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“Maybe she’ll surprise us,” Eric said.

They walked along the path toward the barn, Annie’s sandals crunching against the gravel. It was eighty degrees, unusually warm for that time of year, an Indian summer. The sun was bright, the hillsides green and flashing. The leaves had not yet begun to change.

“Surprise us?” Annie said, her stomach wobbly. Somewhere in the distance a horse whinnied. “Uh, no. My mom doesn’t surprise anyone.”

“Come on, have a little faith. It happens all the time. You think you know someone and suddenly…” He snapped his fingers and turned. “Just like that. Boom. A complete one-eighty.”

As he spun around, Annie laughed.

“Laurel Haley doesn’t make one-eighties,” she said. “Her entire life’s been a strictly measured line going in one direction.”

Except for a slight detour, she hastened to add. The detour being Annie.

“But she loves you,” Eric said, taking her hand. “And I know she’ll be as excited as we are. I can feel it.”

Annie smiled, his relentless optimism enchanting her every time. He was unflagging with it, dedicated to perpetual sunniness like he was working it out in boot camp. She couldn’t decide if this was a very useful or extremely dangerous attitude for someone about to board a Marine Expeditionary Unit bound for the Middle East.

“Maybe you’re right,” she said, succumbing to his Eric-ness yet again.

It wasn’t impossible. Laurel claimed Annie’s happiness was her number one priority. She was happy with Eric. Perhaps this really was enough.

They paused by the stable’s entrance. Annie inhaled deeply as a gaggle of tween girls loped past, all lanky and athletic and at the start of beautiful but not quite grown into their breeches or boots.

“Okay,” she said. “Here we go.”

She took a few cautious steps forward and then peered into one of the stalls where she saw Laurel tacking a horse.

“Beautiful job today, Sophie,” Laurel said as a mother and daughter scooted by. “I’m out of town for the next two weeks. Margaret will be doing the lessons for me.”

The young girl waved, and then grinned at Annie as she passed. Sophie was one of the twenty or so children Laurel taught for free. Medically challenged girls, those not expected to live long or those not expected to live well. Even when Laurel worked full-time at the gleaming law firm downtown, she always made time for these girls.

“Oh, hi, Annie!” Laurel said as she buckled the mare’s bridle. “Eric. I didn’t know you guys were here.”

“Was that your last student?” Annie asked, feeling Eric’s presence solid behind her. “Are you busy?”

“Nope, not busy at all.” Laurel tightened the strap. “Just finished a lesson and headed out for a ride. So, what’s up?”

She gripped the reins in her right hand, face playing at a twitchy smile. Laurel always knew when Annie was up to no good, when she was hiding something or stretching the truth in some important way. This savvy baffled Annie given her mom lived in the narrowest possible world, comprised of work and Annie and the horses. Laurel quit her job a year ago so now it was down to Annie and the farm. How was it she understood so much?

“The two of you have something to tell me,” Laurel said, breaking the ice because no one else would. “Might as well fess up. I think your nervous energy is about to spook the horses.”

“Ma’am, I wanted to get your permission,” Eric started, his voice strong and assured.

Annie winced, waiting for Laurel to drop a big fat cloud over them. Her mom was kind, generous, at times outright funny. But Laurel could sniff out a bad idea from a mile away and was never afraid to complain about the smell.

“I’m sorry I didn’t ask you first,” Eric went on. “But, well, there’s not a lot of time before my deployment. And y’all have your trip to England. Everything’s happened so fast. But I’m asking now.”

Oh God, Annie thought, heart sprinting. Maybe this is a mistake. But it was already too late.

“May I marry your daughter?” he asked.

After that: silence. Even the horse seemed uncomfortable, sheepishly kicking at the hay.

“Ma’am…?”

“Are you truly asking me?” Laurel said at last. “Or are you telling me?”

“Mom!”

“It’s okay, Annie,” Eric said and rubbed her arm. “We’ve ambushed her. Give your mama the chance to adjust.”

“I’m weirdly not that shocked,” Laurel said with a careful laugh. “Somehow I knew this was coming.”

“I love her, Ms. Haley. I swear to you before God and country that I will treat your daughter better than any prince she’s ever dreamed.”

“My daughter was never one for princes,” Laurel said. “Annie’s not that kind of girl.”

“Mom, can you chill out for a second?”

“Chill out? Annabelle, honestly.”

“Ma’am, I love Annie,” Eric said, his Alabama accent at maximum strength.

Though Annie’s insides puddled at the sound of it, she knew her mom was skeptical of anything resembling romance. Futures were best made in barns and investment accounts, not in “I love yous” from handsome young marines.

“I’ll make this world a better place for her,” he added.

“Oh, Eric,” Laurel said, and chuckled again. “There are so many things I could say right now.”

“How about ‘okay’?” Annie grumbled. “That’d be a good start.”

As much as she wanted her mother’s approval, and held out the feeblest hope she’d receive it, Annie understood what Laurel saw. The whole thing smacked of desperation, of what the hell am I going to do with my life now? Screw it. I’ll just marry the next guy I meet.

Standing in that barn was a mother, and before her was an unemployed recent college graduate. Beside the graduate was a man—if you could call him that—a twenty-one-year-old marine about to board a float destined for Afghanistan.

This marine was suggesting marriage, to the jobless daughter no less, who’d been dating a different boy only a few months before. By the time Eric returned from deployment, they will have been apart longer than they were together … times seven.

All that and Annie had met him at a dive bar. She was sucking down the last dregs of a bad house wine while listening to her best friend, Summer, lament that working in a senator’s office wasn’t so much public service as coffee service. Starbucks runs in exchange for a paycheck and health care sounded like a respectable gig to the incomeless Annie but Summer disagreed.

“I’d rather be unemployed,” Summer insisted.

“And have your mother buy your birth control pills?” Annie asked.

“Admittedly that would be awkward. But it’s just so damned boring. I want to be doing more.”

“Don’t we all,” Annie said, and took a final gulp of wine.

Without warning, a man rose to his feet.

He was a large boy really, screamingly clean-cut and soldierly, a marine as it turned out. A round of drinks on him, he announced, to celebrate his upcoming deployment and to thank them, the citizens, for supporting their efforts. Annie’s first thought was, Thank God, because I can’t afford another drink.

Her second was: Wow, that guy is hot. Too bad he likes guns.

Amid backslaps and handshakes, the brown-eyed, black-haired puppy dog of a man then gave an impassioned speech about fidelity and freedom and the U.S. of A. It was a week after 9/11 and so the response was deafening. By the end of it, every person in the bar stood, looped arms with a neighbor, and belted out the only song that mattered.

