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Rave reviews for The Murder Weekend:

‘Classic Agatha Christie goes meta in this wish-we’d-thought-of-it premise: a real whodunnit set against the backdrop of a 1920s-themed murder mystery weekend. Think Knives Out all dolled up as The Great Gatsby. This is a super-fun pastiche with a wicked smart plot peppered with clever clues and compelling characters’

Ellery Lloyd

‘When a couple attend a 1920s themed murder mystery weekend to save their marriage, they find themselves in a real-life whodunnit after one of the actors disappears. Jilly Gagnon’s well-crafted maze of clues and shifting realities is the perfect read for fans of Lucy Foley . . . mind-bending fun!’

Wendy Walker

‘Gagnon invites readers inside one seriously wicked little game with this utterly satisfying mystery. I didn’t stop second-guessing myself until the very last page’

Kieran Scott

‘With a deliciously creepy setting and juicy interpersonal intrigue, deftly weaves the search for a missing woman with a nuanced exploration of a marriage on the brink’

Sarah Zachrich Jeng

‘Clue meets Shari Lapena’s An Unwanted Guest . . . I felt as if I was in the middle of a murder-mystery game and playing along with the characters. Such a fun read!’

Georgina Cross
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A remote hotel. A murder mystery. A missing woman.

Everyone has a role to play, but what’s real and what’s part of the game?

The weekend getaway at the gorgeous manor hotel should have been perfect. But Becca knows it’s just an expensive attempt at an apology after her husband Blake’s betrayal. She may not be ready to forgive him, but playing along with the weekend’s elaborate 1920s murder mystery theme is just the distraction she needs.

Before long, the game is afoot: famed speakeasy songstress Ida Crooner is found ‘murdered’, and it’s up to the guests to uncover the culprit. Playing the role of Miss Debbie Taunte, an ingenue with a dark past, Becca dives into the world of pun-heavy clues, hammy acting, and secret passages, to take her mind off her marital troubles.

Then, the morning after they arrive, the actress playing Ida’s maid fails to reappear for her role. The game’s organizer – one Miss Ann Thrope – assumes the young woman’s flakiness is to blame, but when snooping for clues, Becca finds evidence she may not have left of her own free will.




To Danny.

I couldn’t do any of this without you.




CAST OF CHARACTERS
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THE GUESTS

(IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE):

BECCA WILSON

(playing ingenue Debbie Taunte)

Becca knows that she’s been wound a little tight lately. But you know what they say: Just because you’re paranoid, that doesn’t mean you’re wrong.

BLAKE WILSON

(playing newspaper heir Reid A. Daily)

You have to feel for poor Blake. After spending however many hundreds of dollars to whisk his wife away to a manor estate for the weekend, he’s still stuck in the doghouse.

GABBY SCHULZ

(playing mob moll Dolly Diamond)

When you think about it, isn’t all of life just an extended LARPing session? No? Well, you probably won’t understand Gabby, then.

DREW SCHULZ

(playing gangster Bugsy Slugs)

Don’t let the oversized fedora and the wise-guy accent fool you: This is much more than a game to Drew.

PHIL ARMUNDSEN

(playing oil tycoon Peter Oleum)

Looking at Phil, it’s impossible not to notice his spokesman-ready smile, easy confidence, and all the trappings a highly successful career in finance can buy . . . and he’d prefer you not look past them, thank you very much.

HEATHER ARMUNDSEN

(playing society wife Maria Richmann Oleum)

The only thing tighter than suburban mother-of-three Heather’s schedule is her athleisure wear. And her smile. And her forehead (Botox works wonders).

JESSICA PHILLIPS

(playing Hollywood starlet Lulu Larksong)

Some women as objectively beautiful as Jessica have a hard time connecting with other females. That’s never been a problem for Jessica, though.

JOSH BERGMAN

(playing beat reporter S. Cooper Mudslinger)

Wry, perpetually amused Josh would be the first person to tell you that when he wound up with Jessica, he got more than he bargained for. Much (or is it many?) more.

THE STAFF:

JENNIFER MAROTTA

(playing the housekeeper, Miss Ann Thrope)

As a hotel manager who also runs and stars in regular theme weekends, Jennifer’s used to having to be able to turn on a dime . . . and very sharply on her heel.

BETHANY BURGESS

(playing the housemaid, Miss Terry Yuss)

Bethany’s always been really committed to her acting career. But she may have gone a bit too “method” for her current role. . . .

MIKE DOHERTY

(playing the butler, Wynnham)

Not an actor by nature, Mike is nevertheless deeply committed to making sure the guests’ wines are never poisoned.

MANNY RUIZ

(playing the footman, Scuttles)—

When the gloves and tails are on, he’s nearly as cringing as a grand estate demands its low-level staff to be. When they come off, though . . . let’s say it’s not just Manny’s outfit that changes.

LARA PHIPPEN

(playing the hostess, Ida Crooner)

If you thought a theme weekend would interfere with Lara’s drink-slinging skills, you’d be dead wrong.

BRANDON IKOLA

(playing the chauffeur, Putters)

Old high school athletes never die, they just thicken through the middle and wind up picking up side gigs like this.
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SATURDAY, 1:30 A.M.

