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        * * *

      

      Death stalks the guests at a seaside resort...

      

      While staying at Brighton with the formidable old Mrs. Montford, Anna Fairweather witnesses a drowning. Suspecting the “accident” is something more sinister, Anna begins a search for the truth  – and the killer.

      

      Does a belligerent brother-in-law carry an old grudge? Is the victim’s grieving husband a little too quick to move on? With an entire hotel full of suspects, Anna must uncover the secrets, and the motives, the hotel guests and employees are desperate to hide.  But with the clock ticking, will Anna get to the bottom of the mystery  – or find herself at the bottom of the ocean?
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      Traveling to Brighton so late in the year seemed like a fool’s errand, but for Mrs. Montford, it was precisely the sort of holiday that she needed.

      In the place known for its beautiful seaside shores and cobalt waters, travelers flocked from all over to soak up the rare moments of sun and warmth. Inns and restaurants lined the streets along the coast, and shops of all sizes attracted buyers with handsome window hangings, clothes perfect for a relaxing time on the beach, and tempting treats and savory snacks.

      It might have been a pleasant destination…had it not come in the wake of the death of my master.

      “I do wish that you would look a bit cheerier,” Mrs. Montford said as she peered out the window, our train beginning to decelerate as we neared the station. She adjusted her hold on her handbag, looking out of the window with great annoyance.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a tight smile, though I could not bring myself to feel any different. I ducked my gaze to my hands in my lap. I knew the rigidness in my shoulders would prove me to be nothing more than a liar, so I did what I could to try and relax.

      As a child, I had heard tales of the seaside being some mysterious, magical place where nothing could ever go wrong. It seemed to be akin to heaven on earth.

      Yet as the train brakes screeched and the conductor passed by our cabin, likely to reach the door ahead of the passengers, I could not ignore the rhythmic tip-tap of rain against the window nor the dark clouds that pressed in on all sides like the shadow of some great beast.

      It had not been much more than a week since the Colonel died. No…not died. The Colonel was murdered.

      Every time I closed my eyes, all I could see was the blotchy face of the killer, his arm wound up with the fireplace poker clutched tightly in his hand, readying himself to strike me dead with it.

      Had it not been for the commotion that scene had caused, I knew for certain that I would not be here now with Mrs. Montford, taking the afternoon train to Brighton.

      Familiar knots in my chest seemed to have made a permanent residence within me, which ensured I not only missed sleep, but that I had to hide for long stretches of time until my racing heart would slow and my panting breath would ease. It felt as if someone sat upon my chest all hours of the day. The fear had become crippling, striking when I least expected it, suffocating the air right from my lungs.

      I knew the murderer had been hauled away. I had heard his angry shouts as the police came to arrest him. He was not at the Montford country estate any longer. I had thought it would be better for me not to know exactly where he had gone, and yet, somehow not knowing made it a great deal harder to imagine him in confinement anywhere. What I wanted was to know that he was held in a particular place, in a particular cell…a very real place where he could never touch me again.

      I suppressed a shudder, my hands tightening in my lap, my knuckles turning white.

      The train came to a complete stop, and Mrs. Montford let out a heavy sigh. “Goodness me…I shall never understand why it is that I cannot travel anywhere without the blasted rain following after me.”

      I looked up, peering out the window, the streaks of rain trickling down the glass.

      “I shall be happy to see Mrs. Baird. It has been too long,” Mrs. Montford said.

      I pursed my lips. I wondered what this Mrs. Baird might think of Mrs. Montford bringing a solitary maid along for her stay. It might have been easily explained that she was an older woman and needed extra care, but Mrs. Montford was quite spry and she hardly needed me.

      “Let us make our way down to the platform, then,” Mrs. Montford said, getting to her feet.

      “Shall I take your bag for you, ma’am?” I asked.

      “Yes, I suppose you might as well,” Mrs. Montford said, and she handed the rose-patterned carpet bag to me.

      We made our way off the train to the platform where the conductor helped to haul Mrs. Montford’s trunk onto a trolley, doing his best to keep it beneath the overhang outside the station. He helped us into the main lobby of the station, his own suit dotted with droplets, she and I almost entirely dry thanks to his careful attendance. He bid us farewell and hurried off to help the next family.

      “Very good,” Mrs. Montford said, looking around. The station itself was painted in bright, cheerful colors indicative of summer. A large mural painted on the back wall showed happy families down by the water, sun beaming down, children playing in the sand, and couples hand in hand in the shallow surf.

      A chill ran down my spine at the sight of so much water.

      Splashing filled my mind and my throat grew tight. The suffocating feeling returned and I gripped the handles of the carpet bag as if it were a lifeline.

      “Now, where is that—”

      “Mrs. Montford!”

      I welcomed the distraction and turned to see who I could only assume was Mrs. Baird making her way toward us.

      She reminded me of a flower, all dressed up in powder blue with a matching wide-brimmed hat. She seemed far more prepared for a day at the beach than the raining, dreary afternoon that had actually been given to us. Her face, rosy and round, was pleasing to look at; she must have been quite the stunning woman in her day, with her wide hips and her graceful wave that gave me visions of dancers on the London stages that I had seen when I was young.

      “Oh, Beatrice, how wonderful it is to see you again,” Mrs. Baird said, reaching both hands out toward Mrs. Montford. She beamed at her, the broad smile lighting up her face.

      “Mrs. Baird,” Mrs. Montford said with great warmth in her voice, a warmth that I had not heard for some time. She held her hands out, and the woman bypassed them entirely to wrap her arms around Mrs. Montford’s shoulders, embracing her.

      “Oh, Bea…” Mrs. Baird said, her blue hat obscuring her and Mrs. Montford entirely from my sight. “How can I begin to tell you how devastated I am for you?”

      I noticed the ends of Mrs. Montford’s fingers clench ever so slightly, and for a long moment, she simply allowed her friend to hold her tightly. “Thank you,” she said finally, pulling away, giving Mrs. Baird a small smile, though she did not meet her gaze for more than a moment.

      Mrs. Baird studied my mistress with sad eyes, her mouth turned down in a frown. “Bea, you must feel just terrible. I was so glad when you agreed to come and stay here. I knew the change of scenery would help. It will help, I assure you.”

      She laced her arm through Mrs. Montford’s, leading her through the station.

      I fell in behind them, making sure to stay close so as not to become lost among the crowds of people coming off the train meeting with friends and family greeting them.

      “I promise you that we have had some wonderful weather of late,” Mrs. Baird said as we stepped back outside, the chorus of rainfall challenging her words. “Unseasonably warm, you see. Not that anyone has complained. The longer the snows are held off, the happier everyone around here is. Now, where is our car…”

      She hurried us over to the car, which we climbed into so that she could chauffer us to the inn where we would be spending the next week.

      “There, now, that was not too bad, was it?” Mrs. Baird asked, a few droplets clinging to the edges of her hat. She brushed some water from her sleeves and leaned forward to her driver. “The Main Street Hotel, if you would, William.”

      The driver glanced in his rearview mirror, gave her a nod, and we were on our way.

      “What a handsome car,” Mrs. Montford said.

      Mrs. Baird preened, patting the seat beside her rather affectionately. “A gift from my husband,” she said. “He knows how I detest remaining indoors, and he wanted to ensure that I would have a safe means of getting around town. It was quite an expense, of course.”

      “Nothing but the best for his bride,” Mrs. Montford said.

      Mrs. Baird’s smile faltered. “Oh, Bea…I did not mean to make you upset. How thoughtless I was, mentioning my husband in such a flippant manner.”

      “You need not apologize,” Mrs. Montford said. “I am not so sensitive that you cannot discuss entirely normal aspects of your life. I shall speak with many in the future who have not yet had to say goodbye to their husbands, but I shall not be so selfish as to wish otherwise. It would be terribly unkind of me.”

      Mrs. Baird laid her hand over her heart. “You are so strong, Bea. How admirable you are.”

      The car took a turn at the end of the street, and the lights out the window to my right suddenly disappeared in the distance. A great blackness stretched to the horizon.

      “Oh, the sea…how I have missed it,” Mrs. Montford said with a sigh that seemed to release more of the tension than anything else had in the last few days.

      The sea…

      I turned my face away, trying my best to ignore the memories trying to break through the shield I had erected in my mind. Like a fist pounding on glass, it made me quake beneath its presence but I knew it could not reach me. Not as long as I ignored it.

      “I must admit, I am quite impressed with your young maid here,” Mrs. Baird said. “Has yet to say a word. She could teach my girls a thing or two. They thrive on gossip, let me tell you. I should like them not to whisper as if they think I cannot hear them.”

      I felt Mrs. Montford glance at me. “Anna is dutiful,” she said. “I have been pleased with her position in my household.”

      “Clearly,” Mrs. Baird said with a smile. I did my best not to look up from my hands in my lap once again. I could just see her out of the corner of my eye. “The fact that you have chosen her as your attendant during your stay here speaks volumes.”

      My cheeks burned. I wished they would continue their conversations about the Colonel or Mr. Baird…something apart from paying any sort of attention to me when I could hardly breathe for the weight pressing against me, knowing the sea lay such a short distance from me, churning and thrashing about in the wind from the storm.

      “The Colonel chose her especially,” Mrs. Montford said. “And I have been impressed with her diligence and attentiveness. Apart from a few follies as of late…I have nothing too great to complain about.”

      Nothing too great to complain about? What does that mean?

      I knew she had not been pleased when she learned of my snooping around for information with her nephew, immediately following the Colonel’s death. She had firmly scolded me for it, though I had overheard young Mr. Jerome doing his best to take the blame entirely before he and his mother left the estate shortly afterward.

      “Are you all right, girl?”

      I tensed at once, my back becoming as rigid as the seat I sat upon.

      “Yes, of course, ma’am,” I said, though I could hear the rise in my voice.

      “Goodness, what has you so nervous?” Mrs. Montford asked.

      I swallowed, or attempted to. My throat seemed dry as paper. “It is the sea, ma’am,” I said in a small voice. “The water has made me uneasy since I was a girl.”

      “Oh, there is no need to fear,” Mrs. Baird said. “It might look tumultuous right now, but once the storm has cleared and the sun comes out, it shall be a great deal calmer. Then you shall see it for its beauty.”

      Mrs. Montford studied me, her eyes narrowing slightly.

      “I know it can be quite overwhelming to see so much water if you have never seen it before,” Mrs. Baird said. “I assure you, you are perfectly safe.”

      I nodded, keeping my head bent.

      The ladies’ conversation turned to Mrs. Montford’s final goodbyes to her home in Maidstone. She told Mrs. Baird, as she had told so many others in her family, that she did not intend to abandon the country estate forever, but that she needed a change of scene in order to grieve and move past the Colonel’s death.

      As we approached the hotel, the car slowly pulled into a pretty drive flanked by tall trees and some of the loveliest buildings I had seen in all my life. Nothing at all like the dirty parts of London I had known in my youth, and yet a different sort of beauty to the sprawling fields and lush gardens of Maidstone. Despite the main building nestling tightly between two others, it seemed perfectly natural, possessing a welcome coziness.

      A sense of heightened excitement temporarily pushed my fears aside, and I allowed myself the luxury of staring up at the four-story structure that we had reached.

      The driver quickly parked the car underneath the large awning that spanned the width of the drive and helped the two ladies from the car. I followed suit quickly, keeping up with them, Mrs. Montford’s bag clasped firmly beneath my arm.

      The foyer did not disappoint. A grand staircase greeted us, two separate walkways that wound up both sides of the room, meeting in the middle and then carrying on up to the second floor. A breathtaking chandelier hung down in the center with thousands of tiny glittering crystals hanging from the golden frame. The floor reflected the whole room, the marble polished so keenly that it may as well have been a mirror.

      “Goodness me, Mrs. Baird,” Mrs. Montford said. “What a lovely, lovely place.”

      Mrs. Baird gave a small giggle, laying her hands upon her friend’s arm. “Is it not just the most gorgeous place you have ever seen?” she gushed. “I thought it just the location for you to have a bit of rest and relaxation.”

      I watched Mrs. Montford, and for the first time since the Colonel’s death, I saw a rare glimpse of her youth. When she stared up at the chandelier, the lines around her eyes eased and I could see something passing through her mind. I wondered what she could be thinking of. The Colonel? Her future? I imagined it touched upon them both.

