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To all those who believe that someday the storm will end.


PROLOGUE


THE WEATHER AT Willowfield had remained a bleak, stubborn gray, punctuated by the blistering winds of an early spring that fought helplessly against winter, which never went easily to its rest in New England. I’d never hated the dormant season, scorned its quiet, or regretted its stillness. Even the endless nights had offered me a unique, almost holy peace. But it had been years since I’d experienced any tranquility in my soul, any joy in the solitude winter granted to this mammoth house, once bustling with people and chaotic life.

I was nursing a brandy, wondering how long I could refrain from leaving Willowfield, dreaming grim, dismal dreams, when the door to the library swung forcefully open. I damn near jumped out of my skin. Living my lifetime in this house had given me some immunity to the shivers it often inspired in the spines of others, particularly at night, but I’d been so deep inside my mind I hadn’t heard footsteps in the hall, and my thoughts had been so dark of late that I first expected to find a ghoul at my door instead of my housekeeper.

Her demeanor, normally comforting in its rigid sensibility, was collapsed into a series of worry lines, her brows drawn down, eyes wide.

I sat up, unsettled by her harried appearance.

“Professor…”

“What’s happened?”

“Dr. Hannigan is on the phone. He’s in a state. I could barely understand half of what he’s saying. He’s demanding to speak with you right away.”

A wave of catastrophic thoughts cascaded through my mind in a bare second. Hannigan was a level-headed man, never distraught. Someone must be dead or horrifically injured. As I rose hastily to my feet and rushed with Ms. Dillard through the dark hallways to the phone in the parlor, I hurried through a list in my head of the people whose injury would work the doctor into incoherence.

Burt or Lottie.

Jack.

Florence.

M…

No. Like a fist striking my abdomen, my breath left me. Not her. She was already gone.

I stood over the table where the phone receiver rested off the cradle, ready to be picked up—to deliver its horrible news. I lifted it to my ear.

“Hannigan,” I said.

“Callum. Callum, I’ve found her.” The doctor’s voice was thick, his nose clogged with the tears he must have been crying. The strangled noise he made in his throat revealed that he still was. “In a bookshop in Boston. Just…pretty as a picture and no clue who I was.”

He was rejoicing, not grieving. Though my uneasiness abated, I remained confounded.

“Hannigan, you’ve scared the devil himself out of Ms. Dillard and me. We thought something terrible had happened.”

“No, my boy. Something wonderful!”

Frustrated by the unnecessary fear I’d been subjected to, I snapped, “You’re talking nonsense, man.”

“I tell you, I found her!” he yelled, and I pulled the earpiece away.

“Christ, Hannigan,” I demanded, “who?”

“She’s alive, Callum.”

The room shifted, turning in a feverish circle around me, utter silence filling my ears until they rang with a phantom noise that might have been the singing of angels or the screams of a woman falling to her death in a rain-swollen ravine.

I looked to Ms. Dillard, searching for an anchor back to the present. The look on my face frightened her, and she brought her hands to her mouth, eyes already full, anticipating yet another woe to have befallen the house.

“Callum!” Dr. Hannigan barked, and the world sharpened.

“Did you hear me?” he said. “Millicent is alive.”


CHAPTER 1


MY PACING WAS beginning to annoy even myself, the constant back and forth from my desk to the fireplace, to the desk again, anxiety crashing against my rib cage in bullying blows.

The binding of the green journal I held creaked, alerting me to my tightening grip. I relaxed my hand and unclenched my jaw. I’d discovered the notebook in a stack of papers a year after the tragedy when I’d come into the library with the full intent of burning it all, sending the whole damnable house up in smoke with myself in the center, a proper funeral pyre.

As though reacting to my thoughts, a log gave way in the fire and the shadows shifted like dancers moving into their next turn. I looked up toward the shadowy vault of the ceiling high above, where the crystal chandelier hung overhead, unlit and untouched by fire glow. The baubles were dull, the bulbs unused. Millicent had hated it. A “monstrosity,” she’d often commented. It made the room unnaturally bright, diminishing the dark embrace of the library’s deep woods and heavy brocades that she found comfort in.

Millie.

My heart picked up an unsteady rhythm. I put the diary down and leaned against the desk, fighting both the familiar pain her name inspired and the new, almost intolerable sensation that trembled behind it—hope.

I heard the car, its engine roaring as it pulled itself up the long, steep drive to the house. With a patient step that belied my nerves, I walked to the window and drew the curtain open only enough to peer out and watch as the blue sedan pulled around the fountain of Clíodhna. My pulse continued its feral cadence, and I braced myself against the window frame, ill prepared to see the woman it had borne back to this place.

She rose from the back seat, eyes cast up in leery admiration. Careful to keep myself hidden from view in case her attention moved in my direction, I drank in the sight of her—clothes out of fashion, a ridiculous coat so threadbare it couldn’t have offered much protection from the blistering wind. She raised a hand to her hat as a gust swept through the hills. Her silhouette, once wan and slight from illness, had regained a healthy shape, relieving some of my worries. A bottomless pit of longing opened in me. How could I do what was required when she was right here in flesh and blood, not a figment of my imagination or a haunting fever dream?

The doctor had only just left, visiting one last time to make the rules clear, to warn me against the dangers of being too familiar. I moved a pace away from the window, suddenly at risk of collapsing to my knees. I needed to compose myself. It would unnerve Millie to encounter a man she didn’t know weeping over her arrival.

From the moment Hannigan had stumbled upon her and we’d formulated our plans to bring her home, I’d prayed a fervent prayer to whatever gods or devils cared to listen.

Let her remember.

I wiped the tears from my cheeks, cleared my throat, and steeled my resolve, preparing myself for the most challenging thing I would ever do.

Be a stranger to my wife, returning to Willowfield for the first time since her death.


CHAPTER 2


THE MOMENTS STRETCHED on painfully as I waited for a sound that would alert me to their approach. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I kept straightening my damn vest, running my fingers through my hair, a habit that had driven my usually patient father into fits of snappishness but one Millie had found endearing. My heart warmed, and a smile pulled at the corners of my lips.

Would she remember so often reaching out to take my hand in hers, pushing the strands I’d disturbed back into place with her soft touch, bringing me out of whatever tumble of thoughts had been distressing me?

If you muss it that way, people will think we’ve been up to something.

Then perhaps we should be up to something, just to give them the thrill of being right.

The ghost of her laughter filled my head, and the very idea of having a chance to hear it again unmoored me, making the floor beneath my feet feel insubstantial.

Finally, footsteps, faster than I would expect, and my heart leaped. But there, the damn journal. I’d left it out on the desk like an idiot. Taking it up, I leaned down to one of the paper stacks and shoved it between the piles of notes and out of view. I’d have to retrieve it later, though with any luck at all, we’d never get to those notes.

The door opened with hardly time for me to right myself before they stepped inside—but it was only Dr. Hannigan, entering alone. His excited expression faltered slightly at the sight of me. I must have looked gruesome.

“What in the world are you doing?”

I released an anxious breath, cagey and restless.

“I’m having myself a jamboree,” I cracked, somewhat unfairly. “What the devil does it look like I’m doing?”

“Indulging in a nervous breakdown,” he said with a slight raise of his brows.

“Please don’t kid with me right now, Hannigan.”

“Who’s kidding? You’re white as a sheet and your hair is singing a damn hallelujah to the Good Lord above. Have you been drinking?”

“Not a drop.” I tried not to take offense. It was true I’d let myself lean too heavily of late into the numbing embrace of alcohol, but since discovering the news, I hadn’t had a taste. “I’m about to see my dead wife. I believe I’m allowed a little discomposure.”

“I concede this is bizarre…”

“Bizarre is a very tame word for this situation.”

“…but my professional recommendations are the same. Don’t tell her. Introduce everything to her as though it were for the first time. Let her come into her memories organically. Treat her as you treated her when you first met.”

I offered him a meaningful look. Millicent and I had been in bed together within weeks of our introduction.

“You know what I mean,” Dr. Hannigan corrected with poorly suppressed annoyance.

My own exasperation was matched. I still questioned the methods being put forward. “You’re asking for such an impossible thing. How can I pretend not to know the woman I love?”

“You’ll do it for her sake, and when she’s finally returned to us, you can live life again and put your guilt to rest.”

My guilt.

The voices of that night began their familiar echo in my mind, as they had done every day, playing in a loop, snagged upon the shameful moment that has haunted me for the past two years.

Millie, wailing at me, screaming about ghosts and accusing me of horrendous things. I’d been aware she was unwell, but every accusation pierced me. Then, the final, fatal blow.

“You’re a monster! Your mother knew you were!”

I’d lost sense of myself, grabbing hold of her shoulders, bony and delicate from her illness, shaking her twice and raising my voice to be heard above her screeching.

“There are no monsters, Millie! It’s only in your mind!”

I’d shocked her quiet, having never laid a harsh hand on her outside of the bedroom when it was games and love instead of anger and hurt.

“Darling,” I’d said in the sudden stillness, “please come back to me.”

With a howl, she’d wrenched away and swiped her nails across my face to give herself time to escape, time to run out of the house, into the storm.

“Callum?”

I surfaced from beneath the suffocating memory, the library becoming substantial again. I found I’d brought a hand to my cheek, the phantom scratch burning as my shame burned.

“You lost yourself,” Hannigan said softly.

I didn’t respond, only smoothed my hair back into place and closed my eyes to search the darkness for steadiness. When the doctor spoke again, he was sympathetic.

“It’s going to be all right.”

Hannigan was a gentle soul on any day, but this voice was reserved for those with whom he felt a deep affection. I’d heard it many times as a boy when my mother lay dying, and again as a man on the ecstatic day of my marriage when I held the bliss of the future in my hands. Then, most recently, during the turmoil and loss that followed the very happiness I’d taken for granted.

There was a firm hand on my shoulder, a squeeze, and I opened my eyes to look at the man who’d been a second father to me.

“She’s downstairs, son,” he said. “She’s home.”

Just as I placed a hand over his, thankful for the bracing words, a piercing scream devastated the peace.


CHAPTER 3


THE BOTH OF us jolted. Hannigan cursed, and I moved instinctively toward the horrible noise—the very same scream I’d heard the night Millie had thrown herself into the ravine.

“That was Felicity,” I said, acidic adrenaline burning in my veins.

“Wait.” The doctor’s grip returned to my shoulder, this time to belay me. “You can’t go charging in all worked up. We don’t know what’s going on. Felicity’s a nervous girl, so I’m sure it’s nothing. Stay here and I’ll go check on things.”

“Stay here?” I echoed, disbelieving.

“You look ready to rip a man apart with your bare hands. Do you think that will offer Millie any comfort?”

“And what if she’s hurt?”

He gave me one long, patient bob of the head to show me he understood my anxieties. “Then Ms. Dillard would be screaming too. I spotted her spying on us from a vestibule in the lower hall. She’s had eyes on Millie since the girl arrived.”

This information encouraged the blade of fear to retreat from my throat, though it still hovered close, ready to bite.

“If something’s wrong, I’ll shout and then you can come running.”

The urgent clip he adopted out into the hallway didn’t settle me. Left standing alone, useless, I resumed my incessant pacing, filled with the volatile energy of a man accustomed to being the first to take action, to handle difficult situations, the man others turned to in a catastrophe—the first one Millie had always reached for.

The many clocks lining the shelves with their intricate mechanisms and glass domes kept horrible time that seemed to stall and skip backward.

I’d no idea how long it had been, but I couldn’t take being impotently patient, and I stalked toward the hall, Dr. Hannigan’s instructions be damned.

As I reached for the handle, Ms. Dillard’s muffled voice, more clipped than usual, reached my ears, headed to the library. Presented with the realization that our meeting was about to happen, I adjusted my vest one more time, fidgeted with my collar, then at the last moment noticed I was standing far too close to the door. In a few quick bounds I was at the desk, rifling through papers as though I’d been doing it for hours. I felt ridiculous. I wasn’t a playactor. Yet here I was about to put on the show of the century, and for her welfare I couldn’t fail.

There were three sharp knocks before the latch clicked open and Ms. Dillard came in.

“Professor, Miss Foxboro has arrived.”

“Show her in,” I replied, finding it a miracle my voice was even. I took up a paper from the desk, examined it without seeing, then shuffled it into a nearby stack.

“Professor Hughes.” It was her voice. Her warm voice, sweet as honey. I shut my eyes against the onslaught of relief. “I’m delighted to make your acquaintance.”

“Miss Foxboro,” I replied, her maiden name strange in my mouth. Discovering I didn’t have the strength to turn and face her without breaking, I took another sheet of paper and tossed it with disgust onto one of the piles on the floor. I had to say something else, not just her name, which hung in the air, awkward and peculiar. Racking my brain for something, anything, I found the words.

“Mé Líadain, rocarus-sa Cuirithir: is fírithir adfiadar.”

We’d translated this poem together as a lark shortly after meeting.

“Sir?” she asked.

Christ, I’d already confused her. Blessedly, I knew how to recover.

“Translate it,” I demanded, sounding bad-tempered even to my own ears.

“Ehm, I am Líadain, who loved Curithir. It is true, as they say.”

“Identify the origin.”

“The seventh-century poetess, Líadain. She’s writing about her love.”

“Fluent?” I asked, knowing full well the answer.

“Not at all, sir. I studied at school, and it was merely a pursuit of interest. I didn’t think I’d ever have need of it.”

Though she’d wanted to need it, had searched for a reason to use her knowledge in a meaningful way. It had led her to me those years ago.

“Hm,” I managed, then fell silent. I had nothing else. Once more I tried to turn, to look upon her beloved face, and still couldn’t.

Ms. Dillard cleared her throat, bringing my attention to how long the silence had stretched on, and I sighed, looking up to gaze out into the darkening landscape, hoping to find a lifeline there. Already the night was heavy.

“Fear gorta. What is it?”

“A starving ghost appearing especially during times of famine. It—” she began. If I let her continue, if I allowed her to talk about the things we had researched together, side by side, I would fracture.

“And the Abhartach?” I interrupted.

“A sort of”—she stumbled—“vampire creature.”

This gave me pause, the ghost of a smile on my lips. “Sort of?”

“There’s differing lore. It doesn’t always drink blood.”

A delicate bloom of hope opened in my heart. She remembered these things, stories she hadn’t known before coming to Willowfield. This emotion was one too many, and my eyes stung with the threat of tears. I couldn’t continue.

“That will do. It’s enough you know a bit of Old Irish. I’m sure it was explained to you what your function here would be?”

“Your assistant, sir.”

“Yes. It’s a devil tracking all these manuscripts, and my notes are in piles.” I motioned around to the mess, one I’d only recently made when I’d pulled all the research out again as a setup for this ruse. “I don’t have the time nor the mind for organizing.”

There was another stretch of graceless silence. I could feel her eyes on me. It was rude that I hadn’t turned, hadn’t introduced myself and allowed her to see my face. I worried once I looked upon her, she would disappear like fog in morning sunlight, and I would wake up alone in the dark, a widower still.

“I’m more than capable of assisting you, Professor,” she said, the irritated edge to her words making it clear I’d offended her.

Better than the alternative.

“When will I be needed?” she asked.

Now. Now, Millie, my love. I need you now.

“Professor,” Ms. Dillard coaxed.

“Tomorrow,” I said, accepting my infuriating limitations. “Tomorrow. I’ve so much work to do still. I’ll greet you properly in the morning when my mind is fresh. Ms. Dillard, please show Miss Foxboro to her room.”

I was a damn coward.

“Professor Hughes,” she began, shocking me with her heated tone, a rare but gratifying occurrence I’d sometimes purposefully encouraged. I turned my head a bare fraction, waiting.

“Good night,” she finished with an air of defeat.

“Good night,” I replied, disappointment making the words terse.

They shuffled out, closing the door behind them while I remained motionless where I stood, aware only of the pain in my chest and the crackling of the fire.


CHAPTER 4


I WAS STILL standing at the desk when there was a light, timid knock and Felicity entered with a tray of coffee. It was set for multiple people, her expectation possibly being that Millie would still be here.

“Are you all right?” she asked, setting the tray down and pouring me a cup without my asking. She glanced at me askance, brow furrowed, looking for signs of turmoil on my face. She’d done this since we were children, and it had become my habit to always smile at her, no matter my true feelings. I managed one now, a weary affair, but a smile nonetheless.

“I should ask you that question. You gave me a fright earlier.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, embarrassment coloring her pale cheeks a poppy pink as she handed the cup over to me. “I’d forgotten Mrs. Hughes was arriving today and was…startled to see her standing in the hall.”

“I understand. To confess, I couldn’t even look at her.” I took the coffee, sipping even though it was still scalding. “You’ve brought extra cups. Would you like one?”

She grinned at me, some of the easiness of our shared history smoothing over her guarded nature, which had intensified since the troubles began. “You know I prefer tea.”

“Coffee is better.”

“As you always say.”

I remembered then.

“Speaking of tea, I have a favor to ask,” I said, placing my drink down to rummage through the papers for the key to the desk drawer. Once I was inside, I pulled out the satchel Dr. Hannigan had left behind, which held several white packets of loose tea.

“Dr. Hannigan is worried about Millie losing sleep, being in this house again. He’s made this leafy concoction to help her. Ms. Dillard has more of the same, in case either of you needs it as well.” I handed the bag over to her, and she took it gingerly, raising it up to enjoy the tart floral scent.

“I think this is what Ms. Dillard had me make earlier for her tray,” she said. “What’s in it?”

“Strawberries? Chamomile. Some other nonsense. Magic too, very probably.”

“I’m sure it’ll work.”

She was saying this purely for my benefit, with neither of us believing it would.

“Professor,” she began, cautious, then for the first time in years she held my gaze with stout resolution, “are you sure this is the best idea?”

She wasn’t asking about the tea, and I lost my footing. Felicity wasn’t the sort to ask these types of pointed questions. If even she would voice her trepidation about the plan, there must be obvious flaws.

“I don’t think we have any other choice,” I replied.

The worry returned to her eyes, darkening them, and I was troubled that she was being forced to take part in this. “We’ve known each other for a long time, Felicity. I count you as a friend, and I’m forever grateful to you for going along with this charade, as hard as it is.”

Something happened to her countenance then, a momentary yielding of worry, her timidness replaced by a warmth I’d rarely seen but always found endearing. If we hadn’t grown up together, if I hadn’t come to appreciate her more as a little cousin than a woman, I had no doubt I could have fallen for those wide faeish eyes. It was a strange pity she chose to seclude herself at this estate with no one to admire her, no prospects for friends or lovers. I would have told her so, but had a sneaking suspicion it wasn’t her own decisions keeping her at Willowfield. Rodney was a powerful character, and I doubted he would let his sister roam far beyond where his eyes could see.

“I’ll be sure Mrs. Hughes gets the tea, Professor,” she agreed by way of acknowledging both my gratitude and my remorse, tucking the pleasant-smelling satchel in her apron pocket.

“Thank you but…” I said, offering one more small smile and tapping the side of my nose. “It may be best to refrain from calling her Mrs. Hughes.”

She nodded her understanding, then left again without a sound, always quiet as a ghost.

Abandoning my coffee, I lit a candle and departed the library with little idea of where I was headed. I could go to the parlor and pour myself a drink, but I was worried about what I might do if my inhibitions were tampered with. I should go to my room, turn in early, and thank the stars that my Millie was under the same roof, but instead of heading down the hallway that would take me to the place I’d slept the past two years, I took a turn toward the room where she would be staying. I wanted to stand at the door, to hear her moving, to know she was there.

Fortunately, my plan was foiled by Ms. Dillard, shuffling quickly in my direction. As she came close, the lantern held high, I could see the tears making tracks down her face.

“Callum,” she gasped when she reached me, and I put a reassuring hand upon her arm as she took in one deep breath of air after another, battling her desire to sob. “That was the hardest thing I have ever done in my life, surpassed only by having to stand at that child’s funeral.”

My heart lurched, and I pulled her into a hug. The woman rarely accepted comfort, but this was an outrageous circumstance.

“You’ve been braver than me today,” I said, placing an affectionate peck on the top of her graying head. Though Ms. Dillard had never tried to take the place of my mother, she’d always been a sturdy, loving presence, and despite what I often said out loud, I was glad she’d refused to leave when I kicked everyone else out and boarded up the house with my grief.

“We do what we must when we’re handed trials,” she replied, wiping away her tears. “We’ve certainly lived through worse, haven’t we?”

She patted her cheeks one last time to make sure they were dry, then straightened the collar of her blouse.

“Let me tend to the fires, and if you were planning on wandering down this hall to check on her—don’t. She’s settling. Let her memories talk to her if they’re going to, and greet her tomorrow when you’re less perturbed. She already thinks there’s something wrong with you.”

“Well, isn’t that just a perfect start.”

“Go on,” she commanded, shooing me in the opposite direction. “Get out of this hallway.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She bustled away, and I glanced one more time down the hall toward the white doors of the room I’d picked for Millie—the one she and Ms. Reeves had taken during their visit to Willowfield nearly five years ago. After the elderly Ms. Reeves had passed, Millie had not wanted the room touched by the hands of our renovations, and though the gas had been turned off to the lanterns to prepare for electricity, it was all still as it had been.

I would break the rules if I stood there much longer, so I headed instead to the only other place I thought might bring me any solace. The hallways were dark, nearly impossible to navigate with sight, but I knew the way by heart.

The narrow staircase leading to the tower creaked in greeting underfoot. I’d locked the door at the top landing, but produced the key from my vest pocket and let myself into the small parlor where so many happy moments had been spent, all now a graveyard of dust sheets and unused furniture. I still came up from time to time to work, and to be alone. Not alone the way I was when I walked the empty house, but alone the way you are when it’s only you and the soft, mournful company of your past.

I was here now because it was no longer a brutal memorial to a life abruptly ended, but a reminder of what might be recovered.

I’d heard her voice. My wife was alive.

I collapsed into a covered chair, face in my hands, and wept.


CHAPTER 5


I COULDN’T STAY in this place. Not tonight. I needed to be closer to Millie in case something went wrong, and because I craved to be. I locked the door at the top of the landing. If she was still my Millie, she’d be driven by her curiosity, and despite any directions given to her to stay put, she’d eventually find her way to these stairs. I didn’t want to risk the first memories returning to her to be ones of the nursery, of the family we wanted that never came to be.

I made my way through the belly of the house, candle flame flickering in the cool draft, lost in thought until I heard a sound that raised the hair on my arms. I was so used to the utter silence, any new shuffling or creak was unexpected. I narrowed my eyes, peering through the gloom, slowing my step as I came to the corner, nearly jumping out of my skin when a woman in white rounded into the hall and collided with me.