The mansion changed at night, all the rigid lines and hard surfaces of the daytime melting into something softer, more secret, a little strange. Spotlights hidden around its base shot dreamy fountains of soft yellow light over the heavy grey stones, catching the tiny flecks of mica and quartz sprinkled through their rough-hewn sides, the whole surface shimmering as you moved past it, as though it were trapped behind a veil of rain. Tiny lanterns had been buried around the border of the drive and along the paths that crisscrossed the grounds, fairy trails through tamed forests. Even the shadows of the trees seemed to come alive, the night breezes blowing them out to impossible lengths, the bony echoes of the branches stretching into corners they were never meant to reach.

A small wooden door at the very edge of the building opened soundlessly, spilling a puddle of light onto the flagstone path that huddled up against the building’s broad shoulders. A woman emerged, features smudged by night, and moved quickly across the lawns, turning back every few seconds to check behind her. The night air was crisp, a faint hint of far-off smoke weaving through the heavy, dusty scent of crumbling leaves. She wrapped her arms around her body, shivering slightly, and started walking faster, making for a small stone building tucked against the edge of the forest that surrounded the tiny, ordered island of the mansion and its grounds.

When she reached the door she stopped, sucked in a whole-body breath, and ran both hands through her hair, lips moving silently. After a few moments she straightened, shaking both hands out at her sides, and opened the door.

Inside, the air was close, the heat of the day still trapped between the heavy stone walls. A broad, rustic hearth dominated the main room, heavy candlesticks anchoring either side of the mantel, and in front of it the chairs and couches huddled together beneath capacious white shrouds, ghosts of themselves. To the left, you could make out the dim outlines of butcher-block counters, a monstrous gas stove, even the shiny surface of a fridge that seemed to have been ported in from the future.

She squinted against the darkness.

“Hello?” Her voice seemed to disappear up the gaping maw of the hearth. She bit her lower lip, taking a tentative step forward. “Are you here?”

From the shadows beyond, a voice emerged, low and rough.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come.” The girl went still as the speaker stepped out from the shadows. “But I’m glad you did. It’s time you and I had a talk.”

“Does this mean . . .”

“Oh, yeah. She knows.”




ONE
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FRIDAY, 4:15 P.M.

The scene out the passenger side window was like something off a New England postcard: trees rolling away in every direction, a patchwork quilt picked out in a cornucopia of fall shades, drawn up around the necks of the distant hillsides against the chill in the air. I cracked the window slightly, hoping for a hint of that fall scent, part woodsmoke and part decay. Which makes it sound morbid and terrible, but I’d wear it as perfume if someone could figure out how to bottle it. That, and whatever they use in those fir-tree candles you find at the seriously overpriced boutiques around Christmas—not the cheap Yankee Candle crap, the expensive soy ones by companies named after herbs. I want to live inside those candles.

“Remember the time we went camping around here?”

I glanced across the console at Blake. He pulled his eyes away from the road just long enough to flash his wry half-smile at me, the one that brought out the dimple in his left cheek. The imbalance always made him look mischievous, as if he was plotting something he knew the powers that be would disapprove of. I used to get all melty describing his dimple to girlfriends, the feature that turned his boyishly handsome face interesting.

I thought back to that first camping trip, years ago now, just after we’d started dating. Blake had just started at Playpen, and the entire staff was on ramen-subsistence wages, “one step below ramen-profitable,” according to Blake. He was still in that decrepit walk-up in Bushwick, we both still had roommates, and the need to fuck each other’s brains out was still at that semiferal level that only lasts a few months, maybe a year if you’re lucky. It had seemed like such a good idea—a campfire, stars twinkling overhead, miles and miles of empty woods just waiting for us to defile them . . .

I raised an eyebrow, mouth twisting into a small smile.

“What was it the doctor said?”

“I believe his exact words were ‘Never seen poison ivy there before.’ ” Blake turned to me again, blue eyes sparkling. “But it was more his tone. Actually calling me a degenerate scumbag would have been redundant.”

“Well, you disappointed him, obviously.” A laugh burst out of me. “Remember the look on his face when I asked him to check me out? I don’t care how ancient the guy was, you’d think a doctor would be able to hear the word vagina without having an aneurysm.”

“To be fair, when he went to medical school, the preferred term was ‘portal of shame.’ I’m just lucky he prescribed calamine lotion instead of penance.”

“Clearly he didn’t know you well enough.”

Blake’s smile faltered for just a second, eyes narrowing, and just like that, there it was again, rearing up between us with a malevolent grin, Remember me? Of course I did, I couldn’t forget about it for more than a few seconds, the mass of everything we weren’t saying was so damned hulking I was surprised we’d been able to squeeze into the Prius alongside it.

I turned back to the window, jaw tightening in a way so familiar that lately it was starting to give me headaches.

“Don’t worry, I asked when I booked the room, genital rashes are not included with our package.”

I could almost hear the hopeful look in his eyes. With a monumental effort of will, I prised my jaw open wide enough to slip out a noncommittal “That’s good.”

A few minutes later, we pulled off the highway. A McDonald’s and a smattering of gas stations had sprouted around the exit ramp, but within a few blocks they gave way to folksy-looking shops with hand-painted signs advertising car repair prowess, hot coffee, or in one case, antiques and live bait. The obvious combo.

“I bet their milkshakes are good,” I said, pointing across the intersection. “Towns like this always have the best ice cream.”

