the executor?”

“That would be me,” Lowesley drew himself up importantly, as if he expected her to challenge that authority.  “I can show you the authorization if you like.”

“No, it’s fine.”  At least for the moment.  If the time came that she wanted to move on, then she could deal with fighting it, and she assumed that Jack could come to his own decision about it when he was older.  Sara signed the papers and handed them over, ready for the next revelation.  

“Very good,” he offered the next document.  “You must administer, or elect a representative to administer the Darlington Preservation Council.  No personal effort is required if you prefer to have our office see to it, but this stipulates that you will agree to a series of sponsored events to help stimulate the local economy which relies a great deal on seasonal tourism.”

“Oh, I think that’s a great idea!  I’d love to get involved in the community and get to know everyone,” Sara didn’t hesitate at that one, signing it right away.  She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be responsible for ‘stimulating an economy’ all on her own, but with such a large estate, she could hardly begrudge the village a little help.  “Wasn’t that the way it was done in the olden days?  The big house would put on local fairs and stuff, right?  That sounds like a lot of fun!”  

“Indeed, I’m very glad to hear you’re keen on the idea of resurrecting those traditions,” Lowesley’s manner eased a little, some of the starch going out of his spine.  

  “Maybe we can even start some new ones,” Sara smiled back, already envisioning herself as a pillar of the community.  She’d probably have to buy a hat…

“Ah yes, perhaps,” he cleared his throat.  “Now then, your eldest son will come into his inheritance when he is twenty-five years of age.  Until then, you hold sole control over the entire estate.  

“My eldest son; you mean Jack, right?”

“The contract is deliberately non-specific in that, my Lady, on the chance something should happen to your son,” he coughed uncomfortably.  

“He’s my only son, so…”

“You’re still young,” Lowesley observed, “I hardly think you need call yourself an old maid as of yet, if you’ll forgive me.”

“I guess that’s true.”  Not that she was in that headspace at all; Sara couldn’t imagine starting another family after her marital disaster.

“Who knows, you may find your Prince Charming yet,” he chuckled and Sara decided to change the subject.  

“How did you find me?”

“Beg pardon, my Lady?”

“How did you figure out I was the heir to the Darling Estate anyway?  Darling isn’t that rare of a name and I had no idea I had any family in England at all.”

“It took us some time to track you down,” he admitted.  “We’ve been without an heir for nearly a year since Sir Stephen’s unfortunate demise.”

“So it wasn’t a well known fact that the family tree branched out to the States?”

“No, I’m afraid it wasn’t.  There was very little in the way of public record with the war on, but as near as we can tell, in 1918 your great grandfather went to live in America as a child.”  

Sara had seen pictures of the man, but never met him; he’d died before she was born.  “Who would the title go to if you hadn’t found us?”

“That would take us on another exhaustive search, my Lady.  Let’s be glad we did find you and Sir Jack when we did,” his eyes glistened with something Sara couldn’t be sure of.  “Now then, we come to the heart of the matter.  I have here the final documents for you to sign and then we shall discuss the financial particulars.”

Glad there were no more stipulations, Sara briefly glanced over the last papers before signing and dating them.  “I guess that makes this place ours,” she sighed happily, on pins and needles to hear the actual value of the estate.  

Lowesley wrote a figure on a piece of paper and slid it across the desk.  “This is the value of your current account.”

“Is that dollars?” Sara stared at the slip of paper, agog at all the zeros.  

“That would be pounds,” he leaned back with a grin.

“Wow,” Sara’s finger traced over the number.  “That’s a lot of money.”  More than she’d been expecting, no matter what fantasies she’d shared with Joanie.  “Ah, I wonder if I could ask your advice.  How much do you think it would cost to have this place brought back to its former glory?  I’m willing to do some of the work myself.  I know this is a lot of money, but I don’t want to blow all of Jack’s inheritance on restoration.  Am I kidding myself or could it be done for a portion of that?”

Lowesley’s smile was contrite.  “You misunderstand me.  The value of the estate is considerably higher.  That amount represents your current account… you might call it a personal checking account, to be used for everyday transactions.  This amount will be deposited into your account on a yearly basis for your own personal living expenses.  There is also an account for which to draw salaries for the staff and general upkeep of Darling
Park which I review, as executor, on an annual basis, and I think you’ll find it more than generous to hire a suitable staff.  Any major renovations that would benefit the innate value of the estate could be drawn from the main account directly.”  He slid over another piece of paper.  “This is the value of the estate in its entirety.”

Sara stared at the paper, the numbers swimming before her eyes as she tried to take it in.  People didn’t really have that much money, did they?  And they wanted to give it all to her?  

“The estate is yours, of course, but it’s a bit more complicated to remove a sizeable amount from the main accounts, so you’ll have to consult with my office before you can make any grand purchases over and above your current account.”

Nodding mutely, she tried to imagine what she’d possibly buy that would exhaust the yearly living expenses but came up dry.  “So…” her voice lacked strength, and she cleared her throat and tried again.  “I can get started on the renovations then.”

“Almost at once, my Lady.  Simply have the invoices sent to my office and I’ll ensure they’re taken care of.”

“Thank you for coming out here, Mr. Lowesley.  I’ll be in touch soon to talk to you about plans for Darling
Park.”

“Very good,” he rose at the same instant she did.  “And may I say
congratulations, we are all of us very glad to have you here,” he smiled warmly.

“Thank you,” she smiled back, “me too.”

 

 



Chapter Four
 

 

Sara slipped out the French doors instead of going to find Jack and Joanie to explore as promised, needing to clear her head a little bit and come up with a plan of action.  It wasn’t that she’d had a terribly unlucky life, but windfalls like that didn’t happen to girls like her, and she wasn’t sure she could trust it right away.  It was tempting to take half of the yearly allowance and squirrel it away somewhere just in case they changed their minds and decided to ask for it back.  

Her shoes crunched against the dead twigs littering the path, and Sara was once again struck by the ruined state of the gardens.  A quick jog to the side of the house below the master suite confirmed the yard was just as dilapidated as the rest of the place.  So why had she thought she’d seen a well manicured garden in full bloom the night before?  She was still shaking her head over it when she came upon the chauffeur polishing the chrome on the front grill.  

Finally, the first semi-normal looking person she’d seen in a while.  Instead of a traditional driver’s uniform, he wore a fitted blue t-shirt and his jeans were more faded than hers were.  His short, spiky brown hair looked a little more sun-kissed in the daylight, and the color of the shirt made his eyes bluer than gray, but the thing she liked best about him was the fact that he looked up at her with a brief smile and then kept on working instead of my Ladying her.  

Sara watched him work for a few moments, admiring the zeal with which he polished the chrome bits, not many people she knew had the same work ethic she did in the world of half-assed jobs.  “So,” she sauntered closer, “you’re the chauffeur…” she began, but he cut her off before she could add anything to the obvious statement.

“No, I’m not.”

Sara blinked at the contradiction.  “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought…  You picked us up at the train last night.”

“Yes.”

“And drove us here.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re working on the car…”

“Apparently.” 

“But you’re not the chauffeur?”

“Nope.”  Switching cloths, he moved to the other side of the car.  

“Of course,” she murmured, brows drawing together as she followed him.

“If I was the chauffeur, I’d have a shiny hat,”
the corner of his mouth tugged up into a half smile.

“I see,” she returned the smile.  He was cute, if a little too pleased with himself.  “Alright, if you’re not the chauffeur, then what are you doing here?”

“I came to see if you need a ride into town,” he let the rag still, leaning against the side of the fancy car, giving her his full attention and she was the first one to look away.  

“That doesn’t make a whole lot of sense.”

“I’m a Jack of many trades, currently looking for one to ply you with, my Lady.  At present that means I’m to drive you around, but I’m not your chauffeur.”

Sara couldn’t help but wonder what other trades he could ply her with, and it took her a moment to respond, cheeks pinkening under his frank gaze.  “Please, call me Sara.”

“I couldn’t do that, my Lady,” a shake of the head was given and a pucker appeared on her smooth brow.  

“Why not?”

“Mrs. Poole would cut off my ears and serve them for tea,” he replied with just enough conviction she almost thought he might not be kidding.  

“Mrs. Poole doesn’t have to know everything, does she?” she gave him a winsome smile.

“Don’t kid yourself, my Lady; Mrs. Poole knows everything that happens at Darling
Park.”  

Sara let out a long breath, leaning against the car beside him.  “No offense, but I really wish people would drop the my Lady stuff, I’m just regular old Sara from Los Angeles.”

“Not to us you’re not,” he picked up one of her hands, holding it lightly between his.  “You’re our shining star, a beacon against the darkness.  Our savior and new hope.”

“Are you always like this?” she laughed over the ridiculous sentiment.    

“Only when in the presence of great beauty, my Lady.”

He sure didn’t talk like a chauffeur, she had to agree.  Somehow she didn’t think Mrs. Poole would approve of the conversation either, but she didn’t care.  “It’s Sara, okay?”  If anyone seemed likely to drop the title, she thought it might be him, but to her surprise, he shook his head. 

“No, it’s not.”

“Huh?” she blinked.

“You’re not you anymore, don’t you see?  The moment you came here, you became the Dowager Lady Darling.”

Sara didn’t like the sound of that title one bit.  “Ugh, you make it sound like I’m eighty years old.”

“Age hasn’t anything to do with it; you must try to start thinking of yourself as an institution not a person.”

“That’s ridiculous, I’m still a person.  I’m still plain old me, same as I was before I came here.”

“I find that hard to believe, my Lady.”  The little half smile was back and her brows rose in puzzlement.

“What, that I haven’t changed?”

“That you’ve ever been plain.”

She realized he was still holding her hand, and she tugged it free, not wanting to give him the wrong idea.  He was cute, but she so wasn’t in the market for even a fling, especially not in a close knit community.  “I ah, I thought I’d steal one of the bikes I saw leaning against the kitchen door and ride into the village for a bit,” she said suddenly, not quite sure where the idea came from.

“It’s not stealing if you own everything visible to the naked eye, though, is it?”

“Not everything,” she grumbled, starting to think the class thing was going to get into the way of every decent conversation she’d have for the next twenty years.  

“Are you certain you wouldn’t rather ride in comfort?” he patted the top of the Mercedes.

“No, I think the exercise will do me good after being cooped up for the past few days,” she shook her head.  Maybe Jack and Joanie would want to come too, and then Mrs. Poole wouldn’t have to get so worried about them getting hurt exploring the house.

“Seeing as how you’re not in need of my services, I’ll take myself off then, shall I?” he gave a brief nod, picking up his polishing cloths.  

“I guess so,” she hesitated, “unless… I don’t suppose you’d like to play tour guide for the afternoon?”  Apart from following the road, she had no idea how to find the village.  “I could pay you, of course; whatever you were going to earn for playing at chauffeuring.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, my Lady.  I’d be happy to oblige, just give me half a tick to wash up,” he grinned.

“Only if you call me Sara,” she returned stubbornly.  “It’s Will, isn’t it?  When it’s just the two of us, I mean.  That’d be alright, wouldn’t it?”

“Too right,” he nodded.  “I’m honored that your Ladyship remembered my name,” Will smirked, but then stepped closer, his smile softening.  “I’d like nothing better, Sara, than to spend the afternoon showing you my corner of the world.”

Sara’s lips quirked into a lopsided grin; that sounded a whole lot more fun than checking out the local village…  “Great,” she nodded, stomach tightening when she realized she might be in over her head.  “I’ll go get my friend, Joanie and see if Jack wants to come too.”

Something that might have been disappointment passed over his features, but it was gone in an instant, replaced by the neutral smile.  “By all means, bring them along.  Though I recommend the car if young Jack’s to come.  We haven’t got a bicycle of his size here at the house.”

“Oh, I hadn’t thought of that.”  The roads were too bumpy for Jack to ride on the handlebars and she didn’t have a helmet for him; not the best example to set.  “Well then, I guess you’ll have to pinch hit as a chauffeur after all,” she smiled, pushing away from the car.  “I’ll be back in a jiffy, I’m sure they’re as eager to explore the village as I am.”

“And I’ll be waiting,” Will nodded, his eyes following her inside.

 

* * *

 

The village of Darlington was everything she’d pictured in a remote, English community.  A jumble of picturesque shops and pubs all squashed on top of each other along the main road, with cottages dappled across the rolling countryside.  The narrow roads made for hair raising maneuvering whenever another car came alongside of them, but Will managed them like an old pro, chauffeur or not.  

“If you don’t mind a bit of a stroll, I thought we’d leave the car here and see the sights properly,” Will asked over his shoulder after he’d stopped in a car park a block away from the main thoroughfare.  

“This is fine, I wanted to get out and really see it, not just from the car,” Sara nodded, and Jack already had his seatbelt off, eager to expend some of the boundless energy contained by small boys. 

“How far is it to the nearest Golden Arches in case I get a Big Mac attack?” Joanie asked, stepping out into the gravel lot.  

“You’re looking at a forty-five minute drive at least, Miss, unless the weather gives you a spot of trouble,” Will replied, not bothering to lock the car.  “Now then, where should we get started first?  Do you fancy a bit of antiquing, or… would you like to try the finest chocolatier in all of Dorset?” he grinned at Jack in particular who hopped up and down with excitement.

“Chocolatier!” he crowed.

“We haven’t had lunch yet,” Sara gave Will a pointed look, turning to Joanie for support, but she was on her own.

“Hey, don’t look at me, I’d rather hit the candy shack over an antique shop any day of the week,” she snorted.  

“Alright, but keep the sampling to a minimum until after you’ve had more to eat than a mouthful of bacon,” Sara sighed, giving up in the face of his enthusiasm.  

“Sorry, my Lady, but I thought it would interest the boy,” Will offered an unrepentant smile as he fell into step beside her.  “You could hardly have expected him to be interested in a tour of the china shop.”

“Yes, but now I won’t be able to take him into the china shop after he’s all hopped up on chocolate,” she returned with a wry grin.  “I thought you were going to call me Sara.”

“Only when we’re alone,” he reminded her gently.  “I’d be very happy to keep him company while you’re busy browsing.  I admit, I’ve never been much for shopping myself.”

“No interest in antiques?”

“Plenty of interest, a little short on funds for the nonessentials of life,” he admitted and Sara exchanged a knowing smile with him.

“Ah, I’ve definitely been there,” she admitted.  “I appreciate the offer then, I’m sure Jack would be more than happy to have a local expert, but I warn you, he’s eight; that means he’s made of questions.”

“I remember the age well, my Lady.  I assure you, I’m up to the challenge.”  With a wink, Will left her side to keep pace with Jack, easily engaging him in conversation.  

“When did you become best friends with the chauffeur?” Joanie asked as soon as she caught up, having a little trouble with her heels on the cobblestones.

“He’s not the chauffeur,” Sara smiled, her eyes on Will’s back, watching Jack laugh at something he’d said.

“Okay, Mr. McHottie then?”

“We had a conversation outside before I came to get you, that’s all.”

“You seem pretty chummy after one conversation, I didn’t think you normally worked that fast.  He is pretty hot for a Brit though, I’ll give you that.”

“Joanie!” 

“What?”

“What a thing to say!” Sara breathed, looking around to see if anyone was in listening distance.  The street was pretty sleepy, only a few pedestrians out, but everyone seemed to be watching them with undisguised interest.  

“I’m just saying, he’s got all his teeth, and he’s not all pasty pale, that’s a good start.”

“People might hear you,” Sara hissed, wondering for the zillionth time why that never occurred to her best friend.

“So what?  They’re going to judge me for being an American anyway, why not give them something interesting to talk about?” she grinned.  “So, what else does he do for you?” Joanie linked her arm through hers when Sara stared back at her blankly.

“Huh?”

“He works for you, right?  What else does he do?” she waggled her eyebrows suggestively until Sara laughed. 

“Ugh, you’re sick, you know that?”  Joanie’s unflappable sense of humor was part of the reason they’d been friends for so long.  Sara was willing to overlook the cynical touches that crept in more often than not, especially because she knew that at her core, Joanie wasn’t petty or spiteful, just... colorful.

“Hey, I just want to know where I can get one.  Ooh, that’s a great idea.  Instead of getting me a lady’s maid like you got, do you think you could get me my own manservant?  Or more like a cabana boy?  He could fan me with palm fronds and offer me peeled grapes and stuff.”

“We’re in England, not the West Indies,” Sara rolled her eyes.  “I should get you a nanny instead.”

“On second thought, I’ll take a lady’s maid, only one that isn’t afraid of her own shadow like yours.”

“You have to be a lady before I can get you a lady’s maid,” Sara teased and Joanie took it in stride.

“Touché.”

While Will kept Jack entertained, Sara visited every shop lining the sides of the main street, not wanting to slight anyone.  Joanie came with her when it piqued her interest, but more often than not, begged off to sit outside on one of the many wrought iron benches provided for just such a purpose.  

Everywhere Sara went, the people seemed to know exactly who she was and where she’d come from.  She probably should have expected that, but she hadn’t expected them to be so open and welcoming, as if she was the greatest thing since sliced bread.  Maybe she felt a little on display as people watched her shop, but no one had an unkind thing to say and they were very sweet to Jack.  There weren’t many people her age though, the population seemed to be predominantly in their fifties or older.  There were no children to be seen anywhere and there was no sign of a school.  

An interesting mish mash of odds and ends led her into a deserted curio shop, the lonely bell above the door her only company until a raspy voice spoke at her elbow.

“I’ve dipped wicks for your lands my entire life.”

“Huh?” Sara turned to find a stooped old man, smiling up at her with a gap-toothed grin.  Unruly tufts of hair stuck out above both ears giving him a slightly frazzled appearance.  Grizzled and worn, his eyes shone a vivid, bright blue in stark contrast to his grayed out complexion.  

“Dipped wicks,” he repeated as if that made it perfectly clear.  “And poured as well, though I don’t think they burn as evenly.”

“I’m sorry; I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He presented her with a pair of hand dipped taper candles, joined by a single wick and she started to clue in on the topic at hand.  “These are my specialty; you can thank Bernice for those.”

Sara accepted them; they were a deep, rich blue on the bottom fading to a lighter shade at the top.  “Oh, you make candles, I get it,” she breathed a sigh of relief that they were finally on the same page.  “Bernice?  Is that your wife?”

“She’s my queen,” he laughed, or maybe he coughed, she couldn’t be sure.

“Right…”

“Of the bees, you know.”  

“Bees,” Sara nodded, thinking she was still missing part of the conversation, or maybe his picnic basket was missing a few sandwiches up top.  “So, you’re a bee keeper and a candle maker.”

“Chandler by profession,” he admitted proudly.  “Though I have to sell my treasures to keep afloat these days,” he looked around with a brokenhearted sigh.  Though one wall of the shop was devoted to candles, the rest was dominated by everything from carved jewelry boxes to cartography equipment.    

“I’m sorry, Mr…?”

“Name’s Pottinger, my Lady.  Don’t feel sorry for me though.  All about to change, mark my words.  Well, you know all about that.”

“I know all about what?”  Sara couldn’t decide if she was supposed to know what he was talking about, or if he didn’t make sense to anyone but himself.  

“The change coming.  There’s bound to be an end to the rum luck we’ve had these past thirty years now there’s a Darling back in the house.”  

Her brows knit together in puzzlement as to why he’d link his success or failure to anything having to do with her family’s house.  “Why would that have anything to do with your luck?”

“Ah,” he tapped his nose knowingly.  “I take your meaning, my Lady.  Play it close to the vest by all means.  You never know who might be listening.”

Sara stared back at him blankly.  “Who might be listening?  We’re the only ones here.”

“Never you mind about that, there’s always ears about,” he nodded sagely, voice dropping conspiratorially.  “Mind what you say, especially when you think you’re alone, my Lady.  Mark my words; we won’t see the light without a fair amount of darkness ahead.”

She didn’t even begin to know how to respond to that piece of advice.  Luckily, she didn’t have to as the bell above the door jangled cheerily and Will strode in.  “Ah, there you are, my Lady.  We wondered where you’d gotten off to.  Jack’s been asking for you.”

“Oh yes, best see to the boy’s needs,” the old man drew a raspy breath.  “It wouldn’t do for anything to befall him yet, would it?”

Yet?  Sara opened her mouth to ask him what he meant by that, but Will was already at her elbow, steering her towards the door.  “Good afternoon, we really must be off now,” he had them outside on the street with a jangle of the bell inside of five seconds.  

“There is something seriously wrong with that guy,” Sara murmured, looking back over her shoulder where Pottinger waved cheerily from the window.

“He’s harmless really; just a bit… eccentric is all.”

“Eccentric?  You should have heard some of the stuff he said about bad luck.   And what was that about Jack not being ready for an accident yet?”

“You’ll have to forgive some of the older folks around here, they’re a mite superstitious.  I’m sure it was his way of saying we should take care not to let Jack wander off alone until he’s accustomed to the territory,” he shrugged it off.  “No worries there, your friend’s with him.”

Maybe so, but she couldn’t shake the feeling there was more to that conversation than could be shrugged away.  “Oh, I forgot to pay for these,” she still had the taper candles in her hand.

“Don’t fret, Sara, I’m sure he’ll add it to the account.  He supplies the house with all of the candles; I pick them up once a week.”

“Oh.” At least he was calling her Sara again…  “So you play delivery boy as well? Besides not being a chauffeur.  What else do you do?”

“I dreamt of being an architect once, but it didn’t work out.”

“No?  Why not?”  

“Jack and Miss Sunshine are waiting for us at the Bell and Cross; it’s a small inn with a public dining room.  I thought you might want a bit of refreshment.”

It wasn’t lost on her that he’d changed the subject, but she had no right to demand he tell her his secrets; especially not on the first day.  “That’s probably a good idea, it’s been a long time since breakfast, Jack is probably starving.  Or did you let him eat all that candy?”

“I might have let him carry the bag,” he replied with a faint smile, refusing to look at her and Sara couldn’t help but laugh.  

“Then real food is definitely in order.  Miss Sunshine, huh?  I take it Joanie’s not on your list of favorite people so far?”

“Let’s say if she was the heir, I would have let her walk to town,” he replied with a wink, holding the door open for her. 

 

 



Chapter Five
 

 


“Hey Mom, wait ‘til you see what I got!” Jack ran up to greet Sara as soon as she stepped into the dining room.  Large trestle tables were set up to encourage community dining as well as a few smaller tables along one wall.  A quick search showed Joanie taking up the entire side of one table, her feet propped up on the chair beside her.  

“What is it, kiddo?”

“I got a lucky hat for fishing.  Will said you have to have a lucky hat or the fish won’t bite.  I’ve never heard of that before, have you?”

“Ah… it’s been a long time, but yes, I think there’s a fair amount of luck involved with fishing,” Sara grinned over Jack’s enthusiasm.  

“Will said he’d teach me how to fish if you said so, will you say so?”

“I think that can be arranged,” she allowed, before turning back to face Will.  “Getting my son to spend some time outside might qualify you for the sainthood,” she grinned.  

“Hardly,” he chuckled.  “The boy just wants a bit of proper guidance, and there’s a prime spot for fishing not too far from here.”  A red cheeked woman in an apron bustled in to lay silverware at the table and Will sobered, his stance becoming more formal.  “I’ll leave you to it then, my Lady.  Enjoy your meal.”

“You’re not joining us?” she blinked in surprise.  Somehow she’d thought he would stick around, he seemed to enjoy her company and Jack’s too.  

“I don’t think it’d be proper, my Lady.  I’ll have something at the bar and I’ll meet you outside when you’re finished.”

“Oh right, proper,” Sara gave a disappointed sigh.  “Okay, I’ll catch you later then, enjoy your lunch.”

Will leaned close, his words for her ears only with the woman’s back turned.  “I’ll hold you to that,” he pulled back with a grin that made her tingle all the way to her toes.

“Welcome to the Bell and Cross, your Ladyship,” the woman bobbed as Sara approached the table.  “I’m Mrs. Dockery and this here’s my place.  Anything you like at all, I’ll be pleased as punch to bring it for you,” she grinned from ear to ear.

“Thank you, Mrs. Dockery,” Sara smiled as she took a seat beside Jack.  “You don’t have to go to any special trouble for us though, whatever’s on the menu should do fine.”  

“We’ve no proper menu, my Lady.  The daily specials are just there on the board,” she pointed to a chalkboard on the wall.  Unfortunately, that didn’t shed much light on what there was to eat.

“I don’t want to eat toads, Mom,” Jack’s eyes widened behind his glasses.  

“I’m afraid we’re not used to typical British food, we might need a bit of a translation,” Sara admitted sheepishly.

“No trouble at all, my Lady,” Mrs. Dockery beamed, glad to be of service.  After a brief rundown, Jack decided to go with the Toad in the Hole after all, and Sara ordered the bangers and mash.  When it was Joanie’s turn to order, she stared at the board, her nose wrinkled with distaste.  

“Do you have anything that isn’t made of sausage, fried or swimming in gravy?”

“We’ve the soup of the day.”

“Awesome, what kind of soup is it?”

“Leek and Bacon soup, Miss.  And it’s very good, I made it myself,” she replied proudly, but the answer didn’t seem to please Joanie.

“Can I get a salad?  Maybe a little grilled chicken on top?”  

“Grilled chicken?” Mrs. Dockery sounded dubious.

“Whatever you have on hand is fine, we don’t need special treatment.”  Sara couldn’t help but feel a little uncomfortable over the fuss Joanie made.  

 “I’ll see what I can conjure up, Miss,” Mrs. Dockery smiled, leaving them after they’d made their drink orders as well.

“What’s the point of traveling to a foreign country if you can’t try something new?”  Sara sighed, leaning back in her seat.

“Hey, she offered,” Joanie shrugged, oblivious to Sara’s embarrassment.  “Can we head back to the house after this?  There’s a bathtub with my name written on it waiting for me to soak my feet.”

Sara looked down to Joanie’s fashionable, but very narrow heels with a wince of sympathy.  “You should have worn more comfortable shoes.”

“These are my most comfortable shoes.”

“Well who asked you to wear heels to the English countryside?” Sara traded a look with Jack, who shrugged.  He didn’t get it either.

“I thought I’d be right at home, have you ever seen Posh Spice?” Joanie moaned, rotating her feet in little circles.  “I thought we’d be closer to London, you didn’t tell me we’d be at the ass end of England.”

“I like it out here,” Jack volunteered, and Sara reached out to ruffle his hair.

“So do I, kiddo.  Most people would consider this to be a very picturesque village.  Don’t you like getting away from all the smog and traffic?  It’s so peaceful out here.”

“Peaceful?” Joanie snorted before resting her head on the table with a thump.  “I’m sorry I’m being so crabby, I’m just so tired.  I’m surprised you guys look so rested and chipper with all that banging last night, I hardly slept a wink.”

“Banging?” Sara traded puzzled looks with Jack.  “I didn’t hear any banging, did you?”

“No.”

“It doesn’t surprise me, you didn’t sleep on the plane at all; you were probably dead to the world.  It sounded like someone was using the pipes as a bongo drum.  Let’s hope the racket doesn’t continue tonight or heads will roll.”

“I’ll ask Mrs. Poole about it, maybe they had some problems with the plumbing or something and wanted to fix it before we woke up and wanted showers,” Sara promised.  

“Oh hey, how did the meeting with the lawyer go?  Is there enough for you to retire or is the place a big ol’ money pit?”

“No, there’s definitely enough for me to retire,” Sara replied vaguely, not wanting to get into specifics.

“Awesome!  Let’s go pick out that yacht then and set sail for the south of France.  Can you say yacht in French, squirt?” Joanie winked at Jack.

“I don’t like boats, they make you sick,” the little boy replied, more interested in balancing his spoon on the end of his fork.  

“Then how do you plan on using your lucky hat to fish?”

“From the shore,” Jack fixed Joanie with a ‘duh’ look before returning to his balancing act and Sara hid a smile behind her hand.

“I want to focus on fixing up the house before we do any crazy spending.  That way no one will be kept up nights listening to the plumbing.”

“Okay, but we’re coming back to this,” Joanie’s eyes narrowed and Sara started to wonder if it’d been the best idea to bring her out for the trip.  

Joanie perked up when Mrs. Dockery brought out a salad with chicken, as promised and Jack and Sara both ooh’d an ah’d over their food which smelled wonderful.  It tasted just as good, and the rest of the meal passed with less complaining and more general chatter.

“Was everything to your liking?” Mrs. Dockery asked as she came to clear the plates.

“Yes, it was delicious, thank you,” Sara kicked Joanie under the table until the redhead smiled and offered her thanks as well.  “I’d love to know the recipe for the toad-in-the-hole, but I don’t suppose you’d give that away, would you?”  Anything that made Jack clean his plate was destined to become one of their staples.  

“Actually, you can find it on our website, my Lady,” she replied proudly.  “We’ve had ever so much more interest since we decided to have one made.”

“Oh, you have internet then?” Joanie brightened and so did Jack.  “I don’t suppose you have free wi-fi?”

“Oh no, we haven’t got the interwebs here.”

“Then how…”

“That nice Mr. Lowesley put us in touch with a fellow in Town who set it up.  He showed us a lovely mock up of it, but I’ve no need for computering myself,” she chuckled.  “I only know we’ve had more customers in here that made mention of it.”

“Oh,” Sara’s heart sank at seeing the expression on Jack’s face.  “Is there anyplace here in the village that has public internet available?”

“Lord strike me, I don’t think so,” Mrs. Dockery shook her head.   

“I think we’ve taken up enough of Mrs. Dockery’s time, we should probably get going.  I think this should take care of the check,” Sara offered some folded bills to the woman.

“I’ll be right back with your change.”

“Oh no, that’s your tip.”

“Tip?” Mrs. Dockery blinked in confusion.

“Yes, for the meal.  It’s a um… gratuity, for your excellent service,” Sara searched for the right word.

“That’s not necessary, my Lady.  That’s an American custom I believe.”

“Oh,” now it was Sara’s turn to waver with uncertainty.  It felt plain wrong not to leave a tip after working so many years as a waitress, but what could she do?

“I’ll be right back with your change,” Mrs. Dockery repeated with a kind smile, but the moment she was gone, Sara grabbed her purse.  

“Let’s get out of here before she gets back!” she whispered, catching hold of Jack’s hand.  Joanie was less enthusiastic with her sore feet, but they managed to get outside before the woman came back to the table and Sara felt a little thrill of victory.  “How about we go wait by the car for Will to catch up with us?”

He stepped out of building a moment later though, a puzzled look on his face.  “Did the three of you dine and dash?  You lit out of there like your tail feathers were on fire, should I keep an eye out for the coppers?”

“Not exactly, but we do need a fast getaway,” Sara grinned.  Not that it was possible with Joanie limping behind.

“Right then, I’ll be back with the car, wait here,” Will promised.

“Mmm, he looks as good going as he does coming,” Joanie murmured, her head canted to one side as she watched him lope down the street.  Sara couldn’t help but notice she was right, before deliberately wrenching her eyes from the display.  

 

* * *

 

The house exploring had to be put off a little longer, as the moment they got back to the house, Mrs. Poole wanted to meet about the house arrangements.  Joanie begged out of babysitting duty to go take a long, hot bath and Jack decided to hang out in the study with them, looking over all the older books from a respectful distance.  

After a while Jack left to go work on his book project up in his room, bored with the conversation and his inability to inspect the rare books any closer.   Mrs. Poole wanted to ring for Katie to take him up, but Jack insisted he knew the way and Sara trusted he’d be able to find his way alright.  

There were more decisions to be made to keep a house of that size running than she’d thought there would be, and Sara was ready for a nap by the time they were done.  “What time is dinner?” she asked as they started to wrap up.

“Not until eight p.m. but I’ll have tea brought up to you around four if that suits,” Mrs. Poole replied.  

“There’s no way Jack will last that long,” Sara fretted, not even with a snack at four.  His bedtime was at nine o’clock, that didn’t leave much time for a bath and a story either.  

“The young Sir’s dinner will be served much earlier, my Lady.  Your dinner will be served at eight.”

Amazing how they’d just spent the past couple of hours going over every conceivable detail and still there were some pretty major assumptions made on both of their parts.  “Oh… well, we usually all eat together, around 6pm.  Can’t we do that instead?”  Sara didn’t see why Jack had to eat by himself and besides, how else would she know if he ate at all or just moved it around his plate?

Mrs. Poole hesitated, “I… yes, of course, my Lady.  I’ll see to the arrangements at once.”

Immediately Sara felt heavy handed for upsetting their plans without notice.  “I’m sorry, I know you’ve already done so much to get ready for our arrival and here I am changing things for you last minute.  How about if I take care of dinner for tonight?”

The offer sent a greenish cast to Mrs. Poole’s complexion, as if Sara had suggested they eat naked on the front steps of the mansion.  “There’s no need for that, my Lady.  I can manage well enough until we engage a cook.”

“It’s only the three of us, we don’t need anything fancy.”  Sara had already gone over that in exhaustive detail with her as to their likes and dislikes.  Fancy meals were nice every now and then, but she couldn’t stand the idea of wasting so much food on a regular basis with the kinds of meals Mrs. Poole had in mind.  

“Would a shepherd’s pie suffice?”

“That sounds fabulous,” Sara smiled, biting back the offer to help in the kitchen again, knowing it’d probably give the woman fits.  “I’m sorry I’m being such a pain, I’m trying…”

“Don’t give it another moment’s thought,” Mrs. Poole interrupted with a warm smile, losing the pinched look by her eyes.  “None of us expect you to step into the role you weren’t raised to overnight.  It must all seem very foreign to you, my Lady, but please believe me when I say we all have your best interests at heart.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Poole,” Sara smiled back.  “I’ll try not to trample over any important traditions, but some things, like being able to have Jack with me at dinner and some of the modernization, they’ll make things better, I promise.”  It had to be in the servants’ best interest to only have to serve one dinner instead of separate meals for Jack and to add a dishwasher to the kitchen.  

“If you say so, my Lady,” Mrs. Poole sighed, and Sara hoped she didn’t have to eat those words.  

 

* * *

 

Sara spent the rest of the afternoon familiarizing herself with the common rooms and reorganizing the huge desk in the study for her own use.  The adaptors she’d brought let her charge her phone and laptop just fine, but without internet and spotty cell service, they didn’t do her a whole lot of good.  Still, she was able to upload some pictures she’d taken from the trip and she wanted to take a lot more of the house to help her decide where she wanted to focus the renovations to start with.  

Tea was served with little cucumber sandwiches and buttery cookies that were a hit with everyone, even Joanie, and Sara discovered that Jack would eat cucumbers if they were cut into little shapes.  He even ate a heaping portion of “snake and pygmy pie” as Thomas called the dish served for dinner.  All in all, Sara counted the day a success, and after taking her own relaxing bath, she headed up to tuck Jack into bed.  

Jack’s high laughter could be heard in the hallway as soon as she turned the corner, the door in plain sight.  “That’s not what it’s for, it’s for playing games!  Here I’ll show you.”

Expecting to see Katie or even Will up there for a visit, Sara was surprised to find Jack alone, lying on his bed with his Nintendo DS in his hands.  “Hey, kiddo.  Who were you talking to?” she asked, sitting on the edge of the bed.  

“Just the lady.”

“Which lady?”

“I dunno; she came to say goodnight.  Everyone’s so polite here, and they talk so funny.  Snake and pygmy pie…” he giggled, a sound that always made Sara’s heart feel lighter.  They’d been through a tough year, she wasn’t sure she could have made it through to the other side without him.  Sara dismissed his visitor; she must have left through the playroom door just before she entered.

“But you do like it here, don’t you?”

“Oh yeah, I like it way more than back home.  No one was mean to me the whole day.”

A pang went through Sara that something like that had such a big impact on him.  She knew he’d had a tough time at school with bullies and his father hadn’t been much better, telling him to “suck it up and be a man”.

“I hope not, you’re the big cheese around here you know,” she smiled, pushing his messy bangs away from his forehead.  He needed a haircut soon.  “If anyone here so much as looks at you cross-eyed, you tell me about it, okay?”

“Okay,” he promised with a yawn.  

“Good, because I sorta made some big decisions today.  One of them is that in order for us to keep the inheritance, we need to live here from now on.”  

“You mean we never have to go back again?”

“We can go visit, but we would live here full time.  Is that okay?”

“Okay?  That’s awesome!” he practically thrummed with excitement.  “I get my own floor up here, and Will said he’d teach me how to fish, and the chocolatier said I could maybe learn how to make my own chocolates when I come back, and the lady said I was special; nobody ever called me special before unless they were joking that I belong in special ed.”

Sara blinked at the rush of words, still trying to unravel how one idea fit into the next when the last bit tugged at her heart.  “Aw, sweetie, you’re special to me.”  Had she really never said that to him before?”

“You have to say that, you’re my mom,” a roll of the eyes was given. 

“No I don’t, I think I’m legally obligated to say you’re my dependent, that’s about it; adjectives are completely up to me,” she teased.  “So if I’ve never said it before, I’ve always thought you are very special, in a good way,” she added quickly.

Jack smiled before another yawn stretched his face.  “What about Dad?  Isn’t he going to be mad about us living here?”

“That’s not up to him, remember?  I have full custody.  He can visit anytime he likes.  Besides, he’ll already be mad about something else.  I forgot to tell you, we also had to change our name to Darling.”

“Even me?” Jack’s face fell.

“Yep, even you.  You can’t be the Baronet of Darling Park if you’re not a Darling.”   

“But that’s a girl’s name,” his face scrunched with distaste, bringing another laugh to Sara’s lips.

“I think the string of ancestors hanging in the hallway would disagree with you there, kiddo.  It’s not a girly name; it’s an important name around here.  Someday you’ll be an important man to the community too, that’s why we have to stay here and get to know them.”

“I guess so.”

“But if you want to butch it up a bit, we can always talk about changing your first name to something more masculine like Biff or Rocko,” she teased, glad to see the smile return to his face.  

“I’ll stick with Jack, thanks.”

“Good, I like Jack too.  Now give me a hug before I go into withdrawals.”  It was a common theme between them.  If she didn’t get her daily hugs, she really did feel like a part of her was missing.  “Sleep in fifteen minutes, alright?  We’re getting up early to go exploring tomorrow, right?”

“Aw mom, can’t I stay up later?  I’m almost to level twelve.  What do we have to get up early for anyway?”  

“Oh alright, a half an hour.  Just because you’re done with school for the summer doesn’t mean you get to sleep ‘til noon though.  You have to get up at a decent hour,” she relented.  From the droop of his eyelids, she knew he wouldn’t last much longer anyway.  “G’nite Jack, I love you.”

“Love you too, Mom,” Jack replied, already focusing on the handheld video game again.  

“What a weird day…” Sara sighed, shuffling down the hallway to her own room.  Jack seemed to be happy and that was enough for her.  Joanie might not stay for too much longer unless they got cable TV and the internet STAT, but that might not be such a horrible thing.  It was too bad there weren’t more people in town her own age.  That led her to thinking about a certain not-chauffeur… she might have to ask him about that.  What had brought him back to Darling
Park?  And why had he given up his dreams of being an architect?  

She was still thinking about his easy smile and how great he was with Jack when feminine footsteps outside the door reminded her that she wanted to ask Katie a question about him.  Not grill the poor girl exactly, but to get a little more details on the man.  

“Hey, Katie, I…” Sara stopped mid sentence when the hallway outside her door was completely empty.  “Weird,” she murmured, leaning out to look all the way down the hall, but there wasn’t a sign of anybody.  Shutting the door, she crept into bed, getting the covers arranged just right before she heard the footsteps again.  Moving fast so as not to lose her, Sara flung the door open, only to find the hallway still completely bare.  “I am seriously losing it…” she murmured, shutting the door again.  

Sara paused outside the door for long seconds before climbing back into bed again, shaking her head over the imagined footsteps.  It could wait until morning anyway; it wasn’t like she was in a particular rush.  

Lying in the dark, her mind started to drift when the squeak of the door’s hinges made her eyes snap open.  Instead of the comforting hall light, the room was pitch black, the window coverings doing their duty after she’d made sure the windows were locked up tight to avoid a repeat of the freeze out that morning.  The creak of floorboards told her someone was in the room, but she couldn’t so much as glimpse a hint of movement in the inky blackness.  

“Katie?” she whispered, thinking the maid might be sneaking in to leave or retrieve something, and the noise stopped.  Long seconds passed, Sara’s heart pounding loudly in her ears as she waited for the intruder to identify itself, but the next sound that came was another footfall at the side of the bed.  Quick like a fox, Sara reached over and snapped on the bedside lamp, squinting at the sudden burst of light, but there wasn’t anyone standing there.  “Seriously losing my mind…” her head fell back against the pillow in disgust.

That’s when she noticed the bedroom door stood a few inches open.  

“I know I shut that door,” Sara muttered, but now she wasn’t sure what to believe.  There was no one in the room as far as she could see.  Unless they were hiding under the bed…

“Hello?” she tried, her voice sounding small in the stillness of the room.  Deciding she was being an idiot, she jumped out of bed and ducked her head under it, prepared to spring away at the first sign of a murderous asylum escapee.  “You’re the one who belongs in an asylum,” she sighed, not finding so much as a dust bunny under there.  Grabbing a fireplace poker, she methodically checked the bathroom, and the dressing room, but she was completely alone.  Deciding to chalk it up to an overzealous imagination, she shut the bedroom door again, turning the key in the lock; Katie could knock the next morning.

“Seriously losing my mind…”  

 

 



Chapter Six
 

 

Sounds of children playing carried on the breeze with the fluttering petals of spring blossoms, carpeting the ground with snowy lace.  Elegant ladies in chiffon and wide brimmed hats sipped delicately from china cups like brilliant blooms against the verdant green of the formal English garden.  

The garden she’d seen from her window the first night, in full bloom.

Looking down, Sara saw she was clothed like the other women in a dress of creamy lace over pale pink silk, a wide brimmed straw hat clutched in her gloved hands. 

“I have my floppy hat,” Sara murmured to herself with a faint smile.  

All she had to do was take her place at the party and she’d be welcomed into society; her past would become the dream and the dream the reality.  Sara barely took a single step forward with her elegant open toed sandal when she was intercepted by a pale woman, pulling her behind a tall hedge.  Her clothes were styled in 1920’s fashion, creamy beige trimmed in gold with a matching hat over the glossy waves of dark hair pinned beneath it.  Dark eyes wide with fright, her voice was low and melodious though tinged with panic.  “You must leave at once!”

Sara stared back at her, at a loss for words.  The woman seemed familiar somehow, but she didn’t remember ever meeting her.  “But… this is my house, that’s my garden.”

“Leave while you can.  If they notice you it’ll be too late.”  Turning Sara by the shoulders, the woman gave her a little push behind the corner of tall hedge, but when Sara turned and retraced her steps, there was no sign of the garden party or the woman.  There was no sign of the garden at all, only wall after wall of tall hedges, forming a maze.  Wandering the length of the long, leafy corridor, Sara could hear Jack laughing and playing in the distance, and she focused on trying to find her way through the maze by the sound of his voice.  The warning forgotten, she was having a good time trying to
unravel the maze, until his voice turned from laughter to a howl of pain.  

“Jack?” Sara called out, ears straining as she picked up the pace.  “Jack, where are you?”  Breaking into a run as he continued to make the most heart wrenching sounds of agony, Sara crashed into a hard stone wall as she turned the last corner, the rough surface scratching her hands.  

“Mom?” Jack cried piteously, sounding closer, but frighteningly weak, and Sara shoved at the stone with all her might.  

“I’m coming, Jack!” she shouted, encouraged when she felt the stone give way a fraction of an inch.  Repositioning her hands, she cried out in dismay to find them smeared with blood.  There were no cuts on her hands, but when she looked up, she saw the stone was covered in a sheen of blood that welled up through a series of cracks that formed a pattern too indistinct to make out.  

“It’s too late.”

Sara heard the woman’s voice on the breeze, and Jack’s cries had gone still, the silence that followed eerie and lifeless.  “No, no it’s not too late,” Sara cried, pounding on
the stone, desperate to get to the other side so that her knuckles grew scraped and bruised.  “Jack!”

Sara awoke with a start, clutching the fireplace poker tightly in her hands.  Bright sunlight streamed through the windows that she knew she’d shut the curtains to and the bedroom door stood open several inches.  With slow care, she let go of the poker, her fingers sore and stiff from the action and upon inspection, her knuckles were red and sore.  What had she done to them while in the throes of that nightmare?  It was disquieting of course, but more disturbing was the sight of her bedroom all open, leaving her feeling vulnerable and confused.  

The explanation made itself known a moment later when Katie came out of the bathroom, a bundle of laundry in her hands.  “Good morning, my Lady,” she smiled brightly.  “I hope I didn’t wake you, I thought to get your laundry.”

“How did you get in here?” Sara demanded, in no mood for pleasantries.  “I locked the door.”

“I-I used the key, my Lady,” Katie stammered.  “Was that wrong?  I didn’t want to disturb you while I tended to the fire and saw to my morning chores.”

Sara pushed the hair away from her forehead, none too pleased to note her fingers trembled slightly.  “Actually, I think I have a new rule.  How about you knock first?  If the door’s open, then come on in if you don’t hear anything, but if it’s locked, then come back later.”  She said it a little harsher than she’d intended, and Katie blanched.

“Yes, my Lady, I’m sorry to have disturbed you,” she mumbled, keeping her gaze on the ground.

“No, it’s fine…” Sara felt immediate remorse for hurting the girl’s feelings.  Damn, she’d have to work doubly hard to get her to lose the ‘my Lady’s’ now…  “How many people have a key to my room?” she tried again in a softer tone.

“Just the one you see there and I had to borrow the house key from Mrs. Poole to get in this morning.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes, as far as I know.”  The girl’s expression clouded as she noticed the fireplace poker in the bed.  “Is everything alright, my Lady?”

Sara looked down in dismay at the sooty mess the poker had made on the bed.  Now she’d gone and made more work for Katie on top of everything.  “I’m sorry, I heard some…”  What?  What could she possibly say to explain why she’d gone to bed with a poker and woke up on the wrong side of the bed?  “Nevermind.  Look, I’m sorry, Katie, I had a bad night.  I didn’t mean to take it out on you,” she sighed, falling back against the pillows again.  

“It’s alright, you haven’t got near the bite in your bark as some, my Lady,” Katie offered a faint smile.  “Is there anything you’ll be needing from me this morning, or should I get on with my chores?” 

“No, I’m good, you go ahead,” Sara waved her off, pleased to hear the click of the door shutting seconds later.  “Seriously losing my mind,” she breathed, looking at the scraped skin on her knuckles.  

 

* * *

 

“I had the freakiest dream last night,” Joanie’s eyes were bright across the breakfast table and Sara leaned forward, wondering if it was as weird as hers had been.

“Oh?  Let’s hear it; it couldn’t have been stranger than mine.”

“I was on Rodeo Drive…”  Joanie went on to tell the story of her dream which centered around a limousine ride around the shopping district of Beverly Hills involving the cast of the last Pirates of the Caribbean movie and Mike Tyson as the limo driver.  Sara listened as she ate her breakfast, losing interest as the details got more and more farfetched.  

“That is pretty out there, Joan,” Sara admitted.  “But I think I’ve got you beat.”  Rushing through the set up, she shared the contents of her dream, eager to get it out before Jack came down for breakfast, not wanting to upset him.  “So, what do you think?  Pretty creepy, right?”

“I guess,” Joanie shrugged, not all that impressed.  “Big surprise you dreamt about Jack.  You know you’re supposed to dream about things that don’t flood your day to day life.  You should have been looking for Prince Charming at the center of that garden maze.  Or even a certain chauffeur?” she raised a single brow at Sara who suddenly displayed a renewed interest in her plate.  “This country life is nice and all, but it’ll be good to get back to the city.  Did you talk to the lawyer guy about when you’re going to go home?”

Sara looked up from her plate, “We are home.  This is where we’re living now,” she explained.  “It’s a stipulation for the inheritance.”

“What, like forever?” Joanie blinked.  “But I was all set to help you pick out your new house in Beverly Hills,” she pouted.   

“That’s not in the cards,” Sara shook her head.  “Maybe we might pick up a vacation house at some point, but I can’t see justifying the expense if we’re going to be spending most of our time here.”  

“I don’t see why you have to stick around; the money’s yours, right?  They can’t make you live here.”

“They can if it’s in the terms of the inheritance.”

“I bet you can break that though with a good lawyer.”