And I’d gladly stand up next to you and defend her still today.

’Cause there ain’t no doubt I love this land God bless the U.S.A.

“Jesus Christ,” Summer said when the excitement dissipated. “Why do I suddenly feel like joining the navy?”

At once Annie was changed.

At once she was done with aloof Virginia boys and their swoopy hair, those lame belts embroidered with smiling whales. She wanted a hero, a man with a little spirit, a guy who could raise a room to sing.

Perhaps it was the result of too much Edwardian fiction in college and the hours spent soaking in whimsy. Or maybe he was that valiant. Either way, with 9/11 the entire world changed, in major ways and in minor ones, all the way down to, it seemed, Annie’s taste in men.

There was no decent way to explain this to Laurel, of course. Military or not, you simply didn’t marry someone you met last month. Annie wanted her mom to be excited but understood why Laurel couldn’t find it in herself to even pretend. A tiny part of her wondered if Laurel was right. She was about most things.

“Don’t pressure your mother,” Eric said, reaching once again for her hand. “Ma’am, any questions you have about my family or my character, I’m pleased to answer.”

“Eric,” Laurel said and sighed. “It’s nothing against you personally. In the three seconds I’ve known you, you seem like a very nice boy. But you’re young, you’ve only just met. On top of that you’re going off to war.”

“Geez, Mom, don’t be so dramatic. This isn’t 1940.”

“A war’s a war.”

“She’s right,” Eric said.

Annie blinked. A war’s a war. He was going off to fight, wasn’t he? Did she even appreciate what it meant to be a marine? Had the people in the bar comprehended what they were singing about?

“At least tell me you’re waiting,” Laurel said. “That you’ll get married when he’s done with his tour. All his tours. When the war is over and there are no more deployments.”

“Yes, of course,” he said, though they’d agreed to no specific timing.

And done? Eric would never be done. This was his career. He was in it for the long haul, one deployment tacked onto the next, a long trip with only breaks and no end.

“Okay,” Laurel said and exhaled loudly. She closed her eyes. “Good. Wise move.” After several moments, she opened them back up. “Well, let’s see the ring. There is a ring, yes?”

“Of course there’s a ring!” Annie chirped.

She extended a jittery, unsure hand in her mom’s direction to display the faintest chip of a diamond of a ring. A tenth of a carat? A twentieth? Even the gold band was so delicate it nearly disappeared. Good thing Annie had petite hands.

“It’s beautiful,” Laurel said, sounding genuine and almost comforted by the modest piece of jewelry. Eric Sawyer wasn’t some spoiled kid supported by his parents. The same could not be said for Annie.

“Again, ma’am, I’m sorry I didn’t ask you first. I’m a traditional man. I should’ve followed the appropriate etiquette.”

“In case you haven’t noticed,” Annie said. “We’re not exactly a traditional family.”

There was no father to ask, is what she meant. A traditional path would’ve involved the dad. Who would walk Annie down the aisle anyway? Her mother? A pair of geldings?

“Okay.” Eric flushed, the pink high on his cheeks. “All right.”

“Well, congratulations, you two,” Laurel said as she led the horse out of its stall. “Sorry to dash but I want to get a ride in before dark. Eric, please join us for dinner, if you can.”

“Yes, absolutely,” he said, stumbling over his words. “Thank you. I’d be honored.”

When Laurel was out of the building, on her horse and galloping into meadow, Annie turned to face Eric for the first time since they walked into the barn.

“That went okay?” he said timidly.

“It did,” she answered with a nod. “Maybe even better than expected.”

Yet she felt unsettled.

Even with Laurel’s tacit approval, something wasn’t right. Annie should’ve been filled with love right then, toward her fiancé and her mom who was, if not excited, at least gracious. But despite these things going for her, going for them, there remained a hole, a slow leak of something Annie couldn’t quite explain.
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Two o’clock in the morning.

Annie’s luggage was packed. She’d double-checked her passport and plane ticket. Not one but two weepy e-mails were flying through the Ethernet toward Eric. Everything was ready to go but her brain refused to rest. If she didn’t get rid of the collywobbles, she’d never get to sleep.

A letter, Annie thought. She should write one last letter to her fiancé, and do it the old-fashioned way, with paper and a pen. Her mom sounded so retro. He’s going off to war. As the soldier’s best girl, she needed to play the part and writing letters seemed romantic anyhow.

When she crept downstairs an hour later, stamped envelope in hand, Annie discovered she was not the only one awake. She paused at the threshold of Laurel’s office, hesitating before she spoke.

There her mom stood, behind her desk, fully dressed with the lights blaring around her. On the desk was a box. On her face, a scowl. Already the scene was disorienting.

“Mom, what’s going on?”

“Oh geez! Annie!” Laurel whopped her chest. “You scared the crap out of me.”

“Sorry! Can I come in?”

“Yes, of course. So you’re having trouble sleeping?”

“Apparently.”

Annie walked cautiously into the room. Everything continued to feel muddled.

“I can’t sleep either,” Laurel said as she hugged a tattered blue book to her chest. She was wide-awake but did not seem altogether in the room. “I never can before a flight. It’s infuriating. So, I assume you’re all packed?”

“I am. Mom? Are you okay?”

“I hope you brought warm clothes,” she said absently. “England can be dreary this time of year.”

Laurel set down the book.

“Any time of year,” she added.

With that same blank look, Laurel started wrapping her hair in a knot at the base of her neck. For twenty years she’d sported a low, tight blond chignon. The tucked-in woman, the ice-queen attorney. Laurel was probably the very paragon of understated law-firm style back in the day, but Annie had to think it’d grown tired after twenty years. She imagined new associates mocking her, placing bets on when she’d finally find a new look.

Then Laurel sold her share of the partnership and the chignon came down. Her hair was surprisingly long and curly and wild. But now, on the other side of the desk, Laurel was trying to wrap it back up again. Old habits died hard, it seemed.

“Mom … are you…”

“I enjoyed having Eric for dinner,” Laurel said, and let her hair go free again. “He’s a nice young man.”

“Thanks, I, uh … yes. He is nice.”

Nice. For an English lit grad she really should do better than “nice.” It was a half-assed compliment for the so-called man of her dreams. Laurel was polite enough not to call her on it.

“Sorry the house is in such rough shape,” her mom said. “I forget sometimes how badly it needs to be fixed up.”

“Eric doesn’t care about that kind of thing. And it’s not so bad. I think he was a little impressed, even.”