In even just the momentary contact, I recognized the shape of the body against my chest.

Millie. 

Every nerve fired at once, every muscle insisting I reach out, pull her into my arms, hold her close until the time and pain between us dissolved like a nightmare. The will it took to remain still, to not advance when she retreated in shock, exhausted me immensely.

“Miss Foxboro,” I said.

“Professor Hughes,” she replied, embarrassment making the words weak.

The first time I’d ever laid eyes on her, she’d been learning to play croquet with several older women who visited the estate for tea every Sunday afternoon. She was timid about hitting the ball, and they encouraged her loudly to have some snap, to not be afraid to give it a solid wallop. I’d spied on the little group for several moments, fascinated and amused by the hennish way the ladies were bustling this young woman around. I might have left, never thought of her again if she hadn’t looked up, hadn’t locked eyes with me across the lawn so that I saw the full glory of her face, and smiled, lifting her shoulders in a shrug as if to say, Nothing for it.

I’d known plenty of beautiful women, had flirted with young actresses who modeled for the Hughes advertisements, heiresses drifting like angels in clouds of fragrance through the parties I was so often expected to attend. But Millicent, with that smile, the direct, open way she’d looked at me as though she’d known me all her life, tripped me up, then took permanent residence in my thoughts.

I’d looked for her after, aware she was staying at the house, hoping to catch sight without being obvious. I asked Ms. Dillard about Ms. Reeves’s young auburn-headed companion, and she’d given me a look, suspicious.

“She’s a delicate but resilient thing, already walked the courts of hell itself. Smart as a whip and precious as a gem, if you ask me. A terrible cook, though.”

Then she’d gone tight-lipped in the way only Ms. Dillard could when it’s clear you’ll get nothing else out of her. But as I took my leave, she called casually after me, “She likes fairy stories.”

Days followed, and I was confoundedly too nervous to make her acquaintance directly, finding no good reason to speak with her without it being obviously orchestrated. Then came the summer fete—a giant affair we planned for months, surpassed in popularity only by the New Year’s Eve celebration every year. I was shaking hands with arriving families, welcoming them to the party.

A guest, a woman in her seventies who resembled Ms. Dillard in a striking way, took my hand and, with a twinkle in her eye, said, “Professor Hughes, I’m Annie Reeves, Ms. Dillard’s cousin. I’d like you to meet my dear friend Millicent Foxboro.”

And there she was, in a fetching pink organdie dress draped loosely over her pleasant figure, plain and unadorned with beadwork or bows. Her chapeau cloche hat, folded up at the brim and fastened with a real peony blossom, framed her face in such a lovely way I nearly fumbled my greeting, staring a touch too long before finally saying, “A pleasure, Miss Foxboro.”

I took her hand gently in mine.

“Professor Hughes, I’ve been hoping to get a chance to tell you how much I’ve been enjoying Willowfield. It’s such a peaceful place.”

Sweet, confident. Stunning. 

“I’m glad my home has delighted you. I hope it continues to.”

I was blessed again with her radiant smile, and I believe to this day that was the moment my heart ceased belonging to me. 

I was still holding her hand, Ms. Reeves having taken on the look meddlesome grandmothers often have when things go their way. Well, as Millie had discovered before me, there was nothing for it. 

“I hear you like fairy tales, Miss Foxboro,” I’d said.

Now, here we stood in this hall, and I was as strange to her as any man she’d never met.

To combat the urge to pull her to me, I turned myself to stone.

“Is it in your nature to break the rules as soon as they’re given to you?”

Unfair, my conscience chided. 

“I beg your pardon?” Even in the near dark I glimpsed the pale hue of her cheeks darken as she brought a hand to the collar of her thin night slip, which I was trying very hard not to take notice of. 

“Did Ms. Dillard not tell you to stay in your room at night?”

“She didn’t specifically say I couldn’t leave.”

Her argumentative tone stirred me, and not in a manner polite to explain. Millie had never been a naturally feisty woman, using her voice more often to console than argue. Still, I’d enjoyed occasionally working her up with harmless disagreements until we’d both been consumed by the peculiar, lustful passion it inspired. She’d caught on to my scheme quickly, and began starting her own disagreements for the fun of it, though with caution, always wary of her own ferocity.

Out of habit, I replied to provoke her.

“Is that so?” I muttered. “And you decided to explore despite the knowledge of unsafe conditions in portions of this ghastly house. How brave.”

Instead of rising to the occasion as I thought she might, she retreated slightly.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

Sympathy and worry contorted themselves into a hard knot and I looked away. “I often can’t either.”

A flick of movement at her collar, a twitch of her hand, as though she thought to reach out to me. This small motion sparked anew my hope, but simultaneously brought my attention back to her scantily clad body.

“Is that all you brought? It seems insufficient for winter nights.”

“I didn’t think I’d need any more than this. No one warned me that this house was in disrepair.” The new, unexpected snappishness had returned, and with it my own wolfish craving to exacerbate it. “Besides, my room is boiling.”

Ms. Dillard hadn’t remembered to tell her about the window, possibly forgetting she didn’t already know. 

“If you’ll open your window a quarter, it will balance the fire. As for your wardrobe, I’ll have Ms. Dillard acquire you a robe.”

“Thank you.”

“That’s not an invitation to wander. There are dangers hiding where moonlight doesn’t reach.”

Like me.

“For goodness’ sake, Professor. You’re as bad as the driver. Are you trying to frighten me with ghost stories?”

“Ghost stories?” Someone already filling her head with the nonsensical rumors surrounding Willowfield was not ideal. “There is no central heat, and many renovation projects were abandoned when my wife… It’s left areas unsafe to walk. You’ll either catch your death or fall to it.”

She elicited a soft scoff, and my passion blazed.

“And,” I continued, properly piqued now, “do I dare mention you are alone in the dark with a man you don’t know?”

A flash of anger in her eyes.

“Or perhaps you are alone in the dark with a woman you don’t know.”

“How perplexing,” I replied, momentarily amused. “I wonder who is right.”

I could sense her battling with her temper, which hadn’t always been so easily stoked.

“Sir,” she said firmly, “I’ve been cautioned about your moods, and while you are my employer, I’d appreciate a little more decorum.”

“Decorum?” I glanced pointedly at her slip.

She went rigid, and suddenly I wanted to throw the plan away. To disregard Hannigan’s advice and tell her everything right then and there, to lay the whole horrible truth out between us so it could be done. This desire was far more dangerous than my physical one, and I finally understood the need for distance between us.

“Please return to your room,” I said. “Straight down this hallway and right at the next corridor. Don’t leave again until morning. We’ll become better acquainted in the light of day.”

When you’re not half-dressed and I’m thinking straight.

Her glare was lethal, and I returned it with as much cool detachment as I could muster. It was better for her to believe me too cold than too familiar, though this mask was foreign to me and did not wear easily. 

She broke eye contact and moved to step around me, and for a moment, we were so very close.

“And Miss Foxboro?”

She stopped in her tracks, our arms nearly touching. I offered out the candle to her, and she took it with some uncertainty, as though I might lean down and take a bite out of her. Her instincts, in that regard, were well honed. My next words were not properly considered, but for her sake and mine, I couldn’t risk stumbling upon her, not like this. I would ruin it all.

“If I catch you wandering again,” I said, “I may think you mean to tempt me.”

I heard only a sharp, indignant intake of breath as I moved out of the glow of candlelight, leaving her standing speechless in the halls of a home she no longer knew.


CHAPTER 6


THE NIGHT HAD been unkind to me, and I rose before the sun, having managed only a few hours of restless sleep. Ms. Dillard arrived to lay the fire as I was buttoning my vest. She took one look at me and sighed.

“Well, I’m glad to know I’m not the only one who didn’t catch a wink,” she groused and began her efficient circuit around the room.

“Do I look that terrible?”

“You look tired, and it’s only just begun.”

I’d lain in bed awake through the night, wondering how I should approach today and the next and the next, every second grateful for having this unique opportunity to start again, worried it would still somehow slip through my fingers.

“Yes,” I said, then, “Ms. Dillard, I won’t be taking breakfast in the dining room this morning.”

She halted, a fire poker in hand.

“Are you sure?”

“It might be best if Millie dines alone today, takes in her surroundings unbothered. Perhaps with no distractions, she’ll begin to recognize things. In that vein, after breakfast, you might make yourself scarce for a while and let her wander around the house if she’s going to. See it all for herself.”

“Things are in such a terrible state.” The regret in her voice mirrored the regret heavy in my heart.

“That’s a shame I bear full responsibility for. But now we have a chance to make it right.”

“Do you think she’ll go wandering after being told not to?”

“I’m fairly sure of it.” I didn’t tell her why. No need to worry Ms. Dillard on day one with Millie’s late-night explorations. “Oh, and please see if Felicity would be so kind as to bring my breakfast to the tower.”

My savvy housekeeper finished stoking the fire to life while eyeing me. I’d let no one come near those rooms in ages. I winked at her, trying to break up the dismal cloud still so intent on hanging over both our heads. She clicked her tongue in disapproval and dismissed herself from the room, but there was the ghost of a smile on her lips.

As the early-morning hour bloomed to full daylight, I made my way to our old rooms after being assured by Ms. Dillard that Millie was occupied with breakfast in the dining room.

Golden light puddled through the curtains, turning a faint yellow in the dusty, stale air. They’d need to be replaced, the furniture cleaned, the pictures hung back on the walls. But I was getting ahead of myself. Glancing at the nursery door and enduring the inevitable twinge of pain, I headed to the only other chamber. Our bedroom.

In one of her many fits of whimsy, my mother had the fairytale turret built after I’d successfully entered the world. After so many years of disappointment and heartache, I was a miracle to her, and she dedicated the special retreat to the Good Folk who she believed with all her soul had a hand in making me. When we’d married, my new wife wouldn’t hear of making our suite anywhere else, so it became a home within a home, and we dreamed outrageous dreams and filled the walls with the echoes of our voices—our laughter, arguments, passions, and anguish.

The scent of her perfume still lingered, although it diminished more every day. I’d often come here to open her closet and touch the clothes she wore, having no desire to get rid of them. I pulled back the closet doors now and began rifling through her wardrobe, choosing things I’d seen her wear often, her favorite skirts and blouses, the brightly colored robe I’d bought her in Paris during our honeymoon.

When Felicity arrived to deliver breakfast as I’d requested, I had a small pile of things for her to take down to Millie’s room.

“Do you hope it’ll jog her memory?” Felicity asked, running her fingers along the sleeve of the robe fondly.

“Yes, that’s the plan.”

“Why not bring her here?”

I shook my head. “All of this may be too much for her, being so close to the nursery. Besides, she shouldn’t know where the clothes have come from. Without the memories attached, it would not only be insulting, but macabre.”

“It certainly wouldn’t endear you to her,” Felicity agreed.

“Not in the least. So, let’s make sure she doesn’t find out.”


CHAPTER 7


LACK OF SLEEP caught up to me by lunch, and anxious anticipation encouraged my appetite to vanish. My mood had fouled since the morning as my head stirred round with all the ways things could go wrong, and by the time I heard the soft, cautious movements of someone lingering in the hallway, my nerves were lit fuses. Ms. Dillard and Felicity had no reason to sneak, and I’d spotted Rodney from the window making a path across the drive into the gardens.

“Isn’t it unsuitable for a lady to lurk in doorways?” I called, running my eyes over the book I’d opened in front of me to get an idea of what it was about, so I’d have somewhere for us to start.

There was no research, not anymore, and I had already left my position at the university in favor of the family perfumery and my sanity. But a small part of me rejoiced at the prospect of going through this all again, especially if it meant I was spending time with Millie.

She stepped in with a false brightness in her voice, a sure sign her feelings toward me were not charitable. “Afternoon.”

I was about to see her in the daylight. Overwhelmed by this knowledge, I could only grunt in response, lifting my eyes.

She’d pinned her curls in their usual style, adding a finger wave at her temple. The gaunt lines had gone from her cheeks, now full with health and slightly flushed, and there, the dimple in her chin she hated, but I adored. She was wearing an outfit that was several years outdated.

“Did the clothes I had delivered not fit you?” I asked.

“I brought my own clothes, Professor Hughes.”

Pride. Not a new personality trait by any stretch of the imagination.

I had to look away, resist my smile. “There’s a tear in your skirt.”

She glanced down in a slight panic.

“Consider the clothes a benefit,” I offered, flipping the book closed, no longer needing the prop.

“I’d prefer a higher salary, sir,” she said.

Caught off guard by her brashness, I let out a genuine laugh.

“Is the wage not agreeable to you?”

“It’s satisfactory,” she replied stiffly. I worked heroically to keep a straight face. The wage offered to entice her was more than I’d made as a professor.

“Well, prove your salt in this jungle of research and perhaps it can be negotiated. Hannigan told me you have extensive knowledge of Celtic folklore.” I muddled around with some papers.

I explained to her the goals of our task, appreciating her focus and the glint of anticipation in her eye. We’d always spent so many wonderful hours together doing this very thing.

“What are you hoping to gain from this research?” she asked, likely searching for an understanding of why she was there, what the goal of everything was.

I could tell her about my wish for tenure or go on about the importance of understanding our history, but chose instead to answer with a deep, forbidding truth.

“Insight into the human mind. Into our love of superstition,” I said. “Or perhaps I’m just hoping to remind myself that it’s all make-believe and there’s nothing but the flesh.”

To remind you.

I’d taken up this research in an attempt to reach out to her, to reach across a chasm that had formed during her illness and find her on the other side. A new anxiety I hadn’t yet considered blanketed me like a coroner’s sheet. Had she maintained her belief in all the horrible things that had once so terrorized her?

“Do you believe in monsters, Miss Foxboro?”

“Yes,” she replied, then added, “The human kind.”

“Well done,” I muttered, trying not to sound too relieved. I motioned to the disaster surrounding us, one made by design, though not an unfair representation of how I’d once kept my study, and we set to work, neither of us speaking much. I didn’t want to interrupt her while she sorted through pages, some of which she’d written herself. I had no guess whether she would recognize her writing, as by the time we’d begun our work together the first time, she’d developed a slight, nervous tremor in her hands, making her script sharp and dodgy.

I stole glances at Millie throughout the hours, watched the stories call to her, praying one would be the final blow to the dam her mind had built. By the devil, she was a sight. For a short moment I granted myself the self-indulgent luxury of pretending no time had passed, and if I laid down my work and went to her, she would take me in her arms, the warmth of her radiating through me dismantling the misery her absence had built.

When the daylight faded, our task began to wear on her. Though I wasn’t ready for us to part, it wouldn’t do to overexert her. I selfishly allowed myself another moment, running my gaze over the lines of her profile, the slope of her nose, the soft curves of her mouth.

She sighed and glanced up, catching me. There was no reason to pretend I hadn’t been looking, so I continued to.

A pink hue crept into her cheeks, giving me the damnable urge to kiss them. “I think we made some progress.”

“Yes,” I replied, finally breaking our gaze before I endangered myself. I’d spent an entire glorious afternoon with her, and now I was having to say goodnight, let her go when there had been no change, no recognition in her eyes. A headache knocked around in my skull, and I pressed my fingers into my temple. “Thank you, Miss Foxboro. We’ll resume tomorrow after breakfast.”

She offered me a lighthearted goodnight and left with a notably less wary step than she’d entered with.

***

The days continued to pass similarly. I couldn’t dine with her, the setting too intimate, requiring a level of personal discussion I didn’t believe I could navigate yet, so I spent as much time separate from her as possible outside of the library.

Dr. Hannigan called every evening to check on her progress and assure me we were taking the right course of action. Time was not our foe, though it felt like one. Although Millie, even after a full week, had shown no signs of remembrance, the tension between us had abated somewhat, and the hard, nervous lines around her mouth softened. She sat now in her typical place at the desk, leaned casually over notes, her chin resting on her hand. Relaxed. Anyone who saw her would be sure she belonged to this house.

I returned my attention to the book I’d been studying, having found myself drawn back into research easily, some appetite for the life of an academic returning to me, comfortable and familiar.

She broke the silence with a question about Clíodhna—queen of the banshees, a patron to either lover’s pain or lover’s rage depending on the story. To me, she was a powerful lesson that love was the most excruciating and catastrophic thing anyone, mortal or not, could dabble in, yet its delights remained irresistible.

I revealed these musings to her.

“That’s awful,” she replied, putting words to my own feelings.

“Some would say everything about the Sidhe is awful, but equally beautiful with their individual purposes. Like poisonous flowers.”

“Maybe that’s why people are so drawn to them,” she murmured, her voice taking on the soft, faraway tone of a whimsical idea, but it was more than whimsy, there were deeper things going on in her thoughts. She had something to say, but was too shy to speak her mind. She’d never much valued her own brilliant opinion.

I motioned for her to continue. “Explain.”

She looked like a student called to present at the head of the class, wide-eyed and flustered, her words suddenly feathered things she struggled to capture. I hadn’t meant to catch her off guard, but I was enjoying her reaction with some wickedness. She’d had the same look when I’d first asked how she’d like to have her legs wrapped around my shoulders.

I’d stumbled across a treacherous memory, but thankfully Millie found her voice, distracting me from forbidden carnal images.

With a hesitant elegance, she offered me her theories, and my earlier depravity melted into potent tenderness. Millie had endured so much in her life, had faced unfathomable trials, and in her most frightening moments, she had been alone, navigating her hardships with no one to lean on. I had wanted so badly to be her shining knight, but had failed.

“Do you feel inconsequential?” I asked, aching.

“We all do at some point or another,” she replied, sighing. “Anyone who says otherwise is a liar or an idiot.”

Her flippancy encouraged a genuine smile.

“Well put,” I replied, daring to imagine the warmth between us growing, even ever so slightly.

The good-natured thread continued, and by our eighth day together, she was more at ease. I, however, was not. Each passing hour strung me tighter, every nerve a piston of brutal energy demanding I close the distance between us. I was inhibited by only the—newly weakening—logic that my restraint was better for her.

I was flipping peevishly through notes one afternoon, frustrated with the charade and the lack of progress, trying to soothe myself by acknowledging she no longer looked as though she would dart from the room or throw something at me in alarm if I moved too suddenly. It wasn’t working. I discarded the book and reached for another, opening it to find it wasn’t research at all, but a notebook from my boarding school days when I was just a boy. The discovery stirred some nostalgia in me, distracting from my irritability, and I examined the hastily jotted math equations, many of them wrong, and questionably reasoned philosophical essays that could come only from the mind of a twelve-year-old. Then I found something unexpected and chuckled. A cartoonish monster of a woman glared up at me from the bottom of a Latin grammar page. I laughed again, and when Millie looked up, I waved her over, pleased with the discovery.

She enjoyed the humorous vulgarity of it, though she scolded me for my long-ago mischief. 

I’d been in the school only a few months when I’d drawn this caricature, not even a full year gone since losing the woman who had been my entire world for so long. Even now, nearly twenty years later, I felt the pang of sorrow and it soured my mood. To run from it, I closed the book and stood under the guise of retrieving my coffee cup, its contents cold and tarry now.

As I raised it to my mouth, something occurred to me. Surely it wouldn’t do any harm to ask her about herself, about her life before, perhaps lead her to the threshold of what she’d lost and coax her across.

“Where did you go to school?” I asked, sipping coffee so bitter it was nearly undrinkable.

“Mount St. Mary, in New York. I didn’t mind it, but it was dull. No one got into any trouble, really, and the matrons were all decent. The only classes I ever enjoyed were the ancient languages, but those were only twice a week.”

In for a penny.

“Was it your interest in old things that brought you to work in Mr. Helm’s shop?”

“I…no,” she answered, stumbling.

Tell me, Millie, I begged her silently. Tell me.

“My parents died, and I was suddenly on my own, so I left New York and traveled to Boston with no plans. Mr. Helm just happened to be hiring.”

Strategically omitted was her hospital stay, her amnesia, and the gruesome fact that her parents were dead because her father had murdered her mother, then shot himself, and she’d been the one to find them. I barely contained my shudder.

“How lucky for me that your unextraordinary circumstances led you here to help me in my hour of need.”

I know, I willed my tone to relay to her. I know everything.

Nervous, and red around the ears, she picked up the notebook I’d abandoned in the chair, asking me a question, which I missed, so busy was I daring for something to happen.

“Hm?” I replied.

“Your cartoon book.” She held it up with a grin, returning me to the moment.

“Oh, yes, on the shelf with the yearbooks over there. It’s worthless, but I’m a fool for nostalgia.”

It became uncomfortably silent as she walked to the bookshelf, both of us aware the conversation had not gone well. I considered the remainder of the tar-like coffee, then raised it to my mouth. Why not? The bitterness would ground me, at least.

“You said your mother inspired your interest in folklore, but what made you focus your study on the malevolent?” she asked.

I froze, the question unanticipated, my immediate, natural answer graciously sticking in my throat.

You did.

The quiet stretched on too long. She glanced over her shoulder, curious, only to find me glued to the spot like a man turned to stone. I cleared my throat, knocked back the rest of the sludge, and replied somewhat hoarsely, “My wife.”

My contempt for this deception flooded me full again, burning my insides like a branding iron hot from the fire.

I placed my cup down with some roughness and hastily excused myself from the room, making up some horseshit about files I’d forgotten.

When I was out in the hallway, I ran a hand through my hair. Once, twice.

For over a week I had obediently abided by the rules and not a damn thing had changed and I was still no more than a distant, unfamiliar employer with whom she was attempting to build a tentative, professional friendship with. There was no scheming grandmother to shove us together with a gleam in their eye. There were no bright parties to steal glances in, to ask for dances, no bustling of people to distract from our absence so we could walk the gardens together alone after dark, talk, and lean on each other by and by.

There was only frigid inhibition made worse by our mutual fear, both born from the same terrible secret we were keeping in our own ways.

I didn’t go far, lingering in side halls to pace off my nervous energy. When enough time had passed to make it appear likely I’d gone to fetch papers, I returned, though I had none to show.

Prepared to be fictitiously untroubled, I entered.

Millie was kneeling on the floor, her attention rapt, her brows drawn down in disturbed fascination.

I glanced at the book she was holding, the cover green as uranium glass.

The journal. I’d forgotten, never hidden it, and now she was reading all her own secret words and desires, the documenting of some of our most intimate encounters. I wasn’t sure which would be a worse outcome, the words loosening her memory too quickly or having to witness the nonrecollection of her own love staring up at her from the pages.

She raised her eyes, spotting me. Driven by adrenaline, I reached her in several purposeful strides, snatched the book from her fingers, and threw it into the fire, more fiercely than intended, showering the rug with sparks.

“Professor,” she gasped, and I turned to her, my panic presenting as anger.