Sara frowned over that, even though they were alone, it didn’t seem like a good thing to be talking about in the house.  What was it the crazy old guy at the curio shop had said?  Something about how it wasn’t safe to talk without being overheard, even when you think you’re all alone?  “Hey, we like it here,” Sara pointed out.  “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like, we’ve got more than enough room, but if you’re getting homesick…”

“You’re not getting homesick, are you, Mom?” Jack asked, catching the tail end of the conversation as he entered the room.  

“Nope, we’re set to stay, like we talked about,” she soothed before he got himself worked up over it.  “Did you sleep good last night?”

“Yeah,” he replied, loading up his plate with bacon and a single piece of toast.

“One scoop of eggs with that,” Sara called out.  At least it was better than pop tarts…
A quick trip through the morning checklist and she was satisfied that living in the lap of luxury hadn’t spoiled Jack too badly yet.

“You can at least get a posh place in London though, right?” Joanie asked, not willing to let the subject drop yet, and Sara started to lose her patience with it.

“Maybe,” she answered vaguely.  That made more sense than a house in Beverly Hills.  “We’ll have to see how it goes.  I’m more interested in talking about what we’re going to do today.  Any ideas, Jack?” she changed the subject.

“I’m still working on my books and then I want to start on the library.  What’s draughts?” he asked out of the blue, but both women shrugged.

“No idea.  Come on, squirt, you can do that any old time.  How about you suggest a shopping trip to London to your mom?” Joanie winked, but Jack looked less than interested.

“Oh no, you can’t go to London today,” Will interrupted, strolling in to filch a piece of bacon from one of the silver chafing dishes.  

“Why not?” Joanie asked, her eyes taking on a predatory gleam as they watched him lean casually against the sideboard.  

“Because the car needs a bit of work done before it takes on a trip like that.  Why, exhausted all the commercial possibilities our village has to offer already, have you?” he smirked.

“Yeah, in about a half an hour,” Joanie snorted.

“That’s okay, Will, I wasn’t planning on going to London today anyway,” Sara spoke up.  Somehow she didn’t think Mrs. Poole would approve of him strolling in to steal a bit of bacon in his jeans and t-shirt (which was a slate gray and made his eyes look like a stormy sea), but she didn’t want him to leave either.  “Is that what you’re working on today?  Car repairs?  Or does someone else do that, seeing as how you’re not the chauffeur?” she smiled.

“No, I’ll be the one doing it, right enough,” he grinned back.  “But today I thought I’d take you on a tour of the estate.  Tell me, Sara, do you fancy a bit of a jaunt through the countryside with me?”

Sara found herself smiling back like a loon, before she realized both Jack and Joanie were watching the exchange with avid interest.  “I um, I thought you had to work on the car today?”

“Shut up, Sara. If the man wants to take us on a tour, let him do it,” Joanie’s grin stretched from ear to ear and Sara couldn’t help but frown.  Somehow she’d thought the invitation hadn’t been extended to everyone present.

“Yes, by all means, we’ll all go together,” Will’s smile remained fixed, but there was no mistaking the look he gave her; the invitation was meant for her alone.  

A rush of anticipation went through her at the thought of spending the afternoon with Will, even with an audience.  It had been a long time since a handsome man looked at her like that.  “How are we going to take a tour if the car is down for repairs?”

“Ever been on horseback?” a single brow was raised and Sara blinked in surprise.

“It’s been years, but yes, I’ve ridden a horse before.  Do we have horses?”  If there were stables on the property, Sara was unaware of it; not that she’d had much chance to check it out yet.  

“Donated for the day with pleasure by a neighboring farm with the hopes that you might take a liking to one of them and choose it for your very own,” Will replied glibly.  

“That was nice of them, was that your idea or theirs?”

“Just doing my part to stimulate the local economy, my Lady.”  Will’s tone grew more formal, as did his stance as Katie came in to add more hot water to the tea pots.  “What about you, Jack.  Have you ever been on a horse before?”

The little boy barely looked up from his plate.  “No, I have other things to do today anyway, you go ahead.”

He was afraid of horses; Sara could see it plain as the nose on his face.  “We could take a long walk instead if you want to come along,” she offered, but Jack shook his head.

“No, you should go and have fun, Mom,” he looked up, eyes thoughtful behind wire rimmed glasses.  “I can take a walk with you guys some other day.”

“If you change your mind, I’ve an idea that we might have just the horse for you,” Will winked.

“That’s okay.  I think I’m allergic.”

“Fair enough,” Will chuckled softly.  “Besides, you should be resting up well for the fair tomorrow anyway.”

“What fair?”  That caught Jack’s interest.

“Oh, didn’t I say?  The town’s so overwhelmed with joy at the return of the heir to Darling
Park, they decided to hold a fair in your honor.”

“In my honor?” Jack squeaked.  If Will had told him aliens had landed in the front driveway Sara didn’t think he could be more amazed.

“That’s the long and short of it.  So, if you’ve a mind to practice your skill at tossing rings or throwing arrows, I think tomorrow should be a fair bit of fun,” he grinned.  “You’ll all come, won’t you?” his eyes swung to catch Sara’s gaze again.  

“Can we go, Mom?”

“Of course,” Sara smiled, wondering how much of the fair was Will’s doing and how much was driven by the town’s regard.  “We can’t deprive them of their guest of honor, now can we?”

“I think it’s a fabulous idea,” Joanie piped up, tired of being left out of the conversation.  “The fair, the ride through the countryside, sign me up,” she smiled, eyes on Will.

“Alright then, I’ll go make the arrangements.  Be ready to leave in say… an hour?”

“That sounds fine,” Sara nodded.  “Maybe I’ll get Mrs. Poole to pack us a snack too.”

“Grand.  I’ll see you then.”  Sneaking a last piece of bacon, Will gave a playful half bow and left.  

“I’m gonna go see if I can find some toys in the playroom to help me practice for the fair,” Jack swiped at his mouth with his napkin, already half out of his chair.

“Okay, have fun.  Maybe someone could even scare up a few balloons and darts?” Sara gave Katie a hopeful look and the maid gave her a puzzled look.

“I don’t know about that, but there’s a horseshoe pit out back by the stables, you could practice there,” Katie offered helpfully.  “There’s bound to be a horseshoe booth at the fair.”

“Can I, Mom?”

“Yes, but only if Katie comes with you.  Remember the grounds haven’t been cleaned up yet, it could be dangerous to go wandering around on your own.”

“I’ll see to him, my Lady,” Katie promised, trailing after Jack, who had already made a break for the stairs.  

“So, a country ride with Will,” Joanie leaned back in her seat, feet propped up on the chair next to her once they were alone.  “You’ve never been on a horse in your life.”

“I have so,” Sara frowned, pouring herself another cup of tea; it was starting to grow on her.  “It’s just been a while.  I don’t remember you knowing how to ride either.”

“I’m not gonna let a little thing like ignorance come between me and the chance to get to know the guy a little better.”  

“Since when are you interested in drivers?”  What Sara really meant was since when was she interested in Will, but she stopped short of actually coming out and saying it, more than a little aware that she had no right to say who Joanie went after.  

“You know what they say about drivers, they know what to do with their hands,” Joanie smirked.  “Besides, if you’re not gonna take him, why let him go to waste?”

Sara opened her mouth to reply that she’d never said she wasn’t interested but snapped it shut again without saying anything.  She wasn’t in a position to start something serious, no matter how cute his smile was, not yet.  That didn’t mean she wanted to watch Joanie chew Will up and spit him out either.  Then again, Will hadn’t seemed at all impressed by Joanie’s attitude on their trip into town… suddenly Sara didn’t feel so threatened by her coming along after all.  

“Suit yourself, happy hunting then,” Sara shrugged, thinking it might be amusing to watch Will fend off Joanie’s advances.  Not as much fun as spending the afternoon with him alone, but probably safer for her good intentions. 

 

 



Chapter Seven
 

 


“Are you a country mouse or a city mouse?”

“Huh?” Sara looked up from tying her shoes to find Will standing over her, bridle in hand.  

“Just trying to work out how hard or easy I should be on you today.  I know you’re from Los Angeles, but are you a city girl or a country girl at heart?” he grinned, offering her a hand up.

“If I say take it easy, do I lose any respect I might have earned so far?” she gave him a sheepish smile.  “I’m pretty much a city girl, but I’m a quick study.  Still, I’ve never ridden on a saddle like that, so I’m not sure how hard or easy it’s going to be.”

“Now what kind of man would I be if I based my good opinion of you on whether or not you knew how to ride an English saddle?  Just take it slow and start by meeting your mount.”  Will drew her closer to the chestnut mare, placing her hand on the soft muzzle.  

“What’s her name?”  

“Rhiannon.”

“She’s beautiful.  Aren’t you, baby?  Such a pretty girl,” she crooned to the animal, hand stroking the side of her neck.  “I hope I don’t fall off and scare her half to death.”

“I’d be more worried about you breaking your neck,” Will chuckled, fingers brushing against hers where they met on the horse’s back.  “And before you give it a moment’s thought, any loss of good opinion over taking such a spill, I think, would be instantly re-won by spending the morning in your company, my Lady.”

“It’s Sara,” she turned to find his face very close; close enough to smell the soap on his skin.

“Forgive me, I hate to give up the one chance I have to call you mine,” his lips quirked into a wistful smile, and Sara’s imagination kicked into overdrive.  What would it be like to taste those lips?  

“Are we ready to get this show on the road?” Joanie sang out from the front door, perching a pair of enormous sunglasses on her nose.  Sara pulled away from Will guiltily, her jaw dropping as she caught sight of her friend.  Dressed in a traditional riding garb down to the boots and red jacket, she looked like she was all set to go fox hunting or something.  Joanie struck a pose, riding crop balanced on her shoulder like a parasol.  “What do you think?”

“Where did you get that?”

“Do you like it?” Joanie made a slow turn, happy to have all eyes on her.  “I picked it out in town yesterday while you were inhaling carbs at the bakery.  I figured, when in Rome, might as well do the Romans do.  It needed a few alterations and when I heard we were going riding today, I had them run it out to the house.  It came out nice, didn’t it?”

She had to admit, Joanie did look well put together, and Sara glanced down at her own schlumpy flannel shirt over faded jeans.  A moment ago it seemed practical, but now she felt like a backwoods cousin.  “It’s very… sophisticated.”  Probably something a Lady should be wearing.  “It’s nice.”

“Good, cause they’re charging it to your account.  What do you think, Will?” Joanie practically batted her eyelashes coquettishly and Will’s eyes swept over her, an appreciative smile on his lips.

“It suits you, I think.  The huntress about to stalk her prey,” his head canted to one side as he regarded her.  “That riding crop doesn’t come anywhere near the horses though or I’ll have to use it on you.”

“Promise?” her eyes lit with mischief and Sara started to feel a little like a fifth wheel.  

“Seriously, Joanie,” she added.  “No crop or we’re canceling the whole thing.”  Joanie might think it was funny, but the horses didn’t deserve to be flogged because she thought it was fashionable.

“Don’t be so dramatic, I got it for show,” Joanie tossed it aside negligently, sharing a smile with Will.  “Which one of these babies is mine?”  

“Ah, this one,” Will drew a black gelding forward.  “He’s a bit of spirit, but I think you’ll manage just fine.”

“Bet on it,” Joanie winked.  “Help me up?”  

Sara looked away as Will assisted her into the saddle, determined to get up on Rhiannon’s back without help.  “Come on, girl.  We can do this together, right?”  Leading her to the low stone wall bordering what used to be decorative planting beds, she used the height to get her foot into the stirrup, vaulting easily astride the mare.  Once there, she almost lost her balance as the horse shifted its stance, but after a heart-stopping moment, her equilibrium kicked in and she regained her stability.  “Good girl,” she patted the horse’s neck fondly, feeling a surge of pride for doing it without landing on her ass in the gravel.  

“Well, look at you, well done,” Will beamed up at Sara, checking her feet were seated properly in the stirrups.  “You’re better at this then you let on.”

“We’ll see if you can still say that at the end of the day,” she smiled back, warmed to see him fussing over her horse while Joanie sat uncomfortably in her saddle; the horse slowly edging backwards.  Katie came out with a leather satchel and Sara motioned her over.  “I had Mrs. Poole pack us a lunch in case we weren’t back in time.” 

“Ah, brilliant,” Will took the satchel and fixed it to the back of his horse.  Not to be outdone, Joanie produced a silver flask.

“I brought a little something too.”  Taking a sip, she offered it to Will who accepted a nip, but Sara waved it off.  It was a bit early for her.  Instead she waited for Will to mount his horse, a big dappled gray.

“Shall we be off then?” Will asked once he was ready to go.  “I’ll start off slowly; we’ll take a nice, leisurely walk down the lane.”  The odd procession began, with Will leading the way, Sara behind and Joanie bringing up the rear, having a little difficulty in getting her horse to go before it decided to follow the others of its own volition.  

“What’s your horse’s name?” Sara asked, maneuvering her way up beside Will.  Once she got the hang of the rolling gait, it wasn’t too hard to keep her balance at the slow pace he set.  

“Ajax.”

“Ah, the mighty warrior,” she replied, remembering her mythology and Will’s answering smile told her she’d hit it right.

“Just so.  Though this mighty steed has never seen the battlefield,” he patted the animal’s proud neck.  

“How familiar are you with the property?  You seem to know your way around for a guy who doesn’t officially work here.”

“I grew up here,” he shrugged.  “When I was a boy, my father was the head groundskeeper at Darling
Park.  That meant I spent every waking moment here in the summers, helping out where I could, keeping the gardens.”

“I didn’t know that,” Sara smiled.  Of course she knew precious little about the estate’s past; that was hardly a surprise.  “Is your dad retired now?” 

“Semi, though not by choice.  There isn’t much work for him in these parts, not since the Sir Stephen decided to let the property go to pot,” he looked over the grounds in dismay. 

“It really is a shame,” Sara agreed.  “You know I dreamt about the garden last night, only the way it must have looked back in the day, when it was full of life.  Was there ever a hedge maze on the property?”

“Indeed there was,” Will nodded, warming to the subject.  “There beyond the formal gardens was a maze that stood twelve feet high, with false turns and little stone benches to rest on along the way, all leading to a gazebo at the heart of it.  You could easily see the pattern from the windows of course, but guests often swore the true path was deceptively difficult to find, almost as if the walls had a life of their own.”

“Really,” Sara could easily imagine it after the dream she’d had; it’d been impossible to find her way, though that was fueled by her own imagination.  Looking out over the ruined gardens, she tried to picture it, but the tangle of old brambles and weeds looked like a big mess.  “I wonder how hard it would be to fix it all up again?  Do you suppose the gazebo’s still in the middle of that?”

“If it is, it’s undoubtedly in need of desperate repair,” he shrugged.  “But if you’re serious, I could make some inquiries for you to that end,” Will offered.  “You’ve decided to stay on then?  Make
Darling
Park your home?”

“I thought everybody knew, we have to stay, it’s part of the terms of the inheritance,” Sara nodded.  “But even if it wasn’t I’d want to stay here, it’s really starting to grow on me.”  A few quirks aside.  “I can’t wait to tackle some of the projects inside.”

They chatted about her plans to renovate the main rooms, and Sara found Will surprisingly knowledgeable about a number of projects she had in mind; he more than earned the boast of being a Jack of all trades.  Gradually the trees grew denser and they had to slow, picking their way through the trees with care.

Joanie trailed behind, hardly offering a word to the conversation; following with sullen eyes as she pulled at the silver flask.  After a while, Sara started to feel like they were excluding her, even though there was plenty of room for them to ride three abreast.  

“Are you alright back there, Joanie?  You’re awful quiet,” Sara commented with a worried look over her shoulder.  

“Is there a destination in mind to this trek or is this as good as it gets?” Joanie asked, sitting a little askew in the saddle from a combination of little used muscles and too much drink.  

“I thought I’d take you the length of the estate and then back again.  There’s a small lake that abuts the rear of the property that’s worth seeing.  Much of the parcel of land is wooded and quite unusable, but affords you a great deal of privacy.  There used to be a small boathouse down by the water, but I’ve no idea if it still stands, I haven’t been down there in years.”

“Maybe we can eat down by the water,” Sara proposed cheerily.  “I suppose it’s still too cold out for a swim.”  Though the first blooms of spring were already in evidence, she could imagine the water would be much too frigid without the full heat of the summer sun.

“I don’t know, I’m always up for a challenge.”  Urging her horse a little faster, Joanie rode ahead and Will traded looks with Sara, nudging his horse faster to catch up.

“This isn’t a good place to go wandering off,” he cautioned.  Joanie either didn’t hear or didn’t care, the black horse slipping faster through the trees.  Sara didn’t dare try to keep pace with the uneven forest ground, but pushed as fast as she thought she could manage.  The pair pulled farther and farther ahead, until she couldn’t see them; only hear Joanie’s laughter floating back to her.  

“Will?” Sara called out softly, not wanting to let too much panic creep into her voice.  It was ridiculous to worry she wouldn’t catch up to them in just a minute.  The size of the property wasn’t that big; if she kept riding straight she’d eventually hit water and then it’d be easier to spot them.  

Eventually.  

Only the longer she kept riding, the more convinced Sara became that she was the only person out in the woods.  Strike that, not the only person, the only living creature.  The forest sounds dispersed on the wind, leaving nothing but the clop of Rhiannon’s feet on the loamy earth.  No more birdsong, no more rustle of leaves, no buzzing of insects, only heavy silence that grew oppressive as it stretched longer.  Was she headed in the right direction?  What if she was making it worse?  That thought alone made her rein the horse in to a stop.  

“Will?” Sara tried again, her voice sounding small in the stillness.  Rhiannon pawed at the ground nervously, shifting first to one side and then the other.  A breath of air stirred the leaves, but instead of the natural sound calming her nerves, Sara imagined she heard the wind calling to her in a dry, raspy voice.  

Leave…

“Yep, time to go,” she murmured, nudging Rhiannon forward again.  At that point it didn’t matter what direction she went, as long as she didn’t stay in that place.  The horse whickered, eager to be on its way and Sara let her set the pace, just as eager to find her companions.  

Instead she came upon a clearing in the woods, maybe thirty feet across.  At the center stood a circle of nine stones set around an ancient slab of granite.  Had she stumbled across someone’s old campsite?  The stones didn’t look like they could be used as chairs really, and wouldn’t be needed for shade in the wooded area.  The big slab could have been a picnic table, but it was slightly uneven and had a rusty cast to it; not at all what she’d want to set lunch out on.

Rhiannon whickered again, stepping backwards and Sara had to fight to keep her seat for a moment as she tried to keep the horse in place.  “Whoa, calm down girl… there’s nothing to worry about, it’s just a pile of old rocks.”  Something about them made her want to get a closer look though, see if she could figure out what it was used for.  It was probably a good a place as any to wait for the others to find her; if only the ground didn’t look so far away…  

 Every time she tried to get into position to dismount, the horse shuffled its feet, so that she started to think Rhiannon was doing it on purpose.  “Oh, would you stand still,” she complained crossly, “I just want to get down!”

“Sara?” Will’s voice echoed through the clearing, sending a flutter of relief through her.  

“I’m over here!” she called out, wondering if he could tell what direction she was in, it all sounded distorted and echoey to her.  Luckily, he didn’t have any trouble finding her, and Will emerged a few moments later, the reigns to Joanie’s horse in his hands.  

“How did you get out here?  You were right behind me,” his brows were drawn together in puzzlement.  Joanie looked a little green around the gills, and Sara couldn’t help but wonder if she’d drunk the entire contents of the flask by herself.

“I don’t know, I followed after you, but when you took off like that…”  Sara couldn’t disguise the relief in her voice when he dismounted and reached up to help her off the horse, more than ready for a break from being in the saddle.  Willingly she let him pull her off the horse, hands resting on his arms as she slid down beside him.  

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to give you a fright, love,” his voice was soft as he searched her face for signs of distress.

“I’m okay.  I admit it was a little spooky out here when you guys took off like that, but I’m fine,” Sara smiled, more than a little aware of the casual endearment and the fact that his hands still rested comfortably on her hips.  “Um, what is this place?” she dragged her gaze away from his to look back to the circle.  

Will’s hands fell away as he turned to inspect the standing stones.  “Lots of old places have these stone circles.  No one really knows what they were used for, but people say they were part of rituals performed by the Druids.”

“Really?”  Somehow she could almost imagine it; a group of ancient mystics draped in flowing, white robes, chanting words as old as the stones themselves.  

“He’s screwing with you, Sara,” Joanie snorted.  “God, you can be so gullible.  They probably built this place for the tourists when they gave tours of the property.  They used to do that, right?  Charge the public to take a look at how the other half lives?”

Will leveled a flat, unfriendly look in Joanie’s direction, and Sara wondered if there had been a confrontation with them when he’d chased her down.  “The house was opened to the public at one time, but no fees were ever charged.  It was considered an honor to share the family’s great works of art with the community.”

“Yeah right.  More likely it was a good way for the Lord of the manor to scout out some fresh tail among the locals.” The black horse reared suddenly, Joanie’s mouth forming a perfect ‘O’ as she tipped over backwards, landing hard in the brush.  

“Joanie!  Are you alright?” Sara rushed over to where Joanie lay still, her face ashen.

“That horse hates me,” she groaned, pushing herself up on her elbows before a wince of pain made her think better of it and she fell back against the dead leaves.

“Lie still, get your legs back under you before you try to get up,” Will ordered, crouching on her other side.  “Now, where does it hurt?”

“My hip and shoulder are sore on the side I hit, and I think I bit the inside of my cheek,” she blinked, looking straight up at the sky.

“Did you hit your head at all?” Sara asked, checking her over for any bleeding, but she seemed to be in one piece.  

“No, I don’t think so.  I may have conked it a little, but I didn’t land on it, thank God, or I could have ended up with a broken neck.”

“Would’ve saved us the trouble…” Will muttered, busy examining her arm, moving it slowly.  Joanie winced again, but didn’t cry out in pain while he moved it one way or the other.  “I don’t think your arm’s out the socket, now try to move your leg slowly.”  After some hesitant testing, Joanie seemed to be sore, but mostly alright, and they helped her to her feet without too much fuss.  

“The horse is gone,” Sara frowned; there was no sign of the black animal anywhere.  

“Joanie, you take Sara’s mare, she’ll be a gentle ride back.  Sara, you ride with me,” Will said decisively and it made sense, his horse was the only logical choice to carry two.  

“No way I’m getting back on a horse again,” Joanie backed away, her hands coming up as if to ward it off.  “No way.”

“Come on, Joanie, it’ll take forever to walk back, especially with your sore hip.  Rhiannon’s really sweet, she won’t throw you,” Sara tried to persuade her, but Rhiannon didn’t help by shying away when she tried to lead her to Joanie.

“I’d rather take my chances on the ground,” Joanie shook her head.

“Right, suit yourself.  We’ll see you back at the house then, shall we?” Will replied with an innocent smile, and Joanie’s face paled again.  

“Wait, you’re gonna leave me out here by myself?” 

“No, of course we won’t,” Sara sighed, “we’ll all walk back together.”

“Maybe, if I rode with you…” Joanie cozied up to Will’s side, “then I wouldn’t have to be so worried about the horse getting away from me.”

Sara could see it was all a ploy to try and warm up to Will again; couldn’t she take the hint?  It was obvious to Will too, but after a moment’s hesitation, he produced a reasonable facsimile of a smile.  “Alright, we’d best be on our way then, the sooner we get back, the sooner you can rest.  Let me help you up.”  

While they were monkeying around with getting her up onto his horse, Sara looked for a way to hop onto hers without any help, spotting a fallen log she thought would do very nicely.  By the time she got into the saddle, Will was up behind Joanie, doing his best to take control of the reins while keeping his distance from her.  They headed back at a slow pace, the conversation practically non-existent; everyone in the mood to get it over with, except for maybe Joanie who didn’t seem to mind her perch next to Will.  

When they arrived, Joanie waved off the offer of a doctor, asking for a hot bath and a bottle of brandy.  Will left to see to the horses in none too good of a mood, and Sara hardly had a chance to do more than wave goodbye.  Searching for Jack to see if he wanted to join her for a picnic lunch on the patio outside, Katie told her he was in the library, already bored with throwing horseshoes.  

Sara heard him talking to someone as she approached, stopping to tie her shoe just outside the door.

“Want to play again?” Jack asked, and an unfamiliar woman replied.

“Perhaps one more game, though I don’t know how much longer I can tarry.”

“We can always try chess if you’re tired of me beating you at draughts.”

“I fear my time grows short.  Do you remember what I told you, Jack?”

“I guess so, but I still don’t get why.”

“It’s dangerous for you to stay here; I don’t know how much longer I can protect you.” 

“But I don’t want to leave, I like it here.  Why would anything happen to me?”

“Accidents happen every day.  Look to your mother’s friend; she met with a terrible spill in the woods, she could have easily broken her neck.  I urge you to take caution, young Jack, I dare not say more.”

Sara frowned over the conversation, not recognizing the woman’s voice.  Was someone harassing Jack about staying?  Straightening, she burst into the room, prepared to give whoever it was a piece of her mind, only to find there wasn’t anyone in there but Jack, who was setting up a checker board on the edge of the desk.

 

 



Chapter Eight
 

 


“Who was just in here?”

“Hey Mom, draughts is checkers!” he replied, eyes full of excitement, but Sara ignored him, looking behind the door.  

“Who were you talking to?”

“The lady.”

“What lady?”

“I dunno,” he shrugged, uninterested.  “Want to play some checkers?”

“What was that stuff she was telling you?  About it being dangerous for you to be here?”  It didn’t sit right with her, especially not in her own home.  

“Something about accidents, I wasn’t paying attention.”

“But it wasn’t Katie and it wasn’t Mrs. Poole?”

“No,” he gave her a look, like she’d said something stupid.  “Can we have lunch soon?  I’m really hungry.”

“Hold on, I want to get to the bottom of this first.  Mrs. Poole?” she called out the library door.  Realizing she’d never hear her, Sara rang the bell pull and Mrs. Poole appeared a few minutes later.  

“I’ve sent up some Epsom salts for Miss Wilson’s bath, I do hope she’s feeling better soon,” she clucked in sympathy.

“Thanks.  Listen, was anyone else in the house just now?  Any visitors?”

“Visitors?  No, my Lady, not to my knowledge.  Why, are you expecting someone?”

“No, but someone was in here talking to Jack, and I mean to find out who it was.”

Mrs. Poole’s mouth fell open, turning first from Sara to Jack and back again before she snapped it shut.  “I can’t imagine who it could have been; I’ll ask Thomas if anyone came to the door.”

“What’s the big deal?” Jack asked, after she’d gone.

“The big deal is someone waltzing into my own home and trying to warn you off is definitely not cool.  Are you sure you don’t know her name?”

“I don’t think she ever said it.”

“Ever?  You’ve talked to her before?”

“Sure, lots of times.”

“Where?  In town?”  They’d met so many people; maybe one of the villagers had taken an interest in the boy?

“In my room or here in the library.  She says she likes to watch over me, that I remind her of her son.”

“Then why is she telling you to leave?”  It didn’t make sense.  If someone was truly concerned for Jack’s safety, why not come to her?

“She said it’s not safe here.”

“Did she say why?”

“No, not really, something about accidents.”

Not quite a threat…  “If she ever shows up again I want you to come and get me, okay?”

“Yeah, okay.”

“I mean it, Jack.”  How could he be so unconcerned?  

“I don’t get why you’re so upset; you saw her yourself.”

“I did?” Sara blinked.  “When was that?”

“Just now, before she left.”

“Jack, there was no one in here when I got here.”  That was another strange thing; how had she left so quickly?  Had she gone out the window?

“Yes she was, but you scared her off.  She gets scared really easy.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt, my Lady,” Mrs. Poole appeared by the door, “but Thomas has informed me that there have been no visitors today apart from young Will.  No one has rung the main bell.”

Just what she was afraid of.  “That means we have someone who’s walking into the house unannounced.  I want us to start locking the windows and doors during the day, do you understand?”

“If you say so, my Lady,” she replied dubiously.  “Though that will be difficult once we take on more staff.”

“I don’t care, I don’t want people sneaking in and threatening my son.  Once we figure out who it is and what to look for, then we can revisit the rule.”

“She didn’t threaten me, Mom.”

“She told you to leave or you’d get hurt, that sounds like a threat to me,” Sara snapped, immediately regretting the way he shrank away from her tone.  “I’m sorry, honey, I didn’t mean to bite your head off.  What does she look like?”

“I don’t know, like a lady,” he shrugged.

“What color hair does she have?”

“Sorta brown.”

“What color eyes?”

“I don’t remember.  Can I go wash up for lunch now?”

“Yes, come right back here though.  We’ll eat what Mrs. Poole packed out on the terrace, okay?”

“Okay.”

“I can assure you, Sir Jack’s wellbeing is at least as important to us as it is to you,” Mrs. Poole smiled reassuringly.

“Do you have any kids, Mrs. Poole?”

“Thomas and I were never blessed with children, no.”

“I’m sorry,” Sara gave her a sad smile in return.  “I don’t know what I’d do without that boy.”  Having a child had changed her life, and there wasn’t one day that went by that she wasn’t grateful for how wonderful he’d turned out.  It was even worth her disastrous marriage to Peter.

“Forgive my impertinence, but did you never think of remarrying and extending your family?”

Sara shook her head.  “I’m fresh out of a bad marriage; I’m not so sure I want to jump into a new relationship anytime soon.”  An image of Will’s smile rose unbidden, distracting her for a moment.  “Eventually maybe.  I mean, I’d like to have more children someday, give Jack a brother or sister.”  

“I daresay young Will would do a credible job of it,” Mrs. Poole winked so quickly, Sara thought she might have imagined it.  

“I kinda had the idea you wouldn’t approve of that sort of thing, Mrs. P.”  Her being a Lady (even if she was new at it) and him a lowly not-chauffeur.

“My dear, we’re not in Edwardian times,” Mrs. Poole chuckled.  “We’re living in the modern world, my Lady.  If he makes you happy, I say… convention can go hang.”

“Does that mean you’ll call me Sara?” she grinned, but Mrs. Poole shook her head.

“Let’s not throw the baby out with the bathwater.”

Sara did enjoy Will’s company, even if he was a bit of a flirt; she liked to think she was a good judge of character.  Then again, she’d fallen for Peter, hook line and sinker…  On the other hand, Will was nothing like Peter, and he hadn’t fallen for Joanie’s act, so double points there.  

“Hey, do you know anything about a circle of stones on the property?” Sara remembered to ask before Mrs. Poole slipped away.  

“He took you as far as that?” she frowned, though Sara hadn’t thought it was all that far.  They hadn’t even reached the lake.  

“Yes, have you been out there?”

“It’s been quite some time, but I have visited them before.”

“What are they?  Will said they had something to do with the Druids.”

“It’s certainly very possible; these lands are full of such holy places.  Probably best not to disturb it, my Lady.  Will you be wanting lemonade with your luncheon?” 

“That sounds nice, thank you,” Sara nodded, forgetting about the stones as Jack came into view.  “Grab your checkerboard, kiddo.  I challenge you to a match over lunch,” she grinned, pushing the worries over his safety to the corner of her mind for the moment.  

 

* * *

 

There was no sign of Jack’s mystery woman for the rest of the afternoon, or of Joanie for that matter.  Katie was sent up with a tray for her at dinner time, and reported she was sleeping soundly, despite the early hour.  After eating, Sara holed up in the study, tending to neglected emails through the slow as molasses tether of her cell phone, planning to curl up with one of the many books as soon as she was done. 

“Come round to the pub with me tonight.”

“What?” Sara looked up to find Will leaning against the doorframe, looking better than he had a right to in a soft, gray sweater and jeans.    

“Your friend is sleeping with the Christian Brothers tonight and Jack will be in bed soon.  Why not come out with me, get to know some of the locals and relax a bit?”

“You mean like a date?”

“Would that be a bad idea?”

Was it?  After the conversation with Mrs. Poole, she felt a little less awkward about their social standing (not that she’d ever considered herself to be above him in any way), but that didn’t mean she was ready to jump into the deep end without testing the waters first.  “It’s just that I’m not really dating right now…”

“Forgive me, I should say, it’s definitely not a date,” he amended without skipping a beat. 

“No?” the corner of her mouth tugged up into a smile.  “What is it then?”

“Two friends having a drink at the local pub?  Perhaps a game of darts?”  Will sauntered into the room to perch on the end of her desk.  “You could tell me more about your plans for the house and I could pretend to listen with rapt attention.”

“Pretend?” her brows drew together into a dark line.  “Will, if you’re not interested in my talking about the house, just say so.”

“It’s not the subject,” he leaned forward, his voice dropping confidentially.  “It’s only that it’s so difficult to pay attention to any topic when I’m in your presence.”

“Me?  What did I do?”  Did she have a piece of food stuck between her teeth?  Was her hair mussed?  

“I find you distracting is all.”  

“You’re not the only one,” she murmured; he snuck into her waking thoughts all too easily.  

“You’ve been distracting men the world over?  Why am I not surprised?” he teased, leaning closer.

“No, I meant you’re distracting, yourself,” she pushed at his shoulder lightly and he caught her hand gently.  

“Come out with me tonight, Sara.  Let’s drive each other to distraction.” 

“Well then, why bother to talk at all?”  The words spilled out without thinking, and operating on instinct, Sara leaned closer when Will’s head canted to one side, his eyes resting squarely on her lips.  He was going to kiss her, and Sara had just about decided she didn’t mind one bit, when Jack’s voice called from the doorway and she sprang apart from him guiltily.

“Mom?”

“Jack… I was just, um…” thoroughly discombobulated, Sara gave up, ignoring the heat in her cheeks to give him a smile.  “Did you want something?”

“You promised to come up and we’d read a chapter of the Dawn Treader book together.”

“Right, yes I did,” she nodded, “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it was that time already.  I’m sorry Will, I…”

“Actually, your Mum’s coming with me into the village for a bit,” Will interrupted, completely unfazed by the interruption.  “So don’t keep her long, you know how women are, they like to spend some time getting to look their best,” he rolled his eyes skyward, an expression that Jack matched.  “I’ll be around to fetch you in about an hour, will that suit?”

Sara’s mouth opened and closed without saying anything, checking for any sign that Jack was disturbed by the news.  Both guys looked back at her expectantly and she nodded, finding her voice.  “Yes, that sounds fine.”

“Brilliant,” Will clapped his hands together.  “Sleep well then, Jack.  And I’ll see you, soon.”  With a final wink to Sara he was gone.  

Sara watched him go, wondering if she’d bitten off more than she could chew.  Her son waited expectantly, and she shook herself out of it, closing her laptop.  “You don’t mind do you, Jack?  If I go out tonight?”  It wasn’t something they’d talked about before; she hadn’t seen anyone since the divorce.  

“No, why should I?”

“It’s not a date or anything,” she added quickly.  “We’re going out as friends.”

“You’re not married anymore, Mom, you don’t have to pretend you don’t like him like that,” Jack grinned and she wondered if she was that transparent to everyone.  

“I know it’s just… uncharted territory.  I haven’t gone out on a date since before you were born,” she tousled his hair as they ascended the first set of stairs.  “Your poor old mom needs to ease into it.”

“That’s not what you tell me to do.  You always say I should jump in quick and I’ll get used to the water quicker.”

Sara thought about that for a moment; he was wiser than his years.  Or completely ignorant of the complexities of modern dating.  “So, you’re saying you’d be okay if I did decide to date Will then?”  

“I like Will, he’s funny.  He told me he was a slow starter when he was young too, and then one year he grew six inches.  Wouldn’t that be awesome?  Maybe that’ll happen to me and I won’t get called a runt anymore.”

“Aw honey, you are definitely not a runt, and no one here is going to call you that, I promise.”  

“Mom, do you believe in ghosts?”

The question was so out of the blue it made Sara pause on the stair.  “That’s a random question.  Why, have you been reading ghost stories under the blanket with a flashlight?”

“No, I mean real ghosts.  Not the stuff in books or scary movies, but from real people that died.”

“I haven’t really thought about it before, but I guess I do.  Why do you ask?”

“I was just wondering,” he said in a small voice, continuing up the stairs and Sara followed, a little unnerved by the way he said it.

“Has someone been telling you ghost stories?  Will or Katie?”  She couldn’t imagine Mrs. Poole indulging in horror stories.  

“No, nothing like that.”  Jack was silent until they reached the top of the next landing.  “I always thought ghosts would be scary and gross like they are in the movies but that’s always from people that were crazy or mass murderers when they were alive, right?  Most of them are probably just people who died, like us, right?”

He’d obviously put a lot of thought into it, and she was impressed he wasn’t buying into the Hollywood scarefest mentality.  “You know when Grandma Caroline died; I could have sworn I saw her standing at the foot of my bed in the middle of the night.  She wasn’t scary or gross, just sort of peaceful, like she wanted to say goodbye and let me know she was watching over me,” Sara smiled at the comforting memory, though she’d told herself it was little more than a dream at the time.  “So yes, I guess I do believe in ghosts, but I agree, they’re mostly poor lost souls who haven’t moved on yet.  Nothing to be afraid of.”

“Then you think ghosts can be protecting us?  Not trying to scare us away?”

“Sure, why not?” Sara allowed.  “Like you said, there are way more regular people that died than tortured nutjobs vowing to take their revenge from beyond the grave,” she grinned.  “Though those stories are the ones you hear about the most because they sell movie tickets.”

“That’s what I thought,” Jack nodded, pausing outside the nursery door.  “You don’t have to tuck me in and read to me tonight, Mom.”

“You don’t want me to?” Sara wasn’t sure if she should feel hurt or just accept that her little boy was growing older and more independent every day.  

“Naw, it’s okay.  I can read it by myself and you should get ready for your date with Will.”

“It’s not a date, and you always come first.  You know that, don’t you, kiddo?” Sara tipped his face up by the chin.  Will could wait if he had to; besides, it wasn’t like she planned on getting all dolled up anyway.  

“I know, but I think you’ll have fun going out with him, and I can probably read faster by myself anyway.”

Definitely getting more independent.  Sara swallowed the disappointment, giving it one more last ditch effort.  “Are you sure?  We could do a quick chapter.”

“Yeah, I’m sure.  You go ahead, I’ll be fine.  I like reading in my new bed, all those pillows make it a zillion times easier.”

“Goodnight then, sweetie,” she leaned to drop a kiss on his cheek, grateful he still allowed her that.  “I love you.”

“Love you too,” he returned with a quick peck.  “Oh, and Mom?”

“Yes?” Sara straightened, waiting expectantly to see if he’d had a change of heart.

“I’m glad you’re dating again, you deserve to be happy.”

Sara opened her mouth to tell him again it wasn’t a date, but changed her mind, giving him a faint smile.  “Thanks, kiddo, from your lips…”

 

 



Chapter Nine
 

 


“What’s your pleasure, my Lady?”

“Ah… I’ll have whatever you’re having.”  Sara pulled off her coat, setting it aside in the cozy booth at The Pig’s Ear, the local pub.  A slightly rowdier crowd than at the Bell and Cross, Sara had wanted to see where the locals hung out at night; she certainly got an eyeful there.  The pub was doing a brisk business, most of the barstools occupied and the small round tables filled with patrons as well.  Will snagged one of the 4 coveted booths, likely because he was with her, she suspected.  

Everyone greeted her with a cheery smile and a lift of the mug, but after a few minutes they seemed to forget she was there and turned back to their own conversations.  

Will appeared a few minutes later with two large mugs of a dark amber brew, sliding into the seat across from her.  The booths were small enough that their knees touched, but it lent itself well to intimate conversation.  “Here you go, careful now; it’s strong enough to put hair on your chest.”

“Because that’s the look I’m going for,” she laughed.  “To think I’ve been going about it the wrong way for all these years.  Is that what men here find attractive?” 

“I’d be more than happy to give you my opinion on the matter,” he returned her smile, eyes dipping to the neckline of her blouse.  “But I’d definitely need a ‘before’ view to render a proper judgment.”

“I think it’ll take more than one of these for that to happen tonight,” she smirked and Will immediately raised two fingers to the barman with a little whistle, signaling for two more drinks until she dragged his hand back down to the table.  

“If you’d rather hold hands, just say so,” he teased, keeping hold of her hand in his.  It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation at all, and Sara left them there, the tips of her fingers tracing over the rough calluses of his palm.  “Tell me then, of the life and times of Lady Sara Darling, erstwhile beleaguered waitress, and of late, heroine of Darling
Park and Darlington proper.”  

“Ooh, that’s taking it a stretch, calling me a heroine for basically turning up to collect an inheritance,” she wrinkled her nose.  “I haven’t been Sara Darling for a long time anyway, not since I got married.”  

“A circumstance you have since remedied, as I understand it.”  Will raised his glass to hers and she clinked against it before taking a sip.  It was much stronger than the beer she was used to in the States, but not bad.  Still, Sara wasn’t much of a drinker; she’d have to sip it or end up with Will carrying her home.  

“That’s one way of putting it.”

“How long ago did you divorce him?  Or was he the one to leave?”

“No, it was us that did the leaving.  It was… wow, almost a year ago when we left, I guess.  Time flies,” she let out a long breath.  “The divorce wasn’t final until a few months ago though.”  

“Did he mind much when you told him you were taking Jack to England?”

“I didn’t even tell him we were leaving the country,” she replied, hiding the guilty smile behind her glass.  “I’ve got a bet going with Joanie, to see how long it takes him to notice we’re gone.”  

Will put his glass down, brows drawing together in confusion or disapproval maybe, it was hard for her to tell.  “Surely he’ll miss his son, even if things didn’t work out between the two of you.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?  You’d think the one man to have a genetic link to Jack would at least show some warmth towards him, but he… he couldn’t find a way to appreciate Jack for the person he is, instead of the idea he had in his head.” 

Understanding dawned on Will’s face, and his brow smoothed.  “Is that why you left?  Over his treatment of Jack?”

“You don’t really want to hear this stuff, do you?” Sara shook her head, feeling like they were talking way too much about her problems.

“I want to hear about you,” his fingers brushed the back of her hand gently.  “That includes your past.”

“Oh come on, no guy likes hearing about the dreaded ex, do they?”  That was the first rule in dating 101.  At least it had been the last time she was on the market.  Going on about how sucky your ex husband was seemed like a sure route to sabotaging anything new, but Will had other ideas.  

“How else am I to learn what mistakes to avoid?” he tapped his head and Sara had to laugh at the sage expression on his face.  

“I see, so this is all about research?”

“In a way,” he grinned.  “But I don’t want you to go on about it if it makes you unhappy to talk about him, what was his name?”

“Peter.  No, I guess it doesn’t make me unhappy, not anymore.  It’s not that interesting to tell, that’s all.  It wasn’t like he cheated on me, or beat us or anything dramatic like that.  He just… I think he stopped caring to include us in his life.  Everything else became more important, work was number one all the time and Jack and I… we didn’t rate a high enough spot on his to do list.  When I realized I didn’t care anymore… that’s when I filed for a divorce.  I should care, shouldn’t I?  About whether the man I love wants me around or not.”

“I’d say so,” he allowed with a nod.

“I found myself preferring it when he wasn’t around; it was easier just Jack and me.  I didn’t want to become one of those women who stuck around because of the money, so I picked up a few more shifts at the diner and we moved out.  You know, I’m not sure he even noticed right away?  I didn’t get a single phone call from him for three days.”

“He sounds like a right git to me.”

“You can say that again,” Sara muttered, taking another sip of the beer that was starting to grow on her.  

“I’d rather buy him a drink.”

“Why?” she blinked; did git mean something different than what she’d thought?

“For being fool enough to let you slip away, otherwise you wouldn’t be here with me,” his easy grin returned and Sara spent a few seconds admiring it before she started to wonder something.

“Why are you here with me?”

Will’s eyes flashed with amusement before they softened, and he brought her hand to his heart.  “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? Thou art more lovely and more temperate…”

“No,” she giggled, tugging her hand free.  “I mean, why are you here?  You said once you wanted to be an architect; what are you doing here working odd jobs to make ends meet?”  He seemed out of place in a dying community populated by older folks who were already long past the bloom of youth.  

“Oh that,” he chuckled.  “That’s a long story.”

“Haven’t you heard?  I’m a lady of leisure now, I’ve got nothing but time,” she replied expectantly, setting down the glass to wait him out.  Will drained the rest of his beer with a slow nod.

“Alright.  I did dream of becoming an architect once, I even left the village to go to University in Town, but that was easier said than done.”

“How come?”

“Do you know how much it costs to go to Uni?” he gave a rueful shake of the head.  “Do you have any idea what it’s like to work two jobs just to scrape together enough bob to pay for tuition?  Eating two minute noodles three times a day and chatting up girls in the hope of getting invited in for a home cooked meal rather than a shag?”


Something told her he got invited for home cooked meals on a regular basis.  “Actually, I do.  Not the chatting up girls part, but I had to work my way through school too.  It wasn’t easy, and I don’t think I could have done it without my parents there to support me as much as they could.  What about your folks, I take it they couldn’t help out much?”

“As I said, when Sir Stephen ruled the roost, he cut off the livelihood of most of the village when he tired of playing Lord of the manor.  Da didn’t have sixpence to scrape together let alone any to spare.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”  It sounded like he’d had a rougher childhood than she had.  They’d never been rich, but she’d never worried about where her next meal was coming from.  

“It’s alright, it taught me to make my own way in the world, I’m not sorry about that.”

“What happened then?  Wasn’t it enough?  Or did you not find architecting all it’s cracked up to be?”

“No, that wasn’t it, I liked it fine.  Better than fine, actually,” Will held up his empty glass in a signal for another.  

“Then what happened?”

Will waited for the bartender to bring over a couple of refills before he continued.  “My Da fell ill and I had to come home to take care of him.”

 “I’m so sorry,” Sara winced at the tightly controlled emotion in his voice.  Ever since she’d met him, Will seemed the sort to make light of everything, but this one thing he felt deeply, that was easy to see.  “Did he recover?”

“He did, but by the time he was well again, everything had gone all pear shaped.  The new term started without me, and I’d lost my flat.  I told myself I’d save up to return but…”

“Things have a habit of getting in the way,” Sara nodded in understanding.

It wasn’t hard to see the regret in his eyes even though he covered it with a faint smile.  

“Just so.  But Da’s up to fighting trim now, and that’s all that matters.”

Sara digested that for a few seconds, already feeling the effects of the first beer as she pulled the second one close.  “I was thinking about something you said before, about your father being in charge of the grounds.  Do you think he’d be up to helping me with the renovations for the gardens?”

“I think it’d make him fit to burst with the pleasure of being asked,” Will’s smile stretched wider.  “He loves those lands as if they were his own.  It’s troubled him more than the loss of a livelihood to see them lie in ruins.”

“Could you ask him then, to stop by the house tomorrow and we’ll talk about it some more?  I’d love to hear more about what they used to look like and what’s needed to restore them to their former glory.  Unless you think that’s too short of notice?  Anytime this week should be fine.”  She didn’t want him to think she expected him to drop everything and come running because she crooked a finger.  

“I think he’d be waiting on your doorstep if you let him,” Will grinned.  “I’d be lying if I said he wasn’t hoping for just such an invitation from the moment he heard you were coming.  Then again most folks hereabouts have been looking forward to your arrival as well.”

“It’s weird to think about so many people being affected by our coming here.  It’s  sad my parents never even knew they were part of such a legacy,” Sara smiled faintly, trying to picture her mom working with Mrs. Poole.  She probably would give the woman a heart attack inside of a week.  

“I’m assuming by the fact that you’re the new Lady Darling that your mum and dad have passed?”

“Yeah, my mom died of cancer about a year after Jack was born.  My dad didn’t last long after that; I think he died of a broken heart more than anything else.”  That had been a rough year, dealing with the loss of both parents and a new baby.

“The way it should be,” Will said, touching his glass to hers and she took a sip too.  

“What about your mother?” She’d only heard him mention his father, never his mom.

“My mum died when I was about Jack’s age.”

“I’m sorry.  Did you have any brothers or sisters?”

“No, I’m an only child.”

“Me too,” Sara smiled in commiseration.  “I always wondered what it would be like to have brothers and sisters.  I guess I always thought I’d have a bigger family too, so Jack would always have someone to play with, but it didn’t work out that way.”

“But you do want more children?” Will leaned forward, looking into her eyes with such an earnest, hopeful quality that Sara was the first to pull away.  

“I… maybe someday.  Not something I normally talk about on a first date.”

“Oh, so we’re on a date now, are we?”  If Will felt any disappointment at her pulling away, it was lost in the confident tilt of the lips that question brought.

“Aren’t we?” Sara met those blue eyes again, trying to be brave enough to risk her heart one more time.  

“If we were on a date, I’d take you for a stroll in the moonlight.”  