      “Come, let us get you checked into your room. You will love the view. And dinner tonight at the restaurant? Oh, goodness me, your Mrs. Rose back at the estate might be a worthy cook, but I assure you that you will thoroughly enjoy your meals here.”

      I followed them through an opening beneath the stairwell where we found a long counter where people dressed in deep green stood. I assumed they must be the staff of the hotel. Many guests, dressed in their finery, strolled through the foyer. Others had congregated nearby to speak with the staff. A large golden plaque hung the full length of the wall behind the counter, filled with little golden hooks where silver keys hung, spinning lazily with tiny black numbers above them.

      Mrs. Baird and Mrs. Montford stepped up to the counter and I fell in behind them, doing my best to appear uninterested in my surroundings. I allowed myself some slight glances here and there, but I knew that too much would draw attention. The ladies did not seem at all interested in anything apart from their own conversation, and so they did not hear anyone step up behind us.

      “I still think this is best,” said a woman’s voice. “I realize it may be a bit of an inconvenience, but the view from the other side of the building is going to be breathtaking.”

      “I am pleased you’re happy,” said a man, whose voice seemed to lack enthusiasm.

      “I feel I must apologize,” she said. “Had I known we had the choice from the beginning, I would have requested one from the start—”

      The man let out a small chortle of disbelief.

      “What is wrong?” she asked. “Why are you making that face?”

      “It’s nothing,” he said, but it was quite clear that it was, in fact, something.

      The woman let out a small sigh. “I thought this was what you wanted,” she said. “To come here. To get away.”

      “It is,” he snapped. “Can we just—please, let’s just drop the matter. We will ask to change suites, though it will be a small miracle if they still manage to have any on the sea side of the hotel.”

      The woman huffed. “I do not see the harm in asking,” she said. “We are paying good money, after all. And halfway through a two week stay? They will be happy to accommodate us.”

      “You underestimate the number of guests here on holiday,” he said. “Do you not see those in front of us? Carrying their luggage? They may take the last room, for all we know.”

      A cool silence fell. I could very nearly feel the bristly tension between them. I had just begun to turn my attentions back to Mrs. Montford and Mrs. Baird, who were discussing the coming holidays, when the woman behind me spoke once more. Her voice carried in such a way that she was difficult to ignore.

      “I suppose you have no interest in walking down by the water this evening?” she asked.

      “In this weather?” he asked. “Certainly not.”

      She let out a groan of frustration. “If the storm passes,” she said. “Which it very likely will do.”

      There was a rustle of clothing behind me. “I have a feeling that you will be wrong about that.” He must have turned to see the same hovering clouds that I had, as thick as smoke, as dark as night.

      “I think you will find that I am right,” she said. “As I often am about these things.”

      At that moment, Mrs. Montford and Mrs. Baird stepped up to the counter, and I did my best to stop hearing the bickering couple behind me. As I listened to the employee behind the counter joyfully give Mrs. Montford a thorough description of her room, I found myself grateful that she had not heard what the couple had been saying to one another. She had enough to worry over. The last thing she needed to begin her holiday was a sour taste left by bickering guests.

      I was all too pleased when the smiling employee handed Mrs. Montford her shiny silver key and we turned to head back toward the grand staircase.

      The size of the suite seemed staggering, given the fact it was only Mrs. Montford and I who were going to be staying within, but she nodded as we entered, looking around. “I suppose it will do, for a week,” she said.

      It will certainly do, I thought, looking round the small parlor and the doors off to the side where two separate rooms could just be seen through the doorways.

      Perhaps I will have a small chance to rest and relax during our stay, I thought, the first glimmer of hope surfacing in my tired, anxious mind.

      “Oh, is it not just charming?” Mrs. Baird asked, stepping fully into the suite, staring around. “And just look at all these furnishings. Goodness, you could practically live here. They certainly know how to keep their guests happy!”

      Mrs. Montford walked straight to the wall of windows at the far side of the room and stared out into the storm. “It will be a beautiful place to stay,” she said finally, turning and giving her friend a smile. “Thank you for the suggestion. I think this will be just what I need.”

      “Wonderful!” Mrs. Baird exclaimed. She hurried across to my mistress’s side and regarded her with great excitement. “Let us hurry and get you all unpacked. We have dinner reservations at six, and I should like to give you the chance to explore your home for the next few nights.”

      Once Mrs. Montford’s things were put away as she liked them—I knew I would have all evening to unpack my own—Mrs. Baird showed us around the hotel, which seemed to have a history as rich as its architecture. She told us of the tale of the designer, who wanted something that might rival a palace but be accessible to ordinary people on their holiday. He imagined a place for families, where they might enjoy the seashore and the fun it had to offer.

      As we passed through one of the halls, lined on one side by a large theater, a brilliant beam of sunlight suddenly appeared through the window, breaking through the clouds.

      It seems the woman at the counter was right, I thought. The storm has stopped.

      It was not long before the clouds cleared and the beauty of the landscape beyond could be seen. With the rain having disappeared, Mrs. Montford wished to step outside and see the sea for herself, perhaps take a walk along the pier.

      “Oh, let us wait some time,” Mrs. Baird said. “The sea will be thrashing something awful for the rest of the night. Tomorrow it will look so much lovelier.”

      The clock had run down on us. Mrs. Baird whisked Mrs. Montford back up to our suite so she could be dressed for dinner and so the friends could have a proper time to catch up. I helped my lady find her favorite plum dress, which she usually reserved for afternoon tea with her friends, and located her charcoal grey hat with the silk roses pinned to the black ribbon that wrapped around it.

      “Very good, very good,” Mrs. Baird said. “How wonderful. Now, I suppose we can have a nice little chat while we wait for the six o’clock hour to wind down. Shall we?”

      The two ladies sat down together and began to chat again. In that time, I glanced over at the window, my heart beginning to race once more.

      I knew if I took a step in its direction, I would surely find the sea just beyond. What then?

      The terrible memory knocked on the door to my heart once more, and I pinched my eyes shut, willing it to pass.

      The water. The river. My father. The splashing—

      Stop. Stop it!

      It was better for me to be busy, to listen to the ladies and their conversation, to tend to them as they needed, than to dwell on the past.

      “Girl, why do you look so forlorn?” Mrs. Baird asked. “Is she missing the estate? That is quite normal, I assume. That has been her home for several years now, yes?”

      I did not know whether to respond. She had addressed me but then turned the question to Mrs. Montford. What did that mean?

      “Anna?”

      I did my best to smooth my expression and inclined my head, turning away from the windows. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “I believe Mrs. Baird asked you a question.”

      I looked at Mrs. Baird. It might have been the first time we had made eye contact since we arrived. “My apologies, Mrs. Baird. Yes, I suppose it is that I miss the estate. You are correct. It was indeed my home for these past four years.”

      “I thought as much,” she said. She then gave a sweeping motion with her hand and smiled kindly at me. “Why don’t you get your mind off these things, hmm? Take a nice walk down by the pleasure pier before we go down to dinner.”

      “Oh, I could not possibly—” I began.

      “Nonsense,” Mrs. Baird said. “You have been stiff as a board since you arrived. I shall take care of Mrs. Montford. You need to go and get some fresh air. It is not good for a ladies maid to be anxious and sulky. Think of how you will make your mistress feel if you remain in such a state all week?”

      Her argument seemed sound, yet I had no desire to listen to it. I glanced at Mrs. Montford.

      She nodded in agreement. “Yes, I think she is right,” she said. “A walk will do you some good.”

      I swallowed hard, glancing out the window again.

      “Run along,” Mrs. Montford commanded.

      I knew it would not do to disobey.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had chased the clouds away, leaving nothing but a brilliant sky of mauves and lilacs. The evening arrived with a warmth that I had not expected, and the only remnant of the rain could be seen in the puddles that dotted the walkways and the droplets still dripping from the overhangs.

      I had managed to convince myself to step out of the hotel. A long covered porch stretched all along the back of the hotel where rocking chairs awaited guests. Some were occupied by men and women sitting together watching their children play. Others were filled by couples hand in hand, staring into one another’s eyes, oblivious to the ocean that sprawled out before them just on the other side of the pier that the hotel butted up against.

      I wondered if any of these happened to be the couple I had heard arguing behind me earlier. I had only caught sight of them for the briefest moment. All I had noticed had been the woman’s hair, which was a strawberry blonde. None of the women I saw now seemed to have the same shade, and so I passed by them all without another glance.

      I stopped on the steps, looking out over the pier. It seemed everyone in the hotel had been eager to move outdoors, as I imagined that most of Brighton had decided to enjoy the last hour or so of daylight before settling in for the evening.

      The sea itself was difficult to ignore. It touched every part of my vision, up and down the shore. The pier, set above the beach where the waves met the sand that was only accessed by brick staircases that lead down to them, seemed safe enough to me. I would not have to get near the water at all, if I did not want. I would be separated by some distance, a railing, and quite a bit of height.

      The warm, tantalizing spiciness of cinnamon gently greeted my senses, drawing my head toward a stall along the pier. A man tossed nuts in a large silver pan over a small open flame. The headiness of the aroma made my mouth water. There could not have been a better or more pleasing scent to me.

      I had no money to my name, but having left my apron up in the room at Mrs. Montford’s request, at least I was without my usual maid persona. In my simple black dress with a matching hat pulled over my blond bobbed hair, I might have been anybody at all, out for an evening stroll. Easy as it usually was to hide behind my apron and maid’s cap, this gave me a foreign sense of euphoria, being entirely without expectation as I was.

      I made my way down to the stalls that lined the walkway. People flocked to the stalls, each of which held a different attraction. Some offered food stuffs, others games for the children. One a bit further down seemed to be selling handmade hats and bags, all adorned with colorful feathers and ribbons.

      All in all, it seemed like a perfectly pleasant place to spend the evening…if it were not for the sound of the waves lapping up against the shore down below the break wall.

      I took a deep breath, doing my best to calm my shaky nerves.

      This was good for me. It would not do for me to go to pieces any time I was near water. From what Selina had told me before she and the rest of the staff had departed for London, the town home of the Colonel and Mrs. Montford sat not too far from the river Thames. Who knew how often I might encounter it, once my mistress and I eventually arrived there?

      The sea, as vast and open as it was…it was not my true fear.

      The river, however, that was where I must prevail. I must put those memories behind me if I was to have any hope for a normal life in London again.

      I turned from the grey waters, their depths unknown, and focused once again on the nut seller. The smell invigorated me, bringing me back to my senses a bit.

      I stepped up to the corner of the stall, peering down at the charming paper bags tied with string arranged all in a row on the table before me. The hiss of steam flew into the air as the man behind the table tossed some butter into the skillet in his hand, waving it about like a magician with a toy wand. With his free hand, he deftly snatched up a fresh bowl of almonds and tossed them into the hot pan. A few more deft flicks of his wrist coated them in the now melted browning butter.

      I watched as he reached for a small ceramic jar, which he lifted into the air, overturned above the skillet, and gave a few swift shakes. The cinnamon and sugar began to rain upon the nuts, clinging to them, their warm, spicy notes filling the air as they began to heat.

      The man looked up and gave me a toothy grin. “Well, hello there, Miss,” he said with a raise of his eyebrows. “Might I interest you in a sample?”

      I turned to look over my shoulder, expecting to see someone else standing there behind me. It took me a moment to realize that he was, in fact, asking me.

      I do not look so much like a maid right now, I thought.

      “Oh…” I said. “I have no money, sir.”

      “Well, that’s all right,” he said, picking up a large, deep spoon from behind him and scooping a healthy portion of the nuts from within the skillet. He turned to grab a paper cone and easily overturned the contents of the spoon within. I wondered how many hundreds of times he had done such a thing. He leaned forward, passing me the nuts. “There you are. Free of charge.”

      My cheeks turned scarlet. “Oh, well, thank you. That is very kind of you.”

      He beamed, returning the spoon to the skillet. With a few more deft tosses of the nuts, he began to spoon more into other cones he had ready at the waiting. “You will have to let me know what you think. I could see the way you were eyeing them. It’s awfully hard to resist these, I understand. The smell alone will draw anyone for miles around.”

      I gazed down at the small bounty in my grasp. The glistening nuts, still steaming, were warm like fresh bread hot from the oven in my hand. I wanted nothing more than to take a whole handful, but I refrained and chose a single sugary piece and placed it on my lips.