Their home was impressive—from the road. Or when squinting at a great distance. It was large and white and grand, but shabby at its core, the inside comprised mostly of knotty wood and must. Billed as a “fixer” when Laurel bought it fifteen years before, there’d never been any plans for fixing.

But Laurel and Annie loved the house, even if neighbors, friends, and college boyfriends questioned its value, market or otherwise. Didn’t they know what they had out there? Everyone from inside the Beltway wanted a horse farm in Middleburg, more so given that plane-sized hole now in the Pentagon. With even the slightest effort, Goose Creek Hill could be a gold mine. The whole deal would have to be renovated stud to stud first, of course, but the place had potential.

“I do love our rambling shack,” Laurel said, frowning at the desk and the old blue book on top of it. “Even if it costs a gazillion dollars to heat.”

“Mom, you seem kind of preoccupied. Is everything okay?”

She braced herself for the answer. Because while Laurel had been perfectly pleasant to Eric, it was clear she did not approve.

“I’m fine.” Laurel lowered herself onto the green leather chair. She rubbed both eyes with the backs of her wrists. “Just anxious about our trip. Oh, Annabelle…”

“Mom. Please.”

“So you’ll go through with it?” She looked up. “This marriage?”

“That’s why I said yes when he asked me. You think I’m making a bad decision.”

“I do. But you’re in love,” Laurel said, not unkindly.

“I am. And just to put it out there, I’m not knocked up or anything.”

Laurel laughed and then more seriously added, “Have you even been together long enough to get pregnant and also realize it?”

Annie bristled, but it was a fair statement.

“I’m glad you’re happy,” Laurel said. “And Eric is a charismatic young man. A sweet Southern military boy who loves his mama—every parent’s dream.”

“So what’s the problem, then? You said it yourself. I’m happy. He’s a great guy. What more do you want?”

“God, if it were only that easy,” Laurel muttered. “It’s not that I want any one specific thing for you. I just don’t want my baby girl to choose the wrong guy, even if it’s for the right reasons.”

“You can’t name one bad thing about him,” Annie said, her voice getting high. “How can you call him the ‘wrong guy’?”

And what experience did Laurel have with right or wrong men anyway? As far as Annie knew, her mother hadn’t entertained a single significant relationship in the last twenty years. Work, horses, Annie. Annie, horses, work. No room for frivolity. No room for falling in love.

“You think I don’t know what I’m talking about,” Laurel noted. “That I’m some doddering old lady who can’t recognize a good love story when she sees one. But, believe me, I have some experience in matters of the heart.”

“Who was he?” Annie blurted.

Laurel jolted.

“Excuse me?” she said.

They never had this conversation. They danced around it. They flirted with its edges. But mother and daughter did a hero’s job of ignoring the subject of him.

The two women lived a mostly sweet life at their ramshackle farm, enjoying their good fortune and pretty views. Who he was didn’t matter. It had no bearing on their lives. Or so Annie had told herself, out loud and in her mind, ever since she was a little girl. Laurel said early and often the man wasn’t worth knowing, and so Annie took her mother’s word for it.

Until now.

“My father,” she said, as if it needed clarification. “I want to know the details.”

“The details aren’t important,” Laurel insisted, as she had a dozen times before. “He was someone I thought I knew. And he didn’t want any kind of life with us. What else do you need?”

“A name would be nice.”

“His last name was Haley.”

“Yeah, I gathered,” she said. “So why does it say ‘unknown’ on my birth certificate? You two were married. We both share his name. He is known.”

“I don’t understand why you suddenly care so much about a man who was incapable of caring about us.”

“I’m getting married. And I don’t even have the words to tell my fiancé where I came from, who I am.”

“The man who got me pregnant is not who you are,” Laurel said, gritting her teeth.

Heat rose to her face, for perhaps the third or fourth time in Annie’s life. No matter how many beer cans under the porch, or escaped horses galloping through town, Laurel maintained an aggravatingly neutral demeanor at all times. Annie wished she’d lose her shit every once in a while, but Laurel was too rational for anything like that.

“He’s a little bit who I am,” Annie said, testing her. “Don’t you think it’s important—”

“Your father was a dangerous person,” Laurel said, her jaw tense as she spoke. “He fought battles for which he didn’t have the weapons and so I took us out of the crossfire. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t blame him entirely.”

“Of course you don’t.”

“But he was unknown to me in the end, which is why your birth certificate says what it does. There’s also the legal side.”

“There always is.” Annie rolled her eyes. “Counselor.”

“Hey. It’s important. I didn’t want anyone trying to … stake a claim. That’s not the right phrase but I can’t think of a better way to put it.”

“So was he incapable of caring? Or you wouldn’t let him?”

“That’s not fair.”

“I agree,” Annie said. “It’s not. So, is he still alive?”

“No.”

She expected some hesitation, a pause for half a beat. But Laurel spat out the word so sharply and with such bite Annie almost felt a sting.

“All right,” Annie said, feeling off balance. “I guess that’s that. What about his family? Don’t I have, like, grandparents somewhere? Aunts or uncles?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. They wanted nothing to do with us. Why should I waste a single second worrying about them? For Pete’s sake, Annie, after twenty-two years now I’m not enough for you?”

“It’s not like that at all.”

“It’s exactly like that.” Laurel sighed and picked up the old book again. “We leave in a few hours and I have a lot to sort through before then. Maybe we can—I don’t know—talk more when we’re there. Banbury is … it’s hard to explain. It’s a different place.”

That Laurel didn’t have a way to finish the sentence bothered Annie because nothing about the trip made sense. The party line was that Laurel had to shore up a land deal in Oxfordshire. Family business, she claimed. But what kind of business could this possibly be?

As far as Annie knew, their family tree was mostly barren, woefully branchless. She didn’t have siblings, and neither did her mom. Laurel’s parents and grandparents were deceased. There was an uncle-type in Chicago, some third or fourth cousins in San Diego, plus a sprinkling of others throughout the country. All of them were Christmas-card cordial, but if she’d met them, Annie didn’t remember.

Yet there was another tree, somewhere. Her dad’s. Maybe it was as meager as theirs. On the other hand, perhaps it was a redwood, or whatever the British considered a significantly gargantuan tree.

“Does this trip have anything to do with him?” Annie asked. “The family land? Was my father British?”

“Uh, no.” Laurel chuckled without smiling. “The man who gave me you has nothing to do with Banbury.”