“Those were not papers meant to be pried over.” My tone was biting.

“Yet they were in a pile of notes you asked me to organize,” she snapped.

“Are you incapable of deciphering between personal entries in a journal and academic notes on mythological bogeymen?”

Undue, but my frustration was keen. Irritation at myself for my error, frustration at Millie for failing to recognize even her own words.

“Professor Hughes.” Her voice rose, the sharpness of it bringing my temper to heel, chastening and intriguing me. “I won’t be blamed for reading private notes when those very notes were mixed with items I am being paid to examine! I had no intention of prying into your personal life, and I ask that you not scold me for something that wasn’t done with ill intentions.”

This was new. The firm, clear voice—the fiery defense. For the first time I observed an intensity in Millie I’d always believed lay dormant, the assertive woman I’d only partially glimpsed during impish arguments and passionate nights. She had grown into herself in the years we were apart, and I worried over what hardships she’d faced to force the change. It had always been my intention and my promise to protect her from everything, and here she was, protecting herself from me.

I stood down and moved to snuff out the smoldering rug with my shoe.

With no way to explain my behavior, I simply said, “You stand up for yourself. I’m surprised.”

“Were you hoping I’d be a simpering schoolgirl you could bully?”

The words were a slap, and I looked up, both stunned and unforgivably aroused by her audacity. Had she known me, I would have retaliated by throwing her over my shoulder and carrying her off to find other ways for her mouth to occupy itself. I’d discovered relatively early in our romance that she enjoyed being handled roughly as long as her environment was safe. In fact, it often diverted her from her more painful moods.

“I apologize.” She winced, feeling either contrite or in peril. I had no way of deciphering. “I hope we can agree to make this our last argument.”

I didn’t like her apologizing to me, not when she hadn’t done a thing wrong. Not when her behavior had filled me with pride and stoked pleasant fires long cold.

I turned toward her, pulled by the magnetism of our once-love and her bold spirit, my eyes traveling briefly to her mouth.

Too eager to rile her further, I replied, “I very much doubt that, Miss Foxboro.”

Her brow creased with sudden fury.

“If you insist on being an absolute tyrant, then you’re correct.”

I nearly took a step toward her, having tested my limits a touch too far.

“We’re done for the day,” I barked. No other option but to dismiss her. “Ms. Dillard will advise you.”

She stood there for a moment more, so full of her own anger and no way to vent it that wouldn’t involve going toe to toe with me—a man who held her future in his hands.

“Of course, sir,” she said instead, voice sweet as arsenic-laced sugar. “I am at your beck and call.”

My God.

She left the room trailing animosity, and I watched her leave with a score of battling emotions, tying themselves up into knots within me. In a short time, the hinges of the heavy doors in the front hall screamed. She was going outside.

Was she trying to leave? Had I pushed her so far?

I made for the window, searching for her. There, walking resolutely down the drive as though she planned to hike to the village. I was about to go after her when her footsteps slowed and she stopped, standing in the cold air with no coat.

With little warning, she lifted her head and looked to the window. We watched each other for a moment which felt like an eternity.

“What do you write in that journal of yours, Millie? You’re always scribbling.”

She looked up at me, having been sitting comfortably in the crook of my arm in our spot beneath the low willow branches at the bank of the pond, where we often found peace and spent warm evenings waiting for the sun to give way to stars. She offered a coy, tempting smile.

“I write down all the ways you please me, body and soul, so when you’re away, I can remember.”

I turned from the window, a fathomless ache in my chest.


CHAPTER 8


I NEEDED DISTANCE, and very likely Millie did too. I couldn’t imagine she’d want to lay eyes on me after what had transpired in the library. I alerted Ms. Dillard to my plans of leaving the house for the day, though I asked her to tell Millie I wouldn’t return for several. I was learning some unappealing things about myself, related mainly to an inability to control my urges around my wife, intent on toeing the line, entertaining dangerous notions to cross it entirely.

I called ahead to Dr. Hannigan, then went to the garage, a nearly foreign place to me lately. The car was very little used, but started with no trouble, and I relaxed into the familiar drive from Willowfield into town, an hour’s distance to where Burt and Lottie Terrance, long-time friends and partners in Hughes Perfumery, lived. I’d gone to graduate school with Burt, though he was older than me by nearly a decade. He’d fought in the war before returning to civilian life to resume his studies in law, facing and rising above all the challenges born from his war-torn mind and the undue prejudices against his skin. Lottie, the beautiful daughter of a prominent, wealthy financier, with a mind for business and a backbone of steel, fell head over heels for my brash, courageous friend at, I liked to boast, one of Willowfield’s famous parties. Before my father passed, he’d discussed expanding the business, though struggled to find a partner whom he trusted implicitly. Burt and Lottie, with their combined ambitions, strengths, and our genuine admiration for each other, had been my first choice when the task passed to me, and after much convincing, they had taken a stake in the perfumery, which had since grown tenfold.

They lived in the center of town in a home done in the neo-Gothic style so popular in Boston, nearest the parks and the school their three children attended, and it always glowed from the inside with a holy sort of warmth, one Willowfield could no longer boast.

When I arrived, I was ushered into the parlor, pink and green and full of ferns, Burt, Lottie, and Dr. Hannigan already seated and sipping coffee.

Burt rose to meet me, clapping my shoulder, tears in his eyes.

“How’s our girl?” he asked, voice tight.

“I’m afraid I can’t say.”

“No breakthroughs?” Lottie asked from her perch on the sofa, square-shouldered and elegant as always, like a dainty figurine secretly made of iron.

“None that I can tell. She still has no clue who I am, and she wanders the house like it’s a brand-new wonder.”

“These things can take significant time,” Dr. Hannigan said from his high-backed chair the blushing color of spring tulips. “My colleagues recently treated a patient who didn’t remember their own name for nearly a year, then one day woke up knowing exactly who he was as if he’d never forgotten in the first place.”

“Why can’t we sit her down and tell her everything?” Burt asked, echoing the question I’d already asked several times. I looked to Hannigan, eyebrows raised, expectant. I wasn’t the only one who thought that seemed like a reasonable idea.

“We’d be taking a mighty risk,” Hannigan said. “On one hand there’s a chance presenting her all of this information at once would break apart the protective mental barriers and bring her back to us full and unscarred. On the other, there is an equal chance it would disturb her, bringing only half memories to the surface, or perhaps none at all. The last thing we want to do is create a cause to readmit her to the hospital. She’s far better off in her familiar space with people who care about her.”

“It’s not worth the gamble,” Lottie agreed with Hannigan. “Millie’s such a tenacious thing, she’ll find her own way around.”

“I know how difficult it must be for you, Callum,” Hannigan said.

“No, you don’t,” I replied, though not with ill will, only weariness.

“Come on, then, have a seat,” Burt encouraged. “I’ll get you a brandy. Lottie’s had a bright idea and we want to run it by you and the doctor.”

A party. An intimate affair with people Millie knew best, people she’d often dined with and enjoyed the company of.

“We’ll re-create the proposal dinner!” Lottie said with a sparkle in her eyes. “Pink and gold, flowers everywhere. We can get plenty from the hot house in Boston. They always overgrow roses, so those for certain, and hellebore! It smells lovely, and since it’s becoming so popular in our fragrances, they planted extra this last season.”

She continued on, sharing her ideas with Burt and Hannigan chiming in here and there. I barely listened, recalling the beautiful night I’d asked Millie to be my wife, when she’d burst into tears and leaped in my arms and I promised I would never be a cause of hurt, and that we would build a shining life.

My eyes burned, and I joined the conversation to distract myself.

“Who else should we invite?” I asked. “If it’s going to be a party, there needs to be more than just ourselves or she won’t understand why she’s included, being only staff.”

“Not too many people,” Hannigan cautioned. “We don’t want to overwhelm her, but Florence is coming in for a visit in a few weeks’ time. To be honest, she rather hoped to see Millicent.”

Florence Hannigan, the doctor’s niece, and the boisterous, kindhearted woman who’d nearly made me jealous of all the time Millie spent with her. They’d become such fast friends she was invited to be maid of honor at the wedding. She’d moved to Chicago shortly after Millie disappeared.

“We should include Jack,” Burt said.

Jack Horace—the third member of our rowdy university trio, a brilliant architect who made his fortune and his name in the new art movement. He’d always been the last to go to bed and the first to rise, living off cigarettes and coffee and glorious ideas. He had an eye for beauty, and an artist’s romantic heart, which ultimately led him to overlook the monstrous flaws of a beautiful woman, making her his wife and his lifelong regret.

My mouth became bitter.

“Oh, Burt, not Jack,” Lottie said. “He would have Margaret trailing right behind him.”

“No, no. Jack’s got that woman set up on a trip to Europe for several months, a nice long stretch of peace awaiting him. I’m sure he’d love to join us, and he and Millie got on so well.”

I grinned. Jack had maintained so many of his boyish ways. His eccentric humor and friendly nature had encouraged Millie to laugh, and they’d acted much like long-lost siblings…until Margaret interfered.

“As long as the viper doesn’t set a scale through the door, I’m happy to have Jack at Willowfield. I’ve missed the fool,” I agreed.

And so the date was set. The details, including a new dress for Millie, were left to Lottie, who was adept at planning events on short notice.

I stayed many hours more, letting the company and the warm hospitality of my friends ease my worry. I decided against telling Hannigan what had happened in the library, in case he changed his mind about the dinner. I needed a forward step, a sure movement toward the end of all of this.

Toward a new beginning.

***

I returned to Willowfield late morning, monitoring the windows in the house as I came up the drive. No one appeared to be looking out to see me arrive. I made it inside undetected, coming upon not a soul, and took myself to the tower where I expected to stay, out of the way, for the next few days.

The room was cold, but I didn’t bother with a fire yet, going straight to the bed and throwing my weary body down upon the coverlet, staring up at the canopy as though the answer to all my troubles were woven somewhere in the gossamer fabric like magic. I wondered with some sardonic amusement what anyone outside of this grim drama would say about what was going on here at Willowfield. They all had a right to stay away. Perhaps, after all, the house was the root of all this sadness. I covered my eyes with my arm and viciously squashed the thought. I was a rational man, and though I had an interest in the psychology of myth, I had no room to actually believe in any of the nonsense.

I roused myself from the bed, deciding it hadn’t been the best idea to come here. I needed to maintain a level head, not be contemplating curses and ghost-plagued halls.

As I stood, I spied out the yellowing grime of the window a person walking the gardens below. I might have assumed it was Rodney, but the man didn’t wear a woman’s cloche. I stepped lightly and pulled the curtain back, only an inch to have a clearer view. Doing this inspired a scornful laugh. What sort of man was I now that I haunted windows to spy on people?

The dirt still distorted her image, but I could tell enough to be sure it was indeed Millie. She’d come out of the rose labyrinth carrying herself in a less hunted manner. The gardens had been her favorite place in the years she’d spent at this house, and more often than not she was outside, studying the flowers and picking her way through each path until she knew every inch by heart. I wondered if perhaps walking them again had brought her peace.

My wife displayed an incredible perception of being looked at, because she turned her gaze up to the window and waved, forcing me to step back quickly. I was fairly certain she hadn’t clearly seen who watched her from above, making the wave even more cheeky.

I no longer wanted to be in this room. At the very least, my new quarters were on the same floor as Millie’s and being closer to her, even in such a small way, seemed vastly preferable to being alone in the phantom arms of our shattered life.

I locked the door as I left, taking no chances.


CHAPTER 9


THE DAY MOVED painfully slow, and though I filled it with papers and correspondence for the factories and plans for new hot houses closer to Willowfield, every second that ticked by was a lifetime. When night fell, I was too agitated to sleep, too worked up from my thoughts, which had oscillated between melancholy and licentious.

I poured myself a brandy, my second that day. Like a youthful heathen, I drank it in one gulp. It scorched its trail down my throat, promising some relief, perhaps some sleep. I poured another glass, and as I did, caught sight of a small white packet sitting on the silver serving tray. The tea Dr. Hannigan had prescribed to Millie. I picked it up and carried it over to the fire, nursing my drink and examining the envelope meant to offer some relief to my wife. What kind of medicine was tea? I scoffed at it, though continued to turn it over in my fingers as I gazed into the flames and watched them spark and shiver, imagining some distant day when this would all be done, and no more lies or omissions of truth or tea would be needed. But the alcohol, instead of drifting me up away from my treacherous mind, only made it all the more sinister.

I continued to think upon Millie reading her own journal, disturbed by her lack of recognition, tantalized by the imagining of what stories she’d seen, what recounts of our devotion she’d read. Had it stirred her? Had the look on her face not been one of discomfort but one of enticement? With little else to distract me, my lustful, suffering mind ran amok, frustrating me and keeping me awake.

I was lost so deep in my impure contemplations when without warning my bedroom door flew open and Millie stumbled across the threshold dressed only in her thin night slip, every curve and delightful contour of her body enhanced by the fire glow. Her hair was loose, a halo of sleep-mussed waves around her bare shoulders, framing a face that was a muddle of fright and rage, and then—shock.

Unencumbered by sober reasoning, I became hard so swiftly I nearly groaned.

“Professor,” she gasped, and I could have eaten her alive. “You were meant to be away.”

“Clearly, I’ve returned.” What in the hell was she doing here this time of night?

“Please, there’s someone…” She glanced at the bed and the monstrous need in me roiled.

My gaze followed hers. “Someone.”

She stood straighter, squaring her shoulders, which only brought to prominence the tempting swell of her breasts beneath the cotton.

“I’ve seen someone in the house,” she said resolutely. “I followed them here. I think they came in at the front door. We need to call the police.”

Was she having me on? I looked pointedly around the room again, indicating to her that there was obviously no one there but me. A man she was alone with. A man who’d had the pleasure of her body before, and was craving it again. The temptation was so highly unjust and irritation bloomed inside my desire, stoked by liquor.

My dark look made her uncomfortable, and with a shaky voice, she said, “This entire thing is very uncommon.”

“Oh, this particular circumstance is most uncommon, Miss Foxboro,” I replied, punishing her for my lust with a critical tone. “The front door is locked. Ms. Dillard makes sure of it every night, and no one has come into this room, unless, of course, you count yourself.”

I took my glass from the mantel and depravedly gave in to my compulsion to be closer, to walk to the edge and look out into the abyss, to show her how unsafe it was to come to me in the night. I walked a measured pace, offering her a chance to leave, enough time to turn, escape.

“I didn’t realize this was your room,” she said weakly.

“Mmm, but I’m sure you do realize we are here, alone together in the dark of night,” I replied suggestively. “I feel like this has happened before.”

“Professor…”

I stopped a few steps from her.

You can still get away, Millie. Don’t invite me.

“Once again,” I noted, “you are in nothing but a threadbare nightdress.”

She crossed her arms over her chest, barring me from the previously decadent view.

I smiled, the sort of way that once set her on fire, slow and promising.

“At a loss for words? You seemed perfectly capable of speech yesterday. Quite scalding speech if I remember.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

Her challenge drew me another step toward her, and she retreated. Smart girl. However, in her haste, she angled herself in the wrong direction, running into the side table by the door and knocking the vase sideways. On instinct, I moved forward to catch it, bringing us so close there was only a sinful sigh between our bodies. She didn’t withdraw, merely glared up at me with a stony determination I believed would be gratifying to dismantle.

“What should I do to prevent you from forgetting my warnings?” I murmured, dragging a lazy gaze from her lips to the arms across her chest. “Throw you over my knee?”

I’d done it before. The results blissful for us both.

She shivered.

Do you remember, darling? I wanted to ask. Do you remember all the beautiful, unspeakable things we used to do to each other?

She looked away, the height of her cheeks darkening. Her eyes fell to my chest, her lips parting slightly. At any moment I was sure she would reach out and touch me.

“Or”—I leaned nearer, prepared to abandon the ledge—“maybe I should bend you over this table.”

Her reaction was a reward, and though she disguised it as scorn, I heard the desire in that sudden release of breath.

“You’re drunk,” she accused. “Your moral lesson is noted, but you can’t frighten me, Professor Hughes. I’m not a maiden from a folktale, and you wouldn’t have your way with me like a monster just to prove a point.”

I tilted my head, surprised at her fantastic ability to believe I was merely trying to shock her.

“Wouldn’t I?” I replied. Prepared to prove my intentions, I guided the cold whiskey glass to her neck, pressing it into the soft skin beneath her ear, watching the gooseflesh appear as a drop of condensation made a sensual trail downward until it crested her collarbone and slipped into the neck of her nightdress.

“Then do it,” she demanded, and it was a dare. She was asking me to show her how base I could be, to prove to her I was more than giving her a lesson, and I laughed because I adored it.

“With pleasure.”

As though I would kiss her, I bent my head, and to my surprise she raised her chin a near undetectable fraction, and I tormented her by lowering my head farther to run my tongue along the trail the water from the glass had made, giving her every opportunity to imagine my mouth upon other delicate parts. She stopped breathing, the pulse in her throat jumping.

Here I was in a moment I longed for, sure if I took her hand and guided her to my bed, she would not resist falling into it. I could satiate my unbounded need, and in the morning look into her beautiful eyes and know she didn’t see her husband, but an employer who had taken advantage.

“You don’t know the dangers of this game you’re playing, Millie,” I whispered, fresh anguish spreading through me like quick poison. She wasn’t aware of the risks, because no one had told her.

“Tell me what they are,” she breathed against my ear, and my heart splintered.

I retreated while I still had any sense to. The effort of it was herculean, and I drained the remaining whiskey for strength.

“Go back to your room, Miss Foxboro, and resist roaming this house at night. I won’t be responsible for what happens next time you find yourself inclined to wander,” I admonished her cruelly while taking up the decanter and pouring a fresh glass to drown my self-loathing in.

She said not a word, but turned on her heel and fled, dismissed and likely humiliated.

I wanted to fly after her, catch her in the hallway, and show her that my rejection was a falsehood, my desire was honest, and she was not a plaything to me. But it would only harm her further.

Giving way to the whiskey and my despair, I loosed a bellow of rage and threw the glass into the fireplace, where it shattered, the alcohol blazing into a small inferno, bright and furious, intending to consume, only to disappear up the chimney in an impotent cloud of black smoke.


CHAPTER 10


THE NEW DAY brought a raging headache and a fresh wave of wretchedness. My first inclination was to stay in bed, but nothing was going to right itself by doing that. I took plenty of time making myself presentable, washing away the lingering miasma of the alcohol I had overindulged in, dressing in the more casual style Millie had once preferred on me. I would need to make things right somehow or risk her quitting and trying to go back to Boston, which would complicate things beyond reason. Yet again, I endured a surge of aggravation for this convoluted pantomime making everyone out a fool and not helping Millie at all.

Assuming my wife would have no interest in seeing me, I skipped breakfast and remained sequestered in my chambers until Ms. Dillard came knocking on my door to alert me to Dr. Hannigan’s arrival. I’d forgotten I’d invited him to breakfast the day before and rushed to meet him in the library, cursing under my breath the entire way.

As expected, as soon as I entered, his sharp eyes were on me.

“What’s happened? Is Millie all right? Why didn’t you call me right away?”

“Why do you immediately suspect something’s gone awry?” I asked, though I was more impressed than dismayed by his keen senses.

“To be honest, I wouldn’t have guessed one way or another, but you resembled a man on his way to the executioner’s block when you walked through the door, and I’ve known you long enough to recognize guilt when I see it. Out with it.”

“Hannigan, please,” I asked, feeling the headache returning. “She’s all right. She still has no idea who she is, despite my efforts.”

I paused.

“Which might have been too enthusiastic last night,” I confessed.

“I’m deathly afraid to ask,” Hannigan replied with such reproach on his face I felt like a schoolboy in the headmaster’s office.

“Before you assume any wrongdoing on my part”—though there was—“it’s necessary to mention I didn’t seek Millicent out. She came to me. She’s started wandering the house at night.”

“What in the blazes for?”

“She seems to be having trouble sleeping.” It was my best guess.

“Damn. I was hopeful the tea would do the trick. I despise the idea of giving her a stronger sleeping aid. She wouldn’t understand why I was offering it, and there’s no way on God’s good earth we’re slipping it to her without her consent.”

I nodded, half hearing, reluctant to divulge the next bit.

“What else, then?” Hannigan barked. “I can tell you haven’t given the complete story.”

“She claimed to see a woman roaming the halls and chased after her. That’s how she ended up in my bedroom in the middle of the night.”

Hannigan closed his eyes, shook his head.

“I’m reading between the lines here and have an educated assumption on what you’re leaving out.”

“Hannigan, she’s my wife,” I said, exasperated, still tangled in remorse for having hurt her as I’d done. “I wasn’t expecting her. She showed up in my rooms at the devil’s hour scantily dressed, and I’d admittedly been drinking. Just trying to find any way to sleep. I made a poor decision.”

“You didn’t…”

“I did nothing she didn’t seem perfectly interested in me doing. I might have leaned too heavily into the hope I could break down a wall or two if only I riled her up a bit.”

“Did it work?” he asked, his impatient tone revealing he knew the answer already and thought I was a complete idiot.

“It might have. She didn’t appear repulsed.” A feeble argument.

“You’re a handsome man, Callum. You have a magnetism. She’s likely responding naturally, as any woman might.”

“It doesn’t matter. I came to my senses and sent her away.”

“And what about her claim about the intruder?”

“I told her there was no one in the house, and we said nothing more about it.”

“She came to your room chasing a phantasm. You attempted to seduce her, changed your mind last minute, then sent her on her way with no other words of assurance?”

This allegation was unjust and rankled me considerably.

“I reacted naturally, and when I realized it was against your preposterous methods, I changed course.”

Hannigan’s voice, usually a bastion of tranquil assurance, rose. “My methods are backed by my colleagues who work with patients like Millie every day! Do you claim to know more than medical professionals whose life’s work is to study the broken mind?”

“I claim to know my wife more than they do!” I shot back, raising my volume to match his, anger radiating like sharp pain from an old wound never properly healed. “Hannigan, when we first met, I made the terrible mistake of treating her like a porcelain doll, so worried she might break, never giving her the opportunity to show me her strength. And now here she is demanding a higher salary, telling me off for bad behavior, chasing an illusion she believed to be a person through dark hallways as though she’d single-handedly subdue them, not to mention barging into my room and practically asking me to take her to bed! This is a woman who doesn’t need to be handled like a papier-mâché doll. We should give her an opportunity and trust she will conquer the trial the way she’s conquered all the others.”

“There are cases of amnesiac patients who come into their memories too abruptly, going into catatonic shock!”

“You said yourself those were victims of war. Millie is not a soldier.”

“You still risk her very sanity with such a suggestion.”