      The flavor exploded over my tongue, filling my mind with happy thoughts of Christmas mornings and snowy afternoons playing outside in the thick, falling flakes. It wrapped my heart in a comfortable, familiar embrace, and I smiled.

      The fears that had been holding so tight to me eased ever so slightly, and I allowed myself the chance to indulge a little.

      “Do you like it?” he asked, his smile growing.

      “Oh, I certainly do,” I said. I resisted the urge to childishly eat the sugar on the tips of my fingers. “Thank you, sir. I cannot tell you how grateful I am.”

      “No trouble at all,” he said. “Perhaps you can convince your young man to come and purchase some more for you! I am certain he would oblige, given how much you like them.”

      He gave me a wink and turned back to his skillet.

      I did not feel the need to correct him about my life, though I found it interesting he thought me the sort of young woman who would have a sweetheart. It warmed me and gave me a small boost of confidence.

      “Enjoy the rest of your evening!” he called to me as I stepped away.

      I thanked him once more before I started back down the pier, enjoying the cinnamon treats that he had given me.

      As I walked past more stalls, vendors, and happy families enjoying their time out in the fresh air, I gave in to a bit of a selfish, wild dream of a night strolling along the pier, arm in arm with the handsome man that the candied almond vendor seemed certain I would be with.

      Wouldn’t that be nice? I thought. With nothing to do for the evening apart from sampling warm treats and gazing upon the wares of the vendors?

      The memory of a particular smile passed through my mind, stopping me short.

      Mr. Jerome Townson.

      Why had he crossed my thoughts? Why him, of all people?

      I hardly knew the man. I had only known him since the Colonel’s death. How long ago had that been? One week? Two?

      It had been a long time since I had found anyone’s smile so appealing.

      As a young girl, I had known a boy by the name of Sean Hathoway. His smile captured the heart of every girl he spoke to. I could see now how unintentional his charms must have been, as young as he was. How could he have known the way he would ensnare my affections so acutely when we hardly ever spoke? I would watch him from across the school room and admire the way the sun tangled with his dark locks.

      He had grown, and so had I, and we had gone our separate ways…and there had never been any indication that he had ever seen me as anyone more than a fellow pupil, a friend at best.

      The late Colonel Montford also knew a great many people, some of whom had sons or were young themselves. I had seen them come and go, and many of them were attractive to varying degrees. However, I was utterly certain that none of them had turned their attention to me.

      Mr. Jerome Townson had noticed me for some strange reason. I could not explain it.

      At first, I had been almost certain that it was because he had been somehow responsible for the Colonel’s death and had deduced that I might have information. My ability to go undetected in a room, to observe, was noticed by him. He was a clever man, but had a great love for his family, and I eventually learned that he wanted to do right by his uncle, whom he greatly respected.

      I moved closer to the railing, stepping out of the way of some of the other pedestrians.

      Perhaps the reason Mr. Jerome had stuck in my mind was because he saw me. Not a maid. Not a member of his aunt and uncle’s staff. Not a woman lost in a crowded room, enveloped in the shadows.

      Not that any of it matters…I thought. The difference in our positions means there is no point in thinking of him further. Besides, I will probably never see him again.

      Regardless of the fact that Mr. Jerome was Mrs. Montford’s nephew, she and his mother, Mrs. Townson, were at odds and would likely not meet without the buffer of the Colonel to smooth the tensions between them anymore.

      My heart sank slightly.

      I was living a bit of a sham, wasn’t I? Here I was, parading around on the pier as if I were a carefree young woman, not the maid of one of the guests simply out for a stroll.

      The cinnamon almonds in my hand had begun to cool, their scent no longer bringing me comfort.

      It felt as if I had lied to the vendor. Would he have so openly offered this treat to a ladies maid? Probably not. To Mrs. Montford, to be sure, but to me?

      I crumpled up the top of the bag, twisting it shut.

      The shriek of a child drew my attention down to the shoreline. I watched as a trio of children raced away from the waves lapping up against the sand, doing their best to outpace the waters and keep their shoes dry. As I watched, I noticed a few other families had made their way down to the beach, despite the storm that had only just passed.

      I looked back along the pier, realizing I had wandered a great distance from the hotel. It must have been when I was lost in thought about Mr. Jerome…

      I knew it would take some time to get back to the hotel. It would be best for me to start back. I did not want Mrs. Montford to be wondering about me or where I was.

      The sound of the water against the shore was no longer sending shivers down my spine. Despite my melancholy moment, seeing the families together, the smiling vendors in their booths, I could almost see why people chose to come down to the seaside for their holidays. In the sunlight, the pier likely had an invigorating charm to it.

      The children had gone in, but it seemed that despite the sun setting behind the clouds along the horizon, someone was still determined to splash in the waves.

      I turned to look and saw a pair of people down in the water, far removed from all the other families that had remained closer to the hotel. The splashing, loud and frequent, made me think that perhaps some children had somehow extricated themselves from their parents and were wrestling together in the surf.

      As I turned away to leave them to their devices, a chill raced down my spine. Something was wrong. Something was missing.

      If these were children, there would have been more…sound. Laughter. Shouting. Something to indicate things were normal.

      The splashing continued, insistent.

      I leaned over the railing and stared down at the waves.

      A man’s head bobbed up in the water, and a moment later, another head followed, pressed up against the man’s.

      Icy fear washed through me as their heads disappeared beneath the waves once more.

      What in the world? What is happening?

      I stared in shock, willing my eyes to be wrong, feeling my heart pick up pace as I stared at the inky depths. Where were they? What was happening?

      The man’s head resurfaced, but still a shuddering fear passed through me. It was as if a spear of clarity pierced through my mind.

      A river. Darkness. The only light from a lone streetlamp. The sounds of the city. The lap of water against the bank. Gurgling. Gasping for breath. Hands clasped around the throat of my father—

      “Help!”

      The cry drew me back to my senses. I grasped the railing with both hands, my body trembling in horror. Cold sweat coated my skin and the blood rushed through my ears.

      “Please! Help!”

      I looked wildly around, back toward the vendors some distance away. Surely, surely someone would have heard. Someone who could help. Someone not paralyzed as I was by my fear of the water.

      The sound of splashing set my nerves on edge and my jaw clenched tightly.

      No one is responding…

      No one else was there.

      I had heard. I could help.

      Could I? Can I?

      If I did not act, these people could die. This situation was not like my memories. It was real.

      The longer you delay, the worse their chances become! a small voice within me urged.

      The horrid thought was enough to set my feet in motion, racing down the nearest set of stairs, taking them two at a time.
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      Now that the decision had been made, it was as if the act alone was enough to calm my nerves. I nearly slipped on a wet step nearer the bottom of the stairs, but I landed in the sand, and after a moment of uncertain footing, I pushed forward. I gathered my skirts in my hands, moving as quickly as I could toward the shore.

      “Help!” came the man’s voice.

      I braced myself for the shock of cold as I ran out into the surf. The waves rushed up to greet me, wrapping around my legs like a greedy embrace. I hesitated, my heart thundering, but I pushed on. I could not delay any longer.

      The man’s head was just visible above the waves, giving me a direction to reach toward.

      “I’m here!” I shouted. “I’m here!”

      His head whipped around. “Quick! Help!”

      I waded in up to my waist, to my ribs. A wave came rushing up, nearly knocking my feet out from underneath me.

      The man stretched out his arm, and I grabbed onto it and gave him a tug.

      A strong undertow wrapped itself around my legs and took me with it. A wave came up, crashed over my head, and I fell beneath the water.

      My feet splayed out in all directions, flailing desperately until they found solid ground once more. I shoved myself upward, my face bursting through the surface of the water.

      I gasped, trembling, but was on firm footing again.

      The man still struggled. I could hear his grunting, and as a wave waned in front of me, I saw him still there, trying to reach the shore.

      He saw I had reemerged and reached out to me once again.

      I latched onto his upper arm, and he onto mine with a grip like iron.

      It was like dragging a wall through the water, a solid piece of metal, but slowly, ever so slowly, he came. I realized his arm was wrapped tightly around a woman who was very much unconscious.

      My heart nearly stopped at the sight of her still form.

      “Quickly,” he cried. “My wife isn’t breathing.”

      His statement stirred a further urgency within me, and I gave him another hard pull against the current.

      His feet finally found the rocky bottom and he was able to take a step toward the shore.

      Without thought, I reached out and wrapped one of my arms around the woman as well, her head lolling against his shoulder. Together, we dragged her through the water, her weight significant, between her wet clothes and our own.

      He laid her down on the sand, panting and sopping.

      “Dinah, please, wake up,” he mumbled, his lips blue, his body wracked with shivers. “P-please, Dinah—”

      As I stared at them, I realized they were the couple that had been arguing behind us earlier that day, the ones who had been hoping for a room change. I remembered their conversation about wanting to come down to the shore for a walk. She had been insistent on doing so, confident the storm would have passed.

      She was right, and it seemed to have been the worst possible outcome for the both of them.

      “What happened?” I asked, staggering to my feet. My clothes felt as if they weighed a hundred pounds now and my feet slipped inside my sodden shoes.

      “We were out walking,” he gasped. “She—she wanted to go out on those rocks up ahead, the outcropping—”

      With a shaking hand, he pointed off into the distance. In the rapidly fading light of the day, I could just barely make out the enormous boulders pressed up against the shore and stretching out into the sea. “Did she slip?” I asked.

      “No,” he said, rubbing his hand over his face, “Well, yes—I don’t know! She stopped suddenly and then she fell off the rocks into the…”

      He laid his hands on the sand and bent over her, trying to listen to her chest.

      “She’s still not breathing,” he panted, looking up. “We need help!”

      I followed his gaze, brushing some of the wet hair from my forehead. A family with older children had walked past and peered down toward us.

      “Help!” the man beside me called.

      I watched as the person I could only assume was the father said something quickly to his son, who nodded and took off running. With haste, the father pulled his jacket from his shoulders, and left it in his wife’s arms as he hurried toward us.

      “What’s happened?” he called, as he approached. Broad shouldered and tall, he knelt beside me.

      “She fell in, near the rocks,” the husband murmured, his eyes bulging as he stared down at the woman in the sand. “We were walking along and—”

      “Is everything… Oh, heavens, what in the world?”

      We were quickly joined by another three men who pressed in on us from all sides. Questions began to fly over our heads.

      One of the men bent forward and began trying to resuscitate the motionless woman.

      “I’m a physician,” he explained quickly in between his efforts. “Everyone stay back.”

      A few terrible, anxious moments passed. I counted my own heartbeats, willing the woman’s breath to stabilize.

      The physician lifted his head, and the stillness in his face made my heart sink.

      “I’m sorry,” he said gravely. “But she is dead.”

      “No…” the husband breathed, the last bits of color draining from his face. “That’s not—that’s not possible. She—she was just here, just with me, moments ago! How could she—”

      He grabbed his wife by the shoulders and gave her a shake.

      “Dinah, please! Wake up!” he cried. “She just… She just needs to breathe, right? Come now, Dinah, let’s help you breathe.”

      He lifted her up, holding her against himself, and forcefully struck her back with his palm, over and over again.

      “Breathe, Dinah, breathe!”

      “Sir, please,” the doctor said, laying a hand on his arm. “She is gone. Her heart has stopped. She has no pulse… I’m sorry.”

      The husband looked up at the physician, his wife held tightly in his arms, the ends of her wet hair beginning to dry and catch in the wind.

      He released a lamenting cry as he clutched her to him. I looked away, feeling that I was intruding upon a private and personal moment.

      I noticed that a rather sizable crowd had gathered up along the pier. Families huddled together, staring down at the horrific scene unfolding before them. Mothers moved their children behind them to shield their gaze, and their husbands had started to come down to see what exactly was unfolding.

      I stood, taking a step back from the grieving man.

      “Miss, are you all right?”

      I jumped and turned to see one of the men that had come down with the physician step aside to come speak with me.

      As I looked at him, I realized it was the seller from the cinnamon almond stall. He brushed sand from his hands, his eyes concerned as he stared at me.

      “Oh, I—yes, I’m fine,” I said, tucking some of my now damp hair behind my ears.

      “You are not injured?” he asked.

      “No,” I said.

      “Wait one moment…did I not just see you at my stall? Not even half an hour ago?”

      I nodded. “Yes, that was me,” I said.

      “What are you doing down here?” he asked.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the grieving man, still holding his wife.