“Earlier today I told Eric that you’re more predictable than the sunrise. But maybe I was wrong. So many things don’t make sense. My father. This English home, which you’ve owned for decades but are only selling now.”

“It’s my retirement, sweetheart.”

Laurel sighed again and threw the blue book into a box. Annie leaned toward it and tried to make out the faded gold words on its cover. There was something familiar about the book, and her mother’s demeanor while holding it. It was curious as Laurel was never much of a reader outside legal tomes. This, despite a very crowded bookshelf behind her.

“Okay,” Annie said. “I get that it’s your retirement but where did the property come from? Specifically? Who gave it to you?”

“A distant relative, someone without any direct heirs. Might as well have picked my name out of a hat. I’ve had the home a long, long time.” Laurel smiled. “Almost as long as I’ve had you. Though of course you’re far more valuable. And the property is not so chatty.”

“Why are you selling it now?” Annie asked, still suspicious. “If you’ve had it for so long?”

“I wasn’t being flip when I said it’s my retirement. That’s always been the plan, and in the last few months the land around it has come up for sale, making my property more valuable. Most people can’t retire before age fifty. I’d still be working if I didn’t have this in my back pocket.”

“So that’s it? The mysterious house is nothing more than an investment?”

A funny look wiggled across Laurel’s face.

“Yes,” she said. “Something like that. Listen, Annie-bear, we need to get to bed or we’ll be dragging in the morning. Let’s talk more on the flight. Or once we are in Banbury. We’ll have plenty of heart-to-hearts, about property, marriages, whatever you want.”

Laurel looked at once tired, weary, and well beyond her age. For a moment Annie regretted pushing so hard.

“Mom, I’m sorry. It’s just with everything…”

“Nothing to be sorry about. Good night,” Laurel said, and rubbed a hand over Annie’s head. “I’m headed upstairs. See you in the morning. I love you.”

With a final sad smile, Laurel slipped out the door. Annie listened as her mother’s footsteps retreated.

Once the floorboards groaned and squeaked overhead, Annie scrambled over to the cardboard box. Inside were several bound sets of paper, legal documents mostly. On top of them sat the book, that ancient blue book. It niggled at her as she lifted it from the box.

“The Missing Duchess,” she read. “By J. Casper Augustine Seton.”

Annie fanned the pages beneath her nose. They were old and yellow, mustier than Goose Creek Hill itself. She let out a cough and flicked open a page.

They said you weren’t anyone until Giovanni Boldini painted you. But of all the famed women he rendered, the princesses and countesses and heiresses, the Duchess of Marlborough was deemed the most enchanting.

“Annie?” her mom called from the top of the stairs.

She jumped, fumbling and bobbling the book before ultimately saving it from a union with the floor.

“Are you coming upstairs?” Laurel asked. “Please turn out the lights.”

“Yes! I’m coming!”

Annie took one last glance at the foiled lettering on the cover. Then she slid the book into the back of her sweatpants and shut off the light.
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The Duchess of Marlborough was born Gladys Deacon on 7 February 1881 at the Hotel Brighton in Paris. She was the eldest, and most beautiful, of four exceptionally lovely girls.

The Deacons were a stormy, storied crew. Gladys’s tortured, moonstruck father descended from the Boston Parkers, a family with more money than sense. Like any senseless gentry, the money soon matched their level of cunning. Which is to say, not much.

—J. Casper Augustine Seton,

The Missing Duchess: A Biography

The innkeeper was almost cartoon-grade British with her ruddy complexion and flat, uneven teeth.

“We’re known for our cakes!” she sang. “You have to try our cakes!”

Her name was Nicola. Annie couldn’t make out if she was closer in age to Laurel or to herself, one of those people who seemed young and old at the same time.

“There’s a bakery down on Parsons Street,” she said, fluffing pillows as Laurel and Annie filed in behind her. “Theirs are scrumptious but you can’t go wrong anywhere round here. Do you find this room suitable? I can move you, we’re not too busy. This is my favorite, though. It gets the best light. Plus they don’t make this pattern of bedspread anymore. It’s one of a kind!”

“The room is perfect,” Laurel said, and set her bags on the bed. Nicola promptly moved them to the suitcase stand. “A complete delight.”

Their room was all English countryside with its whitewashed wood floors, sloped ceilings, and matching wrought-iron twin beds. Annie could tell that Laurel wasn’t thrilled with the size of the beds but loved the room on sight.

The town was charming too, if not lacking a central square and featuring, according to Nicola, a “right mishmash of shops running higgledy-piggledy to and fro.” Annie saw through a dormer window what appeared to be the town’s focal point: the Banbury Cross, a tall stone spire erupting out of the middle of a roundabout.

“I knew you’d find it top-notch!” Nicola said. “I’ll let you two settle in. Ring if you need anything. I’m at the front desk all day and night. Alrighty then. Cheerio!”

Nicola spun around and jostled downstairs. Annie and Laurel smiled weakly at each other.

It was the first time they’d been truly alone since their clash in Laurel’s office. Was it resolved? Would they talk more? Get to the bottom of this father business? Or would they instead resume their usual ways? Annie wondered if she even cared. Right then the only feelings she could muster were of being tired and missing Eric. Seven months of not seeing him. How was she going to last?

“So here we are,” Laurel said. “And it’s raining. Of course.”

She began sorting through her handbag.

“I know we just arrived, but I have to leave in a few minutes,” Laurel went on. “A meeting with a solicitor. You’re welcome to join me, or you can hang out here. I can’t imagine my meeting will be of any interest whatsoever.”

Annie sighed, surprised her mother had an obligation so soon. This “vacation” was starting out on a real high.

“Maybe I’ll go with you,” Annie said, and slumped down onto the bed, physically exhausted though she’d spent most of the last twenty-four hours on her duff. “The weather’s for crap plus it’s not like I have anything else to do.”

“As your counsel, I advise against it.”

Laurel lifted the clothes from her suitcase, then refolded them and placed them into drawers. She lined her toiletries in the washroom, the little bottles standing at attention like soldiers. Annie wished her mom would leave her luggage momentarily unpacked, enjoy the change of scenery for at least a minute or two. But with Laurel there was always something to be done.

“I can’t find the converter,” Laurel said, as Annie leaned back onto her elbows with an extra large sigh. “Did you grab it? I need to charge my phone.”

“Should be in my carry-on.”

“That’s right. I saw you put it in there.”

As Laurel reached toward the bag, Annie remembered what she’d stashed inside. She sprang from the bed.

“Wait!” Annie yelped. It was the fastest she’d moved all week.

