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The Hazard with Hearts started with a mad rush of writing ... then died to nothingness for several weeks.

The names of the characters presented my first difficulty. The male protagonist’s name was never difficult. My female protagonist’s name posed several problems. I intended this book as another salute to the vintage gothics of the 1960s and 1970s. I cut my reading teeth on the suspenseful romances of Victoria Holt and Jane Aiken Hodges and other masters of romantic suspense like Mary Stewart and of the Regency World like Georgette Heyer.

For my heroine, the name Victoria Winters tempted me greatly. Several pages in, however, her personality was nothing like that passive Victoria Winters of the TV Dark Shadows series, and no Barnabas Collins or other vampire would take a bite into this story. After the remake of Dark Shadows, the name also “hurt” my sensibilities.

I hunted up another project while I tinkered with this novel’s elements, trying to figure out what my writing problem was. When you write an entire chapter from the heroine’s point of view without using her name once—that is problematic. I had Name Avoidance. The novel was far behind my schedule and creeping toward its paperback publication date.

I can plead the distractions of non-fiction last year. In the back half of the year, I published four nonfiction guides for writers and added a bundle of the four. This year began with publishing three more NF guides and a bundle for that set.

But these are excuses.

The Hazard for Spies, the book previous to this one, gave all sorts of difficulties and encountered more trials than a single book should. The pandemic Corona-coaster was the greatest while moving into my dream home—a happy occasion—also gave another emotional roller coaster. H4Spies reached publication in April of this year.

Distractions and disruptions continued, caging my mind with other things while I tried to figure out my disaffection with HwHearts. For writers, that disruptive cage is psychological. We can and must free ourselves from those mental prisons. I repeat that reminder continuously. Yet I kept stumbling into the cage.

Distractions and disruptions can be helpful. I tinkered with other projects and kept unsuccessfully punching into HwH—and “punching” says everything, for no story-telling art is served by punching words onto the page.

As I worked through the project of reformatting the whole Hearts in Hazard series for paperback publication, I discovered my protagonist shared a name with a rather vile young lady in a previous book. After a few hours of contemplation of names, I changed the protagonist’s name to Vivienne.

The next day over 3,000 words flowed out—rethinking early scenes and revising the ones that were punched out, adding more ideas and inserting new scenes. 2,000 words flowed the next day; 3,000, the one after. The dam had broken.

Shakespeare asked “What’s in a name? A rose by any other word would smell as sweet.” Well, true, but connotation is everything.

A simple change ~ thinking “opportunity” rather than “block”, “chance” rather than “doom”, and “potential” rather than “burden”. These are the saviors of the writer. Changing the character’s name led to changing a few traits of the character—and her new drive changed the trajectory of the back-half of the novel. See? Names matter? Just as the name Montague mattered to Tybalt Capulet, no matter what Juliet wanted to think.

So, here is The Hazard with Hearts, more suspense than the psychological thriller à la Victoria Holt and Dorothy Eden, more like Mary Stewart in a historical era or Georgette Heyer’s The Reluctant Widow.

The Hearts in Hazard series is now concluded—but more ideas for stories are already pouring out. Watch for them! They may surprise you ~ the stories always surprise me.

Dream it. Believe it. Do it.

M.A. Lee
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Mid-September 1814

Standing at the base of a ruined tower at Sheldrake Castle, Vivienne shuddered as she remembered last evening’s conversation about ghosts who haunted the ruins. Large quarried stones lay tumbled in tall grass. They looked like a child’s building block tower if one didn’t remember the cause of the tower’s fall.

“Ghosts, my dear. On the darkest night when no moon lights the velvet sky.” Julius Cavell swirled the brandy in his glass. “She drifts along these halls. When you see her, your blood will freeze. When she touches you, you will scream.”

“I do not believe in ghosts,” Vivienne lied.

Vivienne would never hand anyone in that conversation a weapon against her.A fear of ghosts could be a weapon as sharp as a knife, bloodless yet incapacitating. She would never share her fear of dark places.