“We don’t really have time to stop,” Blake said, mouth screwing off to the side. “We’re running late.”

Fury shot through me like a flame.

“Fine.” I huffed out a breath through my nose.

“I mean . . . if you really want one . . .”

“Did I say I wanted one?” My voice was getting noticeably tight. I could actually feel the pressure building behind my eyeballs. That couldn’t be healthy. “Anyway, we would have been on time if you’d grabbed the lunch I made us out of the fridge. Like I asked.”

“I already said I was sorry for that.”

“It’s fine. I don’t need a milkshake anyway.” Then I tilted my whole body toward the window, as though a wall of ribs and spine would somehow protect me from the curdled atmosphere in the car.

“Okay . . .” I could hear the defeat in his tone. An apology shot up like a gag reflex, but I swallowed it, relishing the acid burn at the back of my throat. I was not going to give in that easily. I always gave in. This whole weekend was me giving in, really.

And then, of course, came the guilt. Which was asinine—I wasn’t the one that invited that foul, oxygen-hogging monstrosity of what happened along—but when has marriage ever been built around logic? Lately ours seemed to be built mostly on shared Netflix tastes, perched delicately atop an ever-shifting sea of eggshells.

“Do you want to listen to a podcast?” My voice was barely a mumble.

“Sure. That’d be good.”

Jesus Christ, how were we ever going to make it through this weekend if we couldn’t handle a four-and-a-half-hour car ride?

I pressed my forehead against the window as the soothing, vaguely nasal NPR cadences filled the dead space in the car, letting the colors outside blur together, go abstract.

It will be okay. You will be okay. You can’t expect everything to bounce back to normal immediately. You need to try harder, give him more space if you want this to work.

The little therapist on my shoulder sounded so reasonable I almost let myself believe her.

“Almost there now.”

“Mmm.” I felt too wrung out to trust myself with more words at the moment.

But as we made our way farther and farther from what passed for civilization this far upstate, I could feel myself lightening, my shoulders unslumping slightly. Every so often a thin gravel road would snake off through the trees, the tiniest bit of clapboard visible at the end of it. The mailboxes started getting more and more folk-arty, their sides studded with moose and loon and canoe silhouettes. One was even held up by a miniature grizzly, his cheery face carved—poorly—out of an old tree stump. Anywhere else, they’d be tacky, but out here, they were . . .

Well, still tacky, but also kind of charming. A not-small part of me would be thrilled to sink into a life of woodsy tastelessness, swathing my body and home in chunky cable knits so thick nothing bad could penetrate them.

Ahead of us, a giant carved wooden sign proclaimed MILLINGHAM HOUSE. Blake nosed the car down the winding drive, the boughs of century-old oaks and maples holding hands above our heads. After about a half mile, he turned around a final bend and the house appeared.

“Holy hell,” I murmured.

“Apparently the other half lives very, very expansively,” Blake said, grinning at me. I let myself return the grin, let my shoulders loosen further. You’re here to enjoy yourself, Rebecca, stop trying to ruin it for at least a minute.

He pulled up to a booth just outside the gates and chatted with the attendant as I gazed at the mansion.

It was a behemoth in grey stone, U-shaped, its stubby arms reaching out to us on either side of a blocky central wing. The drive—driveways are for plebes—ran straight toward the center of the main building, curling around a small island of garden, complete with tiered fountain, just in front of the entrance. Ivy scaled the walls, tendriling around the leaded glass windows, leaves poking between the slots of the wrought iron balconies that jutted out from a handful of the second-story rooms.

Really, it was more castle than mansion.

“How’d you find this place?” I asked him.

“Oh, umm . . . one of the guys at work recommended it. Said he’d been here before.”

“Was that a theme weekend too?”

“Maybe? I didn’t ask. I think most of the year it’s just a normal hotel. Or, you know . . . this hotel.”

The “Roaring Twenties” getaway had been Blake’s idea—credit where it’s due—and clearly for my benefit. Blake might occasionally read nonfiction bricks about World Leaders or Important Historical Moments from around that time, but dressing up for a three-day Gatsby theme party definitely wasn’t his idea of fun, it was a peace offering. One of many that I was trying desperately to accept.

Gazing up at the peaked slate roof, where tiny gargoyles watched over especially critical sections of gutter, I couldn’t help but hand it to him. You couldn’t have found a more fitting spot to wrap a few ropes of fake pearls around your neck and sip booze out of coupes. He wouldn’t tell me the name of the hotel before we left—I’d been especially annoyed with our therapist for backing his play that week—but now that we were here, I had to admit it was better as a surprise.

“So this place was just . . . someone’s house once?”

“Someone’s summer house. Jeremiah Royland O’Malley’s, to be specific.” Blake turned the car off the main drive down a narrow tributary that shot off to the west—well, “left,” at least—wing and around to the back of the building. I raised an eyebrow at him, signaling for him to continue. He grinned, warming to the subject. “He was one of the robber barons around the turn of the century, made a fortune on steel mills, then patented a special alloy that multiplied that fortune a few times over. Apparently his wife’s maiden name was Millingham. Romantic, no?”

I glanced up at the gargoyles.

“Sure.”