      “I saw them struggling in the water,” I said. “He called out for help, and no one else was around.”

      The vendor nodded in understanding and introduced himself. “My name is Adam Wallard.”

      “Anna Fairweather,” I said. “I’m staying up at the Main Street Hotel.”

      He turned and looked up toward the pier. “Well, Anna Fairweather, you do not need to stand out here in your wet clothes. You’ll catch your death if you are not careful. May I walk you back to the hotel?”

      “I should stay,” I said, turning to watch the husband. The other men seemed to be standing there in quiet solidarity or trying to offer comfort. I noticed that some bystanders had left, likely to go and find help. “When the authorities arrive, there may be questions about what I saw.”

      “I am certain there will be,” he said. “But the authorities will be able to locate you. I will be returning here to await their arrival and can tell them where to find you. Meanwhile, you cannot stand out here in the wind.”

      Shivers had begun to wrack my body and I knew they would only get worse as the wind increased and the sky continued to darken. “Very well,” I said. “Thank you for the offer, sir. I appreciate it.”

      With a gesture toward the stairs, he started up the beach. I paused for just a moment to chance a glance at the husband of the now deceased woman. Had she been dead when I had first reached them?

      He did not look up to see me, but I imagined he would not even if I were to stand there for another hour. His whole focus was on her, and rightly so. He would surely be stuck in disbelief, longing and wishing for the reality in which he lived to end, hoping he might wake from the terrible, terrible dream he found himself in.

      “Here, please,” Mr. Wallard said, pulling his coat from his shoulders and swiftly draping it over me. “You will surely freeze otherwise.”

      I knew it would be terribly rude to refuse him. “Thank you,” I said, pulling the coat more tightly around myself. My shivers began to subside as we reached the top of the stairs.

      “What happened, Mother?” asked a staring little boy, clinging to the skirts of his mother’s dress. “Why is that man down on the beach crying?”

      The mother took a quick glance at me and ushered her son away from the stairs. “Come along, dear. We really should not be here.”

      “But, why—”

      “That’s enough, Patrick.”

      I felt many eyes like the mother’s upon me as we passed.

      Mr. Wallard gave a few bystanders nods of acknowledgement. I imagined he knew many of these people, if they lived in Brighton as he surely must.

      “I am sorry about your friend,” he said as we drew away from the crowd that had gathered, getting closer to the hotel with each step. “Or perhaps she was family?”

      “I did not know her at all,” I said. “She was a perfect stranger.”

      “Yet you risked drowning in order to go to her aid?”

      “I did what anyone would,” I said. “I saw the two down in the water. At first, I thought they were children playing, but something seemed…wrong. Soon, I realized what was happening, and the man was calling for help.”

      Mr. Wallard’s brow furrowed. “It is certainly a terrible tragedy. I heard shouting and saw people rushing down to the beach, which is why I came along. Everyone feared that someone had been drawn out to sea. Those waves are always rough after a storm and the current strong.” He shook his head. “The poor woman never had a chance.”

      I frowned, thinking aloud. “I think she was dead before we tried to pull her from the water. He was caught in the current, and I had to help get them both back to shore. I never saw her move.”

      “Do not blame yourself,” my companion said. “It sounds as if you did all you could. You may very well have saved her husband’s life.”

      Knots began to form inside me, wriggling, snaking aches that ate away at the inside of my stomach. All too familiar feelings of dread crept up in my heart, and somehow, I knew that this matter was far from over.

      “Adam, what has happened?”

      I looked up to see a dark-haired woman with lips as red as the apple colored coat she wore rushing toward us.

      We had almost reached the hotel now. We were just about to come up on Mr. Wallard’s stall, many families still walking by as if nothing strange had occurred in the distance.

      We came to a stop, and the red-coated woman looked me up and down. She gasped. “So the rumors are true! Was she pulled out to sea?” Before Mr. Wallard could answer, she addressed me, soaking wet, wrapped in the borrowed coat. “And you were rescued?”

      I shook my head.

      “No, darling…” Mr. Wallard said. “It was someone else. And she did not survive.”

      “How dreadful! But how did it happen?” the woman, who I could only assume was Mrs. Wallard, asked. “Who did not have better sense than to go swimming after such a terrible storm? And so late in the year?”

      “Darling, we do not know any more than you about that,” Mr. Wallard said. “How did you already hear of it?”

      She shook her head. “Men came running past here, looking for help. One of them stopped to say that a couple was in need of urgent assistance.”

      “Yes, well, this young woman bravely tried to help rescue the drowning woman,” Mr. Wallard said. “But by the time she reached them, it was already too late.”

      He appeared to take note of my shivering. “Now, let’s get you indoors before you freeze, Miss.”

      We left his wife behind and continued on up to the hotel’s back entrance.

      “Where are you staying?” he asked.

      “Second—second floor,” I said. My teeth had begun to chatter, despite being swept through the back doors of the hotel.

      The warmth within wrapped around me, but the clothes clinging to me seemed even heavier, as if filled with ice. My skirts pressed against my thighs and my feet sloshed within my sodden shoes. My hat had been lost somewhere back in the surf, or perhaps on the beach, leaving my wet hair clinging to my bare head. The coat Mr. Wallard had draped over my shoulders did little to keep the heat in but at least it had kept the winds outside from biting into my skin any further.

      “Allow me to help you upstairs, then,” Mr. Wallard said.

      “Oh, no, it is perfect—perfectly all right, I can manage on my own from here,” I said.

      “Nonsense,” he said. “I want to ensure that you are reunited with your family. The last thing you need is to be alone right now.”

      I allowed him to accompany me up the stairs and gave him directions. Soon we found ourselves before the door to the suite I shared with Mrs. Montford.

      It occurred to me that this man still did not know I was merely Mrs. Montford’s maid. How would he take the news when it became evident?

      He knocked on the door, and it was not more than a moment before it was opened by Mrs. Baird. Her eyes narrowed upon first sight of Mr. Wallard, as damp as he was, but then as her gaze shifted to me, she drew in a gasp. “Bea!” she cried. “She’s here!”

      Mrs. Montford appeared at Mrs. Baird’s shoulder a heartbeat later. “Anna…” she breathed, her eyes sweeping over me. “Good heavens, what on earth happened to you?”

      “My apologies, ma’am,” Mr. Wallard said. “I do not mean to disturb you but I could not leave her to walk back up here to your room all alone. Not after what she’s been through.”

      “Did you fall into the water?” Mrs. Baird asked.

      “No,” Mr. Wallard said, speaking for me, which I was all too happy to allow him to do. “You see, there was an accident. Might we continue this inside, so the poor girl can start to dry out?”

      “Yes, of course,” Mrs. Montford said. “Come sit by the fire, Anna. Mrs. Baird, could you fetch us a towel from the washroom?”

      “Of course,” Mrs. Baird said and disappeared.

      Mr. Wallard allowed Mrs. Montford to take his place at my side, and he dragged one of the handsome, floral chairs toward the fire, which looked as if it had been recently stoked. I sank into the seat and withdrew Mr. Wallard’s coat from around my shoulders.

      Mrs. Baird returned a moment later with a thick towel, which I accepted from her and wrapped around myself.

      Mr. Wallard stood slightly off to the side, grabbing some logs from the stack along the wall.

      “There now, can you tell us what happened?” Mrs. Montford asked.

      I looked up at her. I wanted nothing more than to dismiss the affair altogether, to keep it from her, but I knew that it was not only a burden too large for me to bear on my own, but it would surely make its way around the inn. Every guest would know of Dinah’s death by nightfall.

      “I—” I began. “I saw a man down in the surf as I walked along the pier. It seemed he was struggling. Then, I heard him shouting, and I was the only one around. He needed help, and so I rushed down to see if there was anything I could do.”

      Mrs. Montford’s eyes narrowed. I could see that she was measuring my story up against the fears I had been battling since we arrived here. I had told her very little but she knew that I had a dread of water.

      I said, “I waded into the surf, almost until I could no longer touch, and I helped pull the man in. He could barely keep his head above the waves and the current kept trying to drag me under.”

      At the memory, I closed my eyes, willing my racing heart to slow. The fear threatened to wash over me and I balled my hands into fists to stop them from shaking.

      “I finally managed to secure a hold on him and I helped him to shore. That was when I realized he was carrying a woman…his wife…and she was not moving.”

      Mrs. Baird gasped behind me. “She wasn’t—?” she asked, allowing the rest of the question to hang unfinished.

      A chill passed over me and it was not from my sodden clothes. I shook my head, still looking at Mrs. Montford.

      Understanding passed over my mistress’s face.

      “By the time anyone was able to reach them, she was gone,” Mr. Wallard remarked.

      “Oh my heavens,” Mrs. Baird said. “Oh, you poor, poor dear. To have to witness such a tragedy. How did it ever happen?”

      “According to the husband, they were walking on the outcropping of rocks further down from the pier,” I said. “He told us that she slipped and fell into the water. The currents were strong after the storms and so he had trouble helping her in to shore.”

      “She was dead before they surfaced?” Mrs. Montford asked, looking uneasy. I could not blame her. We had so recently put the loss of her husband behind us and now we faced death once more?

      “It seems she may have been,” I said.

      Mrs. Montford shook her head, turning her attention toward the window. “The authorities will be here soon, no doubt,” she said. “Such accidents have to be officially investigated.”

      She turned to me. “I imagine we will need to remain close to the hotel until you are properly interviewed.”

      I nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Of course.”

      She extended her chin toward the doors behind me. “You should go change, get out of those wet clothes before you catch your death.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, getting to my feet at once. I turned to Mr. Wallard, who knelt beside the fire, prodding a new log into place.

      “Thank you, Mr. Wallard, for bringing me back,” I said. “And for the use of your coat. You were most kind.”

      He nodded, rising. “I am glad to have been of service. If you or your family are in need of anything at all, my booth is the first down on the pier. I would be happy to help in any way.”

      “Thank you,” Mrs. Montford said. “For returning her safe and sound.”

      “Of course, ma’am,” he said. He dusted his hands off and gave an awkward sort of bow. “Well…have a good evening, ladies.”

      He stepped out of the room, pulling the door closed quietly behind himself.

      Mrs. Montford turned her attention to me at once, her eyes sharp.

      I expected anger—at my getting involved in the business in the first place, at my requiring someone to help me back to the room, and for surprising her with an unexpected guest that she must thank…

      “I thought I told you to go get cleaned up,” she said, glaring at me.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “Of course, ma’am.”

      As I hurried to my room, wringing the water from the ends of my hair, I just managed to overhear Mrs. Montford say something of great surprise to Mrs. Baird.

      “I worry about that girl and her rash decisions. I should not like to lose her,” she said in a low voice.
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      “Mrs. Baird, please do not cancel your plans on account of me,” I said. “I assure you, I am perfectly all right.”

      “I’m afraid it is out of the question,” Mrs. Baird said, holding her hand aloft. “I think it is far more important that Mrs. Montford attend to all that will likely come from this affair, than for me to insist upon a simple meal with her tonight.”

      She stood just out in the hall, already having donned her hat and gloves. As I had come from my room, having peeled my wet, stinking clothes from my skin and given myself a quick dry-off, I caught Mrs. Montford saying goodbye to Mrs. Baird.

      “We will be able to have dinner together soon enough,” Mrs. Baird went on. “I hope tomorrow, or the following evening. I realize there is a great deal more that will be requiring your attention here, the both of you.”

      My face flushed. She was not wrong. My mistress was ultimately responsible for me, and therefore, each and every one of my actions was a reflection upon her. At the time of rescuing the drowning woman, I had not even considered how it might come to affect Mrs. Montford. I had acted without thought, simply wanting to be of help.

      “The police have not yet arrived but I know they will be coming soon enough. At least, if they have arrived, they have not come looking for you,” Mrs. Montford told me. “If they do not tonight, they certainly will tomorrow, especially if they suspect anything is amiss.”

      “Amiss?” Mrs. Baird asked, her brow furrowing. “What could you mean?”

      Mrs. Montford looked back at her. “I mean that there may be some question as to whether anyone was responsible for what occurred.”

      Mrs. Baird gasped. “You think people will imagine that man deliberately drowned his wife? Why would he have killed her if he was trying to save her?”

      Mrs. Montford sighed. “It will probably only be a matter of routine but these are the sorts of questions authorities must consider when there is a sudden death. In any case, we will be here, Mrs. Baird. You are welcome to come join me at any time.”