“If we were on a date, I’d let you.”

“I’d probably try to kiss you under the moonlight too,” he warned, eyes dropping to her mouth and Sara’s teeth caught at her bottom lip as she imagined what it might be like to kiss him.  A kiss in the moonlight by a guy sexy enough to make her shut out the little voice in the back of her head that warned she was leaping without looking again.  

“I sure hope so,” she breathed, firmly telling that little voice to suck it; she wasn’t ready to be a dried out old Dowager yet.  

Will’s lips curved into a smile and he reached into his pocket to pull out enough money for the tab.  “Shall we take that walk?”

“What a good idea,” she smiled, taking his hand.  As soon as they got outside she had to let go of him to pull her jacket on.  The fog had rolled in thick enough to hide most of the village from sight.  “I’m not used to the fog yet, it plays tricks on you,” she observed aloud, slipping her hand back into his when offered.  

“How do you mean?”

“Just little things, like the first night I was here, I could have sworn I saw…” Sara hesitated, wishing she hadn’t brought it up; he’d probably think she was a kook.

“What?  The ghost of the headless horseman galloping through the darkness?” he teased and she shook her head, nudging his shoulder with hers.

“No, nothing like that.  Just… the garden, I thought I saw the garden under my window in full bloom.”

“Wishful thinking, I reckon.”

“I guess so… only, I could have sworn I smelled it too, the fresh flowers on the air… you could have knocked me over with a feather when I saw the shape it was in the next day.”

“Perhaps it was the garden spirits weaving a spell over you?” 

“Garden sprits?  Like faeries or sprites?” she blinked.  Was he making fun of her?

“Why not?  Who better to send you visions of the past or even the future?”

“You know, you’re the second person to talk to me about spirits today?” Sara shook her head.  

“Am I?”  

“Yes, Jack asked me if I believe in ghosts earlier.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“That I do.  Not creepy haunting ghosts so much as echoes of the people who lived there.”

“There are stories that Darling
Park is haunted, of course.”

“There are?”  Sara still couldn’t tell if he was making fun of her or serious.

“You can hardly have a mansion with such history and not rack up a few stories over the years.”

She hadn’t thought of it that way before; the oldest houses in her old neighborhood were from the 1930’s.  “There aren’t any stories about a pushy lady who tries to warn people out of staying in the house, are there,” Sara snorted, thinking about Jack’s visitor.

Will came to a stop, concern etched all over his features.  “Has someone warned you away from Darling
Park?”

“Not me, Jack.”  She told him all about the overheard conversation with Jack’s mysterious visitor, who had the ability to not only come and go as she pleased, but disappear at a moment’s notice.  

Will’s mouth set into a hard line as she told her story, and Sara started to worry if she was missing something.  “It’s late, I should get you home,” he declared finally, turning them back in the direction of the pub.

Definitely missing something.  “It’s not all that late,” her brow crumpled in confusion.  “What about our walk in the moonlight?”

Will paused, a look of naked longing on his face for a split second before his easy smile resurfaced.  “I think it’s best left for another night when we have some actual moonlight,” he made a point of looking to the foggy surroundings.  

“Alright,” she agreed, unable to keep the disappointment from her voice.  On the way back to Darling
Park, Will lapsed into uncharacteristic silence.  After a few failed attempts at conversation, Sara went over the events of the night, trying to figure out why things had taken such a turn for the south.  Why should Will care if there was a pushy lady warning Jack about accidents?  Did he think Jack might be in actual danger?  If so, he kept it to himself and Sara wished he’d open up and tell her what was bothering him.  

The fog made it difficult to drive on the narrow, country road and it was slow going once they left the village.  Eyes on the blanket of fog outside the car, a dark shape caught her attention at the side of the road.  “I think there’s someone out there.”

“In this soup?  Bloody stupid if you ask me,” he muttered, slowing at first, but no one came into view.  “I think you were mistaken, there’s no one out there.” 

“I could have sworn I saw someone out there…” Sara leaned her forehead against the window, peering into the mist.  

“It was probably your eyes playing tricks on you,” Will shrugged, speeding up a little, and Sara leaned back with a yawn.  Maybe she’d had too much to drink; there was no sign of it anymore.  

“Do you think maybe you could explain…” the words died on Sara’s lips when a face loomed in the darkness.  A woman, her pale face drawn with fright stood by the side of the road, wearing an old fashioned hat and coat.  She seemed familiar somehow, though Sara couldn’t place it right away.  All at once it hit her, where she’d seen her before.  “Hey that’s…” before she could point the figure out, the woman leapt in front of the car and Sara screamed, “Look out!”  

Slamming on the brakes, Will swore under his breath, but they both heard the sickening thud as the car connected with the woman’s body, the car jolting to a sudden stop and stalling in the middle of the road.  

 

 



Chapter Ten
 

 


“Oh my God…” Sara breathed, pulling at her seatbelt, but Will was faster, already half out of the car by the time she worked it free.  Hot on his heels, she threw open the passenger door.  “Is she…”  Will knelt by the front of the car, his face a mask of confusion.  “Is she alright?” Sara repeated when he didn’t answer her.  “Will?”

“She’s not there,” he replied, meeting her gaze.

“What do you mean she’s not there?” Sara squatted beside him on the dirt road, ducking her head under the car.  Despite the darkness, it was easy to see there was no one under the wheels, or anywhere near the car.  “But… you hit her.  We both felt the impact, didn’t we?”

“Maybe I hit a pothole…”

“No, no I saw her and she threw herself under the car.  Are you telling me you didn’t see her too?” Sara demanded.  

Will shook his head slowly, as if trying to clear it.  “It was dark and the fog plays tricks.  You start to jump at shadows and…”

“That wasn’t a shadow, I recognized her.”

“Beg pardon?” his head came up sharply.

“I’ve seen her before, in a dream I had.  She told me… I had to leave before it was too late.”  Sara’s voice fell away at the last.  She hadn’t made the connection to Jack’s visitor before, but now she realized the women didn’t sound too dissimilar.  

“Sara, you realize how that sounds,” Will said carefully, rising to his feet and offering her a hand up.

“I’m not making it up.  She looked just like the woman in my dream, and I think she might be the one trying to warn Jack away from here too.”

“I think we’d best get you back to the house,” Will’s frown matched hers as he steered her to the passenger’s side, opening the door for her.  Any other time and Sara might have been impressed by the show of manners, but thoughts of the mystery woman distracted her.  

Luckily, the car started right up again, and it was a short drive to the house which still blazed with light despite the late hour.  “Man, my power bill’s going to be ridiculous,” she murmured, as Will led her up the front steps.  

“They won’t shut the house down until everyone’s in for the night,” Will explained, holding the door open for her and following her inside.

“Another silly rule,” she sighed, before realizing he’d invited himself in.  “Hey, who said you could come in?”

“I work here, remember?”

“But you don’t sleep here, do you?”  All of a sudden she realized she had no idea where the servant’s quarters were and if the Pooles and Katie stayed there at the house or in the village.  Somehow she’d assumed they were close at hand, but not Will; since he wasn’t really the chauffeur.  

“I could,” he gave her a hopeful grin, no doubt reading more into the simple question.

“You’re more than welcome to; we’ve got plenty of room.  I could probably scare up some clean sheets for you, Katie lives for that stuff.”

“Not exactly what I had in mind, but I thank you, my Lady,” he bowed slightly.

“Uh oh, we’re back to that again, are we?  Is that because we stepped over the threshold and I became the Lady of the Manor, or did something change out there for us tonight?”

“How do you mean?”

“I mean, things were going well, at least I thought they were, and then…”

“Then…?” Will raised a single brow; not helping her one bit.

“Then, you sort of, I don’t know, pulled away a little.  Is it because of what I said about the woman?  Why did you get so upset?”

“Because I think it’s wrong for anyone to threaten you or anyone else.  They’ve no call to make you feel unwanted here, this is your home.”

It warmed Sara’s heart to hear him say it, she was so used to having to fight for everything on her own, it was nice to have someone in her corner.  “Thanks.  But I don’t think she was really dangerous, I think she was just trying to scare him.”

“All the same, I think I will spend the night at the house, just in case I’m needed,” Will decided, locking the door behind them and escorting her to the stairs.  

“Thank you.” 

“I’ll make sure the house is locked up tight and give a quick look around to make sure everything’s as it should be.”

“Thank you,” Sara repeated, pausing on the bottom stair, feeling a little like she was back in high school, saying goodnight, wondering if he’d try to kiss her.  Somehow she doubted it, given how formal he could be whenever in front of others, and one of the Pooles might walk in at any moment.  “I guess I’ll say goodnight then.”

“Now then, if you decide I’m needed for anything more than protection,” he took a step closer, “you have only to call and I’ll come.”

“Will you be curled up outside my room, sleeping on the floor?” she teased, backing up a step and he quickly followed, keeping himself at the same height she was.  

“If you like.”

Sara smiled over the mental image, wondering if he would actually do such a thing if she asked him to.  “That idea’s not half bad, actually.  I could have sworn I heard someone in my room last night, but when I turned the lights on nobody was there.”  

“You really have been dwelling on ghost stories, haven’t you?” he chuckled.  

She hadn’t really been thinking ghost at the time, but after the night’s events, she was willing to entertain the notion.  “It sounded pretty solid to me.”  That and the opening door.  Could ghosts do that?  Or did they walk through walls?  Starting to creep herself out, she took another step backwards.  “You know, I sort of like the idea that you’re nearby,” Sara decided.  “Will you take a room near mine?”

“That would hardly be proper, my Lady.  What will the servants think?” he smirked, pursuing her up the next step.

“You know I don’t care about any of that,” she held her ground that time, eyes level with his.  “Actually, Mrs. Poole as much as told me that if you make me happy I should go for it,” she grinned.

“And do I make you happy?”

Her eyes dipped to the curve of his lips, leaning closer without even realizing what she was doing.  “So far, so good…” anything else was muffled against his mouth as his lips descended over hers.  Operating purely on instinct, Sara’s lips parted to welcome him, hands rising to steady herself against his solid chest as he deepened the kiss.  

It had been a long time since she’d kissed anyone but Peter, but her body remembered what to do even if her mind still had a hard time wrapping itself around it.  His hands settled onto her hips, pulling her up against the length of him and she had to trust him to keep them upright as she leaned against him, lost to the power of his kiss.  Everywhere their bodies touched, a tingle of awareness spread, and Sara forgot where they were, who might walk in, any impropriety involved in making out with the not-chauffer in the middle of the entryway as her long dormant desires shook off the dust and sat up to take notice.  

So much better than high school.  

It was Will who pulled back first, pressing his cheek to hers.  “You’d best get to bed now, my Lady, before I forget how to act the gentleman.”

“And if I decide I want you to?” she shivered at the feel of his warm breath on her neck, “forget?”

Lightly, his lips brushed over hers once, twice… in the barest of touches before he resolutely pulled back again. “Goodnight, Sara,” his chest rumbled with soft laughter.  “Pleasant dreams.”

“I can practically guarantee it,” she smiled over her shoulder at him, slipping up the stairs before the wonderful euphoria of being alive faded.  

 

* * *

 

It wasn’t until she lay snuggled in the cozy, dark comfort of her own bed that Sara remembered the mysterious woman and her haze of happiness faded.  Who was she?  Could she be a ghost, or was there something more sinister afoot?  Alone in the night, the tally of odd occurrences stacked pretty high in the short amount of time she’d been there.  

But there were plenty of good things too.  Sara was fast coming to love the old house, not only because of the faded opulence, but because of the great potential she saw to make it a real home again, not just a landmark.  Then there was the village, she’d never met so many friendly, happy people in her life; it made LA look like hostile territory by comparison.  

And Will… just thinking of him was enough to make her sigh with longing.  She’d never in a zillion years thought she’d feel the way he made her feel.  Young and alive, like her whole life still stretched out in front of her, instead of the best years all over and done with.  Knowing he’d be sleeping down the hall gave her all sorts of ideas.  

Imagination spinning all manner of interesting scenarios, Sara gradually became aware of a squeaking sound at regular intervals, loud enough to capture her full attention.  Not a squeak exactly, more like a creak from a rocking chair on an old wooden floor, which was certainly possible in the old mansion.  

Only… who would be rocking in a noisy chair at that hour?  Joanie must be dead to the world with her bottle of brandy, and she wasn’t exactly the rocking type anyway.  It sounded close, very close, almost as if it came from out in the hallway.  Could Will really be sitting outside her bedroom door, keeping watch?  With a shake of the head and a ready quip on the tip of her tongue, Sara scrambled out of bed, throwing open her door, but the hallway was empty.  In the sudden silence, Sara felt a little foolish, but another creak seconds later gave her the vindication she needed to chase it down a little further.

Once out in the hall, it seemed to come from just ahead, but after a few steps, she got no closer to finding the source of it.  As the creaking continued, Sara padded down the length of the hall, convinced she’d find the rocker around the next corner, but the sound always seemed to be coming from up ahead.  Reaching the top of the back stairs, she considered if she should try going up, down or giving up on the stupid search and looking for some earplugs to get some sleep.  At the sound of Mrs. Poole’s voice below, she decided to ask if the housekeeper had any ideas on how to muffle the sound.  Halfway down the stairs, Will’s voice floated up to her, a smile forming as she paused on the steps.  

“I think you know what we’re dealing with,” Will asserted, his tone slightly frustrated, and Sara wondered if he’d been going over the same point for a while.

“She’s never done anyone harm before,” Mrs. Poole brushed him off.  “She has no power over us, ignore her.”

“But she may have power over Sara,” Will insisted.  “You should have seen her face tonight!”

“She hasn’t pulled that trick on the road in some time, she must be getting desperate,” Thomas was quick to add.  

Were they talking about the incident out in the fog on the way home?  Sara couldn’t imagine what they meant; who was getting desperate?

“I don’t like it.” Will maintained.  “Power or not, Sara won’t stand for anyone threatening young Jack.  If she thinks there’s a threat to him she might take him away.”

“Then best you see to it she doesn’t do that,” Mrs. Poole snapped, and Sara clapped a hand over her mouth to hide the gasp that slipped out.  

“How am I to do that?  She’s a mind of her own in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Cold hard reason, Will, that’s your ammunition,” Thomas replied.  “There’s no cause for her to fear for Jack’s safety, the Lady wouldn’t dare touch him.”

“I don’t like this, keeping her in the dark over any of it.”  Sara could practically hear the scowl on Will’s face and she wondered what they’d all do if she came down the rest of the stairs.  

“It’s how it has to be for now.  Americans are a skittish lot; they have no sense of history.  Once she’s settled in a bit more, why then we’ll tell her all our horrors stories, but for now, it’s best she isn’t troubled by it.  You don’t want her to leave, do you?”

“Of course not,” Will answered quickly, “But if she keeps asking questions, I’ll not lie to her.” 

“Leave that to us,” Mrs. Poole replied in a voice that sent a shiver down Sara’s spine.  Was that meant to be comforting?  Creeping back up the stairs, wincing over every squeak both real and imagined for fear of discovery, Sara didn’t breathe again until she reached the safety of her door.  

What had she managed to put herself in the middle of?  Even worse; was Jack really in danger?

 

* * *

 

The next morning took forever to arrive.  All night long, Sara heard the creaking noise every time she started to drift off.  In the wee hours of the night, she caught a few snatches of sleep as she started to get used to it, but her eyes felt tired and gritty when the sun finally came up.  A hot shower made her feel marginally better, but her reflection looked pale and listless in the mirror as she dressed for the day.

A tap at the door made her jump, and she swallowed back a wave of nerves as she called out, “who is it?”

“It’s Katie.  I’ve come to see to the fire, unless you wish me to come back later?”

“Come in,” Sara allowed, pleased to see the maid remember her rule about knocking first before entering.  

“You’re up bright and early, my Lady.  Do you have a busy day planned?”

“No, I just… hey, it stopped.”  All at once, Sara realized she didn’t hear the creaking sound any more.  “Did you hear a creaking sound before?  Like the sound an old rocking chair would make?”

“No, I heard nothing.  As far as I know you’re the only one up and about this early except for the servants.”

“Oh,” Sara leaned against the side of the bed, watching Katie poke at the fire until flames licked at the wood.  “Katie, have you heard any stories around here about a woman in the fog who jumps in front of cars?”  She was counting on the fact that Mrs. Poole might not have issued her a gag order on the subject yet.

“Oh, you mean the Lady of the Road?” Katie’s eyes grew bright with excitement.  “We’ve all heard that one before.”

“What’s the story?”  Sara patted the bed beside her, and Katie left the poker behind to come closer; though she didn’t take a seat.

“It goes back for years and years.  I’ve never seen her myself, but it’s told there was a great Lady who tried to run away from the big house.  No one would stop for her, fearing to catch holy hell from the Baronet, until she threw herself down in front of the next car in desperation.”

“So she died out on the road?”

“I’m not sure,” Katie’s brow crumpled.  “There are some versions that she got up and climbed into the car, neat as you please, and there are others that she was never really there to begin with.  But the stories heard around these parts in the years to follow all agree that a ghostly Lady throws herself in front of a passing car, but disappears without a trace.”

“That’s exactly what happened to me last night,” Sara sighed, leaning back against the bedpost and Katie’s mouth dropped.

“You’re bamming me!  You really saw her?”

“Sort of, it was pretty fast.  Then we both felt the bump as the car hit her, but she was gone by the time we got outside to check it out.”

“I’ve never met anyone who actually saw her before.  Not anyone I’d believe anyways,” Katie’s awe lent a breathy whisper to her voice.  

“And you say she was supposed to be from Darling
Park?  Wife of the Baronet?  Do you know which one?”

“I don’t recall the name ever being given, but it was more than ninety years ago.”

Sara digested that for a moment; there had to be more information on her somewhere if she was one of her ancestors.  “Thanks, Katie.  Why don’t you go take a tray up to Joanie, I’m betting she’ll be pretty worn out today after that fall.  Actually… give it another hour or so, I think she turns to dust if she wakes up this early.”

“As you say,” Katie hid a smile behind her hand.  “You should have heard her swearing up a blue streak last night when she caught sight of her backside in the mirror.  I’ve never heard such words!”

“I can imagine,” Sara smiled thinly.  “Katie… if you see or hear anything strange in the house, please come and tell me, alright?”

“Strange like what?”

“Anything at all,” Sara left it open ended, not wanting to limit the girl’s experience or send her imagination in the wrong direction.

“If you like, my Lady,” she bobbed, making her exit.  

On the way downstairs, Sara decided breakfast could wait; there was something she wanted to check out first.  All along it had been niggling the back of her mind, how the woman from her dream, who may or may not be the Lady of the Road, had looked familiar.  News that she’d once been a Lady of the Manor seemed to clinch it, but there was one place she thought would clear things up.  

Making a beeline for the wall of family portraits hanging in the library, her eyes scanned the ancient brushstrokes until she found what she was looking for.  Larger than life, the woman stared back at her from the painting.  

“Well hello, Lady Darling,” Sara murmured.  

 

 



Chapter Eleven
 

 

Sara peered up at the painting, set midway up the wall, a few feet above eye level.  The same eyes, the same lips, the same hair as the woman from her dreams, she was styled in clothing from the nineteen-twenties, a large emerald necklace wrapped around her throat catching the eye.  Face serene, her body language told a different story.  Her entire posture was stiff as a board beside her husband, who stood stern-faced, his hand on her shoulder.  Her body turned away from his; the artist managed to convey the tension in the hands clasped together in her lap, holding tight to a scrap of lacy handkerchief.

Rising up on her tiptoes, Sara could barely manage to read the engraved plate on the front of the heavy wooden frame.  “Sir Edward Darling, Baronet and Lady Gemma Darling,”
her lips moved as she read the names.  

“There you are, my Lady,” Mrs. Poole entered briskly.  “Katie told me you were up and about.  Not feeling hungry this morning?”

Sara whirled around, trying to keep the guilty look off her face.  “No, I wanted to pick up a book… for Jack,” she reached for the first book she could lay her hands on.  Unable to keep from feeling a little wary around the housekeeper after eavesdropping the night before, Sara fixed her with an uneasy smile.  

“I think the boy’s spent more time in here than in the playroom, bless him,” she chuckled softly.  

The sincere warmth in her voice knocked Sara for a loop; was she reading too much into the conversation?  “Yes, he does love to read.”  For a moment she considered asking her if she knew anything about Gemma Darling, but decided against it.  Even if her reasons were well intended, Mrs. Poole wanted to keep her in the dark, and any answer she gave couldn’t be taken at face value.  

“I’m glad I caught you.  I’ve hired on a new cook, a Mrs. Saunders from Dorchester, she’ll be starting tomorrow along with a kitchen maid.  I’ll be posting an advert for the rest of the staff in the Sunday Echo.  Have you given any thought to whether you’ll be requiring a tutor for Sir Jack?”

“Oh,” the question threw Sara for a loop.  “I should probably do that, yeah,”
she said carefully, an idea popping like a flashbulb.  “I’d love to learn more about the family’s legacy.  Do we have any books on the Darling family tree?”   

“There are parts of the family’s history scattered through many of the books here,” Mrs. Poole replied vaguely. “There’s quite a rousing account of Sir Walter Darling’s travels through Southern Africa I believe,” she went to a shelf and squinted at it for a few moments before selecting an oversized volume.  

“Thank you,” Sara smiled accepting the book, titled Protector of the Veldt.  “Wow, an explorer, huh?” her eyes skimmed over the forward that acknowledged the author’s thanks to several of his cronies for providing personal anecdotes of their travels.  Sir Walter’s was just one of them.  Not exactly what she’d had in mind.  “Is there anything closer to home?  Like, say about the house?  I don’t even know when this place was built.”

“I imagine so, you have only to find them,” she waved to the shelves and Sara should have expected an answer like that.  If there was a book with dirt on the family’s secrets, Mrs. Poole would want her as far away as possible.

“Did Will tell you about our little scare last night?” Sara tried again, watching her closely, but she gave nothing away; butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.   

“Not that I recall,” she busied herself making unnecessary adjustments to the drapes.  “He did mention staying at the house for a time; I must say I think it’s a fine idea.”

“You do?” Sara blinked.    

“I think it’s a very sound idea to see to your safety in case that unwanted visitor puts in another appearance.  I put him in the room next to yours.”  

“Next to mine?  You mean the Lady’s suite?  I thought it wasn’t suitable…” otherwise, why hadn’t she been allowed in there?  The room had been locked up tight since her arrival.  

“I’ve had time to air it sufficiently and change the mattress out.  Will assures me he’ll do fine with a few frills for a time,” she chuckled as if it was the most normal thing in the world.  

So he’d be in the room adjoining the master suite?  That meant they’d share a bathroom; a little more togetherness than she’d anticipated after a single date, but it made a midnight tiptoe down the hallway all that more tempting.  Somehow she found it hard to believe Mrs. Poole would find that acceptable, but there she was, puttering over the windows as though they were discussing what to serve for dinner.  Was Will playing up the danger for a chance at staying close to her, or did he really think the ghostly woman might pose a threat?  There was only one way to find out.    

“Is he… have you seen Will around here this morning?”

“I haven’t seen him, no.  We haven’t had a formal meal time for the servants, but I imagine that will change once we have a proper cook.  Would you like me to send for him?  I could send Thomas to the village if you like.”

“No, that’s alright, I’ll catch him later,” Sara waved away the offer, not wanting to make a fuss.  “Oh, before I forget, his father will be stopping by sometime today, so please come find me when he gets here.”

“Mr. Talbot is coming here?”

“If that’s Will’s dad,” Sara replied with a sheepish smile as she realized she had no idea what Will’s last name was.  “We’re going to talk about restoring the grounds; draw up a plan of attack...”  

Raised voices from the hall interrupted just as Sara warmed up to the subject, and she and Mrs. Poole both hurried to the front of the house to see what the ruckus was about.  

“What on Earth…?” Mrs. Poole declared, as they caught sight of Thomas doing his best to shut the great door on a booted foot that protruded into the entry.  

“I apologize, my Lady.  As I was only just informing the gentleman, he can not simply barge in without an appointment,” Thomas sputtered, red faced as he left the door alone and drew himself up.  The intruder seized upon the distraction to insert the rest of himself into the doorway, his smile bright.

“Ah, here is the Lady herself,” he beamed, tugging his expensively tailored suit to rights.  “A thousand pardons, your Ladyship, I only thought to renew my ties to the estate and beg a few precious moments of your time,” he bowed low.  

“Renew your ties?  Who is this guy?” Sara looked to the Pooles for an explanation and found them both glaring daggers at the man.  He looked respectable enough, sharply dressed with carefully polished shoes and an easy smile, but something about him screamed used car salesman to Sara.  

“No one to trouble yourself over, my Lady.  I’ll have him removed from the premises at once,” Thomas promised, trying once more to nudge the man out the door.

“My name is Cole, Hugh Cole,” the man sidestepped Thomas, approaching Sara with his hand outstretched.  “I was a former business associate of the late Sir Stephen, and I wanted to speak with you about carrying on his work.”  

“What kind of work?” Sara let her hand be pumped, her interest piqued when he brought up the previous Lord.  She knew virtually nothing about him, except that the locals didn’t like him very much.  

His smile widened at the question.  “I knew I’d capture your interest, my Lady,” he winked.  “If I could have but a few minutes of your time,” Cole gestured towards the study; he must have been in the house before to know his way around.  Sara could tell the Pooles didn’t want her talking to him, but that only made her more curious after their conversation the night before.  

“Alright, I have a few minutes to spare,” she agreed, turning towards the study.

“Would you like me to accompany you, my Lady?” Thomas asked, stepping to block their way.  

“No, I’ll be fine,” Sara’s brows drew together, “Mrs. Poole, how about some tea?” she added, doing her best to play Lady of the Manor.  Hopefully it’d include snacks too; she was starting to miss breakfast.  Leading Mr. Cole into the study, she pulled the door firmly shut, leaving the Pooles to fret out in the hall.  

“Mr. Cole, please have a seat and tell me what this is all about,” Sara took her place behind the desk while Cole set his briefcase on the edge of the desk.  

“This is about a beautiful partnership to maximize the estate while boosting the local economy to boot.  That doesn’t sound too bad, does it?”

It sounded like a hard sell, and Sara shifted uncomfortably in her chair.  “You’re talking about investments?”

“I’m talking about the investment opportunity of a lifetime,” his eyes glowed with avarice.  “Picture this… Darling
Park restored to its former glory, droves of tourists flocking to the region bringing their dollars to line the pockets of everyone nearby.  It’s a win/win scenario.” 

“Are you talking about offering tours?”  Will had mentioned something about that on the ride, but she hadn’t thought it would generate the kind of income to cause such excitement.  

“I’m talking about the luxury resort experience of a lifetime.  Why stay in a posh hotel in the city when you can live like the Lords and Ladies of old?”  

“You want to turn Darling
Park into a hotel?”

“The luxury hotel of the century.  We’d offer a personal valet or lady’s maid to each guest, sumptuous feasts not to be found outside of a five star restaurant, hunting parties for the men, garden parties for the ladies, a gift shop with all sorts of historical knick knacks, the possibilities are endless.”  

A luxury hotel.  Sara had trouble wrapping her head around it.  Was such a thing even possible under the terms of the inheritance?  It must have been if he was telling the truth about the Sir Stephen getting into bed with him on it.  She supposed there was a market for it, people trying to recapture a way of life and see how the other half lived.  But was he talking about selling the place outright, or a joint venture?  

“And Sir Stephen was on board with this?”  Somehow it felt wrong to be even discussing it, even though she couldn’t put her finger on why, but Cole sure seemed gung ho about it.  

“On board?  He practically salivated over the idea.  We’d only just started on the preparations when he met his untimely death, but I can tell you he was extremely keen to get moving on it quickly.  Which is why I knew you’d be interested to hear my proposal and help bring Darling
Park into the new century.”  Slick pictures appeared from the depths of his briefcase, mockups of the new and improved Darling
Park, complete with floor plans and a list of amenities available.  

“Wow, you sure came prepared,” she murmured, leaning forward to take a look at the materials.  

“There’s a lot more where this came from.  I have here a proposed budget for the renovation costs, and the projected revenue for the first five years.  As you can see, the profit margin is off the charts once we recoup the expenses.”  

“Tea, my Lady,” Mrs. Poole bustled in without bothering to knock, setting the tray on a table by the window.  Grateful for the distraction, Sara busied herself with the motions of pouring out the tea, refraining from asking any other questions while Mrs. Poole loitered.  “Is there anything else I can help with?” the housekeeper asked, eyes boring into the back of Cole’s head.

“No, thank you Mrs. Poole, I’ve got it,” Sara smiled curtly, the answer to her problem arriving in a flash of insight.  Mrs. Poole didn’t bother to hide the pinched look of disapproval as she left, but Sara blithely ignored her, blowing over the top of her teacup.

“Well then, your Ladyship, what do you say?  Are you ready to create a new chapter in the Darling Dynasty?”

“I’m sure you can appreciate that you’ve given me a lot to think about, Mr. Cole,” she said carefully, a bland smile stretching her lips.  “Before we go any further, I think you should probably be going through my attorney for this, a Mr. Lowesley here in the village.”  That would give her plenty of time to review the proposal, and she wouldn’t have to tell him no to his face, as she suspected she would decide to do.

“I’ve met him and frankly, the man has no vision if you ask me,” Cole smirked.

She hadn’t, but Sara didn’t mention it.  “Oh good, then you know how to find him,” her smile widened as if that suited them both perfectly.  “How about you write up a proposal and submit it to him, and then we can review whether or not its something we’re interested in.”  Putting a vapid spin to her smile, she counted on her inexperience to sell the idea rather than having to make any snap decisions.

“Forgive me,” Cole set down his tea, a slightly condescending smile on his lips, “but it’s not up to Lowesley how you spend your money, you know.  This land is yours, free and clear to do with as you will.  Sir Stephen recognized that, and he was very interested in the proposition.”

“I get that.  But I’m also new to the area and I don’t want to make a big decision like this without getting a little advice first.  You understand, don’t you?”  She didn’t much care if he did or not from the way his smile evaporated, replaced with a steely gaze, his tone almost menacing.  

“You realize yours isn’t the only property we’re entertaining for the proposed properties.”

“Good, then it won’t be much of a blow if I decide to pass the deal up then, will it?” Sara smiled sweetly.  Putting him off was fast becoming a formality; his attitude alone was enough to keep her from wanting to work with the guy.  She couldn’t imagine that would change, even if the numbers in his proposal blew her socks off.  

“Lady Darling…” he began again, but Sara cut him off.  He wanted to talk to Lady Darling?  She could play Lady Darling…

“Then my answer is no,” Sara drew herself up to her feet.  “Thank you for stopping by.” 

Cole recovered his smile, nodding slowly.  “Let’s not be hasty now…”

“Oh, but that’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?  A quick answer?  Well, you’ve got it, I’d hate to take up any more of your time,” Sara crossed to the door and pulled it open.  “I’m sure Thomas can show you the way out.”

“Lady Darling, I think you’re being rather rash here.  You’re throwing away a fortune.”

“It’s my fortune to throw away,” she shrugged.  

“Perhaps the decision would be better made by someone with a little business acumen.  Have you thought about retaining a financial advisor?  I’d be happy to recommend a very reputable firm,” he tried again.

I’ll just bet you would… Sara scowled, losing patience with the conversation.  “I don’t need a business degree to know a bad deal when I hear it.  If I decide to invest in thumbtacks, it’s my decision, nobody else’s, got it?  Now hit the road,” she gave up any pretense of being polite.  Maybe it wasn’t very ladylike, but it felt good to see the vein bulge in the side of his head.  

Cole however wasn’t used to taking no for an answer.  Instead of leaving, he advanced on Sara, his face thunderous.  “Now see here,
Madam, I’ve dropped a fair amount of quid on this proposal, and if you think I’m going to lie back and let some American twit blow this deal for me, you’ve got another thing coming.”  

Sara recoiled from the harsh tone, her back colliding with the wall as she shrank away from the ugly threat.  Even as she tried to find her voice and call for Thomas to try and throw him out, her salvation arrived as Will appeared by her side, a congenial smile on his face despite the tension in the room.

“Am I interrupting something?”

Cole fixed him with an unfriendly stare.  “This has nothing to do with you; Lady Darling and I were discussing business.”

“As it seems to me, Sara wants nothing to do with you either.”  Will surprised her by using her name, though he continued to address the man formally.  “I think you’d better be on your way now, Sir.”

“As if I give a toss what you think,” Cole sneered, reaching out to shove against Will’s shoulder.  “Rack off and give us a bit of privacy.”

Will took the blow with a good natured smile, but in the space of a heartbeat, his hands flashed out to grab Cole’s arm, twisting it painfully behind his back.  “I think you owe her Ladyship an apology before you clear off, don’t you?”  Instead of an apology, as string of curses left the man’s lips, most of which Sara couldn’t begin to fathom.  “Right then, I think we’re done here.”  Will shoved him bodily out of the room, frog marching him towards the door where Thomas stood at the ready.  Between the two of them, they managed to get Cole out of there, and some more words were exchanged on the front steps, too low for Sara to make out.  

The easy smile was back as Will came back to her.  “Good thing I happened to be around, what an ass.”

“You said a mouthful,” Sara agreed, still a little shaky with the adrenaline aftermath.  It was hard to remember she had reason to distrust Will after what she’d heard the night before.  Then again, she’d also heard him say he didn’t like keeping things from her.  “I’m very glad you were here.”

“Are you alright?” he searched her face carefully, drawing her back into the study.  “He didn’t lay hands on you, did he?”

“No, I’m fine, he was all bark, no bite,” she smiled.  At least she hoped so; it was a good thing she didn’t have to find out.  “You’ll have to show me how you did that trick with his arm.”

“Oh no, I couldn’t do that.”

“Why, because it wouldn’t be ladylike for me to learn?” a roll of the eyes was given.

“No, because then you wouldn’t need to keep me around,” the corner of his mouth tugged up into a lopsided smile as he brought his hand to her cheek, tipping her face up to his.  “Are you truly alright?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” she nodded, leaning in to his touch.  Good or bad, Sara still trusted him, and she prayed her instinct about him wasn’t proven wrong.  “He got a little intense there at the end, but I don’t think he would have really tried anything physical.  He had to have known I’d have his nuts in a grinder the first chance I got.”

Will winced at that colorful phrasing, “I keep forgetting you’re no shrinking violet.  Well done then, my Lady.  I trust you know how to take care of yourself, but I reserve the right to play the hero every now and again, for my own peace of mind.”

Sara couldn’t help but smile over the offer, the idea of him coming to her rescue again enough to send a romantic flutter through her belly to chase away the last of the jitters.  “If you insist,” she agreed with a dramatic sigh.  “I guess this is another argument for you staying here for a while, huh?”

“Yes, about that…”

“About that…” Sara nodded.  “Mrs. Poole said she put you in the room next to mine.”

“If that’s a problem I’d be more than happy to move,” he insisted.  “There are plenty other rooms in that wing of the house, or the servants quarters would suit me well enough.”

“No, it’s not that I object exactly,” she shook her head.  “It was a bit of a surprise.  I like the idea of having you close by; it’s just a little closer than I’d thought.  As long as we both respect a locked door on the bathroom, I think we’re good.”

“I could certainly use another bathroom,” he offered, but she waved him off.

“No, don’t be silly.  We’re both adults, right?  It’s not that big of a deal.”

“Too right,” he nodded back.  “I’ll respect your privacy and you’ll respect mine.”

“Exactly.  Are you hungry by any chance?  Suddenly I’m starving.”

“Is that a trick question?” 

 

 



Chapter Twelve
 

 

 Will followed her into the morning room, the breakfast meal still warm thanks to the chafing dishes.  It was obvious Jack had already been through by the food pushed around the plate at one setting, but there was plenty of food left to eat.  

“Are you settling in alright then?” Will asked, taking the seat opposite her at the end of the table.  “Did anything happen last night after I left you?”

“Nothing I can’t handle,” she replied, not wanting to bring up the overheard conversation.  “Just some odd noises.” 

“What kind of odd noises?”

“Creaking noises actually, like a… I don’t know really, but like someone moving around outside my room.  When I looked, no one was there though.”  Sara waited to see what he said to that.  Would he call it her imagination, or offer up part of what he knew about Gemma’s ghost?


“Oh, all old houses have their quirks,” he shrugged.  “This one more than others I expect.”

“Why would you say that?”

“Because if its age and history.  Sound carries in strange ways.  Turning on the tap at one end of the house could send a corresponding groan at the other end of the house.”

“Oh.”  Somewhat crestfallen, Sara realized she’d have to be a little more creative to get him to reveal anything interesting.  “I admit, it had me a little rattled.  I kept thinking maybe there was something to the ghost stories, you know?”

“I know just the thing.  A picnic lunch,” Will suggested with a broad smile.

“A picnic?”  An odd suggestion to her way of thinking, considering they sat at the breakfast table.  

“Yeah, just you and me this time, what do you say?”

“What about Jack?”  

“I have a feeling that’s your stock in trade answer,” Will waved his fork in her direction.  “Would you say I’m correct?”

“He’s my son, of course I think of him first.”

Will reached for her hand across the table, covering it with his.  “Maybe it’s time you learned it’s alright to put yourself first every now and again.”

Joanie slunk in looking pale and drawn, heading straight to the sideboard for a piece of toast.  “Don’t mind me, go about your business,” she muttered, her voice raspy with disuse.  

“How are you feeling?” Sara asked, pulling her hand from Will’s a little guiltily.  

“Like crap on toast, how do you think I’m feeling?”  Moving as if she was eighty years old, Joanie took the seat at the head of the table, sitting with a groan.  “I think I might have broken something yesterday.”

“Where does it hurt?”

“You mean where doesn’t it hurt?” she quipped; there was nothing slow about her tongue.  

“Would you like me to send for the doctor?” Will offered, looking none too pleased by the interruption, or with Sara’s withdrawal.  

“That depends, is he a real physician, or is he a doctor of sheep
or something?”

“He’s a bonafide people doctor.  At least, I think he is.  I’ve never asked to see his credentials before,” Will pretended to consider, drawing a smile from Sara.

“Do you think he could hook me up with some happy pills?  All I’ve got to show for the brandy and Tylenol I took are a killer hangover.  Or do you people not have anything stronger than the tea that sadistic housekeeper kept trying to foist off on me last night?”

“I’m sure the local chemist has enough to cure what ails you.  I’ll go give him a ring then, shall I?”  It was Sara he looked to, not Joanie and she gave him a grateful nod.

“Thanks Will.”

“Yeah, thanks Will,” Joanie echoed with a saccharine smile.

“It’s no trouble at all.  I’d hate to think of you suffering while we’re out enjoying the day,” Will gave her a short nod.  “I’ve a few things to attend to, and then I’ll be back to collect you.  Can you be ready to go at half past eleven?  That will give us plenty of time to get back before my father comes to call.”

“That works for me,” Sara agreed, losing her earlier hesitation.  “I’ll see you then.”

“Until then, my Lady,” his eyes glowed with warmth as he took his leave and Sara stared at the door long after he disappeared through it, her face all soft and dreamy.

“When did that happen?” Joanie asked, helping herself to a cup of coffee.  

“What?”

“You two getting all lovey dovey?”

“I don’t know… last night I guess.”

“Ooh, this sounds juicy,” she sat a little higher in her chair.  “So, spill, I want details.”

“Nothing, we went out for drinks last night, no big deal.  I’m sure I went to bed before you did.”

 “Get outta town, and here you said you were rusty.  I’ve got to hand it to you, Sara, you reeled him in quick,” Joanie winked and all at once Sara realized the assumption.

“Alone, Joanie, I went to bed alone,” she raised a brow.  “But he is going to be staying with us in the house for a while.”

“Good idea, keep him close so he doesn’t stray,” Joanie nodded approvingly.  

“I don’t think he’s like that.”

“Sweetie, all men are like that.  Do you really think you’re the only woman he flirts with?”

That brought her up short.  So far she’d only seen him be attentive to her, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t flirtatious by nature.  “We’re not getting married, Joanie, we went on one date.  He can flirt with anyone he wants.”

“But you definitely like him though?”

“He’s nice,” Sara admitted, and it felt nice to have a man pay attention to her again after so long.  

“Really?  I think he’s kind of a prig,” Joanie’s face scrunched up and Sara thought it sounded more like sour grapes to her; she’d been the one to try cozying up to Will first, even after he shot her down.  

“I think he’s nice.  And charming, good looking, funny…”

“Okay, he is kind of a hottie,” she grinned.  “So what’s up for today?  You two heading out for a little splendor in the grass?”

“Just a picnic.”  Manners got the better of her even though she knew Will would hate it.  “If you’d like to come along…”

“Relax, nature isn’t my thing, you’re safe.  I’ll even keep Jack company for a while.”

“That’s sweet, but you don’t have to bother, I know you’re not feeling all that well.”

“I wasn’t offering to play freeze tag with him, but a nice quiet game of cards or something I could be up for.  I need a chance to win back some of what I lost to him on the flight over.”

“I told you, the two of you should have stuck with Crazy Eights.”

“Maybe he’ll want to watch a movie or something.  That girl who makes the beds said the TV guy is supposed to show up today.  So, did I miss anything else last night?”

Sara opened her mouth to tell her about the Lady of the Road, but shut it without saying anything.  What had the crazy old guy at the candleshop said about being careful what was said in the house?  Until she knew more about both the Pooles’ and Gemma’s motivations, she decided to keep it to herself.  “Not really, like I said, we didn’t stay out that late.”

“Oh come on, you didn’t even let him get to first base?  Have I taught you nothing?”

“I ah, I didn’t say that exactly,” Sara’s cheeks flushed at the admission.  “There was a kiss.”  And what a kiss it was…

“Then there was definitely some kissage… you go girl, I’m proud of you!” Joanie laughed and Sara let loose a sigh of mixed feelings.  

If only she could be sure she should let herself fall for Will.  

 

* * *

 

Setting out on foot, Will took Sara to a peaceful clearing in the woods surrounding the house, armed with a large wicker basket and a blanket for them to sit on.  The weather was overcast, but warm enough for her to ditch the sweater she’d brought with before they left the gardens.  Will unpacked enough food to feed a small army, a variety of cold meats, cheese and fruits to tempt any appetite with slabs of thick home baked bread.  

“Are you sure Mrs. Poole knew it would be just the two of us?  I don’t think I could eat this much food all day,” Sara leaned back against the blanket to look up at the sky with a happy sigh.

“I think Mrs. Poole takes her duties a very seriously.  She likely hasn’t been introduced to the concept that sometimes less is more,” he chuckled, popping another grape into his mouth.  “I have to admire her zeal though; even her quickly assembled efforts are first rate.”

“I think I’m going to miss cooking,” she sighed again, propping her head up with an arm.  

“So why not cook then?”  

“Because Mrs. Poole nearly had a fit when I suggested it the other day.  I can only assume the new cook will feel the same way.”  

“So?  It’s your kitchen; chase them out when the mood strikes.”

“That’s true,” she allowed, rethinking her assumptions on the whole Lady of the Manor thing.  “I guess I could shoo them out on the weekends or something.  Everybody needs days off, right?”

“Just promise me you’ll let me be in the room when you broach the subject with her,” Will chuckled, and she suddenly remembered he had an unusual relationship with the Pooles.  

“Maybe you can butter her up for me first.  I take it the two of you go way back?”

“As I said, I spent a great deal of time here as a child and Mrs. Poole has been a fixture here longer than some of the furnishings.”

“Would you say you’re pretty close to the Pooles then?”

“I wouldn’t say close.  My father spent more time with them than I did.  I always thought she was a bit… severe, though I’ve spent a fair amount of time helping Thomas out with odd jobs here and there.  He’s a bit easier to talk to, but I wouldn’t consider them close friends, no.”

“What about Katie, she’s closer to your age, how well do you know her?”

“You’re not the jealous type are you?” Will’s head canted to one side as he regarded her steadily, and it wasn’t lost on her that he hadn’t actually answered the question.

“No, I’m just trying to get the lay of the land so to speak.” 

“That’s understandable.  I expect this is all quite different than what you’re used to.  We are a fairly tight knit community.  I hope you’ve been made to feel welcome.  You must know how glad we all are that you’ve come.”

“Why is that exactly, Will?” she rolled onto her side to face him completely.  “Why do I get the feeling you’re all scared to death I’ll pack Jack up and jump ship?”  Her question clearly caught him by surprise, but then his face softened and he reached out to brush the hair back over her ear.  

“I don’t think you can truly comprehend what it means to us to have you here.  To use your analogy of a ship, we’re caught adrift without someone at the helm.  I know it might be a flawed system in this day and age, but it’s what we’re used to.  There needs to be an heir at Darling
Park, it’s as simple as that.  All of us sleep better in our beds at night knowing you’re in the house.  Well, I do at least,” he grinned, leaning in to steal an all too brief kiss.  

Was that all it was?  The Pooles and Will were worried she’d freak out over some of the ghostly happenings and leave without giving it a shot?  The overheard conversation took on a much less ominous tone when she took that into consideration.  Almost as if he’d read her mind, Will brought up the subject without her having to scramble for a way to introduce it.  

“Apart from the unwelcome visitor this morning, no other… unwelcome visitors?”

Sara knew what he was asking, and she struggled with whether or not to come right out and ask him what he know about the mysterious woman or ghost, or whatever she was.  “Nothing new since last night, but I did hear an interesting story about the Lady of the Road from Katie.  She said something like that’s happened a lot in these parts.”

“She told you about that, did she?” Will suddenly grew much more interested in the blades of grass beside them.  “It’s just stories mostly; you know how these things get out of hand.  Most likely the product of overactive imaginations and far too much ale on tap.”

“Do you honestly expect me to believe we both imagined what happened last night?” she stared at him incredulously until he caved slightly.  

“Alright, I’ll allow we did see… something out in the fog.  But we can’t know for sure what it was.”

“I do, I even know who she is.”

“You do?” he froze, a pucker of worry appearing on his brow as he stared up at her.  

“I told you I recognized her from my dream, and the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced she’s the woman who tried to warn Jack away from here.”

“Sara… something like that just isn’t possible.  If we are entertaining the idea that it is a ghostly apparition, then how is it she’s able to communicate with Jack?”

“I don’t know, they say children are more sensitive to that sort of thing.”

“And how did you hear her then?”

“How should I know?  I’m not an expert on the subject, this is my first haunting,” Sara rolled back to look up at the sky in exasperation, hating the runaround she felt he was giving her.  He’d said he wouldn’t lie to her if she asked a direct question…  “Have there been stories of something like that happening in the house before?”  The silence stretched between them and Sara looked over to see the struggle written plainly on his face.  “Will, just tell me, I can take it.  I’m not a shrinking violet, remember?”

“Alright, it’s true; there have been stories over the years of unusual goings on at Darling
Park.”

“What kind of stories?” she sat up eagerly.

“Nothing dangerous, I can assure you.  Little things, like missing objects that turn up in strange places, footsteps echoing through the halls when no one is there, creaking sounds like you said you heard last night.  There have been reports of a ghostly woman who appears as solid as you or I, but then gets up and passes straight through a wall or disappears into thin air.  I never gave much credence to them before, but now…”

“I’d say there’s pretty solid evidence I’m living with a ghost,” Sara chewed on the inside of her bottom lip.  

“Does that notion frighten you?”

“No, not especially,” Sara admitted after a moment’s hesitation.  If anything it enhanced the mystique of the place.  How many people could say they lived in a haunted mansion?  “It doesn’t seem like there’s a lot she can do to any of us, or she wouldn’t have tried to scare Jack off, she would have done something more spectacular.  Only… it wasn’t like she was trying to scare Jack exactly, she sounded more concerned than anything,” Sara frowned, trying to remember the exact words of the conversation.  Was it a threat or a warning for Jack’s safety?  “I wish I knew what she wants.”

“It’s possible she hardly knows herself,” Will sighed.  “I can’t imagine she’d be completely lucid after so much time rattling around the old place, can you?”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that before,” Sara blinked.  “Maybe we should try and talk to her?  See what she wants?  Maybe she doesn’t want to share the house after Sir Stephen gave her the run of the place for the past thirty years.”

“Hold a séance?” Will snorted.  “Do you really think that will work?”

“Why not?  She obviously wants to communicate with us, or at least with Jack.  When we get back, I think I’ll have a little talk with him about her.  Maybe he can get through to her, let her know we’re happy to share the place.”

“Then you intend to stay?”

“Of course I do.  I’m not going to let a little thing like this scare me out of my own home.  What I don’t get, is why the need for all the secrecy?  You and the Pooles have been tiptoeing around it like I’m made of glass.”

