
        
            
                
            
        

    
’Tis the season for an investigation! Lady Julia and Nicholas Brisbane return for a Christmas caper at Bellmont Abbey….

After a year of marriage—and numerous adventures—Lady Julia and Brisbane hope for a quiet, intimate Christmas together…until they find themselves at her father’s ancestral estate, Bellmont Abbey, with her eccentric family and a menagerie of animals.

Nevertheless, Julia looks forward to a lively family gathering…but amongst the celebrations, a mystery stirs. There are missing jewels, new faces at the Abbey, and a prowling ghost that brings back unwelcome memories from a previous holiday—one that turned deadly. Is a new culprit recreating crimes of the past? And will Brisbane let Julia investigate…?

Don’t miss a single tale in the Lady Julia series—read the book that started it all,
Silent in the Grave,
available now.
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The First Chapter



Here we come a-wassailing
Among the leaves so green,
Here we come a-wandering,
So fair to be seen.

“Here We Come A-Wassailing” Traditional English Carol

London December 1, 1889

I tore open the letter and scanned it quickly before brandishing it at my husband. “We are going to Rome,” I informed him. I gave him the letter to read, fairly hopping from foot to foot as he came to the end.

“Bloody hell.”

“We must go,” I insisted.

“We must not,” was Brisbane’s equally firm reply. I smiled to myself, certain I would win this particular skirmish. I was already half-packed in my mind. Rome would be chilly for Christmas, but not so cold as to preclude a full appreciation of the city and all its attendant delights. Parties and entertainments, pageants and festivals—and a new mystery to be solved, given the contents of the letter.

The process of persuading Brisbane to permit me to help him in his investigations as a private enquiry agent was slow. Glacial, in fact. But progress had been made, and through our various adventures we had drawn closer than ever. The anticipation of sharing a new case with him in one of my favourite cities was almost more than I could bear.

My brother, Plum, the newest addition to Brisbane’s staff, held out his teacup. “Any hope of more tea? And another muffin?”

I obliged him, as much for the chance to plan my persuasions as to be sisterly. Besides, Plum had only recently been released from the splints that had held his injured arm in place after a particularly nasty incident of my own making.1 I still felt a trifle guilty about that. I poured his tea and toasted up a muffin and when I handed them over, he fixed me with a mischievous eye.

“Haven’t you forgot something?”

I cast around in my mind. “Nothing of importance. The significant cases have all been attended to, and the rest are trifling matters Brisbane can either finish himself or hand over to the very excellent Monk. We can be in Rome by the middle of the month.”

Brisbane said nothing. He merely steepled his hands under his chin and regarded me thoughtfully. Plum settled back into his chair, clearly enjoying himself.

“You have forgot.”

I puffed out a little sigh of impatience. “Don’t be cryptic, Plum. You haven’t the cheekbones for it. What is it that I have forgot?”

“Father.”

I smoothed my skirts. “I haven’t forgot Father at all. He knows not all of his children can come home every holiday and he never fusses about Christmas.” That was not entirely true. Father, or to give him his proper title, the Earl March, was a bit of a despot about his children even though there were ten of us and the eldest was past forty. Father liked to play the patriarch and gather us into the fold whenever he could. “It’s been years since the whole clan was gathered at Bellmont Abbey.”

“Ten, to be precise.” The words were clipped and weighty as stones.

I went quite still. “No.”

Plum’s handsome mouth curved into a smile. “Oh, yes. It’s slipped your mind, dearest, but the year is 1889—and that means Twelfth Night falls in 1890.”

I buried my face in my hands. “No.”

Brisbane stirred himself. “What is the significance of 1890?”

I peeped over my fingertips. “The Twelfth Night mummers’ play. Every year the villagers put on a traditional mummers’ play.”

Brisbane groaned. “Not one of those absurdities with St. George and the dragon?”

“The very same.”

I exchanged glances with Plum. His smile sharpened as he picked up the story. “I am sure Julia told you Shakespeare once stayed as a guest of the Marches at Bellmont Abbey. There was apparently a quarrel that ended with the earl’s wife throwing Shakespeare’s only copy of the play he was writing into the fire. They patched things up, and—”

“And to demonstrate he bore no ill will, Shakespeare himself wrote our mummers’ play,” I finished. “Once every decade, instead of the villagers of Blessingstoke performing the traditional play, the family perform the Shakespearean version for the local folk.”

“Every ten years,” Brisbane said, his black brows arched thoughtfully.

“Yes. The men in the family act out the parts and the women are a sort of chorus, robed in white and singing in the background.”

“It is great fun, really,” Plum put in. “Father always plays the king who sends St. George to kill the dragon and the rest of the parts always seem to go to the same people. Except for St. George. That one always falls to the newest male to marry into the family.”

I busied myself with tearing a muffin to bits while Plum’s words registered with Brisbane.

“Absolutely not.”

I turned to him. “But dearest, it is tradition.”

“I am not an enthusiast of tradition.”

He gave me a dangerously pleasant smile as Plum rose to his feet. “I almost wish I could stay for the rest of what promises to be a very lively discussion, but I am afraid I must be off. I shall tell Father to expect you for Christmas then, shall I?”

I threw a shoe at him but he ducked through the door just in time. I went and sat on Brisbane’s desk. “It does not matter what you say or what you do, the answer is still no,” he said evenly.

I slid off the desk and onto his lap. What I said and what I did after that had no bearing on the situation at all except that by the time the housekeeper came to fetch the tea things, our clothes were tidied and the matter had been settled. I would write to my friend in Rome and postpone our arrival until later in January. We were going to Father’s for Christmas and Brisbane would play the part of St. George in the Twelfth Night revels. I tried very hard not to gloat.




The Second Chapter



God rest ye merry, gentlemen
Let nothing you dismay.

“God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen” Traditional English Carol

“I am not carrying that cat on my lap all the way to Sussex,” Brisbane informed me. He eyed the basket on the train platform with distaste. I could not entirely blame him. The animal in question, a somewhat pernickety Siamese, belonged to a business associate of Brisbane’s who had remarked upon the cat’s unusual affection for me.

“What else was I to do? Sir Morgan was quite desperate for someone to care for her whilst he is away. He said she pines,” I informed him over the shrieks coming from the basket between us. I rummaged in my reticule for a handkerchief and handed it over. “Here. You’ll want to wipe your cheek. I’m afraid the blood is still oozing a bit.”

I busied myself murmuring soothing words to Nin while Brisbane staunched the flow from the worst of the scratches. To my astonishment, when I straightened, I realized his shoulders were shaking with laughter.

“It is absurd,” he said, looking around us.

“The other travellers do seem to have given us a wide berth,” I admitted.

“Can you blame them?” He surveyed our possessions, and I found myself smiling as well.

“Not precisely a partridge in a pear tree...”

“But we have a raven in a cage, a lurcher on a lead, a Siamese in a basket, and a dormouse in your décolletage. We are a travelling circus.”

“It could be worse,” I reminded him. “At least Portia has taken that wretched Italian greyhound off our hands.” His eyes held mine for a long moment, and I felt a peculiar quiver in my knees. Odd that he could still have so potent an effect upon me after a year and a half of marriage, but Brisbane was not like other husbands. I was reflecting on precisely how he differed when I smelled something foul.

“For God’s sake, Julia, don’t stand about in public mooning over your husband. It isn’t seemly.”

I whirled to find my sister Portia descending upon us with the greyhound in question and a pug of prodigious and possibly Biblical antiquity.

“That dog is getting worse,” I told her. “I am beginning to suspect he sailed with Noah in the ark. Behold, Mr. Pugglesworth, the Original Pug.”

She stooped to kiss my cheek. “Don’t be hateful, Julia, just because you are travelling with a menagerie that would suit Barnum. Hello, Brisbane, how is my favourite brother-in-law?”

He returned her kiss, giving Puggy a wide berth. “Passing well.”

Portia glanced about. “Where is our dear Plum?”

“Finishing up an investigation with Monk,” I informed her. Brisbane’s assistant had agreed to remain in London to attend to any last-minute affairs that might arise. “He will be down tomorrow.”Portia gave Brisbane a bright-eyed look. “I hear you’re to be St. George this year in the revels. How on earth did Julia manage to convince you of that?”

“Your sister can be quite persuasive when she puts her mind to it.”

Portia let out a snort of laughter. “I’ve no doubt. But I’m very pleased you let her persuade you. I want everyone on hand for Jane the Younger’s first Christmas, particularly her godparents.” She turned just as the nanny approached pushing a stately pram. Jane the Younger sat bolt upright, howling with rage.

“Such a passionate child,” I said faintly.

Portia fixed me with a firm look. “She is having a bit of trouble with her teeth.”

“Do they not make a tonic for that? Or a sedative?”

“I am not dosing her with one of those foul patent medicines, Julia. She will be perfectly well in due course. I think.” Jane the Younger was Portia’s first foray into motherhood. The orphaned daughter of Portia’s life companion, Jane was not blood kin to us but she was dear nonetheless.2 And a good deal dearer when she was clean and quiet and dry, which was not very often.

Portia plucked her from the pram and shoved her into my arms. “Say hello to Auntie Julia, darling.”

Jane the Younger stopped howling long enough to lunge for my earring.

“Such good taste,” I murmured, prying at the chubby little fist.

“Yes, she has developed a penchant for things that sparkle,” Portia said, applying herself to her daughter’s miserly clutch. “Darling, you must let go of Auntie Julia’s ear. No, stop twisting it, my pet. Auntie Julia is starting to cry. Julia, stop being so melodramatic. It is just an earring.”

“It isn’t the earring,” I corrected tautly. “It’s the lobe.”

Jane the Younger released me sharply and opened her mouth to voice her feelings at being denied the pretty trinket as I rubbed at my tender ear. Portia rummaged in her pocket and found the mother-of-pearl teething ring I had bought for the child in the vain hope of purchasing a few moments’ silence.

“Perhaps we ought to board,” Brisbane suggested, his voice almost inaudible above Jane the Younger’s roars.

* * *

In an excess of holiday generosity one year, my father had gifted me with the tiny dower house on his estate. He had meant it as an independence for me, a small bit of property to call my own for the duration of my life, and a lovely property it was. I had decorated the place, lavishing care and attention and great expense upon it—and spent only a handful of nights there since. I was very much looking forward to snuggling down with my husband into the peace and quiet of our own home, a bolthole to which we could withdraw when my family’s boisterous spirits grew too high. I had already sent our butler, Aquinas, and my maid, Morag, down by the earliest train to remove the dust sheets and light the fires. I had ordered a simple supper of Brisbane’s favourites along with a hamper of the best wines from his cellar. Everything would be absolutely perfect for our winter idyll.

I sighed happily and settled my hand into the crook of Brisbane’s arm as the carriage swung onto the long drive leading to the Abbey. Father’s gardener, Whittle, stood just inside the gates with one of his under-gardeners, Wee Ned—a stooped, elderly man who was fondling a bit of topiary. They raised their caps as we passed, and I waved before turning to Brisbane.