We pulled in to a drab asphalt parking lot jutting out from the back of the house, a more modern addition to the storied manse. Acres and acres of gardens spread out all the way to the tree line, carefully trimmed hedges dividing them into neat geometric patches. In the distance, a couple in silhouette were picking their way around a largish pond dappled with water lilies, glimmering golden in the late afternoon light. I shook my head a bit to clear the glitter.

We’d barely managed to stretch our legs and pop the hatchback when a young man in a full tux with tails hurried over from a side door, smiling anxiously as he moved up next to Blake to reach for the luggage. He was wearing spotless white gloves. God, old-fashioned laundry must have been an absolute nightmare.

“Please, sir, allow me.”

“Oh, it’s no—”

“Scuttles! I take it you’re not allowing the gentleman to carry his own luggage like some kind of common porter.”

A middle-aged man, his grey hair swept straight back from his high forehead in a slick of pomade, strode through the same door, nose tipped up imperiously as he stared down the now cowering . . . Scuttles, apparently. The vest of the older man’s tux puckered at the buttons, the fabric straining to contain his formidable belly, but somehow it added to his air of gravitas.

“No, sir. ’Course not. I was just telling the gentleman . . .”

“Telling him? Don’t tell me you were speaking to your betters.” He sniffed exaggeratedly. “Sir, Madam, please forgive Mr. Scuttles’s insolence. He’s new to the household and hasn’t yet learned his place. Good valets are so hard to find these days,” he added, raising his eyebrows in commiserative exasperation. “I’m Mr. Wynnham, Ms. Crooner’s butler. I assure you, there won’t be any such breaches again.”

Blake glanced at me, mouth twisting in a wry grin as the young man nodded furiously, face purpling.

“Think nothing of it,” Blake said, enunciating the words exaggeratedly. I tried not to laugh. Blake had told me it was a theme weekend so I’d know what to pack, but it hadn’t really occurred to me what that would mean in real time. Specifically: forty-eight hours of interactive dinner theater. I felt a surge of warmth for my husband. Whatever might have motivated it, he really had picked an apology that was right up my alley . . . and several blocks over from his. That had to count for something. Maybe I could let it be enough.

“So kind of you, sir. Though I’d expect no less from friends of Ms. Crooner. And who shall I tell her has arrived?”

“The Wilsons. Blake and Rebecca.”

“The Wilsons . . . hmm,” the man frowned, considering. “The only guests she’s still expecting are a Miss Taunte and a Mister Daily, but perhaps I’m mistaken . . .”

“Oh, right . . . I umm . . .” Blake held up a finger—pause, please—as he swiped through his email. “Yes, right, that’s us. Sorry, I explained to Miss . . . what was the name she gave me?” He stared at the screen, tapping a few times. “When I booked this, she told me . . .”

“No need to worry yourself, sir, I believe we understand each other.” The butler’s lips curled the slightest bit at the corners, a golf clap of a smile. “If you’d be so kind as to follow me, I can show you to your suite for the weekend. Ms. Crooner has you in the lavender room, yes?” Blake blinked, then, taking the cue, skimmed his email again and nodded. “Excellent. Scuttles can manage your luggage.”

“Should I leave my keys with him, or . . .” Blake glanced over his shoulder at the slim, dark-haired young man gamely pulling our luggage from the trunk.

“Your keys . . . ahhh, you mean to this fine automobile? Quite modern, by the way, sir. I’m sure Putter will want to speak to you about its manufacture. Ms. Crooner’s chauffeur, of course. Such a unique fellow.” He pursed his lips demonstratively. “But no, no need for that. Your automobile will be safe here for the weekend.”

As if on cue, “Scuttles”—bit on the nose, theme weekend—closed the hatch. Blake clicked the automatic locks . . . then again . . . then again. I rolled my eyes at the familiar tic.

Did she know how many times he had to click the car locks? The way he’d repark five times to get half an inch closer to the curb?

I swallowed the wave of bile. You need to stop dwelling. This weekend is about moving forward. Try. Harder.

Then the butler cleared his throat and pulled the door wide, sweeping a hand toward the opening with a slight bow.

When I glanced at Blake, he was already looking my way, barely repressed glee widening his eyes.

I turned toward the door, peering in at the darkened interior. Polished wood and brass fittings glinted in the late afternoon light, dust motes traveling down a beam to rest in the thick pile of a blood-red oriental rug. I could almost feel the glamour of the place reaching out for us, beckoning with an elegant curled finger, Right this way, let me make it all better.

God, I so needed something to make it all better.

I sucked in a deep breath and stepped through.




TWO
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“We’ll be serving cocktails in the lounge at five,” Wynnham said, actually clicking his heels like some kind of Mary Poppins extra. “Ms. Crooner prefers that her guests dress for dinner.”

And with that, he turned and marched down the hall, belly thrust out in front of him like fleshy, tuxedoed armor.

Blake barely had the door closed before we both burst out laughing.

“Okay, when you said theme weekend I had no idea—”

“Trust me, if I had known, we’d have been doing the spa package in the Berkshires.”

“Did you see the way the valet— Are we really supposed to call him Scuttles?”

“I mean, he didn’t give another name.”

“But did you see how he cowered when Wynnham pointed out where the luggage should go?” I giggled even more, remembering. “Do you think it was a set piece?”