“We were that obvious, were we?” Will gave a rueful smile.

“So there’s a ghost in the house, big deal.  Like you said, with a house that old and full of history, I’d be surprised if it didn’t have a few quirks.” 

“Not everyone would take such news in stride, believe me.  As I said, all of us want you to stay on.  If we were a bit overprotective in how we treated you, then please accept that our intentions were good.”

He looked so relieved; Sara was inclined to believe him.  “Is there anything else you’re not telling me?”

“Course there is, everybody’s got secrets, don’t they?” he winked playfully, his grin stretching wider before he sobered.  “I would never let anyone or anything hurt you, Sara.  Trust in that.”  

Leaning forward, he brushed his lips against hers tentatively, allowing her plenty of time to pull away.  Sara’s eyes drifted shut at the light touch, and it was she who chased after the next kiss, feeling in her bones that there was no way he could kiss her like that and mean her any harm.  

Laying back against the blanket, they kissed each other lazily, as if nothing else in the world mattered.  Will didn’t press for any more and Sara almost wished he had, but she couldn’t push past her inhibitions to carry it any further herself.  It was with a groan that she pulled back, realizing the time.  

“We should head back; I don’t want to miss meeting your father.”

“He can wait, I like having you all to myself,” Will’s reluctance to let her go was clear as he pulled her close for another kiss.  When he finally released her, Sara drew in a shaky breath, and it took her a moment to remember why she’d even thought about heading back to the house.  

“I’m not going anywhere, remember?  We have lots of time to spend together, but I don’t want your father to think I’m blowing him off the very first time we meet.”  

“Alright then, I expect I must learn to be happy to share you, mustn’t I?” he sighed, gathering the remnants of their lunch to pack away into the basket.  

“Now who sounds like the jealous type?” Sara grinned, hopping up to brush the stray leaves from her hair.  

 

* * *

 

As they drew closer to the house, Sara spotted Jack sitting under a large oak tree, a book propped on his knee.  She raised her hand to wave, but he was too sucked into the story to notice.  About to call out to him, Sara froze in place as she spotted a tall, thin, shabbily dressed man watching the boy intently.  

“Hey, do you know who that man is?” she turned to ask Will, who was fretting over a loose handle on the picnic basket.

“What man?” he looked up blankly, and Sara turned back to catch a flicker of movement among the trees as the man slipped away.  

“There was a man right there, staring at Jack,” Sara scowled, picking up the pace.  “Sorta tall and thin with stringy black hair that hung over half of his face, looks a little down on his luck?”

“I’m sorry, he doesn’t sound familiar and I pretty much know everyone around these parts.  Are you sure you…” Will stopped talking once he noticed her expression, matching her pace until she stopped a few feet away from the tree.

“Will, why don’t you go on up to the house, tell your dad I’ll be there in a few minutes if he’s waiting.  I want to have a quick word with Jack.”

“Are you sure?” his eyes went to the treeline, but there was no one in sight.

“I’m sure we’ll be fine.  But ah, stay within yelling distance, okay?” she offered him a playful smile, despite the worry that nagged at the edge of her thoughts.  

“Absolutely I will,” he pledged, offering Jack a salute in passing, which the boy returned with a lopsided grin.  

“Hey Mom, did you ask Will to teach you how to play games for the fair tonight?” Jack asked, drawing a smile from her.

“No, but he’s helping me remember some other games I forgot I knew how to play,” she replied, watching the man lope back to the house with easy grace.  “Have you been out here long?”

“No, not that long.  Joanie said she wanted to take a nap and Katie had to do the laundry, but I think she didn’t want me to beat her at draughts anymore.”

“I bet she didn’t,” Sara chuckled.  “Is it lonely for you here without any other kids to play with?”

“Naw, it’s not that bad.  I’d rather be alone than with a bunch of mean kids.”

“Fair enough.  Listen, I wanted to talk to you about the lady that keeps visiting you.”

“Again?” a roll of the eyes was given.  “You guys should talk to each other, leave me out of it.”

“I’d love to, if I knew where to find her.”

“You can see her anytime you want, she’s always around,” he shrugged and Sara decided to try a different tack.  

“Jack… when you see her, does she look the same as you and me?”

“No, of course not.  She’s not like us.”

“She’s not.”

“Didn’t you know?  She said you had your head buried in the sand, but I told her you always know when I’m up to something, so you must know what’s going on.  What is going on, Mom?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out, kiddo, that’s what I’m trying to find out.”

 

 



Chapter Thirteen
 

 

Will’s father, Bernard Talbot stood waiting in the hall; hat in hand, a kindly smile stretching his face as Sara came into view.  While he didn’t look like he belonged in the main house, neither did he look nervous or intimidated by the grandeur or by her. 

“Thank you for coming Mr. Talbot, it’s nice to meet you,” she smiled offering her hand, which he shook warmly.   

“Let me get a look at the girl who’s stolen my boy’s heart.”  

“I don’t know about stolen, I might have borrowed it for a while…” she smiled shyly, wondering where Will had disappeared to.  “Did Will say if he’d be back soon?”

“He’s gone off to help with preparations for the big todo tonight if I’m not mistaken.  It’s got the entire village all abuzz; I hope we’ll see you there.”

“We wouldn’t miss it for the world, Jack’s been beyond excited ever since he heard about it,” she laughed.

“Ah, Ellie was right, you are the spitting image of Lady Margaret,” he sighed.    

“Ellie?”

“Forgive me, I meant Mrs. Poole as you’d know her.” 

“Oh right, Ellie.”  Somehow she couldn’t picture the austere woman as anything other than Mrs. Poole, but of course she had a first name.  “You know, she said the same thing to me when I got here, but I don’t see it myself.  Thanks again for coming out to see me on such short notice, Will tells me you’re the one to talk to about getting the grounds back in shape again.”

“Aye, if that’s your plan I’m the man for the job true enough,” he nodded proudly.  “Now then, what did you have in mind, your Ladyship?”

Sara took him out back to talk about restoring the gardens to their former glory.  She was pleasantly surprised to find him still intimately familiar with what plants belonged where despite the current state of ruin.  They spent nearly an hour wandering the overgrown property, and more than once she wondered if he should be taking notes, but Talbot assured her, he had a mind like a steel trap.  

“I don’t mind telling you how it fills my heart to bursting to think of the life you’re breathing back into the old home again, my Lady.”

“Please, call me Sara,” she replied automatically, convinced he’d beg off like everyone else did, but Talbot surprised her there.

“I suppose it’s alright, all things considered,” he gave her a brief wink.  “To think of my Will hanging his hat in the likes of Darling
Park,” he let out a low whistle.

Oh… he must think… Sara’s cheeks grew warm as she realized the assumptions being made about her and Will.  “I ah, I hope you understand, he’s staying here as a favor to me, not actually… with me,” she clarified quickly.  

“I never meant to imply otherwise, dear girl,” he patted her hand gently.  “But I must say I’m pleased as punch to see the happiness you’ve brought to my boy this past week.  I never thought to see him smile like that again after leaving London.”

“It was pretty crushing for him to give up his dream of being an architect, huh?”

“All of it.  The schooling, the city life, his girl… I feel for the boy, I don’t mind telling you.  It kills me to think it was all lost because of me.”

“Don’t say that,” Sara laid a hand on his shoulder.  “It’s obvious how much Will loves you; I think he was glad to have the chance to see you through your rough patch.  I know if I had a chance to help either of my parents again, I’d give up all of this in a heartbeat.  Family is what matters most.”

“Aye it is, bless your heart.  It does me good to hear you say that, Sara.  I hate to think of Will falling for another pretty face with no soul to speak of.”  

“Another pretty face?”  He’d said something about Will having to leave his girl behind.

“I don’t mean to talk out of school, but he was head over heels for this young slapper, even talked about bringing her home for a visit, but the timing would never suit.  Soon as Will found out he wouldn’t be returning for the next session, he asked her to join him down here and she flatly refused.  Didn’t so much as bother to try and make up a convincing excuse for it, broke it off, cold as you please.  And this after nearly a year of walking out together mind you.”

“Poor Will, that does sound pretty heartless,” she agreed in sympathy.  

“It was a dark time for us, I don’t mind telling you.  But I told him bigger and brighter things were right around the corner.  It took a few more corners than I’d reckoned for, but here we are all the same,” he beamed and Sara found herself smiling back. 

“It’s always darkest before the dawn,” she agreed.  “But the dawn always comes if you wait patiently enough.”

“Too right.  Well, I expect you have better things to do with your time than having a bit of a chinwag with old Talbot, eh?  I’d best let you get to it.”

“Oh, not at all, I had a great time getting to know you better.  Thanks so much for coming out Mr. Talbot; I know I’m leaving the grounds in the most capable of hands.”

“Thankee for the vote of confidence, dear Sara.  But you must call me Bernard then if I’m to call you Sara.  Maybe one day you’ll even call me Da, yeah?” he winked.

It was a bit early for that, but she gave him a kiss on the cheek, charmed by his easy manner.  “You never can tell, Bernard.”

“Truer words were never spoken.”  

 

* * *

 

“I wonder if I might have a word with you, my Lady?” Mrs. Poole waited politely by the door to the study and Sara waved her in, not big on ceremony.

“Sure, what’s up, Mrs. P?” she smiled, in a fine mood after spending all afternoon watching Jack follow the service man from room to room, wiring the house with internet access and setting up the new TV’s she’d ordered online.  

“I hope you don’t mind, but Will brought a matter to my attention, and I feel I have caused you undue distress by my lack of openness.”

“Openness about what?” Sara sat a little higher.  What had Will said to her?

“He mentioned you were startled to find a strange man lurking about in the vicinity of Sir Jack.”

“Yes, you’ve seen him too?” 

“I rather hope so, I hired the man.”

“Hired him?  For what?” Sara blinked, confused.  The guy hadn’t been doing anything but standing around.  And why did he slink away the moment she came into sight if he had a reason to be there?  

“To look after the young master’s safety, of course.”

“You hired him as a bodyguard for Jack?”

“Not a bodyguard, per se.  But after your concerns with Jack being threatened, I thought it would be best for someone to keep an eye on him whenever he’s alone.  I apologize if I’ve overstepped my bounds, my Lady.”  Her eyes dropped respectfully.

“No, it’s fine, but I do wish you’d told me about it first.  I thought the guy was some creeper hanging around the property for God knows what reason.”  Knowing what she knew now about the ghost, she doubted he was in any physical danger, particularly since Jack wasn’t afraid of her at all.  But it couldn’t hurt to keep an eye on him in the unfamiliar place, at least until the majority of the refurbishing was done.  Construction could be a dangerous place for an inquisitive little boy.  

“I can have Lucas up to the house for you to meet him, if you like.  He’s a very gentle man, I can assure you.  Young Jack means just as much to us as he does to you.”

It seemed like a strange thing to say from someone who’d known her son for less than a week, but she tried to take what Will had told her about the village into account.  They might all speak the same language, but the culture was very different than what she was used to.  Sara tried to take the sentiment in the way it was intended, offering Mrs. Poole a smile.  “Thanks then, I think I would like to meet him if he’ll be around the house.”

“Fine, I’ll have him stop in after tea.  Oh, cook said to let you know she’ll serve an hour earlier than usual due to the fair tonight.  Will that suit?”

“Sure, that’s fine.  You’re coming too, aren’t you?  I hear the whole village is putting together quite a shindig.”  

“Oh yes, I wouldn’t miss it for the world, my Lady,” Mrs. Poole smiled warmly.  

“Hey Mom,” Jack called out, skidding to a stop outside the study door.  “The TV guy’s all done.  But he says we’re only gonna get five channels.  Five channels?” he groaned in disgust.  “Why did we even bother?”

“Hey, when I was a little girl we only had three channels,” Sara replied, stretching the truth a little.  They’d only had three channels because they couldn’t actually afford cable and that was all that came in fuzzy with the antenna.  “It won’t kill you not to have the TV on at all hours of the day or night.”

“Joanie said we should get a satellite dish, can we?”

“Hmm, we’ll have to see about that,” Sara frowned, not sure if that would be a step in the direction of progress or their downfall.  

“Joanie said if we got a satellite then we could watch all the same shows we used to get back home.”

“Thomas,” Mrs. Poole called out to her husband who’d walked the installation man out.  “They want to mount one of those dish monstrosities onto the house,” she gasped, clearly mortified.  

“I think it's a grand idea, don't you Ellie?” he smiled genially, ignoring her agitated state.  

With obvious effort, Mrs. Poole feigned a smile.  “I’d best get back to my duties and you would do well to do the same,” she gave Thomas a pointed look before taking her leave.

“I don’t mean to cause any trouble.  I haven’t actually decided if I’ll do it or not,” Sara frowned at Mrs. Poole’s back as she left.

“Don’t give it another thought.  It’s your house, my Lady,” Thomas grinned.  “In any case, I think it’s a good idea to shake things up every now and again,” he winked at Jack before following after his wife.

“So can we get one?” Jack asked with single-minded determination, but Sara deflected the question with one of her own.

“Aren’t you supposed to be practicing the ring toss right about now?”

 

* * *

 

It was the smell that put the smile on Sara’s face as they approached town.  The scent of roasted meats, deep fried delicacies, sticky sweet candied apples and spun sugar, and everything the mind could conceive to skewer on a stick put her in mind of a dozen county fairs she’d gone to as a child.  Jack was no less excited, practically pulling her arm out of the socket in his eagerness to get to the first booth.    

Joanie was in a much better mood after her visit from the doctor, probably due to her “happy pills”, and seemed intent on having a good time without having to belittle anyone else to do it for a change.  Sara was glad to have her old friend back; the complaining routine had definitely started to get on her last nerve and it felt good to laugh with her again.  

It turned out having Lucas around was a blessing, because she didn’t have to worry so much about Jack keeping close by.  Mrs. Poole had been right in her assessment of him, and Sara found him far less creepy up close and personal.  Though it was a small village where everybody knew each other, it bothered her to think of Jack wandering off alone, but knowing there was another pair of eyes on him, devoted to keeping him safe went a long way towards settling her nerves.  

    Working her way slowly down the series of booths, Sara tried her hand at throwing balls at wooden blocks, tossing rings over milk bottles and trying to hit the bull’s-eye on the dartboard stolen from The Pig’s Ear for the occasion.  

“You’re doing it wrong,” Will’s voice at her ear made Sara jump, nearly dropping the dart in her hand.  

“I didn’t know you were an expert at darts.”

“It so happens it’s a well known fact I’m a champion at darts, and you’re completely mucking it up.”

“Well then, would the champion care to give me a few pointers?” she handed the dart out to him, but Will didn’t take it.  Instead he turned her by the shoulders to face the target and curled his hand around hers.  

“For starters, you’re holding it wrong.  If you hold it too near the tip it throws the entire balance off, you see?”

All Sara could see was the spot of scruff against his jaw that he’d missed in shaving and her fingers itched to touch it.  “Uh huh,” she nodded, remembering to pay attention.  

“Now then, you’ve got the right idea with height, but you want to distribute your weight more evenly,” his hands fell to her hips and all she could concentrate on was the feel of his chest at her back.  “Can you feel the difference?”

“I feel it,” she breathed.

“Good,” his breath was warm by her neck as he leaned close.  “Now, both eyes on the target, and extend your arm, see where the arrow needs to land.”  Her eyes were on the target alright, but Sara’s focus was not on the prize.  There was no way she’d be able to throw the thing with him so close (not that she was in any hurry for him to move), but almost as if he’d read her mind, he stepped away.  “Now, focus, and have a go.”

Momentarily distracted by his withdrawal, Sara took a few seconds to regain her composure, hastily trying to remember more of what he’d said and less of the way she wished it was more of a private lesson.  Letting the dart fly, she gave a hop of excitement when it landed in the eighteen triple spot.  

“I did it!”

“That’s miles away from the bull’s-eye,” he teased and she gave him a playful shove.

“It’s my best score so far, so stop harshing my mellow, okay?”

“I will… as soon as you explain what that means,” his head canted to one side in confusion.  

“Funny,” Sara snorted, taking her third shot and scoring another triple play.  

“The Lady wins a prize,” the man running the stall tipped his cap to her, handing over a basket of home made soaps for her to choose from.  Sara picked one that smelled like lavender and chamomile, holding it to her nose with delight.

“Smell this, Will, it’s fantastic.  I’ll take this over a stupid stuffed snake any day,” she smiled, holding it out for him to sniff.  

“My wife makes those, your Ladyship,” he touched his cap again.  “She’ll be pleased to know you’re enjoying it.”

“I’m sure I will.  Did she make all of these?” Sara looked at the array of bath salts and soaps on a side table up for sale.  

“She did,” he beamed proudly.  

“I’d love to outfit the house with these for all the guest rooms.  But there’s no big hurry, I don’t want to hog them all if you were hoping to have more to sell tonight.  Maybe she could make me up a batch later?”

The man looked so happy she thought he might cry.  “You take as many as you please, your Ladyship.  Clara can always make more.”

“Great, then I’ll just leave you…” it took Sara a moment to figure out the cost based on the prices with the unfamiliar money, but she peeled off a few bills and handed them over, “with this, and Will, would you mind taking them to the car?”

“Not at all,” he swooped in and laid a quick kiss to her cheek.  “Well done,” he whispered by her ear.  “I’ll bring the baskets back round tomorrow, eh Sam?”

“As you will,” Sam nodded, still overjoyed at the bills in his hand.  

“Oh, I’ve left you some for prizes still, haven’t I?” Sara looked behind the counter but Sam reassured her with a smile.

“Not to worry, I’ve got a fair bit more squirreled away.” 

“I’ll be back in half a tick,” Will promised.  “Try not to miss me.”

“Too late,” Sara called after him, still smiling as she caught up with Jack at the cake booth with a slice of triple layer cake bigger than his head.  “I sure hope you’ve had some real food to eat.”

“Does a sausage roll count as real food?” he looked up from the sticky cake.

“You’re good to go, but try and alternate them, okay?”

“Ah, the heir himself,” Pottinger’s raspy laughter was probably meant to be friendly, but Sara still wasn’t sure what to think of the man as he approached, a crooked walking stick in one hand.  “And are you enjoying yourself this fine eve, young Master?”  

Jack peered back at him, reluctant to talk to strangers and she could hardly blame him.  “Jack, this is Mr. Pottinger, he owns the curio shop down the street.  We’re having a great time, thanks for asking,” she gave him a polite smile.

“I see you’re availing yourself of the delights of the evening,” he gestured to the cake.  “And why not, eh?  Enjoy it all while you can.  Yes, yes, while you can,” he tittered to himself.

“What do you mean while he can?” Sara’s smile grew a little thinner, though she kept her tone even.

“I meant before the rains come again, of course,” he touched his nose sagely.  “There’ll be dark skies ahead soon enough, mark my words.”

The owner of the Bell and Cross bustled over, her face set into a deep scowl.  “Are you bothering these fine people?” she caught hold of his elbow, steering away.  “I’m sorry if he’s been off on one of his trips, my Lady.  I’ll see he doesn’t disturb your evening any further.  Come along you old codger,” Mrs. Dockery practically manhandled the fragile old man off the street.

“It’s fine,” Sara called after them, more than a little puzzled by the swift exit, even more so than the strange man himself.  

“What a weird old guy,” Jack found his voice again, staring after them.  “Actually, I checked weather.com before we came out.  We’re due for very little rain for the next ten days.”

“The guy’s a little nutty, kiddo.  Try not to listen to anything he says,” she patted him on the shoulder.  “What do you say, are you ready to try your hand at bobbing for apples?”

“That sounds unsanitary,” Jack made a face, “and not very practical with glasses.”

“You’d take them off, dummy,” Sara laughed, “Maybe we should…”

“Excuse me, Lady Darling?”

Sara turned around to see the developer standing behind her, looking awfully out of place in his flashy suit in the village fair.  “Oh good, just what we needed.”

 

 



Chapter Fourteen
 

 


“Now hear me out…”

“Can you give me a single reason why I should?” Sara scowled, automatically positioning Jack behind her and looking around for Will, but he was nowhere to be found.  

“I merely wanted to apologize for my earlier outburst,” his hands came up in supplication and Sara eased a little.  “It was rude and unprofessional, and I have no excuse for my behavior except perhaps that I’ve been burning the candle at both ends for too long.”

“You’re right, it was,” she nodded, waiting for the other shoe to drop, but he just stood there with his contrite smile of apology.  

“Who’s this?” Joanie materialized at her elbow, eyes devouring the well-dressed man.  

“This is Mr. Cole, he came to see me this morning with a business proposal,” Sara replied, her expression still frosty.  “Mr. Cole doesn’t like to take no for an answer.”

“Who does?” he tried for a grin and found an answering one in Joanie.

“A man after my own heart.”

“I would really love the opportunity to present my case to you, this time with the professionalism the project deserves.  I’d hate to think that you and the community might miss out on a real boost to the economy because I managed to queer the pitch,” he offered a contrite smile.  

Sara didn’t want to hear another word about it but she didn’t want to make a scene in the middle of the street either.  “Alright, I tell you what, I’ll meet with you in a few days after I’ve had a chance to settle in a bit more and have a better idea of how this might impact the locals.” 

“Excellent,” his smile stretched wide.  “When may I call upon you?”

“I’ll call you in a few days,” she insisted, otherwise she had the idea he might camp out on her doorstep.

Joanie sidled up to the man, a speculative gleam in her eyes.  “Listen, why don’t I let you tell me all about it over a drink?  I’ll get Sara to see reason, she always does.” 

“Now how could I say no to an invitation from such an enchanting creature?” Cole smiled, offering his arm to Joanie. 

“Enchanting…” Joanie flashed a grin to Sara, looking like she could die of happiness over the compliment.  “Later guys, don’t wait up.”

Sara bit back the automatic reply of caution that sprang to her lips.  She wasn’t Joanie’s mother, and she could take care of herself.  At least she hoped so.

“What was that about, Mom?”

“That guy wants to turn our house into a hotel.”  Sara kept her gaze on the pair as they headed off to the Bell and Cross.

“I don’t want to live in a hotel,” Jack scowled and Sara gave him a quick one armed hug.

“I know, sweetie, I don’t either.  I just wanted to make him go away faster.”  If Cole didn’t get the message as delivered by Mr. Lowesley, she might have to consider something a little stronger to get him to leave her alone.  Seeing Will approach, she gave Jack’s shoulder another quick squeeze.  “Hey, why don’t you go see if you can beat my high score at the ring toss?  I got two out of three once.”

“Was that the bloke I tossed out of the house this morning?” Will asked solicitously, pulling the collar up a little on his coat as he jogged across the street to her side.

“Yep, I’m afraid so.”

“Damn cheek, I’ll have another talk to him, persuade him to see the error in continuing to molest you.”

“No, it’s fine.  I told him I’d listen to his plans after I’ve had a chance to settle in.”

“You did?” he blinked.  “I thought you were keen on making Darling
Park your home… Did you have a change of heart?”

“I do, but it couldn’t hurt to hear what he has to say.  He has come a long way and obviously spent a lot of resources developing the idea.”  She could spare him an hour or so and then have Lowesley give him the bad news later.  Then Cole wouldn’t feel like she hadn’t listened, and maybe he’d get a clue and leave her alone.

“If you say so,” Will muttered distractedly.  “I don’t mind talking to him again if you like.”

“Talk to him, huh?” Sara raised a single brow and Will had the good grace to give her a sheepish grin.

“I’d start out talking at any rate.”

“It’s alright, Will.  I can handle it on my own,” she assured him with a pat on the back, ready to drop the subject.  “Now, how about we go see if we can eat our weight in fried food?”  

 

* * *

 

The rest of the evening was spent having a great time, getting to know their new neighbors and enjoying the fair.  Sara was pleased to note the occurrence of “my Lady”’s dropped significantly by the time the moon rose high into the night sky and she felt like a the night was a huge success.  Completely worn out, Jack lay curled up in a corner of the booth at the Bell and Cross not long after they slipped inside for a mug of something warm.  The fair games had long since closed as people migrated to the inn and pub for a bit of something to take away the chill, but folks were reluctant to return to their homes just yet.  

When Sara started to yawn herself, Will picked the boy up and carried him to the car, his hand in hers, and Sara couldn’t help but feel nostalgic for the days when Jack had been two or three and she’d done the same things with Peter.  Back then they’d gone to the state fair, the beach, camping… plenty of outings as a family.  It was hard to pinpoint when things had gone wrong exactly, and that’s what scared her the most.  How could things go from something so good to something so wrong without a major catalyst?

It was early to think of what the future might hold for her and Will, but as she watched him gently lay Jack in the backseat of the car, puzzling through how best to strap him in, she couldn’t help but wonder; was their relationship doomed to failure as well?  It was thoughts like those that kept her from chattering much on the drive home, content to ride beside Will, his hand warm over hers.  

“You’re awfully quiet tonight,” he commented as the car came to a stop before the big, old house.  The front light burned through the fog, but the rest of the windows were dark.  

“Sorry, I guess I’m a little worn out.  I had a great time though, thanks for keeping me company.”  

“No need to thank me for that, Sara.  If I had my druthers, I’d be keeping your company for a good long while yet,” he smiled, giving her hand a squeeze.  

That was plenty fine in her books; she might be a little sleepy, but that didn’t mean she was ready for the night to be over yet.  “Do you want to, um… have a drink inside with me?”  Out of practice, the invitation came out sounding a little stilted to her ears, but Will gave no sign that he noticed.  

“I’d love to, but I’ll have to cry off for tonight I’m afraid.  I have some things to attend to back in the village.  But I’ll see you tomorrow, yeah?” he leaned in for a quick peck on the cheek.  Doing her best to mask her disappointment, Sara nodded brightly.  

“I’ll see you tomorrow.  Goodnight then.”  Letting out a long breath once she got out of the seat, she opened the back door to pick up Jack and carry him inside, but Will jogged around the car and pulled her away from the open door.

“Hey now, you didn’t think I would let you go without a proper kiss goodnight, did you?” the pad of his thumb brushed across her cheek as he tipped her face up to his.  “Aw, you did…” his face clouded when he read that was exactly what she’d expected on her face.  

“It’s fine, if you have other plans…” 

“Sorry about that, love.  Believe me; no matter what other mistress I may dance to tonight, you’ll still come first where it counts.”  Will leaned in to capture her mouth with his, and Sara forgot any momentary hurt when he kissed her like that.  It was hard not to chase after his lips when he pulled away, her heart still pounding madly, and she would have lost her balance if he hadn’t been holding fast to her.

“What was that about a mistress?” she breathed, lips still tingling.

“Ah, Sara,” he chuckled softly.  “There’s no danger of anyone stealing my heart, you’ve the only key.  Now give us another kiss, and let’s get the boy inside before you catch your death out here in the cold.”  His kiss was softer, but no less affectionate and when they parted, Sara couldn’t keep the smile from her lips.  

Still smiling after getting Jack settled into his room for the night and another shared kiss in the darkened hallway, Sarah slipped into her room, getting ready for bed with slow, unhurried movements.  She had the key to Will’s heart?  “I sure hope it fits,” she sighed, sliding under the covers with a happy sigh.  

 

*
*
*

 

“It’s time now, my Lady.”

“Are you sure about this, Brisbin?” Sara held the infant’s soft cheek to hers, reluctant to let him go, even into the capable hands of her lady’s maid.  The shabby room she’d rented held little more than a bed and a washstand, but it suited her purpose, having left her finery behind.  

“It’s now or never, unless you’ve given up this plan,” the maid replied, buttoning  her coat to the top and reaching for the plain woven basket, so different from the lacy bassinet they’d left behind.  

Was she doing the right thing?  If only she could be certain…  “No, I’ve no choice, Edward has seen to that.”  She looked down at the little face, oblivious to the life changing events at hand.  “I’ll save you, my darling, the only way I know how.”  Laying a kiss to the top of his head, her tears slipped out to splash on the baby’s cheek, startling him awake.  Instead of crying, he looked up at her with wise, gray eyes, almost as if he knew…  “Goodbye, my sweet Matthew.  Brisbin will look after you until I can come for
you myself,” she brushed the tears from his cheek.  “But know that I love you more than all the world.  You’ll tell him every night, won’t you?” she looked up at the maid, desperate for the nod of compliance.  

“Aye, my Lady, I will.  But we must be off now, or have to wait another week for the next ship bound for America.”

“I know,” she laid the baby down in the basket, taking great care to swaddle him in protective blankets.  “I’ll write to you as soon as I can.  You have the money?”

“Close to my heart,” Brisbin patted her chest.  “I’ll care for him as if he was my own,” she promised gravely, as if she were off to march into battle instead of taking an
innocent child on a long journey.  “Are you sure you won’t come with us, my Lady?”

Longing mixed with dread as she looked down at her son’s sweet face.  “I can’t, you know I can’t.  He’ll never let me go.  Maybe some day when he’s gone I can…” her eyes clouded with tears again and she shook her head.  “You’d best go before it’s too late.”

“As you wish,” Brisbin bobbed.  “Goodbye, my Lady.  May the Lord keep you safe.”

“No, Brisbin,” she smiled sadly, “the child is all that matters.  I pray that He keeps you out of harm’s way on your journey.”  Watching the window until she could no longer see the maid with her precious cargo, her shoulders slumped as they disappeared from view.  Dipping her hands into the basin of cold water on the stand, Sara looked up,
expecting to see her own blue eyes, but it was Gemma staring back at her in the reflexion, eyes red rimmed and puffy from crying.  “I sacrificed all for my child.  Can you do the same?”

Sara startled awake, surprised to find herself snuggled up in bed instead of the rundown room.  “God, what a weird dream,” she breathed, head falling back against the downy comfort.  She didn’t usually dream she was someone else, but something about the dream had felt so real…  She’d felt the woman’s anguish over giving up the baby, her son.  And the fear… the all consuming fear that drove her to send away her own child to keep him safe.  Safe from her husband, Edward.  Edward Darling.  

“What did he do to you?” Sara whispered in the darkness, wondering if Gemma had been the one to send her the dream, or if there was an overactive imagination to blame.  Utter stillness met her question, but the hairs on her arms stood on end as her skin erupted into goosebumps, the air feeling charged somehow.  “Hello?” she tried again.  “Gemma is that you?”

A soft footfall sounded from somewhere in the room and Sara froze, hardly daring to breathe.  With the curtains mostly drawn, only a sliver of light pierced the darkness, shrouding the majority of the room in shadow.  There could have been an entire army of ghosts in the room and she wouldn’t know it until they reached their pale, shriveled hands for her…  Sara swallowed back the wave of fear that train of thought brought, forcing herself to keep it together.  

It was obvious she wanted to communicate, and Sara couldn’t understand why she didn’t come right out and do it.  If she could talk to Jack, why not to her?  “Please, I just want to talk to you.  Can’t you tell me what you want?”  

The silence seemed to swell, a high pitched whine filling Sara’s ears, and she couldn’t be sure if she heard a breathy word or if it was just her imagination.  But it sounded like the word safe.  

“Keep my son safe?  Like you did?” she sat a little higher in the bed, heart pounding at the thrill of making contact.  “That’s all I want too, but I don’t get what you’re going for.  What kind of danger is he in?”

Sara strained her ears, but that time there was no response.  The silence stretched on and seconds turned into minutes, her disappointment growing when the spirit didn’t acknowledge her.  “I won’t just leave, you know.  You can’t scare me away,” she challenged.  “So if Jack’s really in danger, you’re going to have to find a way to tell me how or this whole haunting thing is a huge waste of time.”  

The lights in the chandelier near the fire suddenly flared bright, exploding in a shower of sparks and broken glass that made Sara squeal into her blankets.  Reaching for the bedside light in the eerie darkness, the swell of relief at finding the little knob quickly deflated when nothing happened as she turned it again and again.  “Awesome…” she murmured, frozen in place.  Without the light, it wasn’t safe to leave the bed with the broken glass, and without the light, she didn’t think she’d be getting much sleep for the rest of the night.  Had she said the ghost couldn’t scare her away?  Huddled with the blankets pulled up to her nose, Sara started to seriously rethink that position.      

 

*
*
*

 

It was early when Sara woke; neck stiff from sleeping in a half-sitting position, wedged up against the head board all night long.  At least she’d been able to fall asleep, though she didn’t feel particularly well rested.  In the calm light of day, it was easy to believe she’d dreamed up the ghostly encounter from the night before.  The bedside lamp turned on easily when she tried it, and closer inspection of the sitting area in front of the fireplace showed no sign of any broken glass.  Balancing precariously on the arms of the closest chair, Sara peered into the chandelier carefully, finding each of the tiny bulbs perfectly intact.  Had she dreamed it all up?  

Shuffling into the bathroom to brush her teeth, Sara mulled over the dream and the events that followed, trying to spot anything that might lead her to believe it was all in her head.  There wasn’t any proof either way, but she couldn’t shake the idea that Gemma really had tried to communicate with her.  There had to be a way to find out more about the woman.  

Lost in thought, it didn’t occur to her to check and see if the connecting door was locked or not until Will stepped through wearing a pair of loose sleep pants and a wife beater, a little bleary-eyed with hair sticking up at all angles.  “Oh God, I forgot,” she spat out the last of the toothpaste, rinsing her mouth quickly.  “Avert your eyes for a sec, okay?  I look terrible,” she groaned, searching for wherever Katie had stuck her hair brush.  

“You look beautiful,” Will approached, wrapping his arms around her from behind to meet her gaze in the mirror.  “All mussed and glorious like you’ve just woken from a good night’s sleep.  The only way you could possibly look better is if you were waking up beside me.”  He pressed a kiss to the side of her head and she smiled back at him in the mirror.

“You… obviously haven’t woken up completely yet, but I appreciate the sentiment,” she laughed.  “I forgot about the whole sharing the bathroom thing.  Do you want the first shower?”

“Naw, you go ahead.  I only came in to say good morning,” he squeezed her a little tighter.  “I’ll be away most of the day, doing some work for my Da.”

“Oh, you will?”  Unable to keep the disappointment from her voice, she realized she’d been expecting him to have as much free time as she did, but of course that wasn’t realistic.  “What kind of work?”

“It seems some fancy Lady’s got it into her head to completely restore an old dilapidated estate,” he winked at her in the mirror.  “Apparently that requires all manner of arrangements, and I offered to help him get things in motion.  Otherwise, he’d be working himself day and night; he’s in such a lather to get started.”

“Oh that,” she smiled back.  “I happen to have it on very good authority that the Lady in question isn’t at all rushed in getting it done, you know.  So don’t feel like it has to be finished all at once.”

“That’s easy for you to say.  I think it pains him to see the Earth lying fallow,” Will sighed.  “He’s been plain itching to get his hands back into it for a long time now, there’s no holding him back.”

“Then I guess the sooner you get started, the sooner you’ll have time for me again,” she laid her head back to rest against his shoulder.  

“I promise, I’ll be back before you can say Bob’s your uncle.”

“Bob’s…” 

Will laid a finger against her lips as she started to say it, his mouth turning up into a lopsided grin.  “I’ll be back soon enough, try not to get into too much trouble without me.”

“Speaking of trouble, I don’t suppose I could get a peek at your room, could I?” Sara gave him her most winsome smile.

“Interesting segue,” he raised a brow.  “I don’t see why not.  Excuse the mess, I wasn’t expecting company.” Will led her through the adjoining dressing room and into the room that used to belong to the Ladies of Darling Park.  “May I ask why the sudden need to see my boudoir?  You’re not thinking of tempting me to stay here today are you?  Because that would be… fantastic.”

Sara laughed, stepping into the room.  Pretty and feminine, the décor was similar to Joanie’s room, only grander, with a light blue patterned paper on the walls with little yellow flowers.  “I like it.”  

“You’re more than welcome to it.”

“Don’t you think it might get a bit crowded?” she smiled over her shoulder, fingers running over the dulled shine on the ancient writing desk by the window.  

“More cozy I’d say,” he gave a half shrug.  “I meant I could always take another room if this one is more to your liking than the master suite.”

“I’m good where I am for now, but this room gives me some ideas on how to spruce up the other one.”  The lighter woodwork really went a long way to making the room brighter and more cheery.  “This was her room, huh?”

“Sorry?”  Will looked up from a duffel bag where he pulled out a fresh change of clothes.

“Gemma.  This was her room once upon a time.”

“Do you mean the spirit?  I hadn’t realized you were on a first name basis.”

“We’re connected somehow,” Sara frowned, not quite sure how to explain it.  “Maybe it’s because she’s my ancestor… I don’t know, but I feel like she wants me to do something.  I had the weirdest dream last night.  A dream where I was Gemma, and I had to give up my baby to keep it safe from Sir Edward.”

“Sir Edward?”

“My husband.  Anyway, I sent the baby off to America to keep him safe, and then Gemma looked back at me in the mirror and sorta challenged me to do the same.”

“She challenged you to send Jack away to keep him safe from your husband?” Will’s brows drew together in puzzlement.

“No, not exactly.  I don’t get the feeling she’s telling me my husband is dangerous, but I get the feeling that she thinks there’s something dangerous for him here at Darling Park.”

“It sounds like an odd dream, but a dream nonetheless.  I wouldn’t lend too much credence to it.”

“See but that’s the weird thing.  After I woke up, it got even stranger.”  Quickly Sara took him through the spooky, one-sided conversation she’d had with the ghost, culminating with the shattered lights.  “Only when I woke up this morning, there wasn’t any sign of broken glass at all.”

“It sounds like you had another dream.”

“It didn’t feel like a dream, it felt very real,” Sara sighed, sinking down on the edge of the bed.  “What if I’m placing Jack in danger by staying here?”

“Sara,” Will sat beside her on the bed.  “You can’t base life altering decisions on the basis of your dreams.”

“No, I know,” she nodded, wishing she could make him understand the unease that permeated her entire being every time she thought about it.  “I just wish I knew more, one way or the other.  Whether it’s the ghost of a sad woman who died unhappy and craves attention, or if it’s my imagination kicking into overdrive, or if there really is something eerie about this place.”

“I hardly think there’s anything sinister at play here, Sara.  Maybe you should have a hot shower, a nice cuppa tea and everything will look a good deal better once you’ve had a spot of breakfast, hm?”

“I guess so,” Sara couldn’t help but feel a little glum that he didn’t seem to key into the distress she felt over it, especially since he knew there was truth to the ghost stories in the mansion.  

“I’ve got to get moving.  Why don’t you go take that shower and I’ll nick round to another bathroom to wash up.  I’ll see you tonight and we can talk about this more if you like, sound good?”

Sara nodded, “Sure, that sounds fine.”  Pushing away from the bed, she prepared to give him some privacy to get ready for the day, but he caught her hand and tumbled her onto his lap.  

“It’ll be alright, my Lady,” his lips quirked into a smile.  “Trust me.”

“Not if you keep calling me my Lady,” a roll of the eyes was given.

“Fine, then trust me, my Sara,” Will brushed the hair back over her ear sending a shiver down her spine.  “I’ll not let anything bad happen to you.”

Was she his?  “I am,” she whispered, answering the question he wasn’t privy to.  “I mean, I do, I trust you.”

 

 



Chapter Fifteen
 

 


“Good Morning!” Joanie sang out cheerily, and Sara and Jack traded looks across the breakfast table.  

“Aren’t you bright eyed and bushy tailed this morning?” Sara observed aloud, wondering if her late night with a certain jerky developer had anything to do with Joanie’s improved mood.  The pretty redhead was dressed to impress in a designer knock off and upswept hair.  A little overdressed for breakfast, but Sara had to think it wasn’t for their benefit.  “What are you up to today?”

“I have a date,” she beamed, loading up her plate with bacon and eggs.

“I think that’s more food than I’ve ever seen you consume before noon.  What kind of pod did you spring from and what have you done with the real Joanie?” Sara quipped.  

“I have to load up, this is the last time I might get to eat today,” she replied as if that made perfect sense.

“Because… you’re going on a starvation date?”

Joanie fixed her with a withering look.  “It’s been a long time since you were in the trenches, Sara.  Don’t you remember the cardinal rule?  I can’t let him think I eat.”

“Why not?” Jack asked, eyeing the bacon on her plate with obvious envy.

“Because women are supposed to be elegant, exotic creatures that you men can never quite figure out.  It’s our job to drive you crazy trying to suss out what we want, so we can’t ever appear to actually want anything.”  

Lord but her world view was disturbing.  “Don’t listen to a word she says, Jack.  You find a girl that makes you happy, not crazy.  I take it you’re going out with that guy Cole?”

“You don’t mind do you?” Joanie caught her bottom lip between her teeth, and Sara actually believed it mattered to her.

“Not at all, I think it’s good for you to find a playmate, you might keep each other out of trouble.”  And it might keep Cole off her back for a few days until she had a chance to get Lowesley to shut him down.

“Good, cause he’s picking me up here in half an hour,” she grinned from ear to ear.  “He’s taking me down to the coast.  There’s a luxury resort he had a hand in and they let him stay there whenever he wants, so I might be gone for a couple of days.”

“Wow, that seems a little fast to be going away with a guy you just met last night, Joan,” Sara frowned, her maternal spidey senses kicking into gear.

“Oh please, it’s not like I’m shacking up with him, he promised me my own suite,” she washed down a crispy piece of bacon with tart orange juice.  “And I might even use it,” she winked.  Sara darted a quick look to Jack to see if he’d caught the connotation there, but he didn’t appear to be following the conversation anymore.  

“Just… take care.”  Sara didn’t trust the guy as far as she could throw him, but she could see how he appealed to Joanie.  Good looks, money and a certain charm would go far with her, and she might even appreciate his intensity.  “If you need anything, and I mean anything, give me a call, I’ll come out and get you, day or night.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Joanie smiled across the table.  “But I can take care of myself.  God, this bacon is fantastic, does it always taste this good?”

“It’s bacon,” Jack replied, as if that was self explanatory.

“Well, I have been missing out,” Joanie crammed another piece into her mouth and wiped it with a napkin.  “I’d better motor though, I want to make sure I’m fresh as a daisy when he gets here, not smelling like a pork belly.”  A few hurried bites of eggs and she was gone with a clack of heels on the tile floor.  It was enough to make Sara’s stomach ache in sympathy; Joanie might think her food strategy was sound, but she could practically guarantee she’d be regretting it on the long car ride to the seashore.  

“So, it’s you and me today, kiddo, what do you want to do today?”

“Dig for worms?”

It took Sara a moment to find a reply for that.  “Ah, any particular reason why you want to dig for worms today?”

“I decided to keep my own worm farm, and then I can go fishing whenever I want to.”

“You know they sell worms at bait shops for that.”

“Will said part of the fun is digging your own worms.”

One of Will’s ideas, she should have known.  “Then why do you need a farm?  Why can’t you dig them up whenever you want to go fishing and have fresh worms?”

A roll of the eyes was given.  “What if I can’t find any on the day I want to go fishing?”

He had her there.  

Full of plans for the proposed worm farm, they set out into the back yard, the night’s rain rendering the ground soft and the worms plentiful.  An hour later and there was more mud on Jack’s clothes than the bucket they’d found in the old stables, but he seemed pleased with the process.  Sending him up to hose off before Mrs. Poole got a look at him and had a heart attack, Sara was surprised to find Joanie sitting on the window seat in the library, her face melancholy as she stared outside.

“Hey, I thought you’d be long gone by now.  What happened?”

“He didn’t show,” she sighed, still looking out the window.  

“Did something come up?  I’m guessing he’ll want to reschedule,” Sara suggested gently, unused to the forlorn quality to her friend’s voice.  

“I don’t know, he didn’t call and I’m too chicken to phone him and ask what gives.”

Too chicken?  That didn’t sound one bit like Joanie.  “I’m sure something suddenly came up and he’d much rather be impressing you with his charm and wit.  But either way it couldn’t hurt to give him a quick call, and see what happened.”

“I don’t know,” she wrapped her arms around her legs, resting her chin on her knees glumly.  “You don’t think that makes me look too desperate?”

“For making sure he’s alright?  Not at all,” Sara reached for her hands, pulling Joanie up.  “What’s desperate is sitting there by the window like a dog, waiting for him to show up.”  Joanie’s brows drew together at the analogy, and she let herself be dragged to the study.  

“I could call the inn, see if he’s still in his room or if he left already,” she allowed.  “My cell has lousy reception here.  How do we call the inn out here in the sticks?  Is there like an operator or do I pick up a can and a string?”

“For that I should make you hike to the village in those heels,” Sara muttered.  “Use the phone, there’s a directory right next to it on the desk.”  Assuming it was still current, though she couldn’t imagine there being that much change in the little village.  Watching as Joanie made the call, Sara gave her a supportive thumbs up, but her good cheer crashed and burned as she followed the one sided conversation and Joanie’s brow furrowed in worry.

The furrow grew from a pucker of concern to a full fledged frown as Sara watched.  “Huh,” she said finally, hanging up the phone.

“What did they say?”

“He checked out.”

“Checked out as in, he isn’t staying there anymore?  That makes sense; he said he was taking you to the coast today.”  

“As in left the inn before anyone was at the front desk this morning.  They found his key and some cash in an envelope in his room and his car is gone.”

“That’s odd.”  Sara had the feeling it’d be hard to shake the developer and now he was simply gone without a word?    

“I guess I’m not going,” Joanie’s shoulders slumped in defeat, and Sara drew her into a one armed hug.

“I bet he’s got a really good explanation for this.  I’ll bet he’s even the type to show up with a gift and some serious groveling once he frees up some time, too.”

“I don’t know, why wouldn’t he call and let me know?  Why leave me waiting around like a tremendous loser?”

“You said it yourself, the cell reception sucks around here.  Maybe he’s not in a good place to call just yet?”

“Yeah whatever,” she muttered in disgust.  “Who needs him anyway?”

More sour grapes…  Sara took the opportunity to jump onto that bandwagon.  “Maybe this is for the best anyway?  He was kind of a jerk the last time he was here.  I was just sorta putting up with him for your sake last night.”

“Maybe,” Joanie murmured distractedly.  “But it’s a little strange, don’t you think?  He just up and disappears like that?  We were up really late last night; it had to be a pretty huge emergency to get him up and out before the innkeepers were even up.  What if something, you know, happened to him?”

“Something like what?”

“I don’t know.  There’s something strange about this place.  Not only here but in the village too.  I feel like I’m being watched all the time.  What if someone decided to disappear him?”

Sara knew Joanie didn’t like the idea of being rejected, but that was taking it a bit far.  “Don’t you think you’re being a little paranoid?  Occam’s Razor – the simplest explanation is usually the correct one.  He probably had to leave suddenly for business.  The guy was all about business.”

“Not when he was with me.  No, think about it, Sara.  This place doesn’t give you the creeps, not even a little bit?”  Sara didn’t answer, not wanting to bring her own fears into the mix.  “And what is with all the banging?  I hear it all night long on the pipes, how do you get any sleep?”

“That’s part of living in an old house with colorful history.”

“Well, could we skip the history lesson and call a plumber?”

“I don’t think calling a plumber would be much help.”  Waffling back and forth on whether or not to say anything, Sara decided to confide in her friend about some of the other goings on in the house.  If anything, it might get her mind away from Cole’s rejection.  Launching into a brief overview of the local legends, she glossed over her own experiences, making light of them instead of dwelling on how creeped out she’d been at the time.  In the light of day, they seemed less threatening anyway.  So she’d had a couple of weird dreams and Jack had a ghost for an imaginary friend; stranger things had happened.  Nevertheless, Joanie’s eyes grew bigger and bigger, until she erupted, not wanting to hear any more.

“Are you serious? This place is haunted?  Oh hell no, I am not staying here, that was so not in the brochure!” she paced agitatedly back and forth.

“Don’t be such a baby.  Nothing bad has happened to any of us; it’s just a harmless ghost.  If the banging bothers you, then try sleeping with earplugs.”  Or have another drink, she thought to herself. 

“Did you just call me a child?  You’re the one keeping secrets and you expect me to be okay with this?  What’s happened to you, Sara?”

“What do you expect me to do?  Run screaming from the house?  I repeat, nothing bad has happened to any of us.  This is just a quirk, like not running the vacuum when there are too many lights turned on or having to flush twice.  I signed a paper saying we’re living here and this is where we’ll stay until someone proves to me it’s a bad idea.”

“Well, I’m not gonna,” Joanie muttered, stalking off.  

“Wait, you’re really leaving?”

“No, not until I find some answers,” she called back over her shoulder.    