“I am so happy we will finally be able to spend time here together, just the two of us,” I added with a meaningful glance at my sister. She put her tongue out at me, an action that Jane the Younger immediately copied.

“Julia! Look what you have taught her! She looks like a common ape.”

I opened my mouth to remonstrate, but the chimneys of the Rookery were just visible above the treetops. Nothing would induce me to quarrel with my sister when bliss was so shortly at hand.

Brisbane gave a slow smile and I remembered the very excellent bed I had ordered installed. Brisbane was most particular about the sturdiness of our beds, and with good reason, I reflected with a pleasant sigh of anticipation.

“I shall send word to Father that we will not be up to dinner tonight,” I whispered.

Before he could reply, Portia gasped. Jane the Younger, startled, shrieked in response, and I turned to where Portia was pointing.

In a little clearing of trees, nestled in a shrubbery of ancient roses, stood the Rookery. Or what was left of it.

The outer walls were still intact, but where the roof should have been there was nothing but rubble. The remains of an enormous oak listed drunkenly against the crumbling south wall, the ground beneath it gaping and wounded where it had torn free.

“My house!” I wailed.

Brisbane’s face was grim. “It looks as though we shall be spending Christmas with your family after all.”

The raven stirred in his cage, fluffing his deep, oil-black feathers and saying in an ominous voice, “Tragedy and woe.”

And from the depths of the basket on my lap, Nin the Siamese began to howl.




The Third Chapter



Call up the butler of this house,
Put on his golden ring;
Let him bring us up a glass of beer,
And better we shall sing.

“Here We Come A-Wassailing” Traditional English Carol

Settling into the Abbey was only marginally less demanding than the Peninsular Campaign. The staff turned out to greet us and it took every last one of them to shift the bags and boxes and cages and baskets from our carriage and the baggage wagon into the Abbey. Built by Cistercians, it was austerely beautiful and enviably spacious as long as one did not mind the occasional ghost. Portia and her assorted pets—she had brought not only Puggy but his greyhound wife, Florence, and an assortment of their ill-begotten pups—took her old room off the picture gallery while Jane the Younger and her nanny were whisked away to the nursery floor. Brisbane and I and our menagerie were given the Jubilee Tower chamber, a rather gorgeous room he had occupied during his only previous stay. It was situated just over the chapel and connected to the old belfry via the bachelors’ wing.

Brisbane looked around as the door closed behind us.

“At least it is removed from the rest of the place,” I soothed. “We shall have some privacy.”

“And hopefully rather fewer dead bodies than last time.” If he was feeling a trifle waspish, I could not blame him. I had promised him a peaceful retreat to the Rookery and instead we would spend the next fortnight nestled rather too firmly in the bosom of my tempestuous family.

Just then the door opened and my maid, Morag, entered. “It’s about time you’ve come. I take you’ve seen the Rookery? His lordship says it weren’t even a very strong wind brought that oak down last night. It were rotted through and through.” Since Morag is never happier than when disaster strikes, she was smiling.

“I saw. I presume you and Aquinas have both been given lodgings here for the duration?”

“Aye. And Mr. Aquinas has been given the task of butlering for the Abbey as Mr. Hoots is having a funny turn.”

“Hoots is unwell?” That was not entirely unusual. Hoots had always been prone to dramatic ailments, usually coinciding neatly with extra work.

“His mind’s slipped a cog. Claiming to be Napoleon, he is. Locked himself belowstairs with a bottle of the earl’s best Armagnac. Won’t come out until Wellington surrenders, he says, and that leaves Mr. Aquinas to do all the organizing of the household.”

I sat down and put my fingertips to my temples, rubbing hard. “We have one fallen tree, one destroyed Rookery, one delusional butler and no good brandy. Is that what you are telling me?”

“And the cook’s down with piles and more than half the staff are suffering from catarrh,” she added maliciously.

I looked to Brisbane, who was smiling broadly. “God bless us, everyone,” he said, spreading his arms wide.

* * *

The situation was rather worse than Morag had described. Hoots had taken not just a bottle of Armagnac but all the decent liquor and locked it up in his room along with the keys to the silver, the wine cellar and the pantry. The cook was indeed down with piles, but the rest of the staff had succumbed to a rather virulent cold that left them wheezing and hacking in various corners of the house. A few had taken to their beds but the rest dragged about, sniffling moistly into unspeakably sodden handkerchiefs. Father had given Aquinas carte blanche to manage the house until Hoots came around. No one had yet wrested the keys from Hoots, so dinner the first night consisted of bottles of beer from the village pub and bread toasted over the drawing room fire. Portia took hers to the nursery to eat with Jane the Younger while the rest of us made an impromptu party around the fireplace in the vast great hall.

Impromptu and awkward. Father, sunk in a sort of black gloom, said scarcely a dozen words, and Aunt Hermia—Father’s younger sister and the nearest thing we children had to a mother—struggled to fill the silences. I noticed none of the usual decorations had been hung, and I wondered if Father’s grim mood was a result of the fact that so few of us would be present for Christmas. No matter, I decided. He would come round as soon as everyone gathered for Twelfth Night.

I smiled at the footman who came to poke up the fire. A local lad, he had been with the family a number of years and, like all the footmen at Bellmont, was called William regardless of his real name. This one was William IV.

“Hello, William.” He gave me a courteous bow but did not smile.

“Is everything well with you and your family?”

“Yes, my lady. Thank you for asking.”

He withdrew at once and I turned to Aunt Hermia. “What ails William? He has always been such a pleasant, chatty fellow.”

She shrugged. “Heaven help me if I know.”

“He isn’t holding a grudge about what happened the last time is he?” I ventured. “I mean, we did apologise about him being poisoned.”3

“He might still have died,” Father countered, levelling an accusatory gaze at Brisbane. “I seem to remember someone having to force the poor boy to regurgi—”

“That is quite enough, Hector. And you’ve got it very wrong,” Aunt Hermia cut in sharply before Father could continue. “The other victims required Brisbane’s interventions. William slept it off. He woke with nothing more significant than a towering headache.” She turned back to me. “He has been out of sorts for days now, as have most of the staff. So many are out with illness, the rest have worked doubly hard to carry on. We cannot seem to find replacements in Blessingstoke.” She broke off suddenly, darting a quick glance to my father.

Brisbane noted it. He turned to Aunt Hermia. “You are having troubles with the locals? But you have always hired in from the village.”

“Never again,” Father thundered. “I will not have a pack of cowardly, pudding-hearted—”

Aunt Hermia raised a hand. “That will do, Hector.” She spoke to Brisbane. “But he is not wrong. In the last few days, it has become impossible to entice them to work at the Abbey.”

“What reason do they give?” Brisbane enquired. I smiled to myself. He regularly worked on behalf of her Majesty’s government in essential and secretive ways, and yet he could take a healthy interest in domestic dramas.

“They say the place is haunted!” Father’s expression was disgusted.

“It has always been haunted,” I protested. “Everyone knows that.”

“That is precisely the point,” he returned. “We have always had our share of ghosts and they’ve always worked here in spite of it.”

“What has changed?” Brisbane asked, his black gaze thoughtful as it rested on the contents of his glass.

“There has been a fresh sighting inside the Abbey,” Aunt Hermia replied. “When the staff fell ill, I brought in a few new maids from the village. One of them saw a ghost on the servants’ stair and ran screaming home in the middle of the night. She has the busiest tongue in the village. They cannot help they are superstitious, Hector,” she added. “They haven’t the benefit of our education.”

He snorted by way of reply. Brisbane said nothing, and I knew we were both thinking of our previous investigation at the Abbey. A ghost had figured prominently in that adventure.

Father turned abruptly to Brisbane. “I suppose you are still capering about in the private enquiry business?”

Before Brisbane could reply, Aunt Hermia jumped up and took a crystal dish from the mantel. “Brisbane, you must try these sweetmeats. The stillroom maid and I concocted them, and I would know if I had too heavy a hand with the rosewater.”

Brisbane, ever courteous where ladies were concerned, took one while I breathed out a small sigh that the moment had been got past. Father and Brisbane had quarrelled dreadfully during our last investigation, largely over my safety, and hard words had been spoken. I had hoped they had been forgot, but Father apparently still nursed a grudge, as evidenced by his pointed remarks towards my husband. I could not entirely blame him. I had suffered considerable injuries at the conclusion of the case—through my own rash actions, to be sure—and Father and Brisbane had almost taken each other apart in their worry and despair. I smiled brightly from one to the other, but Father had lapsed into his chair, glowering, while Brisbane merely sat, graceful and lethal as a panther as he regarded Father with his inscrutable, witch-black eyes. I sighed. It was going to be a very long holiday indeed.

“I think I should do something to cheer Father up,” I told Brisbane later that evening as we prepared for bed.

Brisbane said nothing, but I heard the thud as a boot hit the floor.

“Aunt Hermia believes he is feeling a trifle downcast that so many of the family shan’t be here. Most of the children are keeping Christmas at home and only coming for the revels. It will be Plum and Portia and us for Christmas,” I said. “Benedick will come up from the Home Farm with his family, but that still makes only half of us.” The other boot hit the floor and I went on. “I thought of asking a special guest, someone Father would really enjoy seeing.”

Brisbane gave a drawn-out sigh. “Julia, don’t meddle.”

“It is not meddling! It is putting something right,” I said stubbornly. “Father is devoted to Hortense. He is just too daft to do anything about it.”

“The situation is rather complicated,” Brisbane pointed out. He rose and began to strip off his clothing whilst I mused on the subject of the lovely and fragrant Hortense de Bellefleur, known to her friends and intimates as Fleur.

“I suppose it does make things rather awkward that you have enjoyed the lady’s favours,” I admitted. “Still, that was twenty years ago! And I know you think of her rather as a devoted aunt than anything more—” He quirked up his brow in enquiry. “Than anything more fervent,” I finished, my cheeks uncommonly warm. “If I have no quarrel with her on that score, Father oughtn’t.”

“You are not a man,” Brisbane reminded me. He unwound his neckcloth and set to work on his collar.

“Does that make a difference?” I bent my head to unpin his cuffs.

“It might.” He trailed a fingertip along the lace at my décolletage. “Do you think I would be accommodating to any man who had shared your bed?”

“You knew the only man who shared my bed,” I reminded him. “He died in your arms.”4

The finger dipped lower and I gave a little shiver. “And if he hadn’t, I would have happily strangled him to put him out of the way.”

I slapped lightly at his hand. “You would not. You are far too devoted to justice to kill a man without reason.”

“I am devoted to you,” he said, bending his head low and pressing his lips to my neck. His hand resumed its interesting business with my neckline and this time I let him. “And it would have been justice to put Edward Grey out of the way. He did not deserve you.”