“I’m absolutely certain it was a set piece.” Blake rolled his eyes, plopping down onto the bed and propping a shoe over his knee, carefully untying and loosening the strings before easing it off.

I tugged my own shoes off with a foot pressed against each heel and collapsed onto my back on the other bed, heaving in a deep breath. Maybe this would be okay. Maybe it was exactly what we needed.

Overhead, ornate gold molding crept over the edges of the wall and curled toward the center of the ceiling, an empty frame for a blank expanse of plaster. I sat up on my elbows, taking in the room a bit more thoroughly.

Jesus, they weren’t kidding about the lavender.

The entire room was papered in an elaborate two-toned brocade, thick enough that it almost looked like fabric. A gigantic peaches-and-cream marble fireplace dominated one wall, a pair of large brown-and-white china dogs facing each other across its mantel. Actually, they faced us, their yellow eyes staring outward with a glazed—literally and figuratively—lifelessness. Creepy things probably cost more than our rent; they had that “big winner of Antiques Roadshow” look. A mahogany writing desk dominated one corner, simultaneously ornate and spare, studded with dozens of drawers far too small to serve any practical purpose. It was the kind of thing you could imagine Dickens bending over, the effect marred only slightly by the blocky plastic phone and fan of hotel information and local attraction pamphlets on the artfully worn leather blotter. Two Victorian-looking chairs, their chintz fabric buttoned and nipped into ornate dark wood frames, created a little seating area near the leaded glass windows, the view through the aging geometric panes pleasantly distorted, a Van Goghian version of the gardens we’d seen flowing out around the house. A tiny marble-topped pedestal table hovered between their arms, fighting for its share of wavering, distorted light.

“What time is it?” Blake said. He had fully melted into the duvet, a thick down affair in brilliant white, like a signpost proclaiming “Don’t worry, some things have changed since 1882.” I pulled out my phone.

“Dammit! It’s already four-forty.” Stomach pulsing with anxiety—yes, I, and all the therapists I’ve ever been to, know it’s out of proportion to almost every single occasioning factor—I bounced off the bed. “Do you need the shower? I feel like I should shower.”

“Didn’t you shower this morning?”

“But then we sat in the car all day. Do I smell like fast food?” I lifted an arm and sniffed tentatively. “I’m gonna shower. Do you need it?”

“All yours.” He was flat on his back again before I even reached the bathroom, the heavy wooden door with brass knobs belying the glistening subway-tiled interior. A mirrored vanity tray hinted at the mansion’s history, but everything else in the room—suite almost, it was at least the size of my first college dorm—was aggressively modern: a glass-walled shower, jacuzzi tub, various personal appliances in cloth bags (why does putting a hair dryer in a bag somehow make it classier?), and an array of spa-quality toiletries that I immediately scooped up and dropped into my bag. Honestly, there’s something affected about not taking hotel toiletries.

I bent toward the mirror, squinting as I fluffed my thick dark curls, bobbed just too long ago for me to still be riding the post-salon good-hair-days wave. It had been so long since I’d tried to pull myself together for anything, or seen anyone but my own ghostly reflection in the corner of the television screen, the uncredited extra in whatever cozy mystery show was numbing my brain for the night. Still, I looked mostly decent, plus a little bit of frizz on the sides felt period appropriate. A quick rinse later, and I was ready to slip into the knee-length gown I’d bought for the weekend. On the joint bank account, because I dare you to say anything, Blake.

I belted my hair with the little band of velvet and rhinestones I’d bought to match, touched up my makeup, then took a step back to admire the effect, twisting back and forth so the gold and silver beads winked in the light, reveling in the silken swish of fringe around my knees. A tiny flutter of excitement awakened in the middle of my chest. Playing someone else, burying myself in an impossibly luxe, throwback, simpler version of life, if only for the weekend, would be fun.

I tapped my phone again: 4:58. Perfect.

“All right, hon, I just need to dig out my heels and then we can . . .”

He was asleep.

“Blake.”

Nothing.

“Blake.” I moved over to the bed, shaking one shoulder hard. “We have to go.”

“Oh . . . right. Just give me a minute.”

“What about ‘It’s four-forty’ wasn’t clear?” I could actually feel my nostrils flaring.

“I’ll be quick.” He blinked hard, licking his lips as he unzipped his bag, extracting the black tux he’d worn at our wedding. “Dang, is this too wrinkly?”

“Why would you stuff it in your suitcase when we drove here?”

“Calm down, Becks.” He crossed to a dresser, tugging open drawers, then moved to the wardrobe across from the bathroom, craning his neck to see to the back of the top shelf. He pulled out a steamer, hung the suit over the open wardrobe door, wandered into the bathroom to fill the water receptacle . . .

For the love of—was he trying to move as slowly as possible?

Blake blinked owlishly as he emerged, poring over the purple-papered walls in search of an outlet.

“It’s right here,” I huffed, bending to plug the stupid thing in, gritting my teeth at the sound of a bead popping free from my hip and bouncing against the baseboard. This was supposed to be my weekend and already he’s taking it over, the way he always does, which is probably my fault, since I usually just sigh and wait for Blake to take however long he needs, that’s what a marriage is, compromise, and of course customer projections and multipronged marketing campaigns and massive investor presentations he can handle but somehow the concept of time is beyond his capabilities, but patience, Rebecca, because it’s always only me who’s supposed to mold myself into some better, more perfected, beatifically smiling zen-goddess-on-a-bottle-of-oat-milk form . . .