 

* * *

 

“What is this?”  It was late afternoon when Sara looked up from her desk, spending most of the day busy making calls to get workers out to give her bids on the repairs needed for the house.  So far she had appointments set up for the electrician, plumber, carpenters, painters, flooring contractors… the list went on and on.  When Joanie showed up grinning like the Cheshire cat, Sara wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

“This, is what I call getting some answers,” she pulled off the brown paper with a flourish, revealing a smooth slab of wood, decorated with elegantly painted letters and numbers on one side, a smaller piece of wood fastened to it with string.  

“A ouija board?” Sara hadn’t seen one in years, not since junior high and a Screamfest on TV.  

“Can you think of a better way to talk to a ghost?”

“Where did you get it?”

“I saw it in the village the other day.  This is our key to figuring out what your dead granny wants once and for all,” she tapped the wood with a red lacquered nail.

“Okay.”  Sara was game, not that she particularly believed in them, if only to get Joanie to calm down and drop it.  “It’s been a while since I used one, don’t we need a few more girls and a pint of schnapps?” she teased.

“Make that a bottle of tequila and I’m right there with you.  But we can do it ourselves, we don’t need anyone else.  The old guy at the shop said we just need two for it to work.”

“The old guy at the shop… because he’s an expert at this?” Sara raised a single brow before looking down at the board.  She’d never seen one like that before; it for sure wasn’t manufactured by Parker Brothers.  “What are these markings on the back?”  Unpainted, but carved into the wood itself, the strange symbols formed a circle across the back of the board.

“Those are some kind of protection thingys.  The guy at the shop said it would keep whatever’s out there from getting to us or something, I wasn’t listening to that part of it ‘cause he had bits of lettuce stuck in his beard, and it was grossing me out to look at him.”

“Lettuce in his beard?”  Was she making it all up?

“Yeah, he said it was a witch’s board or something, I don’t know.  Look, are we gonna do this or not?”

“Sure, alright.  Since you’re the expert, what do we do?  Set it on the desk between us?”

“Hey, Mom?” Jack wandered by, ducking his head into the study.  “My laptop’s acting weird, can I use yours?”

“Sure, but take it up to your room.  Joanie and I are going to play a game.  Actually, you can play too if you want to.  We’re going to talk to the dead,” Sara gave him a playful wink, thinking he might get a kick out of it.  

“What’s that?” he frowned, looking at the board which was covered with letters, numbers and the words yes and no.  

“It’s a Ouija board for talking to ghosts.  Pretty neat, huh?”

“No, it’s a witch’s board,” Joanie insisted.  “That makes it way more likely to work.  Have a seat, squirt, it’s easy to do.”

“I don’t want to,” Jack took a step backwards and Sara offered her hand to him.

“Don’t be silly, sweetie, it’s a game, it can’t hurt you.”

“I don’t want to,” he repeated, taking another step, and another.  “And you shouldn’t either,” face etched with worry, he pleaded with his mother.

“Why not?  You want to be the only one to talk to ghosts, huh kid?” Joanie snorted.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea.  If you call, maybe someone else’ll come.  Someone bad.”

“Someone bad like who?” Sara frowned, not liking the fear she saw on Jack’s face.  “Honey, have you seen any scary ghosts in the house?”  Jack shook his head, eyes still on the board.  “Then what makes you think we’ll find someone bad?”

“Please don’t mess with that stuff, Mom.  I like it here, I don’t want to have to leave,” the plaintive note in his voice tore at Sara’s heart.

“I know, I don’t want to leave either.  We wanted some answers, that’s all.  You might want to tell your friend that the next time she comes to visit.”  Jack nodded, eyes still on the board.  “Tell her… ask her to talk to me sometime and I won’t have to use the board.  All I want to know is what terrible thing she thinks might happen if we stay here.  Alright?”

“Okay.”

It suddenly struck Sara just how young Jack was.  Sometimes she forgot he was only eight with all of his mature interests and knowledge.  A boy of eight had every right to be a little wary of such things.  “Okay,” Sara nodded.  “How about you go wash up for dinner then.  We’ll see you in there in a little bit.”

 Joanie waited until Jack was out of earshot, shutting the door behind him.  “So that’s it?  We’re giving up?”

“We’ll do it after he goes to bed.”

“That works for me.  It’s best if we save it for the witching hour anyway.”

“The witching hour?”

“Yeah, you know, midnight.”

“Alright, midnight it is.”  By then Will should be back, and she was eager to see what he thought of the whole thing.  

 

* * *

 

Only there was no sign of him all evening.  

Sara kept expecting Will to turn up after dinner, then when she was getting Jack tucked into bed, and the whole time she was taking a bath in the big copper tub, she kept expecting him to try the locked door.  Did hiring on some gardeners and equipment usually run past nine p.m.?  Her experience was limited, but somehow she didn’t think so.  Finding herself doing little more than pacing in her sitting room, Sara jumped at every little sound, thinking a dozen times over that she heard Will’s step outside her door.  After the umpteenth time, she set out for Joanie’s room, knocking three times before Joanie heard her over the blare of music from her earbuds.  

“Let’s get this over with now.”

“Now?” Joanie frowned, tossing her iPod aside negligently.  Wearing creamy satin pajamas with matching marabou slippers, her rarely seen reading glasses slipped low on her nose.  “I thought we were waiting for the witching hour?”

“I really don’t think it matters what time of day it is, she’s always around according to Jack, remember?”  Sara couldn’t explain the restlessness, other than the urge to get it over and done with so she could get to bed.  That, and maybe kill a little time so she didn’t have to sit around wondering what Will was up to.

“Yeah, okay.  I left the board down in your office, do you want me to go and get it?”

“No, I’ll come with you; we can do it down there.  We need a table to do it on anyway and the desk should work pretty well.”  That and she didn’t want to think about inviting ghosts into the bedroom.  

It felt strange slipping downstairs through the hushed house, almost as if she was sneaking around her own home despite the clack of Joanie’s high heeled slippers behind her.  There was no sign of any of the servants, and the ground floor was completely dark.  Rather than blaze the whole entry way with light and draw attention, Sara relied upon the natural moonlight filtering in through the leaded glass to light the way.  Once inside the study she snapped on the lights though; no way she was going to hold a séance in the dark.

“Alrighty then, how do we get this sucker started?” Sara picked up the heart-shaped planchette, turning it over in her hands.  

“Put that on the board, don’t you remember anything?” Joanie snatched it away, plunking it down and then placing her fingers along two of the edges.  Closing her eyes, she took several deep breaths.  Sara watched her with amusement, clearly Joanie was into it big time.  What exactly was she expecting to happen?  “Come on, put your hands on the thingy, let’s get this show on the road,” Joanie chided without opening her eyes.

“Oh, right,” Sara did as she was told, lightly placing the tips of her fingers on the piece of wood.  “Now we move it around, right?”  The pointer started to move in a lazy figure eight, and she assumed Joanie was the one to get it started.  It was almost hypnotic to listen to the light scraping sound as the planchette moved over the board and it took her several seconds to realize neither one of them were asking anything.  “Is there anyone here?” she called out; more shocked than she realized when the pointer immediately went to the yes on the board.  “You did that on purpose,” Sara muttered, only to have Joanie’s eyes pop open in surprise.

“I did not.  Shh, let’s not waste this.  Keep moving.”  The pointer started up again in the slow pattern and it was Joanie who asked the next question.  “Who are you?”  The piece stopped at the letter G to Sara’s surprise.  

“G… for Gemma?” she gasped, mouth standing open as it returned to the yes position.  “Do you want to hurt Jack?”

No

“Do you want to hurt any of us?”

No

“But is Jack in danger?”

Yes

“Why?”

1

“One, one what?” Joanie frowned.

1

“Gemma we don’t understand,” Sara tried again.  “Who wants to hurt Jack?”

9

“Again with the numbers,” Joanie muttered in disgust.  “Maybe this board is broken?”

“Shh,” Sara chided, intent on the board.  “Gemma is there a way to stop Jack from being hurt?”

Yes

“How?”

G-O

“Go,” Sara read aloud, brows drawing into a single dark line.  “Gemma I’m not leaving until I understand the danger you say Jack is in.  If I take him and go, will the danger follow him?”

?

“That’s not exactly a straight answer.  Am I in danger?”

No

“Did something happen to Hughie?” Joanie interrupted on her own tangent.

“Who in the hell is Hughie?”

“You know, the guy I was supposed to meet this morning.  Did something terrible happen to him?”

Yes

“I knew it!  He did want to go out with me, didn’t he?”

Yes

“We are not here to discuss your lovelife,” Sara muttered irritably.

“Speak for yourself.  Is he okay?”

No

“Christ, is he… is he dead?”

Yes

Sara stared at Joanie over the top of the board.  “I don’t want to do it anymore.  This is stupid.  We’re just winding ourselves up for no reason; we don’t have any more answers than we had before.”  

“No, shut up.  We started this, we have to finish it.  Who killed him?  Who killed Hugh?” Joanie insisted.

9 

“Answer the fucking question!” Joanie yelled in frustration.  “I want to know what the hell is going on!”

In that instant, the windows blew open with a tremendous gust of wind, crashing hard enough to crack the ancient leaded glass.  Both women jumped at the sound, but before they could get up, the electricity flickered and went out.  Sara struggled to get the windows closed against the raging wind, which died in one last breath, leaving the windows to slam shut in a sudden vacuum of silence.  

“I think there’s a flashlight in the drawer,” Sara said, her voice sounding loud to her ears in the sudden stillness.  

“I got it,” Joanie replied from the fireplace, where she was already lighting a row of candles on the mantle.   

“It’s probably a sudden windstorm that cut the power.  Just a weird coincidence,” Sara offered weakly, digging in the drawer for the flashlight.  

“Sara… look at this.”  Holding a candle over the board, Sara could see the letters had all been obscured, as if charred by intense heat until it was one big scorch mark.

Definitely not a coincidence.  

“That’s it; this place is giving me the creeps.  I’m telling you, Sara, if not for yourself, think about Jack.  You have to get him the hell out of here.”

“Why, because a ghost told me to?  Joanie, she couldn’t even tell me he’d be safe if I took him out of here.  Maybe it’s better to face the danger head on and deal with it?”  

“This is not the right kind of environment to raise him in.  A haunted house?  This is not normal.  You’re gonna end up scarring him for life.”

“Are you kidding me?  Compared to LA this is freakin’ paradise.  I’ll take a haunted house over gang violence and bullies any day.  Besides, where else am I going to find so many people willing to protect him?  There’s not a soul in the area who wouldn’t protect him like their own.  I can’t top that in LA where his own father won’t give him the time of day.”

“You’re crazy,” Joanie threw up her hands in disgust, stalking off.  “I’m not gonna let you ruin your life and Jack’s too.  We’ll talk about it tomorrow when you can act like a rational human being.  I’m going to bed.”

“Talk all you want, I’m not budging.” Sara leaned back in her chair, kicking her feet up on the desk for emphasis.  For all she knew Joanie could be in cahoots with Cole to get her to leave and sell off the mansion.  The entire Ouija board thing could have been part of the scheme and maybe Gemma had blown open the windows to stop the travesty?  Though she was one of her oldest friends, Sara didn’t underestimate Joanie’s self serving attributes.  What had she said at the fair?  That she’d talk Sara into caving?  If she thought she could get a little kickback from Cole and a fancy new boyfriend out of the deal, who knew what she was capable of?  

But to use Jack?  Sara’s righteous anger fizzled away.  Joanie was the one who stayed by her side in the hospital when she’d gone into labor with Jack.  She was the one who showed up for every single birthday party of his, even though no other adults came, not even family.  Sara couldn’t believe she’d use him like that; she had to be genuinely freaked out.  “Joanie…” she called out, setting her feet back on the floor to chase after her, when she heard an ear piercing scream followed by an indescribable racket and then utter silence.

 

 



Chapter Sixteen
 

 

Running as fast as she could, Sara slid to a stop on the marble tiles as she found Joanie lying at the base of the stairs, her limbs at odd angles and a growing stain by her temple.  “Sweet Jesus… Mrs. Poole!” Sara yelled at the top of her lungs, sliding down to her knees to check for a pulse.  “Oh thank God,” she breathed at finding it fast but shallow.  Looking around desperately for something to stop the bleeding, she grabbed for a table runner, knocking a basket of fake fruit to the ground in her haste to bring it up to Joanie’s head.  “Mrs. Poole!  Thomas!  Anybody, I need help!”  She had almost started to think the house was too big for the sound of her voice to carry to them when Mrs. Poole appeared in her night robe, hair hanging in a braid over her shoulder.  

“Good heavens, did she take a spill?”

“Call an ambulance, she hit her head at the very least and she’s out cold.  She could have a broken…” Sara’s voice wavered as tears threatened.  Anything could be broken.  Her arms, legs, spine… she might already be paralyzed.  “Just call them.”

“The closest hospital is over forty miles away.  I’ll call Doctor Marwick, he’ll know what to do,” she hustled off, her face pinched with worry.  

Sara could hear Thomas turning Katie away, sending her back to bed and she wished he hadn’t done that.  Even if the girl had no medical training at all, she could have used the extra pair of hands.  Salvation materialized as Will arrived, his face drawn with concern.

“Fuck me, what happened?” he breathed, snapping on the main lights and pulling off his coat before returning to her side.  

“She fell down the stairs.  I guess… I didn’t see it.  We were arguing and she stormed off and…”

“Oh Sara…” Will covered her hand with his, “Now’s not the time to bother with that, she’ll live to chew you out another day, I expect,” he offered a grim smile.  “Besides her noggin, is she bleeding from anywhere else?”

Sara swallowed back the tears, trying to focus on what she could do to help.  “I don’t think so, but I’m afraid to move her.  I don’t want to make it worse.”

“Right you are,” he nodded, satisfying himself that her pulse was still there.  “I won’t pretend to be a doctor, but I reckon we’ve done everything we can until Marwick arrives.”

“Don’t you think we should call an ambulance?  She’s so still… what if she’s bleeding internally?”

“Hey now, no sense in looking for trouble, it’ll find us easy enough.  Doctor will know what to do, have faith in that,” he patted her hand gently.  “She doesn’t seem to be breathing labored, and her pulse is strong.  It’s probably for the best she’s out cold; the body’s way of saving her the pain.”

“If you say so,” Sara sighed, unable to keep from thinking none of it was for the best.  In her eyes, she was at least partly to blame for the fall.  If Joanie hadn’t been so upset, she might not have stormed off like that.  And with those ridiculous heeled slippers… all it took was one misstep. 

Dr. Marwick arrived before too long, coat on over striped pajamas.  An austere looking man with bushy black eyebrows and jowls that gave him a permanent frown, he gave the Pooles a nod of recognition, surrendering his hat before entering the hall.  

“I’ll take over now, my Lady,” he hardly waited for a response before Sara found herself shouldered out of the way.  

“She fell…” 

“Yes, I can see that.”  

“Is she going to be alright?”

“Mrs. Poole, why don’t you make Lady Darling a nice pot of tea and see to it that she settles down some, eh?”  The man had little bedside manner, and was brusque in his movements, definitely would have rubbed Joanie the wrong way if she was conscious for it.  Sara could care less as long as he knew his job, but she didn’t much like being ordered away from her friend’s side.  Looking to Will for support, he shook his head.

“Let’s go wait in the study, leave the man to his work.”

“I’ll be needing your assistance, Will,” Marwick stayed him with a hand.  “Let the ladies do what they do best without us.”

 Sara’s mouth fell open to give him an earful on what she thought about that sentiment, but instead she turned on her heel for the study.  The important thing was for Joanie to get the help she needed, even if the doc was a total jerk.  Unable to settle down, even with the soothing cup of chamomile tea Mrs. Poole brought, it wasn’t until the Doctor came back in that Sara stopped tapping her feet against the floor nervously.  

“How is she, Doctor?”

“She’ll be right as rain in no time,” the big man replied with a tired sigh.  “It could have been much worse by far.  She has a mild concussion and I’ve set her arm in a splint, she’ll need to come round to my office for a proper cast tomorrow.  Will, if you’ll bring her round at half past ten that would suit me best.”

Will nodded, helping himself to a cup of tea and Mrs. Poole excused herself to fetch more hot water.   

Relieved beyond words, Sara needed to see for herself.  “Can I go and see her?”

“I gave her something to help her sleep; I think it’s best you let her get some rest.”

“You gave her a sedative?” Sara blinked.  Wasn’t a concussion victim not supposed to sleep too deeply?

Marwick seemed not at all concerned with the question.  “I did.  She seemed most… agitated.  I thought it best to keep her from doing further injury to herself.”

“Agitated about what?  Was she in a lot of pain?”

“It’s late, my Lady,” Marwick drew himself up self-importantly.  “If you’ve no other patients to attend to I’m afraid I’m out of mine.  Good night.”  With a nod of bare civility, he left without a further word.

“What a…”

“Tosser.”

“I don’t know what that means, but it sounds right,” Sara agreed with a sour smile.  “I’m going to have to see what I can do to attract some other medical providers to the area.  There’s no way I’m going to see that… tosser.”

Will chuckled, wrapping an arm around Sara to rub her back in soothing circles.  “Fair enough.”  

“Did she seem alright to you when you took her upstairs?  Was she awake and talking; knew her name and the alphabet and stuff?” she asked anxiously.  

“She was awake enough when he set her arm, that’s for certain,” he winced at the memory.  “No gaps in memory that I could tell, but then again, we didn’t give her much of a test, she could have forgotten her mathematics I suppose.”

“That’s not funny,” Sara sighed, leaning her head against his shoulder; it had been an exhausting night.  “That scared me half to death, seeing her lying there all still and broken…”

“I’m sorry it happened, no one deserves to take a nasty spill like that, but it was an accident after all, you can’t blame yourself in any way.”

“What makes you think I’m blaming myself?”

“I can practically hear the wheels turning in your head right now,” he laughed softly, pulling her close.  “You mentioned something of a row before she fell.  Short of pushing her down the stairs yourself, I can’t see how you could possibly be at fault.”

“Yes, but she wouldn’t have even been going back up the stairs if I hadn’t made her come down here with me.”

“What were the two of you up to down here anyway?” Will frowned, taking note of all the candles in the study.  The electricity was working fine again with no sign of the earlier disturbance beyond the scarred board on the desk.  

“Oh, it was something stupid,” Sara shook her head.   “Joanie found this Ouija board in the village and we thought maybe we could talk to Gemma’s ghost and figure out what she wanted.”

“You’re joshing…” his mouth fell open in disbelief.

“Hey, say what you will, but it worked,” Sara insisted.  “Not only did we contact Gemma, she told us Jack was in danger if he stayed here.  Of course she couldn’t say what that danger was, or if he’d be safe if we left…” There were still way too many unanswered questions in her mind.  

“You’re thinking of leaving?” Will’s face fell, and Sara was quick to shake her head.

“That’s what we were arguing about before Joanie stormed off.  She thought I should take Jack and go, right this minute before anything terrible happens to him.”

“And what do you think?” he reached up to brush the hair behind her ear, fingers continuing on to trace the line of her jaw.

“I think… if Jack’s in danger, we should meet it here, where his home is, and where people care about him enough to protect him,” Sara replied, breath hitching at the light touch.  “I can count on you, can’t I?  To protect him?”  It was a lot to ask, but she needed to know how much he’d risk before they found themselves in a predicament.

“Ah, my Sara,” Will smiled; thumb brushing over her bottom lip.  “Don’t you know the answer to that?” Leaning down, he kissed her tenderly, almost reverently.  “I’m at your service, in any way you’ll have me.  Be it chauffeur, gardener, protector, lover… I’m yours to do with as you will.”  

Overwhelmed by the declaration, Sara chased after his lips with hers.  It was the most romantic thing anyone had ever said to her, and Sara wondered if he was gearing up to say those three little words that would bind them together.  It was fast, they hadn’t known each other very long, but she couldn’t help but feel a connection him that went beyond simple attraction; it was enough to make her want to be his Sara.  When the kiss broke, Will’s lips quirked into a half smile, parting, and Sara held her breath to see what he might say next.  “And my rates are quite reasonable.”  

“Ugh, you…” she poked him in the stomach and he flinched away, laughing.  After a half second, Sara was laughing along with him, the earlier worry and tension draining away in the face of his magic.  “Thank you, for making me feel better, for being here to help out, for everything.  Where did you get off to today, by the way?” she remembered suddenly.

“I spent all afternoon in Dorcester making arrangements to hire excavating equipment, irrigation supplies, a full array of modern equipment, extra labor, a list of requirements my Da gave me as long as my arm.  I imagine we’ll need more than an old shed full of rusty rakes and hoes to get this place back to her former glory. I almost thought to stay there for the night, but I wanted to get back to you,” he laid a kiss to her brow.  

“I’m glad you did, I missed you today.”  It was funny how quickly she’d come to want or even need him around.  

“I missed you too, love,” he kissed the top of her cheek, lips brushing against her skin towards the corner of her mouth.  “In fact, how about I take you up to bed now?” he murmured against her lips.  

Whose bed did he mean?  A flare of panic went through her.  “I am tired,” she pulled her lips from his.  “Very tired.”

There was a light of amusement in his eyes as he nodded, threading his fingers through hers.  “Let’s get you up to sleep then, you’ve had a long day.”  

Lazily they ascended the stairs, her head lying against his shoulder for the walk to the master suite where he kissed her goodnight with just enough passion to make her wonder if she shouldn’t take the plunge and bring him into her bedroom with her.  All too soon he pulled back, a regretful twist to his lips as he bid her goodnight.  

“Will?” she called him back softly, leaning against the doorframe.

“Yes, my Lady?” he asked formally.

“Soon,” she promised, leaning up on her tiptoes to steal another kiss, but when she pulled back, he didn’t let her go, wrapping an arm around her waist and hauling her up against his body tight enough that she could feel what she did to him.  

“Soon,” he repeated, his voice hoarse with need.  “Sleep well, my Sara, I’ll be near enough if you need me for anything.  And I do mean anything,” he added with a cheeky grin.

“I’ll remember that,” Sara smiled back, slipping into her room when he released her, leaning against the closed door with a goofy smile on her face for the longest time before she got ready for bed.  She didn’t spend one moment worrying over what dreams Gemma might send her in the night.  Instead she slipped off thinking of a certain man with stormy blue eyes and a charming smile who’d wormed his way into her heart.  When sleep finally claimed her, Sara dreamed of the future; a happy future with no threat of ghosts or danger for once.

 

* * *

 

After the morning checklist with Jack and a bite to eat, Sara took a tray up to Joanie, shooing away Katie who took it as an encroachment on her duties.  Joanie barely stirred when she entered, offering a faint smile before slipping back off to sleep again.  Sara sat with her for a while, but eventually gave up when it became clear she was still completely out of it.  Will came to take her into the village to see the doctor, but even with being carried down the stairs, Joanie did little more than drool against Will’s shoulder.  

For the next two days it went like that.  Sara would stop by a few times a day, hoping to find her up and around, but Joanie didn’t leave her bed other than to visit the restroom with Katie’s help.  When she did find her awake, her friend seemed disoriented and didn’t make a whole lot of sense.  On the other hand, she didn’t seem to be in much pain either, drowsing through the day, but on the morning of the third day, Sara caught her in a more articulate state, her face drawn with pain.

“Joanie, are you alright?  You look white as a sheet!” Sara exclaimed.  “Do you want me to send for the doctor?”

“No,” Joanie hissed, “no more Dr. Feelgood.  I think I’ve had enough of his brand of medicine.”

“What do you mean?  Are you sure?  You look awful.”

“Thanks, Sara.  Want to break my other arm while I’m at it?  Tell me my hair looks limp and lifeless too?” she muttered and Sara pulled back a little.

“I just want to help…”

“No, I know you do, I’m sorry,” Joanie sighed, throat working as she swallowed.  “I’m finally able to think a little more clearly and I’d like to hold onto that feeling, despite the fact that my head feels like it’s about to split in two.  

“Let me get you something for that,” Sara reached for her bottle of pills, but Joanie raised her hand weakly.  

“No, no more pills,” she insisted, much to Sara’s surprise.  “I swear to God I feel like I’ve been strung out on heroin these past few days.  What is he giving me?”

Sara lifted the bottle to try and read the doctor’s scrawl.  The dosage was printed clear enough, but the medication itself was harder to decipher.  “It’s… morphine.  Christ, no wonder you’ve been out of it.”

“I knew it, he’s trying to keep me doped up, the bastard,” Joanie spat out with more vehemence than Sara thought she’d be capable of in her weakened state.  “We have to get out of here.”

“Now hold on, you’re not in any shape to go anywhere,” Sara blocked her from trying to get out of bed.  “I agree morphine seems a bit strong, but maybe it’s because he worried you’d try and do too much too fast?  He said you were acting strange the night you fell.”

“That’s because I didn’t fall,” Joanie lay back against the pillows, conserving her strength.  

“Didn’t fall… Joanie I saw you lying at the bottom of the stairs…”  

“I didn’t fall, I was pushed.”

 

 



Chapter Seventeen
 

 


“What do you mean you were pushed?”

“What do you think I mean?”

“Pushed by who?”  Sara couldn’t imagine anyone in the household doing such a thing.  Her attitude might have been a little trying over the past few days, but no one would ever hurt her.  Would they?

“Isn’t it obvious?  The ghost wants to get rid of me and the Doc and everyone else is trying to cover it up.”

Sara took long moments to process that statement, not sure how to respond.  “Joanie… I know you’ve been through a horrible thing, but…”

“I was at the top of the stairs when I heard you call me.  I had just turned around and I felt two hands push me behind my back.”

It didn’t seem possible, and Sara was quick to dismiss it.  “It was late… you were upset and your heels probably got caught on the edge of the carpet runner or something. 

“I know what I felt, and no one else was there,” Joanie insisted.  

“She said she wouldn’t hurt us…”

Joanie interrupted, her voice falling to little more than a whisper.  “No, she said she wouldn’t hurt you.  She needs you.  They all do, for whatever whacked out reason, you’re the second coming, for chrissakes.  Now we have to get out of here.”

“Joanie… you’re not in any shape to go anywhere,” Sara balked, still trying to take it all in.  Could Gemma really have pushed her?

“Are you saying you’re going to keep me here against my wishes?” Joanie’s eyes narrowed to slits and Sara instantly shook her head, reaching for her hand.

“Of course not.  If you want to leave I won’t stop you.  But Joanie… I really think you should rest up for at least a few days.  You’re bruised from head to toe and you shouldn’t be flying anywhere with that concussion.”

“Then I won’t fly yet, but I’m not staying another night in this house.”

Indecision warred over Sara’s pretty features as she tried to decide what was in her friend’s best interests.  On the one hand, she had no right to keep her there if she really wanted to leave, but was it doing her a favor to let her go when she was ready to pass out at any moment?  “How about you give me one more day and then tomorrow I’ll go put you on the train myself?”

“You’re not seriously thinking about staying here now, are you?” Joanie blinked in disbelief.  “How much more is it going to take for you to smarten up?  We all need to go home.”

“Joanie…” Sara sighed, eyes closing for a moment as she tried to find the right words.  “This is my home now.  Darling
Park is where we belong.  If something is going on, something sinister, I’m not going to run away from it; I need to figure out what it is and put an end to it.  I owe it to Jack, to the community and to myself.”

“Then that’s it, you won’t come with me?” her eyes were shiny with pain and Sara wasn’t sure if it was from the fall or the perceived betrayal.  

“The answer is no.  If you have to leave, I can understand that, but we’re here to stay.”

Joanie leaned back against the pillows, pinching the bridge of her nose with her good hand.  “Fine.  Can you ring for that maid of yours then?  I’ll need help packing my bags.”

“I can help you with that.  I really wish you would reconsider staying a little longer, I don’t feel good about you leaving like this.”

“Yeah well, I don’t feel good about you staying like this, so I guess that makes us even,” Joanie snapped.

There was nothing to say to that, so Sara fell silent as she helped pack up Joanie’s belongings.  Joanie drowsed off and on, offering barely a civil word when asked a direct question.  Refusing to take any more of the medication left by Marwick, she did accept some ibuprofen, popping four of the little pills.  

“I’ll see if Will can take you to the station then,” Sara offered when there was little else to do.  “Or did you want to stay the night in the village before you set off?”     

“No offense, but I’ll call a cab.  You never know how deep this thing goes.”

“Oh come on, Joanie.  You don’t seriously think Will is wrapped up in… whatever you think is going on, do you?  He’s one of the good guys, trust me on that.”

“You wouldn’t know a good guy if he came up behind you and pinched your ass.”

“That wouldn’t make him a very good guy, now would it?” a roll of the eyes was given.

“I’m just saying, your track record with men isn’t exactly stellar.  How many times did you tell me how great Peter was?  How sunshine and rainbows grew near every time he appeared?” she fluttered her eyelashes mockingly.  “A nice smile and a cute butt and you’re already a smitten kitten.”

“I am smitten,” Sara replied without a trace of embarrassment.  “And I won’t apologize for it.  I’m sorry you’re miserable and alone, but I deserve a chance at real happiness and I really think it’s waiting for me here.”

“I hope you get it, kid.  I really do,” Joanie’s shoulders slumped as she sighed in resignation.  “I just can’t stick around and watch it.”  With a lurch, she launched herself out of bed, grabbing hold of the nightstand to right herself as the room dipped and swayed.  

“I don’t want to part like this,” Sara reached for her arm to steady her.  “At least let me take you to the train station so I’ll know you’re off safely.”  With a short nod, Joanie let her help her make it down the stairs, waving off the offer of assistance from anyone else.  Jack came down for a quick goodbye and Sara promised to be back in time for dinner.  

The ride to the train station was silent and uncomfortable with Joanie not wanting to talk much in front of Will, and Sara wished she’d brought something to read along the way.  Will saw to her luggage and purchasing a ticket while Sara helped Joanie to the platform.  

“Call me and let me know when you get to London safely, alright?” Sara hugged her gingerly, taking care not to hurt her.  

“I will.  Listen, Sara.  Be careful, okay?” Joanie’s eyes were hooded with concern.

“I will.”

“I mean it.  Whatever you have to do to make that place safe, hire an exorcist, fire everybody and get a new staff, burn the place to the ground and start from scratch… whatever it takes, make sure you protect yourself and Jack.”  

“I’ll take care of it,” Sara smiled, handing her over to the helpful porter who assisted her onto the train.  “Bye, Joanie.  Feel better soon.”

“You’ll take care of what?” Will asked, wrapping an arm around her waist as they watched Joanie get settled.  

“She suggested I get an exorcist to purge the house or burn it to the ground if necessary to protect myself.”

“Seems a little extreme,” he chuckled.  “But we’ll keep that in mind.”

Sara rode up front with Will for the return trip, their fingers brushing on the seat between them.  “She’s a stubborn bird, but you have to admire the girl for going after what she wants, no matter how stupid,” he observed aloud.

“I can’t say I blame her really.  This trip has been one mishap after another for her.  First the horse and then the stairs…”

“She might want to look into accident insurance.”

“Joanie said she was pushed.”

“Sorry?” Will’s lopsided smile returned, until he realized she wasn’t kidding.  “By who?”

“She thinks Gemma did it, but… I’m not convinced.  She hasn’t done anything dangerous to us yet, and Gemma said she wanted to warn us, not hurt us.”

“We’re back to the séance again, are we?”

“It wasn’t a séance, but I do believe we contacted Gemma’s spirit,” Sara insisted.  “I just wish I understood some of her answers.  When I asked her why Jack was in danger, she said one.”

“One what?”

“I have no idea.  The number one.”

“Number one,” Will repeated, turning it over in his mind before shaking his head.  “I’ve no clue what that means.  What else did it say?”

“I asked it who wanted to hurt Jack and she said nine.”

“Nine,” Will frowned.  “Again I’m stumped.  Didn’t you ask what it meant?”

Pleased to see he wasn’t completely against the idea that it could have been real, Sara replied.  “I didn’t get a chance to; Joanie hijacked it, asking about Cole.”

“The tosser from London who showed up at the fair?”

“Yep, he invited her to take a trip with him while I thought over his proposal, but he never showed up to meet her, he checked out instead.”

“And what did the ghost tell her?  That he was shacking up with another slapper?” 

“No, she said he was dead.”

That wiped the smirk off of Will’s face.  “Dead.”

“Dead, and also because of the number nine, I might add.  So you can start to see why she was a little spooked.”

“Still, that seems a bit of a stretch.”

“Then you don’t think Cole is actually dead?”

“No, I don’t.  More than likely he left voluntarily and didn’t give Joanie two thoughts.  Else why did he check out of the inn?  It’s probably easy enough to find out; I’ll make some calls if you like.”

“Thanks, I’d appreciate that.”  

“It’s nothing.  I’d rather lay your mind to rest as quickly as possible.  I don’t want to be making this trip again with you and Jack in the back seat,” his fingers closed around hers.

“I meant it when I said I was staying, this is my home now.  But if that’s true, I need to know exactly what I’m getting into.”

“It sounds like you have a plan of attack.”

“More of a general strategy than an actual plan,” she gave a half shrug.

“Anything I can help with?”

“I’m glad you asked.  I think it’s about time I got a look behind those closed doors at Darling
Park.”    

 

* * *

 

The house was busy with activity as the equipment and crew arrived to start tearing out the back yard.  Will’s father looked happy as a pig in mud directing traffic, and Sara could hear the sounds of heavy machinery in the back yard.  The plans to explore the house temporarily forgotten, Sara headed for the courtyard in back to take a look at the preparations and see if there was anything she needed to do while Will put the car away.  

A bulldozer was already working on removing the dead shrubs and trees with another following in its wake to churn up the dirt.  Sara watched in fascination as so many people worked in close proximity to each other, almost like a synchronized dance. 

Not the only one interested in the works, Jack soon appeared at her side.  “Mom, Mrs. Poole says I can’t go outside while the workers are here, is that true?”

“Well, you don’t want to be underfoot, honey.  They’re all busy working, they might not see you.”

“I’d stay out of the way, I just want to watch,” he insisted as Will approached with his father, a rolled up paper in his hands.

“I’ll see to the lad, no worries on that score,” Talbot offered with a wink for Jack.

“You don’t have to do that,” Sara replied quickly, not wanting him to feel obligated.  “You have enough to worry about out here.”

“It’s no worry at all, dearie.  I’ll put him to work, that’ll keep him out of trouble.”  

“Are you sure?”

“I’ve years of experience keeping small boys out of trouble, never you fear,” he assured her and Sara gave in.  

“Okay then, you do everything Mr. Talbot asks you to do, alright Jack?  He’s the boss.”

“I prefer Captain,” Talbot grinned conspiratorially, “and you can be my first mate.”

“Aye, aye, Cap’n,” Jack saluted in delight.  

“Alright, be careful,” Sara called out, a little worried that Talbot might be biting off more than he could chew where Jack was concerned, but Will drew her aside with a reassuring smile.  

“He’ll be fine; Da can find no end of small, safe errands to keep him occupied, believe you me.”

“What have you got there?” Sara noticed the rolled paper for the first time.  

“Ah, here I have some sketches for your Ladyship to peruse,” he gave a little bow, unrolling the papers to reveal schematics for a gazebo.  “Da described what the old gazebo looked like, and I took the liberty of drawing it up for you, along with a couple of alternate designs if you decide you’d rather try something new.”

“Wow, you drew these?” she replied, flipping them open to see the next design.  “You’re pretty good at this.”

“You sound surprised,” he chuckled, and Sara realized how that must have sounded.

“Sorry, I’ve just never seen you at your chosen profession before.  I’m not surprised at all though, you’re very talented.”

“In more ways than you know,” he winked.  “Are you ready to find a few answers?” Will held up a circle of keys with a jingle.  

Recognizing them right away, Sara snatched them out of his hand before anyone else could see.  “Where did you get these?” 

“I filched them off of Mrs. Poole while she was busy complaining about the workers tromping through her vegetable garden,” he grinned.  “Shall we do some exploring then?”

Sara looked back to Jack who stood next to Will’s father, holding onto his clipboard while Mrs. Poole looked on in disapproval from the French doors.  It was probably as good a time as any to slip away unnoticed.  “Let’s go, and I know right where I want to start.”

The first floor of the mansion held several rooms that had been locked up tight since she’d gotten there, and Sara was dying to get inside and take a look.  After a few tries, she found the right key to an ornate set of double doors in the east wing.  The door swung wide to reveal a ballroom, empty but for a few scarred chairs by the opposite wall.  The reason for the locked door was readily apparent; the wood floor was blackened and pitted by fire, and the walls and ceiling were spoiled by soot and water damage.  

“I wonder what happened here?” Sara murmured, not daring to go more than a few feet into the room for fear of crashing through the floor.  

“I’ve no idea; I don’t remember hearing anything about a fire at the house before.  It must have happened a long time ago.”

“That’s kind of weird they wouldn’t have had it repaired though, isn’t it?”

“Maybe they weren’t too keen on holding any more balls after whatever happened?” Will shrugged.  “I think we should press on, this doesn’t look very safe.”

Agreeing, Sara led them to another locked door which proved to be a storage closet and the next room gave no clue to its function; completely bare of furniture or wall decorations.  Starting to lose hope they’d find anything of interest, she tried again, this time opening up to a parlor decorated in feminine tones, in perfect condition.  

“Why would she lock this room up?” Sara wondered aloud, stepping into the room.  There were two couches set before the fireplace, along with a pair of wing backed chairs set around a table by the bank of windows.  A feminine writing desk was tucked away in the corner next to the built in bookshelves that held a mixture of classic novels and knick knacks.  

“No idea, it looks perfectly sound.” Will shut the door behind them, turning a moment as if trying to orient himself.  “If memory serves, this is the parlor where the Lady of the house received visitors.”

“It’s nice,” Sara observed.  The windows would offer a lovely view of the side gardens when they were in bloom, she imagined.   “I’ve kind of gotten used to using the study myself.  I don’t see why we couldn’t use the room for something though.”  

Will nodded, testing the floor in various spots with his weight and thumping on the walls.  “The wallpaper needs some repair and there’s a fair bit of water damage here, but it looks old, I’d say the leak has been seen to.  I can’t think why this one was shut up.”

“You know… I think I’m going to redo this room myself,” as soon as she said it, Sara knew it was a good idea.  “That way, when Jack is older, he can use the study and I’ll have this room.  Well… if I still live here, I guess.”  Would she still be living there when Jack was all grown up?  

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“Oh, you know.  Who wants their mom underfoot all the time?  I suppose some day I’ll move out when Jack takes over if he wants me to.”

“As if you’d be trampling each other underfoot in a house of this size,” he chuckled.  “I understand you might vacate the master suite to make room for Jack, but there’s space enough for you and… whoever you choose to spend your life with.”

It felt strange to talk about the future in such a context.  “You don’t think that’d be kinda weird?  Me and my… whatever, glomming onto Jack’s life?”

“It’s not glomming, Sara, it’s how it’s been done for centuries.  Of course we could always build you a dowager’s house on the estate if you prefer, or if you don’t get on with his bride.”

“His bride,” Sara laughed.  “You know, I think maybe we’re getting a little ahead of ourselves.  For now, I think I’ll focus on making this our home and we’ll see where the future leads us.”

“Excellent plan,” he nodded in approval.  “Shall I contact some workers for you to get started on the renovations then?”

“No, I’d like to do it, thanks.  I miss getting my hands dirty and stripping some wallpaper won’t kill me.  Actually, I hope your dad doesn’t mind my sticking my nose into the garden when he’s through with it, I miss having a garden of my own.”

“I think he’d be delighted,” Will replied earnestly.  “He’s always wanted someone to putter around in the garden with, and I’ve always been good at supplying cheap labor, but I’ve never had what you call a green thumb.”  

“Good, because I’ll need something to keep me busy, especially when Jack gets older,” she sighed, leaning against the desk.  If all else failed, she could always try going back to school.

“Do you fancy having an extra pair of hands to help out then, or are you set on doing it all on your own?”  Will sat beside her, picking up one of her slender hands and tracing the pads of her fingers with his.

“I could use the company,” she grinned.  

“Brilliant, it’ll be our project then.  The first step in making this house your home.”  

“I like the sound of that.”  It was becoming easier and easier to see Will at her side in the house; not working for her, but truly with her.  She leaned closer as his eyes dropped to her lips, a flutter of anticipation settling in her belly, when the wooden pen holder rolled off the desk with a clatter, scattering pens all over the floor, breaking them apart at the sound.

“Hold that thought for a sec,” she smiled, bending down to retrieve it.  Reaching under the desk to pick up the last of the pens, her eye was drawn to a flash of white under the antique writing desk.  “Hang on a minute… there’s something under here,” she breathed, scooting deeper under the desk to get a better look.  “Hey, could you snap on the light for me?”

“What is it?” Will asked, turning on the light as asked, standing back so as not to block it.

“There’s something wedged under here… it’s a book,” Sara replied, tugging on it experimentally.   “It’s really stuck though, I’m not sure I can…” all at once it came free, sending her topping onto her backside with a soft whump.  

“It’s definitely a book.”  Will offered her a hand up, and she took it, retaking her seat against the desk.  

“It’s a diary from 1917.  Oh my God… Will, do you know what this is?  This is Gemma Darling’s diary.”

 

 



Chapter Eighteen
 

 


“I wonder what it was doing under there?” Sara frowned, turning the slim leather bound book over in her hands.  If anything she would have expected to find it in her old room.   

“Gemma probably spent a lot of time in here, maybe she liked to keep secrets?” Will shrugged, leaning close to look over her shoulder at the elegant script.

“Do you think it would be wrong to read it?” Sara snapped it shut after an attack of conscience.  “I would hate it if anyone ever read my diary.”

“You keep a diary?”

“It’s more like a journal, and it’s in my computer, but wouldn’t it bother you, the idea of someone else coming along and reading your innermost thoughts?”

“That’s where men and women differ.  We tend to keep them bottled up where they belong,” he grinned and Sara pushed at his shoulder playfully.

“I’m serious.  Maybe I should put it back where I found it?”

“Sara…” Will let out a long sigh.  “Gemma Darling has spent every waking moment trying to attract your attention since you set foot here.  I think maybe she wanted you to find it.”

“Do you really think so?”  The pens had fallen over for no particular reason… was Gemma leading them to the diary?  

“I do,” he nodded, kissing her temple.  “If it makes you feel better, I’ll even let you read it in private so fewer people are privy to her innermost female thoughts.”

“Maybe there’s a clue in here to what happened to her, and what danger she thinks Jack is in?  Maybe it even talks about what the number nine means?” her excitement grew, even as a part of her recognized that was too much to hope for.  

“Well then, I expect you have some reading to do,” Will smiled over her enthusiasm.  “Unless you wanted to do more exploring today?”

Already flipping through some of the pages, Sara shook her head.  “No, I think this is good for today, I want to take a look at this before dinner.”

“Right then, I’ll just be replacing these before Mrs. Poole’s any the wiser,” he took the keys and slipped them into his hand.  “I’ve a few things to see to if you’re going to be tied up.”

Sara nodded mutely, already engrossed by the words on the page.  The next time she looked up, she realized she was all alone in a darkened room.  The afternoon sun had dipped behind a thick cloud cover, leaving the light struggling to penetrate the leaded panes murky at best.  Deciding to hole up in her bedroom, she tucked the diary under her arm to curl up on one of the chairs in front of the fireplace. 

 

2 February, 1917

I always believed my family’s country home to be impressive, but it’s nothing to Darling
Park.  As E assured me, everything was in readiness for our arrival and the estate is truly breathtaking.  The servants lined up to receive us, and I did my best to learn their names, but E barely paused on his way into the house.  I suppose I had hoped for a grand tour, perhaps even a brief dally in my lovely new boudoir, but E cried off, citing business again.  Is it always to be so in our marriage?  E is always so occupied, I can’t work out what exactly he does with his time, he puts me off whenever I question him too closely.  I shall have to ambush him tonight to welcome his bride properly to her new home. 

G

 

“So things weren’t exactly rosy, right from the start, were they?” Sara said softly, wondering if Gemma was watching her read the diary.  “My ex and your husband had a lot in common,” she sighed, turning to the next page.  It continued on, detailing Gemma’s hopes and dreams for her married life, and Sara could practically see the life draining out of the woman as reality settled in, until she came to a particularly joyful passage.  

 

12 May, 1917


I have the most wonderful news!  I am to be a mother come the winter!  E is over the moon and I couldn’t be happier at finding him so attentive again.  I have never seen him so considerate, seeing to my every whim almost before I can utter a single word.  He is, of course, convinced it will be a boy, and insists the child will be christened Malcolm, but I prefer the name Matthew.  Heaven forbid a girl is born and we have to pick a name at random!  In truth I could care less what we name you, little one.  Grow up sure and strong, for I can’t wait to meet you.

G

 

“Interesting reading?”  Will’s voice startled her, poking his head out of the bathroom door.  

“Very,” she admitted, stretching her stiff back.  “What time is it?”

“Nearly time for dinner, I’ve been sent up by Mrs. Poole to wash up and fetch you to do the same.  I’m told we’re having a beef Wellington with new potatoes tonight.”  He ducked into the bathroom again and Sara heard the sink running.  “Did you find anything of use?”

Sara came to watch him wash his face and hands in the mirror, admiring the play of muscles under his t-shirt.  “I’m not sure what use it is, but I’ve been getting to know Gemma better at any rate.  It’s so sad.  There are days and weeks that go by and she pretty much says the same thing, how her Edward is growing farther away from her, and how isolated she feels here.  It says she feels like she’s being watched all the time, yet she’s completely alone.  I wonder if she had seasonal affected disorder or something.”

“Sorry?”

“You know, people get it from being in overcast weather for too long with no sunshine.  It can lead to depression and vitamin d deficiency.”

“Then everyone in England must have it, overcast is the order of the day,” he grinned.  “Is there any mention of danger at Darling
Park?”

“Not yet.  I just found out she’s pregnant though, so things should be coming to a head pretty soon, I think.”   

“Do you want me to have your dinner sent up?” Will offered, drying his hands.

“No, I could use a bit of a break I guess.  It’s waited for a hundred years here; I think it can wait until after dinner.  Besides, I have some more digging around to do.”

 

* * *

 

Sara got her chance after dinner when Mrs. Poole came to the study with tea and biscuits (which were really buttery cookies that Sara found way too addictive).  With Jack parked in front of the new TV in the library, she seized the opportunity to confront the housekeeper.  “Hey, before you go, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you, Mrs. P,” Sara held her back before she could leave.  “What can you tell me about Gemma Darling?”

“My goodness, where did that question come from?” she blinked in surprise, and Sara fixed her with an expectant look.

“I think you have a pretty good idea why I’m asking.”

“It’s no good, she knows everything,” Will looked up from the desk, where he’d set up space to work on the gazebo designs.  

“Indeed?”

“I told you I wouldn’t keep it from her if she asked me directly.  You needn’t have worried though, she didn’t run for the hills at learning we’ve our own ghost.  Our Sara’s made of stronger stuff,” he smiled just for her and Sara couldn’t help but smile back before remembering she was supposed to be laying down the law for Mrs. Poole.

“I see,” Mrs. Poole’s hands worried at the apron of her uniform.  “I’m sorry if I mislead you, my Lady, I only did what I thought best.”

“I get it, but Will’s right, I can take it,” Sara assured her.  “Ghost stories aside, what can you tell me about Gemma before she died?”

Mrs. Poole’s expression crumpled to one of regret.  “I only know what I remember hearing as a child in this house.  It was not a happy marriage, I’m afraid; she and Sir Edward were not well met, and Lady Gemma set great store in her child.  The poor thing was absolutely devastated when he died.”

“Her child died?” Sara gasped, remembering the baby’s sweet face from her dream.  Had the plan to keep him safe somehow backfired or was it nothing more than a simple dream?  “How did Matthew die?”

Mrs. Poole’s eyes flew up sharply.  “His name was Malcolm, my Lady,” she corrected her, “and he died as an infant.  No one knows why exactly, probably something a simple shot would cure in this day and age, but there you have it.  He died quite suddenly one night and she was never the same again.  She even ran away once, which was unheard of at the time mind you, and from that comes the story of the Lady of the Road.  Of course she didn’t die out there on the road; thankfully Sir Edward found her and brought her home again.”

Malcolm.  Then why had she known with a certainty that the baby in her arms was Matthew in that dream?  “What happened to her after that?”

“Why nothing.  She lived out here life here.  Eventually she recovered from her bout of depression and bore another child.”

“That’s it?

“That is all, yes,” she nodded, but Sara wasn’t convinced. 

“It doesn’t seem like enough to cause her to haunt the place for all eternity, does it?”

“I don’t pretend to understand the motivations of the departed, my Lady.  But I do know that you can’t apply logic to anything Lady Gemma does.  The woman herself ceased to be long ago, all that remains is the echo of a sad soul.”