“Her sanity is already at risk! As is mine,” I shouted.

“Yours is not in consideration!” he roared in return.

“When I thought she was gone, I was no better than a corpse walking these halls!”

The truth of it spilled out, worked loose by the battle the doctor and I had chosen to wage with each other, two men equally afraid for the well-being of a beloved woman. The man grew silent, his snowy brows unfurrowing.

“Now,” I continued, heart raw as a fresh burn, “here she is like a miracle, and I’m not allowed to touch her, to ease her suffering or offer her comfort. Instead, I’m forced to pretend we’re strangers, keep secrets from her, lie to her, as though I don’t know how she’s struggled or what she’s endured. Right now she is utterly alone in this world, not one goddamn friend to her name, and you ask me to let her continue to live that pain because perhaps if she discovered she was loved and cherished it would harm her? Do you not hear how truly ludicrous it sounds?”

“I do, in truth,” Hannigan responded, lowering his defenses, admitting his own misgivings. “If you don’t think I’ve asked my fair share of questions, checked and checked again with the minds of modern medicine, or that you would think I have anything in my heart but the best intentions for that lovely girl, then you wound me, Callum.”

Again I felt a brute, bungling the entire thing. I’d often prided myself on being stalwart, the sort people turned to for guidance, engaging my students with empathy and conviction and running my company with a secure, comfortable confidence. I had an answer at hand for nearly every problem I’d ever faced and I’d never felt so unbalanced, so lost.

“This is hell, Hannigan,” I said, weary.

The doctor approached me, previous furor diminished. He clapped my shoulder with the understanding of a man who had seen heartache of all kinds.

“Steady on, Callum,” he advised with renewed warmth. “I’ll speak with my colleagues again. In the meantime, do an old man the favor of trusting the opinion of his practice. Promise you’ll not tell her anything, and if the dinner with her old friends doesn’t work, we’ll discuss an alternative course.”

There was nothing to do but agree.

“Until then,” the doctor continued, “monitor her wandering. Make sure she’s getting the tea. I’ll leave more with Ms. Dillard. I brought some along just in case.”

He motioned to his medical bag, which he’d deposited in a nearby chair.

“Why did you bring that along to a casual breakfast?” I asked, arching a brow.

Hannigan tapped his temple with two fingers, some mischief in his eyes. “I had a feeling.”

“Of course you did.” He likely had a patient to see in the afternoon.

“And I have a patient to see this afternoon.”

“Just when I was starting to think you were a mystic.”

“Never me,” he replied as he took his bag up and headed toward the hall. “Remember your promise, Callum. Not a word until after the party.”

“Not a word,” I muttered, still uneasy.


CHAPTER 11


I NEEDED FRESH air. Anything to help drive away this new claustrophobia the house inspired in me. The weather this time of year was fickle, but the morning had chosen to be kind and I rejected my coat, embracing the chill of the wind as I walked through the dormant apple orchards, left to wild. My feet fell lightly upon the thick carpet of moldering leaves and the soft black remains of apples.

The orchards had been my domain as a boy, and they still held for me a sense of magic somehow remaining despite the years of being grown, of being hurt, and seeing the world through the lenses of grief. I breathed in the familiar scent and some of the melancholy left me. When I reached the pinnacle of the highest hill, I turned and took in the vista before me. Willowfield’s expanse was vast, but no match for the natural world around it, the gardens stretching to forests, which would tumble into oceans. The view from here reminded me of the beauty I’d found in my life despite the trials, and the importance of the second chance I’d been given with Millie, though it wasn’t on terms I might have asked for.

Her well-being was of utmost importance, and my thoughtless behavior had wounded her. When she’d first fallen ill, I’d done everything in my power to distract her from her darkest thoughts, her most outrageous beliefs, trying to keep the monsters at bay with passionate love and aggressive assurances. And my gentleness had faded, becoming a savage desperation that had driven her further from me.

I wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

On my walk back to the house, I made my way to the front to admire Clíodhna and make a mental note to have the fountain cleaned out and maintenanced before the warm weather returned and made a nesting ground for pests. I uttered an apology to the formidable goddess for the state of her pedestal. As I gazed into her stone eyes, distant and sad, the breeze delivered the sound of a woman’s laughter. Ms. Dillard despised the gardens until they greened and stayed indoors unless otherwise necessary, and Felicity laughed so rarely I didn’t even consider her.

I made my way soft-footed through the maze of the gardens, following the rise and fall of conversation until, in the near distance, I spotted the figures of Millie and Rodney standing together beneath the bare branches of the cherry blossoms. I paused, watching.

Rodney and I had never been friends, nor were we active enemies. We shared in common a love for Willowfield, our childhood home, which bound us in a mutual understanding—we didn’t involve ourselves in each other’s lives. Furthering my willingness to turn a blind eye to some of the man’s distasteful proclivities was his sister, who I suspected would walk into hell if her brother told her to do it and would inevitably depart the house as well if Rodney was dismissed.

Up to now, I’d never glimpsed Rodney speak more than a “good morning” to my wife, too busy with his work and managing the men on the grounds to flirt with the mistress of the house. He’d found some time now.

I continued my walk toward them, keeping my gaze leveled on the groundskeeper as he murmured something to Millie with the cheeky grin that enraged me. I was familiar with the look. One of a man who’d tested the boundaries of a woman’s affection and found them give.

Rodney looked up, catching my eye, and the smile faded. I suspected it was because I looked like I might murder him. I schooled my voice into the cool, disapproving tone I often used with misbehaving students.

“Rodney, a surprise to see you. I thought you were on a town run today.”

“Going in a few hours, Professor. Got word that the mulch shipment was running late. Didn’t want to waste time waiting around town for it.”

“Prudent,” I replied stiffly. I had no reason to believe he was lying, and at any rate, my anger had not been inspired by his free time, only by how he’d chosen to spend it.

“Well, I best be getting ready to leave. Professor. Miss Foxboro.”

Rodney nodded to Millie, keeping her gaze a moment too long. The bastard. He left through the trees, likely making his way to the groundskeeper’s cottage. I watched him go. A talk was going to be necessary.

“Professor Hughes, what brings you outside?” Millie said with a sort of irritated reluctance, as though my presence had interrupted a perfectly fine morning.

“Can’t a man roam his own garden without ulterior motives?” I asked, then mentally grimaced. I had some damage to fix and being grumpy wouldn’t mend anything.

However, she seemed somewhat remorseful. “Of course.”

“I do have one ulterior motive,” I admitted in a more amiable tone, taking this as an opportunity for repentance. “Will you walk with me?”

Her gazed fluttered quickly around my face, looking for danger, thankfully finding none.

She agreed briskly, turning a cold shoulder to me right before stepping on a stick that rolled beneath her foot and sent her nearly sprawling. I caught her, the weight of her body in my arms, a heaven I had not expected, electrifying me. With steadfast resolve, I resisted the urge to hold on tightly and righted her—but the sight of the bandage thwarted my intention to disengage physically. With some horror, I took hold of her hand to get a better view of whatever damage had been done.

She bashfully admitted the incident.

Relief. She’d not hurt herself returning to her room alone in the dark last night. When I made a lighthearted joke about avoiding liquor, she took it as scolding and apologized.

“It is not a reprimand,” I assured her softly, wounded she’d assumed it was and freshly reminded of the impression I’d made. “Miss Foxboro, it is vital I apologize to you for my inexcusable behavior last night.

“I admit,” I added, trying to include the truth as much as was safe to do, “I attempted to treat my insomnia too aggressively, and I wasn’t expecting company. Truly, as I said, it was inexcusable, no matter the circumstances. I don’t expect forgiveness, but I humbly ask it anyway as I’d like to maintain your assistance, though you’d have every right to leave.”

I shouldn’t have given her an opening, an opportunity to go, but part of me needed to be sure she was here of her own will, that she would choose to stay. For a moment, my heart didn’t beat as I waited for her response.

“I am sure I heard something, saw something. I would never have…”she replied, insistent.

She halted, stumbling over the implication I’d made the night before.

“I never would have bothered you,” she finished, raising her chin with some pride.

Though it was a lie, I assured her Hannigan and I had checked the house. I only wanted to ease her. She’d been chasing only shadows.

“I admit,” I continued, “the house in its current state inspires a most awful imagination.”

“You’re not a believer at all, Professor?”

“No.” I looked toward the house and uttered words I often had in the height of her illness, “This is all there is. Are you, Miss Foxboro?”

“Am I?”

“A believer?”

“Once,” she admitted with a wistful smile.

I motioned toward the garden path, hoping to continue walking with her, and she nodded. We continued our way, chatting. I was enjoying myself immensely.

“Do your studies ever frighten you?” she asked.

They never had, until I was alone, suffering from little sleep and an aching heart. “Sometimes, at night, I will let fantasy get the best of me. Especially in the winters, when everything here is bleak, and there are only my thoughts and the cruel dark.”

We slowed, approaching an arbor leading into the dormant rose gardens where the fairy-tale tower was in clear view.

“During the worst of it, it feels I’ll never see the light again, yet…” I reached out to the small pink blossom I’d spied growing from the vines tangling in the arch above us. Discovering it had ignited a new sense of understanding, renewing my determination to stay on the path safest for Millie to travel. “It comes.”

She appeared enchanted, and I was glad I could still charm her.

“It must be beautiful here during the warm months.”

“Most beautiful.”

I wasn’t looking at the world around us, because the world I wanted was looking at me.

We smiled simultaneously.

“Actually,” I said, “I was searching you out. Not just to apologize, but to ask a favor of you.”

“Oh?” A new wariness.

I told her about the plans for the dinner, and she accepted the invitation with interest. We continued our pleasant walk, with me exulting in being her guide again, describing the flora that would bloom and turn Willowfield into a wonderland. A weight lifted, and though I didn’t want to leave, I had honest requirements to be in town to oversee the plans for the hothouse.

“I have business in town this evening, but I will see you in the morning, and we’ll set back to work on the mess I’ve made.”

“I’m sure we can make it right,” she replied, offering me undeserved forgiveness.

“I very much look forward to trying.”

Seeing her safely to the house, I left Millie at the door, feeling as though we were courting again.

When she was out of sight, I began my trek to the garage, the timing unfortunate as Rodney had only just arrived there as well, preparing the truck to take to town for the mulch. Animosity, inspired by his flirtations with my vulnerable wife, flared like an oil fire. If there was any time to set the boundary, to warn him of the consequences of his tomfoolery, it was now.

I approached him, less in control of my temper than I wanted to be. I would need to tread carefully. When I spoke it was with the cool authority belonging to the master of Willowfield.

“I don’t know what you’re playing at, Rodney, but keep Millie out of it. I’ve never given any thought to your private life—it’s your own—but you’re coming dangerously close to involving me, which is something you don’t want.”

My warning visibly ruffled him, his eyes narrowing, smile tight-lipped—it was the sort of look men adopted when they considered stepping out of their respectability and into a brawl. A baser part of me hoped he’d give me any reason to loosen his teeth. We’d never come to blows, though right before his father was fired, many years ago, I’d been forced to drag him off a local boy who’d given Felicity an apple and a chaste peck on the cheek during a harvest festival.

“Are you threatening me?” he asked.

“Do I need to?”

We glared at each other for a breath, then with a shake of his head he went back to loading the truck with empty crates.

“I’m just treating Millie to some carefree friendship. With you skulking and stalking around that godforsaken house, Felicity so spooked she jumps at every peep, and Ms. Dillard rarely able to even say a word to her—it’s made the woman edgy. All I was doing was trying to help.”

His twisting of the circumstances to his favor further disgusted me. I wondered what sort of darkness had been left to grow so long undisturbed beneath that golden façade.

“Help from afar,” I said, “and don’t involve a vulnerable woman in your amusements.”

He stopped his work again, his smile broadening into a gleaming snarl full of all the contempt I was mutually experiencing.

“Isn’t that what you’re doing, Callum? Keeping all those secrets from your own wife? I expect before long she’ll come clamoring back to your bed. Will you tell her then?”

I stepped forward, rage scorching away reservations, and took the collar of his shirt in my hands, leveraging my height to unbalance him though he was a stout bounder.

“Keep your mind clear of whatever Millie has done or will ever do with me in bed,” I growled. To his luck, and likely mine, he didn’t rise to the occasion. Instead, he raised his hands in surrender.

“Sure, sure. We’ve known each other a long time, I should be able to point out the flaws in your methods.” He grabbed my fists and yanked down to disengaged himself, and I let him go, grudgingly allowing him to step away without a fist in his eye.  

“We have known each other for a long time, which is why I’m giving you the privilege of one last warning—stay away from Millie until she comes back into herself or I’ll have you scooping your own guts off the grass.”

“Loud and clear, Mr. Hughes,” he sneered, leaning down to grab up one last crate, tossing it in the truck bed with an angry grunt, then stalking away.

Rodney had always enjoyed an incredible amount of autonomy as the master gardener, especially since the house had been closed. He was practically king of Willowfield’s outdoor domain, but it was clearly time to reevaluate his reign.


CHAPTER 12


DESPITE RODNEY’S JACKASSERY, the day progressed with a quiet, tentative peace—until I returned from my business to find Ms. Dillard waiting impatiently for me.

“Felicity’s ill. I’ve already called Dr. Hannigan, he’s on his way.” The strained worry in her voice unsettled me. Why did my home seem to attract suffering?

“What are her symptoms?” I asked.

“Vomiting first, and now she’s delirious with fever. Out of the blue,” she replied, skirts rustling in their typical efficient way as we hurried to the staff quarters on the first floor. “She was fine this morning.”

We arrived in the long corridor of rooms where once twenty domestic staff had lived during the house’s most thriving era, now empty save for the two kept by Ms. Dillard and Felicity. We came to the second door nearest the front hall and both of us slowed in tandem, hearing from the other side a low, harsh voice and breaths of pained groaning. Seizing the handle, I pushed the door in without knocking.

Felicity lay in a tangle of sheets, her cheeks so pale they looked gray, wet with tears, her hair a nest from her thrashing, which continued even after we entered, a testament to either the remorseless fever or the pain in her stomach. Rodney looked up with a start from his place by the bed, his fingers sliding up from his sister’s wrist to grasp her hand as though he’d been holding it, and I caught the last dying sparks of some intense emotion creasing his brow.

In the years I’d known the two of them, I’d witnessed firsthand the dichotomy of Rodney’s genuine affection for his only sibling mixed with the poorly controlled anger he’d inherited from his father. I tried to acknowledge that I was on edge from our recent conflict, feeling protective, and, still, stewing for a bit of a fight.

“Rodney,” I said, his name a carefully crafted warning.

“Just checking on my poor girl,” he said, rubbing his thumb soothingly along her knuckles. She was looking at me, eyelids heavy, lips trembling. “She got like this once before when we were kids—something she ate. Too many sweets maybe.”

He looked at her with an indulgent smile not appropriate to the circumstance, and Felicity’s feverish eyes flicked up to his face before another groan of discomfort overtook her.

Ms. Dillard rushed to the bed, shooing Rodney and taking up a rag she’d been using to keep the maid’s forehead cool. The groundskeeper ambled to my side, newly friendly, scratching his neck like a man who knew he was useless.

“She’s always had a sweet tooth,” he said to me, glancing at his sister once more before leaving the room.

I took on the role of Ms. Dillard’s errand boy, running to fetch whatever was needed to keep Felicity comfortable until Dr. Hannigan arrived, returning to Willowfield for the second time the same day.

“Some vicious food poisoning, most likely,” he diagnosed. “I don’t see any reason to take her to the hospital, but all the same, she’ll need several days’ bed rest.”

“Poor girl,” I said, wishing there was more I could do.

The conversation turned to Millie, and the doctor invited me to meet with his colleague, a psychiatrist holding a top position at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston. The man would be in a town two hours from here in a few weeks’ time, giving a medical lecture. He had agreed to speak with me about Millie’s circumstances. I accepted the invitation, unsure of whether to play host to hope or horror.

The next day came quietly, and despite the initial chaos of Felicity’s illness, Ms. Dillard assured me she was doing better, and I met Millie to work with a less burdened mind.

“How’s your hand?” I said by way of greeting when I entered the library to find her already there rustling through notes.

She raised it up with some wonder.

“Remarkably better. It hardly pains me at all.”

“Hannigan is more a wizard than a doctor,” I said, encouraging a smile to brighten her eyes.

With this warm start, we began what would be several days of peaceful coexisting, speaking only to ask and answer questions. Then, each evening as the sun began its descent, I took my leave and didn’t lay eyes on her until morning. She never came to my room again, nor did she roam the halls at night, according to Ms. Dillard, who took it upon herself to stand sentry from time to time. As things were going well, I chose to leave Willowfield several times to meet with Burt and Lottie, discussing preparations for the dinner party.

I maintained an intentional distance from her, though not a cold one, wanting her to feel only at ease with me. Still, I couldn’t keep from watching her, enjoying the way she furrowed her brows when deep in thought, her lips moving as she silently recited any Gaelic giving her trouble. The only encounter that tempted a heated exchange occurred when I sent Ms. Dillard to take Millie’s measurements for a dress she could wear to the dinner.

She’d argued with me stubbornly about my gifting her clothes until she’d exasperated me thoroughly with her mulishness.

“Did you bring an evening dress with you, then, Miss Foxboro?” I raised both my brows high, waiting for the answer, watching her grow quiet as one did when they’d been thrown off balance.

“I didn’t realize the dinner would be a formal event.”

“All the dinners at Willowfield are, the guests expect it, so please don’t vex me anymore with your obstinate pride,” I said playfully, slipping into my old way with her, realizing too late she might interpret my words as harsh.

Before I could amend my statement, she muttered, “I’m not the obstinate one.”

I looked at her out of the corner of my eye, daring to believe she was bantering with me. She glanced back, inviting me to disagree, and I could only shake my head and temper my growing smile.

When the time came to meet the prominent physician and discuss Millie’s case, I was reluctant to leave. We’d found a semisolid footing, and I was uneasy to interrupt anything, especially being required to spend the night away. Ms. Dillard assured me she’d keep an eye on things now that Felicity was well enough again to mind herself.

The drive and distance from my wife were a waste, as the physician turned out to be a stiff man with an arrogant air and no end of cigars. I had very little patience with doctors like this, the kind whose humanity and compassion had been run out by their pride, prominence, and self-importance. He told me with considerably less empathy what Hannigan had already relayed.

“You’re correct—there’s a chance telling her the whole thing will make it right. A chance. But there’s an equal likelihood it will shock her to such a degree that she becomes a vegetable and a permanent resident of our Boston asylum. In my professional opinion, my boy, there’s no option but to wait. If you decide to tell her, you must let me or Hannigan know so we can be prepared for the worst. I can have a room waiting at Our Lady of Grace in mere hours if necessary.”

I returned to Willowfield forlorn, my crestfallen mood not lost on Millie, who, after a long moment of silence during our routine work, prodded me from my brooding with kindness that broke my heart all the more.

“Professor Hughes,” she began, “I’m ignorant when it comes to your business, but I can tell you’re troubled, and it would be bad of me not to ask after you. If there’s anything I can do to help, please tell me.”

I didn’t dare look at her. Instead, I kept my gaze trained upon the firelight and answered as honestly as I believed safe.

“All that burdens me could be solved with one decision, but it’s a decision I can’t make in good conscience as it could either repair the problems at hand or destroy everything.”

She was silent, having no way to respond to my cryptic explanation other than to accept it as a rejection of her care.

“Miss Foxboro?” I said, regrettably unable to keep some of the more brutal emotions from my tone.

“Yes?” she asked, pretending poorly to be distracted.

“If you were given an opportunity with equal power to heal all ills or irrevocably maim at its pleasure, would you risk taking it?”

“I wouldn’t have, once,” she admitted, “but I’m afraid I’ve become a person who wouldn’t miss an opportunity for good even if the chances of evil were equal. I’d rather know I’d opted to give myself happiness and failed than live always guessing what might have been.”

A beautiful answer, filled with all the courage I’d come to learn she possessed, and more besides.

“And so here you are at Willowfield,” I said softly.

“Yes. Here I am,” she replied.

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, and finally found the will to look at her.

“Have you found it for good or evil, Millie?”

She took a small breath, then hesitated, looking up at the bookcases lining the room, and then sweeping her gaze toward the ceiling, searching for the answer there.

“Have I asked the wrong question?”

She turned her eyes to me. “It’s been trying. The house is beautiful, but unusual and lonely,” she replied carefully. “But if I could go back, I believe I would choose to come again.”

My throat grew tight. I wouldn’t be able to stay in her company much longer, not in my current state, not without risking emotions that would endanger the tentative, comfortable new relationship we’d developed.

I stood, taking up the sheaf of papers I’d been mindlessly shuffling through and using them as an excuse to move closer to her, just for a moment. As I approached and bent to place the papers on the table where she leaned, she remained perfectly still, neither turning away nor standing to give me room. I prayed there was something still calling her to me, some unconscious remembrance that I was a safe haven, not a peril.

As we looked at each other, I implored her to see in my face what I could not tell her with my voice. A sheen of tears appeared in her eyes, and I couldn’t decipher them.

“You shine a light in this dark house, Miss Foxboro,” I said quietly, unwilling to put her through any more of whatever suffering my nearness caused her. “I pray you let nothing extinguish it.”

Our hands touched on accident, ever so slightly, causing my own eyes to grow red. I was glad my back was to her.

“Good night, Professor,” she said, her voice a whisper.

“Good night,” I replied, stepping out into the cold, empty hall.


CHAPTER 13


REST HAD BEEN hard fought for, though as soon as I’d finally sunk into its deep silence, an unusual sound roused me. I opened my eyes in the gloom, listening intently. At first I heard nothing, and then again the long, low wailing of a woman who had lost everything.

The noise chilled me, and I imagined first a fae spirit wandering through the halls of Willowfield, keening for a loss not yet come. Then I was fully aware.

Millie.

Flying from the bed, I hardly had the sense to grab my nightshirt, pulling it on as I ran toward the terrible noise of my wife crying in such agony I was sure I would find her injured. As I arrived at her door, I feared it would be locked, but the knob turned, and I entered to a blast of freezing air. The window was open to the frigid night, and Millie stood at it, leaning dangerously over the ledge, reaching out to catch someone or something, howling. As I moved toward her with careful intention, not wanting to startle her, she pulled a knee up to climb onto the windowsill.

Abandoning caution, I lunged forward, terrified she was in the process throwing herself out. Grabbing her about the waist, I pulled her inside and turned her to face me.

Her eyes were bleary, and though she registered I was there, she was far away, looking through me as though I were an apparition. I was familiar with this face. If Millie became too stressed she would wake partially from sleep and move through our bedroom, opening doors, brushing her hair, talking to me in hushed tones about nonsense. It had always been harmless, and she’d never been afraid like this.