“And you do?” The words were breathless, coming out on a gasp.

“Let me show you.” I turned my face up to his and he began to kiss me.

After a few blissful moments, he drew back suddenly with a sharp oath. “What the devil? Julia,” he said patiently, “will you kindly remove that dormouse from your décolletage? There is only room for one of us in there and I refuse to share.”

I hurried to pull the little creature out of my garment. I put him into his basket, bidding him goodnight as he curled obligingly into a restful slumber and closed his black teardrop eyes.

“I am sorry,” I said, returning to Brisbane’s arms. “Let me make it up to you.”




The Fourth Chapter



Lo, how a rose e’er blooming
From tender stem hath sprung!

“Lo, How a Rose E’er Blooming” Traditional English Carol

After tea the next afternoon I found Aunt Hermia giving instructions to the stillroom maid.

“I know there is far too much to do with so many down with colds, but we simply must prepare the oranges for marmalade before they decay around us.”

The maid had nothing of the usual deference about her, but she did bob a curtsey to us before turning to the masses of oranges heaped in baskets upon the worktable.

“Whittle and Wee Ned have been busy in the hothouse. I don’t remember ever seeing quite so many oranges before,” I said.

“Julia,” Aunt Hermia said with a touch of relief. “I must go and look in on Hoots now he’s calmed down. I wonder if you would mind organising Rose. She is quite competent, but she has only been here a few months and is new to the stillroom. It would be such a help since you know where everything is. She will be preparing the oranges for marmalade. You have seen it done often enough to guide her.”

“Of course. Is there anything else I can do?” I looked at her meaningfully and she sighed.

“No, my dear. It’s just that everything seems so difficult this year, what with your father’s black mood—” She broke off. It was unlike her to offer criticism of him on any matter. She was deeply conscious of the fact that she owed her comfortable place in our home to his good graces, but beyond that she was an affectionate younger sister who worshipped her eldest brother. She went on. “The staff troubles and the sickness have taken their toll upon everyone. And cook will not be pleased when I tell her the Christmas menu has to be changed—”

“What is the trouble with the Christmas menu? We always have suckling pig for the centrepiece.”

Her comely face flushed. “Your Uncle Fly was unwell last week and let his curate deliver the sermon. Unfortunately, the young man is afflicted with vegetarianism.”

“Oh, dear.”

“Indeed. And as a consequence, Tarquin and Perdita have protested the serving of meat, most particularly suckling pig, at our Christmas table.”

I smothered a laugh. An aunt was not supposed to play favourites, but I had a very soft spot for my brother Benedick’s two eldest children. “What does Benedick say?”

She flapped a hand. “You know Benedick. He likes them to express themselves and think freely, but he has good enough manners to tell them they will eat what they are served when guests are here or they can stay at the Home Farm with bread and milk for their Christmas dinner.”

“But you mean to change the menu for them anyway?” I gave her a smiling glance and she nipped my arm lightly with her fingers.

“Do not give me such cheek!” she countered with a smile. “Yes, I am far too obliging, but they are the nearest thing to grandchildren I shall ever have. And Christmas is a festival for the little ones, too. It would be different if we locked them up in the nursery and feasted without them. I cannot bear the notion of long faces at the table when they see the beast brought in with an apple in its mouth and a wreath of holly around its neck.”

“What will you serve in its place? Nut loaf?”

“Heavens, no. There will be the usual venison and goose, and they will simply have to accept it. And there will be suckling pig, but I will have it nicely carved before it reaches the table. I have already spoken to Aquinas and he is prepared to do the deed in the butler’s pantry. I thought perhaps if it did not look quite so much like a piglet, the children might not object to slices of roast pork on their plates.”

I thought she was entirely mistaken upon the point, but I hastened to encourage her. “It sounds an excellent plan.”

She ought to have been reassured, but instead I saw she was worrying at her rings. Her favourite was a pretty coral piece she had kept since girlhood, and it was her habit to turn it round her finger when she was agitated. I took her hand in mine and gave it a squeeze.

“Do not be so troubled. ’Tis the season of goodwill and peace on earth. Everything will be alright, you’ll see—” I broke off. “Where is your ring? The little coral one?”

Her finger was cool and empty. She pulled a rueful face. “That is another of my troubles. I cannot find it. I daresay I am growing absent-minded in my dotage.”

She squared her shoulders, her manner brisk. “Now, show Rose what to do and I will get on with the rest, alright, dearest?”

Her smile did not quite reach her eyes, and I noticed the piercing look she gave Rose as she left. It was one of speculation.

* * *

Rose and I worked together to trim the skins of the oranges into long, fragrant strips of peel to be chopped for the marmalade. My hands grew messy with the juice and the knife slipped, stabbing me lightly in the thumb.

“Bother!” I sucked at the small wound while Rose hastened to take the knife.

“Here, my lady. You don’t want to fuss with that. My hands are used to such rough things. You’ll want to keep yours nice and soft.”

I gave her a grateful look. “That is very kind of you, Rose. You are not from Blessingstoke.” It was not a question.

She widened her eyes, and I realised she was probably younger than I had thought. There was something careworn about her that had made her seem older. Her face in repose was not precisely mournful, but nostalgic rather, as if she spent much time thinking of faraway things. I regretted leaving my photographic equipment back in London. She would have made an excellent subject, perhaps robed as Tennyson’s Lady of Shalott, looking out from the tower upon her own doom with resignation.

“No, my lady. I’m from London.”

The pieces fell swiftly into place. Aunt Hermia ran a refuge in Whitechapel for the poor souls who plied the oldest trade. She had them taught to read and to write, and they were trained up as domestic or factory workers according to their preferences and aptitudes.

“Yes, my lady, I come from Lady Hermia’s place,” she said suddenly. She was neither apologetic nor defiant. She stated the words plainly.

“I hope you found it worthwhile,” I said. Rose had the marmalade oranges firmly in hand, freeing me for one of my favourite tasks of the season. To the side of the worktable sat the enormous earthenware crock Aunt Hermia used for making her special seasonal potpourri. Whether Father was in a mood to celebrate the season or not, I wanted the fragrance of the traditional potpourri we always mixed to scent the air.

“I did. I wanted out of it, you know. I didn’t go on the game because I was born to it. My mother was not a whore and it was not the life for me.”

I said nothing but lifted off the lid of the crock and inspected the contents. Some weeks before Aunt Hermia would have packed it with layers of dried rose petals and lavender. The flowers would be covered with salt and brandy and pressed with a weighted plate to sit quietly, fermenting away. After a fortnight, the result was a moist cake of sorts.

“What’s that then?” Rose asked, coming away from her oranges to peer into the crock.

“It is potpourri, a very old Elizabethan recipe,” I told her. “It makes a heavenly scent, but because it is moist it does not look very inviting. When it is finished it will go into those enormous jars on the hearth in the great hall.” I showed her how to crumble the cake into bits in her fingers. She sniffed at her hands and closed her eyes.

“That’s lovely, that is.”

“It will be lovelier still,” I promised. I went to the neatly organised shelves and began to take down large glass bottles of spices. “You were telling me about your family.”

At this prompting she returned to her story and her marmalade oranges. “We were poor, you see. And I had brothers and sisters, seven of them, all older, working in the worst sorts of factories. They won’t make old bones because they haven’t good food or fresh air. And I wanted better for myself. So I thought lying on my back would be a way to make easy money.”

I took great handfuls of dried orange peel and scattered them over the mixture in the crock. “Somehow I doubt it is ever really easy money.”

She gave a sharp, barking laugh. “Right you are, my lady. I don’t know who I hated more—them or me. The worst of it wasn’t the doing. You’d think it was, but you’d be wrong. The worst of it was the way they looked right through me, as if I wasn’t there. As if I were less than human.”

Next I flung in orrisroot, scattering the powder over the damp, crumbling flowers.

“But I kept at it because the money was alright. I worked at a bawdy house for a while and that was a good time for me. There was a fellow at the door to cosh the men who got rough or didn’t pay. Trouble was he liked to knock us about, too. And I wouldn’t stand for it. So I was chucked out, back into the streets with my one good dress and my hat with velvet roses.”

I held up a large dried rose and she laughed again. “Bigger, my lady. These roses were the size of a plate! The prettiest pink velvet you ever did see. I wanted it because of my name. Silly, I reckon now. But that hat made me feel like a proper lady on my worst days.”

I broke several cinnamon sticks into Aunt Hermia’s favourite mortar, grinding them to powder with a pestle.

“And then the troubles came last year. We were afraid even to walk out after dark, and how were we supposed to make any money if we cowered inside?”

I thought of the terrible months that Jack the Ripper had stalked the district of Whitechapel, of the terror he had inflicted and how unspeakable it must have been to go abroad in the night knowing such a monster lurked in the shadowy streets.

“I nearly starved, I did. But I forced myself to go out and find work—until the last, the one he...well, I’m sure you know what he did to her.” I did. The newspapers had related the story of her mutilations in lurid detail. Rose went on, dreamily. “She had the room next to mine. It might have been me, but I was out that night. I had gone out in my second best hat. I never heard a word about it until the next morning. And I never went back. Not even to get my beautiful hat with the pink velvet roses. I was that afraid. Instead I walked straight into Lady Hermia’s refuge and applied to be reformed.”

“How did you come to be here?” The powdered cinnamon went into the mixture, and I grated fresh nutmeg on top, finishing with a flourish of fresh gingerroot.

Rose started to shrug then caught herself, clearly remembering her training that a maid ought to be respectful at all times—training Morag forgot often enough. “I haven’t found a place that suits me yet. I know I ought to make up my mind to be quiet and grateful, but the truth is, my lady, I want to have a sympathy with the people I must live with. I know I’ve been badly spoilt, but there it is. I want to work for folk who are worth serving, and I don’t mind saying that there are plenty who are not. I would do the foulest job and count myself happy if I liked the family.”

Her mouth had a stubborn cast, and I liked her in spite of it. She was every bit as bossy as my own maid, Morag, and I had no doubt she would make someone a fine maid. But then I recalled Aunt Hermia’s misplaced ring and the anxious look she had thrown at Rose, and I wondered.

I gave the potpourri a last stir, staring regretfully into the crock. “It needs a last baptism of brandy to bring it all together,” I told her. “I wonder if Hoots left any when he went off to refight Waterloo.”

Just then William appeared, fairly bounding through the doorway.

“Rose, I just wondered—” He broke off sharply upon seeing me. “My lady! I beg your pardon. I did not know you were here.”

“I’m sure,” I said mildly. Rose looked cool and remote as a duchess as she gave a lazy stir to the chopped oranges.

“William, if you’ve a minute, would you please ask Mr. Aquinas for the brandy for Lady Julia to finish the potpourri now Mr. Hoots has given up the keys?” she enquired.

He flushed deeply. “I will.”

“Thank you, William,” she said, inclining her head graciously.