      “I shall stop by tomorrow, certainly, if only to see how you all are,” she said. She looked at me. “I am quite glad you were unharmed, Anna,” she said.

      I inclined my head. “Thank you for your concern, ma’am.”

      She nodded. “You take care as well, Bea. Try and get some sleep tonight?”

      “I will,” Mrs. Montford said with a small smile.

      “Very good, then,” Mrs. Baird took a deep, quick breath. “Good night.”

      With a wave, she turned around and started down the hall.

      Mrs. Montford waited until she had gone down the stairs before turning to me. “Well, I suppose we should not spoil those reservations that Mrs. Baird made earlier.”

      “You want me…to come with you?” I asked.

      “I certainly do not intend to sit at the table all by myself,” she said. “Besides, I doubt we can leave the hotel at this point, not when you were so closely associated with the woman’s death. It will be easy enough for anyone who comes looking to find us in the dining room.”

      My face flooded with color. “Thank you.”

      “Do not feel strange,” Mrs. Montford said. “I realize this is a bizarre situation in which we find ourselves, but it will not do for you to behave as if you are nervous. It will implicate you before you can ever have a word in with the police.”

      Implicate me? Surely it will not come to that? Not when the drowning was so clearly an accident?

      I tried to keep my thoughts from showing on my face.

      “Of course,” I said. “My apologies, ma’am.”

      Mrs. Montford sighed, her eyes narrowing slightly as she surveyed me. “Chin up, now. I will not have you looking like a sullen puppy.”

      We made our way down to the ground floor of the hotel, and after following the gold plaque signs directing us toward the eastern wing, we found the hotel’s opulent restaurant.

      A beautiful place with tall windows overlooking the ocean, the restaurant had a pleasant, welcoming feel with warm lighting and clean white tables. Crystal glasses glittered on the tabletops and silver utensils gleamed in the light of the candles as they waited for guests to take their seats.

      A piano resided in the back corner away from the windows, gentle notes from the hands of a skilled player filling the air.

      A waiter in a black vest and crisp white shirt led us to a table in the far corner, flanked on two sides by windows which seemed more like mirrors at this late hour. Night had fallen in earnest. That gave me peace, because I could pretend the sea was miles away. As we were seated at our table, I caught sight of my own reflection.

      My blonde hair, still damp, remained pinned in place as I had arranged it before leaving the room, but seeing the slightly curling ends made my stomach twist into knots. I never liked to let it go without a thorough brushing and had not had the chance before dinner. My dress, too, was wrinkled in places from the waist down. I had not had time to press the fabric, which I usually did in the morning before tending to Mrs. Montford.

      The vacancy in my eyes was evident in my reflection. The glassy, worried expression…it hung on. I could not seem to shake it. I looked as if I had seen a ghost, and I might as well have.

      “Come along, girl, stop gawking at yourself,” Mrs. Montford said, taking a seat at the table.

      Obediently, I quickly took a seat beside her.

      Mrs. Montford at once draped her napkin across her lap and reached for the small booklet resting on the middle of the table.

      As I looked around the restaurant, I saw that we were among many guests who had come down for a meal that evening. The room smelled of fish, grilled vegetables, and something akin to orange, certainly citrus of some sort.

      It was not as if I was unfamiliar with an elegant dining room. The Colonel and Mrs. Montford had often had wonderful parties in their home, where I sometimes assisted in serving them and their guests fine meals. On rare occasions, Mrs. Montford would even ensure that I accompanied her to some of her friends’ parties, in case she needed anything fetched or any errands run. From shadowed corners or discreet stations along the walls, I had the chance to observe the Montfords dining in great elegance.

      This, however, was entirely different.

      I felt strange sitting there adjacent to Mrs. Montford. In my bones, I felt the urge to get to my feet and stand off to the side of her seat, out of the way. The meal was for her, not for me. Yet here I was, sitting at the table like a proper lady, not a maid in some foolish charade.

      “Good evening,” said a waiter who walked up to the table. He had a warm smile, though his features were rather plain. “Might I interest you ladies in something to drink? I would be more than happy to bring you ice water, or perhaps lemonade?”

      “I shall have water, thank you,” Mrs. Montford said. “And a lemonade would be welcome for the girl.”

      “Right away, ma’am,” the server said, smiling politely, and he walked away from us.

      My face burned as I stared down at the pristine bone china plate.

      Did he know? When he looked down at me, did he think he saw a young woman who was not worthy of the chair in which she was sitting? Could he see that I had somehow managed to obtain a special night, where I might be waited upon instead of being the one to serve?

      Mrs. Montford continued to peruse the booklet, which I could only assume was the menu. I cared little for what she might order for me, for I did not think I would have any appetite to speak of, ultimately. It felt too much like a farce, me sitting here with her, but I did not have the strength to say so aloud.

      I knew it best to wait for Mrs. Montford to speak to me, but at the same time, I longed to speak, to fill the silence between us with meaningless words. The atmosphere of the room seemed entirely contrary to me, between the quiet murmurs of other guests and the lulling music from the piano.

      Perhaps we could speak of the weather or of her plans for the rest of the week…anything that would distract my mind from the images of the dead woman’s face, the lamenting husband, and the feel of the tug of the sea.

      I tried to control my breathing, which began to come in sharp, shallow gasps. It would not do for me to have a fit at dinner. I needed to remain calm, for both myself and Mrs. Montford.

      When the waiter returned, I was grateful. The internal battle that raged on had become difficult to wage, as my mind unfortunately wanted nothing more than to revisit what had happened earlier that evening in the waves of the sea.

      “Here you are,” the waiter said, giving me yet another smile, setting the tall glass in front of me. It was filled with ice and slices of lemon floated inside that were so thin I could see the light from the candles passing through. “And water for you, ma’am.”

      “Thank you,” I said, but did not reach for the glass.

      It did not seem right to enjoy something so simple, so normal, while I knew full well that Dinah’s husband would probably do no eating or drinking tonight. He was likely being spoken to by the police even now. I wondered if he had been separated from his wife’s body. I wondered how many people had witnessed his grieving.

      I heard Mrs. Montford order something for dinner for the both of us, but I cared little. What did it matter if I ate or not? I did not think I could fit a single bite into my mouth, not with the tumult that was happening within.

      “Well, do not let your lemonade grow warm,” Mrs. Montford said. “I imagine you must be parched.”

      I tried to lick my lips and felt my tongue extricate itself from the top of my mouth with a rather uncomfortable pull.

      I reached for the glass, and the slick, cold surface sent shivers down my spine.

      The feel of the waves tugging me under once again crept over me, and at once, I released my hold on the glass.

      I swallowed hard, my heart thundering.

      I am all right. I am safe in the hotel. I never have to go anywhere near the sea again, I told myself.

      Mrs. Montford cleared her throat. “Is everything all right? Is there a problem with the drink?”

      I looked up at her. “No, ma’am. I am sorry, I was just…lost in thought.”

      “Mhmm,” she said, pursing her lips. She studied my face for a moment. “Well, Mrs. Baird would have been all too happy to enjoy that lemonade. You should not let it go to waste.”

      “No, of course not, ma’am,” I said.

      I reached for the glass again, reminding myself the whole way through that it was not the ocean. It was a glass and I had control of it.

      I brought it to my mouth and the cool liquid brushed against my parched lips, soothing them at once. I took an eager sip, my thirst overriding my anxiety, and I continued to draw the liquid into my mouth, unable to stop. The sour tang made my mouth water and the sweet, syrupy finish made me want to drink more and more. The ice helped to cool my hot face as I breathed in the cold air at the top of the glass.

      When I finally set the glass down, it was empty apart from a few stray pieces of ice and the brilliantly yellow slices of lemon.

      “There, now,” Mrs. Montford said. “Isn’t that better?”

      I looked over and caught her studying me.

      For a moment, the death of the woman named Dinah seemed to fade to the background, and a new question reasserted itself at the front of my mind…a question I had been pondering on the train ride to Brighton. A question that had yet to be answered.

      When the Colonel died, he had left a will that spelled out precisely how he wished for his belongings and wealth to be distributed. A matter of some consternation to the rest of his family, none were more surprised than myself to learn that he had left an inheritance to me, a sum that I would be able to access on my twenty-fifth birthday. A sum that would allow me to live quite comfortably one day.

      That had not been the only strange occurrence, though I certainly could not explain why he had chosen to leave me what he had. I had only worked for him and his wife for four years, hardly a fraction of the time that others in the household had. Yet it seemed he had taken a special interest in me. Why?

      I was a skilled ladies maid, Mrs. Montford’s right hand, some might have said. It was possible he simply wished to leave me a sum as thanks for caring for his wife after his death. Though I had no desire to go elsewhere, he could not have known I would choose to stay in her employ. Perhaps the money was a means of persuading me to stay, for it was dependent on my continued faithful service.

      But there was also the matter of this trip to Brighton. Mrs. Montford had decided to pack up the country house and set off for her smaller home in town. She sent many of the staff ahead of us to ensure the London house was in order.

      Meanwhile, only I was chosen to accompany her on holiday to Brighton.

      Perhaps it was because she required no more than one maid to manage her unpacking, to lay out her clothes for her, and all the other tasks I was accustomed to doing. Nevertheless, it felt odd that I should be selected to accompany her. I could almost convince myself that she had some motive for keeping me close, that she wished to keep an eye on me, in some way. But why should she wish to watch me? What could she have to fear from me?

      Mrs. Montford glanced over at me, setting her glass down. “What is it?” she asked. “You have a dejected look on your face.”

      “My apologies, ma’am,” I said. “I suppose I am too caught up in my thoughts.”

      She sighed, and I heard the smoothing of fabric as she spread her hands over her skirts. “I suppose I should expect nothing less,” she said. “I realize that these recent weeks must have been troubling for you. It has been difficult for us all, since the Colonel...passed away. And now, you have stumbled into yet another tragedy.”

      I said, “I know I am fortunate to be unharmed. I could have been quite injured, if not met the same fate as Dinah.”

      “Dinah?” Mrs. Montford asked.

      “The dead woman’s name…” I said, my voice suddenly distant as I saw her face in my mind, first in the foyer earlier that day when she and her husband had stood behind us hoping to change their room, and then her lying on the beach, lifeless, no longer breathing. “It is troubling to think that she was alive just a few hours ago. I saw her when we first arrived.”

      I told Mrs. Montford how they had been behind us when we were checking into our suite, and how I had not seen them again until they were in the water.

      “Good heavens,” she said. “It is fortunate for the husband that you were on hand when you were, or he might have lost his own life, as well. You were so frightened of the water when we first arrived, and yet you threw yourself into the ocean to help him and his wife. Why?”

      “I could not let them die,” I said. “Not when I had the chance to do anything to help.”

      “And this foolish fear of the water?” she asked. “Why are you so terrified of it?”

      I tried to swallow but my throat had grown tight. “I think a great deal of it comes from when I was a girl, and I—I witnessed my father’s death. He…he drowned, you see.”

      Mrs. Montford’s eyes widened. “How dreadful for you.”

      “Yes,” I continued. “The details are rather fuzzy. I have done what I can to avoid remembering it all. Unfortunately, these recent tragedies have dredged up the memories that I have worked hard to keep buried.”

      Mrs. Montford straightened and picked up her drink again. “Yes, well, I am sorry to hear that. I do hope we can put this newest business behind us sooner, rather than later. I imagine the police will still wish to speak with you, though perhaps they will be satisfied with the husband’s statement.”

      I said, “Yes, I hope they will.”

      It was not a moment later that our food arrived, and Mrs. Montford encouraged me to eat. As delicious as the roasted lamb smelled, my stomach had turned entirely.

      “Let us forget all unpleasantness tonight, hmm?” Mrs. Montford said briskly, cutting into her lamb. “I should like to salvage what we can of this trip before we must be on our way to London. That was the point of this all, was it not?”

      “Yes, ma’am, of course,” I said. “I will do everything I can to ensure that you have the peace and quiet you desire.”

      “Good,” Mrs. Montford said. “Now eat. I will not have it said that I have allowed my maid to wither away to nothing.”

      I did as I was told, although my thoughts remained dark.
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      My belly full and my thirst thoroughly quenched, Mrs. Montford and I retired to our room just after ten o’clock. Many of the hotel’s guests had gone to bed, the dining room and foyer having emptied. Our footsteps echoed as we made our way across the marble floors and up the grand staircase.