She remembered how the authoress Miss Beale seized on the topic. Her lips had parted, and her eyes gleamed in the candlelight of the drawing room. “Who is this ghostly lady?”

“Lady Georgina, Viscountess Herrick. Killed when Cromwell attacked Sheldrake Castle and destroyed its towers.”

“Since she died at the castle, wouldn’t Lady Georgina haunt the castle ruins rather than the hall?” Vivienne’s practical comment earned a scowl from the artist Julius Cavell. Had he hoped his dramatic pronouncement would elicit a scream?

“She’s right.” Lord Davitton Hurst rushed to agree. When Cavell’s scowl turned his way, Hurst shrank in his chair. Apprenticed to the artist, though, he didn’t hesitate in filling in the logic missing from Cavell’s comment. “This hall was built decades later, wasn’t it?”

Miss Beale chuckled and leaned against the upholstered back of her chair. “You are throwing logic at a ghost story, the two of you, and quite ruining Mr. Cavell’s attempt to scare us on this moonless night. Or did you not notice that it is the new moon tonight?”

Cavell set aside the snifter. “Logic means nothing to the supernatural. The supernatural forces do not follow the natural world’s physics. Do they, Vicar?”

The man startled. “That’s her, they say,” he had offered, nodding at the painting over the mantel. A young beauty in pink satin stood beneath a rose-covered arbor. Pink cheeks and pinker lips, eyes bluer than a lake, she looked as if she would step from the painting and greet them all with a smile. Ribbons of pink and blue enhanced her powdered tresses.

Vivienne glanced away from the painting above them and around the room. She didn’t see her husband of a few weeks. Only three weeks at Sheldrake Hall, she felt quite alone here, noy lost but not fitting in. The ghost stories began with Miss Beale’s account of the gruesome end of a medieval monk, walled into a crypt beneath the church. His fingernails had scratched the bricks before he succumbed to suffocation. His body was discovered only months ago, when the mortar supporting the masonry caved in.

Now she shook her head decidedly, hoping Cavell and Miss Beale and Vicar Rampling would decide the ghost stories wouldn’t affect her. “I shall not purchase this bag of moonshine. The poor monk was enough of a tale, but—.”

“I assure you, that did occur. Didn’t it, Vicar?”

“Oh, indeed. Before I received the living here, though. I came only a few weeks before your arrival, Lady Sheldrake.”

Her husband hadn’t explained his reason for replacing the former vicar. He’d only stated that a new man held the position. Vivienne, feeling her blind way with fingers and toes as she assumed management of the great house, had not pursued the comment. Maxwell Herrick, ninth Earl of Sheldrake, had shared little about the neighbors she would encounter.

“The ghost story is moonshine,” she declared. “That portrait cannot be of the Lady Georgina killed in Cromwell’s attack. This lady wears the clothing of last century, not of two centuries ago. And ghosts haunt a place important to them. Sheldrake said this hall was once a large pasture. If Lady Georgina died at the castle, she would have a half-hour’s ride on ghostly clouds to reach the Hall.”

Cavell sipped his brandy then balanced the glass on one knee. “Have you explored the castle ruins?”

“Not yet. We have not had time. This celebration for Lady Forness required my attention.”

“Your pardon,” the vicar said, “but I do not understand the reason Lady Forness’ celebration is here rather than at Forness Manor.”

“She is the late earl’s only daughter,” Miss Beale said, as if those words explained anything.

The talk turned after that, straying far from ghosts. Yet ghost plagued Vivienne’s dreams. A nightmare woke her before dawn.

Refusing to dwell on that horrifying dream, she struggled into her snug-fitting habit. She was so far advanced with her dressing that she surprised her maid when she came with the morning tea. She surprised the stables by walking down to them only minutes after the head grooms received word that she wanted to ride. And she surprised her young groom assigned to her by riding straight for the castle ruins. Julius Cavell would have relished the discovery that his ghost preyed on her mind.