He turned, tripping over the step as he fled. I said nothing, and neither did Rose. She merely peered into her bowl of oranges. “I think they look quite tasty, don’t you, my lady?”

Together we finished preparing the marmalade and potpourri, and on impulse I fished a handkerchief out of my pocket. I scooped a handful of the damply fragrant concoction into it and tied up the ends with a bit of ribbon.

“There, now you have something to give you good cheer during the season.”

She took it, turning over the little bundle with wide eyes.

“You’ve made me a present.”

“A trifle, you needn’t worry. I do not want the handkerchief back.”

She held on to the sachet so tightly I feared it would be crushed.

“I do like pretty things.”




The Fifth Chapter



Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:
“God is not dead; nor doth he sleep!
The Wrong shall fail,
The Right prevail,
With Peace on earth, goodwill to men!

“Christmas Bells” Traditional English Carol

“Good God, why didn’t you warn me?” Plum demanded. He had arrived just before dinner, his greatcoat spangled with frost, and after a stilted meal, searched me out writing letters at a cramped little table in the billiards room while Brisbane lined up a shot. Plum poured himself a stiffener and flopped into one of the capacious leather armchairs. “Christmas here is always like day one on the Tower of Babel. But the place is almost empty and it is a misery. What the devil is wrong with Father besides hating Brisbane?”

My husband coolly sank the billiard ball and moved to his next target.

“Father does not hate Brisbane,” I corrected sharply. “What a stupid thing to say. He’s merely upset over what happened at the end of the last investigation.”

“Pointless of him to blame Brisbane,” Plum pointed out reasonably. “That was just bad luck.”

I looked at him, my throat feeling rather tight. Plum and I had always had a somewhat thorny relationship. For Plum to offer his loyalty when my actions had caused bodily injury to us both was more than I had looked for. “A case could be made for it being my fault,” I said, my voice halting. “Rather nice of you not to see it that way.”

“Not at all, darling sister. Of course, I do hope the experience has cured you of your curiosity regarding gunpowder. I mean, the explosion itself was not the primary cause of my injury, but it certainly did not aid matters. I honestly cannot imagine a more stupid, ninny-headed—” The moment of fraternal camaraderie had clearly passed.

“Yes, thank you, Plum. That will do.”

“I say, there’s no need to get testy.”

“I am not being testy, you great pillock—”

“If the two of you are going to quarrel, you could at least fetch me a whisky first,” Brisbane put in before sinking another shot.

I rose and poured a glass for him and another for myself. Plum could shift for himself. He looked rather longingly at my glass as I settled back into my chair.

“So, what does it all mean? Father’s in a state, ghosts walking abroad in the night...seems rather familiar, doesn’t it?” Brisbane flicked me a look across the green baize of the table, his eyes warm in the lamplight. We were both thinking of his first visit to the Abbey. We had unmasked a murderer and had one or two rather breathlessly interesting interludes that led directly to my following him to Yorkshire the following spring.5 That was where our relationship had found its proper footing, but I would always remember the snowbound days at the Abbey as among the most infuriating and exciting of my life.

“I think the new sighting of a ghost is a curious thing,” I began.

Plum waved an airy hand. “Some daft maidservant got at the cooking sherry and is seeing things that do not exist,” Plum said decidedly. “There is no mystery here save the source of Father’s foul mood.”

“He is a March,” Brisbane returned as lined up his last shot. “You may as well ask why the sun rises in the west.”

“The sun rises in the east,” I corrected.

“Precisely.” He drew back his arm and punched the end of his stick into the ball, driving it home. He did not look up as he sighted his next shot. “I can feel you thinking, Julia. What is it?”

“Aunt Hermia’s favourite trinket is missing—the little coral ring she wears most days.”

“And what besides?”

“There is a new stillroom maid, Rose, arrived from Aunt Hermia’s refuge in London.”

Brisbane straightened and chalked his cue. “And what besides?”

“Is that not enough?”

“Not to formulate a theory. You know better than that.”

“I do,” I said, nibbling at my lip. “I just wonder.”

Plum snorted. “Men have been hanged on the strength of someone wondering.”

I sighed. “You must admit, it makes a neat pattern. And do not tell me the similarities have not struck you as well.”

“Similarities?” Brisbane’s voice was deliberately neutral.

“You know what I mean. It is too similar to events that transpired the last time we were here. Ghosts prowling the Abbey, missing jewels, new faces.”

He put aside the cue and leaned against the table, crossing one muscular leg over the other. “And you want to investigate.”

“I want us to investigate,” I corrected. “For my own peace of mind.”

Plum rose. “I am to bed. You are clearly working up to something, and I mean to have a proper rest over the holiday, not create mysteries where there are none.”

He took himself off to his rooms with a salute while Brisbane regarded me thoughtfully.

He ruffled his hair with one broad hand. “Occam would count you a poor pupil,” he said, his eyes bright.

“’The simplest explanation is the likeliest,’” I parroted. “And the simplest explanation in this case is that a jewel thief has undertaken to employ the same methods as our previous villain.”

Brisbane rolled his eyes. “First, the culprit would have to ensure that the household was at sixes and sevens due to an ailment, which they could not possibly have introduced by nefarious means, in order to gain entrée to the household. That means that they would have to have access to the household to gain access to the household, if you follow me.”

“I do,” I returned, a trifle acidly. “Your point?”

“My point is this would entail tremendous effort and the method is completely wrong. Even if someone could manage to sicken several members of the household, the means would be something that induced gastric distress, not something as vague and ungovernable as a simple cold. A tainted dish, poisoned drink—those are the methods one would use, and the easiest means of adulterating food and drink is with an agent that would cause excessive vomiting or—”

I held up a hand. “No more detail. I beg you.”

“Very well, but you take my meaning. There are a thousand possible substances which may cause such troubles, but I can think of none that would induce a cold. The beginning of your hypothesis is in tatters, my dear.”

“What of the rest?” I demanded.

He shrugged one wide shoulder. “That the ghost is a person in disguise? Occam’s Razor would suggest otherwise.”

I stared at him, goggle-eyed. “You believe Occam’s Razor would suggest an actual ghost?”

“No, I believe it would indicate Plum is correct. The maid was intoxicated or half-asleep and imagined the whole thing.”

I folded my arms over my chest. “Oh, that is just like a man! To credit something inexplicable to the feeble mind of an hysterical woman.”

He gave me a slow smile. “I think I have proven amply that I, at least, do not believe your sex to be the weaker. On the contrary, my dear, your kind has brought kingdoms to ruin and heroes to their knees. I would not dare to underestimate you.”

“And yet,” I muttered.

“And yet, I will point out any flaw in your logic because you are capable of better,” he returned rather more sternly. “You’ve a fine mind when you aren’t haring off in one direction or other.”

I wrinkled my nose at him. “I still say there is something strange afoot in the Abbey.”

“You have not considered the most damning argument against your pet theory,” he added, almost as an afterthought.

“Pray, what is that?”

“If a thief has gone to the trouble of sickening half the staff and masquerading as a ghost, why on earth would his or her first target be a simple coral ring of no value save the sentimental?”

I had no reply, and he knew it. He returned to his game, smiling a small, triumphant smile. Of course he was correct. No reasonable thief would go to such lengths and take such risk without just reward.

But the next morning, when a flawless emerald ring disappeared, it was an entirely different matter altogether.




The Sixth Chapter



Born a king on Bethlehem plain,
Gold I bring, to crown him again—
King for ever, ceasing never,
Over us all to reign.

“We Three Kings” Traditional English Carol

“Good God, what happened in here? Has Kent attacked at last? I never trust a Kentishman.” Plum appeared in the doorway of the breakfast room smelling of shaving soap and tying his cravat.

“It was the animals,” Aunt Hermia said faintly. “They got a trifle out of hand.”

“It looks as if someone staged a steeplechase in the middle of the table,” Plum returned, which was very nearly the truth. Nin, the Siamese, had been very well-behaved where the dormouse was concerned. But Christopher Sly and Peter Simple, being country cats, had taken an entirely different approach. It was their custom to take a morning constitutional around the Abbey to inspect the property and the breakfast room was always included, with the tasty promise of a grilled kipper to share. Unfortunately, they had appeared just as the dormouse had crept down my arm to taste a sliver of toast I had put out for it. As one, Simple and Sly pounced upon the table, startling the dormouse who immediately fled over and around the breakfast things before escaping into the sugar bowl. The cats, furious at being thwarted, stood on the table, tails lashing as they yowled their rage, which in turn attracted Crab, Father’s mastiff, and Brisbane’s lurcher, Rook. They set to baying as Brisbane snatched up the sugar bowl and held it out of reach of the cats. Nin, ever an opportunist, launched herself lightly onto the table to lick the butter and admire herself in the reflection of the flatware. Father, who had been working in his study, appeared just then, demanding to know who was being murdered in the breakfast room. It took a group effort to disentangle the cats and remove a shame-faced Crab by the collar, and it was more than a quarter of an hour before the various animals were hauled away and we settled back into something vaguely resembling order.

Father had just poured himself a cup of tea to take into the study when Mary, the senior parlourmaid, appeared, her face ashen.

“It’s gone!” she cried, her voice hoarse with emotion. “The emerald ring you left upon your desk, my lord—it has gone!”

Aquinas was hard upon her heels. “I am afraid it is quite true, my lord. The ring is gone.”

Father’s face was inscrutable. He stared at them both a long moment, his expression utterly blank. Then he turned slowly to find the rest of us watching him closely. “Perhaps you had better tell us what you mean,” he said, his voice tight.

Mary clutched at her skirts. “The ring, my lord. I saw it in its little leather box upon the desk where you left it when you came in here to see what the noise was. You will remember I was late today with the dusting because of the junior maid being down with a cold. I was just finishing the study when you rose and left quite hurriedly. I thought I would dust your desk quickly before you returned. I know how you hate to be disturbed,” she added, her eyes wide. She swallowed hard. “The box was open and I saw that the ring was a valuable thing. I did not like to be responsible for it, so I went to fetch Mr. Aquinas to take charge of it and lock it in the safe in the butler’s pantry. But by the time we returned to the study, it was gone. Only the box was left, empty!”

She burst into lusty sobs, and Aunt Hermia went forward to comfort her. “I am an honest girl, I am, my lady! You know I am. Here, I shall turn out my pockets so you will know I am no thief.”

Aunt Hermia covered Mary’s hands with her own. “Do not distress yourself, child. We know your worth.”

Father was staring at Mary as if he had never seen her before. Aquinas came forward, holding out the empty box. “It is just as the girl says, my lord. We entered the study together and the box was on the floor. There is no sign of the ring.”

Father reached out his hand and took the empty box. He stared into it a long moment, then shook his head. “Calm yourself, Mary. You are mistaken. There was no ring in the box. It was empty all the while.”

Mary lifted her head from Aunt Hermia’s shoulder. “My lord? But I saw it—”

“You saw nothing. There was nothing to see. Perhaps you are overtired from the extra work. You ought to have the rest of the morning off.”