Deep breaths. Don’t ruin things, Becca. This doesn’t have to be a fight. The goal isn’t to control your feelings, it’s to control your reactions to them. Another thing many, many therapists had told me to no useful end. Who gives a fuck how you express yourself when the alternative is feeling like someone slipped a vise around your chest when you weren’t looking and just kept twisting the handle tighter and tighter and tighter?

Slowly he began dragging the steamer over the suit, moving over it inch by inch. Exhaling sharply, I plucked the suit off the wardrobe.

“You’ll damage the wood.”

“Okay . . . thanks.” Blake raised his eyebrows sky-high but didn’t say anything else.

Finally he finished his meticulous steaming routine (Wynnham would be so proud) and replaced the steamer in the closet, tugging his shirt free from his pants and pulling the whole thing over his head in that way all men seem to learn as part of puberty.

It was 5:12 by the time he finally had the tux on.

“How do I look?”

Late.

“Great. Can we go now?”

He laughed. God, isn’t it hilarious how Becks likes to be on time to things?

“I’m just waiting on you.”

“Make sure you grab the room key,” I said, brushing past him toward the door, trying to exhale heavily enough to release some of the pressure building inside my skull. By the time we’d turned the corner back into the gallery that joined the three wings of the house, an expanse large enough to cram dozens more pieces of incidental furniture into, I felt . . . less aneurysmy, at least.

Things like Blake’s flexible understanding of time never used to bother me this much, but lately my brain was all tinder, ready to burst into flames at even the slightest spark. It was exhausting. And guilt-inducing. Was I being too hard on him? How do you know when you’re being too hard on your partner versus accepting less than you deserve? Or was the real problem thinking I’d ever be able to get past his cheating in the first place?

Luckily, I was saved from that train of thought by the appearance of a woman dressed in a long, plain black dress at the top of the opposite staircase. Her mouse-brown hair was drawn back into a tight bun, which gave her face a slightly pulled look. Starched white lace burst out of her collar in a geyser of pleats and trickled out from wide cuffs over her short, plump hands, the kind that rings always seem to slice into. A loop of ornate-looking keys hung from a tight velvet belt at her waist.

She nodded slightly and started a rigid descent, pausing at the central landing—where the two tributary staircases joined to form the grand river of wood and burgundy carpeting that flowed down to the main entrance—to wait for Blake and me. I took one more deep breath and started down, smiling broadly as we approached.

“Hi, there. We’re . . .”

“Miss Taunte and Mr. Daily. So pleased you could join us.” She spoke with a vague, unplaceable English accent, of the generally arch but regionally nonspecific variety that proved she was American. But points for effort. “I’m Miss Ann Thrope, head housekeeper to Miss Crooner. Can I show you to the lounge? I believe cocktail service has just begun.” She smiled tightly, in a way that pinched her already small eyes smaller.

“That would be great, thank you,” I said. With a clipped nod, she turned on her heel—I think she actually left a divot in the pile of the carpet—and continued her stately descent to the ground floor. I fell in behind her, glancing over my shoulder briefly at the dozens of paintings lining the walls overhead, a gallery of ghosts from decades and centuries past. Their eyes seemed to follow us down the stairs. I repressed a gleeful shiver at the thought. I’d always loved that kind of movie.

“Wow. Should’ve come in the front way,” Blake murmured as the grand hall came into view, an absolutely ginormous expanse of creamy marble, gilt-edged furniture, and gleaming wainscoting, all of it presided over by the largest chandelier I’d ever seen in my life. I tilted my head upward, gaping.

“Do you think those are real crystals?”

“Ms. Crooner would accept nothing less,” Miss Thrope murmured with another tight smile. “She had it imported from Austria after her most recent tour of the European capitals. I believe a Miss Millingham recommended it to her? Matched the style she had installed in her own summer home.”

“Impressive,” Blake said, raising his eyebrows at me, dimple popping out as he tried to repress a laugh.

“Miss Crooner is one of the best-known performers of the era,” the housekeeper said, turning sharply to the left. All her movements had a jerking abruptness to them. She seemed like she should have been carrying a ruler to swat us with. She skirted the edge of a giant wooden desk that fit into the overall aesthetic of the house . . . except for the massive sign across the front proclaiming Reception in twirling script. “Cocktails will be in the lounge. Just this way.”

She continued across the floor, the clicks of her heels echoing in the vaulted room, until she reached a narrow hallway. About twenty yards down it she stopped, nodding to an open doorway. A brass sign to the left of it proclaimed BAR HOURS: 11 AM—1 AM.

“Just through here. And please, let one of the girls know if there’s anything I can do to help make your stay more comfortable.”

With that, she turned and continued past the doorway and into a room beyond, the thick dark carpet muffling the sounds of her steps.

Blake looked at me, raising his eyebrows impishly, and ducked inside.