Thin trees struggled to grow among the tumbled quarry stones while brambles and tall grasses softened the hard edges. She swished her riding crop through the grass, taking off the heavy heads of seeds.

Vivienne gathered up the long skirt of her habit and prepared to clamber over the blocks to reach a tower.

“Yer laidyship,” the groom yelled, “`tis not safe. `Twill rain soon. We gotta get back.”

A hawk’s piercing cry caught her attention. She watched its wheel against the slaty sky. A flash of movement caught her eye, high and to her left. It came from the still-standing tower. Yet she saw nothing in the double-arched window at the top of the tower. Lady Georgina?

She turned back to the groom. “Why is it not safe?” she called. “I do not intend to enter.”

He looked off to her right. None of the servants on the estate would look directly at her. The chief house servants now did, especially when she sought their gaze. The wind rippled through the tall grasses, tugging at the groom’s coat. The sweet mare assigned to Vivienne tossed her, not liking the rush of wind. The gelding remained stolid, nipping at the grass. Far off, above Sheldrake Hall, the sky had purpled. The wind snared her scarf, bleeding it off to her left, teasing her hat.

“`Tis not safe,” Greggs insisted.

“I thank you for the warning. I will not enter the castle.” Then she turned back to the castle and picked her way around the tumbled blocks.

She flushed a rabbit from the tall grass. White tail shining, it bounded away from the ruins. With chittering cries, birds lifted from the burnt-out building, flying up and away.

Raindrops spattered as she reached the remains of a corner tower. She glanced back. The reins of both horses in one hand, the groom watched her progress. She lifted her gaze to the distant hill with its pale grey marble palladium-style Hall. Terraced gardens worked down to the greystone buildings and cottages. A grassy expanse of lawn dropped to the river. The uncut grass rippled like the waves of a lake, agitated before a storm. The wind tossed the upper branches of the old-growth trees in the parkland. Farther east, a downburst of rain greyed the farmlands of the valley.

Vivienne turned back to the old castle and picked her way around more blocks, scattered by cannonfire from Oliver Cromwell’s battle against Royalists. Lady Forness said the Lord Protector had wanted to destroy a stronghold loyal to the Stuart king.

She had glimpsed the castle ruins as the carriage rolled along the river road. High above the road, the castle dominated the valley. Leaning out the carriage window, Vivienne queried her new husband about the ruins. She learned that a Norman baron had erected the blocky center. The four towers were erected during the Wars of the Roses. Only one tower remained whole. The others stood broken, their jagged tops washed by rain. The family had lived in the central block until fire destroyed it during the Restoration. Then they moved to the remaining tower until the fourth earl and his son Viscount Herrick built the Hall as a replacement for the ruined castle.

By then they were entering the parkland surrounding the Hall. Old oaks and chestnuts lifted leafy heads to the sky, admitting only flashes of the Midsummer sun. The trees obscured any view of the ruins or Sheldrake Hall, her new home. After nodding through the long day’s journey, Lady Forness had roused to describe her favorite rooms at the Hall, the Pink Salon that the dowager countess had redecorated, the Blue Chamber, and the Conservatory off the Receiving Room. Max added nothing to his aunt’s commentary. Vivienne could not decipher if he were pleased to return home or wished to return to London.

Her new husband’s thoughts or moods often defeated her interpretation.

Sheldrake Hall had the rigidly symmetrical lines of the palladium from Queen Anne’s reign. All stone and glass panes, the formal style begged Vivienne for disruption. Broken, charred and shadowed, the castle ruins offered mystery.

Lady Georgina would not haunt the coldly formal ruins of Sheldrake Hall.

Fire had gutted the Norman square centering the ruins. Through the few openings for doors and windows Vivienne glimpsed a chaotic maze of stout timbers. Fallen beams leaned at dangerous angles, ends braced on the old walls and buried in the blackened rubble.

Lady Forness’ dry voice echoed. “A man and his army started the destruction. Nature finished it. Yet a Sheldrake bows neither to man nor nature. We rebuilt.”