Aunt Hermia’s face was white-lipped. “Do as his lordship says, child. Go and rest in your room. If you feel you can, you may resume your duties this afternoon. Do not give this another thought.”

The confused girl dried her tears and bobbed a curtsey before fleeing the room. The rest of us exchanged glances but it was Brisbane who stepped forward. “My lord,” he began.

But Father cut in swiftly, giving Brisbane a piercing look. “Remember.” His gaze swept over the rest of us. “The box was empty all the while,” he insisted. “This is but a tempest in a teapot. Get on with your breakfast. And keep down the noise. This isn’t a bloody circus,” he added, turning on his heel and stalking from the room. Brisbane put out his hand to Aquinas for the empty box and slipped it into his pocket with all the dexterity of a cutpurse. Aunt Hermia noticed nothing of the exchange. She was staring after Father, twisting her hands in her skirts.

Just then Plum appeared and I related the events of the morning to him swiftly as Brisbane removed the dormouse from the sugar bowl, wiped it clean and dropped it into his breast pocket.

“It seems my theory is correct,” I announced. “We have a jewel thief in the house. Brisbane and I shall investigate.”

“Brisbane would like very much to finish his breakfast first,” my husband put in.

“That will not be necessary.” Aunt Hermia’s voice was unaccountably sharp and two bright spots of colour bloomed hotly in her cheeks. “I am quite certain your father must be correct. Surely he would know if there were an emerald ring in his possession.”

I stared at her. “Dearest, I grant you this is a pretty puzzle, but surely you must see there is something strange afoot, even for us.” I smiled to show her I meant no offence, but she rose, her breath coming quick and hard. The gentlemen got to their feet as well.

“Leave it, Julia.”

I persisted. “But what of your own ring? Surely you would like to know what has become of it?”

Her hands tightened on the back of her chair, knuckles white. “I said let it be. We do not require any of your professional meddling.”

She took her leave then, and my gaze followed her as Plum and Brisbane resumed their chairs.

“What on earth has got at her?” I demanded.

“Perhaps a little too much family togetherness at the holidays?” Brisbane hazarded. I threw a crust of toast at him which he caught neatly and popped into his pocket for the dormouse.

“I know you do not believe there is a jewel thief,” I began, but Plum spoke up.

“You heard Aunt Hermia. We should leave it.”

“What of the ghost?” I demanded.

“Never mind. I meant what I said last night. I want a quiet, peaceful family Christmas—just once. Whatever you two mean to get up to, do not tell me. I am taking a leave from the business until Twelfth Night is finished. I am going to read a book, I am going to paint, and I am going to get comprehensively drunk. I am on holiday.”

With that he rose and strode from the room. I grinned at Brisbane, who favoured me with one of his enchanting slow smiles.

“So, my dear, it seems you have set the cat amongst the pigeons.”

“Me? I haven’t done anything,” I protested. “But now that we are partners once more—”

He held up his hand. “Not this time.”

I blinked at him. “I beg your pardon?”

“I must recuse myself.”

“Recuse yourself? I have never heard of anything so profoundly idiotic—” I broke off, comprehension dawning. “You know something.”

He buttered another slice of toast, his expression bland. “Perhaps.”

“Perhaps nothing! You know, now tell me,” I commanded.

“I cannot.” He crunched down on the toast and I sighed. Brisbane in his present mood was as shiftable as the Rock of Gibraltar. I rose and went to his side of the table.

He gave me another of those smiles, and I sat on his lap, looping my arms about his neck. “I shall guess and you will tell me if I am correct. Do those terms suit you?”

“Everything about this present arrangement suits me,” he said, shifting me a little more closely in his lap. “Go on.”

“You know something of Father’s current predicament.”

“Correct.”

“You further are incapable of speaking freely upon the subject.”

“Correct.”

“And Father was quite specifically speaking to you when he said, ‘Remember,’ doubtless reinforcing a promise extracted at some prior time. The obvious deduction being that you, as a gentleman, have given your word of honour to respect his confidence even as it touches me.”

“Lucky me to have such a clever wife,” he said lightly. I moved against his thigh and he made a strangled sound low in his throat. “That was unkind.”

“Think of it more as an invitation,” I suggested.

He held up a warning finger. “You know better than that. Even you cannot get round me when I’ve given my word.”

I nipped the fingertip lightly with my teeth. “I know. But it is rather pleasurable to torment you.”




The Seventh Chapter



O Flower, whose fragrance tender
With sweetness fills the air...

“Lo, How a Rose E’er Blooming” Traditional English Carol

After Brisbane and I had settled amicably upon terms—I would investigate with his discreet assistance but he would answer no direct questions—I announced loudly that I would be writing letters in my room while Brisbane claimed to have business from the morning post that required his attention. Luckily for us both, the rest of the family were equally occupied. Father had bolted the door of his study against visitors while Aunt Hermia had closeted herself with the cook, who was out of bed but still walking in a gingerly fashion. Portia took Jane the Younger to the Home Farm to show her off to our brother Benedick, and that left only Plum, who disappeared with his sketchbook.

Together, Brisbane and I crept up to the attics, making directly for the lumber room where once before a spectral visitor had hidden the means of a ghostly disguise. I had just crossed the threshold when Brisbane gave an exclamation of disgust and held a robe of white gauze aloft.

“The devil might have had the wit to attempt to hide it.” His expression was sour.

“I should have thought you would be pleased to have uncovered the truth so quickly,” I soothed.

He narrowed his witch-black eyes at me. “I have matched wits with some of the most cunning criminals in the world. I do think it’s a trifle wasteful of my time to unmask an unimaginative servant bent on thievery.”

But he inspected the draperies with his usual thoroughness before tossing them to me.

“The same costume as the last time,” I reflected. “Doubtless the story got round the village and someone decided if the ploy had worked once it would work again.” I fell silent, nibbling at my lip as I thought. Brisbane bent to examine the other bits of the costume. The original affair had included a pair of pattens, iron frames that had once been fashionable for lifting a lady out of the mud when she walked, thus sparing her skirts. Our previous ghost had been clever to use them, for they gave the impression of floating if the spectre were seen in fitful light.

Brisbane held them up for my inspection. “Notice anything peculiar?”

I poked at them, twining a long strand of sticky silk about my finger when I pulled away. “Cobweb. They haven’t been worn, not in a very long time. So we have a slightly more interesting puzzle. The pattens made a ghastly effect. It was down to them that anyone who saw the previous ghost believed it to be entirely supernatural. Why then did our present ghost discard the most effective part of the ensemble?”

I strapped them on and began to move about the room as Brisbane watched. “They are dreadfully awkward. And quite heavy. It would take practise to walk in them gracefully and give the impression of floating. Therefore, I propose it must be a woman of small stature, unable to manoeuver in them easily and without sufficient time to learn.”

“So, a female member of staff, new to the house, and small in stature. Do we know anyone who fits that description?”

I sighed and thought of Aunt Hermia’s obvious agitation. “Unfortunately, we do.”

* * *

We found Rose in the stillroom, peering into the earthenware crock and turning the damp potpourri we had mixed.

“It smells a treat, does it not, my lady?” she asked. Her cheeks were pink with exertion and, I suspected, pleasure. I glanced at Brisbane, feeling an utter worm.

He took the lead, moving smoothly to the side of the worktable opposite the girl so as not to alarm her with his size.

“Brisbane, this is Rose, the new stillroom maid. Rose, this is my husband, Mr. Brisbane.”

She bobbed him a swift curtsey as he settled himself onto a stool, bringing his eyes level with hers.

“Good morning, Rose. My wife tells me you hail from London.”

“I do, sir. Cockney born and bred.”

“You must have had a difficult time of it last year,” he said, his voice gentle.

She shot him a sharp look then nodded. “You know what I was then.”

“I do. My wife’s lady’s maid was also trained at Lady Hermia’s refuge.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I have met that Morag. Stuck-up, if you ask me, high and mighty now she’s maiding for a lady. And she’s a face like a sour apple.”

Brisbane flicked me a glance. “She is not wrong,” I murmured. Morag had been known to flaunt her status from time to time, but I understood why. She had been on the receiving end of so much abuse for so much of her life, it was little surprise she sometimes found lording her position an irresistible temptation.

“Were you ever questioned by the police in connection with the Ripper case?” Brisbane put the question to her casually; he did not even hold eye contact with her. Instead, his eyes rested on her hands as they worked.

“I was not. I’ve no use for the police and they’ve no use for me. It is not so hard to lose yourself if you know how.”

“I am sure of it.” He continued to watch as Rose left off stirring the potpourri and moved to a basket of oranges. She took down a jar of cloves and an awl, sticking it firmly into each plump fruit before poking a clove into the hole she had made. The air was thick with the scent of citrus and spice.

Brisbane picked up one of the oranges and began to peel it with a studied air of nonchalance.

“It sounds as if you had some experience of the police before that. I do hope they did not trouble you unduly? They can be overzealous in their efforts.”

Rose snorted. “You can say that again and twice on Sundays! Took me up for thievery they did, and no more cause than the fact that I was in the same street. Lucky I was that the actual thief was caught red-handed with a packet of French lace. Otherwise I would have been sent to gaol for naught.”

Just as she turned to her work again, William IV appeared. In contrast to his previous demeanour, this time he approached formally, bearing a covered plate. “Begging your pardon, my lady, Mr. Brisbane. Rose, I have brought the suet Lady Hermia requested from the kitchen.”

He put it down upon the worktable and gave a short bow from the neck before departing.

“She must mean to put some out for the birds,” I began, pulling back the corner of the oiled cloth. Instantly Rose reared back at the mound of fat. She made the stone sink just in time, heaving quietly.

I took a cloth and wetted it, holding it against her brow after she was finished.

“Oh, my lady, I do apologise. The sight of that suet put me right off.”

Brisbane brought a stool and she perched on it, still clutching the compress.

“I do hope you are not falling ill, Rose. Lady Hermia has come to rely upon you.”

She bent her head to her work again, but I saw a tiny smile tug at her lips. “You are quite a nice lady,” she said, so softly as to be almost inaudible.

“Not always,” I said, feeling a quick stab of guilt. I dared not look at Brisbane. “Rose, if you are unhappy here, I am certain Mr. Brisbane and I can find a place for you at our house in London.”

Her head shot up as she looked from one of us to the other. “Would I have to work with that Morag?”

“Yes,” Brisbane put in. “But her bark is infinitely worse than her bite.”

She grinned. “I will have a think on it, sir. And thank you, my lady.” She handed me the spiced orange she had just finished, bobbing a curtsey as she gave it over. I sniffed deeply as Brisbane and I left her.

We paused outside the door and he lifted a black brow at me. “Your Aunt Hermia will not thank you for attempting to poach her maid. Do not look to me for protection,” he advised. “I have my hands quite full with one March lady. I could not rise to the challenge of taking on another.”