“Good grief, Annie, you almost knocked me over.”

“I’ll get it. Here.”

She handed her mom the power converter as Laurel’s battered copy of The Missing Duchess shifted down into the bottom of Annie’s backpack.

“Okay…” Laurel said, one eyebrow raised. “Thanks.”

Would she be mad about the book? It was hard to guess, but on the train from Heathrow, Annie asked about it. Laurel’s response was puzzling, mostly because it wasn’t a response at all.

“What book?” she’d asked.

Their relationship wasn’t perfect but usually Laurel treated Annie with truthfulness and respect, nameless fathers notwithstanding. This was a woman who, when asked by her kindergartner whether storks had to carry twins one at a time, treated the child to a full rundown of the vagaries of procreation. Laurel never shielded her daughter from anything, even when Annie preferred to stay in the dark.

Of course, there was the question of her father so Laurel was known to skim the tough parts of a story.

“What book?” Annie parroted as they bumped through the countryside. “That book. The book book. From … home.”

“I’m pretty sure we have more than one book,” Laurel said. “We could open a used bookstore with what you’ve brought home in the last month.”

“No, this is your book. The blue one. It’s old.”

“I have a lot of old books in my office.”

“You were holding it last night?” Annie tried.

“Hmm.” Laurel shrugged. “Probably picked it up along the way, like most things in that ancient house.”

Annie nodded but wasn’t buying it. There was something about that book.

In twenty years she could scarcely remember Laurel reading anything other than legal briefs, the Wall Street Journal, or guides to management effectiveness passed on by a boss. Laurel had a collection of first editions lining her library walls but she’d never taken one out, as far as Annie knew. Moodily clutching books about duchesses was Annie’s style, not her mom’s.

The book felt familiar though, more so by the hour. Distracted by days and miles and the ache of missing Eric, Annie closed her eyes and tried to pull up the memories. They jammed somewhere behind her eyes.

“I was thinking,” she said as Laurel bustled around their room, bumping into desks and lamps, unaccustomed to the tight Banbury space. “I’ll stay here until you get back. I feel like … reading.”

“Good plan. There’s a fireplace down in the library. Might be just the spot to crack open a book and have some tea.”

“Or be force-fed Banbury cakes,” Annie added with a smirk.

“Nicola is indeed inexplicably jazzed about currants and puff pastries.” Laurel picked up her phone. “Well, that was helpful. Not charged at all. Do you mind if I leave it here? I don’t want to strand you but it’s about to die.”

“If there are any emergencies I can figure out what to do. Nicola seems conscientious. She won’t let me die in a fire or get coerced into any cults.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“So, go! Scat!” Annie said, wiggling her fingers, suddenly itchy to be alone. “Be gone with you!”

Laurel gave her a worried smile, as if she were hesitant to leave her daughter, twenty-two and engaged to a man she hardly knew. They were in a new town and Annie might find herself lost in more ways than one. Alas, Laurel had stuff to do and Taking Care of Business was her greatest skill.

After reapplying a new coat of lipstick, Revlon Tickled Pink, in production since 1983, Laurel grabbed her handbag and scooted out into the hallway. The door had not even clicked when Annie shot across the room and rescued The Missing Duchess from the bottom of her bag.

“What book, my ass,” she mumbled, lifting the cover.

She turned to the first chapter and began to read.

In human relationships she offered nothing but an offensive arbitrariness, pursuing people in a flattering and ensnaring fashion, only so as to be able to break off with them noisily when the fancy struck her.—Art historian Bernard Berenson, on the Duchess of Marlborough

“Sounds delightful.” Annie snorted. She read the first sentence.

I arrived to Banbury on a Tuesday.

“Banbury?” Annie blurted, astonished.

She glanced out the window at the Banbury Cross. Sentence number one and already she was getting somewhere. Or, rather, she was there already.

It was cold and wet, she read on, as Banbury preferred to be.

After checking into an inn of middling regard, I stopped by a pub, figuring it was the exact kind of place where news gathered. I ordered a Watneys Red Barrel and set to work.
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A background for the uninitiated.

By age ten Gladys Deacon had lived in four different countries.

At eleven she was placed in the custody of a convicted murderer. She was kidnapped at twelve.

At sixteen she debuted in London where she met her future husband, who was already married.

By twenty-one she was living independently in Paris, in an apartment she owned alone.

In 1906, at the age of twenty-five, Gladys cemented her friendship with Marcel Proust, which led to friendships with the most eminent writers of the era: Hardy, Wharton, Waugh. And of course Henry James.

Then there were the men, her incalculable lovers, too many to list as the index to a book should never be longer than the story itself. It suffices to say that by the time she married, Gladys had run through a roster of bachelors, eligible and otherwise. She dated the Duke of Norfolk, Roffredo Caetani, the Duke of Camastra, poet Robert Trevelyan, French politician Aristide Briand, General Joffre, and Lord Francis Pelham-Clinton-Hope, owner of the Hope diamond. Unfortunately forty-five carats was not sufficient diamond weight when the suitor also had a wonky leg.

For a time Gladys Deacon was engaged to the Crown Prince of Prussia, a tall, blond, shy sally of a man. The arrangement fell apart because she was not a princess and did not like being reminded of it. A shame, that. Their marriage would’ve created a German-American alliance and, they say, prevented the First World War.

—J. Casper Augustine Seton,

The Missing Duchess: A Biography

They’d been in Banbury for three days.

The land deal was already rocky, the terms changing by the hour. Laurel attended one meeting after another. Annie considered tagging along as there were only so many quaint streets to meander, a limited number of townsfolk to chat up. The limestone cottages were cute, yes, but there were so damned many of them.

“Castles,” Laurel said. “There are some beautiful castles nearby. Plus, London! We have to do London. I promise we’ll act like proper tourists soon. I even brought a fanny pack and a list of ways to embarrass you.”

Castles were fine, fanny packs or not. London would be exciting. But at that point Annie would’ve settled for a few meals that weren’t rushed, one conversation that didn’t involve rumination on negotiating tactics. Her mother promised sightseeing. She promised bonding and “plenty of time for heart-to-hearts.” Laurel’s heart didn’t seem to be in it. Her mother had never felt so far away.

“Could we get married on the farm?” Annie tried over breakfast one morning. “We’ll keep it low-key, of course. A real bootstrap kind of affair.”

Best to broach prickly topics with talk of budgets, she decided. Laurel wouldn’t be able to resist such levelheadedness and thrift.

“You never have to ask to use the farm,” Laurel said. “It’s as much yours as it is mine. In any case let’s not worry about that now. When we go to London, what plays do you want to see?”