After that comment of arrogance daring fate, Vivienne had glanced at her husband, but Max didn’t respond to the pride in his aunt’s voice.

She had few clues of how to present herself. The life of the countess of Sheldrake must be vastly different from her rackety life with younger siblings and a capricious father. In London, Lady Forness had given a few gentle hints on the position a countess would inhabit. Her own aunt, an unmarried spinster, had seemed appalled when Vivienne asked about her wifely requirements. “Think of England, my dear,” she eventually sputtered.

That had been useless advice.

When she shared Aunt Elfreda’s advice with him, Max, he sputtered with surprised laughter.

He could be so human then as stiff and emotionless as a marble statue. When he acted as coldly formal as the Hall, he seemed a stranger. His rare occasions of warmth were not the time to ask about the greatest mystery, the unusual deaths of his first two wives. Both had fallen to their deaths, one here at the tower, the other at the Hall. Were they ghosts?

Vivienne walked along the front of the Norman square. She peered through empty windows. A wooden palisade must have protected the whole structure in the early days of the castle, gone now as stone was not. A stairway climbed to nothingness. Missing steps warned of the folly of exploration.

She reached the base of the standing tower. In one spot the grass appeared trampled. She peered through an arrow slit. Shadows. Dust motes drifted through a shaft of light. The fiery destruction hadn’t reached this tower. A rectangle in the opposing wall opened to the hall. A stone perron mounted the interior wall, disappearing into a planked floor. The heavy beams looked sturdy after hundreds of years.

Vivienne leaned closer, trying to see more. A bird startled its alarm and flew from the arrow slit. It fluttered before her face. The wings beat her head, knocking away her hat. Vivienne recoiled and fell backward over a grass-hidden stone.

A dark shadow flashed past her startled gaze and thudded heavily to the ground. It hit the block that had tripped her. Chips struck her face.

She gasped. At her feet rested a greystone block, large enough to crush her skull. It had crushed her hat, that jaunty Bond Street confection, a reminder of her sole ride with Max in Hyde Park on the morning he proposed. He had laughed and brushed the feather grazing her cheek.

The hat and its dashing feather were crushed beneath the block.
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Rain splattered her. Vivienne looked up. White cloth fluttering in the highest window.

Then the white cloth disappeared.

She scrambled to her feet and retreated.

A man shouted. The groom.

She ignored the groom and looked at the window where she’d seen the white cloth. No one stood there. Nothing was there.

A bird circled the tower roof.

“Laidy Sheldrake? Yer laidyship?” The groom came stumbling around the base of the tower. When he saw her, he stopped then leaned against the wall. He bent over, hands on his knes, taking great gusting breaths. “I thought ye were done for.”

“A block was pushed from that upper window.” Her voice shook, surprising her. Then she realized her heart raced. Raindrops struck her upturned face, and she flinched.

“It’s an old ruin. Somethin’s always fallin’. Come away, yer laidyship.”

“It didn’t fall. Someone had to push it. Someone must still be up there.”

“Who’ld go into the ruins? `Tis dangerous. Why would they?”

“Greggs, I know what I saw. Didn’t you see—?”

“I saw you fall back. I saw the block drop. I didn’t see no one push it.”

“We have to find them. If it was a prank—.”

“Ain’t goin’ in them ruins, yer laidyship. Nobody’s up there, that I can swear. Come away, do. `Tis rainin’ now.”

Heavy drops fell faster.

“We gotta leave, yer laidyship.”

She stared at her crushed hat then at the window high overhead. Rain pelted down, becoming a steady stream that blinded her.

“I want my hat, Greggs.” A vague omen warned that she needed it.

He didn’t question her. He stared down the hill then cautiously approached the block. He cast a quick look above then pushed at the heavy stone. The sharply squared edges bit into his hands. He swore. “Beggin’ yer pardon, ma’am.”

Vivienne stared at the window then backed a few more steps and stared at the openings of the Norman central block.