The echo of a sad soul… it was enough to break Sara’s heart.  “Thanks, Mrs. Poole,” she said softly.  “Oh and from now on I’d prefer it if we kept things out in the open.  That means I’d like a copy of all the house keys and free reign of the place.  I’ll be the one to judge what to do with the closed up rooms.”  No more sneaking around, it was her house.  

“As you wish, my Lady.”  Mrs. Poole bobbed, keeping her eyes downcast as she took her leave and Sara collapsed in an overstuffed chair, feeling drained.

“Well done,” Will approved, looking up from his sketches.  

“I think she hates me.”

“On the contrary, I think she’ll admire you for standing up to her.  You’re mistress here; she’d do better to remember that.”

“I don’t know about that, but I hope she gets that I don’t want any more secrets.  This place can get creepy enough without having to doubt who I can and can’t trust around here.”

“I hope you know you can trust me,” Will’s eyes caught hers and she smiled back at the tinge of worry she saw there.  

“I know, I do,” she promised.  “You’ve been amazing since I got here.  In fact, I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

“That was my master plan,” he winked before turning back to his sketches.  

Settling in to do some more reading, Sara curled up on the couch in front of the fireplace, content to let him have the desk.  Gemma’s writing continued in a happy vein for the next few months, but then the entries grew fewer and farther between as her pregnancy advanced and she grew more moody and uncomfortable.   At some point she must have had the baby, because she referenced it vaguely, but then her narrative picked up with paranoid ranting and wild accusations against the servants for stealing from her and deliberately keeping her from the baby.  

Sara watched with growing worry as the woman unraveled before her eyes, feeling that something bad was about to befall her and there was nothing she could do to stop it.  Finally a passage was so disturbing, she had to read it through twice before bringing it up aloud.  “Hey Will, listen to this:

 

I feel them watching me at all times and I know it’s only a matter of time before they take what they want.  I have no one to turn to in my hour of need.  Even if I could get to the telephone unnoticed, who would I ring for help?  Who would believe something so sinister of the great Lord of Darling
Park?  Despite the shame for all to see laid bare in our own bible, it’s escaped the world’s notice entirely; the deadly legacy unseen and unknown to all but the Nine.

 

“Nine, just like Gemma told Joanie and me.  Nine.  It can’t be a coincidence,” Sara licked her lips, sitting a little higher on the couch.  “And listen to this:  

 

Sitting and waiting for the babe to fatten up like a Christmas goose, it’s obscene.  It’s almost enough to make me lose hope, but I can’t give up, not when I have a chance to save my children.

 

“Children?” Will’s brows rose.

“I know, right?  Do you think maybe Gemma had twins?  Malcolm and Matthew?”

“It certainly sounds like it.”

“I’m more concerned about what she said about someone waiting for the babe to fatten up.  It sounds like something right out of Grimm Brothers.”

“You saw how disturbed she was after the babies were born.  She had to be delusional at that point, Sara.  She couldn’t know what she was saying.”

“Why not?  Her baby did die, right?  Obviously there was some kind of danger.  What do you think she meant about the bible?  Can you think of a bible story that has to do with danger to babies or the number nine?”

“Maybe she meant something more personal,” Will rose from his chair to study the books in the built in shelves.  “Maybe she meant the family bible.  It often held a history of sorts at the beginning.  Perhaps the shame is written there, for all the world to see.”

“Ooh, good idea,” Sara joined him, scouring the spines for a sign of the family bible, but there were no religious texts, not even among the rare books under glass.

“Maybe it’s in the library,” Will suggested, and Sara nodded, leading the way.

“Or maybe Jack knows where it is, he spends enough time in there.”  But when they got to the library, Jack was passed out asleep on the sofa in front of the TV watching a documentary on cheese.  “No wonder he fell asleep,” she giggled, snapping it off.  “I should probably get him up to bed…”

“Let me,” Will scooped him up into his arms, Jack’s head lolling on his shoulder.  Once more Sara felt her heart give a little twist at seeing him be so gentle with her son, following him up the stairs until they reached the nursery.  Together they wrestled off his shoes and socks, folding him into the warmth of the bed.  “Guess there’s no story tonight, is there?” he smiled, adding another log to the fire and replacing the heavy grate.  

“Nope, once he’s asleep there’s no waking him until morning,” Sara smiled down at Jack, laying a kiss to his forehead.  

“He’s a good lad, smart as a whip and curious as anything.  You’ve done well.”

What she would have given to hear Peter say those same words…  “Thanks, but I can’t take all the credit he came out awesome.  I’m just lucky to have him.”

“I’m a fan of your mothering skills all the same; you should have a dozen more just like him,” he nudged her shoulder with his and she couldn’t help but laugh.

“That’s a lot of kids, where do you suggest I get them all?”

“I’m a fan of traditional methods, but by all means, get creative.”

“Just because the house is this big, doesn’t mean I have a moral obligation to fill it.”

“What about an obligation to yourself?  Do you see yourself having more children someday?”

That was twice he’d asked her about that; a little odd for an unattached man, but a good sign, she supposed.  “I told you, I’m not opposed to the idea but I don’t know if it’s in the cards for me.”

“Then maybe it’s time to try a new game?” Will pulled her close for a lingering kiss and only the fact that they stood only a few feet away from her slumbering son kept her from getting completely swept up in it.  

“Maybe we should go check out the library?” she breathed when they came up for air.  

“Yes, that’s exactly what I was going to suggest,” Will groaned, pulling the hall door open with a resigned smile.  

 

* * *

 

Only they didn’t find the bible in the library.  

Or in Gemma’s parlor.  

Finally, they decided to call it a night, Sara to read more of the diary and Will to get a good night’s sleep, since he’d be out helping his father at the crack of dawn.  Settling into bed with a glass of wine and the diary, she read until her eyes grew tired and bleary and the words became a jumble too difficult to decipher.  Even though there were only a few entries left, Sara set the diary aside to go brush her teeth and get ready for bed.  Being as quiet as possible so as not to disturb Will, she brushed and washed, turning off the lights on the way back to the bed.  

There on the coverlet sat a black leather bound book that hadn’t been there minutes before.  “Katie?” Sara called out softly, wondering if the maid had been in her room while she was in the bathroom, but the only sound that came back to her was the crackling of the fire.  Embossed on the front cover, in weathered gold were the words Holy Bible.  “Thanks, Gemma,” Sara murmured, picking up the bible with trembling fingers.  

A casual flip through the worn pages revealed the standard bible text, nothing out of the ordinary.  Turning to the front pages, Sara found neat entries of names and dates, just as Will mentioned, detailing the family’s history, going back all the way to 1797.  But beyond names and dates, there wasn’t much of a history recorded there; there wasn’t even a cause of death listed by the names.  The closer Sara looked, the more a pattern began to emerge in the simple entries; children were listed in order of birth, no strange thing there, but they were numbered; one, two, three… etcetera.  All of the first born had the number one beside their name, and all of them died before any of the other children, without fail.  

While she knew infant mortality was high so long ago, it seemed an odd coincidence that every single first born would be the first to die in each generation.  And as the dates grew more recent, surely some of the deaths might have been preventable, shouldn’t they?  

The last entry was her own name and date of birth, with Jack’s below it, the number one written next to it.  

One.

All at once it clicked into place, that’s why Jack was in danger, he was her first born!  

“Will!” Sara tore into the adjoining bedroom without bothering to knock, getting halfway into the room before she realized it was empty.  The bedside light was on, but the bed was undisturbed.  “Will?” she checked the dressing room, but there was no sign of him, anywhere.  

Unable to settle down, she waited for him to return, figuring he might have gone down for a late night snack, or possibly a drink.  She could use one herself, if only to steady her nerves as she paced back and forth, clutching the family bible to her chest.  

A creak of the floor had her throwing open the bedroom door, eager to find Will out in the hallway, but the hall was dark outside the bedroom.  The creak sounded again, and her head canted up, trying to place the source of the sound.  Halfway down the hall, she knew where she was headed; quickening her pace as she took the stairs up to the third floor to check on Jack.  

Half afraid to open the door for fear of what she might find, Sara sucked in a deep breath, turning the knob as silently as possible.  Despite her best efforts, it squeaked loudly, making her wince as she stepped into the room, finding Jack fast asleep in his bed.  Letting out the pent up breath, she stood by his bedside, gently touching his face, reassuring herself that he was fine and healthy.  

The creak sounded again, louder this time, drawing Sara away from his bedside, back out into the hall to explore further down the corridor.  Regularly rhythmic, again it put her in mind of an old rocking chair sitting on a wooden porch, but in the darkened hall there was nothing soothing about it.  The sound seemed to be coming from the room at the end of the hall.  The second her hand closed over the knob, it stopped, leaving only the sound of her harsh breath as Sara realized she was breathing harder than she had to and forced herself to relax.  

Heart pounding in her ears, she turned the knob, not sure if she was disappointed or relieved when it wouldn’t turn.  “Locked,” she breathed, trying again as if she might be able to suddenly jar it open by magic.  Standing in the deserted hallway in the dark in a nightgown with bare feet, Sara started to question what the heck she was doing up there, and turned to leave.  

Not three steps away, the creaking sounded again and Sara stopped with a snort of disgust.  “Really?” she muttered, turning back to see the door swing open all by its lonesome.

 

 



Chapter Nineteen
 

 


“Hello?” Sara called out softly, frozen in place.  Was there someone in the room messing with her the whole time?  She didn’t put it past Mrs. Poole to have a person stashed up on the third floor out of the way, assuming she might never even know about it in a house so big.  The creaking sound continued, louder with the door open, leaving no doubt in her mind it originated from the room.  “Is someone there?” she asked a little louder, and the sound immediately ceased.

Approaching slowly, she stepped into the room, lit only by the moonlight streaming through the dirty windows.  Shadows crouched at every step, casting the room in murky gloom.  An old wrought iron bed sat pushed into the corner, the bed clothes faded and worn with age.  Other than the bed, a lady’s dressing table stood beside the barred window, the only other furniture a carved, wooden rocker in the center of the room.  Despite the fact that the room was completely deserted, Sara couldn’t help but feel a presence, or was it only her imagination? 

Moving forward to inspect the window, she frowned at the ugly iron bars.  What were they for?  The creak of the rocker startled her, and she spun, hair flying in a dark cloud, to find the chair rocking steadily, completely empty.  “Gemma?” she breathed, taking a step closer, then another, hand outstretched to see if she could stop the motion.  Her hand reached a pocket of cold air as it slid over the center of the rocker, as though she was reaching into the freezer and Sara snatched it back, pressing it to her hot cheek.  “Gemma, is that you?” she asked nervously, voice barely above a whisper.  “You have to stop,” she pleaded, lips trembling as she reached forward again.  “Please stop…”

Her hand connected with the back of the rocker and the motion stopped.  Letting out a breath of relief, Sara froze as the room changed in a flash, and she found herself standing in the room as it was a hundred years ago.  Light spilled soft and golden through the cheery yellow curtains which matched the bed, piled high with pillows.  The floor was immaculate and sported brightly colored rugs beside the bed and table which held an ornate silver hairbrush and a scatter of lady’s toiletries, the mirror polished to a bright sheen.

Only the bars remained unchanged, lending a stain of menace to the otherwise comfortable room.  The creak of the rocker drew Sara away from her study of the room and she saw a woman’s figure in the chair, lazily rocking as she sang a child’s lullaby, her arm curved protectively around her swollen belly.  

“Gemma…” Sara approached her slowly; unsure if what she was seeing was in any way real.  “Can you hear me?”  The woman gave no sign that she could see or hear Sara, continuing to rock until the door opened, and a grim faced woman came in, carrying a tray of food.  

“Please, take it away, Mrs. Poole.  I can’t eat until midday, you know that.”  

Stunned by the name, Sara watched in fascination as the scene played out before her.  Was the woman somehow related to her Mrs. Poole?  

“You have to eat; you’ll make yourself sick and the babe as well,” the maid insisted, setting the tray on the dressing table and fussing with putting away the scattered paraphernalia.  

“What difference does it make when you’ll only take the child away from me?” Gemma replied glumly, refusing to look at the food.  

“Don’t be daft, girl.  No one is about to do any such thing.”  

“Then why not let me go?” Gemma sat higher in the chair, turning to face her.  “If it’s truly as you say, then why keep me here?”

“You know why, you’re not to be trusted, you’ve proven that,” Mrs. Poole replied, busying herself with preparing a cup of tea.  

“People will talk, someone will find out you’re holding me here eventually.”  

“No, my Lady, you misunderstand.  There is no secret; everyone knows you’re being kept up here for your own safety.  There is no rescue at hand.  The sooner you leave off the melodramatics and take care of yourself, the sooner you’ll earn the master’s trust again.  That is the only way you’ll see outside these four walls again,” she held out the cup of tea, but Gemma refused to take it.

“I won’t eat; you can’t make me,” her chin thrust out pugnaciously.  

“No, I can’t,” Mrs. Poole sighed heavily.  “But do you really want me to bring him here?”

Gemma blanched, fingers trembling as she reached for the cup and saucer.  “I truly can’t manage anything more than tea and toast.  You know it’ll come right back up,” she said meekly.  

“No, don’t drink it,” Sara called out, having a bad feeling about the tea.  “Gemma…” Reaching for the cup, Sara’s fingers connected with the china saucer, sending it crashing to the floor with a splash of hot tea.

“Ugh, you clumsy girl…” Mrs. Poole scowled, catching up a cloth to wipe up the mess.  “I thought you were going to cooperate; now I’ll have to tell him about this.”

“No, it… it was an accident,” Gemma stammered, face white as a sheet.  “I don’t know what happened.  Please… if you bring me another cup I’ll drink the whole thing down, I promise!” she pleaded.

“As if I don’t have anything better to do,” Mrs. Poole muttered, picking up the broken pieces of china.  “When I come back, you’ll eat everything on the tray, I don’t care if it makes a repeat performance or not, else I’ll be informing him of your behavior straight away.”

Sara backed away from the scene, not quite sure what had happened there for a moment.  Had she somehow made contact with an event that happened in the past?  Did that mean she could affect something else?  Looking to the open door, she wondered if she could find some way to help Gemma; it was worth a shot, and she had to leave before the door was locked again.  Throwing a quick glance over her shoulder, she darted for the door, shrieking as she came into contact with the solid form of a man’s chest and the golden light faded, instantly shrouding the room in darkness.  Strong fingers encircled her wrists as she flailed to get away and Sara opened her mouth to scream only to have a hand clamped over her mouth.  

“Sara it’s me, Will,” his familiar voice washed over her and Sara stopped struggling.  “What’s come over you?  Are you alright?  You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

Sara buried herself in his embrace, letting out a hiccupping sound somewhere between a laugh and a cry at the tumult of emotions that threatened to spill everywhere at once.  “A ghost?  I… I don’t know what I’ve just seen.  Maybe I’m cracking up… I don’t know.”  

“There now, it’s alright, there’s nothing to be frightened of, I’m here.” Will held her tight, hand running soothing circles over her back until the storm of emotions subsided.  “What are you doing up here?  It took me forever to track you down.”

“She led me up here; I think she wanted me to see where she was kept.”

“Gemma?”

Sara nodded, pulling back to look at the dingy room.  “They kept her here when she was pregnant, I think the second time.  Will, something awful happened in this house.”

“What makes you say that?”

Words tumbling one on top of the other, the story spilled out of what she’d seen in the room, knowing he probably thought she was dreaming it all up, but needing to get it out.  “But that’s not the worst of it.  Here… see?”  Picking up the bible which had fallen to the ground, she pulled him out into the hall where there was more light and flipped it open to the beginning.  “Every single first born child died.”

“Of course they all died, the family goes back hundreds of years.”

“No, I mean they all died right away, before every other kid in the family.  Every single one.  See the number one?” she pointed to the page with Jack’s name on it.  “Just like Gemma said, whatever’s going to happen, it’s going to happen to Jack because he’s my first born.”

“But that’s crazy, if something happened to every first born of the line there wouldn’t be a line to continue,” Will frowned.

“That’s just it, in each case the heir becomes the second son.  This is what Gemma’s been trying to warn me about.  She doesn’t want what happened to her to happen to us.”

“But how could that be?  Does it say how they died?”

“No, just the dates.  Is there a local recorder’s office where we might find out more information on how they died?”

Will rubbed the scruff on his chin as he thought the question over.  “Not in the village, but maybe in Dorcester.”

“I think we should look into it more, don’t you?”  

“I think… you should get some rest,” he laid his hands on her shoulders, concern deeply etched in his features.  “You look quite done in.”

“I don’t think I could sleep knowing there’s something out there that wants to kill Jack for being the heir.”

“You don’t know any such thing.  Just because something happened in the past doesn’t mean it’ll happen again, especially not in this day and age.  You’ve seen how much we all dote on Jack, he’s in no danger.  Sara, I give you my word, I won’t let anything happen to him.  Let’s get a good night’s sleep and we can sort it out in the morning.”

Sara allowed herself to be led back down the stairs, still holding tight to the bible as the only source of proof to her theory.  Maybe Will was right?  Maybe she was tired and overreacting?  Short of taking Jack away, there wasn’t anything she could do about it in the middle of the night anyway.  Still, she was loathe to climb into bed and try to sleep after what she’d been through, and found herself lingering in the hall.  

“Will?” she held onto his arm when he bid her goodnight.  

“Yes, love?” he paused, 

“I know it’s a lot to ask…”

“You want me to go and fetch you some hot milk?”

“No… not exactly.”

“A brandy then?”

“No…”

“Something to eat?”

“No, it’s nothing to eat or drink; it’s more of a personal favor to ask.”

“You want me to check on Jack again?  He’s fine, I tell you.”

“No, I know he is.”  Sara struggled with how to say it the right way and gave up, blurting out, “I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind coming to bed with me?”

Will’s brows rose and his mouth opened, but no sound came out at first.  Letting out a long breath, his head canted to one side as he studied her in puzzlement.  “I thought you wanted to get some sleep?”

“I do, I didn’t mean… I just… I don’t want to…” 

Understanding dawned on his face as he filled in the blanks for himself.  “You’d rather not be alone right now, is that it?”

“Yes,” she breathed a sigh of relief.  “Is that too much to ask?”

“No, Sara, it’s not too much to ask at all.  I’d be happy to keep you safe until the morning comes.”  

“Really?”  God, did that make her sound desperate?  Luckily, Will didn’t seem to notice or if he did, he didn’t mind.  

“Really,” his lips curved up into a lopsided grin.  “I’ve been looking for a way to get you into my arms without sounding selfish, so it’s more than fine by me.  Unless you want me to sleep over there?” his head jerked to the seats in front of the fireplace.

“No, of course not, I want you to be comfortable.  I’m pretty sure we can handle sleeping in the same bed together, right?”

Will’s lips quirked into a half smile as he followed her into the bedroom.  “Whether we can or not, I’m dying to find out.”

 

* * *

 

Will was already gone when Sara woke, but she had a vague memory of the rasp of his cheek from a brief kiss before he left early that morning.  No nightmares or strange visions sent from Gemma plagued her dreams while she slept contentedly in Will’s arms, and she woke feeling much better rested than she would have thought possible.  

Still early, she picked up Gemma’s diary, intent on finishing the last few pages before she began her day, desperate to learn more about her cruel treatment at the hands of the Nine, whoever that was.  There were more gaps as the entries became few and far between, entire weeks skipped, until Sara found a particularly heartbreaking passage about Malcolm being taken away from her.  The tearstained pages offered little in the way of details, but Sara gathered that the baby died the same night he was taken, and she’d moved into a room up on the third floor to better keep watch over Matthew.  

The final entry was difficult to decipher, as though she’d written it in a hurry.  

 

25 January, 1918

It is clear to me now that only I know what is best for my child.  To remain here is to invite folly.  I know now what I must do, the only way to keep my sweet Matthew safe.  If I do not take courage and act now, I will only have myself to blame when he is lost to me forever.  

G

 

What had she done?  Was Gemma talking about the scene she’d glimpsed in her dream about sending Matthew to America?  Only the first born children seemed to be dying at an early age, not the rest of the children.  Why would she need to send Matthew away?  The questions plagued her all through the shower and going through the motions of getting ready for the day.  The biggest one being… was Jack truly in danger?  

He wasn’t an infant; none of the children who died had ever made it past the age of two.  Was baby Malcolm taken away from Gemma because he was sick and dying anyway or was there something more menacing involved as she thought?  How much of it all was actual danger and how much was panic made up in the mind of Gemma Darling?  Reviewing the conversation between Gemma and her Mrs. Poole, was there anything sinister afoot, or was Gemma being watched over so carefully because she’d already acted rashly, costing them baby Matthew?  

And even if there was… even if Sir Edward was a cold, heartless bastard who was in some way responsible for his firstborn’s death, he was long dead.  What could that have to do with Jack now?  In the light of day, Sara was hard pressed to figure out what could possibly happen to Jack by staying in the house.

Heading upstairs to wake Jack up and go through their morning checklist, Sara was surprised to see the nursery already empty.  “Jack?” she called out, ducking her head into the bathroom door, finding it was empty as well.  Deciding he must have gone down to breakfast already, she picked up his dirty clothes out of habit, dropping them into the hamper.  On the way out, she noticed the window was ajar, and Sara hurried to close it; no sense in letting out all the warmth.  

That’s when she heard the whimpering cry.  

Leaning out, a flicker of movement caught her eye and Sara turned to find Jack huddled on the ledge in the corner by the roof of the next wing.  “Jack!” she screamed, clutching at the window frame as a wave of panic made her head swim.  “What are you… don’t… are you alright?”  Jack clung to the side of the house, his face drawn with fear, giving the barest of nods, too afraid to move.  “Stay right there, don’t move a muscle!” she ordered, heart slamming in her chest as she tried to decide how in the hell she was going to get him safely inside.  

In the yard below, a number of men milled around, each working diligently on the yard.  “Will!” Sara yelled at the top of her lungs, trying to catch his attention.  Maybe one of them had a ladder or something that might be able to reach him?  “Will!” she screamed again, but he didn’t so much as look up, oblivious to the drama unfolding above thanks to the drone of earth moving equipment.  

“Mom…” Jack whimpered, the sound tearing at her heart.  “My feet are numb.”

“It’s okay, baby.  It’s going to be fine.  I’m going to get you down, I promise, stay where you are,” Sara replied as calmly as she could manage, dragging over a small chair to help boost herself up to the window.  A blast of cold air hit as soon as she sat inside the window frame, making her clutch the side, closing her eyes until it passed.  How long had Jack been out there in the cold in his bare feet?

Sara wedged herself in the window, doing her best not to look down.  That was what they always said in the movies.  Don’t look down…  Her little canvas shoes probably weren’t the best thing for ledge walking, but she didn’t dare go down to change.  Carefully, she pulled herself up to a crouched position, her spine wedged against the frame for stability.  So far, so good…  Only the tough part lay ahead.  How was she going to get to him without slipping and falling?  And how was she going to get him back inside the house without killing them both?

 

 



Chapter Twenty
 

 


“Hold on, Mommy’s coming,” she called out, setting one foot down on the ledge, closing her eyes again as another gust of wind whipped her hair into a frenzy.  “You can do this… you have to do this…” she breathed, easing her other foot out, still clinging to the window for support.  

All at once, a cacophony of calls floated up to her, people on the ground shouting out in alarm as they finally noticed her predicament.  Instinctively, Sara made the mistake of looking down, head swimming from the rapid change in perspective, and she clutched at the window frame, desperate to regain her equilibrium as she swayed in the bitter chill of morning air.  

“Sara!” Will’s shout sounded inside the window, startling a scream from her throat as she lost her balance, but strong hands pulled her back inside the nursery to tumble into his embrace.  

Instead of relief, the sense of urgency surged at leaving Jack out there all alone, and she pulled free, desperate to get back to the window.  “No, I have to get to Jack, there isn’t any time, he could fall at any moment!”

Will pulled her out of the way, vaulting easily into the window.  “Leave that to me, you stay put inside where it’s safe,” he ordered in a tone that brooked no argument.  Sara flew to the window as soon as Will was through, leaning out to watch, heart in her throat.  With light steps, Will crossed the length of the ledge, pausing only once when the wind gusted to wait for it to pass.  Sara could hear him speaking in soothing tones to Jack, but the wind tore his words away before she could decipher them.    

The moment he reached Jack, Will immediately pulled the boy into the safety of his arms and Jack clung to him desperately as he sat down on the pitched roof, holding him safely in his lap.  “Good, oh good…” Sara murmured, only then remembering to breathe; she forced a few deep, calming breaths.  “Stay out there, we’ll get a ladder or call the fire department for help!” she called out to them, glad Will had a good hold of Jack, but Will shook his head, shouting something about a ladder.  Was the ladder not tall enough?  

To her horror, he shifted his hold on Jack, and rose up to a standing position.  “No, don’t risk it, stay there!” Sara yelled.  “Damn it, Will, I know you can hear me!”  Eyes stinging from hot tears, she watched helplessly as he inched his way closer to the window, going much slower with his precious cargo.  She didn’t know if she should try and take him the moment he came into reach or stay out of his way, and Sara decided to do the latter, hopping back as Will swung them into the window frame.

“Jack!” Sara pried him free of Will’s hold, pulling him into the room while Will’s head fell forward, catching his breath.  “I’ve got you, you’re safe,” she whispered into his hair, not quite trusting that she’d gotten him back healthy and whole just yet.  Jack was silent, but the feel of his arms around her neck and the thump of his heart beating against hers told her all she needed to know for the moment.  

“Thank the Lord, you’ve gotten him,” Mrs. Poole appeared at the nursery door, Thomas, Katie and half a dozen workmen hot on their heels.  “Is he injured?”

Sara pulled back to look at Jack’s face, his pallid complexion a little troublesome, but there were no visible injuries to be seen.  “I think he’s okay, but he’s half frozen, poor thing.  I think we need to warm him up.”

“Katie, go and run him a hot bath, I’ll call Doctor and have him come at once,” Mrs. Poole replied decisively and for once Sara wasn’t inclined to argue with her.  “Will, come down from there before you fall and hurt yourself,” she scolded Will, who still sat braced in the window, and Sara could see he’d been more scared than he let on.  But he’d still gone out there to save Jack; she really owed him big time.  

“Thank you,” she mouthed to Will over the top of Jack’s head, and he accepted it with a brisk nod, still recovering from the rush of adrenaline.  

Still pacing with nervous energy while she held Jack, Sara let Mrs. Poole chase the rest of the people out of the room, sending Thomas to make the call to Marwick.  “I think something hot to drink would be good too,” she suggested.  “Maybe tea or hot chocolate.  Would you like some hot cocoa?” Sara asked Jack, disturbed by his lack of a response.  

“I’ll see to it at once,” Mrs. Poole agreed, giving orders on her way out.  “Katie build up the fire when you’re done fussing with the bathwater, and fetch the old bedwarmer, we’ll want to keep him out of the chill.”  

“Jack?  Are you alright, baby?” Sara sat on the edge of the bed, pulling back to get a better look at his face.  “Does anything hurt?”  A slow shake of the head was given and she exchanged worried looks with Will.  “Honey, can you tell me what made you go out there like that?”  He nodded, drawing an exasperated breath from Sara for making him so literal minded. 

“Bath’s ready,” Katie announced, hurrying to build up the fire.  

“Okay, the story of the century can wait, let’s get you in the hot bath before your feet fall off,” Sara sighed, carrying him into the bathroom.  “Do you think you can stand for a minute?”  Gingerly, she set him on his feet and Jack winced at the contact with the tile floor, but didn’t complain.  “Are your feet still numb?”

“No, they’re all prickly now.”

Gratified to hear him speak, Sara worked on getting the pajama top up and over his head.  “Pins and needles like when your feet go to sleep?  That’s a good sign; it means the circulation’s coming back into your feet.”  

Jack balked when she reached for the waistband of his pajama pants.  “Mom, I can do it myself,” he insisted, and she drew a measure of comfort from the familiar petulance in the tone.  At least he didn’t sound dazed anymore.  

“Go ahead then, you do it.”

“You’re staying in here?”  Clearly appalled, he looked to the door.  

“Oh come on, Jack.  It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.  I’ve bathed you more times than I can count, what’s the big deal?”

“That was when I was a baby, I’m eight now,” he declared indignantly, and Sara warred between the desire to get him into the warming bath and the need to stay and make sure he was really alright.  

“Jack, I’m your mother…” she began, worry winning out.  

“I could stay with him, if he’d rather,” Will offered from the door, and Sara looked to Jack to see if that would be acceptable.

“Yeah, that’d be okay, I guess,” Jack shrugged and Will sauntered in, taking a seat on the nearby commode.  

“It’ll be fine, I reckon.  Jack and I could use a bit of man to man time while he warms up.  Don’t worry, we’ll try to keep the swearing and talking about girls to a minimum, yeah?” he winked at Jack, and Sara was relieved to see him grin back.  

“I’ll be right outside if you need anything, sweetie,” Sara kissed her son’s cheek, leaving so he could get right into the water while it was still hot.  Realizing the window still stood wide open, Sara fastened the window firmly shut, setting the lock at the top; a lock which Jack could never have reached on his own to open it in the first place.  How had he managed to get himself out there?

“The water stings,” she heard Jack say from the bathroom, the door slightly ajar.  Leaning against the common wall, she listened in to the conversation, hoping to find some clue as to his behavior.  

“That’s what you get for going walkies on the roof,” Will replied.  “What happened, you got bored and decided to go for a stroll?  Go on then, get all the way in the water; your mum will have both our hides if you don’t warm up properly.”  Sara heard a splash as Jack obeyed without question.  “You scared your mum and me to death.  What made that seem like a good idea?”

“I didn’t think it was a good idea, but she said I had to.”

“Who said you had to?”

“The lady.”  

Gemma sent him out the window?  After all that business about keeping Jack safe?  Sara burned to ask him what she’d said, and what made it seem like a good idea, but Will beat her to the punch.

“She told you to go out the window?  And you thought that was a keen idea?”

“She said it was the only way to be safe.  That the Nine was coming for me and I had to escape.”

Will was silent for a few moments, echoing Sara’s stunned reaction.  “Did she say who the Nine were?  Or why they were coming for you?”

“No, only that I had to go now or it would be too late.  I should have asked how I was supposed to get down from out there,” Jack sounded disgruntled, and Sara hoped like hell that would spell the last of him listening to Gemma’s advice.  

“You should have come to me or your mum is what you should have done,” Will replied with just a touch of censure, his voice tempered with kindness.  

“I was scared, she said…”

“If she said to jump off a bridge, would you do it?”

“Well, I suppose it would depend on the height of the bridge,” Jack considered aloud.  “How deep would the water be below?”

“The answer’s supposed to be no, you git,” Will chuckled, and Sara heard the splash of water.  “You’re not supposed to do anything stupid just because someone asks you to.”

“Even mom?”

“Well now, that’s the thing.  Have you ever known your mum to ask you to do something stupid?”

“Making my bed comes to mind,” Jack muttered, and Sara stifled her laugh with a hand.  

“Point is, you’ve got a good head on your shoulders, Jack.  If something like this comes up again, I expect you’ll come up with a better solution if you think a little harder.”

“Okay,” Jack agreed, “Will?”

“Yeah, mate.”

“Are you my mom’s boyfriend now?”

“Maybe that’s a better question for your mum, don’t you reckon?”

“But do you love her and stuff?”

Sara held her breath, waiting to hear Will’s response, but Katie bustled in with a tray in one arm and a metal bed warmer in the other.  “Oh, here, let me help you with that,” Sara took the tray quickly, setting it on the bedside table and hurrying back over to her position by the wall while Katie poked in the fireplace for some coals, but whatever reply Will had given was already gone, nothing but splashes sounded.  “How are you coming along in there?” she called out.

“Just getting him out now, he’s warmed through enough I reckon,” Will replied, and the sound of draining water followed seconds later.  In a few minutes Jack was dressed, in his warmed bed sipping hot chocolate, and chatting animatedly with Katie about some television show about people locked in a house without television or internet.  Marwick arrived to check him out and Sara refused to leave, hovering nearby until she was certain he was well and truly fine.  Only after the doctor pronounced him no worse for wear did she let herself be chased out to let him get some rest.  

The house settled back into its normal daily routine, and Will went back down to pick up where he’d left off in the yard.  Left to her own devices, once again the thought occurred to Sara; was Jack really in danger from the mysterious Nine?  How much of it all was actual danger and how much was panic made up in the mind of Gemma Darling?  

 

* * *

 

It was much later after dinner, when Jack was tucked into bed, that Sara tracked Will down out by the site for the new gazebo.  “Boy, the boss must be a real pain in the ass, making you work this late,” she called out and his head came up with a welcoming smile.

“Naw, she’s a peach to work for, but I’ve a special reason for wanting to make her particularly satisfied with my work.”

“Oh?  And what might that be?”

“I’ve a plan to make myself completely indispensible to her, that way she’ll always want to keep me around.”

“I think you’ve already done that this morning, that stunt on the roof is going to be pretty hard to top.”

“Ah, well then, seeing as how I’ve already made my quota for the day, I reckon I can turn in,” he tossed the tape measure he was working with aside into a worn tool bag as Sara approached.  

“Seriously, Will… I don’t know how to thank you enough for what you did for Jack today.  There aren’t words enough to…”

“No thanks necessary,” his hands came up in a supplicating gesture.  “I told you I’d do anything to keep him safe.”

“Yes, but that was really going above and beyond the call of duty stepping out on that ledge like that.  I don’t think many men would have done it.”

“I thought we’d already established that I’m not most men?” he grinned, his hands settling to rest on her hips.

“You’re not wrong there.  Listen, do you think we could take a little walk?” 

“If you like,” he agreed amenably, “did you have a destination in mind?”

“Not really, just… away,” she looked up at the house.  

Catching on to her meaning, Will nodded, and they strolled side by side for a bit in companionable silence.  After they left the gardens, Sara reached for his hand, twining her fingers with his.  

“I couldn’t help feeling like…
like we were being watched back there, I hope you don’t mind.  I wanted to talk, but I didn’t want to actually leave in case Jack needed me for something.”

“Of course I don’t mind, love.  What’s worrying you?  Apart from the scare you had today, of course?”

“Like I said, I can’t help feeling like she’s watching us all the time at the house.  Maybe it’s stupid to think she won’t see us here, but it’s better than nothing,” Sara laughed nervously.  “Will, I feel like we have to do something to protect Jack.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“That’s just it, I have no idea.  But it’s already gotten way out of hand.  I’m starting to think the biggest danger to Jack is…her.”  Loathe to say Gemma’s name out loud for fear it might attract the ghost, Sara trusted Will to understand what she meant.  

“I’m starting to agree with you there, only what can we do but instruct Jack to ignore her?  Clearly she can’t hurt him directly; if we rob her of her influence over him, what harm can she do?  You’re not thinking of leaving, are you?” A kernel of fear appeared behind his eyes and Sara reached out to touch his cheek.

“No, no this is my house; we’re not leaving unless we run out of options.  I think it’s time she moved on.”

“What… do you mean like ridding the house of her, for good?”

“Why not?  Couldn’t we hire someone to exorcise her spirit or something?  Help her finally find peace and leave us to ours?”  A month ago she wouldn’t have believed in such a thing, but it started to look like their only real option.  

“I… suppose we could.  I expect we could find a spiritualist in London or perhaps even Weymouth.  I could make some inquiries.”

“Could you?  I think it’s best if it was done away from the house.  Maybe you could go to your father’s place and make some calls?”

“Alright, I’ll get on it first thing in the morning,” he promised with a brief kiss to her forehead.  “Of course you know, we mightn’t find the real thing on the first go.  I don’t suppose there’s much of a vetting system for this sort of thing.” 

“I guess that’s true, but I don’t know what else to try.”

“Maybe we should get away for a few days?  Run up to London and we could look together?”

Sara shook her head, even though that sounded like heaven.  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  I couldn’t leave Jack just now and I don’t want to raise any suspicions.”

“We could take Jack with us then,” Will countered and Sara loved how he didn’t bat an eye at including Jack, but she didn’t think it was the best plan of attack.

“If she gets desperate or thinks I’m taking Jack out of here for good, there’s no telling what she might do.  No, I think it’s best if we play it cool and not let on to what we’re planning.”  Besides, Jack might not go for it, he’d been freaked out by the sight of the Ouija board; there was no telling how he might feel about a full fledged exorcism.  

“Right then, seeing as how we’re not letting on that we’re planning anything, perhaps we should head back and find another distraction for the night?” his hands went around her waist, pulling her to him and Sara’s hands found their way up to rest on his shoulders, an inviting smile on her lips.

“That all depends on how distracting you intend to be.”

“Distracting enough to make you forget about all of this, and have a nice evening all to ourselves?”

“I like the sound of that,” Sara tipped her face up to be kissed.  “Come on then, let’s head back and you can show me just how distracting you can be.”

 

* * *

 

It took a few days for Will to find someone who didn’t laugh him out of the room when he asked about getting rid of a ghost.  Sara started to lose hope, until he called from Weymouth with good news for a change.  

He’d found a gypsy woman who claimed she could rid the house of evil spirits; not who she thought of when talking about exorcism, but Sara was willing to keep an open mind.  All the arrangements were made, she’d arrive in three days time since it had to be done on the night of the full moon, according to Mirella, the gypsy.  

The three days went by lightning fast.  They didn’t go out much, mostly staying around the house, while Sara watched over Jack like a hawk.  There were no dreams or visions in the meantime, and Jack swore up and down that Gemma hadn’t appeared to him since the incident with the window.  

On the night of the full moon, Sara found herself nervous and irritable, waiting for the gypsy to arrive.  When the bell rang at half past six, she beat Thomas to it, throwing open the door, only to stare at the girl who stood on the other side.  Instead of an old gypsy woman dressed in brightly colored scarves with missing teeth and a cackle, as her imagination had run away with, a young woman in jeans and a Van Halen t-shirt waited, hair pulled back into a thick, black ponytail, an expectant look on her face.

“Who’s ready for a party?” she jangled her shoulder bag made of brightly woven tapestry depicting the sun on one side and the moon on the other.  

“Thank you for coming, please come in,” Sara invited, stepping back as she crossed the threshold just as Will loped up, offering Mirella a solemn nod.

“Oh come on you guys, you’re acting like someone’s gonna die,” Mirella smirked, setting her bag on the floor.  Sara figured her age to be somewhere in the mid twenties once she got a closer look at her, or maybe it was that there was a hardness to her, that robbed her of any youthful innocence.  

“Someone still could,” Sara murmured, unable to keep a feeling of foreboding from settling around her.  If Gemma figured out what they were up to, it was a safe bet she wouldn’t go gently into the great beyond.  

“Not if you do exactly what I say,” Mirella replied earnestly, but Sara wasn’t so sure.

“Alright, when and where are we going to do this?  Do you need a certain amount of space?” she asked, figuring the more she could learn about the actual ritual itself, the more prepared she would feel; the better to kill some of the butterflies swirling around in her stomach.

“I’ll need a fair amount of open space, and tonight.”

“When, at the stroke of midnight?”  Will quipped, and Sara resisted the urge to pinch him.  If they ticked her off, they’d be right back where they started.  

“Actually it’ll be closer to about one thirty a.m.” Mirella replied, unbothered.

“That seems… specific, why so late?” Sara asked.  At least Jack would be in bed by then and hopefully never know anything happened.

“That’s when the full moon officially starts.  I googled it and the net said one twenty three in the morning.”

“You can’t argue with that,” Will shrugged.  

Remembering her manners, Sara directed her to the study.  “Would you like something to eat?  Or some tea?”  

Mirella shook her head.  “No, I’m good.  I like to do stuff like this on an empty stomach, it’s much prettier that way if something goes wonky.”

That didn’t sound so good.  “Wonky… like…”

“Oh, nothing for you to worry about.”  She waved a hand back and forth, as Will and Sara traded looks.  What did that mean?  Sara opened her mouth to ask, but fell silent as Mrs. Poole approached.  

“I didn’t realize you were expecting company, my Lady.  Would you like tea or other refreshments for your guest?” she watched Mirella with undisguised interest, but Sara shook her head.

“No thanks, Mrs. P, we’re good here.”  The less anybody knew about what they were up to, the better as far as Sara was concerned.  

“Perhaps a sherry then?” she tried again and Sara shot Will a helpless look.  It would never work if she stuck her nose into it.  

“That will be all, Mrs. Poole,” Will smiled benignly, laying a hand on the study door, drawing a scowl from Mrs. Poole, but she withdrew.  

Still on her quest for details, Sara forged on.  “Will you do it in here or do you need like a sacred space or…”

“Outside would be better; this could get a little messy.”

“Right,” Sara swallowed, feeling a little queasy as her imagination ran rampant.  What did a gypsy exorcism entail?  Maybe she had time to excuse herself and ask Wikipedia before it started?

“I think there’s a space out back that will suit if you want to come and take a look at it,” Will offered and Sara had a fleeting selfish thought that she hoped he didn’t have the space for the gazebo in mind.  If that’s where they did it, she’d never be able to enjoy it ever again.  Chasing that thought away, she tagged along while Mirella chatted with Will about the space and the composition of the ground.  

Luckily, Will took her a little farther away from the house, where a ruined fountain presided over broken cobblestones.  Declaring the space suitable, Mirella pulled out a cell phone, muttering about the crap reception as they walked back to the house to wait.   Mrs. Poole appeared before they even approached the rear patio and Sara looked to Will to see if he could run interference for them.

“I’m on it,” he winked, loping ahead to steer the housekeeper away.  

“How about we wait in the study?” Sara suggested, and the gypsy followed her, more involved in reading something on her phone than where they were headed.  “So… when you say it could get messy…” 

“Don’t sweat it, sweets.  I don’t mean bleeding walls or ectoplasmic goop or any of that crap from the movies.  But things do get thrown around a bit from time to time.  It’s easier on the furniture if we do it outside.”

That made sense.  “It’s just that I thought you’d have to be in the house to make… it happen,” Sara said vaguely, but Mirella understood well enough.

“That’s the trick of it, to lure them out,” she winked.  “No muss, no fuss.  I thought your man would have explained it to you?  I told him as much.  Also, I’ll need a personal item, something she handled quite a bit.”

Will hadn’t said much about the procedure at all, and she wondered if that was because he hadn’t wanted Gemma to overhear or if there was something unpleasant he didn’t want her to know about ahead of time.  “I’ve got something that should work pretty well.”  It would be a shame to lose the diary, but it was the only thing she knew for sure had been used by Gemma.  “Do you um, do you do this sort of thing very often?”

“I can handle myself,” Mirella’s eyes narrowed as if Sara had accused her of inexperience.

“I’m sure you can,” Sara replied quickly.  “I just wondered how often you run into something like this.”

“They’re around us all the time, most people just can’t see or hear them,” she shrugged.  “Every once in a while one of them needs a little nudge, that’s all.”

“And you can nudge them?”

“You’d better believe it,” Mirella grinned.  “You’ll see; the Romani hold many secrets, my family more than most.  I’ll do this thing for you, and then you’ll do something for me.”

“Something like…?”

“Pay the price, of course.  There’s always a price to be paid, make no mistake of that.”

“Of course.”  Whatever she charged it would be worth it, and money wasn’t an object any more.  Sara had to hope there was more to the girl’s words than swagger, for all of their sakes.    

About a half hour before the full moon, Mirella excused herself to prepare for the ritual.  Leaving her to it, Will and Sara moved out to the rear patio, wanting to keep an eye on her.  

“Are you sure this is going to work?  She doesn’t look like much of a gypsy,” Sara whispered.  

“She said that rubbish is for tourists.  Trust me, she’s got the gift, you’ll see,” Will assured her.  “Oh ballocks…” he muttered as Mrs. Poole stepped out onto the terrace.

“Will Talbot, what on Earth…?” she demanded, her nose obviously still out of joint for being dismissed by him earlier.  “Is that woman out in the gardens at this time of night?”

“It’s nothing you need concern yourself with, Eleanor,” Will said calmly, refusing to be cowed by her formidable gaze. 

“Oh, so it’s Eleanor now, is it?  Have you forgotten your place?”

“No, but I’m starting to think you’ve forgotten yours,” he fixed her with a quelling look and Sara laid a hand on Will’s arm, not wanting them to lose their friendship over it.  

“Will, it’s fine.  I said I wanted to keep things open and honest; well… we’re working on something to help with our little problem around the house.”  

It took a few seconds, but comprehension sunk in.  “Oh dear… then you intend to…”

“It’s nothing for you to worry about,” Sara cut her off before she said something to tip Gemma off.  “We’ll take care of all of the details.”

“It’s for the best, I think you can agree,” Will added.

“Yes, I can see how it would be at that,” Mrs. Poole replied after a moment’s thought.  “Very well then, is there anything you need?” she asked Will directly.

“We have it well in hand, thanks.”

“I’ll be off then before I hear more.  You watch yourself, boy,” she wagged a bony finger at Will.  “You’re not so big I can’t turn you over my knee.”

“You know I believe she would?” Will laughed after she’d gone, but the laughter died between them when Mirella approached, eyes wide in anticipation.

“It’s showtime.” 

 

 



Chapter Twenty-One
 

 

They gathered outside by the old fountain under the light of the full moon.   Mirella wore a simple white shift, feet bare, long hair loose down her back.  No gypsy scarves, beaded necklaces or other trappings, she’d told them earlier that she wasn’t there to put on a show, it was the real deal.  The only adornment she wore was a personal talisman of sorts, which looked like a knucklebone wrapped in silver wire and suspended by a leather thong around her neck.  

In the yard was a circle laid out in white stones with a small altar built in the center from the same white stones.  Atop the altar was a wooden bowl made of oak, a small bundle of herbs, a wire wrapped bloodstone pendant, Gemma’s diary and a gleaming knife, the hilt fashioned out of bone.  On the ground beside the altar was a section of cobblestone that had been cleared away, leaving freshly dug earth.  

“We’re almost ready to begin,” Mirella announced, pushing her hair back over her shoulders.  “What’s going to happen is, I’m going to step into the circle, do a little bit of preparation and then I’ll call for the sacrifice, that means you,” she pointed to Sara.

“Sacrifice?  What do you mean sacrifice?” Sara’s eyes flew wide.

“Bloody hell, you really didn’t tell her anything, did you?  It has to be you, you’re related by blood.”  A roll of the eyes was given, and Sara turned an accusatory stare to Will.

“It’s not that kind of a sacrifice,” his hands came up in supplication.  “It’s just a little bit of blood.  I didn’t want you to worry too much, that’s all.”  

That didn’t sound so bad…  “Then what happens?”  Sara prompted, wanting to get any more surprises out of the way.

“Then you get back outside the circle and let me do what I need to do.”

“How will we know if it worked?” Will asked before Sara had a chance to.

“You’ll know,” Mirella replied crossly, taking a deep breath, her voice more serene when she spoke again.  “Now, let me prepare.”  Stepping into the circle, she knelt in front of the altar, eyes closing.

“Is there anything else you’re not telling me?” Sara murmured out of the corner of her mouth, eyes on the spectacle before them.

“I should probably tell you I’m in love with you.  You know, just in case,” he replied glibly, and Sara turned to gape at him, at a complete loss for words.  “It’s starting,” he nodded towards the circle without looking back at her.  

Mirella chanted low and unintelligible in the background, and Sara suspected the words weren’t in English.  The order to step forward was clear enough though, accompanied by an outstretched hand in Sara’s direction and she forced one foot in front of the other until she stepped inside the ring of stones.  The air felt different inside the circle, charged with an electrical current that made the hairs on the back of her arms stand up on end.  Approaching the altar, Sara stopped when Mirella’s hand pointed to the ground beside it.  

Did she want her to kneel?  Hoping she was interpreting it correctly, Sara knelt beside the makeshift altar.  Mirella rewarded her with an almost imperceptible nod and grasped the knife, holding it up to the sky with a torrent of foreign words with an almost musical lilt to them.  Lulled by the hypnotic lilt of the ritual, Sara didn’t bat an eyelash when Mirella seized her hand, but she sure snapped out of it at the stab of pain when she neatly sliced across her palm.  Stifling the urge to cry out, she bit her lips together against the pain as Mirella held the wooden bowl under her hand, catching the blood that instantly welled from the cut.  Bright red blood ran in rivulets through her fingers to catch in the bowl until she decided they had enough, and she laid the bowl on the makeshift altar, chanting again, she stepped back as the contents spontaneously burst into flame.  