“Millie! What were you doing? You could have fallen!” Fear turned my voice harsh, loud, which only upset her all the more.

“A woman! A woman was here. She was crying, didn’t you hear her? You had to have heard her! She’s jumped!” She tried to turn again to the window, pointing.

I placed a hand upon her cheek, her skin ice cold, and she calmed against my touch enough that I could turn her face from the grim night.

“There is no one here but you,” I said quietly, pushing damp hair from her temple.

“No, no…” she began, but her eyes were clearing of the confused mania, the haze of her half sleep lifting completely. She looked at me squarely in the eyes.

“There you are,” I said, relieved.

Forgetting myself, I leaned my forehead against hers as the terror eased, wiping frozen tears from her cheeks with my thumbs.

“I wasn’t sure I’d make it to you in time,” I confessed, still tense.

“That would have been upsetting,” she agreed, the sentiment so understated that it seemed a joke.

We both began laughing, throaty sounds, the clouds of our breath merging.

“Why didn’t you tell me you suffered from sleepwalking?” Not the way you used to, I added to myself. This new, horrible way. “I’d have made Willowfield safer for you. This explains your wandering the halls at night. You should have said something.”

I’d meant for my comments to show a willingness to help, but they vexed her instead.

“I haven’t sleepwalked in years! And it wasn’t your business! You don’t deserve to know every last thing about me. I’m your assistant, not your…”

Lover.

She didn’t say it.

“Don’t you think I care if someone in my household lives or dies? Do you believe it wouldn’t affect me to find you were harmed when I could have protected you?”

“I’m not a damsel in distress, Professor. I don’t need to be protected.”

Her ridiculous pride rankled me.

“I disagree,” I said, pulling her farther from the window with the intention of stepping around her to close it. However, the sudden movement startled her, and she yelped as though she might still be in danger of falling and pressed against me, seeking the very protection she’d claimed she didn’t want. Instinctively, my arms came around her, and I pivoted our bodies, pulling her close and placing myself between her and the window. She lay against me, and I stood stock-still, holding her on purpose for the first time, worried to even blink lest she pull away.

After a moment, she looked up at me with a perplexed awe.

I could no longer feel the cold, only the soft planes of her body against mine.

She tried to avert her eyes, overwhelmed, but I took her chin between my thumb and forefinger and lifted her face toward mine, kissing her with all the love and hunger that had built in me over the past two excruciating years.

It was a self-centered decision, and a slap wouldn’t have been an unjustified reaction. Instead, she parted her lips, inviting me to deepen the kiss, which I did with greedy enthusiasm, grabbing hold of her ample backside and crushing her into me. My hard shaft pressed against the softness of her belly, and I craved the heat of her. Maddeningly, she nipped my bottom lip, sending a lightning bolt of lust jolting through me.

Leveraging the hold I still had on her, I turned our bodies toward the nearest place we could stabilize ourselves for what was inevitable. The dresser. I lifted her atop it, scattering bottles and feminine paraphernalia to the floor, but I scarcely noticed it, aware of only her enticing thighs around my waist, the maddening wet heat of her protected from me by only thin layers of cotton and silk. I took her mouth again, her taste no different than I remembered, her kisses assured, ravenous as though she had been waiting for them for as long as I. 

Maybe this will remind her. 

Tangling my hands in her unpinned hair, I twisted the strands, pulling to expose the long line of her neck. This particular bit of manhandling had always pleased her, and by the gasp and small arch of her back, I deduced that this hadn’t changed. Eager to discover what other wicked ministrations she still favored, I freed her breasts from the nightdress and reacquainted myself with all the varying notes of elation I could inspire by teasing her nipples to hard peaks with both fingers and tongue. My unexpected pinch caused her to quake, her low moan increasing my appetite for her.

I tucked my hands behind her knees, and she braced herself on the dresser as I lifted her legs so she was forced to slide forward, thighs opening to display the thinly concealed slip of her womanhood. The one I fully intended to ravage. Holding her legs aloft, I dipped my head, brushing my lips over the cotton fabric, damp with her lust, and as my tongue met the hill of her desire in one long stroke, I heard my name spoken with such fear that I halted immediately. 

“Callum,” she choked out, unsure. 

I rose up, looking into her eyes and finding shock instead of need. Understanding crushed my yearning, filling me with a sobering guilt. 

“I’m a fool,” I said by way of apology, lowering her legs and adjusting her gown so it covered her body again. I rubbed a hand across my face to bring my focus out of the sensual fog. “I’m taking advantage of you. You’ve had a fright, you’re not thinking straight. Neither am I, and for you to regret…”

I couldn’t bear the idea of being the reason she felt any shame or anguish.

“Don’t you think I’m capable of knowing my own desire?” she asked, opposing my retreat, the words encouraging frisson. She desired me, and being certain of that would have to be enough.

She reached out to me, and I had no will to resist her, but the presence of high, panicked voices growing louder as they approached prevented our mistakes. I retreated farther, adjusting myself and as Millie slid from the dresser and righted her slip, Ms. Dillard came barging into the room, followed by a doe-eyed Felicity, looking better than she had in several days, though still near gaunt with exhaustion.

“Who’s hurt? Felicity said there was wailing. Fetched me from a dead sleep,” Ms. Dillard demanded, looking from me to Millie. Faster than I believed any other woman on earth was capable of, she took stock of my wife and judged for herself what had been going on. To save both of us, I gave a firm explanation.

“Miss Foxboro suffers from sleepwalking, and believed she saw someone in danger. Felicity likely heard her calling for help. Now that you’re here, Ms. Dillard, I’ll respectfully leave her to you.”

I nodded a gruff goodnight, then in impressive time, returned to the lonely solitude of my own chambers. Collapsing into a chair by the dying fire, I floated on a gray cloud of mixed emotions, the spectral sensation of her body against mine tormenting me until the early morning. 


CHAPTER 14


FOR THE FIRST time in perhaps a decade I slept until the late hours of the morning, when the bullying wind of an oncoming storm rattled the bedroom window in its frame, jostling me into reluctant consciousness. I rolled over, reaching out to pull Millie closer, only to find the bed empty, immediately recalling what my memory had misplaced so blissfully for a moment. The shock of this reality was a better cure for my drowsiness than a bucket of ice water, and I had my first taste of what it might be like for Millie to suddenly remember four forgotten years all at once.

Realizing the late hour, I galvanized into activity and began rushing to dress. The caterers and men hired to decorate the dining room would be arriving in moments to begin preparations for the party taking place tonight. I was also due in town to meet Florence, Dr. Hannigan’s niece, and prepare her for what to expect.

I was electric with anxious energy as I attended to meeting the event staff and making final changes and decisions. At a quarter to one I left Willowfield to meet with Florence, being assured when I departed that she was ready for whatever the evening brought.

Upon my return, I checked in with the caterers, took a call from Burt who stated that no one had heard from Jack since he’d happily agreed to attend, but this wasn’t strange enough to award with concern.

When I was certain things were going as they should, I returned to my room and retrieved the box that had arrived days before—the dress Lottie had ordered for Millie. The garment was a true marvel of modern style, with its fine beadwork and scalloping, the low-waisted sash made of satin. I’d never doubted she would come up with something exceptional. Beneath the dress, also prepared by Lottie, lay something that stunned me somewhat. A set of silk stockings and underclothes, lacy and delicate. I flushed like a lad seeing such things for the first time in his life. Though unexpected, the items were for utility as much as beauty, the thin, sleek fabric made to be worn beneath the more revealing cut of the dress. Cotton would have clung, and a slip might have been too long. Still, I was forced to close the box when my mind began to craft prohibited images.

I transferred the care of the package to Ms. Dillard, then set to work on myself. Though I hadn’t worn a tuxedo in ages, rejecting all social invitations after Millie’s disappearance, it was an easy thing to return to, and I was happy for an opportunity to show my wife this side of me again, wishing only that she could be on my arm as she always had been.

The dinners, soirees, galas, and charity balls had all delighted Millie once she’d realized no one expected her to perform perfectly as her mother once had. She was only meant to enjoy herself.

Still, there had been times the people and expectation of conversations had grown too much for her, and she would take my hand, squeezing twice as we’d agreed upon to alert me to her need for solitude. Depending on where we were, she would excuse herself early or we would find a quiet place together until she was revitalized.

As I stood at the mirror shaving, a memory came to me, enchanting and provocative.

We’d held our wedding reception in Willowfield’s main foyer, an event Millie had helped prepare. The night was dazzling, and for hours the bright smile never left her face. Then just after midnight, she faded somewhat, taking a hold of my arm as though I were a buoy in the middle of a tumultuous sea.

It wasn’t easy to slip out, but I made our excuses for fresh air, promising to return, and instead of the gardens, I took Millie to the library, where the quiet often soothed her.

When the doors were closed, submerging us in comforting solitude, I brushed my fingers down her cheeks, feeling them warm.

“Feel better, my love?”

“Nearly,” she replied, reaching between her shoulders to undo the lovely lace reception dress, letting it fall into a pool at her feet.

My desire eagerly responded and I reached for her, but she danced farther into the room, shedding the remainder of her clothes as she went until her naked body gleamed in the moonlight. She could have been Leanan Sidhe, made to drive me mad with her love.

“What terrible things do you want to do to me, Callum?” she asked, a coquettish smile in her voice.

“Whatever the lady wishes.” My reply was a low vow, and I stalked her meaningfully through the shadows the night cast, while she evaded my grasp once, then twice, before I caught her, pinning her against the cold marble of the pillars by the unlit fireplace.

“You’re a saucy little thing tonight,” I said as I guided my fingers through the dark curls between her thighs, encouraging a small gasp of pleasure.

She raised her face, and said with such adoration, “Being with you makes me feel like I can do anything.”

A surge of ardent love united with my arousal, the combination so intoxicating I felt I was in a dream.

We kissed as the clock struck one.

I splashed cool water on my face, annoyed that I’d allowed myself to indulge in that particular recollection. Though last night had proven to me beyond a doubt that Millie was drawn to me physically, I wanted the whole of her and was reluctant to risk the disaster that could befall if I surrendered to my lower instincts.

Thirty minutes until nine, when the party was due to start, I welcomed the small group of guests as they all arrived at once, having driven together, all save for Jack, who still had not phoned. I ushered everyone inside, somewhat uneasily, as though we were setting the stage for a damned Christie novel. Tentative optimism replaced my unease when I laid eyes upon the enchantment of the hall. It mirrored near perfectly the decorations present on the evening I’d proposed to Millie.

“Lottie Terrance, you absolute angel,” I said, putting an affectionate arm around her shoulders and placing a chaste kiss at her temple, careful to avoid the beautiful ornaments she’d delicately laid there. She smiled and demurred, talking nonsense about not fussing over small things. Feeling almost cheerful, I winked at Burt over her head, and he raised his eyes skyward, quietly bemoaning his wife’s inability to take a compliment.

“How are you feeling, Callum?” Florence asked as I guided them into the dining room to start enjoying themselves. It was more enlivening than I’d expected to see these faces back in Willowfield.

“I dare to say I’m hopeful,” I replied with a smile.

“We all are,” Hannigan said, already going to retrieve a glass of champagne. “Millie will be down soon?”

“I assume.” For the first time, I considered she may not come down at all after how the night before had ended. Worried, I excused myself to find Ms. Dillard, who’d taken the night off and was likely in her room reading or playing an endless game of solitaire. I’d near begged her to attend the dinner, but she’d firmly declined, stating she didn’t have the stomach to pretend for such an extended period, and besides, she was nauseous at the idea of having to rub elbows with Dr. Hannigan for so long. As I often did when she made such pronouncements, I laughed. Ms. Dillard and the doctor had an unspoken and long-standing agreement to pretend to loathe each other, for what purpose no one knew, though it was obvious to everyone their distaste was a farce.

“Don’t laugh at me, Callum Hughes, I’ll box your ears, grown man or not,” she’d said. I was wary to interrupt her now, but had little choice.

As I was leaving the main hall, I glimpsed someone emerging from the servants’ corridor. Millie, her attention so captivated by the decorations that she hadn’t seen me. I was dumbstruck by the sight of her. She sparkled in the dim light like a jewel, demanding all of my attention. She’d cut her hair, the ends reaching not a full inch past her chin, smoothed and styled so the sharp edges swooped up against her elegantly rouged cheeks. A Les Modes illustration come to life. My bold girl. I stood, quiet, admiring her with the fascination of a man being introduced to the exquisite thing that would destroy him.

She was hesitant to enter the dining room, merely staring toward the door. Not wanting to give her an opportunity to retreat, I approached. I hadn’t meant to sneak up, but her attention was so rapt, she didn’t hear my footsteps, and when she stepped backwards, choosing to flee, she collided with me.

I placed a hand upon her waist to steady her. A mistake. Small sparks of yearning ignited, primed to burn by the activities of the previous night. She turned to face me, and my resolve to take things slow significantly diminished.

“You are devastating in that dress, Miss Foxboro,” I murmured, resisting the urge to run my fingers along the new fringe of her hair. “And your new hairstyle suits you.”

“Thank you,” she replied, moving a respectable distance from me, her chin tilted up. She was undeniably angry for the way I’d left her unsatisfied.

“I see you managed to pass the rest of the night in one piece,” I said.

“Well, I didn’t find myself lying with a broken neck outside my window or wandering to your bedroom in the dark.”

“The first image is ghastly,” I agreed, enjoying a closer look at the makeup she’d applied to highlight her striking features. The poppy red swiped across her lips was an invitation for my diabolical mind to run amok.

“And the second?” she asked, meeting me on the battlefield.

“My manners prohibit me from replying,” I said, cautioning her with my tone.

“You have manners? A true surprise.”

Cheeky little… With her head held high, she dismissed me by taking a step toward the party, but I followed her forward, again placing a hand upon her waist, this time with more intention. I dipped my head, mouth near her ear.

“Don’t attempt to start a war with me,” I advised, anticipating she would ignore my instruction. “You won’t win.”

She turned her face toward mine, a bare shiver of space between us, holding within it a cosmos of power.

“I think you’ll find you’ve underestimated me,” she replied, nearly against my lips. Breaking away, she entered the dining room with a brilliant, false smile to cover her nerves.

I chuckled, looking forward to learning more about this new side of my wife.


CHAPTER 15


THE INTRODUCTIONS BEGAN well enough, though Florence did nearly start to cry. Everyone watched Millie closely for signs of recognition, but none came, and I tried to busy myself, looking less interested in the goings-on than I was.

Dr. Hannigan was making exclamations over Millie’s new hairstyle when a voice I’d prayed my ears would never suffer again permeated the room.

“I hear women change their hair when they’re mad at a lover.”

A creature I loathed with a near religious devotion had come into the dining room, glinting like the pin of a grenade in her coin-encrusted gown, absent the man who she should have been accompanying.

“Margaret,” I greeted her with marked displeasure. “Where have you left Jack?”

“The poor dear’s in a dreadful state.” She pulled off her gloves and flung them onto the furniture. “A cold, I’m sure, but you know how men are.”

She smiled at me, and I recoiled internally, taking a drink of wine to hide my disgust.

“I had him stay home and came to pay my respects to Willowfield.”

Margaret had no respect for Willowfield and had hated the very ground I walked upon from the first day we met, for reasons concerning my disapproval of her lifestyle—which was to find the richest man in the room and cling to him until either he shook her off or she bled him dry. In Jack’s case, he’d never been interested in shaking free, believing her to be a wounded soul he could heal, and was wealthy enough that she hadn’t yet found a reason to let go. Their match still might have worked had it not been for the fact that her sensual affections extended to every man or woman who showed an interest in them.

I’d never been openly hostile to her until she’d begun whispering to Millie about seances and spirits of the dead, encouraging my wife to do cleansing rituals to protect herself, insisting her miscarriages were acts of a jealous spirit, and that Willowfield, and I, would be her doom.

I’d spoken to the police about the part I believe she’d played in the gradual deterioration of Millie’s mental state, but there was no proof of ill intention, and therefore nothing they could do. That she was here now, knowing how I felt about her, knowing I’d forbidden her from ever stepping foot here again, meant she had something up her sleeve.

“You look a doll. You must be the new girl,” she said to Millie.

“This is Miss Millicent Foxboro,” I said rigidly, sure she was aware of the situation, wanting to reiterate to her the role she had to play by being present. “The woman who’s taken the post as my assistant.”

“Oh yes,” Lottie said, not giving Margaret a moment to respond. “How is your research on all the otherworld nonsense going?”

“All still nonsense,” I replied with meaning, “but interesting nonetheless.”

Margaret allowed the conversation to move around her, clearly finding the situation droll. I considered letting Ms. Dillard handle her, then rejected the idea, as bloodshed was fairly extreme.

The conversation continued, Millicent taking the lead with a small amount of reluctance that turned to impressive self-assurance. It surprised me when she actively shunned Margaret in conversation, and I wondered what about the woman she found charmless enough to risk being rude when she’d loved her so dearly before.

Despite Margaret’s presence, dinner was a delightful event and Millie thrived, her smiles coming easy, her brazen flippancy toward me encouraging Lottie to turn her head several times to hide a smile against her hand. It was rare for someone to get the best of me, and Millie had me in a corner.

As dinner wound down, Florence suggested a game, and the party moved to the parlor, which had seen many a late-night charade. Millie stopped in the doorway before entering, sweeping her eyes around the room.

We all grew quiet, waiting for something to happen, waiting for her to recall she’d been in this place before, with these people, played games, sang songs, and danced so many times.

Instead, she excused herself to return to the dining room for a glass of water.

Those of us who remained exchanged glances.

“She’s not aware of who any of us are,” Florence said.

“We knew there was a chance of that,” the doctor reasoned.

“Well, the night’s not done yet,” Lottie chimed in, looking less chipper than she sounded. Burt put an arm around her, comforting.

“Slow and steady,” he said, nodding.

“Let’s get the game going in case she decides to come back,” Hannigan recommended, beginning to move the chairs around to better suit the setup. Everyone was moving to help when I noticed someone else was missing.

“Hell…” I muttered, hurrying out into the hall and toward the dining room.

As I approached, Margaret’s voice, sweet and insincere, and Millie’s, sharp and distant, met me. I slowed.

“Listen, dove. Just keep your wits. Callum has a way with women like you.”

She was still on with her old song and dance. I was about to intervene when Millie delivered her reply, white hot.

“Like me?” she bit out.

“Sure. The kind that takes strange secretarial assignments for recluses in practically empty mansions. In a word, mad.”

The urge to defend my wife was waylaid by my desire to give her room to handle things on her own, as she’d done for herself for two years without me. She’d properly accused me of underestimating her. I had, and it was to the detriment of us both.

“Sounds right,” Millie replied, accepting the insult with a hint of pride, which likely threw Margaret off balance. Well done. “Now let me read you. You married rich, but it’s not a love match, so you spend your time and your husband’s money dressing yourself up like a fortune teller and going about to make a fool of him in some perverse form of retaliation for the bleak lack of passion.”

I pressed my fist to my mouth to stop the laugh. Millie had nailed her to the board, and Margaret was especially sensitive to being called a gold digger.

“You little…” she sputtered. “You don’t have a clue what you’re dealing with. Callum sucks dames like you dry, then spits out their husks. You don’t even know—”

I stepped into the dining room.

“Margaret, there you are,” I said, keeping my tone pleasant, though I couldn’t much control my face. “Your husband mentioned you had a tendency to wander, especially after too much to drink.”

Another insult, but she was forced to swallow this one in the face of the man who could toss her out. Word would get around, it always did, and she’d be humiliated once again in her coveted social circles.

“I didn’t want you to get lost,” I continued, motioning toward the door. “If you’ll make your way to the sitting room, there’s coffee, it’ll help you keep your wits. There’s a girl.”

She took her leave, trailing rage behind her, and I faced Millie, full of praise.

“I was worried about what Margaret had in mind, but shouldn’t have been. You held your own.”

She took offense, igniting a significant argument that had both of us seething. She dismissed me and retreated into the hall. Unwilling to let her escape without explanations and resolutions, I chased after her, taking her arm.

In response she raised her voice, and I was forced to pull her to the nearest door, guiding her roughly inside and closing us into the dark, where our disagreement could enjoy some privacy.

“And here you’ve whisked me away to a lonely, dark room. How on pattern,” she accused, though now she nearly whispered, the dim light and loneliness of the space silencing her ire somewhat effectively.

It did something to me too, something I hadn’t intended, stoking other fires besides anger, which had been smoldering all night. I was frustrated, more in body and mind than I’d ever been, and she only continued to pour the fuel.

“Your mouth is running away with you,” I growled, and I bet on her continuing to let it.

“I’m going to the parlor to enjoy more pleasant company. Stay here in the dark like the beast you are.”

As she opened the door, I made my decision. Keeping my distance hadn’t done any good. The doctor had agreed to try a new method if the dinner came to nothing, so I took it upon myself to choose one. Desperate for change, and dishonorably aroused by her smart mouth, I turned and brought a hand to press upon the door, forcing it closed again, and as she whirled around to face me with an indignant huff, I closed her in.

We continued our quarrel in the gloom, the closeness and our equal fierceness riling me to a point where I could have had her up against the wall, proving to her my desire was genuine.

“You’re trying to intimidate me,” she accused.

“Are you intimidated?”

“No.”

“You’re trembling.”

“Do you like it?” she whispered, and I was done for.

“Yes.”

I kissed her. The ferociousness of it awakened something in her and she threw her arms around my shoulders. I pulled her close so I could feel the shape of her, and she of me, delving my tongue into her eager mouth. The first time we’d kissed had been a sweet affair, and I cherished the tender touching of our lips, but there was nothing like kissing Millie when she was impassioned. She drew out every fragment of longing and I burned.

In that dark room, I crossed the lines I’d laid for myself, teasing the hill of her pleasure taut with my fingers, watching as she watched, driven near mad with lust at the sight of my hand beneath her dress in the mirror. I’d stroked her to climax, covering her mouth to save us from needing to explain ourselves, and was rewarded with the quake of her body, the heavy pulse beneath my fingers, and the exquisite muffled sound of her ecstasy, which I would never grow weary of.

Before I could whisper promises of future pleasures, the doorknob to our hideaway began to rattle, and we hurried to correct ourselves. I glanced in the direction of the side door leading from this room into an adjacent studio, which emptied through to the music room. As I ushered Millie quickly out into the hall, there was a jangling of keys. We hadn’t been that quiet after all.

“Ms. Dillard is always roaming around checking every unusual noise,” I grumbled, closing the door, frustrated by the interruption. We looked at each other and both dissolved into a fit of laughter. The moment was so dear that I drew her into an embrace.