“We’ll keep it small. The wedding. Close friends, family. Not that we have much of either.”

Annie had been awake most of the night, trying to figure out how she’d track down her father’s side of the family to invite them to the wedding. Maybe she’d get Oprah involved, though illegitimate horse farm girls were not so sad a tale.

“Annabelle, what’s that face?”

She mentally cursed Eric and his sweet-talking, married-three-decades parents. She had met them once, at a semidisastrous meal in Georgetown. Over a plate of fried calamari, they asked what her daddy did. Annie admitted she didn’t know and the whisky pounding ensued. At the time she hadn’t even known he was dead.

“Are you all right?” Laurel asked.

“Oh, um. Yes. I’m fine.”

“Well, what’s your answer?”

“Answer? About what?”

“The shows you want to see! Are you sure everything’s okay? You don’t seem yourself.”

Funny. Laurel didn’t seem herself, either.

“Annie?”

“Yes, yes.” She shook her head. “Everything’s good. Whatever. We can see whatever. Just, uh, don’t make me see Les Miz again.”

She liked Les Miz, but what did it matter? Annie had very little faith the trip to London would happen at all.
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“Hello!” Annie stood in the doorway, searching for a host. She caught the bartender’s eye. “Table for one?”

“Sit wherever you’d like.”

He gestured to the room.

“Thanks!”

She grinned her big, toothy American smile and took a booth by the back, even as she contemplated whether she really wanted to stay. The outing was Nicola’s brainchild as the innkeeper had grown weary of watching “forlorn tourists sit by the fire gnawing on biscuits and old straws.”

According to Nicola, the George & Dragon was the best pub in town. It was also the only pub in town and “filled with a bunch of old goats most days of the week,” but they had palatable food and plenty of pints for desolate American travelers. It would do for the likes of her.

Once seated, Annie glanced around. The pub’s diners did indeed include a distribution of grizzly souls, plus a family trying to control their toddler son to no success. Annie ordered tea plus a bacon and brie with cranberry. She told the waiter to take his time.

As the man walked away, Annie reached into her bag and pulled out the book. She turned to the spot where she’d left off earlier that morning when she stole a few pages while Laurel showered. It was marked with a photograph of Eric, which she pressed against her chest before reading on.

What happened to the duchess? What happened to the woman who dated kings and princes and statesmen? In 1934, the duchess left her castle as well as society and the very foundation of her existence. Or, as friends and family would tell it, Gladys Deacon vanished into the pink horizon.

“Pardon me,” said a voice.

A man appeared beside her. Annie had noticed him when she first walked in. Most of the pub’s customers were short, molelike, with Rudolph the Reindeer noses and exaggerated, furry ears. But this guy was tall, tanned, and had a thick mass of wavy white hair. He looked like an aging film star, the other patrons his background players.

“That book,” he said, without introduction. “Where’d you get it?”

“Oh.” She paused. “A local bookstore?”

The words were out of Annie’s mouth before she could question why she said them. What was it about The Missing Duchess that made people want to lie?

“Trudy’s place?” he asked. “She had a copy?”

“Yeah. Sure. I guess.”

She glanced away, hoping he wouldn’t think to verify her story with this Trudy person. The man continued to stand there and so Annie returned her eyes to the page.

As reports would go, the duchess left Blenheim Palace at dawn, taking her innumerable belongings as well as her title. All her possessions, loaded onto lorries, destination unknown.

People inquired after her, and how could they not? Gladys Deacon’s visage was so superior, her looks so fabled, John Singer Sargent refused to paint her portrait for fear of not possessing the talent to properly capture her beauty.

“The duchess.” The man tapped her book. “She used to live in this town. As the legend goes.”

“So I’ve gathered,” Annie replied without looking up. “Though I haven’t made much progress. No spoilers please.”

“Is it good? The book?”

“Like I said, early innings, but it’s okay so far. The author tends to digress though.”

“Well, the guy was a hack. Only thing he ever published.”

“The book is swell,” she said, vigorously keeping her gaze down. “I was kidding.”

Go away, you old geezer, she thought, though did not mean it. Truth be told, it was nice to have company, to hear another person’s voice.

“Why’d it catch your eye?” he asked. “At Trudy’s?”

Annie studied the cover. It was blue, textured, and plain, the original jacket long since gone. Why would it catch her eye? It’d not stand out in a library of two.

“I was, uh, already apprised of the Duchess of Marlborough,” she said. “Seemed like an interesting subject. I hadn’t run into the book before.”

“I think there are approximately three people on planet earth who’ve run into the book before.”

“So she wasn’t a hot topic in town?”

“Oh, she was a ‘hot topic,’ all right. Imagine a woman, a rumored duchess, with spooky blue eyes who ran round Banbury helter-skelter, shooting guns and shouting obscenities. People bolted in the opposite direction whenever they saw her.”

“Sounds like a reasonable reaction, given the firearms.”

“Well, you do have to pay attention to the crazy ones.” He tapped his forehead. “Either they’re dangerous or the exact kind of people you want to know.”

“Why would you want to know them?” Annie asked, finding herself amused.

She slipped Eric’s photo back between the pages and closed the book.

“Because, young lady,” he said. “The dens of the mad often hold the greatest riches.”

“Um, okay.”

She laughed nervously. Though he was charming and older-man handsome, Annie couldn’t help but wonder which den of madness this guy might’ve crawled out from.

“The woman denied it, however,” he told her. “Said she wasn’t a duchess. Called herself Mrs. Spencer.”

“When I’m ninety years old, if people want to confuse me for a duchess, I won’t stop them. Heck, I might even insist upon it. Hello, sirs! The Duchess of Middleburg calling. Where’s my tea?”

The man removed his glasses, dropped them into his pocket, and sat down across from her.

“I’m sure you’ll have no shortage of men willing to bring you tea,” he said. “Mind if I join you?”

“I think you already have. So. You seem to be one of the regulars.” She motioned toward the other white-hairs in the pub. “How long have you lived here?”

“In other words, I am fairly advanced in years. Was I one of the wary townsfolk?”

“You said it, not me.” She smiled. “So, did you know her? The supposed duchess? Were you two friends?”

“Friends?” He grimaced. “Gawd blimey. How old do you think I am? She was born a hundred and twenty years ago. No. Lord no. We weren’t friends.”

“I wasn’t trying to offend—”

“Trying and doing are two different things. No, young lass, I’ve not seen one hundred and twenty summers just yet. But I was here when that cut-rate author came to Banbury to write his stupid book of nonsense. My name’s Gus.”