Holding the little bundle of herbs, she passed them through the flame three times, blowing onto the ends when she was done, the coals glowing bright in the darkness.  Mirella pressed the glowing tip of the herbs to the wound on her palm, but before Sara could react to the pain it was gone, the skin smooth and unblemished when she took them away.  

“Go now, leave the circle,” Mirella hissed, when Sara stared at her hand in amazement.  Staggering to her feet, Sara backed off, almost tripping over the ring of stones on her way out of the circle.  

Will caught her, “Are you badly hurt?” he demanded, peering at her hand.  

“No, I’m fine.  Shh, watch…” she replied, eyes glued to the rest of the ritual.  

Mirella
dropped the diary into the wooden bowl that strangely didn’t seem affected by the fire at all.  Holding the bloodstone pendant over the flames, as they watched she dropped it into the bowl as well.  There was a brilliant flash of light and Sara was hurled off of her feet as though she’d been tackled by a linebacker.   For a second she couldn’t see or hear as her body absorbed the blow, and then everything came back in a rush with a wave of dizziness.  

“Did it work?” Sara murmured, pushing herself up on her elbows as Will rushed to her side.  

“It’s done,” Mirella nodded weakly, sitting back on her haunches to catch her breath.

“She’s really gone?”  Sara wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but it seemed too good to be true.  There was no sign that Gemma had ever shown, let alone been exorcised.  Wasn’t there supposed to be howling wind or something more dramatic than the flash of light that could have been easily orchestrated by the gypsy? 

“What happened to her?” Will asked, gently pulling Sara into his lap as they all sat on the ground.  

“She’s trapped, bound to the pendant.  We’ll bury her here where no one will disturb her and you can get on with your lives,” Mirella gestured to the cleared ground where the stones had been overturned.  

“Trapped?” Sara blinked.  “You didn’t say anything about trapped.  I thought you were going to help her move on, you know, go into the light, that kind of stuff.”

Mirella fixed her with a smirk, no doubt amused by Sara’s naiveté.  “Romani magic is to bind evil, not set it free.”

“But I didn’t want her to be trapped for all eternity; she can’t help it if she went insane.”

“Then you should have called a priest.  Look, you wanted the job done, and I’ve done it.  Do you want me to release her?” Mirella held the bloodstone pendant high and Sara felt a flare of panic.

“No!  Just… no,” Sara finished weakly.  There wasn’t a happy ending to it any way she looked at it, but maybe they could move on with their lives now.  

“Fine,” Mirella set the pendant down on the altar carefully, scooping up the bowl and knife to slip into her bag.  “I’ll take that drink now, and then we can see to my payment.”

“Go up to the house, I’ll see you’re taken care of,” Will replied distractedly before turning to Sara.  “Are you alright to walk?”

“Yes, I’m fine, just a little woozy.  What about the pendant?”

“I’ll take care of it.  You go on up to bed, I’ll take care of everything.”

“No, don’t be silly, I’m fine.  I’ll pay Mirella while you’re busy out here and meet you inside.”  To prove her point, Sara rose to her feet, pushing past the feeling of oddness that persisted.  It wasn’t that she was dizzy anymore, not exactly… but she did feel strange, almost as though the pressure in her head was wrong, her senses a little off.  Yawning, her ears popped and the sounds of the night returned with startling clarity and she chalked it up to that.  

Leaving Will to bury the pendant, Sara trudged up to the house where Mirella was holed up in the study, already wearing her street clothes, working on a tumbler full of brandy while Mrs. Poole watched her like a hawk.  

“No, I don’t need any tea or anything else, Mrs. Poole,” Sara delivered the pre-emptive strike before she could ask.  “We’ll be done in here soon, so you can go ahead and go to bed, it’s late.”

“I only wanted to see that you’re alright.  And did… everything go as planned?”

“You don’t have to tiptoe through around it anymore, Mirella took care of it.  Gemma won’t be bothering us anymore.”  They were really free.  

So why did she feel like weeping?

“I see.  I’ll bid you good night then, my Lady.”  With a final bob, she left, and Sara headed straight for the sideboard, pouring herself a jot of scotch.  For medicinal purposes, she told herself.  

Sara nearly choked on her drink when Mirella told her the amount she was charging for the night, but she reminded herself that it was a rare gift, and money wasn’t hard to come by.  Who was she to deprive the gypsy of her livelihood?  Drafting a check from the household account (because really, it was a household expense), Sara handed it over, only to have Mirella pocket it within seconds, as if she was afraid it would snatched away.  

“If you’d like to spend the night you’re more than welcome to.  We’ve got plenty of room,” Sara offered, stifling another yawn.

“No, if it’s all the same to you I’ll take off,” Mirella slung the bag over her shoulder, but hesitated at the door.  “Look, it’s none of my business, but there’s something else going on around here.”

“What do you mean, another ghost?”  Sara tried to wrap her head around it, but her brain moved sluggishly thanks to the scotch and the late hour.  

“I don’t know, but there’s some serious juice in this place.  I’d rather not go poking into it while I’m wiped though, so you’re on your own for now.”

“Swell,” Sara frowned, not liking the sound of that one bit.  

“Hey, if you have any more problems, have your man give me a call.  I’m expensive, but I’m the best,” she flashed a quick grin and then she was gone.  

Sara remembered very little of the rest of the night.  Vaguely she recalled Will escorting her up to bed, tucking her in before withdrawing to his own room with a chaste kiss goodnight.  No longer plagued by disturbing dreams or strange sounds in the night, Sara slept like the dead, waking mid morning to find the house bustling with activity as though everything was normal.

That’s when it occurred to her; everything was normal.  

Without the threat of ghostly interference and the constant worry over Jack’s safety, she could concentrate on other things, and the renovations took up most of her day.  Jack for his part followed Will around like a puppy whenever possible and Will’s father when Will was engaged in something too dangerous.  

Despite the thinly disguised disapproval from Mrs. Poole, Sara started on a project of her own, stripping the wallpaper in the parlor.  It was a messy prospect, but Sara was as happy as a clam to get her hands dirty.  In no rush, she tackled a new section each day as time allowed, and it was there that Jack found her, a few days after the full moon.  Oddly subdued, he folded himself into a sheet covered chair to watch her work.

“What’s the matter, kiddo.  Cat got your tongue?” Sara asked when he hadn’t moved or spoken after several minutes.

“I’m bored.  Nobody has any time to hang out with all the renovation going on, and… there’s no one around to talk to.”

“I’m here, what do you want to talk about?”

“I dunno,” he shrugged morosely.

“You know, I’ve been thinking.  What do you think about taking some summer classes in Dorcester?”

“Yeah?” he perked up a little and Sara smiled as she turned back to the wall to keep scraping.  

“Sure, why not?  It’ll keep you busy until school starts, and you can meet some of the nearby kids.  Would you like that?”

“What kind of classes?”

“Anything you want.  Art classes, literature, sports, science… we’ll have to see what they offer.”

“Okay, maybe.”

“Just maybe?”  After the initial burst of interest, his response was underwhelming.  

“It’s just… lonely around here.  Even if I meet some kids, they won’t live around here and I won’t have anyone to play with.”

“What do you mean?  I’ll play checkers with you anytime you want.”

“Yeah, but you’re busy with the plans for the house, and with Will…”

“I’m never too busy for you, sweetheart.  You know that, right?”

“I guess,” he shrugged.  

Unable to shake the feeling that something else was bugging him, she set down the scraper and wiped her hands off on her jeans.  “Is there something else bothering you?”

“She’s gone.”

He meant Gemma.  “You miss talking to her?”

“She used to tell me stories and play games.  She was there whenever I wanted to play.”

“I think maybe her time here was past,” Sara replied, treading carefully.  “She had something to do, and she did it.  Maybe she thought you didn’t need protecting anymore?”

“Yeah, maybe,” he considered for a few moments.  “Do you think she went to a better place?”

A pang went through her at the thought of Gemma; bound to the pendant and trapped in the Earth for all eternity, but it was for the best.  “I think she’s exactly where she needs to be.”

“How’s my two favorite people in all the world?”  Will called out, slipping his head inside the door.  “Hey now, slackers the pair of you are.  I thought I’d find you both hard at work.”

“Just taking a little well needed break,” Sara replied, a smile spreading as it usually did when he came into view.  

“Oh, I suppose that means you’re too tuckered out to be of use then?” he patted Jack on the shoulder lightly before taking a seat on the cloth covered coffee table.  

“Me?  You have something for me to do?” 

“My Da says he can’t possibly plan the maze without the expert opinion of his assistant.  What do you say?”

“Really?” Jack brightened, instantly losing the slump to his shoulders.  

“Hand to God,” Will grinned at the transformation.

“Can I go, Mom?”

“Of course, just be careful out there.”

“I will, see you later!”  Tearing off at a fast clip, the little boy careened through the door, nearly missing the wall in his haste to get out to the back yard.  

“Thanks for that,” Sara offered Will a heartfelt smile.  “I think he’s been feeling a little lonely since you know who disappeared.”

“I thought as much.  And how are you settling in?  Sleeping better at night?”

“Much better, thanks.”

“Pity,” Will gave a long, pent up sigh.

“You’d rather I was tossing and turning all night?” Sara smacked him in the abs playfully and he caught hold of her hand to press a kiss to the palm.

“I’d rather you felt the need for me to stay by your side all night again.”

“Who says I don’t?” she replied, breath hitching as his lips dragged over the sensitive skin of her wrist.

“Is that an invitation?”

Something kept her from saying yes, and Sara started to worry he wouldn’t be patient with her forever.  But wanting and doing were two very different things, especially when she had Jack to worry about.  Sure, he seemed to like Will, but she had to be very careful of her choices.  “I think I need to catch my breath a little first.”  Sara tugged her hand free, offering a faint smile as she turned to pour herself a glass of cold lemonade she’d been saving for a break.  “Would you like some lemonade?”

“I’ll take whatever you’re ready to give,” Will met her gaze earnestly, fingers brushing against hers as he took the glass.    

Flushing at the brief contact, she poured herself another glass, taking a long sip before she sat back down again.  “How’s the work going out there?  It amazes me how you can keep track of so many things at once.”

Will went along with the change of topic seamlessly.  “The gazebo is coming along brilliantly; we should have it up by the end of the week.”

“You’ve done a fantastic job, Will, it really is your calling.  Have you thought about going back to school to finish out your degree?”

“You want me to leave?” he blinked, and Sara rushed to explain, not wanting him to think she was giving him the brush off.

“No, of course not, but you have to admit, your father is going strong, he doesn’t need you to take care of him anymore.”  

“He might not need me to fetch and carry for him, but he does need my help with the project.”

“We can always hire on another project manager for him though.  Why not get back to your own dreams?”

“Then you do think I should leave,” Will said carefully, a furrow appearing on his brow.

She hadn’t really thought it through when she first mentioned it, the last thing she wanted to do was send him away.  At the same time, she didn’t want to hold him back for selfish reasons.  “I think you should do what makes you happy.  It’s not all that far away, we’d still see each other.”  And maybe it would be good for them to have a little distance; they’d grown so close so fast, it made her head spin.

“You’re not trying to give me the old heave ho then?”

“Of course not,” Sara sat next to him again.  “I couldn’t have made it through these past weeks without you, but it doesn’t mean I expect you to hang around here playing gardener forever, you know.” 

“Maybe I like playing gardener, if it means coming home to you at night.”

God, he was so sweet…  “Maybe if you’re in London, that’ll give me an excuse to visit it more?  Joanie said I should think about getting a townhouse there.  Hey, if I do, then you could stay there and keep an eye on it for me.”  Even better; it would make the transition less difficult for him financially and she was happy to do it. 

“Something to think about at any rate.  But for the moment I’d better get back to earning my keep,” Will launched himself to his feet.  “See you at dinner?”

“It’s a date,” Sara smiled, turning her face up to be kissed.  The future stretched out in front of her with too many possibilities to map out, and for once, she didn’t feel railroaded towards any particular path.  With a happy sigh, she picked up the scraper and got back to work.  

 

* * *

 

Will slid into the booth at the pub, nodding in a friendly passing manner to half a dozen men under his employ at Darling
Park, but his insides felt like they were twisted into a snarled tangle as he signaled for a beer.  It felt strange to be meeting out in the open, but he supposed it would draw less suspicion and the topic absolutely could not be breached back at the mansion.  The thought of Sara waiting there for him, all trusting and the like, was enough to make him down half the beer as soon as it was set in front of him.  Like as not he’d end up with an ulcer before all was said and done.  

“Slow down there or I’ll be the one driving us home myself,” Thomas slapped him on the shoulder with an easy grin as he took the seat across from him.   

“I’d rather take my chances with me behind the wheel pissed than you driving,” Will snorted, taking another healthy swig.  “Will you tell me now why the need for the cloak and dagger business?  You can see well enough the progress I’m making.”  

“That’s exactly why we called for this meet.  You’re doing a piss poor job of it,” Thomas’ voice dropped to a growl.  “Why haven’t you tupped the girl yet?”

“I'm trying!  I told her I loved her for chrissakes.  You can’t rush a thing like this; she’s getting closer to accepting me.”

“You know your old man will be out of a job and half the people in the county stand to lose a pretty penny if she up and leaves.”

“She’s not going to leave, I’ve seen to that.  Didn’t Eleanor tell you about the gypsy tart I brought up to the house?  Took care of the problem you haven’t had the stones to your entire life.”

“You watch your mouth,” Thomas raised a threatening hand.  “It’s not enough, I tell you.  We’ve got to be absolutely certain she won’t leave like the last one.  None of us can afford to go through another thirty years of lean, remember that.”

“You don’t know that, she might want to keep the place up to snuff even if she were to move back to America.”  Sara seemed genuinely interested in restoring the house to its former glory.  “I still think you’re getting your knickers in a knot over nothing.  She’s keen on staying, I tell you.”  

“If you expect to earn a single penny you’ll have to get her to accept a proposal within the next fortnight.”

“You didn’t say I had to get her to agree to marry me so soon,” Will balked, the word sticking in his throat.  

“How else do you expect her to cement her ties to the area, you daft bugger?” Thomas gave him a withering glance.  

“But marriage by the next two weeks? It’s not that easy, she’s a Lady.”  Even though Sara had never pulled the class card with him before, it was hard to ignore years of conditioned thinking.  Romance her, sure, bed her, maybe, but marriage?  He had a hard time believing she’d accept him in such a short time.

“She’s American.”

As if that changed everything, and Will supposed in a way it did.  If she’d been born in his country he’d never have thought of approaching the subject of marriage in a million years, even with the pressure from Poole.  “Exactly, she’s American.  And she’s been married before.  She’s definitely a look before you leap type of woman, not like these bored country girls who’ll lift their skirts for a few pretty words.”  Even as he said the words, Will couldn’t help but think; could he really marry Sara?  Have the manor house and the instant family?  

“Better you figure out a way to get her to take the leap or we’ll bring in someone else who can.”

“What do you mean someone else?” Will scoffed at the empty threat.  “You can’t switch me out and expect her to roll with it.  I’m the one who’s laid the groundwork, she won’t shift gears that fast, mark my words.”

“Not if the new bloke breaks the ice by exposing you for the blackguard you are.  I imagine that would make great strides in cozying up to her, you reckon?” Positively gleeful in the question, Thomas took his first sip of beer with relish.  

“You wouldn’t dare…”  The idea of Sara finding out about his paid arrangement to woo her left a sour taste in his mouth.  Imagining the look on her face… he couldn’t do that to her, not for all the money in the world.  “Look here, Sara’s a real person, with feelings and…”

“Watch it there, Will, you’re starting to sound like you’re the one who’s come over all romantic,” Thomas chuckled.  “Make no mistake.  We’re on a timetable, but you aren’t the only game in town by a long shot.  Get the job done, or you might find yourself relocated.”

“Like you relocated Cole?”  He’d never come out and asked if Poole was responsible for the developer’s sudden disappearance, but the look on the man’s face was confirmation enough.

“Best you never have to find out.”

 

 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 

 


“I have something I want to ask you.”  

“Okay, shoot.”  They sat on a rise that overlooked the rolling hills below, fragrant and green with enough heat of the day to make them shed their shoes and squinch their toes in the grass.  Laying with her head on Will’s lap, Sara held a pile of daisies on her stomach, linking them into a long chain.  

“You mightn’t like it right away, but hear me out,” Will began, and Sara shielded her eyes against the sun to see him.

“Uh oh, why do I not like the sound of that?”

“It’s not bad exactly; you just have to promise to keep an open mind.”

“Alright…”  The daisies forgotten, Sara craned her neck to get a better look at him.  

“I know I haven’t got any right to ask, I don’t come from money or a title…”

“I don’t care about that stuff, Will.  I wasn’t raised with those things either.”  What was he getting around to?  Did he need a loan?

“But if it counts at all with you, I’ve never even thought I’d ask for something like this.”

Definitely a loan.  “Well, what is it?”

“Marry me.”

Sara stared up at him, convinced she’d heard him wrong.  “What?”

“Marry me.”

“That’s not a question.”

“All right then, will you marry me?”  He looked more like he was in line to get a root canal than deliver a proposal of marriage.  When he’d suggested a drive in the country she’d readily taken him up on it, an escape from the hustle and bustle of construction a welcome one and eager to spend a little alone time with Will.  But never in a zillion years had she anticipated a marriage proposal.  

“Are you serious?”

“I’ve never been more serious.”

“I can’t marry you,” Sara sat up, daisies falling in a shower of petals.  “I’ve only known you for a few weeks.”

“What’s time to do with love?” he gave her that lopsided she loved so much, but did she love him?  Will hadn’t brought the subject up again since the on the spot declaration the night of the ritual.  There were certainly things she loved about him, but Sara wasn’t sure she was ready to love anyone.  

“Will… it’s not that I don’t appreciate the offer, but it’s pretty sudden, don’t you think?  I’m not in a place in my life where I want to even think about marriage.”  

“Come on, Sara, we’d be great together, you know that don’t you?  Tell me you don’t feel it when I kiss you.”  To illustrate his point, he leaned forward, covering her mouth with his.  His hand cupped the back of her neck, binding her to him and Sara lost herself in the power of that kiss.  

“I feel plenty,” she admitted, dragging in a shaky breath.  “But that’s not enough to base a marriage on, believe me.”  

Will leaned back on the blanket, hands pressed to his eyes, and Sara wasn’t sure what to say.  “It doesn’t mean I don’t still want to keep seeing you.  Why can’t we go on like we have been?”

“Yes, we can do that,” he replied, his voice dull.  “That makes excellent sense, of course.”

A pall fell over them, and Sara didn’t know what to say, fingers absently pulling apart the chain she’d been assembling.  Will sat up suddenly, a look of wonderment on his face, as if he’d had an epiphany.

“Let’s go away together.” 

“Go away?  You mean take a trip somewhere?”  It was summer, probably a good time for vacation.  “But what about all the work going on back at the house?”

“Bugger the house,” he shook his head decisively.  “I mean go away and not come back.”

Sara stared at him, dumbstruck for the second time in a row.  Where was it coming from?  “I can’t do that, I signed papers, I need to make Darling
Park my home.”

“You don’t need all of that, Sara, money can’t bring you happiness.”

“Well no, but…”

“I can earn a living.  We won’t have much but we’ll be away from here and we’ll have Jack.”

The sudden back and forth made her head spin.  Did he want her to stay and marry him or run away with him and leave it all behind?  “I don’t understand where this is all coming from.”

“I know you care about me.”

“Of course I do.”

“And you know I love you.  You do, don’t you?” he searched her face carefully.  “I know it’s been fast…”

“That’s it exactly, Will.  What’s the rush?  Why the sudden need to make all of these snap decisions?” she pleaded with him to make her understand.  

“Because none of it matters, not the money, the house, the title, not if it’s going to change things between us.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, you’ve completely lost me.  You’re the one that’s trying to change things between us.” 

“I only want to make them better, and I can’t help but think this place… Darling
Park has a very sad history of tearing people apart.”

“But it’s my ancestral home.”

“Ancestors you didn’t care a fig about a few months ago.”

“Only because I didn’t know about them.  I like the idea of knowing more about my roots, of Jack growing up here in a community that cares about him.”

“They’re not all as caring as you might think,” Will muttered, tearing up a handful of grass.

“I’m not naïve enough to think everybody worships the ground we walk on, that’s not what I want.”

“What do you want?”

Sara hesitated; she hardly knew.  “I want… to be happy, to have a life with Jack and you too.”

“That’s all I want as well,” Will picked up her hand, cradling it in his.  “Please… tell me you’ll think about it?  Before it’s too late?”

“What do you mean before it’s too late?   Will, what’s going on?”  The entire conversation was getting stranger and stranger.

“Nothing,” he shook his head and she got the feeling he hadn’t meant to say that.  “It’s just… well, I might have to move on soon, and I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving you behind.”

“You’re leaving?” her brows climbed skyward and he rubbed the back of his neck uncomfortably.

“Possibly…” 

“Where?  To school in London?  Will, that’s not all that far.  Like I said, we can still see each other; we don’t have to get married because you’re going back to school.”

“No, I know.  Forget I said anything.  Chalk it up to being intoxicated by your beauty and the magic of the day.”  The lopsided grin was back and Sara warred between pressing him for a better answer and going with the light hearted change.  

“It is pretty magical out here, isn’t it?” she smiled, the latter winning out.  “You’re not mad I don’t want to jump into anything, are you?  It’s that I only just got out of a divorce and there’s Jack to think about.”

“I love Jack; you know I’d care for him as if he were my own.”

“I know, he’s crazy about you too, we both are.  It’s all happening so fast, too fast for me.  You probably think I’m being too cautious...”

“No,” he sighed in acceptance, “I think you’re perfection.  Too good for the likes of me.”

“Don’t say that, you know I don’t feel that way.   You know what they say, once bitten twice shy.  I guess I’m shyer than I used to be, that’s all.”

“Are you sure I can’t tempt you to run away with me?”  

Sara swore he was giving her his most appealing grin, designed to make her resolve crumble, and she almost did consider taking off with him, at least for a little while.  “No, I like my life here, and I like you in it,” she replied, reaching for his hand.

“Right then, I’d best get you back home,” Will gave her hand a squeeze. 

“Already?”

“I’ve kept you longer than I should have already.  They’ll be wondering where you’ve gone off to as it is.  Come on then, let’s get you back where you belong.”  

“Where we belong,” Sara corrected, frowning to herself when he didn’t reply.  

 

* * *

 

“Come to the kitchens tonight after dinner,” Thomas muttered in passing, but Will shook his head.

“Make it after the house is locked up for the night.  I’m helping Sara with the parlor; she wants to move some furniture round.”

“Skip it.  You’ve had enough time to bring her around.  Luckily, all our eggs are not in one basket.”

Will froze, Thomas’ previous threats still fresh in his memory.  “You’re not bringing in another bloke like you said, are you?”

“That’s become unnecessary at this stage, Marwick’s offered another solution.”

“Marwick,” Will frowned.  “Another solution… I don’t understand.  I thought the goal was to keep her here so the rest of the town will prosper.  She’s keen on staying, I can practically guarantee it.  I just need more time to secure a marriage.”

“That’s as it may be,” Thomas waved it away, “but I told you we’re taking things in another direction.”  

Another direction… and Marwick was involved.  Will didn’t trust that jackass as far as he could throw him.  “You won’t hurt her…”

“Of course not, we still need her, idiot.  She’ll come through it safe and sound, don’t you worry about that.”  

Still, Will couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable with the whole situation, as if he was only getting a part of the story.  When he’d taken the job, it was just to romance the new Lady Darling, get her to make Darling
Park her home.  After meeting the pretty American, it hadn’t even felt like a job anymore.  He understood well enough that the village elders believed their fortunes were tied to Darling
Park, and it made sense enough that with a thriving estate there was more scratch to be had by all.  Will couldn’t understand Thomas’ intensity over the damn thing.  It made him wonder what else they weren’t telling him.  “I don’t like the sound of this.  I think…”

“We’re not paying you to think are we?  You’re in this up to your neck whether you like it or not.”  

Will’s eyes narrowed as he absorbed the insult.  “Alright if I’m in it, then I’m in it all the way.  Tell me exactly what you have planned for tonight.”

“Right then, listen up, you’ve a role to play.”

 

* * *

 

“Thought you might fancy a nice cuppa tea,” Will appeared in the parlor, arms carrying a wooden tray laden with a tea service and those little cookies Sara could never say no to.  But somehow she found the strength to turn him down.

“Not just now, thanks.  I wanted to get the furniture away from those walls over there so I can start on the baseboards.  It’s coming along pretty well, isn’t it?” she stepped back to take a look at her progress.  The walls were all laid bare of wallpaper and several swatches of new wall and window coverings laid out for her final decision.  At the moment she was still waffling back and forth between repainting the wood trim in a light color to brighten the room or if she wanted to deal with the hassle of stripping the old paint completely and stain it dark to match the study.  Either way, she wanted to see how hard it was to remove the old paint on the baseboards before she tackled the much more visible crown moldings.  

“It’s a bit of a mess right now, but then again, so are you,” Will teased, tossing the tea towel at her before he went to the end of the writing desk, lifting it experimentally.  “Where would you like it?”

“Anywhere over there is fine.  It’ll be a little jumbled for a while, but I don’t think I’ll have to move anything out of here while I work.”  Luckily the room was very spacious, and a few of the pieces had already been deemed too rickety to salvage and disposed of.  Lending a hand, Sara and Will got the furniture rearranged fairly quickly, the drop cloths replaced to shield them from any errant pain or stain that got out of control.  

“Right then, the tea’s gone cold.  How about a glass of champagne?” Will suggested brightly.  

“Champagne?” Sara blinked.  “Are we celebrating something?”

“Who says we need a reason to celebrate?”

“I don’t even know if we have any.”

“A house like this is bound to always have a bottle on hand for emergencies,” he shrugged.  “Right then, would you like a brandy, or a scotch?”

“I’m really fine.”  

“Whatever you want, I’ll get it, just tell me.” An edge of frustration clung to Will’s voice and Sara took a deeper look at him.

“Maybe I should be the one getting you a drink, are you alright?”

Will’s shoulders sagged at the question and it struck Sara that he suddenly looked very, very tired.  “Sorry, yes.  It’s been a trying day.”

“I’m sorry, love,” she tried his word out experimentally and found it didn’t sound as strange as she’d thought it might.  “You didn’t have to come and help me tonight if you’re all tired out.”  Laying her hands on his shoulders, she gave them an experimental rub, gratified at his immediate groan of relief.

“No, it’s fine.  This is the highlight of my day.”

“Somehow I doubt that,” she snorted, but he stilled her hand, pressing a kiss to the back of it.  

“It’s true, you know.  My day doesn’t truly begin until I have the chance to spend some of it with you.”

“You are spoiling me,” Sara grinned, loving every moment of it. 

“That’s my job.”

“I’ll tell you what.  I’m going to finish up down here and take a bath, how about I meet you upstairs in my sitting room in about an hour and we can have that drink?”

“Sounds cracking, I’ll see you then.”  With another kiss to her hand, Will hauled himself up to his feet and picked up the tray, offering a quick wink before he disappeared.  

“Tonight’s the night,” Sara murmured under her breath to the empty room.  She’d been putting him off and he’d been so patient with her.  He loved her and she intended to show him she was ready to love him back.  

 

* * *

 

Bathed and dressed in a silky peignoir set in a pale peach that made her skin glow, Sara stocked the seduction scene with a bottle of chilled champagne (he was right, Katie had produced one easily without question), a roaring fire, and plenty of candles to set the mood.  Nervous as hell, she gave up trying to open the damned bottle after the third failed attempt.  A soft knock at the connecting bathroom door caught her attention and she looked up to find Will watching her in amusement.  

“It looks like you found cause for celebration after all.”

“I did,” she smiled, offering him the bottle which he took and deftly opened on the first try.  

Will turned to pour the glass into the tall flutes on the side table, waiting for the bubbles to die down before adding a little more.  “Something tells me I’m going to like this celebration.”

Sara sat on the small sofa, crossing and uncrossing her legs, as she tried to figure out the best way to sit to paint a pretty picture, but not look too posey.  “Oh?  Why is that?”  

“You brought presents,” he grinned, taking a seat beside her and handing her the glass.

“What?” she blinked.  

“You look like Christmas morning, all bright and beautiful, like a gift.”

“One you’re hoping to unwrap later?” Sara raised a single brow.

“You know me so well,” he chuckled and she took a small sip of the bubbly, looking for the courage to stop holding back.

“I’d like to.”

“You do, Sara,” he replied earnestly.  “You know me better than anyone else; remember that, whatever else may come.” 

Sara accepted that, taking another fortifying sip of champagne.  “I think I owe you an apology.”

“What could you possibly have to apologize for?” his brows drew together in puzzlement.

“You said something to me the other day and I didn’t say anything back.”

“Sara, I didn’t expect you to…” 

“But I should have said something, and then I was afraid to bring it up again.”

“It’s alright.  I know I’m moving a little too fast for you, it’s fine.”

“No it’s not,” she interrupted again.  “I mean, yes, you are moving fast with the whole marriage proposal thing, but you had a point in the middle of that crazy conversation that I should have clarified.”

“I wish you’d forget that entire afternoon,” Will groaned, head falling into his hand.

“No, I don’t want to,” Sara reached out to stroke the side of his face.  Smooth.  He’d shaved.  Tearing herself away from that distraction, she tried to remember her point.  “It’s not every day a girl gets a proposal and a proposition all at once.”

A wince twisted his features.  “I shouldn’t have said anything at all.”

“The point is, you told me you loved me and you asked me if I had feelings for you too.  I should have made it clear.  I do love you, Will.  I’ve been afraid to admit it to myself, but I do, I really love you back and I’m ready to let you love me.”  With a deliberate shrug, the corner of her robe slipped off, leaving her shoulder bare.  

Will’s eyes tracked the movement, “I never thought I’d hear you say those words,” he admitted.

He didn’t immediately lunge for her, so Sara decided to make a toast.  “What shall we drink to?” she held the glass up to his, a little surprised when he pulled his away.

“We don’t need to drink, not tonight.”

Her forehead puckered, why the sudden aversion to drinking?  She’d thought he would enjoy a little bubbly; hadn’t he been the one to suggest it earlier?  “But we’re celebrating right?”

“Right,” Will nodded solemnly, lifting his glass to hers almost as if it was a chore.  

“What shall we drink to?”

“The future,” he said grimly, touching his glass to hers.  “May we both come out the other side and live to see it.”

“That’s a funny way of putting it.”  Sara took a longer sip and Will drained the rest of his glass, setting the flute down with a clatter.  

“Sorry,” he apologized with a sheepish smile.

“And here I thought I was the only nervous one.”  It was nice to see she wasn’t the only one who was all thumbs sometimes.  

“You must be joking.  I’m at least as nervous as you are; it’s not every day the woman I love tells me she loves me back.  That puts a lot of pressure on a chap.”  

“I’ll be gentle with you, I promise.”  Sara tipped back the rest of her glass, setting it out of the way before leaning in to kiss him boldly.  There was nothing to hold her back anymore, nothing to stop them from finding happiness in each other’s arms and she found herself eager to taste it.  

Will’s kiss was uncharacteristically hesitant at first, as though he was afraid of rushing her after her earlier reticence, but then he kissed her back hungrily, hands sliding over silk as he pulled her close.  Sara pressed her body up against his wantonly, seeking more skin on skin contact.  She slid her hands up under his t-shirt to splay over his bare flesh, hard as steel and soft as sin.  Already she felt hot, almost feverish as desire overwhelmed her senses, sweeping away any doubts or fears.  The last fleeting thought to go through her mind was that the champagne had quite a kick and she should try it more often.  No longer able to think clearly, Sara surrendered to the sea of sensation and emotion with total abandon.  There was only the feel of his hands on her body and the taste of his hunger on her lips.

And she wanted more.

Tugging at his offending t-shirt, she inched it up, unwilling to part from his questing lips long enough to pull it completely free until it bunched up around his armpits and she leaned back to get it over with.  

“Wait… I can’t do this,” Will broke the kiss, putting at least a foot of space between them as he edged away.

Still drunk with pleasure, it took Sara a moment to understand that he wasn’t kissing her anymore.  “Did I do something wrong?”  Her mind muddled, she struggled to comprehend what she’d done to make him pull away.  

“It’s late, Sara, I think you should go to bed,” he said sternly, but she scooted closer, not ready to let him get away with such a ridiculous argument.  

“That’s what I’m trying to do, but you’re not cooperating!”

“Sara, I think we should wait.”

“What for?  I love you, you love me…” a purple dinosaur started to sing in the back of her mind, drawing a loopy smile to her face.  Jack had watched that show religiously for years until she’d memorized all of the saccharine sweet tunes backwards and forwards.  She was in the middle of something, wasn’t she?  “We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” she smiled lazily, fingers sliding up his chest.  Such a nice chest it was too… he must work out all the time.  Funny, she’d never seen him work out before.  Maybe it was all the hours spent lifting things in the garden.  “How many planters can you curl?” she asked absently.

“What?  Sara, you’re not making any sense.  I think you should…” 

“I don’t want to think… I can’t think… but I think I like it that way.”  Her thoughts were all jumbled, what was she talking about again?  “Kiss me again, love,” she scooted closer to him, lips brushing against his neck.

“Sara please…”

“Don’t beg, Will, I’ll do whatever you like.  Anything you like,” her fingers brushed lower to the hard ridge of flesh straining against his jeans.  “It’s really okay, to be really… really…” what was she saying?  The room dipped and swayed as a wave of dizziness washed over her.  “I’m really… super…”  Suddenly it seemed like a good idea to rest her head for a moment, and she nuzzled against his chest, stifling a yawn.  “Really, really…”

“Rest now, Sara,” Will’s arms enfolded around her like a cocoon and Sara smiled as she burrowed into his warmth.  “It will all be over soon, I promise.”

Too tired to reply, her eyes slid shut and Sara knew no more.

 

 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 

 

Sara’s shoulders itched.

With a swallow, her mouth tasted like a wet, wool blanket; scratchy and dank.  Was it morning already?  Cracking open her eyes, she could see she was on the couch, but Will was nowhere in sight.  Mrs. Poole stood by the corner windows, looking out into the night sky, her features pinched and drawn.  

“What’s going on?” Sara murmured, her tongue thick and heavy.  

“Lie still now, Doctor’s been sent for to make sure you’re alright, my Lady,” she replied without turning.  

“Did I fall and hit my head or something?”  It felt like it was stuffed with cotton.  Mrs. Poole made no reply and Sara pushed herself a little higher in her seat.  “Where’s Will?  What’s happening?  Why do I feel so… funky?”  Her limbs felt heavy like she was moving under water and the lull of slipping back to sleep was strong.  “Mrs. P?” Sara prompted when she still ignored her.

“I… Doctor will be here soon,” she replied, obviously thinking better of whatever she’d been about to say.  

The housekeeper wouldn’t look at her.  

In a dim corner of her mind Sara knew that was a bad sign, but she couldn’t bring herself to care.  It was so much easier to float.  

“Where is she, in here?” 

The gruff voice started Sara awake again, and she peered up with a scowl to see Marwick staring down at her with his bushy eyebrows.  Shrinking away from his examination, she scratched absently at her arms which itched like anything.  Reaching far up the loose sleeves, it occurred to Sara that she didn’t remember owning anything like the thick, black robe she wore.  In fact, she couldn’t remember putting it on either.  Where was the pretty silk peignoir she’d worn for Will?  

“What’s going on, am I okay?” Sara asked, her voice a little slurred as she fought against the dizziness.  Ignoring her, Marwick lifted her face by the chin, turning it first one way and then the other before shining a bright penlight into her eyes.  “Hey, quit it,” Sara tried to slap the light away, but he would not be moved.  

“She’s fine,” he declared finally, releasing her from his grasp and straightening.  “I’ll give her something to make sure she stays biddable through it all then I’ll attend to the boy.”

The boy.  

That was enough to pierce the fog permeating Sara’s brain.  “What’s wrong with Jack?  Where is he?” 

“You’re sure she’ll remember none of this?  We’re sunk if she recalls even a jot.”  Another voice spoke from behind and Sara turned to see who it was, surprised to find Thomas in her bedroom.

“Remember what?  What are you doing?”
she demanded, heart beating faster when Marwick produced a hypodermic needle.  

“She’ll remember none of it, I’ll see to that,” Marwick continued to ignore her completely, filling the syringe from a small glass vial full of bright red liquid.  “Hold her.”

Sara tried to roll off the sofa, but Thomas was there, his grip surprisingly strong; or was she just weak?  “There now, my Lady.  Stay calm, it’ll all be over before you know it,” he soothed with a genial smile, all the more chilling for the iron hold he had on her arms.

“Let go of me!  What are you… ow!” Sara didn’t have much strength to struggle, and the bite of the needle made her freeze, afraid it might break off in her neck if she moved too suddenly.  Heart beating madly, it pushed the poison through her bloodstream like a runaway locomotive, leaching what little remained of her strength and spreading lassitude over her limbs.  “Please…” she sobbed, falling back weakly against the couch when they released her.  “Somebody tell me what’s going on.”

“We’re getting you ready for the big event; don’t you like your party dress?” Thomas smiled, stepping back to make room for Marwick, who shoved a cold stethoscope inside the opening in her robe and Sara noted absently that the pretty peach nightgown set was still on, albeit under the scratchy robe.  

“Where’s Jack?  Why are you doing this?”  Sara felt like she was repeating herself, but neither of them seemed inclined to answer.  

“Good, good,” Marwick muttered absently, moving the stethoscope to another position.  “She’s fine.  I’ll go see to the boy now, keep her awake; it won’t do to have her out cold.” 

With great effort, Sara tried again, speaking as slowly and distinctly as she could manage.  “What’s he doing to Jack?”

“Preparing him.  Don’t worry, my Lady, he’ll feel no pain, I can promise you that.”

“What are you planning to do to him?” It was impossible to hide the tremble of fear in her voice. 

“Oh, it’s not what I’m going to do with him you have to be worried about,” he grinned. 

“You’re crazy.”

“Tired is what I am.  Tired of waiting all these years for your bloody family to do the right thing.  We’ll not leave it to chance anymore.”  

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sara struggled to make sense of his words, feeling like she was missing half of the conversation.

“Of course not.  I’ve given my whole life to this family and now it’s finally time you reciprocated.”  

Sara gasped at that.  He wanted her to give up her life?  

“Oh no, my Lady, I can see you think we mean to hurt you.  That’s not it at all, in fact, nothing could be further from the truth,” he patted her knee in what was meant to be a comforting gesture.  “We need you to produce the next heir after we sacrifice the boy.  Only then can the line continue and will the Nine prosper.” 

The Nine… they wanted to sacrifice Jack?  It was insane, and Sara fought a wave of nausea as she shook her head.  “You can’t…”

“I beg to differ, we can and we will.  We’ve been doing it for generations, ever since Sir Archibald Darling first made the blood oath.  Our families are linked with yours, like it or not, and our fortunes are tied to yours.  Every head of the Darling family knew this, and each was willing to sacrifice their first born to the cause.  All except for that toff Sir Stephen who couldn’t even manage a by-blow.  Turned his back on us when Lowesley confronted him about it.  Well, as soon as we found you, we made him regret it.”  

Lowesley knew about it?  “What did you do to Sir Stephen?”

“Officially ruled as an accident, though the local story is it was the ghost that did him in.  Thank you for removing that colossal pain in our collective arse, by the way.  It’s become ever so much easier to maneuver things into place without dodging that blasted specter all the time.”

“Gemma…”  

“Yes, you thought she was the enemy, didn’t you?  She was useful in her own way, took the blame on many the occasion, like when we wanted to send that friend of yours packing.  A little push and she was on her way, cursing the dead the whole time,” he chuckled.  “No chance the authorities would ever believe a story like that, and what could they do at any rate?”    

“You pushed Joanie?”
Sara felt like the world was spinning out of control, her brain still not tracking everything said right away.  “But why?”  

“I was happy to send that slag packing, her and that scavenger that came sniffing around.

“You killed Cole.”

Oh, poor Gemma, what had she done!  

“I couldn’t very well have him turning this place into a luxury resort, now could I?  Darling
Park belongs to the Nine just as much as it does to you; we’ll protect it down to the last stone.”

Sara licked her lips, desperately searching for the right words to get through to him.  “You can have it, all of it; just let Jack and me go.”

“Don’t be daft, woman.  Darling
Park is in your blood, and your blood is required to keep it going strong.  Now then, would you like a nice cuppa tea before we go?” Thomas asked, as if they’d been talking about the weather.  Sara stared at him, at a loss for words, feeling like she’d slipped into a surreal nightmare.  

“Is she alright?” Will entered through the bathroom, eyes only for Sara.

“Will!” Her heart surged with hope at seeing the concern on his face, only to fall when she heard Thomas address him as a co-conspirator.

“You’ll have to bring her along; it’ll be a fair walk until we get there.”


“No, no, no…” It wasn’t possible!  How could she have been so wrong about so many things?  “Will?” she tried again, desperate for him to give her some sign that he was on her side.  Instead he turned away, eyes narrowing as he regarded Thomas.

“You still haven’t told me where we’re going.”

“You’ll see soon enough.  Bring her downstairs, we’ll be leaving soon.”

“Where are we going?” Sara asked, a fresh wave of panic sweeping through her at the news that they’d be off soon.”

“To your destiny, my Lady,” Thomas smiled politely, executing a half bow before he took his leave.  

“Are you alright, Sara?” Will asked the moment they were alone, sweeping her into his arms.  

“No,” she murmured weakly.  It was a world of no, but she couldn’t make herself form the words.  Not knowing whether to lean on his strength or try to shove him away, weakness won out and Sara clung to him for support.  The world spun away as he picked her up, and she had only a distorted sense of being carried down the hall.  Resting her head against his chest, she took familiar comfort there.  Again, a tiny corner of her mind registered that she should mind being taken somewhere in her present state, but she was too contented in Will’s arms to protest.

Vaguely she was aware of being taken outside into the night air, Will’s steady pace and the beat of his heart sending her into a drowsing state until she heard his voice, low and urgent by her ear.  

“We’re nearly there, Sara,” he gave her a little shake and she moaned at being pulled from the hazy state that was so much easier to deal with than reality.  Deep in the woods, she was able to see the stars bright in the sky between the canopy of treetops, but there was no moon to light the way.  “Here, hold tight to this.”  Sara felt something small and hard pressed into her hand, and brought it up to her eyes to make out what it was, only to have Will push her hand down again.  “Don’t let anyone see you have it.”

“What is it?” she breathed, able to tell by touch that it was some kind of necklace with a hard pendant.

“Our only hope.”

 

 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 

 

The glow of the bonfire pierced the night, bathing the clearing in a flickering light and casting the ancient stones in a riot of angry oranges and yellows.  Sara recognized the place straight away, despite the haze that clung to her thoughts.  Several figures in dark, hooded robes stood around the clearing, each near one of the standing stones.  Thomas and Marwick were the only ones she could identify; their hoods pulled back as they fussed over a brazier of hot coals, arguing over something to do with herbs.  

“Ah here we are, now we can begin,” Thomas said brightly, clapping his hands together.  “Everyone take your places.”

“I’ll fetch the boy,” Marwick offered, and Sara sucked in a breath.  

“Jack…” she breathed, tears slipping from the corners of her eyes.  Will held tight to her, cradling her body to his as if he wanted to shield her from what was enfolding before them but Thomas had other ideas.

“Bring her over here, she must stand by this stone,” he pointed to the largest at the head of the circle.  “Don’t you even think about nicking off, Will here is ready to do anything it takes to make sure this goes off without a hitch, aren’t you lad?” Thomas winked.  

“I am,” Will replied stone faced, and Sara’s heart sank as he set her down, the forest floor cold against her bare feet.  

“I trusted you,” Sara hissed, but Will wasn’t looking at her, his eyes were focused on the patch of woods Marwick had disappeared through.  Briefly, she considered running away, but how far would she get before Will chased her down?  In her weakened state, Thomas could probably outrun her.  Besides, they had Jack, and she couldn’t leave without figuring out a way to keep him safe.  

Her hand began to ache and Sara realized she was clutching the pendant so tightly; it left a mark against her palm.  Opening her hand slightly, the light from the bonfire revealed the bloodstone pendant Mirella had used to bind Gemma in the ritual and she frowned at the little trinket.  Why had Will bothered to retrieve it?  Or had he never buried it in the first place?  

Ah Gemma, I’m so sorry, she thought to herself, clutching the stone tightly.

Can you hear me?  The voice sounded in her head, Gemma’s voice.

Sara turned around, but there was no sign of the ghost and no one gave any indication they’d heard anything.  “Gemma?” she whispered as loud as she dared.

Shh, you needn’t speak aloud, I can hear your thoughts.  

Where are you?

There isn’t time, you have to release me so I can set Jack free.

“How?” Sara asked aloud, unable to keep the conversation all in her head with the drugs fogging her mind.  Will glanced at her briefly, before turning back to keep watch on the woods; the others paid her no mind.

You must break the pendant quickly; it’s the only way to break the binding spell.


If I set you free you’ll help Jack?  For a moment Sara wondered if it was a trick, but what choice did she have?  

I give you my word, set me free and he shall not die tonight.

What do I do?

Snap the stone in half and I’ll be released.

It sounded simple enough, but in her weakened state, Sara didn’t have the strength to break the little pendant.  “I can’t,” she breathed, shooting Will a fearful look to see if he’d heard her.  Could she trust him?  He’d been the one to give her the pendant in the first place.  I can’t do it.  Can I give it to Will?

No, it must be by your own hand.

Sara tried for all she was worth, pushing as hard as she could to get it to snap in half.  The silver wire wrapping the bloodstone dug into her hand, but the bloodstone did not give way.  Her face contorted with the effort, but her flesh was the first to give as the wire cut into her hand, the pendant growing slippery in her fingers with her own blood.  

All at once Sara felt a rush of power go through her, infusing every last cell of her being with tingling energy.  With a gasp, she drew in a deep breath, feeling stronger and less groggy… alive in a way she’d never felt before.  

I am flesh again, Gemma’s voice reverberated in her mind, stronger than before and Sara came to realize that Gemma was inside her.  Do not let on, we must bide our time, seize the opportune moment,
she advised, and Sara gave a faint nod.  

The figures around the circle took their places by some unspoken signal, chanting in a language as ancient as the stones surrounding them.  With a flourish, Thomas tossed a handful of herbs onto the burning coals, sending up a cloud of acrid smoke that burned Sara’s lungs.  

Out of the darkness loomed Marwick, his hood pulled high as he took his place in the circle, taking up the chant.  In his wake, Mrs. Poole appeared with Jack, still and lifeless in her grasp and Sara took a half step, ready to charge forward to tear her son out of her arms.   She didn’t get any farther as Gemma locked hold of her limbs, holding her fast in place.  “Let me go,” Sara bit out, but Gemma’s hold was absolute, rendering her a prisoner in her own body.

“Easy now,” Will cautioned in a low voice, thinking she was talking to him.  

Now is not yet the time to act, Gemma chimed in, and Sara felt a pulse of soothing energy wash over her.  

Thomas took the boy from his wife’s arms, and Mrs. Poole immediately backed off, stepping outside the circle of stones as if it was the last place on Earth she wanted to be.  Jack looked deathly pale as he was tied to the stone altar, and Sara’s heart nearly stopped as she thought for a fleeting second he might already be dead.  The slight rise and fall of his thin chest sent a wave of relief through her, but her reprieve was short lived. 

“Take up the dagger,” Thomas commanded, standing back and waving Sara forward.  On the stone beside Jack lay an ancient double sided dagger, the hilt wrapped in braided silver wire.  

“You’re crazy,” Sara scoffed, though in the next instant, she figured it might not be a bad idea to be armed.  If they were stupid enough to give her a weapon, she’d be one step closer to grabbing Jack and fighting her way out of there.  Gemma seemed to have released her hold, but offered no advice, remaining silent.  Picking up the dagger, she hefted it experimentally, eyes on Thomas as she calculated the best escape route.

Thomas seemed oblivious to her intent, his eyes glowing in anticipation.  “Now, plunge it into his heart!”

“You’re out of your fucking mind,” she laughed nervously.  Did they really think she’d do something like that to her own child?  Feeling stronger with the knife in her hand, Sara brandished it as threateningly as she could manage.  “Get away from me and my son and no one will get hurt.”

Thomas blinked, as if realizing for the first time Sara wasn’t as biddable as Marwick promised.  “Kill him now.”  The rest of those gathered grew restless, shifting their stance; the chanting faltered.  “Do as I say!” he thundered and the chanting grew in volume.    

The wind picked up, whipping through Sara’s hair.  “That’s not going to happen!” she shouted back.  