* * *

Aquinas served us our luncheon in the small sitting room adjoining our bedchamber.

“Upon Lady Hermia’s instructions,” he offered by way of apology.

“Where is everyone else?” I asked, peering into the chafing dish he held out for me. “Oh, woodcock!”

Aquinas informed me that Aunt Hermia had decided not to eat luncheon, Plum was still out sketching, and Portia was being fed at the Home Farm. “And his lordship is still at work in his study.”

“Sulking, you mean.” I said it, but I could tell from the small smile playing about Brisbane’s mouth that he thought it.

“It is not for me to say, my lady,” Aquinas said, but his lips twitched as well.

I sighed. “It does not even seem like Christmas. Everyone is in such a mood and the house is practically empty. It hasn’t even been decorated yet!”

I thought of the dozens of family holidays I had spent at the Abbey. I had missed only one—the year I had honeymooned with Brisbane. We had shared our first married Christmas together abroad, and even in the brilliant glow of newly-wedded bliss, I had suffered a pang at missing the traditional celebration with my family.

“Julia?” Brisbane’s voice was softly questioning and Aquinas withdrew on discreet feet.

“I know I am being childish about the whole thing, but you do not know what it is like to be here on Christmas. There has been snow every year upon Christmas Eve and do you know why? Because this is a holy place. There is a well in the village where a winter miracle happened so long ago no one even remembers what it was. But they remembered this was a sacred place and a village grew up around it and that is why it is called Blessingstoke—the blessed hamlet.” Brisbane said nothing. His silences could be weighty things, but they were often gifts as well. I went on. “And Christmas was always so special with everyone gathered round, even the relations I never much liked.” He lifted a brow and I responded with a repressive look of my own. “Do not judge me. You have met the Ghoul.” At the mention of my grisly, funeral-mad great-aunt, Brisbane gave a slight shudder. “Snow every year—even the warmest ones when the sun was bright on the solstice. By Christmas Eve it always came, blanketing the whole village in a shimmering cloud of white. And inside everyone would drink the wassail and get shockingly tipsy and sing songs while Lysander played the piano and Portia led the chorus. Benedick always found the fattest piglet to roast for dinner and the whole place smelled of cinnamon and clove and boxwood and ivy. And for just a little while all was right with the world. And now it isn’t.”

I could scarcely expect him to understand. The stunning conclusion of our previous investigation at the Abbey had called Brisbane away before Christmas. He had merely glimpsed the magic of the place. His own holidays had been meagre affairs, spent either with his Gypsy kin or living rough on the streets of London as a runaway boy. But perhaps it was that lack that helped him to grasp the keenness of my regrets.

He opened his arms and I went to sit on his knee. He embraced me, one hand stroking my hair.

“I feel quite stupid, you know. I oughtn’t to mind.”

He said nothing for a long moment and I relaxed into the warmth of him, feeling that large heart beating a solid, steady rhythm beneath my hand.

“Julia, we are all children at Christmastime.”

“You are not,” I pointed out.

He gave me a shadowy smile. “I think you told me once I was born old.”




The Eighth Chapter



Heap on more wood!—the wind is chill;
But let it whistle as it will,
We’ll keep our Christmas merry still.

“Old Christmastide” Sir Walter Scott

I wandered the Abbey for a little while, poking into various rooms, some I had not seen since a ghastly game of sardines two years before. Everything seemed chill and quiet, and in the long grey light of the afternoon, I felt a certain melancholy settling into the stones. It was a curious feeling. For as long as I had lived in the Abbey, I had thought it a happy place. It had always been colourful and loud, filled with music and laughter and the petty squabbles of too many children. I believed the monks had been happy there as well, toiling soberly at their carp ponds and fruit orchards, polishing the stones with prayerful knees. There were cycles in the life of a great house such as ours. When a lord is young, his family is boisterous and the house comes alive. But the wheel turns, as it must, and a quiet settles over the place as softly as a snowfall, muffling its gaiety as the lord ages and his family is flown. And then the wheel turns again and the house his handed over to the new lord and it stirs to life again, sheltering the family as it has so many before.

I toyed with the idea of sharing my thoughts with Father, but when I went to his study, his door was still locked. I heard a peculiar noise from within, so I bent swiftly and put my eye to the keyhole. Father sat at his desk, his handsome features maudlin and drawn. On top of the desk stood a modest bust of Shakespeare and on top of that perched Grim. He eyed Father and canted his head.

“Tragedy and woe,” he intoned.

“Indeed,” Father replied. “Rather a clever fellow, aren’t you?”

Grim bobbed his head.

With a tender hand, Father reached out and stroked the silken feathers. Grim suffered him to do so, not because he liked being touched. Grim was, in fact, somewhat aloof. But he was acutely sympathetic for a bird, and he had at one time saved my life. I was not surprised he offered father his feathery consolations.

I rose from my spying, wiped at my eyes and hurried up to my room to have a think. I fetched the ring box from the desk where Brisbane had left it and scrutinised it carefully. As I pondered, my eyes fell to a pair of Brisbane’s boots, so much larger than my own slender slippers, and an idea began to form. A quick trip to the lumber room to inspect the pattens strengthened my suspicions, and I returned to my room to compose a series of telegrams.

When I finished, I hunted down William IV in the great hall and bade him take the messages to the village telegraph office and wait for replies. He hurried off, and I turned just in time to find Nin twining herself sinuously about my legs. I bent and scooped her up.

“Where have you been, miss? I have not seen you for the better part of a day,” I scolded. She put out a velvety paw, touching my earring and I scratched her ears until she purred ecstatically. “Mind you tell your master that I have treated you with exceedingly good care,” I told her. I put her down and she scampered off again, disappearing into a narrow gap between the fireplace in the great hall and the carved walnut panelling of the wall beside it. It had once been used by the abbot as a sort of hidey-hole for caching his valuables. Since the Dissolution, it had been put to rather more prosaic use as a cats’ nursery. Christopher Sly in particular liked to give birth there as the stones held the warmth of the fireplace and she was never disturbed. I could only hope Nin was not about to follow suit. I should not like to explain to Sir Morgan Fielding that his extremely valuable and virginal Siamese had been willfully violated.

Suddenly, a familiar voice rang out behind me.

“Do not turn around, Julia,” my husband ordered. “And close your eyes.”

I did as I was told. “What on earth are you up to?”

“Do. Not. Ask.” His voice was strained and there was a series of strange sounds, scraping and straining, and under it all a fluent if subdued litany of modest swear words.

“There. Now turn around, wife.”

I did and nearly tripped over a felled tree lying in the middle of the great hall. Brisbane stood next to it, his usually pristine clothing deeply soiled and torn, his ebony hair tumbled wildly. Leaves clung to him, and he looked like an exceedingly handsome pagan god, the Green Man come gloriously to life.

“Brisbane, what—”

“It is a Yule log. For burning,” he explained helpfully.

“Yes, I know what a Yule log is for, but—”

I noticed then the cluster of men at the door—most of the male staff, my brothers Benedick and Plum, and even Aquinas.

“You wanted a traditional Christmas. And it is not a traditional Christmas without a Yule log.”

He opened his arms and I went into them, absurdly, wholly delighted with this enigmatic man that I had married.

“But you do not like tradition,” I murmured into his ear.

“I like you,” he replied. His arms tightened about me, and I went on tiptoe to thank him with a kiss. My brothers made appropriately appalled noises and Aquinas shepherded the staff out with promises of warm punch in the kitchen.

“If we are burning a Yule log, we really ought to hang the holly and the ivy,” I mused.

“Julia.” Brisbane’s voice held a warning edge.

“It is also tradition,” I protested.

“It is your father’s house and we are already trespassing upon his goodwill by burning this monstrosity against his wishes.”

“I think Father will be inclined to holiday mirth by and by. And if we are putting up the decorations, we must have mistletoe,” I said, giving him my most innocent look.

He canted his head, very like Grim, I observed. “Mistletoe?”

“Mistletoe.”

“Lots of it?”

“Piles of it.”

“Where do you plan to hang it?” he asked, much more interested in the subject suddenly.

“Oh, everywhere.”

* * *

That evening, Father said nothing about the Yule log that had been pushed into the fireplace and prepared for kindling into a holiday fire. Aunt Hermia had merely shrugged when I told her I intended to hang the greenery, and the appearance of Jane the Younger after dinner lightened the mood a little. Father smiled once or twice at her shrieks before retiring to bed early, and Brisbane and I passed a thoroughly satisfactory and entirely private evening in the solitude of our room.

“Thank God for stout stone walls,” he said at one point, and I heartily agreed.

The next morning was Christmas Eve, and even the discovery that another pretty bauble had gone missing was not enough to dampen my rising spirits.

“But it is Jane the Younger’s favourite teething ring,” Portia protested. The thief had absconded with the pretty mother-of-pearl piece I had bought Jane the Younger, and the loss of it had not settled well with either mother or child. “I am afraid without it, she might get fretful.”

“Get?” Brisbane said under his breath.

“I heard that, brother,” she retorted. I hurried to smooth the moment.

“I’m sure it will turn up. After all, Christmas is full of surprises.”

“Julia,” she said narrowly, “you’re wearing an enigmatic face.”

“Don’t be feeble. This is the face I was born with.”

We fell to quarrelling gently then, and the day passed with agonizing slowness. I spoke to Aquinas, organising what was necessary, and starting each time I heard something in the entry hall. At length it was time for tea and we all gathered in the great hall, with the exception of Portia and Jane the Younger. The room had been hung with long boughs of evergreen and the spicy scent of it filled the air with wintry promise. Great bowls of Rose’s clove-studded oranges sat on each tables, and the footmen had carried in tall jars of the damp potpourri, placing them carefully upon the hearth so the warmth of the kindled Yule log would send their scented vapours through the room. As a special treat, Aquinas served wassail with the tea. It had been ladled into the traditional bowl, an enormous affair of ancient wood mounted in silver. Roasted apples bobbed merrily on the surface, and I murmured a warning to Brisbane about the strength of the stuff. It was sweetly spiced and a single glass could fell an unwary soul.

“What is this?” Father grumbled. “It looks like some sort of celebration.”

“It is Christmas Eve,” I said hurriedly. “Reason enough to celebrate.”

He made a harrumphing noise and I went to the window, pulling back the heavy velvet that screened the darkness outside. “It is snowing!” I cried.

The others crowded around the window overlooking the garden. All was quiet and peaceful, with the brilliant long light of a winter moon rising over the slumbering garden. And in that silver peace, clouds drifted, shaking soft petals of snow upon the ground.

“Just like every Christmas,” Aunt Hermia said, her voice thick with awe.

“Like every Christmas,” I breathed. She lifted her hand to touch me on the shoulder, but pulled away at the last moment, giving me a sad smile instead. I pressed a quick kiss to her papery cheek and looked over her shoulder.