Whoever had been in the tower must enter the main building to leave. Only a snake could climb through those arrow slits. Or a bird fly through them.

The glassless windows gaped. She remembered, belatedly, the empty windows and doors on the far side of the building.

“Greggs—.”

“Yer hat, ma’am.”

The block had flattened it. As he had shifted the block, the rough stone had scraped the soft velvet, destroying the neat folds. The jaunty peak was smashed. The feather was mangled.

Shuddering, she accepted the ruins of her hat.

“We gotta get back, yer laidyship.”

“Greggs, please go around to the other side of the building. Tell me if anyone else is there.”

“Won’t nobody be there. I’m tellin’ ye, that block fell by chance.”

“From where, Greggs?” Logic re-asserted itself. “It came from that upper window, yet nothing looks collapsed. It is completely intact. Look. Please look, Greggs.”

He stepped out a little then looked up.

The rain poured into his eyes. He blinked then dashed the water away. “Can’t see nothin’.”

“Will you look around back, please?”

His face had a heavy stolidity of disbelief. Yet he flashed a quick look at the hat then stomped around the corner of the tower. He soon left her sight.

She remembered the horses.

They stood midway down the hill, heads bent, tails to the rain. Miserable. She couldn’t believe the horses hadn’t run for the stables when the groom abandoned them.

Several birds sounded alarm as they flew into the sky. They circled above the ruin’s missing roof then flew away, chased by the wind-driven rain.

Greggs returned. At her questioning look, he shook his head. “We’re goin’ back now, yer laidyship, before ye catch a chill. Stay here until I catch the horses.”

No catching was needed, but she remained at the hilltop, away from any tower and falling stone. He caught the mare’s reins then the gelding’s reins and motioned for her.

A sharp crack came from the building.

Vivienne froze, but nothing thudded to the ground. Nothing moved in the main building. Nothing moved past the arrow slit.

Nothing white waved from the upper window.

Spooked, she hurried down the hill, sliding in the wet grass. No other sound came.

Greggs boosted her onto the mare then mounted as she settled on the side saddle. The mare sidled, and the gelding kicked out, not liking the man and the rain and the wind.

They started slowly. The mare’s hooves slipped, and Greggs decided he would lead her horse. Vivienne didn’t protest. She twisted so that she could look back at the ruins.

Something dark moved in the upper window. Rain blurred the shape.

A cloth? Like the white cloth, fluttering as someone leaned out to check their success with the block?

Maybe she was wrong.

Why do I think someone tried to harm me? Those ghost stories?

That was foolish.

She stared at her ruined hat. Not tried to harm me. Tried to kill me.

Vivienne stared at the shimmering white mass that was Sheldrake Hall. She tried to convince herself that the cloth in the window was the tattered remains of a curtain. Hadn’t Lady Forness said the Herrick family sheltered in that tower for weeks after the Norman square burned? They would have had curtains over those upper windows.

Yet the family—what remained of the family after that horrific night—had lived in the tower over a hundred and fifty years ago, before the Restoration of Charles Stuart to the throne. After such a long exposure to the element, any cloth would be dingy tatters, not fluttering and white.

Once off the hill, Greggs returned her reins. They cantered toward the Hall and reached the trail that wended over the estate, offering wheeled vehicles access to the fields and pastures and eventually the rugged uplands and old forest.

Vivienne kept watching behind them.

She dreaded returning to the Hall and all the staring eyes of the guests gathered for the annual celebration of Lady Forness’ birthday. Vivienne still did not understand the reason that the Hall hosted the event while Forness Manor did not. She, however, would not be the bride who disrupted Sheldrake’s traditional events.

Most of the guests had arrived yesterday. With Max at her side, enacting the stiffly correct Earl of Sheldrake, Vivienne greeted their guests, meeting many for the first time. She knew the Squire and Lady Forness from London along with their daughter Nellina. The Paton Stanbroughs she had also met briefly, on the day of her wedding. Eliza Stanbrough had chattered easily to her, and she hoped to have more time to become acquainted with this wife of Max’s good friend. The others, though—most had peered around the entrance hall and the drawing room and later the dining room. Had they expected her to make sweeping changes? Were they looking for evidence that she knew nothing about the management of a great house? The Hall was a dozen times larger than the size and staff of her family’s home in London, but the butler and the housekeeper knew their positions and assisted her.