“You are of the Nine; you must make the sacrifice or you risk a lifetime of ill favor and torment,” Thomas countered, taking a step towards her.  

She was one of the Nine?  “No, I’m not,” Sara shook her head, backing away as he advanced on her.  

“Of course you are.  It’s in your blood as it has been for generations.  You were born for this purpose, to restore success to the Nine.”

“I’m not like you; I could never hurt a child, let alone my own son.  I don’t care what stupid superstition you believe.” 

“You’ll do it right enough; if I have to hold the knife in your hand myself,” Thomas growled, but Will stepped up, easily catching the wrist that held the dagger.

“I’ll do it,” Will offered, keeping his body between Sara and Thomas.

“Will please… please don’t do this,” Sara begged, twisting her hand, but unable to dislodge his grasp.  Gemma?  I need you.  I need your strength, she pleaded, preparing to fight down to her dying breath to keep him from hurting Jack, but Gemma’s voice floated back to her, serene.  

Patience, it will all be over soon.

“Don’t worry, Sara.  It’ll all be over soon,” Will echoed at her ear, bringing the dagger up high, clenched tight in her hand.  

“Please… no,” Sara sobbed, pulling as hard as she could.

“I love you, Sara,” Will whispered, laying a kiss to her cheek even as Sara turned away in disgust.  “Run,” he hissed.  Releasing her at the last moment, Will neatly sliced through the ropes that bound Jack to the slab of stone.  Momentarily stunned, Sara stared in shock as he scooped Jack into his arms.  “Run!” he repeated, grabbing for her wrist.  In the space of a heartbeat, they were off like a shot, disappearing into the dark forest while the circle gaped after them in dismay.  

“After him!  We need the boy to complete the sacrifice!” Thomas ordered, and the others scattered into the woods in hot pursuit.  

Barely able to catch her breath at the pace Will set, Sara stumbled after him as best she could, difficult going between the drugs still in her system and the brambles and burrs that cut her tender feet.  

“I can’t… I can’t…” Sara panted finally, unable to keep up with him, even with Gemma’s energy giving her a boost.

Will’s face loomed in the darkness, looking back fearfully.  “We have to keep moving, they’ll be after us.”

“I’m slowing you down, you’ll make much better time without me,” she shook her head, leaning heavily against a tree.  

“I won’t make any time because I’m not leaving you behind,” he growled.  “I’ll carry you if I have to.”  Will shifted Jack to one shoulder, looking for the best way to pick her up but Sara laid a hand on his arm.

“Then we’ll all be caught,” she shook her head again.  “Keep Jack safe, we’ll split up and meet back at the house.”

“I won’t leave you here, Sara,” he insisted stubbornly.

“Even if they catch me, they won’t hurt me, they need me, remember?  Just go, keep Jack safe, he’s what matters.”

Will hesitated as long as he dared, necessity making the decision for him.  “Head for those lights.  If you have to stop, try to find the shelter of a tree or rock and make yourself as small as possible.”

“I will, just go, be safe.”

With a last look of worry, Will took off, loping through the darkness which swallowed him up after a few feet.  More than anything Sara wanted to lie down and rest, curl up into a little ball and wait for help to find her.  But what if Will didn’t make it to safety?  What if it was up to her to call for help?  Then again, who could she call?  She hadn’t seen the faces of the Nine apart from Marwick and Thomas; who could she trust?  

Forcing herself upright, Sara doggedly trudged for the house.  The lights in the distance became the sole focus of her world.  One foot in front of the other, step after step as every muscle shook with fatigue; the forest floor bitterly cold on her bare feet.  Grateful for the scratchy robe, she pulled up the hood, all the better to camouflage her from pursuit and the punishing wind that howled through the trees.  

A crack of thunder boomed ominously in the distance, and Sara’s heart skipped a beat when a jagged bolt of lightning illuminated the sky in a flash of indigo.  Seconds later, the lights she’d been so focused on reaching flickered and died, leaving her with no compass.  

“There, I see her!”

The call sounded behind her, closer than she would have liked, and Sara picked up the pace again, no longer caring what direction she went as long as it was away from her pursuers.  Stumbling blindly through the darkness, she became quickly disoriented, panic feeding her frantic steps.  Rain fell from the sky in sheets, quickly turning the ground to mud and plastering the robe to her body.  

This way, Gemma’s voice urged, and Sara suddenly felt the right path, changing direction mid step.   Sara imagined she saw movement from every dark corner, dreading capture at every step.  When a pair of strong arms seized her from the side, she sucked in a breath to scream, only realizing at the last second it was Will who pulled her aside.  

“Where’s Jack?” she sobbed, seeing him empty handed.

“Shh, he’s safe.  Come with me.”  Tugging her around an enormous fallen tree, he pulled back a mass of tangled roots and thrust her inside where Jack crouched, pale and shivering.  

“Jack!  Are you alright?”  Sara strained to see him in the darkness, gathering him into her embrace to feel for broken bones or scrapes.  

“I want to go home,” he whimpered weakly, head lolling heavily.

“I know, baby, just stay quiet, we’re not out of the woods yet.”  Literally.  

“Here, give him my coat,” Will shrugged out of his jacket, wrapping it around the both of them.  “I’m sorry if I scared you, but they’re not far behind us and I lost my way in the rain.  It seemed safer to hole up and let them pass us by.  Sara, I’m so sorry about all of this.  Please believe me when I say I had no idea they ever intended to harm Jack.”  

A flash of lightning illuminated the hidey hole and Sara caught a glimpse of Will’s earnest face, drawn with sorrow.  “But you did know something was up, didn’t you?”  That much was clear in the way Thomas had brought him into his plans.  

“I only knew they were desperate to make you stay at Darling
Park; I had no idea why.  You believe me, don’t you?  The moment I found out what they intended I tried to help as best I could, but I didn’t know where they were keeping Jack.”  

Ask him why he came to Darling
Park.  Gemma’s voice was subdued, and Sara had almost forgotten she was still around.  

“Gemma wants to know why you came to Darling
Park,” Sara asked softly, but Will pressed a finger to her lips, signaling her to be quiet.  

“I’m going to lead them away from here, sit tight,” Will whispered, slipping out of the small space before she could protest, disappearing into the rain. 

Shouts could be heard, closing fast, and Sara waited, heart pounding in her ears as she prayed for them to pass.  A figure blocked what little light they had, and Sara clapped a hand over her own mouth to stifle the gasp of fear that threatened to escape.  

Lightning flashed, illuminating the pinched features of Mrs. Poole, squinting in the darkness at the same instant her eyes found Sara.  The two stared at each other, neither speaking nor moving as the rain sluiced over the housekeeper, starting to fill the bottom of the hidey hole with water.

“Ellie!”

Sara recognized Thomas’ bellow in the distance, and she cradled Jack to her, prepared to fight tooth and nail to keep him safe.  

“I’ve found them, they’re over here,” Mrs. Poole called out, eyes still on Sara in her bower.  “This way, I saw them this way,” she called out, moving away from the tree, leading the searchers in a different direction to Sara’s utter shock.  With a final glance back over her shoulder, she trudged off into the night.

“Momma, I’m cold.”  The chatter of Jack’s teeth brought Sara back from her stunned stupor.  The ground reached its saturation point, and already a few inches of water gathered at the base of the tree.  They couldn’t stay put much longer or risk hypothermia.

“Alright baby, I’ll get you home, I promise.  Can you put your arms around my neck?”  Pleased to feel him comply weakly, Sara pushed their way out the tree’s shelter, shifting to keep Will’s coat covering as much of Jack as possible as she stepped into the rain.  

Determined to make it back to the house, Sara set off, again feeling she was headed in the right direction.  The rest of the trek passed in a blur of rain and wind; Sara’s feet numb with cold and worse by the time she spotted a flicker of light up ahead.  The warm glow of the house offered the golden radiance of sanctuary, both near and yet impossibly far at the same time as she quickened her pace.  

“We’re almost there, Jack.  Almost home.”  

Only it wasn’t the flicker of lights from the house that greeted Sara when she stepped through the trees, but the remains of the bonfire, partially sheltered from the rain by an ancient, gnarled, oak tree.  She’d inadvertently brought them right back to where they started from.  “Gemma,” she sighed accusingly.  “I thought you were taking us home!”  The ghost gave no reply, and Sara faltered as the strength fled her limbs.  “Gemma?”

Thomas stepped out from behind the tallest of the standing stones, a look of indescribable triumph on his face.  “Hello, my Lady.”

 

 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 

 


“Thomas,” Sara gasped, feet slipping in the mud in her haste to back up.  

“I knew there was no sense in mucking through the woods all night; not when the dark ones would lead you here soon enough.  Give the boy to me.”

“The hell I will,” Sara clutched him all that much tighter, feeling Jack’s heart beating fast like a rabbit next to hers.  

“I mean to have him, one way or another.  His blood is the only way to restore order here.”  A crack of thunder punctuated his words, the flash of lightning following scant seconds later.  “Don’t you feel it in the air?  The gate has been opened; a sacrifice is demanded.”  

Sara edged away, keeping the stone altar between them as Thomas advanced, making a slow circle.  “If you’re so keen on spilling blood go ahead and open up your own vein, who’s stopping you?”

“It must be the firstborn of the Darling line, and it must be by your hand.”  His foot brushed against the dagger, lying forgotten in the mud and Thomas bent to retrieve it.  “Listen to reason, my Lady.  You can easily have another child; have ten for all I care.  All we require is this one, little sacrifice and a lifetime of prosperity and wealth will be ours,” his voice took on a sing song, placating tone, at direct odds with the way he brandished the knife.  

“Are you deaf or just dumb?  I won’t do it!  There is nothing in heaven or on Earth that would make me spill a drop of my child’s blood, get it through your thick skull!  I will never sacrifice him!” Sara yelled up into the sky.

A crack of lightning rent the air in answer, splitting the stone altar in two with a shower of sparks and sulfur.  “No!” Thomas staggered back as if he’d been struck, staring uncomprehendingly at the smoking slab of stone.  “What have you done, you traitorous bitch?  I’ll kill you for this!”  Nothing to hold him back, he stalked towards her, the knife gleaming wetly in his hand.  

Sara backed up, surprised to find the largest of the standing stones at her back, stumbling as she lost her footing.  

Release me. 

“I can’t do it, I can’t break it,” Sara sobbed aloud, feet slipping in the mud.    

Release me now! Gemma implored and Sara held the bloodstone pendant up, brandishing it like a weapon in front of her.

“What’s that?” Thomas chortled.  “You’ll need more than a trinket to save you now.”

“I have more than a trinket,” Sara replied, holding it high.  “I have family.”  With a sweeping arc, she brought the pendant down as hard as she could to crash against the standing stone.  The bloodstone fragmented into tiny shards upon impact and Sara slumped to the ground as she felt Gemma leave her body.

“I am free!” Gemma declared triumphantly, her voice echoing through the trees.  Thomas stood stock still, the color draining from his face as he heard the ghostly voice.  As they watched, a shimmering light coalesced between them and Gemma took form, her image flickering at first, but growing stronger as she advanced on Thomas.  “I will put an end to this ancient evil once and for all,” she promised grimly.  

“You… you can’t do anything to me, you’re n-not real,” Thomas stammered, though he did give way and back up a step or two.  

“For generations I have watched the Nine steal the lifeblood of this family, but no longer.  However, you are right, a sacrifice is demanded,” her eyes flashed wildly as a terrible smile curved Gemma’s lips.  With a scream like a banshee, Gemma threw up her arms, and in the same instant lightning struck again, severing a branch from the ancient oak.  Thomas had only time to raise his hands and turn away, but they offered little protection as the limb crushed him to the ground.  Gemma’s image dissipated with the effort, but her triumphant cry still rang in Sara’s ears.  

Sara sat huddled against the stone, clutching Jack protectively in her arms, too weak to do more.  Dimly she registered that Thomas was down if not dead, and with the stone altar destroyed Jack was safe, but she was too tired to care.  What she really should do was get up and get Jack home and out of the rain before they both got pneumonia, but without Gemma’s strength, her body gave out and she succumbed to the drugs in her system.  The last fleeting thought to cross her mind was that she hoped to God it was Will who found her and not the rest of the Nine.

“Have no fear, Sara.  I shall watch over you both,” Gemma’s voice floated to her on the breeze as the wind died down and the rain reduced to a drizzle.  Giving up the fight, Sara closed her eyes and surrendered to sweet oblivion.  

 

* * *

 

In the hours that followed, Sara was hazily aware of being pulled into Will’s arms, but even in her weakened state she resisted releasing of Jack until she heard Gemma’s voice urging her to let go.  The next thing she knew she was warm and dry, tucked between the clean white sheets of her own bed.  Poked and prodded, she drowsed through an examination, barely able to coherently answer the questions put to her.  She heard Will telling them what happened, but it sounded like he was telling someone else’s story, not hers.  Could she really have survived all that?  

When she next opened her eyes, it was late afternoon.  Will slumped in a chair beside the bed, asleep; his hand covering hers.  Though it all had taken on a nightmarish quality and Sara was hardly sure what part was real and what part was dream, one question swam to the forefront of her memory.  Why had he come to Darling
Park?  Slowly, she pulled her hand from his, unsure if she could trust him.

Will startled awake at the movement, rubbing his eyes blearily as he got his bearings.  “Hey, sleepyhead,” he smiled.  “It’s about time you’re finally awake, we were about to send for the doctor again.”

“Marwick is here?” Sara clutched the coverlet, eyes widening in alarm.

“No!  Not Marwick, he’s been arrested along with the others.  It’s a doctor from Dorcester.  I wanted to take you to hospital, but he said you just needed some rest.”  

“And Jack, where’s Jack?  Is he alright?”

“He’s fine, Sara.  A little groggy, but fine all the same.  Doctor says he’ll make a full recovery, probably won’t even remember any of it thanks to the drug they used.”

As if that was a good thing…

“What about you?  How much do you remember about what happened last night?”

Nightmarish visions of being carried through the darkness… Will’s hand over hers; the knife held high, running through the woods in the rain… it was all a blur, except for Gemma’s unanswered question.  “Why did you come to Darling
Park?” Sara deflected his question with her own and Will blinked, clearly taken aback.

“Why did I come here?  To offer my services, as I said.  Chauffeur, gardener, any way you’d have me,” he smiled.

“No,” she licked her lips, wishing for a glass of water, but not trusting anyone to get it for her.  “Why did you really come to Darling
Park?”  Sara held his gaze with hers, stomach dropping the instant he lost his smile and guilt flushed his cheeks.

“I was hired on to see to it that you wanted to stay here; to make Darling
Park your home.”

“What were you supposed to do to get me to stay?”

“Charm you, I suppose.  Get you to fall in love with me and the idea of building a life here.  I swear, I didn’t see the harm in it at first.  Once I met you, it didn’t seem like a chore at all; I wanted you to like me.”  Will reached for her hand again, but she pulled it away.  

“And the marriage proposal?  The declaration of love?  That was all master plan, right?”  

“Sara, it wasn’t a lie.  I knew everything wasn’t as it should be here, I tried to get you to leave with me, remember?”

“Get out.”

“Sara please, if you’ll only listen…”

“I said get out,” Sara couldn’t even look at him.  A wave of nausea seized her stomach, and she wasn’t sure if it was the aftereffects of the drug or from his betrayal.

“Sara…”

A soft knock at the door interrupted, and Katie opened it a crack.  “Begging your pardon, my Lady, but there’s a policeman come to see you.  Shall I let him in or would you like me to send him away?”

“Send him in please, Katie,” Sara replied, unable to look at the maid either.  Had she been part of the plot?  Would she ever feel safe again in her own home?

Will rose and left the room without another word, giving a wide berth to the detective who entered.  A plain man of middle years, he wore a plaid mackinaw over a brown suit, hat held in hand.

“Sorry to bother you, my Lady.  I’m Inspector Shaw, and I need a few minutes of your time to clear a few things up,” he waited respectfully by the door.

“Of course, please come in, Inspector,” she sat up in the bed.  Noting for the first time that she still wore the soft, peach nightgown, she pulled the covers a little higher.

“Oh, you’re American, how lovely,” he smiled, revealing two dimples that for some strange reason made her feel more at ease.  

“Guilty,” she quipped weakly, trying to find her smile.  “Have you seen my son, is he alright?”

“Not personally, but I talked to Doctor Chapman, he says the boy is right as rain,” he gave her a reassuring smile.

“Thank you,” Sara nodded, some of the nausea passing.  “Will said you’d made some arrests, did you get everybody?”

“As far as we know, my Lady.  We’re still in the process of interrogating everyone.  There might be a name or two that’s slipped by so far, but we’ll catch them right enough, mark my words.”

“I wish I could be as sure of that.  It’s been bothering me, who I can trust.  I didn’t see their faces, except for Marwick and the Pooles.  How do you know you got them all?”  Not to mention anyone behind the scenes with guilty knowledge, like Mrs. Poole who hadn’t been one of the eight wearing robes, but involved up to her neck.  And Will.    

“I can sympathize, but I assure you, we’ve rounded up the lot of bigguns.  That old gaffer’s talking as if there was no tomorrow.”

“Old gaffer?” she blinked, not understanding the word.

Shaw flipped through his notebook until he found the name he wanted.  “Yes, name of Pottinger.  He’s been talking to anyone and everyone about the entire scheme.  Pleased as punch over the brilliance of it all.  Mad as a box of frogs if you ask me.”    

“That crazy old guy from the curio shop was a part of it?  Who else?”

Shaw read off a list of names and Sara was stunned to recognize most of them as upstanding members of the village, people she’d met and liked.  Lowesley the solicitor wasn’t hard to guess; he’d been the one to write in the clause about making Darling
Park her home; a clause she was pretty sure she had grounds to eliminate if she chose to now.   Mrs. Dockery from the Bell and Cross was a bigger surprise though; she’d seemed so… friendly.  They’d all been friendly to her and welcoming, only now Sara understood it was because they wanted something from her, truly believed it would bring them success and riches.  

“So many…” she murmured, still in shock.  

“Yes, well, as I said, we’ll likely uncover a few more that had to know about it as we continue the investigation, but I wanted you to know your safety is of paramount importance to us.  We’ll leave a man here at the estate around the clock just in case.  Unless, you’ll be leaving the mansion?”  

Sara let out a long breath; that was the million dollar question.  “To be honest, I haven’t gotten that far, I’m not really sure what we’re doing yet.”

“No one could blame you if you decided to take a little time away, especially with the damage to the place.”

“Damage?” she blinked.

“Sorry, has no one told you yet?”  Inspector Shaw looked as though he wished he hadn’t said anything on that score.  “The east wing looks like a bomb went off, I’m afraid.  That storm was a nasty piece of work; I’m told the house was struck by lightning more than once.  And they say lightning never strikes in the same place twice.”

“Part of the house is demolished?” Sara gaped, looking around for her robe.  “I need to go take a look at it…”

“Please, your Ladyship…” Shaw squirmed uncomfortably, “I shouldn’t have said anything.  Don’t trouble yourself, there’s nothing to be done for the moment anyway.  No one was hurt, that’s the important thing.”

That wing of the house was unused for the most part, but Sara did want to see how bad it was.  His last words brought a flash of a vision to her mind; a crack of lightning followed by a crash of branches and leaves… Thomas going down… What had happened to him exactly?  “Except for Thomas,” she murmured aloud.  “Is he…?”

“Quite dead, I’m afraid,” Shaw assured her.  “Killed instantly by a fallen tree limb.  Best thing for him, really; a man of his age wouldn’t have lasted long in prison.”

Sara nodded dumbly, wishing she could remember what had happened with more clarity, but not wanting to bring up her muddled memory to the authorities just yet.  “I’m sorry, I really do want to check on Jack and make sure he’s alright and get a look at the damage to the house, if you’ll excuse me.”  Rising from the bed, she pulled a warm, woolen sweater on over the nightgown, since the robe was nowhere to be found.  Only then did she notice her feet were bandaged up like a mummy, though it wasn’t particularly painful to stand.  

“Begging your pardon, my Lady, there is a question I’d like to ask.  We’ve been able to piece together most of the events of the night from the others, so I won’t trouble you to make a full statement yet, but one thing we’ve been a little unclear of.   What exactly was Will Talbot’s involvement?”

That was just the question circling the back of her mind as well.  Could she take him at face value or was he trying to save his own skin?  If only she could remember more!  Sara considered putting him off until she could remember better, or better yet, tell him to ask Will himself.  She opened her mouth to do just that, but hesitated, letting out a long, pent up breath.  “Will saved our lives.  If it hadn’t been for him, I don’t know what we would have done,” she said evenly, and Inspector Shaw nodded respectfully.

“Thank you, Lady Darling.  As I said, our man is out in the corridor, he’ll see to your safety.  I’ll be back in a few days time to speak with you at greater length after you’ve recovered.  If you think of anything you’d like to add before that time, feel free to ring me at any time,” he handed over a business card and Sara took it with a faint smile.

“Thank you, Inspector, I will.”

It took a little longer to find slippers to fit over the bandages on her feet, and in the end Sara gave up, slipping on a pair of thick, woolen socks.  About to slip out to check on Jack and see what was left of the house, she was surprised to see Will step out of the connecting bathroom.     

“I heard what you told the police about me,” a hopeful smile touched his lips.  “Does that mean you’ve forgiven me?”

Did it?  “Will, I’m grateful for you helping us, and I meant it when I said I don’t know what we would have done without you,” she began, holding up her hands to hold him off when he moved to hug her.  “No,” she took a step backwards.  “I can’t…” she looked up at him helplessly, unable to get past the betrayal.  

“Sara, please…”

“I can’t,” she swallowed, closing the door between them.  He wasn’t gone… she could feel him on the other side of the door and part of her wanted in the worst way to reach out to him; call him back and let him make it up to her.  But at the end of the day she didn’t know if she could trust him ever again.  “I can’t,” she repeated, barely above a whisper, swiping at her eyes and nose before she went to go check on Jack.

 

 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 

 

The seven remaining members of the Nine were held without bail, charged with the murder of Mr. Cole the developer and conspiracy to commit murder and attempted murder for Jack as well as a laundry list of other minor charges from unlawful imprisonment to assault.  In addition, Mrs. Poole was charged for conspiracy as was Mrs. Saunders the cook who according to Pottinger was in on it.  In the space of a week, the inquiry was over, and Sara could focus on her own life again.  The trouble was, she wasn’t convinced that was such a good thing.  

Jack rebound from the entire incident with surprising resilience, though she suspected that had a lot to do with the fact that he remembered almost nothing about it.  For her part, Sara wasn’t sure if she wanted to remember more or less about the whole thing.  She had just enough knowledge to make her paranoid and less inclined to dismiss the nightmares that plagued her since that terrible night.

Sara hadn’t even begun to think about whether they would stay or leave town.  Her new solicitor had assured her that there was no legal reason why she had to make Darling
Park her home, and she could leave at any time.  There was enough damage to the east wing that it had to be completely closed up and she hadn’t worked up the energy to start on getting a clean up crew to come in and assess the extent of the damage.  She hadn’t worked any more on her parlor project; she hadn’t done much of anything but mope around the house like a ghost.  Speaking of which, Gemma hadn’t put in an appearance since the night of the storm either.  

“Hey,” a familiar voice called from the doorway.  “You should think about getting yourself a butler, any old person off the street could walk in.”

“Joanie?” Sara looked up in shock to see her friend standing in the study doorway. “What are you doing here?” 

“I heard you had a little bit of trouble down here, I came to see if you were alright.”

“Me?  I’m fine, what about you, how is your arm?”

Joanie had a cast on one arm, but otherwise looked to be in good shape, her coppery hair less elegantly styled, but more natural in its beauty.  “This thing?  It’s fine, doesn’t hurt, and it’s actually an interesting conversation piece.  I’ve got at least three numbers from bona fide hotties on here,” she grinned.  “I missed you, Sara.”

“Aw, I missed you too, Joanie,” Sara hugged her carefully, getting a little misty at the unusually sentimental admission from her oldest friend.  

“You did?” Joanie sniffed, swiping at her eyes.  “Actually, I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me again after the way I left, but Will called and asked me to come.”

“He did?” Sara blinked in surprise. 

“Yeah, he said he didn’t want you to be alone right now.  What happened between you two?  The last time I saw you, it looked like you were two peas in a pod, but he talked like it was all over between you.”

“Oh Joanie…”  Sara gave her friend a tearful rundown of everything that had happened since she left, including what she knew about Will’s betrayal.

“Damn, he definitely did a number on you.  How is he not roasting in jail with the other guys?”

“Jail?” Sara was taken aback by the suggestion.  “He didn’t hurt us, in fact, he helped us escape.  Jack might be dead right now if he hadn’t intervened.”

“Or, he could have told you about it in time for you to leave before it all went down.”

“He didn’t know the particulars then.  He did try to get me to leave actually.  He wanted me to run away with him,” Sara recalled suddenly.

“After the police came?”

“No, after the ridiculous marriage proposal.  Come to think of it, he wanted me to chuck it all and come with him, Jack too.”  

“Huh, how come you didn’t?”

“Why would I leave?  He was acting so weird and there didn’t seem to be a reason to rush into anything at the time.”

“And now?”

“What do you mean, and now?”

“Now that it’s all over, are you tempted to run away with him?  Go buy a private island somewhere and forget it all happened?”

“How could I do that?  I can never trust him again,” Sara answered quickly and Joanie nodded sagely.

“Right, because he’s an asshole.”

“Well…
I guess…”

“A lying, cheating asshole.”

“No, he never cheated…”

“But an asshole all the same who used you, made you fall in love with him.”

“I don’t think I was in love with him exactly… more carried away I guess.”  Liar, liar, pants on fire, the little voice in Sara’s head taunted.  

“Well, you’re better off without him now.  Thank God you didn’t marry the guy, or you would have spent the next ten years trying to scrape him off your inheritance,” Joanie snorted.

“I don’t think he would do something like that.”

“Oh no…” Joanie closed her eyes.

“What?”

“You’re still in love with him!” she opened them with an accusatory stare and Sara blanched.

“What?  No, I’m not.”

“Yes you are, I totally recognize the look.  You are definitely giving me the look.”

“What look?”

“The head over heels, scared bunny look.”

“Scared bunny… what are you talking about?”

“Look in the mirror,” she dug for a compact mirror and held it up for Sara to see.  “Do you see that look in your eyes?  That says you’re totally not over him and you’re scared to death to let him hurt you again.”

“You’re half right at least.  I am scared of being hurt again.”  First Peter and then Will… 

“Honey, love is all about risk.  You never bet big, you never win big, take it from me.”  

“So, you’re saying I should give Will another shot?”

“Hell no, I think you should roast his balls and have them hors d'oeuvres.  Speaking of which, I’m starving.  Did I miss lunch?”

Sara blinked at the subject change.  “Ah, no, we haven’t eaten yet, but I let all the servants go except for Katie so if you’re looking for something elaborate, you’ve come to the wrong place.”  Letting out a long breath, Sara looked at the clock.  “I should get started on it though.  How does hot ham and cheese sandwiches sound to you?”

Joanie didn’t bat an eye.  “Actually, how about I take care of you for a change?  I’ll go round up the brat and we’ll put on a spread, sound good?”

“You don’t have to do that, your arm…”

“It’s fine, I’ve been managing well enough and Jack’s a great helper.  You look a little tired.  Why don’t you take a load off and we’ll call you when lunch is ready?”

“Alright, if you don’t mind, that sounds good; I’m sure Jack will be glad you’re back.  I last saw him in the library.”

“Where else?” Joanie snorted, taking off in search of him.  

Sara heard the muffled sounds of the reunion and Jack’s excited chatter as they headed for the kitchen.  With Joanie back, the prospect of staying didn’t seem quite so daunting.  Then again, she was also the perfect traveling partner if she decided to buy a yacht and sail around the world instead.  If only she knew which direction to turn…

“Gemma?” she called out softly in the stillness.  She hadn’t tried talking to her since that night; wasn’t even sure how much of her intervention was real and how much was the product of her drug soaked memory.  “Gemma, are you there?  How about a little advice?  Jack’s safe now, and there’s nothing tying us here if we don’t want to stick around.  Should I stay, or should I go?”

Nothing but the tick of the clock on the mantle greeted her as the silence stretched and Sara let out a pent up breath.  “I am nutso, sitting here waiting for a sign from a ghost that’s probably already moved on,” she laughed into the empty room.  

The French doors blew open in a sudden gust of wind, and Sara rushed to them, eyes narrowing as she looked out at the peaceful, sunny weather.  A flicker of movement caught her eye and she saw Will bending by the front entrance, laying something against the door.  

Her feet started moving before her brain caught up to the idea, and Sara found herself jogging to make sure he didn’t get away before she got there.  “Hey,” she called out.  “What are you doing?”

“Sara,” Will turned in surprise.  “I’m sorry; I didn’t want to disturb you.  I only thought to leave something for you.”  His eyes flicked to the envelope propped against the door.

“What is it?”

“I wanted to let you know that I’m leaving and my Da will see to finding you a new foreman for the job, that is, if you’ll be continuing with the restoration?”

“Yes, of course I am,” Sara responded automatically, a little surprised to hear herself say it with such conviction.  

“Good, good,” he nodded, pushing at the gravel with his shoe.  “Of course, if you’d rather my father not continue with the project…”

“No of course not, I mean I’m not replacing him,” Sara interjected quickly.  She couldn’t keep blaming everyone in the village for the acts of a few, it would just take a while to sort out who she did and didn’t trust.  In her heart, she couldn’t believe that Bernard knew anything about the plot, and there hadn’t been a mention of him in the inquiry.  

“Fine,” Will nodded again, awkwardly.  “Well then, I should be on my way,” he turned to leave.

“Where are you going, back to London?”

“I… haven’t a clue actually, but don’t fret, I’ll land on my feet,” he gave her a tight smile.  “You look… recovered.”

“I’m good,” she nodded, not quite sure what else to say.  

“Yes, well… I’ll bid you good afternoon, my Lady.  It was a pure spot of pleasure to see you again,” he added with a ghost of the old smile she loved so much.  “I wish you every happiness.”

“Will?” she called him back when he turned to leave again.

“Yes, my Lady?”

“It’s Sara, remember?”

“I do,” his intimate tone showed he remembered so much more.  “I wasn’t sure how much you recalled though.”

“I wasn’t sure either,” she admitted, taking a slow breath.  “But I think I remember enough to ask you something.”

“Anything, Sara,” he replied, his heart in his eyes.

“Have you had lunch yet?”
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The Touch
 

 

Chapter One

 

Despite popular belief, Lexi wasn’t a psychic.  She couldn’t tell the future or produce the winning lotto numbers (or she wouldn’t be driving a beat up VW bug a year older than she was).  Nor was she a medium who talked to the dead or saw ghosts.  Her talents were a little ambiguous for most people to understand; what they did recognize was that Lexi Morgan was a little unusual.  She preferred quirky to bat-shit crazy, but people weren’t always that kind.

Peculiar, weird, strange, none of these were new to her ears.  Even for such a laid back place like Santa Cruz
California, Lexi was considered odd in most social circles.  Eccentric was her favorite one; it made it seem like it was a deliberate choice to be the way she was instead of being born to a set of circumstances completely out of her control.   Distracted, crazy, spooky even; those usually came from spending more than a few minutes in her company, but usually only after she opened her mouth.  Even after years of practice, it was hard to keep track of what she saw and what people revealed voluntarily.  While it sounded easy enough to promise herself to keep a muzzle on her outbursts, time and again things she had no right to know just slipped out in normal conversation.  

That very same quality kept people calling Lexi when things hit the fan, though.  When something went missing, did you call the president of the PTA?  Nope, you called the weird girl with a knack for finding things.   So when the call came from her sister Allison, it didn’t take much in the way of deductive reasoning to figure out that she wanted something.  

The nice thing to do would have been to call her back and find out what she wanted right away.  Hell, the nice thing to do would have been to answer the call in the first place, but Lexi had just mixed the perfect shade of blue for a piece she was working on in her home studio (a fancy name for the converted garage, but it suited her purposes nicely) when the call came in and she wasn’t in the mood for whatever gossip Allie wanted to talk about, even on speakerphone.  

But at the third text with “911 need u 2 come ovr fst”, Lexi broke down and sent “b there soon” before setting her brushes to soak, muttering to herself the whole time washing up.  People had been begging her to help them find things all the way back to elementary school when it was actually considered cool to be special, as her Gran called it.  Growing up she’d always been the odd duck, unlike Allison, the very epitome of the perfect older sister.  Despite their differences and Lexi’s sometimes embarrassing peculiarities, the sisters were reasonably close growing up; especially after their mother’s sudden departure and their move to Gran’s place.        

Her relationship with Allie cooled somewhat since her older sister’s marriage to Neil Travers, even though they still lived in the same town.  Neil, (‘the tool’, as Lexi called him behind his back) was never easy to get along with.  Lexi made an effort to keep her opinions to herself though, or she’d never get to see her niece Chloe. 

It was worry for Chloe that lent a touch of urgency to Lexi’s response, pushing the little yellow car though the busy streets until she reached Branciforte Drive.  There the traffic thinned out; trees casting the winding road into perpetual shadow no matter the time of day.  The sun struggled to filter through the canopy of trees on the property, lending the house a darker cast than the faded white paint would normally allow, giving it a slightly foreboding appearance.  Or was that just her mood?  She never felt comfortable in the big house; Lexi attributed that to not getting along with Neil.  But now her imagination supplied an eerie pall to the house, as though the peeling paint was somehow something more sinister than neglect.  

An unfamiliar dark blue Lincoln Towncar sat in the long circular driveway, drawing a pucker of worry to her brow as she noticed the government plates.  Whoever it belonged to, they were more than likely there in an official capacity since Neil worked for a software company and Allie hadn’t worked since Chloe was born.  A stab of guilt clenched her stomach into a hard little ball as Lexi hopped out of the car, each step that brought her closer to the front door filling her with a sense of dread.  Had something happened to Chloe and she’d been too selfish to stop her painting to come when Allison first called?  

With a quick knock of warning, Lexi let herself in to the old house, immediately uncomfortable as she stepped across the threshold, as though she was in enemy territory.  “Allie?” she called out, hoping like hell Neil wasn’t home.  

“In here Lexi,” came the response from the front living room where her sister sat with a man who wasn’t her husband at all.  The stranger held a mug of coffee in his hand, his attention focused on Lexi from the moment she appeared in the archway, dark eyes scrutinizing her from head to toe and back again.  

Lexi knew exactly what people thought of her on first sight.  Not that her appearance stood out all that much in a city like Santa Cruz, where people came from all over the world to share in its unique atmosphere.  A liberal town, it wasn’t unusual to see people running around barefoot, dressed in hippy chic or the latest in clothing made from hemp.  The Hare Krishna population could walk the main thoroughfares, tambourines and all, without even raising a brow.  Her personal style was hardly outlandish by these standards; Lexi preferred to dress for comfort in soft, breathable fabrics.  She didn’t own a pair of skinny jeans or high heels.  Her long hair had been through just about every hue imaginable to man over the years.  Currently a respectable medium brown (her natural color) save a few blue streaks (not so much on the respectable side), Lexi preferred to leave it loose to spill over her shoulders, or pulled back into a simple pony tail when she was working, as it was now.  There were plenty of artist types in town who liked to get creative with their own style.  Enough so that her gloved hands often went without comment, even on the hottest summer days, but the man’s gaze lingered there before returning to her face and Lexi could practically see the wheels turning in his head.  

“Lexi, thank God you’re here, the police won’t do anything at all,” Allie’s face pinched with worry.  While she looked polished as usual in khaki slacks and a pale pink sweater set, as though she’d stepped out of the pages of a Macy’s catalogue, no amount of makeup could hide the dark circles visible under her eyes.  

“Now that’s not what I said, Allie…” the man set down the mug of coffee, returning his attention to Allison.

Surprised by the familiarity between them, Lexi tried to decide what was more unsettling; the fact that the cop knew her sister well enough to call her Allie or the fact that the police were there at all.  “What’s going on?  Did something happen to Chloe?”

“No, she’s at gymnastics.  I thought it would be better to report this when she’s not here.  It’s Neil; he never came home last night.”

Lexi barely caught herself in time before she blurted out oh, is that all, mashing her lips together before recovering.  “Well, how long has he been gone?  When’s the last time you saw him?”

“Do you mind if I finish my questions first?” the policeman interrupted with a pained look that made her suppress a smile.

“Sorry, go right ahead Detective…”

“Ryan.  Thank you,” he replied and the name clicked in Lexi’s memory.  Gabriel Ryan.  Allison dated him back in high school for about a month.  What an odd coincidence that he happened to be the one to respond to the call about Neil’s disappearance.  If that’s what it was.  Frankly, Lexi didn’t think her sister would get off that lucky.  The guy was probably just sleeping it off somewhere after a boys night out.  Her interruption seemed to throw the detective off of his game and he flipped back through his notebook with a purse of the lips before continuing his questions.  

“So let’s see, where were we?  Oh right, did you notice if any of his clothes are missing?”

Allison paused to consider the question for a long moment, “I don’t think so, but I should probably check a little closer,” she started to rise from the couch.

“Hold on, you can do that in just a little bit, let’s finish with the first round of questions, shall we?” Ryan offered her a genial smile.  “Do the two of you have a joint bank account?”

“Yes, of course,” Allie nodded.

“Have you checked to see if any of the money is missing?”

“No, do you think I should?”

“It’s probably a good indicator as to whether he left on his own,” Ryan said carefully.

“If he did take their money, is there anything you can do to get it back?” Lexi asked, not putting it past Neil to take off with their savings if the situation warranted it.  

“Neil would never do anything like that,” Allison interrupted, her eyes narrowing with annoyance.  

“No, of course not,” Lexi muttered, sinking into a chair.  This looked like it was going to turn into a much longer visit than she first intended and now she regretted not stopping for a snack before heading over.  

Ryan watched the sisters with interest before returning to his line of questioning.  “What kind of car does he drive?”

“It’s an Audi A6 that he leases, it’s ah… black and I think it’s just a few months old.”

“Do you have the license number?”

A pucker appeared on her forehead as Allison thought it over.  “I think it starts with 2LAN… but I don’t remember what comes after that to be honest.”

“That’s okay Allie, most people don’t remember their spouse’s license plate number by heart,” Gabriel reassured her gently.  “But the car is definitely missing too?”

“I talked to his friend Larry at work; he said the lot was empty this morning when he got there.  You don’t think that he…?” Allison left off the rest of the sentence, unable to bring herself to form the words.

Lexi immediately saw the path her sister’s mind was starting to wander and cut her off.  “Don’t worry sweetie, if he wrapped his car around a tree the hospital would have called you by now.”  The detective gave her a look for that, but Lexi wasn’t sure how to interpret it, so she just ignored it.  

“I think I have enough to get started here, Allie.  Why don’t you go up and look through his things and check on that bank information while I talk to your sister, okay?”

“Just look through his things,” Lexi gave her a pointed stare, not wanting to spell it out in front of the cop and Allie seemed to catch her meaning, giving her a short nod.  When Lexi turned back around, Gabriel was watching her intently and she gave him a self-conscious smile, tucking an errant blue lock of hair behind her ear.  

Flipping open his notebook to a new page, Detective Ryan set pen to paper.  “It’s Lexi Morgan, right?  Is that short for something?”

“Alexandra,” she replied, watching him write.  He’d been a big deal back in the day; Captain of the swim team and the track team.  The years had been kind to the former jock, his build still slim and muscular under the sports coat and his jeans were tight enough that she could see he was still in pretty good shape.  Straight brown hair threatened to spill over his forehead, nearly touching his eyebrow as he looked down, giving him a slightly tousled look, as though he’d gotten ready in a hurry, but as soon as he looked up again the hair fell back into its regularly schooled style.  Lexi couldn’t tell if the stubble around his chin and upper lip was just from forgetting to shave for a couple of days or if it was meant to be a short mustache and goatee.  Either way she had to admire the overall effect; on him it looked good.  

“Your date of birth please?”

“You don’t remember me, do you?” Lexi countered, head canting to one side as she studied him.  It made perfect sense that he wouldn’t; he hadn’t spoken more than five words to her back in high school.  In addition to being four or five years younger than him, they hadn’t exactly run with the same crowd.  

Gabriel’s head came up in surprise, “Ah… no, I can’t say that I do, sorry,” he gave her a rueful grin.

There was that smile again, coupled with the slightly baffled expression on his face, he was adorable.  Much cuter than the bozo Allie ended up marrying.  “That’s okay.  To be fair you only dated my sister for what, five minutes?” she grinned back.  Her sister was an idiot…

“It was longer than five minutes…” he started to protest.

“Yeah, but I get it, I was the pesky younger sister, easily forgotten.  It’s no biggie,” she fanned her gloved hand through the air.  “I’ve completely forgiven you.”

“Thanks, I think,” he chuckled softly.  “So, Miss Morgan, when was the last time you saw your brother in law?”

“It’s Lexi,” she corrected him automatically, chewing on her bottom lip as she thought it over.  “I wanna say Easter, but I can’t remember if he was here, I spent most of my time with Chloe outside.  He might have been in the house watching sports or something.  You knew him, right?”  Neil had been part of that jock circle of meatheads at Harbor High; he had to have known him.

“Yeah, I did, but we lost touch in college.”  Ryan seemed to realize that he’d answered a personal question, and attempted to reroute the conversation.  “How would you categorize your relationship with him?”

“Wow, that’s a loaded question,” Lexi snorted, propping her worn boots up on the edge of the coffee table and wrapping her arms around her knees.  “I’m sure Allie told you, Neil and I don’t exactly get along.”  She left off the part where he was a jerk and she couldn’t stand the sight of him, best to stick to the questions asked without embellishing.

“Why not?”

“’Cause he’s an asshat.”

Ryan’s pen froze above the paper, the bangs hanging in his eyes again as he looked up in surprise.  “I’m sorry, he’s what?”

“Ass-hat, just like it sounds,” Lexi supplied cheerily, he’d asked after all.  “I told you, we didn’t get along,” she smiled sweetly.

His lips quirked like he was suppressing the urge to smile and Gabriel let out a long breath before regaining his train of thought.  “Was there a particular incident that caused this rift between you, or is it a general dislike?”

“I’d have to go with the second one.  Unless you count the first time I met him as a particular incident.  He’s just…” she made a face, “Allie could have done so much better.  Like you, she should have stuck with you and then I would be able to see my niece whenever I want.”

This time he did smile.  “Neil doesn’t let you see her whenever you want?”

“He thinks I’m a bad influence.”

“Are you?”

“I guess that depends on your definition of a bad influence,” Lexi grinned wickedly.  “You know, this conversation isn’t turning out so well.  If you end up finding him in a ditch with his brains bashed, in you’re gonna think I bumped him off,” she added, only partly teasing.  

“Is that what you think happened to him?”

“Nah, there’s no way I’m that lucky,” she quipped.  “Seriously though, he’s only been gone since yesterday?  He’s probably holed up somewhere sleeping it off.”

“Alone?”

“Interesting question,” Lexi regarded him with a new respect; he was looking at it from all angles.  There were things that she knew about Neil, things she’d never told Allie because it would crush her, but there wasn’t anything she could tell him that was based in cold hard facts other than what her gift told her.  “I’ll just say it’s entirely possible that he’s not alone, and leave it at that.”

“So their marriage isn’t quite as rosy as she would have me believe?”

“You’d think Allie was the artist in the family from the pictures she likes to paint, wouldn’t you?” Lexi gave a tight smile.  “It’s not that she’s delusional or even clueless.  I think on some level she knows her marriage isn’t all its cracked up to be; but it’s easier for her to think of it as perfect, if that makes sense.”  

Gabriel nodded slowly, but she didn’t think he really understood from the look on his face.  It was hard enough for Lexi to swallow but she’d had a lot more practice accepting Allie’s perspective.   

“And they’ve been married for how long?”

“Let’s see, Chloe’s ten, so going on eleven years now.  Why, are you thinking you might have a shot with Allison now that Neil’s out of the picture?”  Again, she was only half kidding, Lexi fully expected Neil to come back when he was good and ready but the thought crossed her mind; was the detective single and looking?  There was no ring on his hand, but that didn’t mean much these days.

“That wouldn’t be my first instinct, no,” Gabriel muttered.

“Why did you guys break up, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Actually, I do mind,” he replied with a slightly bewildered smile.  “Miss Morgan, I’m doing my best to take a missing person’s report and I think you’ve asked almost as many questions as I have.  Did you want to take over?”  Gabriel thrust the notebook in her direction.

“No, you’re doing a bang up job so far.”  Lexi kept her hands neatly folded in her lap, though she was a little curious as to what he’d scribbled down in that little book about her family.  “I noticed you called it a report though and not an investigation.  Do we have to wait forty-eight hours or something until it’s considered an investigation?”  She could see in his face that he wasn’t used to getting such direct questions in his line of work, but she couldn’t help it.  “I’m sorry, I know this is old hat to you but this is my first missing person.  Even if it is a tool like Neil, Allie wants him back, so…”

This time his smile was a little easier and he tucked away the notebook with a sigh.  “No, you can report someone missing at any time; it doesn’t have to be forty-eight hours from the time he’s missed.  The thing is, it’s not a crime for a guy to stay away for a while or even decide not to come home ever again.  Without any signs of foul play, there’s not a whole lot I can do.  Normally a call like this would get a uniform out here to ask a few questions, we’d file a report and that’s pretty much the end of it, there’s not even a follow up with a detective.  The only reason I responded was because I recognized Neil’s name when the call came through and I was in the area, so I thought I’d check it out.  I didn’t even remember that Allie married him,” he spread his hands.  “I tried explaining that to your sister but…”

“Yeah, that doesn’t sound like news she wanted to hear.”  Lexi chewed on her bottom lip, eyes shifting when Allison returned to the living room.  

“I don’t think any of his clothes are missing, I was careful going through everything though, just in case,” Allie addressed Lexi directly before turning to the detective.  “I don’t know how to check about the bank account though; I can’t remember the online password.”

“Oh Allie…” Lexi groaned, how could anyone be so clueless?

“What?  Neil handles all of the finances; I can’t remember the last time I had to get into any of that stuff.”

“If you call the bank they should be able to assist you with that,” Gabriel supplied helpfully.

“But I don’t know the account numbers…”

Lexi resisted the urge to facepalm, forcing a neutral smile to her face.  “We’ll figure it out Allie, I’ll help you, okay?”  There had to be a paper trail around the house somewhere to dig into that stuff, and if not, calling the bank should do the trick like Detective Ryan recommended.  

Allison gave her a grateful smile, “Thanks Lexi, you’re so good at those kinds of things.”

Lexi bit back the sarcastic retort that leapt to her lips, leaving the bland smile there while the detective got to his feet.  Now that he stood she could see just how tall he was, easily over six feet which meant he would tower over her five foot four frame but he was well matched to Allie’s five seven height.  Once again she wondered what things would have been like if her sister had married someone she could get along with reasonably well.  But then again, it was probably for the best that her brother in law wasn’t someone she could drool over…

Detective Ryan was all business now that Allison rejoined them, no sign of that laid back quality in the set of his impressive shoulders.  “I’ll tell you what I’ll do.  I’ve got the list of Neil’s friends and associates; I’ll make a few calls and see if I can come up with anything, okay?”

“And you’ll call me?  Either way, whether you find anything or not?” Allie pressed.

“I will,” he nodded, edging towards the door and Lexi took pity on him.  

“Okay, thanks; we’ve got it from here.  I’ll see the detective out and I’ll be right back Allie,” she smiled, scooting past him to the front door before she spoke again.  “Thanks again for the help, Detective.  It’s really nice of you to offer to call around, but I can do that too if you’re busy.”

“It’s no trouble, a few calls won’t take up much of my day,” he shrugged it off.  “I have to say I’m a little surprised to see you pitching in so eagerly to track him down though,” Ryan paused on the front porch.  

“Yeah well, she’s my sister.  Sure he’s an asshat, but he’s her asshat,” she gave him a lopsided grin.  “Besides, if he skipped out on her I wanna know before he cleans out the bank account.”

Gabriel’s smile was back as she followed him out onto the porch.  Turning to lean a little closer to her, he dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper.  “You know, off the record, I always thought Neil was kind of a tool too, but I think I like asshat better.  Let’s hope for your sister’s sake he comes back in one piece though.”

Lexi stared after him for a moment, at a loss for words.  “Are you sure about that?  That would leave Allie off the market,” she called after him.

“She’s not my type,” he replied with a wink so fast she thought she might have imagined it.  The question remained, just who was his type?
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