“Father,” I said. I motioned for him to turn around.

In the doorway, still as a marble angel and powdered with fresh snow, stood Hortense de Bellefleur.

“Hortense! But how—”

She came forward, dressed in dark green velvet, her hands tucked into the white fur of her muff. She was smiling.

“I came because Julia invited me.”

“Julia.” Every pair of eyes swung to me. Brisbane’s were amused, but Plum’s were wary and even Aunt Hermia seemed slightly taken aback.

But Father was immobile, seemingly gripped by a disbelief that stilled his muscles. I took his arm.

“Father, would you not like to welcome our guest properly? Perhaps a private chat in your study?”

He nodded, but did not move forward until I shoved him lightly. He walked slowly to where Hortense stood and as he approached, she put out her hands. “Hector,” she murmured, her eyes sparkling as brightly as her smile.

He took her hands in his and led her from the room as the rest of the family turned to me expectantly.

“It is very simple,” I said, my voice unnaturally loud. “I had the box from which the ring disappeared. I instructed Monk to make enquiries in London and it seems Father did have a jewel stolen from his study—an emerald ring of considerable value. It had been ordered as a betrothal ring for Hortense.”

Aunt Hermia’s hand was at her throat. “Hector said nothing.”

“He wouldn’t, would he? Not unless she accepted him. Father must have known there would be difficulties in a marriage with Hortense. And until the lady herself agreed to the betrothal, there was no point in upsetting everyone, particularly you.”

“Me?” Aunt Hermia’s eyes were wide. “Why particularly me?

“Perhaps because you have been mistress of the Abbey since Mother died,” I offered gently. “If Father marries again, your position must be altered.”

“I would not care,” she said slowly. “Not if he were truly happy.”

“But Father would not know that. He is only a man.”

We exchanged fond glances as Brisbane stared quietly into the fire and held himself out of our family discussion.

“But why lie when the ring went missing and claim it was never there?” Plum demanded.

I shrugged. “She refused him. He was shattered. He certainly did not wish to discuss it with us. So he did the only thing he could think to do in the moment. He pretended the ring had never existed.”

Aunt Hermia fell silent, her complexion ashen. I knew she was thinking of the ring and what had become of it, but Plum shook his head. “So he decided to keep the whole thing a bloody great secret and tell no one.”

“Language, Plum,” said Aunt Hermia automatically.

“But he had told someone. He took one person into his confidence and swore him to secrecy,” I corrected, levelling my gaze at Brisbane. “Isn’t that right, my dearest?”

He stirred, looking up from the fire to meet my eyes. “It is.”

Plum goggled at him. “You knew Father meant to do this and told no one?”

“It was not mine to tell. He asked for my word I would keep silent.”

“I think you might have broken it upon this occasion,” Plum returned hotly.

“Then I think you know me not at all,” Brisbane countered, his tone deceptively bland. He would put up with Plum’s barbs only so long before he took the quarrel further, and that was not an eventuality I cared to see.

“Calm yourself, Plum. If I am not upset, you have no call to be.” I turned to Brisbane. “I understand why you did not tell me. You are a man of your word. And you know precisely when it is necessary to break it. This was not that time.”

The look he gave me was mingled gratitude and promise of a significant dose of his attentions later. I shivered a little as Portia entered.

“If that child doesn’t cut those teeth soon, I may go deaf. Sorry I am late, everyone. What did I miss?”




The Ninth Chapter



So stick up Ivie and the Bays,
And then restore the heathen ways.

“The True Christmas” Henry Vaughan

After we had caught Portia up with the recent developments, we five sat up until the fire fell to ash. Still Father did not emerge from his study, and there were no noises from within. Eventually we made our way up to bed with no forthcoming announcement, wishing each other a happy Christmas as we went. Much later, when Brisbane had exhausted himself admirably in his marital attentions, I lay wakeful in the silent, snowy night.

“Brisbane?” I whispered into the darkness. I do not know why I whispered. We had proven quite thoroughly that our room was thoroughly incapable of communicating noise to the rest of the household.

He made no answer and I poked him firmly.

“For God’s sake, Julia, give me another hour at least. I am only human.”

“Where is the betrothal ring?”

“Hmm?”

I poked him again. “Where is the betrothal ring? It disappeared from Father’s desk. What became of it? I think Aunt Hermia is worried it might have been Rose. I believe Mary when she said she did not take it.”

He shrugged one heavy shoulder. “We can make a search for it tomorrow. I shall make enquiries in London as well. Whoever has it will want to dispose of it quickly enough. Monk can ask at the usual places and perhaps it will turn up.”

“It is Christmas Day tomorrow,” I observed. “We always play games. You and I can make a search for the ring and Aunt Hermia’s little jewel while we pretend to play sardines. Now, we shall need a plan—”

Brisbane rolled over swiftly, stopping my mouth with his own. I pulled my head back and gave him an appreciative look. “I thought you said an hour.”

* * *

The next morning dawned like something from a Christmas wish. The snow had stopped, piling itself gently in drifts about the Abbey, christening everything in newborn white. William IV arrived with a tray and threw back the curtains to let in the brilliance of the morning. Brisbane and I fortified ourselves with tea and toast and plans before bathing and dressing for the day. First breakfast, then church in the village where Brisbane held a few quiet conversations with local folk, betraying nothing of what was said except a single brisk nod to me as we slid into our box. Confirmation, then, of what we had theorised in bed. I gave a deep sigh of thankfulness and turned my face up to Uncle Fly, the vicar of Blessingstoke, restored to robust enough health to deliver the Christmas homily but not so much that it lasted above quarter of an hour. The vegetarian curate led the singing, and over it all, Jane the Younger kept up a dull roar of protest at being forced to wear a bonnet bedecked with silken holly leaves.

We returned to the Abbey, those of us come from London, the residents of the Abbey, and those who lived at the Home Farm. It was a modest Christmas by March standards, but a happy one. Father was jolly as I had seldom seen him, jesting loudly with Hortense at his side—as honoured guest and no more, for no announcement had been made, but clearly some understanding had been reached. After luncheon, presents were opened, and the children ran wild, trailing ribbons and wrappings after them as they capered about the Abbey. Then they withdrew, claiming they had a Christmas surprise for us all and informing us strictly that we must not enter the dining room until they were ready.

Father waved them off merrily and the staff entered for the presentation of their gifts. Hampers of food and coal had been sent to all the cottages in the village, but these gifts were chosen particularly for the servants who lived in. They filed by in order of rank, Hoots thrusting himself firmly ahead of Aquinas in a Bath chair so old it might have carried the Regent himself. Father and Aunt Hermia handed the gifts to the staff, but when Rose came forward, I gave her the parcel bearing her name.

“Happy Christmas, Rose.”

She opened the box, staring into it for a long minute. She put out a tentative hand, then all pretence of hauteur was gone. She was a child again, fairly dancing as she tore away the last of the glittery tinsel I had affixed to the parcel. Inside was a hat, the grandest, gaudiest hat I could find, festooned with enormous velvet roses of luscious pink. She put it on and twirled.

“It is lovely on you, Rose. I hope you will wear it on your next day out.”

“I will, my lady, and all the village will be agog, they will.”

“So you mean to stay in Blessingstoke?”

She flicked a quick glance to where William IV, stood in his livery, his powdered wig striking a rather elegant note. “I think there’s something to be said for the local scenery, my lady. Although you are mighty kind to offer me a place and I don’t forget it.”

She bobbed a curtsey and withdrew, no doubt to find a looking glass with which to admire herself. The footmen had opened their presents and were preparing to quit the room when I motioned for William IV to come near.

“My lady?”

I handed him a small box. “This is not for you, William. It is for Rose.”

He opened it and lifted out a plain, slender gold ring. “I do not understand, my lady.”

Nin appeared then, rubbing thoughtfully against my ankles as I talked to William. “You cannot marry the girl without a ring. I know she is with child, and furthermore, I know you have been playing at being a ghost in order to visit her chamber at night.” I had initially suspected that a small woman might have found it difficult to master pattens, but later it occurred to me a man would find it equally challenging to walk gracefully in them. As part of his enquiries at church, Brisbane had questioned the maid who witnessed the apparition. She claimed the spectre was frightfully tall, something quite over eight feet, but allowing for exaggeration her description confirmed my suspicions. I smothered a smile at the notion of poor, besotted William cloaking himself in phantom draperies to visit his ladylove. “My husband has made enquiries in the village and has learned you come from a family of farmers. As it happens, Lady Hermia says Wee Ned is ready to leave work, and Whittle will need someone with a strong back to replace him. Wee Ned is above seventy, you know, and his rheumatism is playing up. He means to go and live at the seaside with his sister which means his cottage will be empty. None of the other gardeners have need of it, so it is yours if you want the position.”

“A cottage?”

“Not a large one, but big enough to keep a wife and child. You will not be rich, but I think you could be happy.”

His mouth worked, but no sound came out for a long moment. “My lady, I do not know how to repay you—” He broke off. Nin stared up at him adoringly then gave a pretty little yowl.

I was not so kind “Well, to begin, you can tell me what you did with the rings,” I said softly.

His brows flew up. “What rings?”

“The two rings that have gone missing from the Abbey. One was a sentimental coral piece of Lady Hermia’s, but the other was an emerald belonging to his lordship and quite valuable. If you give them to me, I will return them and nothing further need be said. I know you have been in difficulties because of the situation with Rose, but so long as the property is restored, there is no reason what you have done cannot be overlooked as a youthful peccadillo.”

“But I have stolen nothing!” His face had gone so white his freckles stood out starkly against the pale skin.

I stared at him. “But if you did not take them, who did?”

Just then, Nin pounced upon a piece of tinsel, clamping it firmly in her jaws. She trotted off, her tail waving sinuously. And I knew.

“Hell and damnation,” I muttered.

William flushed the colour of holly berries.

“My apologies, William. A lady should not swear, but I am provoked.”

“I heard nothing,” he said loyally.

I smiled. “Come with me.”

We followed Nin to the little alcove tucked behind the fireplace. As we watched, Nin slid between the stones, bearing her tinsel away in triumph. I looked to William.

“We must retrieve what she has lodged there,” I instructed. To his credit, William did not flinch. He contorted himself in exceedingly painful ways, but he had fished out all of her trophies while she paced and protested. It made for an interesting collection. There was Father’s emerald and Aunt Hermia’s coral ring, a pile of tinsel, a pocketwatch, a pen, and Jane the Younger’s teething ring.

“How on earth did she manage that?” Aunt Hermia demanded. We had gathered a crowd as we worked, and as everyone was well-lubricated with wassail, it was viewed with much hilarity. Eventually a protesting Nin was put into a basket and carried out, and the trophies were distributed to their rightful owners. Rose sat very close to William IV, and Hoots was issuing orders from his Bath chair while Aquinas went about the actual business of running the Abbey. Aunt Hermia, relieved Rose was not the culprit as she had feared, drank off two cups of wassail in quick succession, while Plum made eyes at our brother Benedick’s sister-in-law, a prissy young lady from Ireland whose accents grated upon the nerves but who at least kept him amused. I managed to pull Hortense away for a brief chat under the guise of admiring the decorations.