Late afternoon sunlight poured in through the windows at the opposite side of the room, shining softly on the dark wood of the imposing bar that ran along much of the left-hand wall, elaborate Victorian mirrors behind it reflecting the scene. A middle-aged woman in a giant fluffy white stole clutched a martini glass at the edge of the enormous black marble fireplace that dominated the opposite wall. She smiled nervously at me as we entered, lifting her glass slightly. Noticing the gesture, the man she was with, his face obscured by his oversized fedora, turned toward us. His face had a scrunched feel to it, as though the features had been designed for a less broad background and no one had bothered to resize them to fit. I was fairly certain these were the people I’d seen walking around the gardens before, bending over the planters and benches, no doubt to inspect all the lavish detailing turn of the century money could buy. There couldn’t be that many hats that size around the place, no matter how much everyone got into the theme. Another couple stood near the windows, gazing out at the lawn as they spoke quietly to each other, their backs to us.

“Ahh, Miss Taunte and Mr. Daily, so lovely to see you again.” Wynnham bowed slightly to us from behind the bar. Blake moved over to lean against it, probably grateful for the excuse not to have to introduce himself quite yet. “Can I get you something to drink? Champagne, perhaps, or a martini? I hear they’re all the craze in the city.”

“I’d love a scotch.” Blake craned his neck to look over the bottles on the back bar. “Macallan’s 12, if you have it.”

“Of course, Mr. Daily. How do you take it?”

“One ice cube, thanks.”

“And for the lady?”

“A martini sounds amazing, actually. Vodka, a little dirty?”

“I’ll have it ready shortly,” Wynnham said with another small bow. Blake reached for his wallet. “No, no, sir, that’s not necessary.” He raised a hand. “Miss Crooner wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Oh, well . . . for you, then.” He pulled out a five and slid it across the bar.

“You’re most generous, sir.”

While Wynnham made a show of shaking my martini, the woman took a step toward us, smiling shyly. So much for Blake’s strategy.

“I figure we might not have another chance to introduce ourselves for a while,” she said with an awkward giggle. “I’m Dolly, this is my fella, Bugsy.” She squeezed the man’s forearm, swimming slightly in the boxy, oversized suit he was wearing, somehow loud despite its fairly simple chalk-stripe style. “You mighta heard his name before.”

“Nice to meet youse,” he said, lip curled exaggeratedly as he tipped his hat in our direction. “This your first time at Ida’s joint?”

“Oh, umm . . . yes, first time,” I said, smiling more brightly, my default defense against awkwardness. I turned to Blake, unsure how to play this. I hadn’t expected to be making introductions “in character,” but of course that was part of the fun for people, and the couple in front of me had that overeager, voice just-too-loud air of community theater performers. “I’m Miss Taunte,” I added, sticking out my hand, mildly proud of myself for remembering what the bartender had just called me.

“A dame that shakes hands? How modern,” the man said, raising his eyebrows exaggeratedly as he took my hand in his. “But then Ida never has stood on ceremony. We wouldn’t be here otherwise, right, baby?”

“That’s right, Bugs,” the woman said, moving her hand to his shoulder and fluttering her eyelashes at his large, flat face. Up close, it was clear the stole was the sort of stiff faux fur you found in the accessories aisle of Halloween shops. “Most folks’d eat their hat before they’d invite a guy like you to a place like this.” He nodded agreement.

“I’ll say this for the joint, they don’t stiff you on the booze,” he said, lifting his glass and taking a big swig, wincing slightly as he did. Presumably he’d ordered in character, too.

“Speaking of, I think we’re going to sit down to enjoy our drinks,” Blake said with a polite smile, holding up two glasses. “Nice to meet you.”

“Youse too,” the man said, tipping his hat again. I tried to repress a giggle. We were in for a lot this weekend.

I gave a small wave goodbye and followed Blake to one of the tables at the opposite end of the bar, sliding into two of the club chairs tucked up around it. We’d only just gotten our drinks when the couple from the windows came up.

“Wait . . . Phil?” I blinked, not quite believing my eyes.

Phil—one of the earliest investors Blake had convinced of Playpen’s merit—slid into an empty chair, long legs kicked out in front of him. I always seemed to forget just how tall he was. Though, to be fair, it’s not as if we saw Phil and Heather all that often. He smiled amiably, the skin at the corners of his eyes crinkling just enough, his teeth white and straight and shiny. His brown hair was salted throughout, especially at the temples, but it was still thick, and he was trim in the tuxedo he was wearing. I’d told Blake the first night I met Phil, at a summer barbecue in their expansive, exquisitely landscaped backyard however many years ago—Phil presiding over the grill with that same drank-my-milk smile, Heather flitting around, the consummate hostess—that he should have been a spokesman for insurance. Phil showed his age just enough that you trusted him, but he was still dad-hot. After that evening, Blake found a way to drop the term “dad-hot” into at least one exchange for months whenever we’d meet them for drinks in the city, or dinner at their place. It always threw off that spark of intimacy you get when you’re still early in a relationship and every inside joke feels thrilling, a daring concept the two of you have invented and solely possess.

“Wait . . . so that means . . .”

“I was wondering when you two would get here.” Heather grinned devilishly as she moved into view, accepting Phil’s seated attempt to pull out a chair for her. She looked impeccable. But that was no surprise, Heather always looked impeccable. She was wearing an obviously expensive calf-length gown, burgundy satin with jet beads carving elaborate diamond patterns across the front that emphasized the narrowness of her waist. Of all of her, actually. Heather was very into fitness, and she had that ropy, taut look thin women sometimes got in middle age. Probably her navel-length double rope of pearls was real. She perched on the edge of the chair, eyes glittering, thin lips pulled into a smile, as she cradled her glass of white wine in a hand gloved in elbow-length black satin.