      I trailed after Mrs. Montford, listening as she spoke of her plans for when we arrived at the house in London. She wanted to wallpaper the drawing room and hoped to have a new fireplace surround to replace the one in the dining room. The kitchens needed a fresh look and she had plans to speak with some seamstresses that her friends had recommended for new bedding and linens for her bedroom.

      I helped her prepare for bed and the comforting nature of our routine relaxed me. I filled her bath with hot water, and as she soaked in the tub, I laid her nightgown out. I placed her slippers near the foot of her bed and her nightcap near her pillow. I found the book she was currently reading in her satchel and set it on the bedside table within her reach.

      I knew she would want her room warm, and so I stoked her fire and dimmed the light apart from a lamp on her bedside table. As I looked around her room, I felt at peace and hoped to recreate a sense of home within my own room.

      “Now, I expect you to get your rest tonight,” Mrs. Montford said, after she had bathed and dressed for bed. “The police may very well be looking for you in the morning and I would prefer you to be ready to greet them. If you so desire, there is an extra soap and more towels ready for you in the washroom. You should take time to get a hot soak in before you head to bed. It will help you wash away some of the day’s troubles.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Montford,” I said. “You are too kind to allow me to use your tub.”

      “For the week, it is ours, girl,” she said. “I’m off to bed, then. I will see you in the morning.”

      “Do you need anything?” I asked. “I would be happy to send for tea or perhaps something to eat—”

      “No, no, I am perfectly all right,” she said. “Goodnight, Anna.”

      I gave her an incline of my head and stood there as she closed the door behind herself.

      I took her advice and made my way to the washroom.

      I filled the tub, as I had for Mrs. Montford, and stood there before the steaming liquid, mystified. When was the last time I’d had a full soak? I could hardly recall. I was accustomed to a quick wash from a basin in my room or in the servant’s bath. Those places were not nearly as beautiful as this room was, with the pedestal sink beneath the window, the octagonal black and white tile floor, and the copper tub that rested right in the middle of the room.

      I had no idea what to do for my own bath or how I might prefer it. Mrs. Montford enjoyed a soap that smelled of roses and vanilla, which I found pleasant enough. Was it what I would have chosen for myself, though? I had never had the chance to smell many others, apart from what I had picked up for Mrs. Montford on the occasion she would send me into town for various items she needed.

      In the end, I chose only the cheap soap I normally would use and sank into the hot, steaming water.

      My muscles tensed as I lowered myself in but I quickly relaxed until I sank in up to my chin. The ends of my hair brushed the surface, and as I drew in a long breath, I inhaled the steam, the bubbles tickling the tip of my nose.

      The heat seeped into my aching body, reaching all the way to my bones. Far away were the waves of the sea, the icy, tangling currents that had tried to pull me under. These waters, still and warm, I could control. I felt safe nestled in my copper cocoon.

      I wondered about Dinah’s husband. I knew there would be no way that he would be sleeping that night. I could not blame him, of course. How could someone sleep when their loved one had so recently passed away, and in such a tragic manner?

      I thought of Mrs. Montford and how recently she had endured such a terrible event.

      I rubbed my face, splashing it with hot water. As it ran down my cheeks and along the bridge of my nose, it brushed against my lips and I tasted the salt of the sea.

      I scrubbed faster, trying to free myself from any trace of it.

      I leaned my head back against the edge of the tub and stared up at the ceiling. The water was quickly losing its scalding heat, though sweat continued to bead up on my hairline.

      Two deaths had occurred in my life in such a short amount of time… Either one of them could have very easily led to my own.

      I pinched my eyes shut, staring at the blackness of the inside of my eyelids. Try as I might, it seemed I could not flee from my thoughts.

      I should have brought a book in with me. Perhaps I should get out and go to bed, I thought.

      The idea of dragging myself out of the hot water seemed almost unbearable, though, when I considered stepping out onto the cold tile floor and the chill of the room sapping the heat from my skin.

      To torment myself yet stay warm or brave the cold for a bit and be able to settle in with a good book?

      I debated for some time, the water growing cooler by the minute.

      Just as I wondered if I should get out so I could merely check the time, I heard a voice on the other side of the wall.

      “…understand why you are acting like this!”

      I froze, glancing up toward the wall. Was that a shout? At this late hour?

      “…fail to see…of this.”

      “…will not be spoken to…way!”

      I submerged myself even further into the tub, as if it might drown out the sound of the muffled shouts through the wall. Instead, it seemed to only make them echo louder.

      “…not there…did nothing…”

      “…was not there, how could…help? She…gone before…shore.”

      My skin crawled, despite the hot water. That “she” was not Dinah, was it?

      A loud crash made me sit up in the tub, some of the water sloshing.

      “…your fault!...never would…down there if you had not…”

      I recognized that voice. It was Dinah’s husband.

      “You…begin to understand…feeling.”

      “No? You are…blind, John. She…you down. You…see it!”

      My eyes widened. The other voice, another male, seemed to be arguing against this woman?

      My heart began to thunder in my ears. I had to be mistaken. The man could not possibly be arguing that this John was better off without his wife?

      Gingerly, I rose from the tub, snatched my towel from the stool just beside it, and wrapped it around myself. I wasted no time sliding my arms into the sleeves of my dressing gown, and after pulling the drain, padded across the floor of the sitting room to my own bedroom.

      I closed the door behind myself and quickly made my way over to the wall. I shared the same wall as the washroom, and as I pressed myself against it, I could hear the voices even more clearly than I had before.

      “Do the police suspect…thing?” came the second voice, the one I did not yet know.

      “No, of course…don’t!” John snapped. “Why would they when…the one…her at the shore?”

      “You might think…don’t, but I…you, they will be back to…questions.”

      “Then let them!” John cried. “I…nothing to hide!”

      “…quite certain?” the other voice asked. “What will they think…learn of…fights you…her?”

      I waited with bated breath for him to answer but he did not for a long minute. A shiver ran down my back and I realized that I was leaving a puddle beneath me on the rug. I quietly made my way to the dressing screen in the corner, keeping my ear close to the wall.

      I heard John respond, but it was in a lower voice, and I only managed to catch one word: “Forgiven.”

      “Are you?” the other man snapped. “She seemed angry…better part of the trip. Just like…always was.”

      “That’s not true!” John shouted. “She never—”

      “You are lying to yourself!” the other voice yelled back, drowning John out. If this had not yet woken the inhabitants of rooms on either side of theirs, I would have been deeply surprised. “She was as unstable as you seem to be!”

      The sound of a chair or some other piece of furniture being shoved across the floor came through the wall as I pulled my nightgown on. I threw the towel over my head and began to dry off the ends of my hair as I made my way back to the bed, gingerly sitting upon the mattress and leaning closer to the wall.

      “…were different,” John said in a tight voice. “I had…better. She agreed…me another chance.”

      “After what you did?” the other voice barked with laughter. “I’m surprised she…you back into…house!”

      John answered, once again muffled.

      “You know perfectly well why,” the other voice cried. “You are well rid of her and—”

      “Frank, if you do not—”

      “—should have left her when you had the chance,” the man called Frank said. “When the police find out…between you, they might think…responsible.”

      “Me?” John cried. “But I…never!”

      “You should be grateful…did not happen…back home. There are many…disagree.”

      Nervous pacing echoed from the other side of the wall.

      My heart hammered in my chest and I hardly dared to breathe, as if they might somehow overhear it. What if they knew that someone was listening in on their conversation?

      “I’m…for a walk,” John said. Not a moment later, I heard a door slam shut.

      I leaned against my headboard, turning away from the wall. My wet towel lay crumpled up on my bed and a trail of water led from the dressing screen to the door, which stood open. Some lights remained on out in the sitting room.

      I rose to my feet and began to properly prepare for bed, my mind working wildly while my hands and feet moved on their own. As I turned out lights and drew the curtains, I thought over what I had managed to make out of the conversation I had overheard.

      John, Dinah’s husband, had been angry. Incredibly angry, in fact. So much so that he was shouting at whoever was in his room with him. The other man, Frank, was clearly not particularly grieved by Dinah’s death. The way he spoke of John’s relationship with Dinah, it was obvious they all were close. Family, perhaps? Or very good friends?

      On top of that, what had they been talking about with their history? It seemed that Dinah and John may have had a bit of a difficult past. Dinah had forgiven him? For what? Why had Frank told John that he should have left her when he had the chance?

      Then, there was the idea that if this had happened back home, there would have been a lot of questions. Frank even made it seem as if some might think John responsible for her death.

      As I turned out the last light, fear washed over me. Was it possible that Dinah’s husband had killed her? What if he had pushed her from those rocks and into the sea? What if he had drowned her and then made a scene to make it seem as if he was trying to rescue her?

      Had I fallen for a murderous scheme and given him a false alibi by doing so?

      For that matter, it hadn’t sounded as if Frank were any too fond of Dinah. Perhaps he was the one to kill her, though I couldn’t think why or how, as he had not been present at her drowning.

      I sweated with fear, and as I pulled my bedroom door closed behind me, I began to worry that the police would indeed be coming to find me the following morning. If they went to speak with the dead woman’s husband, he would surely mention me, if only to cover his own tracks and to have me corroborate his story.

      Would I tell them what I had overheard through the wall? Would it make any difference?

      I turned out my own lights, all apart from the lamp on my side table. I turned my covers down, pulled my book out and tried my best to settle in to read. Peace would not come, though. As hard as I tried to concentrate on the pages in front of me, the words would not sink in and I understood nothing.

      All I could do was think of Dinah lying dead on the beach and wonder if the husband who cradled her so tightly in his arms had been the one responsible.
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      “Those dark circles beneath your eyes tell me that you did not do as I asked,” Mrs. Montford said the following morning. “You did not get any rest, did you?”

      I stood near the small table along the wall in the sitting room of our suite. She had chosen to take breakfast in that morning, and as I served her, she took the opportunity to peer up into my face, her eyes narrowing.

      “I tried, ma’am,” I said. “I must admit, that bath was heavenly.”

      “I am sure it was,” Mrs. Montford said. “You avoided my question, however. Why did you not get any rest?”

      I pursed my lips, turning my back to fetch the toast that waited for her on the credenza. “I stayed up too late reading,” I said, which was only partially true. I tried to read, though I woke partway through the night with the book lying open on my lap, still on the same page I had opened it to.

      Mrs. Montford gave me a skeptical look before turning back to her breakfast. “Very well,” she said. She turned her face toward the window and stared out over the ocean. “The waters are much calmer this morning.”

      I chanced a look out the window and saw the white, foamy caps on the waves had disappeared. The churning, angry waters had changed to a deep blue, which was reflected in the clear sky above. The storm had passed…at least in the sense of the weather.

      “What are your plans for the day, ma’am?” I asked, pushing thoughts aside. I had no desire to dwell on anything from the day before. Perhaps I would be able to put it in the past and leave it there, as long as the police did not come to look for me in the end.

      “Mrs. Baird will be here soon enough,” Mrs. Montford said, lifting her napkin to her face and gently wiping the corners of her mouth. “I believe she wished to take me into town with her today.”

      “What a lovely day to do just that,” I said, forcing a note of cheer into my voice, though I did not feel it.

      Mrs. Montford nodded, taking another sip of her tea. “I see no need for you to accompany me today,” she said. She then looked up at me. “Though I do wonder if the police will wish to speak with me about the events yesterday. I am responsible for you, after all.”

      “My apologies, ma’am,” I said, dipping my head.

      Mrs. Montford sighed. “It is not your fault,” she said. “These...inconveniences are unavoidable at times. Would you prefer that I remain here until we learn whether they need to speak with you?”

      “Oh, I would not wish for you to waste your day on my account,” I said. “I shall be perfectly all right if they need to interview me. You were not there, after all. I imagine they will only need the answers from my own experience.”

      “Perhaps,” Mrs. Montford said in a doubtful tone.

      “If they do need to speak with you, I could simply tell them where you have gone. If they really must, one of them will surely wait around until you return,” I said.

      “Good heavens,” Mrs. Montford said. “That will surely annoy them.”

      She sighed once more and reached for a jar of jam and her knife.

      “I suppose Mrs. Baird and I could wait for a short time this morning. If they do not come before lunch, I do not imagine they will come at all,” she said.