“Well? Are you to be my stepmama?” I asked.

She gave me her gentle, beautiful smile. “I am afraid I must refuse.”

“Refuse? On what grounds? Is it because of Brisbane?”

“No. Nicky is like a son to me, and nothing more. You know this better than anyone, although your father has not been so easy to persuade. Hector spoke with Nicky before he proposed to me, and he believed your husband’s assurances that we are fond of each other, but nothing more. Of course, then I turned down his proposal of marriage, and he immediately thinks, La! She loves the boy and they have both lied to me.”

I smiled at the notion that anyone would refer to Brisbane as a boy. “I do understand your attachment to each other, and I know it for what it is, Fleur. But if you truly only love Brisbane like a son, why did you turn Father down?”

She gave one of her graceful Gallic shrugs. “I must refuse because I do not wish to be the Countess March. I am not the sort of woman who would like to spend her time in the country. Can you see me, hiring servants and opening village fêtes? Next you will have me bottling fruit and spinning wool! No, I am a creature of the city, and in the city I will stay.”

“But why does Father look so happy if you have refused him?”

She flapped a hand. “Because he did not really want to marry, either! Your father is a man of habits. Bellmont is his perfect estate where he can play at being king in his castle. He does not wish for me to disarrange things. But when he first proposed marriage to me, he believed my refusal was absolute, that I did not wish to see him again. Before we could come to an understanding, you and Plum were injured and his children must always be his first priority.”

“I am sorry for that, Fleur.”

“I am not. It makes him the man I love.”

“You love him? Truly?”

“And he loves me. But we do not need to be married to be in love. No, that is an old-fashioned way of thinking, and I am a very modern lady, no?”

“Where does that leave you?”

She gave a Gallic half-shrug. “In the shocking position of being official mistress of the Earl March.”

“Oh, heavens,” I murmured.

Her eyes were shining. “It is a very long time since I created a scandal. I am quite looking forward to it.”




The Tenth Chapter



Silent night! Shadowy night!
Purple dome, starry light!
Pouring splendour of centuries down,
Gold and purple, a glorious crown,
Where the manger so rude and wild
Cradles a sleeping child.

“Silent Night” pub.1881, Scribner’s Monthly

Some time later, the children beckoned us to the dining room. They were dressed in an assortment of nightdresses and robes, some with turbans wound around their heads, others with fantastical eastern draperies forming their costumes.

“What are you meant to be?” I asked my nephew Tarquin. His brown woolen robe was stuffed unevenly with humps.

Behind his spectacles, he rolled his clever eyes. “I am a camel, Aunt Julia. A Bactrian camel. They are Asian ungulates, you know. We had to make one because we couldn’t find one in the village.”

“I should think not.”

“It is quite alright,” he informed me. “We found almost everything else.”

The boy did not exaggerate. The noise from the dining room was deafening, and the smell when the doors were thrown open was thoroughly foul.

“Good God,” Father demanded. “What have you children done?”

“We are presenting the story of the Nativity in tableau with animals,” said Tarquin’s sister Perdita. She was dressed as one of the kings with a long beard of blue wool liberated from her mother’s knitting basket. Father roared with laughter at the sight, and I clasped Brisbane’s hand in mine.

We were escorted inside and told to find seats, but most of the cast had overturned them, for in addition to the costumed camel, there was a cow I had sent down to the Rookery from London. The peacock I had brought from India along with his pale wife—Feuilly and Madame Feuilly—stood in lofty disdain as they surveyed the chaos. Several piglets, doubtless siblings of our Christmas feast, ran under the furniture and squealed in terror while one of my nieces, sporting fake whiskers as the innkeeper, fed them plum puddings. The dogs were there as well—Crab the mastiff and Brisbane’s lurcher Rook were guided by the shepherds while Mr. Pugglesworth and Florence sat in the manger on top of the doll meant to be the infant Jesus. Chickens clucked and shrieked as the cats, Peter Simple and Christopher Sly, stalked them behind the manger, and somehow Nin had liberated herself from her basket and joined the cast, imperious as an empress on a cushion carried by one of the kings who had lost his frankincense. Over it all, Grim perched on a bust of Shakespeare, quorking his delight.

“It is madness,” Brisbane said, and he laughed until tears gathered in his eyes.

“It may be madness, but it is an entirely March Christmas,” I told him. “And do not forget, this is only half the family. The rest will be here for Twelfth Night.”

But that is a tale for another time.

* * * * *

Love and joy come to you,
And to you your wassail took
And God bless you, and send you
A happy new year.

“Here We Come A-Wassailing” Traditional English Carol
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Meeting the Marches

*Hector March, the Earl March (b.1817) His beloved wife, Charlotte, is deceased. He divides his time between his Sussex estate, Bellmont Abbey, and his London home where he is active in Parliamentary debate, particularly over the question of Irish Home Rule. His hobbies are Shakespearean studies and quarrelling with his hermit.

His children are:

 

	Frederick, Viscount Bellmont “Monty” (b. 1846) Married to Adelaide Walsingham. Resides in London. Represents Blessingstoke as a Member of Parliament.
	Lady Olivia Peverell (b.1847) Married to Sir Hastings Peverell. Resides in London where she is a prominent political hostess.
	Hon. Benedick March (b.1848) Married to Elizabeth Pritchett. Manages the Home Farm at Bellmont Abbey and is acknowledged to be Julia’s favourite brother. His two eldest children, Tarquin and Perdita, make an appearance in two of Lady Julia’s adventures.
	Lady Beatrice “Bee” Baddesley (b. 1850) Married to Sir Arthur Baddesley, noted Arthurian scholar. Resides in Cornwall.
	Lady Rupert “Nerissa” Haverford (b.1851) Married to Lord Rupert Haverford, third son of the Duke of Lincoln. Divides her time between London and her father-in-law’s estate near Nottingham.
	Lady Bettiscombe “Portia” (b.1853) Widow. Mother to Jane the Younger. Resides in London.
	Hon. Eglamour March (b.1854) Known as Plum to the family. Unmarried. A gifted artist, he resides in London where he engages in a bit of private enquiry work for Nicholas Brisbane.
	Hon. Lysander March (b.1855) Married to Violanthe, his turbulent Neapolitan bride. He is a composer.
	Lady Julia Brisbane (b.1856) Widow of Sir Edward Grey. Married to Nicholas Brisbane. Her husband permits her to join him in his work as a private enquiry agent against his better judgment.
	Hon. Valerius March (b.1862) Unmarried. His desire to qualify as a physician has led to numerous arguments with his father. He pursues his studies in London.


*Note regarding titles: as the daughters of an earl, the March sisters are styled “Lady”. This title is retained when one of them marries a baronet, knight, or plain gentleman, as is the case with Olivia, Beatrice, and Julia. As Portia wed a peer, she takes her husband’s title, and as Nerissa married into a ducal family, she takes the style of her husband and is addressed as Lady Rupert. Their eldest brother, Frederick, takes his father’s subsidiary title of Viscount Bellmont as a courtesy title until he succeeds to the earldom. (It should be noted his presence in Parliament is not a perk of this title. Unlike his father who sits in the House of Lords, Bellmont sits in the House of Commons as an elected member.) The younger brothers are given the honorific “The Honourable”, a courtesy which is written but not spoken aloud.




Recipe for March Wassail

Drinking wassail is an ancient tradition. Dating back to Saxon times, the word itself comes from the greeting “wæs hæl”, roughly translated as “be you healthy”. In the counties of southern England renowned for cider production, drinking wassail originated as a bit of sympathetic magic to protect and encourage the apple trees to bear fruit. While wassail and other punches were very popular during Regency times, by the later part of the 19th-century, they had been largely supplanted by wines and other spirits. The Marches, however, care much more for their own pleasure than for what is fashionable. They serve their wassail the old-fashioned way, out of an enormous wooden bowl mounted in silver with a roasted apple garnish. Their wassail is, as tradition dictates, served quite hot and is deceptively alcoholic. Proceed with caution.

Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Core a dozen small apples. (You will only need ten for the wassail, but leftover roasted apples are delicious with cream, yogurt, or ice cream.) Loosely spoon brown sugar into each apple place in a casserole dish with a small amount of water. Bake until tender, approximately 45 minutes.

Meanwhile, gently warm 2 pints hard cider. (This is not available in the juice aisle of the grocery store. It is wonderfully alcoholic and tastes deeply of apples. You can find bottled varieties at wine and liquor stores, but the very best is fermented by apple farmers for their own use. Find one and befriend him. The Marches get their cider at the source from the Home Farm at Bellmont Abbey.) To the warming cider, add four cinnamon sticks, crushed with a mortar and pestle, and four pinches ground cloves. (In a bind, ½ teaspoon ground cinnamon may be substituted for the sticks.) Grate in fresh ginger and fresh nutmeg to taste. Lord March’s secret ingredient is a cup of his very best port, added just in time to heat through.

When the apples are plump and bursting from their skins, remove them from the oven. Put one into a heatproof punch glass and ladle the wassail over. The March family recipe calls for a garnish of a fresh cinnamon stick for each glass.

This recipe will serve six Marches or ten ordinary folk.




Aunt Hermia’s Recipe for Winter Potpourri

From the French for “rotted pot”, potpourri was originally this damp version preferred by Aunt Hermia. The high moisture content caused the flowers to fade as they decayed, so the mixture was traditionally kept in porcelain jars with pierced lids. When placed on the hearth, the warmth from the fire caused the fragrance of the potpourri to waft through the room.

Layer the bottom of an earthenware crock with partly-dried rose petals. (The depth should reach to the first joint of your forefinger.) Sprinkle with sea salt to cover and add a splash of brandy. On top of this, place a layer of partly-dried lavender mixed with carnation petals. Sprinkle this with sea salt to cover and splash with brandy as well. Continue to layer, repeating pattern of petals and salt and brandy and pack firmly. When jar is not quite full, place a heavy china plate on top. Weight the plate with a clean brick wrapped in linen and seal the crock.

Place on a high shelf or a dark corner and leave it be for two days. On the third day, stir the mixture, then leave to cure for a fortnight. By this time, the petals and salt shall have formed a sort of damp cake. Break this up with your hands, crumbling it gently. To this crumbled cake, add broken cinnamon sticks—two for each layer of petals originally placed in the crock—and half a dozen bay leaves. Add a palmful of carefully dried orange peel and sprinkle over a palmful of powdered orrisroot. Mix gently. Finish with a final splash of brandy and turn again. It is best to leave it be for another fortnight, but if necessary, it may be used at once. Spoon it into a porcelain jar with a pierced lid and place near a source of warmth.
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