“So? Did you pull it off?” She turned to Blake expectantly, widening her large, precisely lined eyes.

“TBD,” he said raising his eyebrows meaningfully. Heather sat back, nodding, then turned to me.

“Have you two had a chance to poke around the place yet? Oh, speaking of, what are we supposed to be calling you?” She clicked her phone on and squinted at it narrowly—her vanity definitely extended to the concept of reading glasses. “I have our names in one of these emails somewhere . . .”

“We’re Peter and Maria,” Phil said, taking a swig of the brown liquor in his cut crystal lowball. Heather drew her chin down in a way that emphasized its weakness, trying to confirm Phil’s statement. Finally, she poked a thin finger at the screen.

“That’s right. The ‘Oleums,’ if you can even stand it. Though I suppose we don’t have to start in on all that quite yet,” she said as she slipped the phone back into her tiny clutch. I smiled.

“Good, because I already forgot whatever that woman in the hallway called us.”

“Was it the housekeeper?” Phil’s lips twisted in a knowing smile as I nodded. “What did she call herself?”

“I believe you’re referring to Miss Ann Thrope.” Blake’s lips curled with amusement.

“That’s the one.” Phil finger-gunned Blake. “Looks like she’s out for blood, doesn’t she? I bet she’s got a riding crop somewhere in that getup.” Heather slapped his arm in a faux scold and he grinned even wider.

“I’m sure she’s trying to make the experience more fun for all of us.” Heather sipped her wine. The diamond over her glove looked like the inciting event in a heist movie. Phil had done very, very well in finance before he switched over to teaching.

“For the record, Becks, we’re . . . Mr. Reid A. Daily and Miss Debbie Taunte,” Blake said.

“Oh my god, I don’t think I registered that they were that cheesy.” Vodka burned the back of my sinuses as I stifled a laugh, turning back to Heather. “I guess you two must know already, Blake surprised me with this weekend. In more ways than I realized, clearly.”

“I know how much you love puns,” he said. I sniffed out a laugh. Work in marketing long enough and they’re practically a second language. Blake knew exactly how much I “loved” speaking it.

“Phil might have nudged him toward it,” Heather said, laying a hand on her husband’s arm, smiling lovingly in his general direction. “I’m guessing he was after safety in numbers. We have a big anniversary this year, and he knows what a fan I am of this sort of thing, especially since it’s happening in a massive Gothic mansion, so he very thoughtfully arranged the whole thing.” She squeezed his arm once before turning to me again. “So And Then There Were None, don’t you think?” I nodded. Heather and I had discussed our shared love of mysteries on several occasions.

Phil raised an eyebrow rakishly.

“If I hadn’t picked up on all the hints you were dropping over the last few months, I think this anniversary might have been our last. I found not one, not two, but three different brochures about this weekend in places I’d just happen to see them. Not to mention the several reminders on my Google calendar to ‘book Millingham House weekend for my beautiful wife.’ ”

“But it was so lovely of you not to force me to make the reservation myself!” She pinched his arm playfully. “Anyway, you know me, I’d rather have a plan than a surprise. I did all the research on weekends like this, and I found the absolute best one. Besides, I could have requested something from Cartier, so all in all, I think you came out ahead, mister.”

We all laughed, and I could feel something that had been coiled tight on the drive loosening in me. Phil and Heather weren’t close friends, by any means. The relationship had started through business, after all. Blake had been so thrilled after that meeting. Phil had pulled him aside to say that he was excited about the technology, but really, he was investing in Blake. That picking the right horse to tie his wagon to had always served him well in the past and he could tell Blake was a stallion (or some other macho analogy that Blake probably still remembered word for word). I still remembered the look in his eyes, like a kid who got picked first for kickball, as he recounted Phil’s assessment of him. After that, the two of them hit it off quickly, developing one of those easygoing, surface-level male friendships that required nothing more than a shared appreciation of scotch, a willingness by Blake to let Phil play the sage on occasion, and mutual interest in sports to survive. It hadn’t been long after that they’d asked us up to Pine Haven for that barbecue. Since then we’d been getting together once every few months, usually somewhere in the city, but a few times at their absolutely stunning home on nights Heather had to help one of their three unfairly attractive kids with a tough homework assignment, or was on the hook for too many carpools to make it in to the city by a reasonable hour.

Phil and Blake were closer, obviously, but Heather had clearly enjoyed taking us under their collective wing as well. More than once she’d whispered to me, at some gathering of dozens of suburban couples, all the women as well turned out as she was, that Blake and I gave them cred. I’d never told her in so many words, but she and Phil gave me . . . not hope exactly, but something nearby. A vision of the future? Yes, Pine Haven was still way out of our budget, and a little Stepfordy, but when we were all sitting in their beautiful dining room, enjoying some clearly complicated recipe Heather had “wanted an excuse to try,” I’d sometimes catch one of them looking so tenderly at the other, like they were still college sweethearts, that it made me a little swoony. I wasn’t ready for all that yet, but . . . maybe it wasn’t so bad. In fact, maybe part of me wanted it. Back when we were still trying to get pregnant, a prospect equally tantalizing and terrifying, I’d
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