She had wanted this morning’s ride to blow away the cobwebs woven by her guests. Why had she taken this ride, so early and alone? Had Julius Cavell’s ghost stories manipulated her into this venture to the tower? Had he sent her into a trap?

Am I paranoid?

No, for on his arrival Julius Cavell  had greeted her with barely diluted venom. Before yesterday, they had briefly met only three times—at dinner here, for tea at the vicar’s, and during a morning visit when several neighbors called to welcome her to the neighborhood. A little worse for drink, Mr. Cavell had a claw pricked specifically for Max, a claw sharpened by something her husband didn’t explain.

Miss Beale had visited four times. She delighted in sharing scandalous on-dits of the neighborhood and offered to let Vivienne read her newest manuscript. “A romance,” she described, “filled with titillating details. You will read it?” Vivienne murmured a reluctant assent and wished she could fathom the doctor’s sister. A spinster twice Vivienne’s age, what had driven her to add her voice to Julius Cavell’s bag of moonshine about ghosts?

Squire Forness, bluff and florid, doted on his tall wife. The daughter seemed a spinster caught up in good works, of which she reminded everyone. The son was of an age with Max but acted a decade younger. The cousins had little to say to each other. Lady Forness had offered countless little kindnesses in the weeks after the first banns were read and then in the three weeks after the wedding when they lingered in London. Once arrived back in the district, she handed a guest list for the country party to Vivienne.

Vivienne had asked what the list was for, and Lady Forness seemed surprised. “Has no one told you? Sheldrake hosts my birth celebration every Summer. It is quite the party. How could you not have been told? The event will occur in three weeks.”

“Three weeks?” She goggled at the preparation that would be necessary. The invitations to send. Food to order and cook. Rooms to clean. Staff to hire. A special entertainment planned. All for the birthday of Max’s aunt.

“Yes, my dear. Most of the people are local, but a few are quite far. You will have a to-do getting their replies along with everything prepared for the party. I believe you have capable hands, though. You were so calm with your sister and brothers.”

Then she stepped into the carriage that would take her on to Forness Manor. Not once had she returned to visit or to offer guidance for the party.

Vivienne had hoped the dowager countess would welcome her as well as give her advice. On her first meeting with her mother-in-law, the woman had examined her through the lens of a lorgnette. Then she sniffed and announced that she had decamped to the Dower House, closer to both Forness Manor and the village. Every Sunday and Wednesday she appeared for dinner then left as soon as they rose from table. She avoided all conversation about the country party.

Vivienne had a word for such unhelpful behavior, but she repressed it.

The other guests were particular friends of Lady Forness, invited at her request, along with the Vicar Rampling and his wife and daughter “for my son is at Cambridge, you know.” A few other locals were after-thoughts added to Lady Forness’ list.

Vivienne turned again, looking over her shoulder at the ruins.

There. A rider crossed a far field. A dark shape on a dark horse. A white cloth fluttered behind.

She watched until the horse reached the tree line.

“Greggs? What is beyond those trees?”

“Naught by the wilds.”

“Did you see that rider?”

“No, yer laidyship.”

“I think the rider came from the old castle.” Was it one of their guests? How could she discover that answer?

“As ye say, yer laidyship,” and she knew he didn’t believe her.

She scarce believed it herself.

Then she looked at the crushed hat clutched in her hand. None of it was imagination.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

The dowager Countess Sheldrake alit from the carriage without looking at the man who steadied her descent. The carriage with her trunks rolled past, her maid peering out the window as if she had expected her mistress to call for her.

Max stepped forward to greet his mother.

“My son,” she said, using the round tones of pompous importance that Max despised. “Where is my daughter-in-law?”