Dr. Hannigan called out into the hall and we stepped apart again, neither of us fully serious. I encouraged Millie to go to the parlor, excusing myself to clean up after our recreation. I glanced behind to find her watching after me, a dreamy half smile on her face, a look I’d much missed.

It dismayed me to discover when I returned that Millie was nowhere to be found. I looked for Margaret, finding her grousing in a chair by the window, a halo of cigarette smoke around her head, two red spots of anger on her cheeks. She wouldn’t leave on her own, but I had no energy to deal with asking her to go. Since we couldn’t discuss Millie around the princess of coins, we somewhat unenthusiastically played our game, and though I worried about her, I resolved to believe that tonight was the first step toward Millie returning to me for good.


CHAPTER 16


THE NEXT DAY began with a brooding sky, threatening an unseasonable storm. But despite the morose weather, I was optimistic about the day and eager to see Millie.

I arrived at breakfast before her and spoke with Ms. Dillard, who asked after the evening. Though there was no favorable news I could honorably relay, my amiable smile gladdened her, and she set the table, comfortably complaining about the mess the caterers had left in the kitchen.

When Millie appeared, it was as though the sun had finally risen over Willowfield. I was pleased she was wearing one of the outfits I’d left for her. I made a mental note to order her new clothes.

“Good morning, come, eat.” I motioned to the chair next to me. “You look lovely.”

She quarreled halfheartedly about having her own clothes, but sat with a smile. I treated the morning as I would have any other with her before the tragedy, and we made companionable small talk while we ate, then moved to the library to work.

She was staying silent about our sensual encounter, so I followed her lead and we spoke only of the notes, the stories, and I took joy in it. I handed her items I was unable to make out, and we had a bit of a game trying to decipher things I’d written while I was in the thrall of a theory. Side by side we worked and laughed, and it was all I could have wished for.

She appeared so carefree today, so comfortable, and I ventured to press into her past to test what she might reveal.

Her first answer about the library was a lie, and I sighed inwardly. Not ready. Not yet.

When the discussion turned to me, I told her again the bittersweet story of my upbringing.

“When I was twelve,” I said, “my mother contracted tuberculosis and died shortly after. On her deathbed, she told me the fae were collecting on the debt she owed them for so many years of prosperity. And for me.”

“You?”

“Yes.”

“What do you mean?”

This wound, though so old, was still sore to the touch.

“She thought I was a fae child, gifted to her after years of being barren,” I replied.

When she touched my arm, comforting, I clasped my hand over hers and held tight, my sorrow very near the surface.

“You were so patient to listen to all of that,” I said to divert the conversation. “I’m sure Ms. Dillard told you the entire history of this place, with all its hidden bitterness. She didn’t care much for my parents.”

“Ms. Dillard doesn’t seem to care much for anyone.”

This was an odd thing to hear Millie say, as Ms. Dillard had been her closest confidante for all her years at Willowfield, especially following the death of Ms. Reeves. The two had spent innumerable hours together, and Millie often consulted her friend on many matters. Ms. Dillard loved Millie dearly, and for it to be forgotten was another blow.

“You’re being unfair, Millie,” I scolded. “She’s got a hard shell, but she’s a warm person underneath it all.”

“Hm,” she replied, not believing it.

“Dr. Hannigan is hopelessly in love with her.”

This fact had once been a point of glee for Millie, who did her best to set up occasions for the reluctant couple to be alone. When I asked after her reasoning for giving them such grief, she confided that Ms. Dillard wrongly believed herself too old for romance, and this rejection had wounded the poor doctor’s pride, leading him to be churlish.

“He’s doomed,” she lamented with a playful shake of the head.

“All men in love are.”

We were standing close, and I lowered my gaze to her lovely face, her features softening with an understanding, an acknowledgment of the affection in my tone, which then flustered her. She withdrew, bemoaning the task we’d set about handling as an impossible one. In truth, I’d had my hand on the book we needed for the past several moments.

I took it to her, with the curl of a grin. Her bashful glance at the tome and the shy quip following were both endlessly appealing.

In the mood to tease, I commented, “This is the most civil conversation we’ve had to date.”

Her eyes flashed with a surge of indigence. She’d taken the words critically.

“Maybe if you weren’t so tyrannical…” she said, cross, beginning to turn away.

No you don’t.

“Me?! I rather think it’s you.” I slipped an arm around her waist, guiding her back to me. She raised her hands to press against my chest. At first I assumed she resisted out of annoyance, but the timid way she looked up into my eyes told me she was unsure, perhaps of my motives or of my expectations.

“Professor…”

“Millie,” I replied, her name a tender reassurance. I was determined to prove there was more to my love than the mere physical. “It’s Callum.”

When I kissed her, it was with all of my fondness and devotion.

She melted against me, returning my adoration in equal amount, sliding her arms around my neck so they were no longer a boundary between us. For that moment, more than our bodies were reunited.

“Do you still think I’m a beast?” I asked against her lips.

“You are,” she replied, “but I don’t mind anymore.”

“Good, because it was very hard pretending not to be.”

When our lips met again, it was with greater fervor. As her passion opened up to me again, we engulfed ourselves in it, until our haste knocked the book I’d taken from the shelf onto the floor. It fell on its spine, opening, a paper folded and tucked inside coming loose.

Misfortune made us both look down at once, to find my name scrawled angrily, like a curse, across the note.

Millie must have placed it there at some point, perhaps on a bad day when her ghosts moaned loudest in her ear, and her overwhelming dread of all the things we couldn’t perceive weighed heavily on her. Why she’d written my name, I couldn’t assume, but I experienced the mental image of her leaning miserably over the desk, hair unbrushed, her fingers making knots in the roots as she cried, never revealing what tortured her so.

With care, I untangled myself from her arms, my romance-addled mind clearing as I leaned down to retrieve the offensive thing and return it to its place.

“Are you toying with me?” she demanded. “If it’s your goal to make me so desperate I come begging for you, I swear I’ll never do it!”

The allegation was asinine, and she might as well have punched me full across the face. My reaction to it was the same. If she was so impatient for me to desecrate her body then I would oblige.

“Do tell me again how you swear you never will,” I rumbled in return.

“I’m calling your bluff, Callum Hughes, and you can fuck off!”

I’d never heard her use such language, not even in the heat of our lovemaking. Cursing had been one thing she’d never seemed able to bring herself to do. And now here she was so brazenly accusing me of heinous behavior I hadn’t even indulged in, requiring I prove to her my passions, believing I wouldn’t.

My wrath became need, and I abandoned my final inhibitions.

“Are you telling me,” I drawled, low, suggestive, “my only two options are to never touch you again or to fuck you senseless right here, in the middle of the day, with the Good Lord’s bright light shining on us?”

I’d shocked her.

“It’s an easy choice.”

In several strides, I was upon her, and in the time it took her to gasp, I’d pinned her to the bookcase and torn her blouse open to reveal the chemise beneath, the silk outlining deliciously the soft curve of her breasts and newly rigid crests of her nipples.

“This is what you wanted, isn’t it, Millie?” I demanded, needing her to tell me in no uncertain terms she wanted me to ravage her.

“Yes,” she snarled, grabbing my tie and pulling me roughly to her, where we met in a kiss that bruised us both.

There upon the desk, I divested myself of the burden of restraint and reclaimed her body.

Her cunt was tight, and she moaned in momentary pain when I entered her. I hadn’t considered that she’d gone two years without this recreation, and though I had no intentions of stopping, I paused to torment her.

“You’re not a virgin, surely?”

“Do I look the type?”

“Do you want me to answer?”

“Callum, would you just…” She paused, and I pressed farther inside her, sensing what she wanted to say. If she could yell such a thing in anger, she could use it to beg in the height of her lust.

“Just fuck me,” she commanded, “please.”

I did as she asked, with little mercy and no gentleness, giving in to all the brutal need I’d harbored since the moment I laid eyes upon her again, and when she reached her bliss, I followed close behind, the world white with ecstasy.

Not for the first time in our erotic history, she’d made me bleed with her reckless desire. It was something I enjoyed more than a decent man should.

“Come,” I said, when I guessed she could walk without tumbling over. I draped the remnants of her clothes over her shoulders, and as secretively as forbidden lovers, we made our way through the quiet daytime hallways of Willowfield to my quarters, where I meant to make up for lost time.


CHAPTER 17


THE REMAINDER OF the afternoon was a long, sensuous discovering of each other, though for me it was a return of the woman who completed my soul. With Millie I could never be satiated—I craved her soft, keening moans, the heat of her tongue, the tight depths of her womanhood, and how she became rough when driven by the desire we’d built together. I savored the way she grew bolder before orgasm, then shy again when her climax had ebbed, covering her body with sheets or pillows until I coaxed her passion alive once more with erotic suggestions, her favorite among them my request that she watch our reflections as I pleasured her with my mouth. She returned the gift on her knees, and the hours passed in bliss I never dared believe I would feel again.

When the sun set, and we were both spent, we lay in bed, her head upon my chest, and I traced the lines of her face with my fingers, amazed anew that the woman I had so irrevocably lost was in my arms. After the hours spent uncovering the secrets of our flesh, I wondered how close she might be to revealing the challenges she’d faced in the years following her memory loss.

I slipped my fingers into hers then brushed my lips across her temple.

“Tell me your secrets, Miss Foxboro,” I whispered, aching for her to entrust me with everything she’d been through.

She shook her head. “Tell me yours.”

I had so many, and they all belonged to her.

“You asked me about opening the house again,” I said. “I’ve decided to. However, when the cold comes again, I’m going away.”

“Away?” There was a note of panic in her voice I was sorry I inspired.

“I need separation from Willowfield. The winters here are too harsh. If the work still isn’t done, I’ll bring it, and if you would oblige, I’d like for you to come as well.”

“As your assistant?”

Astounded by the lengths her mind would go to exclude her from happiness, I could only stare, then finally gave in to a roar of laughter that shook our bodies and the bed beneath us. It was a reaction I couldn’t help, a response to the absolute absurdity of the thought that I’d find a woman who bewitched me to within an inch of my senses, and then keep her around merely as staff.

When I could breathe enough to speak, I wiped a tear from my eye and said between chuckles, “No, you little fool.”

I loved her all the more for her determined lack of awareness.

“I think it’s unsuitable, with the things I’ve done to you”—I ran my fingers along her side until gooseflesh rose on her naked skin—“for you to continue to refer to yourself as my assistant.”

“Where will we go?” she asked, entertaining my ambitions for the two of us.

“Wherever we’ve any inclination to. Somewhere away from this place until it’s alive again.”

She was quiet, and I hoped she was imagining what our life could be like together. The moment was tender and open, and again I gave her an opportunity to confide in me.

“Now you, my dear,” I said. “What are you thinking? What do you hide from me?”

She bolted upright out of my arms, then stilled like a startled deer, too stunned to flee. She stared into the fire, her eyes distant and misty. I’d made a mistake.

“Millie?”

I rose behind her, trying to disrupt her panic with a loving touch.

“I need to tell you something. It will change your mind about all of this, and I am afraid to say it.”

This was not how I’d meant for her to divulge this information, in pain and petrified. I attempted to lighten her mood with a ludicrous question. “Have you murdered someone?”

Another mistake.

“Callum,” she snapped, turning to glare at me with silent tears streaming down her cheeks.

I was making a mess of this. I sat up fully, taking her face in my hands, wiping the tears away. We were here now, at the threshold of her confession, and there was no reason to delay it.

“Tell me,” I said softly.

“Two years ago, I woke up in Our Lady of Grace.”

“The hospital.”

“Yes. In the psychiatric ward.”

With panicked speed she told me all: her stay at the hospital, her amnesia, her terror that perhaps she had done something unforgiveable in the years she’d lost. At last, she’d laid her burden at my feet. I wanted so badly to reassure her, to help fill in the missing pages of her life, the ones we’d written together. She hadn’t committed crimes or run a brothel. She’d lived and loved, and she had suffered as no woman should ever suffer. To protect her from the agony of all that had happened, her mind gathered those moments of joy turned heartache and hid them away.

She grew silent, watching me with wide eyes, waiting for me to dismiss her, leap from the bed in disgust, kick her out of Willowfield, and vow never to see her again.

“I know,” I said, with as much gentleness as I could.

“You what?”

“Of course I know.”

“What do you mean you know? How?”

I had to make something up, and I would have preferred drinking hot ash.

“Don’t you think I’d make it my business to know everything about a stranger entering my home? Dr. Hannigan worked at that hospital. He recognized your name when he met you in Boston in the little bookshop.”

“He told me he hadn’t been there when I was!”

“You were a special case. Many of his old colleagues continue to share information with him concerning confounding illnesses, and it just so happened you were one of them.”

“You knew before hiring me and still accepted my application?”

She could detect the mistruth. It tapped at the corner of her consciousness, raising suspicion. She was too smart to believe this claptrap, but I barreled on.

“Who else has your qualifications? It was a damn miracle Dr. Hannigan even came across you. The fact your history is unfortunate had no bearing on the decision.”

“Why?”

And here, this was where I could finally breathe honesty into my answer.

“Millie, we can’t exclude people from life because of their struggles.”

She began to sob.

“I’m extremely angry with you, Callum. How dare you keep that from me? I was so afraid. I…”

I gathered her to me.

“May we have a lifetime for me to beg your forgiveness.”

She cried for a long while, her grief and her relief inspiring tears to form in my own eyes.

“You don’t really know anything about me,” she wailed against my chest.

“Then tell me everything, my love,” I said. And she did.

I kept her close as she told me for the second time the story of how she’d come to be at Willowfield with Ms. Reeves. The abuse that permeated her childhood at the hands of a mother who didn’t know how to love, the distant care of her father who was too afraid to protect her, and his final horrible act made in desperation to save, he believed, his daughter’s life.

“I lost so many years,” she whispered, and I closed my eyes, feeling the weight of being the keeper of that buried history.

“I’ve got a terrible temper, and I’m haunted by my mother’s voice, and by nightmares of weeping women jumping out of windows.”

I worried for her, hurt for her, and could only listen, unable to offer any words of confidence. There was no reason for this pain, no divine purpose for such suffering, and it angered me that she’d been given so much of it.

Then she spoke her secret belief even I hadn’t known.

“I killed my parents, Callum. They’re dead because of me and my pride.”

“No,” I said immediately, giving her no time to let the words sit between us as though they could be true. “Your father made his own decisions.”

“To protect me from myself.”

“To protect you from your mother.”

I lifted her chin, studying her face with new eyes.

“You’re a force of nature, and despite your trials, you’ve survived with a spirit worthy of its own folklore. Up to now, you’ve made your way through hell all alone, but you’re not on your own anymore, Millie. Never again.”

Fresh tears tumbled down her cheeks , but they were the sort that comes when your troubles have finally been laid to rest. When she could cry no more, she lifted her head and brought her mouth to mine, pulling me down as she lay onto the pillows. Without words, she requested I prove to her I was still there, that she was still wanted.

As we made love, I whispered promises to provide all the happiness she so greatly deserved, and I intended to keep every one.


CHAPTER 18


EARLY THE NEXT morning, though I urged her to stay, Millie slipped from the bed.

“I don’t want everyone to know I spent the night here.”

“What does it matter if they know?”

“They’ll think…”

“Of course they will. And it’s true.”

She stooped down to retrieve a fallen pillow from the floor. “You have a rather rosy view of the world, don’t you, Professor Hughes?”

“A realistic one. They’ll find out whether you go back to your room this morning or not because I intend to do this again.”

“Do you?” Her tone was blithe, airy, and she looked at me with her eyebrows raised. “And what if I say no?”

“Will you say no?”

She almost smiled. “No.”

“There you have it.”

She threw the pillow at me, and I swatted it away with a grin of my own. She was pinching her lips, struggling not to laugh as she slipped on her shoes. The lighthearted exchange filled me with an ache to hold her and spend the morning in bed, listening to more about her life. All the things I knew, the new things I didn’t.

“I want us to work as usual,” she said as she went to the door. “Don’t be suspicious.”

“I am never suspicious.”

She shot me a look, a long-suffering affair that froze me on the spot. It was an expression I knew well, and for an upside-down moment, the past and present collided brutally.

“Millie?” I said.

Thinking I was calling her back, she waved over her shoulder and slipped out the door. “I’ll see you at breakfast.”

I collapsed back into bed, sighing, then kicked off the sheets and prepared myself for the day. All the while, I mused over the addition I could soon add to my acting résumé—the role of a man pretending he wasn’t making mad love to his long-lost wife when no one was looking. 

***

Millie was adamant that I not give anyone reason to think there were any illicit goings-on between us, but she broke her own rules several times, taking my hand in hers, tucking herself into my arms while she read over notes. In return I stole kisses, leaned close when we spoke, brushed curling strands of hair from her cheek. Our nights were mostly sleepless, though when we could no longer keep pace without rest, we remained wrapped in each other the whole night through, and I basked in the warmth that had returned to my life.

At the rate things were moving, I could hope it was only a matter of time before everything became right again. Millie was home, settling into Willowfield as easily as though she’d never left, and the house welcomed her back, pulling her in. She spent time in the gardens, wandering the halls, asking me about the extensive renovations that I’d halted, wondering if I ever planned to begin them again.

The idea was a perfect one. So I set the gears in motion, lined up the workmen, the gardeners, the electricians, the craftsmen, all glad to be receiving contracts once more from a house that had kept them well in business for so many years.

I requested Millie’s help with small matters, asking her input on various subjects she’d once found interesting, and she met the challenges with exuberance. When I saw her enthusiasm, I included her in everything suitable, spoke to her about the business, the hot houses, the factories just as I always had.

One morning, after briefing the groundsmen on the plan for revitalizing the orchards, I stopped by the little office I’d encouraged Millie to use. I felt a bit sorry, as it was a room she’d never much fancied. She would have preferred to work in the library, but I’d discovered we were far from productive when we were alone together. We were new lovers, and kind smiles and sweet nothings turned molten, even when not intended, and we were always at risk of passions flaring.

Even now I watched her work, and we chatted amiably about very little. There was nothing particularly special about the moment, and still I yearned for her.

She glanced up, caught me looking, and smiled, her complexion pinking.

“Stop that,” she said. “You’re distracting me.”

“What in the world am I doing?” I asked, knowing damn well.

“Don’t you have work to tend to?”

“I do, but there are a few things I’d rather see to first. Very important.”

Laughing, she laid down her pen. “What very important things?”

I allowed the silence to linger between us and watched as she discovered the answer in my eyes.

“Callum, it’s eleven in the morning,” she protested, already flustered.

“Come here, darling,” I said.

And she did.


CHAPTER 19


NIGHT FOUND ME settled by the fire in my room, contented as a man had any right to be. Although things weren’t perfect, life was stirring from its bed of misery.

Anxiously, I waited for her to arrive, eager to make plans and discuss our future. Of course, I’d be a bold liar if I didn’t admit that I was interested in other activities as well. I grinned into the flames like a smitten young man.

She was later than usual, and I wondered what she could have gotten up to. Even though we spent almost every waking moment near each other, working, talking on endless topics, shamelessly flirting, and often tangled in each other’s arms, she still insisted on pretending that we weren’t regularly sleeping together.

I ran my thumb over my bottom lip, thoughts lingering on this last fact.

I was startled by a loud noise and muffled voices, causing me to turn in my chair and look up at the ceiling as though I might be able to see through it.

A crash.

I sprang into motion, barreling into the hall and toward the alarming sounds. A frozen shard of horror pierced me through when I determined where they were coming from. The tower. As I neared the stairs, I spied both Ms. Dillard and Felicity running toward me from the opposite direction.

“What’s going on!” Ms. Dillard cried.

“The tower! Millie’s in the tower!” I shouted down the hall, motioning for Ms. Dillard to go before me as she was closer.

With a gasp of alarm, the woman hurried up the steps, leaving Felicity frozen in fear at the stairwell entrance.

“Felicity,” I boomed as I grew near, startling her. Her cheeks were already stained with tears. “Phone Dr. Hannigan!”

When she didn’t move, I spun her toward the direction of the parlor where the phone was located.

“Please,” I added with more kindness, to soften the rough way I’d just treated her.

She wordlessly set into a run.

“Callum! Come quickly!” Ms. Dillard’s cry of panic propelled me up the stairs two at a time, and I arrived at the top to find the housekeeper kneeling over my wife’s prone form. Millie was covered in sweat, trembling, a hand reflexively grasping her low belly.

I dropped to my knees, cradling her into my arms, her skin scorching to the touch.

“Callum, she’s been in the nursery,” Ms. Dillard said solemnly.

Looking up, I saw the nursery door standing open, moonlight streaming through yellowing curtains onto the bassinet.

“Oh, darling,” I murmured against Millie’s brow.

I carried her downstairs to my room where I placed her with utmost care onto the coverlet while Ms. Dillard left to fetch warm rags. Millie trembled and shivered, but remained unconscious of the world despite my attempts to wake her.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered, my apology withering in the silence like spent petals.

***

I knelt by the bed, taking Millie’s hand as she slept, pressing her cold fingers to my cheek to warm them as I watched her wan, pain-stricken face. Dr. Hannigan arrived swiftly and ended my agony by providing a rather mundane diagnosis. He suspected she’d contracted the same terrible stomach illness Felicity had recently endured but recommended against hospital care, worried it would do more harm than good. When I informed him about where she’d been, he could only guess that her subconscious took control in the presence of such a high fever, leading her to the tower.

“Some of the best and worst moments of her life here at Willowfield are there,” he postulated. “The draw to it must have been significant. With your permission, I’ll stay here at the house until she’s well again.”

I agreed, thankful, but cursed myself for forgetting to lock the door, for growing complacent in the daze of our blooming happiness. Millie stirred, her breath coming in short gasps. She whimpered. I hushed her, spoke words of comfort I wasn’t sure she could hear, running my knuckles along the hollow of her cheek until she stilled. She looked so frail and small, lying here like this, hand rarely leaving its protective place upon her abdomen.

A memory stirred, and I could almost hear her whispering to me in the dark, feel her curled under my arm, smelling of rosewater.

“Callum,” she said, “should we have children?”

The question took me by surprise. We’d each made casual comments about a future with a family, but had never deeply discussed details, and I’d never suspected Millie had reservations.

“A more important question might be if we want them,” I replied carefully.

“Do you?”

“Do I what?”

She jabbed me playfully in the ribs. “You’re trying to irritate me.”

“Never,” I objected, though I’d certainly been having a game in effort to ease the heaviness of whatever burden weighed on her heart. “Do you want them?”

There was silence. It stretched for such a length that I thought she might have fallen asleep.