      “That is sound reasoning, ma’am,” I said, and offered some honey for her bread.

      Mrs. Baird came less than half an hour after we had spoken of her, and she agreed to wait with Mrs. Montford at the hotel to see if the police would indeed come around. They sat together in the suite, catching up while I offered them refreshments. I anxiously looked up at the clock what felt like every minute, waiting for the inevitable knock upon the door.

      It never came.

      “Well, I would very much like to take you to this bistro down on the corner, Bea,” Mrs. Baird said, glancing at the grandfather clock standing near the fireplace. “I believe you are correct; if they were going to come, it would have been this morning.”

      “Perhaps they were here already and have gone,” Mrs. Montford said. “I suppose the dead woman’s husband will have been in touch with them. It appears they did not need you, girl. You can breathe a sigh of relief.”

      I nodded and tried to give her a smile but the knots in my stomach prevented it from being genuine. Somehow, I struggled to accept that, despite the logic of the argument. I wanted nothing more than to be able to feel the relief my mistress encouraged. Even still, I could not forget the conversation I had heard through the walls the night before. I feared that the authorities would inevitably find me and ask if I had seen or heard anything suspicious.

      Then, I would have to decide if I should tell them what I had overheard.

      “Will you be all right if Mrs. Baird and I go out?” Mrs. Montford asked.

      “Of course,” I said.

      “Very well, then,” she said. “I shall leave you some pocket money, but if you decide to go down to the pier, I ask that you will not go further than the building next door on either side. In truth, I would prefer you remain here in the hotel.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I will not leave today. In fact, I will stay here in the room.”

      “You need not board yourself up,” she said. “All I ask is that you conduct yourself with wisdom and sense today. You represent me, after all.”

      “Of course, ma’am. I will do you proud, I promise.”

      I walked them down to the foyer, where Mrs. Montford pressed a small sum of money into my hands. I tried to refuse, but she closed my hands over it before she left. “Just in case,” she said.

      Then, she and Mrs. Baird departed for the bistro.

      As I waved them off, my stomach twisted, and I felt suddenly exposed. Without the cover of Mrs. Montford, I was…me. Once again, left to my own devices, I was aimless. Uncertain. What was I to do?

      I pocketed the money and hurried up the stairs, careful not to look at anyone. What would they think when they saw me? How many people knew me to be a personal maid and not simply a young friend or relative traveling with Mrs. Montford? Why did that thought trouble me so?

      I feel like an imposter, I answered myself. I feel as if I am pretending to live a life that is not my own, that I am parading around as someone I am not.

      I opened the door to our suite, and it was not until I had closed it firmly behind myself that I felt the least bit like myself again.

      I let out a breath, leaning against the door.

      That is perfectly fine, I thought. I will remain in here. They cannot be gone more than a few hours. I will stay in here and out of trouble.

      I went into my room and picked up my book off the side table. Sitting down in one of the armchairs at the foot of my bed, I opened it up to the page I had left off on the night before.

      I ran into the same problem I had the previous night, however. I stared at the page but my mind would not read the words. My thoughts were far too cluttered with other nonsense to absorb the story.

      I frowned, slamming the book shut.

      I rose and began to tidy up but that task was completed all too quickly. We had stayed here only a short time and had not yet had the chance to fully settle in at all.

      I pursed my lips, standing in the middle of the sitting room with my hands on my hips.

      My eyes fell upon a small writing desk near the window.

      I could write a letter, I mused. I am certain Selina would want to hear about—

      That thought came to an abrupt halt when I remembered that my friend and fellow maid Selina could be at the country house, or in London, or somewhere in between the two, depending upon when she and the rest of the staff had finished closing up the estate for the winter. I would not even know where to send the letter and could not be certain if she would ever receive it.

      My bottom lip protruded as I set that idea aside.

      A rumbling filled my stomach, and as I laid a hand over my abdomen, I realized I had yet to eat today.

      Mrs. Montford’s breakfast had been taken away and I did not think as a maid that I ought to order lunch for myself in the room.

      The only reasonable thought would be to go down to the kitchen and find out where a servant such as I would be able to find a meal to eat while my mistress was away.

      The kitchen was nestled at the back of the hotel. A large room with vaulted ceilings and three different hearths, it made the one at our estate in Maidstone seem no bigger than a broom cupboard. Servants and cooks bustled about and the clank of dishes filled the air as the lunch meal was in the midst of being served.

      I hovered near the door, waiting to make eye contact with any of those who might pass by, but most of them seemed to be using the door on the other side of the room that let out to the restaurant Mrs. Montford and I had eaten at the night before.

      A sudden, sharp pain shot through my arm as something collided with my shoulder. I reached up to grab it, watching as a young woman strode past me with determination. “Sorry, miss, but no guests are allowed down here,” she said over her shoulder.

      “Oh, I-I am not a guest,” I said. “My mistress is, but I am simply her personal maid—”

      The woman let out a burst of laughter. “A maid? Sniffing around for scraps?”

      I blushed. “I had hoped someone might tell me where I could find something to eat, yes.”

      She turned around, carrying a large basket of root vegetables on her hip. She had dark, curling hair and sharp eyes to match. “You thought we could help down here?” she asked. “Well, my apologies but we serve the guests. Not their servants.”

      I frowned, the color deepening in my face. “Where am I to find anything to—”

      “To be quite honest, I do not care,” the maid said. “Now, if you do not get out of my hair, I might very well shriek!”

      She brushed by me, forcing me to step almost entirely out of the doorway. “My apologies for upsetting you,” I said. “I never meant any harm.”

      “Yes, well, I have heard quite enough of that today, thank you very much,” she said. She slammed the basket down on the floor and began to pull dirt-encrusted turnips from within. “Everyone has a short temper today. Everyone! The cooks, the servants, the guests. I am nearly out of my mind about it!”

      “I wonder why that is,” I said.

      She snorted in derision. “Not a bright one, are you? The death on the beach last night? That woman who drowned? It’s all anyone can talk about. And quite frankly, I am tired of it.”

      My eyes widened and I stepped into the kitchen after the maid. She carted the turnips over to a large wash basin along the wall where another server diligently scrubbed a large stock pot. “What are they saying?”

      She glared at me. “I cannot seem to figure you out,” she said. “Did you or did you not know of it?”

      “I knew,” I said. “What are people saying?”

      “I am not telling you anything,” the maid said, shoving the turnips into the basin. “Now get! Mr. Tuller will be none too pleased if he catches you in here.”

      I did not stay any longer to test her theory.

      I wandered back toward the foyer, my mind swirling. I supposed I should not be surprised, hearing that everyone seemed to be talking about the death. It had been witnessed by enough people and rumors tended to spread fast.

      I paused as I walked by the door to the restaurant. My hand drifted to the small amount of money that Mrs. Montford had given me. It was hardly a fortune but it might be enough to settle me a small meal, if any of the servers would be willing to help.

      I stepped inside and found the same smiling waiter there at the counter to greet me. He asked if I wanted the same table as the night before, but I asked if I could sit away from the windows. He obliged without further question.

      As I sank into my chair, I withdrew the money, rolling it over in my palm.

      “Good afternoon, miss,” a young man said not a moment later, causing me to jump. The money bounced in my hand, a few coins rolling off onto the floor.

      “Oh, I am terribly sorry,” I said.

      “No trouble,” he said, bending to fetch the money. “Now, what can I get for you this fine day?”

      I frowned and held out my hand. “What can I have for this?”

      The server’s brow furrowed at once as he squinted down at my hand. “This is all you have?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      One of his brows arched and he straightened. “I suppose I could fetch you a bowl of soup. Perhaps a slice of bread to go with it.”

      “That would be more than fine, thank you,” I said.

      His nose wrinkled ever so slightly as he turned away and made his way back toward the kitchen.

      I sank back against the chair, letting out a sigh, and stared out over the restaurant.

      Lunch was in full swing and almost every table was occupied. I was grateful that the host had been able to find a spot for me, especially as a single guest.

      A pair of ladies sat at the table closest to me, one sipping a glass of lemonade, the other finishing up a plate of greens. As I unfolded my napkin to lay it across my lap, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a young man join the two ladies.

      “My dear aunt, you will not believe what I just heard,” he said in a voice laced with astonishment.

      “Do not keep it from me, dear boy, do tell,” said the woman with the lemonade. Her hair was as white as a cloud.

      He took his seat, and I pretended to be very much occupied by the daily specials scrawled across a board near the door to the restaurant.

      “It’s about that woman who died last night,” he said. “If you can believe it.”

      My face flushed, though I did not move. This again? I wondered.

      A slow shiver ran down my back and I debated getting up and leaving right then and there. I had no desire to hear anything more about the dead woman. I’d had enough.

      I could not slip away, though, could I? I had already ordered a meal. It would not do to leave before it had been delivered, before I had paid for it.

      I looked down, wringing the napkin in my lap. I willed my ears to shut but they would not.

      “Tell us already, boy, do not keep us waiting.”

      “I overheard from people at a table near the windows that the police came back this morning to interrogate the husband…because they found the death of the wife suspicious,” the young man said.

      “No…” his aunt said.

      “Well, how did the other diners know that?” asked the second woman, who wore spectacles that took up nearly half her face.

      “It seems they overheard the conversation the husband was having with the police,” he said. “Passed by his room or some such. The interesting part is that the wife appeared to have bruising, upon further inspection, which suggests that she might have been in a recent struggle.”

      My hand twitched, sending the knife I had been so carefully straightening flying across the top of my table.

      Blood flooding my cheeks, I ducked down under my table to try and find it, after hearing it clatter to the floor.

      “Good heavens…” the aunt said. “So she did not drown, then? Someone might have done her in?”

      “It appears so,” the man said. “Not only did she have bruises but it seems she might have ingested something toxic, as well.”

      “Ingested something?” the woman with the spectacles asked, incredulous. “How can they tell?”

      “That I do not know, but the police think the poison might have caused cramping while she was out in the water. That may have led to her drowning.”

      My blood ran cold. Could she have been poisoned?

      “The police suspect the husband, of course, but from what I heard yesterday, he was not alone with her when she died,” he said. “There was someone with him. Another woman.”

      The two ladies gasped. “Really?” his aunt pressed.

      “Indeed,” he said. “Most say that she appeared to be trying to help…but what if she was actually trying to kill the poor woman?”

      Bile rose in the back of my throat, and I froze, still partially hidden beneath the table.

      “Goodness me, what a tale,” the aunt said with a tremor in her words. “I have not heard of such a thing outside a novel.”

      “It’s rather fascinating, isn’t it?” the young man asked.

      “It most certainly is not,” the aunt said. “Now you shape up and don’t go spreading this gossip around anymore. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, aunt,” he said, but it was with a bit of a chuckle that said he would do anything but honor her wishes. “Whatever you say.”
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      I managed to choke down my soup—a chicken and vegetable mix that was over salted and undercooked—before getting up and leaving the restaurant. The family remained at the table beside my own throughout the whole of my meal, which made me terribly conscious of what I was doing as I sat there. I did everything I could to appear inconspicuous and ate as quickly as I thought polite. They paid me no mind, for which I was grateful, but as I thanked the host as I passed, I knew it did not feel soon enough.

      I let out a sigh, feeling a bit less anxious as I put that family behind me. A nosy bunch, for certain, but hadn’t the maid in the kitchens told me that everyone in the hotel had been talking about Dinah’s death?

      Except now, the story had changed…and the new rumors seemed to imply the poor woman might have been murdered, instead of having drowned.

      And me! I thought. People remember that I was there too!

      I bit down on my lip as I started toward the stairs—intending to lock myself in Mrs. Montford’s room, refusing to come out until she returned—when I collided with something tall and solid.

      I looked up, blinking furiously, grabbing my forehead which had begun to throb and sting.

      My mouth fell open as I realized I had walked straight into Dinah’s husband…John. I recognized him from the beach.

      His blue eyes brightened as soon as he recognized me. “Oh, my heavens, I have been looking everywhere for you.”

      “For—for me?” I asked. “Why?”

      “I wanted to thank you,” he said. “For everything you did yesterday.”

      My face drained of color and I found I could only stare up at him. Why in the world did he want to thank me? I had done little to help. His wife had died.

      He reached up and rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “I realize you had no reason to risk your life to help us, except out of the goodness of your heart,” he said. “I could have died out there, too. The waves…they were too powerful. I nearly lost my strength.”