“She is riding this morning.” He didn’t add an excuse. His mother would twist any answer into his displeasure with his new wife. He gave a curt nod to the man standing silent behind his mother’s shoulder.

Warner Beldreccan returned his stiff nod. This morning, a yellow-striped waistcoat relieved his habitual somber colors, a concession to the dowager’s love of vibrant colors. Beldreccan lifted his gaze to the three-storied central façade of the hall.

The crunching gravel warned Max that someone approached from the house, and his mother’s pickled expression meant that she was not pleased with the person.

“Riding,” she repeated. “When guests are expected?” She tilted up her nose. “Miss Beale. You are a bright beacon on this rainy morning. How do you do?”

The doctor’s sister rose from her curtsey and extended a hand to Beldreccan while she answered the dowager. “Good morning, Lady Sheldrake. I expected you after luncheon.”

“Mr. Beldreccan convinced me to come earlier. I believe he is eager to meet your new wife, Sheldrake. Yet she is not here. She is riding.”

Again, Max avoided any comment. “You have not yet met my lady wife, sir? We returned from London almost three weeks ago.”

“Business in Liverpool called me away. I returned Monday. The dowager explained that I missed the best opportunity to meet your new wife.”

He heard an inference in that best opportunity but couldn’t divine it. His mother’s habit of sharp insult and sly innuendo often caused his ears to prick when no slight was intended.

Miss Beale chuckled. “Every opportunity to meet the new Lady Sheldrake is the best opportunity, sir. She is no match for Cressida’s beauty or Rowena’s wit, but—.”

“She is her own self,” Max interposed, “comparable to neither of them.” He turned on his heel and marched to the door, unwilling to stand idly while his mother and Miss Beale dissected his wife for Beldreccan while heavy clouds threatened more rain.

The butler and three footmen waited at the door. They bowed as the dowager passed. Chepstow had served the dowager for many years, under her direct management except during the years when Max’s first then second wives had charge. Yet she walked past the butler without acknowledgement. She drew off her gloves. “Who has arrived?”

Max refused to answer. After a speaking glance his way, Miss Beale hurried in with “You are last to arrive, Lady Sheldrake. I believe you are in the Yellow Suite.”

“Is that correct, Chepstow?” Max snapped, disliking the spinster’s assumption that she served as hostess in his wife’s absence.

“Yes, my lord, as per Lady Sheldrake’s instructions.” The butler accepted the dowager’s gloves and handed them to a footman. “The dowager countess should find her maid and trunks soon there.”

“I wish tea in my room and luncheon, at half-past the mark.”

“Of course, my lady, as that is your habit.” The butler lifted an eyebrow, and a footman retreated on silent feet.

“I trust your wife will greet me when she returns from gallivanting over the estate.” She didn’t wait for Max’s response. She turned and extended a hand to Warner Beldreccan. “I quite enjoyed your company on our all too brief journey.”

He bent over the dowager’s hand. “At your service, Lady Sheldrake.”

“Pretty manners,” she praised then glided off.

Chepstow and a second footman followed. The third hovered, waiting to attend Beldreccan.

Miss Beale watched the dowager’s ascent of the curving staircase to the first floor, with its Grecian columns supporting fanciful arches. “I can never manage that floating ascent. I must add that to one of my books. A heroine who glides and floats.” She flounced one of the ruffles on her yellow gown. “Now, I shall take my bright beacon self once again to the morning room. Do you join us, Mr. Beldreccan? Or will you retreat to the smoking room with the squire?”

“How shall I choose between such delightful temptations?”

“Flatterer. I know you want to breathe that foul air.”

He shook his head. “The whiskey offered before noon is the attraction.”

She gave her hearty chuckle and walked away.

“Women.” Beldreccan clasped his hands behind his back and jutted his chin. “Your wife’s invitation arrived while I was gone.”

Max’s shoulders tightened. He wanted the man’s presence at the Hall to mean nothing.