“Yes,” she said, the word deeply melancholy.

“Why does wanting to be a mother pain you?”

“No one taught me how to be one. I have only bad examples to go by.”

I drew her closer until I could feel the beat of her heart, her breath warm against my neck, the splash of a single tear on my chest.

“You have Ms. Reeves.”

“That’s true,” she replied, thoughtful. “It’s… I don’t want to bring a child into the world if I’m only going to hurt it.”

“Darling, even the most loving parents hurt their children in some way. Humans are beasts, as much as we like to think we aren’t.” I’d been thinking of my own mother, who’d cared deeply for me, had given me all the affection and kindness any child could wish for, and in the end hurt me so bitterly by believing I wasn’t hers. “Tell me, how do you plan on treating our currently mythical offspring?”

“Of course I’d try to love them the way I wanted to be loved, the way all children deserve to be.”

“Then there you are.”

“Callum.”

“Yes, my love?”

“You still haven’t answered my question.”

It was my turn to be quiet, feeling around in my soul for the true answer and not the ready, careless one so expected by society.

“Yes,” I said at length and with complete sincerity. “I really do.”

“Then we’ll have them,” she said, contentment taking the place of fear in her voice.

We’d never used the nursery, so carefully designed, and I watched Millie’s light deteriorate as each blow came worse than the last. Perhaps this house was cursed after all. With all that had happened, here upon my knees by the bedside of my wife, ill again from the agony of a loss she couldn’t remember, I began to believe.


CHAPTER 20


THE FOLLOWING TWO days were a turmoil of anxious waiting, Millie coming in and out of consciousness, though only enough to take small sips of water. By the next afternoon, her fever subsided, yet she continued to sleep.

Hannigan was a constant presence, checking her vitals and instructing Ms. Dillard to give her warm sponge baths to encourage circulation. Contrary to usual, Willowfield’s housekeeper and the doctor didn’t argue, didn’t snap or snarl or pretend to dislike one another. Instead, they stood vigil together by Millie, someone important to both of them, and it deeply touched me. Humans were so often incapable of fully appreciating the miracle of good people in their lives. I was no different, too mired in my own troubles and miseries to give them full recognition. But whatever hardships, or perhaps curses, I suffered, love had survived in Willowfield. Perhaps it would continue to.

Felicity moved about quiet as a ghost, startling when someone spoke to her as though she’d forgotten we were there. She gazed at Millie with sorrowful eyes and, at one point, burst into tears.

I took her into the hallway to console her, wondering if it wasn’t cruel to be keeping her when the tragedies of this place affected her so.

“It’s going to be all right, Felicity,” I promised like a cad, knowing I had no control over whether it would be.

“Callum,” she said. She rarely called me by my name, though I’d never asked her not to, and her voice was airy with fear. “Millie shouldn’t stay at the house anymore. It’s hurting her.”

Her confession encouraged me to do something I hadn’t done since we were very young—hug her. Felicity had always been petite, but since her sickness, she’d grown so slight it was like embracing a child.

“Please don’t worry about all of this,” I urged. “Dr. Hannigan and I have already discussed things. I’m going to take Millie away from Willowfield for a while.”

“For a while?”

“Until the renovations are complete and Millie is feeling better. When everything settled, we’ll come back and try to make things as they were.”

This far from soothed her. Anger, an aspect she seldom wore, was evident as she broke away from me. “No! You can’t come back. The problems in this house won’t go away with renovations!”

Taken aback by her outburst, I began to scold, “Felicity, what the devil are you—”

She turned and hurried back into the room to tend to the bedding, dismissing me midsentence, nearly knocking the doctor over as he was exiting at the same time following his routine check on Millie.

“What was that all about?” he asked when the door closed behind her.

“Hannigan,” I started, “I’m worried about Felicity.”

The old man made a gruff noise of agreement, looking back over his shoulder at the closed door. “Helen is too.”

“What can be done, then?” I asked, overwhelmed by the many troubles at hand and the number of people who depended on my making decisions that were in good sense. “Some time away would be good for her, but I doubt she would go.”

“Let me think on that. You have bigger things to focus on,” he said. “Speaking of, I’ve made a few calls to some good friends abroad—apprising them of your circumstances and your intention to travel. You’ll have a medical professional always prepared to help if something happens while you’re away. When do you plan to leave?”

“As soon as possible. I have only a few minor things to take care of at the perfumery, then Burt and Lottie are more than capable of taking the reins.”

“Very good. My only recommendation is to wait until Millie is fully recovered from this flu, perhaps two or so weeks, then tell her your plans.”

“There you are, Laurence.” Ms. Dillard appeared, having come up the hall behind us. She looked grayer than usual, tired. “We’ve run out of your tea concoction. Did you bring any more with you?”

“I do have some more, actually. I’ll fetch it now. The two of you better get back in there. She wasn’t yet awake when I left, but she’s stirring. I think she’ll be coming round soon.”

Dr. Hannigan took Ms. Dillard’s fingers in his and squeezed reassuringly, then left us.

Ms. Dillard caught my look.

“I’m not ready to talk about it,” she said.

At least something pleasant was going on in this house. I smiled slightly and gestured toward the door, motioning for her to go in first.

She placed her hand on the doorknob, then paused.

“Your plans to leave…” She hesitated. “I think you should make them permanent.”

“You as well?” It was a betrayal, and I suddenly felt very alone.

“Willowfield has seen its share of love,” she said. “It has gracious memories and it would be my pain to leave this house, but it would be a greater one to think our Millie will be suffering here. That you will be.” Her eyes grew misty as she studied my face. “When I look at you, I often see that sweet, unruly little boy with sugar on his cheeks who lost so much far too soon. Sell the house to the university, Callum. Move somewhere less vast and haunted by tragedy.”

“This is my home. Our home.”

“Your home is wherever you are with that lovely girl in there,” she said, nodding toward the door. “Build a joyful life somewhere else.”

Without waiting for a response, she stepped inside the room, giving me only the choice to follow.

When we entered, Felicity was kneeling by the bed speaking to Millie, who was, thank God, awake.

The maid hurried to her feet, then rushed to gather the bedsheets and leave, trying hard not to make eye contact with me. I stopped her, keeping my voice low, hoping that I could say something that might help, show that I recognized and appreciated her concern and care.

“Thank you for being such a good friend to her.”

I might have pinched her for all the shock it inspired in her eyes. She cast one more glance back to the bed where Millie lay, then hastily took her leave. Yes, there was something going on there, but my wife was awake and I hadn’t the time to consider it.

When Ms. Dillard finished making her comfortable, she stepped out of the way and Millie laid eyes on me. She raised a hand, and I was there in a short stride.

“Did you call a doctor?” she asked, her voice broken in her throat. Her pallid coloring accentuated the purple cast beneath her eyes, which were locked on me, searching and fearful.

“Dr. Hannigan is here,” I assured her. “He came early yesterday morning.”

“Yesterday morning? How long have I been asleep?”

“Nearly two days.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Her apologies for things she couldn’t control had always inspired in me an almost crazed sort of detestation toward the people who’d mistreated her.

“Don’t apologize,” I said, kissing her knuckles, before, as gently as possible, broaching the subject of how she came to be where we’d found her, terrified to hear the answer. “Millie, why were you upstairs in the tower?”

“I was following noises. Callum, there was someone up there. I saw her, I touched her. We were inches from each other.”

“Millie, darling.” I tried to keep my voice free of the dread that had hardened in my stomach. “You pulled the dust cloth off an old mirror. We found you lying in front of it.”

“Did you have a child?”

Grief like a poison-tipped arrow pierced my chest, seeping sorrow through me as fresh as it had been in its first days.

“None more than a hope,” I replied, voice uneven. “We lost two pregnancies very early.”

We. You and I. Our children.

“Callum…” It was her hand that gripped mine now, a gesture of comfort. “You need to tell me about your wife.”

I considered throwing away all the cautions and medical recommendations, all the restrictions on the truth that I believed my wife deserved. Yet my anxiety for the consequences stayed my tongue. I rubbed my thumb over the back of her ring finger, where a wedding band had once been, and told her everything without telling her anything at all.

I poured my heart and all the love in it out, attempting to hide the agony of knowing she had no idea it was for her. It built in me until I arrived to my treacherous act.

“What did you do?” she asked.

At first, I couldn’t bring myself to confess what harm I’d inflicted, to relive that terrible night, but when she asked again, so in need of knowing, I relented.

“Damn me to hell, I grabbed her, shook her, and insisted she was being terrorized by nothing more than her own nightmares. She needed gentleness, and I selfishly gave in to my desperation. Of course, she ran away from me. I’ll carry that guilt forever.”

Forgive me, Millie.

“There was a hellish storm,” I continued, walking through the events that led to all the horrific moments that robbed her of her memories and took us from each other.

“The screaming, God, it was unspeakable. I still hear it at night, but it wasn’t even her.”

No longer able to maintain my composure, I stood, her hands slipping from mine. I didn’t deserve comfort nor forgiveness. My carelessness had driven the woman I was meant to cherish into the maw of a storm-swollen gorge. 

“It was Felicity,” I grated. “We found her on her knees by the embankment of the ravine, making that unholy noise, with Rodney trying to pull her away. My wife had jumped into the water. Her remains were discovered the following week by the police at an embankment several miles away. She was in such bad shape they wouldn’t even let me…”

My strength gave way, and I shielded my face, hiding my anguish, but the sound of rustling sheets and soft footsteps turned my head.

Millie was coming unsteadily toward me, arms outstretched.

As I caught her, the weight of unspoken words and too much felt made my knees buckle. We sank to the ground together, and I held her as though doing so was the only thing making her real.

“You’re precious to me,” I said, praying the truth in these words was enough. “I wish you to be well.”


CHAPTER 21


WHEN I’D SUGGESTED later that night that it would be better for her to recuperate without my presence begging sympathy, Millie had asked me to stay, afraid to be alone. She’d nestled against me and quickly drifted off, giving me ample time to consider the next steps.

I fell asleep soon after, listening to the comforting sound of her even breaths, and didn’t wake up until morning when Millie stirred and giggled. I opened my eyes to find she hadn’t awoken, though there was a smile on her face. I watched her dream, peaceful and amused, until wistfulness. collapsed into distress. She gasped, then yelped, her eyes flying open, hands grasping the sheets.

Wishing to banish the bad dream, I reached out to touch her.

“What’s tormenting you, my love?” I asked.

She rose up, tossed the cover away, and threw a leg over my waist, straddling me, her soft heat pressed against my groin. She undressed, exposing that enticing figure, and my caution for her well-being couldn’t staunch the responding desire.

Nevertheless, I had enough sense to know this wasn’t the best recreation for someone recovering from both physical illness and mental shock.

“Millie, are you well enough…”

She shifted, and before I could finish speaking, my cock was in her hand.

With no more will to argue with her want, I assisted in the growth of her pleasure by pulling her silk underwear aside, drawing my eyes and then my thumb along the swell of her clit.

“No,” she rebuked, and I raised a brow at the demand, unsure of her needs. She showed me, teasing herself with the head of my shaft. The jolt of lust that followed was difficult to control, and as she enveloped me in her heat, I took hold of her hips, prepared to take the lead. Her fingernails dug into my forearms, and I accepted the cue, remaining still.

Her pallid complexion fled in favor of a flush that turned her skin rosy as she rode atop me, her hair shining like a halo of red gold in the morning light. She looked alive, powerful. At the last moment, as she tremored slightly, a sign she would soon climax, she leaned back and stopped her rhythm, rejecting her release.

“Show me your love,” she breathed.

And I rose to the occasion.

“I will never have enough of you,” I murmured, drowning all of my misgivings in the pleasure of her body.

“You can’t know that,” she replied, and I thought it might be time to make something perfectly clear. With somewhat ferocious sincerity, I made an oath.

“I will go to my grave needing you, Millie.”

***

We’d just finished dressing when Hannigan arrived to check in, and I respectfully left the room, waiting for him outside the door.

I could hear them speaking, but didn’t pry and stepped far enough away so that the voices became murmurs. I swept my gaze over the walls with their missing portraits, half-removed paper, and the dark gas lamps which still needed to be replaced. Everyone wanted me to abandon this house, but Millie had loved it here. Until the troubles began, it had been her haven, and she cherished it with the heart of a woman who had built it with her own hands. I wanted her to have that again, but even as the sun shone through the hall windows, casting a pleasant, ethereal golden light upon all it touched, I resolved that if it was in the best interest of my wife, I would do anything, including leave Willowfield for good.

The door opened behind me, and Hannigan stepped out. Before I could speak a word, he pushed me farther down the hall and said barely above a whisper, “I’d much hoped Millie’s memories would return peacefully, but after speaking with her about what occurred in the tower, I’m of the opinion that they’re coming back as hallucinations.”

“Yes,” I replied grimly, “I discovered that last night. I’d planned to come find you, but she was afraid to be alone.”

“I would be afraid, too, if I were seeing the things she must be. This was a side effect no one could have expected. The house was supposed to call her back to herself, but considering what she’s enduring now, I believe it’s too much for her.” He shook his head, regret dark in his eyes. “This was a terrible mistake. You need to get her away from here immediately.”

“What if we were to leave permanently? Would that be beneficial for her?” It was a painful question, but one I was ready to ask.

Hannigan glanced around at the halls as I had done, taking them in and reliving all his own moments here. He rubbed a hand over his mouth. I’d never seen him so unsure.

“I think that even the best medical minds of our time have made the wrong call on this one,” he said at length, “and I’m afraid that I must admit that even I have no idea what the best prescription would be. From here, you can only do what feels right, and we’ll all have to hold on tight for better or worse.”

With this permission, I knew my plan.

“I’m going to tell her, Hannigan,” I said.

“I guessed as much,” he replied. “Just don’t do it here or now. With the way her subconscious appears to be rejecting the house, I’m worried it will make things worse.”

“Then we’ll leave today. I’ll take her to Boston, tell her there. That way, if things go well, we can leave right away for France, start anew, and if it all goes terribly…”

“The hospital is nearby,” he finished for me when I couldn’t voice the nightmarish thought.

I nodded. “I better alert Millie to the change of plans.”

“Yes, go. I’ll be here just in case.”

When I opened the door, I nearly knocked Millie over.

To hide my alarm, wondering how much she’d heard, I smiled at her.

“Listening through doors? You naughty girl.”

“What was all that about, Callum? You need to tell me right now,” she demanded.

“I’ll tell you, but not here,” I said, biding my time, trying to decide how I would explain our sudden departure. “Let’s take a walk together, the gardens are greening.”

While she readied herself, I went to my dresser, opening the topmost drawer and lifting out a small pink envelope. In it was the ring I had given Millie when I first asked her to marry me. My plan had been to wait until we were in Paris, but time wasn’t on our side.

When Millie met me in the hall, my heart fluttered. I was all nerves, no more confident that she’d say yes than I was the first go. She took my arm, and we walked through the gardens together in the cloudless afternoon.

“I’m afraid I have to travel again, this time for quite a while,” I said once we’d enjoyed much of the grounds. “I’ve already turned over the opening of the house to Rodney. He’ll handle preparations while I’m gone.” I hadn’t. In fact, I planned to call a lawyer from Boston and have him facilitate the sale of Willowfield. I would ask Felicity and Ms. Dillard to stay on with us, wherever it was we found ourselves, and would offer Rodney a comfortable position at one of the company hot houses—far from Millie, but near enough that his sister would have no reason to follow.

“I want you to come with me,” I finished.

She laughed, as though I’d told a joke. “Don’t you think that would be improper?”

“Improper?” I halted and looked at her with playful disbelief, trying to lighten my mood. “Should I show you what’s improper?”

I made a swipe for her, and she dodged, which encouraged me to chase. The little game of cat and mouse was just the thing I needed to bolster my courage, and by the time I caught her, I was prepared to make the leap.

“I’m my best self with you, Millie,” I said, and she looked up at me with such adoration I wondered if perhaps she remembered the love we shared, in her own way. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable with improper behavior, such as traveling together as mere lovers.”

I produced the ring. Her ring.

“Marry me, Millicent Foxboro,” I said.

“Marry,” she echoed, staring as though I’d grown another head on my shoulders.

“Will you?” I asked, pulse jumping.

Then she was wrapped around me in a joyful embrace that was all the answer I needed.

“Yes!” she cried. “I will!”

“We leave tonight.”

“Tonight? That’s so soon.”

“Not soon enough, my love. We’ll apply for a marriage license tomorrow morning in Boston. Everything can be supplied on very short notice there. We need only ourselves and a judge. After that, we’ll leave for Europe.”

She seemed stunned, reserved. It was too much all at once, and my explanation for haste was a thin one, holes easily made.

“Are you happy?” I asked.

My question drew her back to me.

“Terribly,” she said, then lifted her head to be kissed again.

“Congratulations are in order.” Rodney’s condescending voice cut through our happy moment like the point of a trowel.

I looked up, irritation making it impossible to hide my contempt. He made no effort to hide his own.

“They are. We thank you. Willowfield will have a new mistress come tomorrow,” I said pointedly.

“Blessings to you both,” he sneered. “May Willowfield bring more joy to you than it has done.”

He left as quickly as he’d appeared, leaving only a cloud of scorn in his wake. Millie looked flabbergasted, likely having never seen even a shadow cross Rodney’s face.

“Why in the world would he act like that?” she asked, watching after him.

I let her know, in no unclear terms, exactly the reason.

She seemed unwilling at first to believe it, and I read in the way she blushed that she’d possibly once considered him a candidate for her love. The thought riled me in several ways.

Noticing that I was bothered, she leaned into me. “Let’s not think about those things right now,” she said.

“What shall we do instead?” I asked, my desire ignited for the second time that morning by the impish gleam in her eye.

She took my hand, leading me toward the ruins of the greenhouse.

“We’ll think of something,” she replied.


CHAPTER 22


STILL ADJUSTING OUR clothes and grinning at each other like besotted lovebirds, we emerged from the greenhouse to find a darkening gray sky. A storm was approaching. Let it come. By the time the rain arrived, Millie and I would already be heading to Boston, ready to welcome the next chapter of our life together. However it may look.

Though I vocally hurried her along, I couldn’t help but delay our going several times, embracing her again, soaking in these bright moments of her joy. I hoped they would be enough to carry her through the trials to come.

“You are my blessing,” I murmured against her mouth. “Who knows, perhaps there’s some magic in this place after all.”

“If there isn’t now, there will be,” she said, glowing with all her hopes.

My heart twisted, but I smiled still. Millie had said yes. She had chosen to cast her lot with me again.

Once we arrived back at the house, we proceeded in the same direction arm in arm until we reached the hallway that led to her room.

“Go on.” I nudged her. “Pack a bag. You don’t need much. Hurry, we want to beat the rain.”

I kissed her once, then pulled her back to me again as she started away.

“We’ll grow old here at this rate,” she laughed, then kissed me several more times in quick succession before being on her way.

I watched her for a moment before carrying on with my own preparations.

I went first to the library to unearth our marriage license and her death certificate. My plan was to use both as evidence to prove the truth behind all the outrageous things I was going to reveal. As I headed back to the bedroom, I realized that I didn’t have Millie’s wedding band, the partner to the engagement ring I’d given her. It was still sitting in the jewelry box on her nightstand in the tower. I would need to retrieve it.

While making my way toward the tower stairwell, a peculiar feeling stirred in me, causing me to slow my step. It was the sensation of small pins lightly tapping on the top of my spine. I turned, looking behind me into the growing gloom. The lack of electric or gas lamps turned the hallway murky in the meager storm-ridden light from the distant windows. There was a shuffling, something moving in the walls, the soft thumping of steps. It took me far too much time to realize that the sounds were not in the hallway at all, but coming from the room above my head. Our room.

My stomach turned upside down. I tried to assure myself it was nothing to worry about. Dr. Hannigan had likely informed Ms. Dillard of my intentions. The woman was upstairs, trying to help by gathering necessities she’d naturally assume I would overlook. Even as I tried to soothe myself with this scenario, I took up a jog, then dashed up the stairs.

To my horror, the bedroom door stood open, and there was a voice, soft and urgent. A woman’s voice. Felicity. I advanced quietly, just as she said, “Millie, you have to leave now before it’s too late.”

I stepped over the threshold.

Millie stood by our bed, her face in her hands, shoulders shaking. The dresser drawers and closet were open, as was the jewelry box at the bedside table.

When Felicity saw me, her face drained of color, her mouth falling open, wordless. A crippling combination of hurt, anger, and fear overwhelmed me. How could she do something so careless?

“What are you doing in here?” I barked at her, a question far more broad than it sounded. “This room was locked. What the hell are you doing here?”

Why have you done this to me? To Millie.

I tried to read the answer in her eyes, but there was only gathering sorrow. She took a step away.

“I…” she began, but Millie rushed to her aid, placing herself between us. She glared at me as though she’d be glad to see me swinging from a rope. Before I could say any other word, she swiped a perfume bottle from the dresser and hurled it at me. Forced to react, I caught the thing as it careened toward the bridge of my nose, then threw it to the floor, where it shattered.      

“This is what the clothes were for, the gifts,” she seethed. “All of the things that used to be hers for me.”

It took me a moment to catch up, my understanding hampered by the pounding of my pulse in my ears.

“Millie,” I attempted, schooling my voice back into something less terrifying. I didn’t know what story she’d decided to believe, but I was clearly its villain.

“No,” she spat. “I will not be the empty shell that your wife’s ghost fills.”

Dear God. She thought I meant to make her my dead wife’s replacement.

With a strength I didn’t know she possessed, she seized the brass table lamp and hurled it in my direction. My only option was to dodge the projectile, giving her ample time to flee from the room. Like ethanol exposed to a flame, fear exploded through my limbs, carrying me forward after her.

I knew only that I couldn’t let her out of my sight or out of my reach. She would disappear forever. She would find the ravine.

“Millie!” I cried after her, sounding crazed even to my own ears, but I couldn’t stop. I had to ensure that she remained inside the house. Needed her to listen to Dr. Hannigan, Ms. Dillard, see the certificates.

If only she would stop running.

I was frenzied, overcome with desperation as I finally caught up to her, only to have her barricade herself in a room and lock the door.

I was barely conscious of myself, aware only of the feeling of separation from her, pleading for her to allow me in, to let me explain, while trying ferociously to pull the door from its hinges with my bare hands. The night she died replayed in my mind like a stereoscope. It was a condemnation, a horror that I believed was happening again, the bane of this house that would always take the love it was given and swallow it whole, leaving only husks of its inhabitants behind.

“Callum!” Shouting, a firm grip pulling me away.

“Calm yourself, son!” Hannigan demanded fiercely as Ms. Dillard cried, “This must stop. It must!”