He extended a hand.

“Annabelle,” she said. “But I also go by Annie.”

“And I also go by the Earl of Winton.”

She laughed at the joke but Gus’s face remained stern.

“Something funny about that?” he asked.

“Well, yes. No. I mean … the Duchess of Marlborough and now the Earl of Winton?” she said. “I didn’t realize there was such a stronghold of peers in this village. Does Burke’s know about this?”

Gus cracked a smile.

“Yes, of course they do,” he said. “That’s the very point of their existence. How are you familiar with Burke’s? You are an American.”

“Sometimes we read books,” she said. “Or hear about things that happen outside of the United States. Shocking, but true.”

“I find you suspicious,” he said.

“I’m suspicious? I was sitting here reading quietly, minding my own business, when you walked up. If anyone’s suspicious it’s strange men in pubs at one o’clock in the afternoon.”

“Touché. What I meant was, I thought Americans were staying home right now. Avoiding air travel. Waving flags. Setting off fireworks.”

“Not all Americans,” she said, prickling.

Eric was in the middle of an ocean right then, floating at no discernible place. The fireworks he might soon set off she could not contemplate.

“I’m sorry,” Gus said, and gently touched her hands. “I’m not trying to poke fun. This has been a grievous tragedy. For the entire world.”

“No. It’s not that.” Annie shook her head. Well, it was that. But also more. “It’s fine. Not fine, exactly. I don’t like thinking about it.”

“Understood. I’m sorry. I have atrocious social skills. They’re pitifully out of practice living in this ‘derelict hamlet,’” he said, using the duchess’s own words and offering a sly grin. “And what hamlet are you from, my new American friend? Do I detect a Southern accent?”

“Yes and no,” she said, amazed to find herself smiling.

Whoever this Gus was, this Earl of Winton, he had a certain salty appeal.

“I’m from Virginia,” she said. “Which is Southern to anyone who doesn’t live in the South.” For a wistful moment she thought of her Alabama boy. “Do you get many of my compatriots around here?”

“Oh, we’ve had a few. We used to get all kinds before the coffee-processing facility closed a few years back. So why are you here? Visiting someone?”

“For work,” she said, then blushed. It was—what?—the second lie she’d told him? The third?

“Working bloody hard, I gather. Reading all day in a pub. Sounds like my kind of job. Is your company hiring any dashing, slightly older Brits these days?”

“Very funny. I’m … I’m a scholar actually.”

Again she cringed. Lie number three? This one was not as egregious. A scholar was the most recent thing she had been. Plus last week she’d perused a few grad school catalogs. A scholar she could be again.

“I’m getting my master’s,” she continued, rolling out the lies with a startling smoothness. “Concentrating in Victorian and Edwardian British literature.”

These fabrications were not completely off base, Annie assured herself. British literature had been her concentration in undergrad, which of course explained the lack of employment to anyone who asked.

“Ah,” Gus said. “So you’re here on an academic tour.”

“Something along those lines. Research, mostly. For my thesis.”

Annie could almost believe that it was true. In Oxfordshire, with Laurel, she hoped to prove something. Of course “who’s my daddy” would impress nary an English department, or even an old guy in a pub.

“Poking around used bookstores in a ‘derelict hamlet’ seemed like a decent start,” she added.

Did it? So many lies, Annie couldn’t even keep how she felt about them straight.

“Well, do you have something there?” Gus asked. “For your thesis?”

“I don’t know. Maybe?”

“Most people didn’t believe him, you know,” Gus said. “The author.”

“Believe him about what?”

“About her title. About her love for the duke and their doomed romance. His thesis was never really proved, which was probably the prime reason his book was such a spectacular bomb.”

He said this almost happily, with a notable spark of Schadenfreude. Gus was glad for this man’s failure.

“Do you know him?” Annie pointed to the name on the cover. “Seton?”

“I did. We all did. Alas, the man who wrote that book is long since gone.”

“Oh.” She frowned.

“Chin up! Nothing morbid. Unfortunately for the poor bastard. He simply … moved on.”

“Moved on to where?”

“Not through the pearly gates, if that’s what you’re imagining,” Gus said. “No, the old fellow went to Paris in 1973 and in Paris he remains.”

“So you do know him?”

“That man is unknowable.” Gus glowered. “We were acquainted at one time but he’s now hazy in my mind. He first came here, to Banbury, from London in … let’s see…” He squinched his eyes. “Around Christmas 1972. Have you reached the part where the duchess despises Christmas?”

“I haven’t.”

“Yes. Christmas 1972. Seton wasn’t too well received, by the duchess or anyone else. Can’t fault them for it. He was the exact kind of arsehole you’d expect.” Gus gave a little grunt. “Young. Spoiled. Thinking he had tremendous literary talent. His parents were tired of his unfulfilled ambitions. They wanted him to get a real job. This book was his last attempt at a career. Not sure the poor bastard ever succeeded at a single damned thing he tried.”

“So you guys were the best of pals, I gather.”

Gus scowled.

“No. ‘Pal’ is not the word I’d use.”

“I was only kidding…”

“You have the book,” Gus said. “Which means you have one side of a very multisided tale. I can help, if you want the full story.”

The full story Annie wanted was of her mother, but she felt intrigued. Though Gus was probably nothing more than a blathering drunkard, Annie had an afternoon to kill. To spend it gabbing about duchesses with the so-called Earl of Winton wasn’t too bad of a prospect. Maybe there was a bit of a researcher in her yet.

“You know what, Gus?” she said. “I’d love to hear the whole story. If you have time. I am suddenly awash in it myself.”

“Brilliant!” His face lit up. “Ned!” He signaled to the bartender. “Another cider! What are you having?”

“Just tea.”

“Two pints,” he said. “Well, Annie, the first thing you must know is the author came to town thinking he had the inside track on the missing duchess. Everyone else thought she was dead. But when the fellow arrived at the duchess’s home someone else was already there. Her name was Pru. And wouldn’t you know it? She was an American, like all good interlopers tend to be.”
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GRAYCLIFFE

NEWPORT, RHODE ISLAND

OCTOBER 1972

Gus began his story in Newport, nearly a decade before Annie was born.

Picture an old woman, he said, sitting in an ornate, drafty home beside the sea. Before her is a young girl. The girl is beautiful, all light and gossamer. Though she is luminous, she is also unsteady, glinting like a candle’s flame.

“So you’ve come for the job,” the old lady said.