Beldreccan’s background was obscure. He’d arrived in the neighborhood several years ago, renting a manor situated along the river road between Sheldrake Hall and the village. During the weeks that Max courted and won Cressida, he encountered Beldreccan several times. The man attached himself to her court of admirers, and he maintained that rôle after her marriage to Max. He avoided becoming one of her thralls and seemed not too overset when she committed suicide from the tower.

His second wife Rowena had more discretion with her flirtations, yet her tantrums were fiercer. She had a calculated volatility designed to force the world into the tracks se wanted, and she wanted Beldreccan and Julius Cavell and a couple of others of her court at her beck and call. They were underfoot so often that Max wished them all to perdition. Her affaire with Cavell became so notorious that Max let her have the bit and run while he quietly contacted his man of business about documents of separation.

Beldreccan was responsible for neither Cressida’s chaotic temperament nor Rowena’s explosiveness. As far as Max knew, he hadn’t had an affaire with either woman ... although he might have enjoyed a few privileges.

Max disliked him, and Beldreccan returned the emotion. He lifted a single shoulder in a mock shrug. “My aunt Forness decided the guest list for her birthday celebration, as she always does. Your attendance is a given since the day you entered the district. Neither my wife nor I had a choice in the guest list.”

“That sounds as if you would deny me the house.”

“I am not so autocratic, sir.”

“As you say, my lord,” he murmured, mimicking a servant. “Will I enjoy meeting your new wife? She does know that she is your third wife, doesn’t she? Is she aware of the tragic ends of your first two wives? I might be tempted to call you Bluebeard.”

“I informed her of the manner of their deaths before I proposed.”

“How honorable,” Beldreccan muttered. He jutted his chin, as if he knew Max wanted to punch him.

“Your enjoyment in her presence resides with you.” He recalled Julius Cavell’s dissatisfaction last evening, when the ghost stories designed to terrify a young bride had failed. “I will say only that our local artist is not enamored of her.”

“Yet. He is not enamored of her yet. Perhaps one cannot expect Cavell to love all three of your wives.”

His fist clenched. He forced his hand to open before Beldreccan saw the reaction and gloated over it. “Enjoy your stay at the Hall,” he gritted and stalked away.

Beldreccan had the last word. “I certainly shall, especially once I meet your third wife.”

Max slammed the study door then regretted unleashing his temper. More than a half-dozen of his guests would relish any glimpse of his anger, no matter its direction.

Beldreccan’s animosity was veiled in public. The sharper jabs occurred when no one served as witness.

Julius Cavell’s hatred came from his love of Rowena. Her fall down the stairs had precipitated early labor. Neither she nor the babe survived. Cavell blamed Max—even though he was in London, consulting with Mr. Cosgrove.

Miss Beale was another sharp-tongued guest. She aimed her skewers at everyone equally. She esteemed the dowager, wishing to emulate those easy piercing stabs.

Yesterday, as the guests arrived for the party, his tension wound tighter and tighter. Who would be the first to start a flirtation with his new wife? His cousin Reginald? Who would be first to inform her of his many flaws? Mrs. Ogden, in the guise of giving advice to smooth their marriage? Who would spend an hour in close conversation with her to discover the many differences between the new couple? Miss Beale?

He had hoped Lady Forness would be an ally. In London, during the weeks before and after the wedding, his aunt Forness pretended a mother-daughter relationship with Vivienne. In the three weeks since their return to Sheldrake, however, Lady Forness had neither visited nor sent a note. She had abandoned Vivienne. Forness Manor was an hour’s drive. A visit would create a pleasant afternoon for Vivienne, tossed into a world where the only person she knew was her husband.

Although his wife said little, his aunt’s defection had clearly surprised her. She asked only a few questions, and those stopped when Max told her that “We haven’t many visits between the Hall and Forness Manor.” Nor had the dowager countess welcomed the new bride of Sheldrake Hall.

Vivienne’s mother had died a decade ago. She might have envisioned a rosy relationship with her mother-in-law. During the twice-weekly dinners
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