“Callum.” Her voice was pleading. “You’re scaring her.”

I wished for a moment that I was a young boy again who could press my face against her apron and sob, who could close his eyes and find temporary relief from a world that gave you endless trials and only joy when it planned to steal it away at the height of hope.

“I’m losing her again, Helen,” I rasped.

Hannigan entered my line of sight.

“You’re having a panic, Callum. You’re going to calm down and we’re going to go to the parlor. I’ll pour you a drink and you’ll tell me what’s going on. We’ll make a plan. Do you hear me, man? Callum?”

I stared at him, his face a jumble of gray shifting images, converging into the scene of that treacherous water, the cold metal table, blanket draped over a body they wouldn’t let me see, auburn hair hanging in lank strands toward the floor like dead winter vines.

Hannigan snapped his fingers in front of my face. An offense, but it brought me back to my senses.

“Millie is safe in her room,” he assured me. “Ms. Dillard has a key. If necessary, we can go in and get her, but for now, you’re going to leave. There’s nothing we can do.”

“There’s always something we can do,” I spat. “It’s whether or not anyone will let us.”

“Whatever you’re thinking, you’ll have to go through me.” He squared his shoulders. “You certainly could. But would you?”

In terms of size, Dr. Hannigan was average, and though he was in good shape for his age, he was twice my senior. And he was right. If I’d wanted it, I could have had my way. I might have even eventually gotten through that door. But I wasn’t going to, not to the detriment of people I cared for. So, I reluctantly agreed to accompany Hannigan to the parlor.

Walking away from my wife was like abandoning a most vital part of myself, leaving it up to fate or some other cosmic force to reunite us.

I had little confidence that it would.


CHAPTER 23


THE NEXT HOUR felt like a millennium. We sat in the parlor trying to deliberate the next best path to take on this horrific journey. I’d barely come to my senses, still crippled by the grief of what had taken place, the worst of our history repeating. I was ashamed of myself anew for being unable to maintain my composure, for letting my desperation turn me near rabid. Now, again, Millie believed I was a demon, a veritable monster.

She was right. What other kind of man would have done all of this?

My heart still pounded in a declaration of sorrow, demanding that I return to Millie and make it right. However, I was certain that my love wouldn’t be believed, regardless of its earnestness.

“What were they even doing upstairs?” Ms. Dillard demanded, stabbing the fire poker into the grate with determined force, as though she were impaling a beast.

“Felicity took her there.”

“Why?”

“To scare her away,” I replied, exhausted beyond measure. “She’d come to believe that staying in the house would kill Millie.”

“But you were leaving!”

“And coming back, she thought. She took it into her own hands.”

“I had so much hope that with patience it would all fall into place,” the doctor said sadly. “It’s time to call the hospital. I’ll have them ready a room for her and we’ll bring an ambulance in. When they arrive, we’ll tell her everything with the boys standing by.”

“Orderlies, you mean?” This idea infuriated me. After everything, still she was going to end up being dragged away, back to a place that held so much pain for her. We’d done this all for nothing. “They will put a hand on her over my dead body.”

“Callum, have some sense! It won’t be worse than what’s already happened. The men will only be here to keep her from hurting herself if she can’t handle the revelation. The ideal scenario is that she’ll listen and gain some understanding of what she’s experiencing, then leave willingly—with you.”

“No orderlies,” I reiterated firmly, my voice grating in my throat, raw from crying out for her. “Any danger she poses to herself will just be fueled by being handled harshly.”

I knew that better than anyone.

There was yelling from outside, almost too faint to hear, too far for us to be completely certain it was a human noise, yet we all looked in the direction of the sound with alarm.

I stood and made my way to the window, looking out and seeing nothing but the cold, darkening gray of a rain-choked night. The same sort of night that had taken Millie away from me the first time. I was overwhelmed by a heavy, sick dread.

“I’ll go check on Millie,” Hannigan said. “You stay here by the phone, be prepared to call for an ambulance.”

I could only watch him go.

“It’s all happening again,” I said.

“No,” Ms. Dillard whispered, horrified by the thought. “No, it couldn’t.”

“I should have listened to you. To Felicity. I should have taken her away when all these troubles started in the very beginning. This house is a curse.”

The next few minutes were cruel, ended only by a devastating revelation.

“Call the police!” Dr. Hannigan’s voice bellowed down the hall.

“Oh, God,” Ms. Dillard choked out.

I barreled to the door as the doctor entered, forcibly grabbing my arms in a state of panic.

“She’s gone!” he cried.


CHAPTER 24


“GONE?”

“She’s likely had a complete mental break. I’ll call an ambulance, you go find her!” the doctor ordered, running to the phone.

“I’m coming with you!” Ms. Dillard rushed to my side, and we took off together down the dark corridors toward the front hall, the nearest door.

My worst anxieties were coming to pass, the night I’d lost Millicent happening again as though I’d catapulted through time, doomed to live the worst moments of my life in perpetual repetition, to make all the same mistakes.

As I pulled the door open, a screech pierced through the hiss of falling rain as though it had been waiting for me to let it inside. Millie crying for help.

“She’s by the garage,” I yelled over the wind, and we sprinted together, soaked to the bone within only a few steps. The cold was biting, a special kind of bitterness that belongs to spring rain, and my skin began to tingle with numbness. This weather was dangerous for a disoriented woman who didn't know the landscape.

“Do you think she’s trying to take the car?” Ms. Dillard was breathless, unaccustomed to running, but she kept up with my pace and we rounded the corner of the house to find the garage door open, both the car and work truck still inside, the light on.

“Millie?” I called out as we neared, “Millicent!”

A gruesome sight met our eyes as we entered, and we stumbled to a halt just inside.

“Oh,” Ms. Dillard warbled.

Blood. Seeping through the cracks of the shattered window glass on the truck, smeared into the dirt and dust on the floor, mixed with a smattering of white powder that looked like flour.

“The devil’s saints,” I muttered, ill, trying to work out what foul things could have happened here. Millie surely didn't do this to herself. I knelt, looking beneath the truck, in case she’d crawled there to hide. There was no one. On my way up, my fingers slicked through the white powder.

“What is this?”

I brought it to my nose, the sweet smell of sugar cloying. I touched my tongue to it. Bitter.

I spat, wiping my tongue on my sleeve.

“Callum…” Ms. Dillard’s voice was thick, trembling, and I surged to my feet, prepared to face whatever had alarmed her, but there was nothing. Only her, holding a torn, dirty piece of stationery in her hand. She held it out to me, fingers shaking.

I took it.

Millie’s handwriting. It was a page from her journal.

Datura.

My eyes fell upon the white powder again.

Millie wasn’t having a mental break. She never had been. She was being poisoned, and she thought it was my doing.

Was this the reason Felicity had encouraged Millie to leave? Had insisted the problems with Willowfield wouldn’t be solved with renovations? Felicity had known. But why not tell me outright?

The pieces fell together with a nauseating snap.

“Helen, quickly,” I implored, pressing the paper back into Ms. Dillard’s soft palms, closing her fingers around it. “Go back inside. Millie isn’t mad, but she is in danger, and Hannigan must tell the police to be prepared. We’re dealing with a murderer.”

Without waiting for confirmation, trusting only that she would do as I asked, I sprinted from the garage, squelching through damp earth as I careened toward the groundskeeper’s cottage, throwing myself against the door when I arrived. It was unlocked and gave easily.

“Rodney!” I roared, finding the place empty. Where could they have gone on foot? Then salvation, another cry, farther away, deep in the gardens, in the direction of the abandoned Italianate.

The ravine.

If Millie was still chasing her memories, drugged and delirious, perhaps she was following the same footsteps taken the night she’d plummeted into the gorge. I left the cottage behind, entering the gardens that had once been my haven, now a torment of bare branches and grasping roots, tearing at my face and hands, tripping me, slowing me.

She’s ours, the wilderness said. She’s always been ours.

Before I knew I’d left the garden paths, the woods had swallowed me up, a hellish slog of slippery leaves, the misty rain hiding treacherous drops and rocky copses, begging for someone to take a wrong step. I listened intently for any sound at all above the rising noise of the river, which rushed like mad during storms like these, white water ripping trees from the embankment, carrying them away as though they were rose stems.

There, a male voice, barely audible. I turned in the direction of the noise, and found myself at the height of a steep slope, and at the bottom Millie was collapsed against a tree, Rodney kneeling before her. She was alive, but Rodney wouldn’t be for long if I had my way.

I began a slow trek down the side of the hill, trying to move as silently as possible to take the bastard by surprise. Catching him off guard would be the only way I could get him off his feet, his center of gravity far lower than mine.

I watched Millie swing at him, but he dodged, her movements too sluggish. My rage flashed as he attempted to pull her away from the tree, though she cleverly countered by collapsing, making herself dead weight. It still wasn’t enough. He took her hair in hand at the scalp, dragging her, kicking and fighting, toward the mouth of the gorge.

There was no more time to be silent. I gained momentum, shouting loudly to startle the groundskeeper, hoping he would hesitate just long enough. It worked. The idiot stopped and looked up just as I crashed into him, taking him to the ground. The sinewy strength that outdoor labor had given him would have been in his favor if I hadn’t had him pinned, hadn’t delivered the first disorienting strike. As he’d done to my wife, I fisted his hair by the roots, holding his head in place as I landed one blow after another, crushing the bones in his face with my fists until my own knuckles bled and groaned. The pain in my hand grew, and in a far-off corner of my wrath-addled brain, I suspected I’d broken it.

I was filled with more animosity and hatred than any man could survive without expelling it, and it poured from me as I pummeled my wife’s would-be murderer, praying with every strike that his skull was splintering. The man landed a punch or two, one strong enough that I heard a crack, a searing jolt shooting through my cheekbone. Still, I couldn’t stop. I was going to kill him. There was nothing I wanted more.

A gunshot ricocheted through the air, agony exploding in my shoulder, into my chest, the force of the bullet knocking me back onto the wet earth. I clasped the wound, trying to staunch the free flow of blood, which persisted through my fingers.

Millie was somehow at my side in a breath, falling next to me, soaked, shivering, and covered in mud. She touched my cheek, her eyes clearer than I’d seen them since this all began, as though a veil had been lifted.

“Millie,” I huffed, barely able to draw in enough breath to speak, “get out of here.

“She can’t leave, can she?” Rodney slurred, waving the gun at us. “Too drugged up.”

He spat blood. “But this is perfect because now you can watch her die and then you can fucking bleed out here on the ground you claim to own. Two birds with one stone. I’ll tell everyone she went berserk and killed you, then shot herself. Isn’t that a perfect story, Millie? Especially after what your lunatic father did to your poor mother. It’s just all too believable.”

My consciousness was already slipping away, and Rodney’s words grew soft, grainy. I wouldn’t be able to protect Millie from this madman. He’d kill us both, all because I’d been too stupid to see the signs. In a crazed leap, Millie pounced toward Rodney like a wildcat, her teeth burying in his wrist. He dropped the gun, and my world grew black for a moment. When I came to, Millie was once again wrestling against the groundskeeper’s dogged determination to drag her toward the violent water.

I tried to roll onto my side, but my head swam, vision narrowing. Yet I still saw the woman, stumbling from a thicket of trees. Her flaxen hair was dark with rain, unpinned and hanging to her waist. She looked at me, blood streaming into her eyes, wide and feral. Felicity. If my mother had seen her, she would have dropped to her knees, offering honor to the Good Folk who governed this land.

Felicity turned away from me and knelt down, retrieving the gun Rodney had dropped during Millie’s attack. She raised it.

“Millie,” I wheezed, the weak warning unheard.

The gun went off, and I couldn’t turn away, forced by my lack of strength to witness the true last moments of Millie’s life. But it was Rodney who buckled over, a hand to his stomach. Rodney who looked up, confused, toward his sister, who stood, trembling, the revolver still outstretched.

In the mayhem, Millie took her chance, shoving the wretched groundskeeper with all her might. He flailed, slipped on the muddy embankment, then plummeted backward out of sight.

“That’s my girl,” I muttered before my neck could no longer hold my head up. Soon, there would be nothing more. At least I’d had the privilege of seeing Millie’s victory, winning a battle she’d fought for so long, though none of us had known who the opponent truly was. Even without me, she would be fine.

My awareness began to fade, but before I sank into eternal silence, the weight of another body lay upon mine, and through the thickening dimness, I heard her, weak, distant.

“I’m Millicent Hughes,” she whispered. “I’m your wife.”

At last.

“Yes, my love,” I said. “You are.”

Then the world ceased to be.  


EPILOGUE


"STEADY NOW, OLD man," I directed as I held the ladder for Burt, who insisted on being the one to hang the New Year’s Eve banner. "Lottie will have my head if you get even a scratch on you."

Burt finished pinning the silk to the maze of gold-dusted garland, shaking his head. 

"A man hits his 40s, and suddenly he’s elderly and infirm."

I laughed as he descended, hale and hearty as always, looking barely older than he had when we were in school. I clapped him on the shoulder. 

"You’re forever a young man to me, Burt."

"Your turn’s coming," he warned, grinning from ear to ear. "I’ll remember how you treated me." 

“I’ve got a few years still.”

"It catches you by surprise," he cautioned, then noticed his wife and excused himself to assist her in coordinating the caterers. 

He was right. So much time had already passed, and so many things had already changed..

Two small creatures collided with my legs, nearly knocking me to the ground, as they desperately tried to crawl up into my arms.

“Daddy!” they cawed, laughing, screeching, both eager to get away from some pursuer. I could only imagine who. I searched in every direction but didn't see any sign of Millie. I lifted both my sons, holding one under each arm like bags of flour. An electric shock of pain resonated in my left shoulder, the old wound acting up as it did every winter, but it soon subsided, and I clung on to my flailing children.

“Mommy said cake!”

“She didn’t!” I replied with mock incredulity.

“There you are, you rascals!” Millie had at last appeared, coming over the threshold of the dining room looking equal parts amused and harassed. She stepped awkwardly, heavy with our third child and beautiful as any of the Aos Sí in her tray-shouldered silk frock, the color of pink champagne. She still wore her hair short, styled into a charming frame of soft curls at her cheeks. There had never been anyone so stunning. I’d wanted to skip the party tonight, with her so close to due. My inclination was to treat her rather like a delicate flower, though she’d handled carrying the twins so well. I had no reason to believe things wouldn’t go smoothly. Still. Old habits.

“They know they can get away from me,” she said in good humor, huffing a bit as she approached. I watched her carefully. 

“Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’m fine. Listen, you two. You’re supposed to be in bed.”

“You told them about the cake?” I maintained my affected tone of abashment. 

“Oh, I may have mentioned it earlier.”

“How could you?”

“It was a terrible mistake I’ll never make again.”

I sat the boys down, and they shifted the clinging to their mother, pressing their faces to her belly and beginning a barrage of requests, mostly centered around sweets. 

“Ah ha!” Ms. Dillard’s voice echoed within the room, startling the two troublemakers and encouraging them to hide behind Millie’s skirt. “Don’t try to escape. I’ve already seen you! Sean, Brody, come on now.”

The misfits looked up at us, seeking salvation from bedtime, but there would be none.

“Nana Helen, we don’t want to sleep.” Sean, the more precocious of the two, said with his doe brown eyes pleading.

“Well, you must do,” she said briskly, though not unkindly, motioning for them to follow. After giving us each a goodnight kiss, the children took Ms. Dillard by the hand and she began to lead them out. I heard as she departed her promises of a story from Grandpa Laurence and cake before bed. 

“The woman’s gone soft,” I said happily. Being a surrogate grandmother was a role that fit her well. 

“Tell that to the four new maids she hired last month.” Millie tilted her head up, and I bent mine to kiss her. She smelled of roses and fresh powder. Longing stirred in me. 

She caught the look in my eye as we parted and raised a brow.

“Be careful, Professor Hughes,” she murmured. 

“I am never careful,” I teased, then nodded in the direction the children had left.

“It’s nearly eight; I thought the boys were already asleep.”

“So did we. Imagine our surprise when we went to check on them, and they weren’t in their room.”

“It’s all the excitement, and they’re not used to sleeping here,” I said, glancing about, admiring the floral arrangements straight from the new greenhouse that had been built in Willowfield’s gardens two years prior, much more elaborate than the one before, large enough to house all the teas, ladies luncheons, and floral classes that went on there throughout the year. 

“Do you regret it?” Millie asked, sliding her arm into mine.

I smiled, gave a small chuff of laughter. 

When Millie and I had recovered from what we referred to as “the ordeal,” I brought in an attorney to help draft a contract for the sale of the house to the university. They had plans to open a boys’ school, and Willowfield was all the space they would ever need.

Though both our hearts were tied to the estate, neither of us could stand the thought of living there any longer. We wanted a fresh start. However, just as we were about to sign the papers, Millie threw down her pen, yanked mine out of my fingers, and declared that she couldn’t go through with it. 

“Why don’t you open a hotel?” The lawyer had suggested after listening to us argue about the merits and disadvantages of staying at length.

“A hotel?” The thought had never crossed my mind.

“The town is growing,” the man said, “And Willowfield is famous. People are already coming into this area from Boston all the time to see the mills and orchards, get out of the rat race and back to nature.”

“What a wonderful idea!” Millie had turned to me with a light in her eye that I knew meant she’d set her sights on something. Callum, opening Willowfield for people to stay in means we wouldn’t have to give it all up. It could continue to bring all the joy it did before. We can bring back the celebrations, invite the town, and think of the jobs it would create!”

Intrigued by the idea, I agreed to give it a go, with only some trepidation.

Ms. Dillard managed the day-to-day operations of Willowfield now, and Millie gave tours, regaling the guests with all the spooky, fanciful histories of the house. She also worked side by side with Lottie, organizing social events, festivals, dinners, and celebrations, the most joyful of them having been the long overdue wedding for Helen and Laurence. I’d walked my dear friend down the aisle myself, handing her to Doctor Hannigan with all the pride of a son.

Millie and I built our own smaller and more manageable home in the back corner of the grounds. There were no chandeliers or wardrobes. After the birth of our sons, we complicated our lives by adding two insufferable hounds named Commander and Tato, who chased the birds through the orchards and ran circles around the children. To complete the chaos, an old Tomcat, who quite hated me unless I was sitting by the fire, adopted our family. He spent his days mousing the estate, then came home at night to indulge in too much cream and Millie’s endless affection. To my undying amusement, Brody had named him Alice.

The boys were growing up the same way I had, side by side with Willowfield, and though they were still too young to roam free, someday they would go where they pleased, climb the trees, swim in the pond, make a general nuisance of themselves. We’d already took early precautions and constructed a high wall in the west of gardens to prevent wandering feet from finding their way into the woods and to the ravine. Separately, we demolished the old gardener’s cottage, simply because neither Millie nor I could stand to look at it. 

As for me, I’d sold the majority of my family’s business to Burt, keeping only a place on the board. Millie helped me complete my research, once begun as a hopeful distraction, and the resulting paper had earned me an invitation back to my old position at the local college, which I accepted gratefully, and an opportunity to speak on the psychology of myth at a Harvard symposium. Millie had joined me, at first to the chagrin of the tenured establishment, then to their awe, as the presence of a female lecturer drew an unexpected crowd.

With our third child on the way and Millie thriving, I had no interest in dwelling on what could have been.

“I have never regretted a single moment,” I said, and bent to kiss her again, but as our lips met she winced, a hand flying to her belly. I took her by the arm, alarmed, watching pain crease her brows.

“What is it? Millie, are you…”

“Calm yourself, darling.” She said, brushing off my worries. “It’s only the baby moving. They enjoy putting their feet in my backbone. I’m alright. I hear Lottie and Burt greeting guests, so go on to the hall. I’ll be there shortly. I want to check that the boys are in bed, as they should be.

Skeptical, I let her go, but planned on requiring us both to turn in directly following the stroke of midnight. 

An hour passed, and Willowfield was a beacon of good cheer, filled with guests and people from town, all come to bid farewell to 1933 and welcome in the new year surrounded by friends. 

I’d finished a rousing conversation with Mr. Dempsey that ended with an exciting business proposal—hiring his small fleet of vehicles to serve the guests of Willowfield. Feeling good about the agreement, and warmed by the happy expression the man wore as he left me to find his wife, I began to search for my own. It soon became clear that Millie still hadn’t returned. I was concerned by the unusual absence and was about to excuse myself to find her, when Hannigan appeared next to me, beaming.

“Come on, Callum. It’s time.”

***

The birth of our daughter was a whirlwind, a pandemonium of maids turned temporary nurses running to and fro to gather all that Dr. Hannigan required. One of them tried to shoo me out of the room, only to be chased off by Ms. Dillard. 

“They’re married, for goodness’ sake. Nothing he hasn’t seen before.”

“That’s very modern of you, Helen,” I said, giddy as an idiot, and she slapped me across the shoulder with a fresh rag and urged me to the bed where Millie lay laboring, breath coming in short, heavy gasps. She didn’t look at me, too focused on giving life, but immediately grasped the hand I offered as I knelt by the bedside. 

Our child came swiftly into the world, eager to face all of its joys and challenges, and Hannigan handed her to Millie, full of pride.

“Beautiful, just beautiful,” he said, then looked at me with a far-away smile often seen on the faces of those with long histories. Perhaps he was recalling the once-upon-a-time he’d handed me to my own mother in just the same way.

It seemed to take longer to clear the room of the well-meaning maids who wished to coo over the baby than it had for the infant to make her debut, but at last, the quiet had settled, and I sat next to Millie in bed, admiring the newest addition to our lives.

“Another little mischief maker,” I said, looking into that precious face, chubby and soft, and wholly perfect.

“Callum,” Millie said, adjusting the white blanket beneath the baby’s chin, “I know we’d agreed on the name Sarah if it was a girl, but I’ve changed my mind.”

“Oh? What will we call her, then?”

“Abigail,” she whispered, and I glanced up, surprised. Millie smiled at me, misty eyed. It took me a moment to compose myself.

“My mother’s name,” I finally managed, wiping away the tears that had spilled onto my cheeks.

“Yes,” she replied, knowing she’d touched me. 

Downstairs, the clock struck midnight, and voices raised in Auld Lang Syne. I sat with my wife, our daughter sleeping at her breast, our sons tucked into their cots where they’d been placed after the chaos of the birth had woken them. My family was whole, and it was the only thing I had ever wanted. 

Beyond the window, snow fell over the gardens, enveloping it in the mantle of winter, which no longer felt so cruel and endless. Joy and prosperity had returned to this house, and it blossomed, nourished by the love that filled it daily. There were no more thoughts of curses, no haunted corners, no lonely halls. Willowfield was finally at peace again. And so was I. 
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