“Yes,” answered the young woman, who went by Pru. “I found it in the paper.”

She was nineteen years old, a bookish girl who left university after only one year to get married. In April she learned there would be no marriage and so Pru had spent the prior six months addled, confused, bumping around as if lost in a pinball machine. But in her purse was the newspaper ad that might finally help her land.

WHITE COLLAR GIRL NEEDED. Oxfordshire, England. Personal assistant req’d for cultured older woman living alone. 400 dollars per month and free board. No exp necessary. Only a love of literature and the English countryside.

The girl matched the admittedly slim requirements. She had the right experience, which was none, and did love books. Though she’d never been to England, Pru recognized this post as the answer, the precise action she needed to take. It was time to go away, to travel far. The Atlantic Ocean was the distance she ached for.

“I can give you references,” Pru said when the woman didn’t respond. “I’m a literature fiend and I’m close with the—”

“How old are you? Twenty if you’re a day.”

The woman was the niece of the would-be charge, but seemed far too old to call anyone aunt. Regardless, she’d evidently drawn the short end of the family stick and was responsible for dickering with the old bat in England. Best to foist caretaking duties onto a stranger for some nominal fee. What was money for if not for that?

“I’m nineteen,” Pru said. “And I’m very independent.”

“I’m sure you are.” The woman sniffed. “But don’t you have better prospects? By which I mean any other prospects at all?”

“I’m college-educated,” she said. A stretch, to be sure, but not a lie. “And I was engaged to be married.”

“You were engaged?” the woman said with a wheezing giggle. “A broken engagement. Well, well, well, you’d fit in with my aunt quite well.”

“Not broken,” Pru said. “He died.”

The words stunned even her. Pru usually didn’t have to say them herself. There was always someone else around to relay the ghastly tale.

“He died?” the woman gasped.

“He died,” she returned with a nod.

He died, he died, he died.

Pru repeated the words in her head. Even now they didn’t feel right though she’d been there when Charlie’s remains returned home. She’d watched as they installed the box of him into the family mausoleum.

“So the answer is no,” Pru said. “I have not a single prospect.”

She shivered and wrapped a shawl tight around her shoulders. Pru was slight, a slip of a girl. On top of that the grand Newport home was cavernous and cold. The windows were open, baroque curtains drooping around them like heavy eyelids.

“Oh my. He passed? Was it in Vietnam?” The woman made a face as Pru nodded. “He died in Vietnam. Lord have mercy. He’s one of those.”

“One of what?” she asked. “A soldier? A brave man?”

Pru feigned ignorance but understood what this woman saw, what most of the nation believed.

The war had long since worn out its welcome. Citizens were dying at an alarming clip. Those who survived were judged as baby-killers or nancy boys. What the bloody hell had they been up to anyhow? They should’ve won the blessed thing by now. The lads were nothing like their fathers, who had previously saved the world.

In Pru’s mind, Charlie was a hero. But he was also an idiot. His parents expended tremendous effort to backdate a fictitious sporting injury and Charlie declined to accept it. It did not sit well with him, the lying. But the lie would’ve saved his life.

“Bloodthirsty heathens,” the woman muttered under her breath.

“He died in April,” Pru said, eyes watering. “During the Easter Offensive. They found his body somewhere near Kon Tum. His name was Charlie.”

“Isn’t that the nickname for the Viet Cong?”

“It is.”

“Ha! The irony.”

Pru sucked back a thick swallow of tears.

“A damned shame,” the woman said. “All of it.”

“I agree entirely.”

“And now you need a job. A way to support yourself.”

Pru nodded again, tears shimmering on her lashes. She’d stupidly hoped Charlie’s family might help, perhaps provide a job at their dry-goods conglomerate. Pru could type memos. She could warm someone else’s coffee.

Alas, she reminded them of Charlie, which reminded them that he chose his death. They couldn’t forgive him. And they couldn’t forgive her for not convincing him to stay.

So, yes, she needed to support herself. But more than that, she had to recover from all she’d lost.

“Why not return to school?” the woman asked. “Finish your studies?”

“My family no longer has the means,” she said simply.

Her parents died when she was young, the money for her studies frittered away by the relatives who raised her. Pru received a scholarship, but when she left because of Charlie the administration made it clear: she was giving it up for good.

“No longer has the means,” the woman echoed with a remote chuckle. “Well, isn’t that how most good stories begin?”

And so she hired Pru on the spot.

The woman didn’t ask for references, or for her to verify the “love of literature and the English countryside.” Pru chalked it up to her appearance, to those clear green eyes and wide-moon face. Charlie used to say she was heavenly, ethereal. It was a touch flowery, but Pru knew her daintiness and quiet demeanor were often confused for a certain grace.

After the proper documents were secured, an attaché escorted her overseas. He was a butler of some sort and seemed equal parts annoyed and tickled by the adventure. All throughout the plane ride and in the hired hack to Banbury, Pru deliberated his purpose. It was 1972 and young women traveled unattended. As far as she could tell, his only business in England was to deposit her on the doorstep of an estate called the Grange.

“You didn’t have to come with me,” Pru said as they made the final leg of their journey. “I realize it’s a bit late to say so, but I could’ve traveled on my own.”

“This is for your own safety. The mistress of the manor is quite a force.”

“So chivalrous,” she mumbled. “And I don’t find sweet old ladies particularly intimidating.”

Suddenly the car sputtered to a stop in front of a stone house.

This? No, this could not be the place. The manor. The so-called estate.

Pru had been in the Newport home, Graycliffe. It was on the beach, fifty rooms they’d said, and so opulent it outshone its commendably palatial neighbors. But this “Grange” looked downright uninhabitable, leaning so far to the left that, well, God help town residents if there ever was a mudslide.

The home didn’t even have a proper roof. It might’ve been thatch-style once, but was now splintered and disintegrating. More windows were broken than were intact and reams of chicken wire encased the property. All around assemblages of livestock pecked and snouted at the dirt.

“Is this…?” she began.

A man burst through the front door. He was reedy and ancient, sporting a wide straw hat, soiled trousers, and no shirt. He waved madly at his visitors.

“Get away!” the person yelled. Pru quickly ascertained he wasn’t waving but brandishing a revolver. “Get away or I’ll shoot you between the eyes! I’ve done it before!”

“I thought she lived alone?” Pru said, heart pounding.

Then she realized. This wasn’t a man. The screaming, ranting figure was a woman.

“Oh my God.”

“Ah yes,” the attaché said with a sneaky smile. “We have arrived. Welcome to the Grange.”
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