      Looking at him, I realized for the first time just how young he was. Perhaps not even more than two or three years older than I. Some might call him handsome, with his chestnut hair and hazel eyes. He looked as if he often smiled, though such an expression was far from his face for the time being.

      “And then you appeared,” he said, sounding mystified. “Almost…almost as if an angel from heaven had come down to reach out to me, to pull me away from the ocean’s greedy depths.”

      I swallowed. “I-I did what anyone would have,” I said, taking a step back. I looked around and found a few people passing by us, headed toward the restaurant, their heads swiveling around to watch us as they went. Witnesses. They would hear me talk about being involved with the woman and her husband when she died.

      “My apologies, sir,” I said, dipping into a curtsy. “I do not mean to be rude but my lady is waiting for me and I must go to her.”

      I hurried around him, my heart beating like a frantic drum in my chest.

      “Your lady?” he repeated, as I rounded the bottom of the staircase. “You mean to tell me that you are—what, a maid? A servant?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, taking the stairs as quickly as I dared without falling flat on my nose. “And my lady will not be at all pleased if I keep her waiting any longer.”

      The sound of footsteps on the stairs behind me made my heart sink. Why must he insist upon following after me? I wondered.

      I needed to separate myself from him. After the conversation I overheard from the night before, between him and that Frank fellow, I needed to distance myself. If there was any possibility that he had been the one to kill his wife, how could I be certain he was not some lunatic who would try to do the same to me?

      If he followed me all the way to our suite, he would be able to find me whenever he pleased. In other words, I might never be rid of him. I could not bear the thought of having to stay in that room all week or of Mrs. Montford having to send for some of the hotel staff to get rid of him.

      “I am sorry but I do not know what to do,” John said, climbing up the stairs after me. “I am so lost. The police—they took Dinah last night and I have not been able to see her since. They came this morning to tell me there had been signs of—of foul play?”

      I reached the next landing and stopped, not indicating that I would be going down either the west or the east wing.

      I looked at him and my heart sank.

      Where I had expected to see a wild look, I saw nothing more than exhaustion. Helplessness. His eyes, red-rimmed and wide, indicated no sleep. There were lines around his eyes that I was quite certain he was too young to have. The distant hollowness in his gaze showed a desperation that he could not seem to satisfy.

      I pursed my lips, keeping a healthy distance between us. “I am sorry for your loss,” I said, keeping as much conviction in my voice as I thought appropriate. “I only wish I could have been there sooner to help.”

      “It is not your fault,” he said, shaking his head. “I realize there is nothing you could have done, now. I…I regret to say that she very well may have been in trouble when she and I were walking out on the rocks.”

      I gave him a patient look. “Do you mean when she fell in?” I asked.

      He nodded, letting out a heavy sigh. “She seemed well when we went out but had eaten some fish earlier that day that she had never eaten before. A local specialty, of course. She said it upset her stomach, but after some rest, she seemed well enough to go out for a walk…”

      He shook his head. “The police that came to speak with me said there seemed to be evidence of something having gone wrong with her…her stomach.”

      He turned green as he spoke, looking down at his feet.

      “I told them just as I told you. That happened…an hour before we went out?” he said. His shoulders sagged. “It is still terribly difficult to believe that she is gone.”

      I glanced around nervously. This was not at all a conversation I wanted to be having. I knew there was nothing I could do to comfort him, assuming his grief was unfeigned. Nothing I could say would bring her back.

      “I do not know if they believed me,” he said. “I do not know if they could understand what I feel. It—it is as if my heart has been yanked from within me, sliced to ribbons, and tossed to the sea.”

      I clenched my teeth, my heart beating like the wings of a hummingbird trapped in a cage. I could not think of a subtle way to extricate myself.

      “What are you doing up here?”

      I looked behind John and saw a man with similar features, the same hazel eyes and the same face that lent itself to smiling, but he was almost a head taller.

      “I thought I heard you and now I find you—well, hello there.”

      His tone had changed when he saw me. He reached the step where John stood and wrapped his arm around John’s shoulder, all while smiling down at me.

      “Who do we have here?” he asked. “I did not realize you knew anyone else at the hotel, John. Not to mention someone so…lovely.”

      Something in his eyes and voice made the small hairs on the back of my neck stand up straight.

      John shrugged the other man’s arm from his shoulder. “I do not really know her, Frank.”

      Frank! The man I had heard him quarreling with the night before!

      “Are you going to introduce us?” Frank asked.

      John looked back at me, his brow furrowing slightly. “It has only just occurred to me that I do not yet know your name myself. This is my brother Frank. Frank, this is the woman who helped me…who tried to help me rescue Dinah last night.”

      Frank’s demeanor immediately changed. He stiffened, his smile fading almost at once. “Oh,” he said simply. “That was you, was it?”

      I confirmed it was true.

      “What is your name?” John asked. “I do not think I can properly thank you without knowing your name.”

      “Anna,” I said. “My name is Anna.”

      John nodded. “I am John. I suppose I would normally say that it is nice to make your acquaintance but given the circumstances…”

      “Yes, well…” I said. “I must be going. If you would please excuse me.”

      “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” Frank asked, taking a step after me. “How about you come join us for dinner? I imagine after the ordeal you went through last night, you could do with some good company.”

      “Frank, this is not the time for your flirtations,” John started.

      “Calm down, brother. You’ll upset the lady,” Frank said.

      “You are already upsetting her,” John pointed out.

      I looked away but my flushed face gave me away.

      “My apologies, Miss,” John said. “You must ignore my brother. He is an unthinking fool.”

      “A fool, eh?” Frank said. “I might say the same of a man with your poor choice in women.”

      John’s eyes flashed. “You had best not be speaking of my Dinah.”

      Frank seemed oblivious to the dangerous look in his brother’s eyes. “It is not my fault that you allowed yourself to get so caught up with her,” he hissed. “You could have saved yourself all this pain and torment had you not ignored my advice—”

      “We can speak of this later,” John said. He turned back to me. “My apologies. My brother can be entirely thoughtless. He has never learned the value of holding his tongue.”

      I did not know what to say. What could I say? This conversation felt like a continuation of the one they had started the night before.

      Frank snorted and slipped his hands into his pockets. “I hope I see you around again, Miss Anna. For once, I approve of my brother’s tastes. I would like to see how pretty you are when you smile.”

      He tipped his hat to me and then strode down the hall toward their room…and Mrs. Montford’s.

      John watched him go. “Little brothers…” he said, shaking his head. “I am sorry. He is dealing with Dinah’s death in his own way.”

      A way that seems to indicate he could not care any less that she is gone, I thought to myself.

      “Have the police come to speak with you yet?” he asked. “I told them they did not need to, as you had simply come in to help me.”

      “I have not seen them yet,” I said. “Though I expected them at any time today.”

      “Perhaps they will not come,” he said. “As I said, I told them they need not speak with you.”

      “I will be happy to if necessary,” I said.

      “Well, I shall keep that in mind,” John said.

      He turned and took a step back down the stairs.

      “I hope you have a better day today, Miss Anna,” he said in a heavy voice.

      I frowned, watching him go.

      After seeing the pain in his face, a niggling feeling of doubt settled itself in my heart. Surely he could not have been responsible for her death. Would he have openly told me what the police had shared with him of their suspicions? He seemed concerned. Unless he was an excellent actor, I had a hard time believing that he was not upset.

      I swallowed, waiting just a few more minutes until I knew that both Frank and John were gone. I went down the hall, slipped into Mrs. Montford’s suite, and slowly closed the door behind myself.

      A whole week in the same hotel as those two men. How could I ensure that I would not pass them again?

      Especially that Frank… I thought. He was not the sort of man I would want to run into all alone.

      I sighed, sinking down into one of the chairs, feeling as if I had run for miles and miles. My knees ached, my head throbbed, and my palms seemed endlessly slick with sweat.

      I hoped beyond hope that I might see the police come through that day. As much as the thought frightened me, at least I would be able to give them all I knew and then put this whole affair behind me, once and for all.
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      The hotel had begun to seem more akin to a prison to me. Wherever I looked, the fears and worries of the past day’s events assaulted me. The ocean, which could be seen through nearly every window, seemed to taunt me with its rhythmic ebb and flow. It would never stop, I knew. It had been there long before me and would continue for what would seem an eternity after, never knowing of my existence apart from my brief steps in at the shore.

      Indoors, I knew that the wall our room shared with John’s was all that separated us. All I could think was how I did not want to leave the suite in case I passed by him and had to engage in any conversation with him.

      Books would not hold my attention, and while I did my best to meticulously clean our rooms, the maids who had come in before we arrived yesterday had done an excellent job. Apart from sweeping the ashes from the fireplace or scrubbing the tile in the washroom, there was nothing for me to do.

      Mercifully, Mrs. Montford and Mrs. Baird returned at half past four, which was only a quarter of an hour after I had paced back and forth across the room, reciting over and over again to myself how I would tell Mrs. Montford what had occurred that day. In her absence, I had overheard the tales from the table in the restaurant, and also run into Dinah’s husband. I had no idea how she might perceive the whole matter and what she might say.

      When she entered the room, I stopped my pacing, standing stock still near the window.

      The ladies came in, laughing together about some unknown story. I remained where I was, as silent as a statue. I waited for them to settle their packages they had purchased in town and sit themselves down on the sofa.

      Mrs. Montford finally turned her face up to me. “Well, girl, I hope you had a quiet afternoon?”

      “As quiet as it could be,” I said. At once, I felt as if I had misled her.

      “Good,” Mrs. Baird said, looking up at me as well. “Mrs. Montford wondered all afternoon if you were getting up to any more trouble.”

      “I am pleased to return and not find you soaked,” Mrs. Montford said.

      “No, ma’am, I have given the ocean a wide berth today,” I said.

      Mrs. Baird let out a sight of contentment. “I am pleased to hear it,” she said. She rose to her feet. “I should like to stay, Bea, but William will be expecting me in time for dinner. Are you certain that you do not wish to join us?”

      “Not this evening,” Mrs. Montford said. “I had hoped to have a quiet, relaxing night last night but as some unexpected…excitement occurred, I never had the chance.”

      “Very well, then,” Mrs. Baird said. “I shall be on my way.”

      “Why don’t you come join me for dinner tomorrow?” Mrs. Montford asked. “That way you and I can make up for our missed plans last night.”

      “That would be splendid,” Mrs. Baird said. “Very well, I shall come back tomorrow. Let’s say, seven o’clock? I shall make the reservations on my way out. Have a relaxing evening, Bea!”

      Mrs. Baird smiled and stepped out into the hall, pulling the door closed behind her.

      Mrs. Montford let out a heavy sigh, sitting back against the cushions in the sofa.

      I swooped in and reached for her hat and gloves. “Did you have a pleasant afternoon?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes,” Mrs. Montford said, though there was a tiredness to her voice that I had heard far too frequently as of late. “She took me all over town, to shops and bakeries and bistros… I must admit, I have not eaten at so many different places in such a short amount of time in years. Perhaps not since the Colonel and I went to Italy.”

      My heart sank as I saw her hesitate, as if she had skipped a step. Her face fell, and I knew it was due to her mention of the Colonel.

      I did not know if I should say anything, so I waited patiently for her to speak again. I did not want to overstep my bounds and yet I did not want her to feel entirely alone, either.

      “Yes, well…” she said, smoothing her hands over her lap. “I spent too much money and have eaten far too many sweets. I will surely not be able to enjoy a proper dinner this evening. Perhaps I shall call down to the kitchens again and have something sent up here. Something small. Perhaps soup.”

      “Might I suggest the seafood bisque?” I asked. “I have heard that is one of the best that the cook can offer.” After my experience with the other soup offered that day, I did not want her to be disappointed.

      “That does sound good,” she said. “Very well, I will send for that.”

      I nodded. “Shall I fetch a maid?”

      “Certainly,” she said.

      As I made my way toward the door, she asked, “Did you ever speak with the police?”

      I nearly tripped as I neared the door and had to grab the arm of one of the chairs before turning back to her. “I—no, I have not. They did not come today.”

      “They most certainly did,” Mrs. Montford said. “I saw them in the foyer when we entered.”

      My face flooded with color. “They—they are here?”

      She nodded. “Indeed. I wonder if they have come back to interview you.”

      I blanched. I did not want to speak with them, despite feeling as if I was ready to earlier. I wanted nothing more than to be left alone and to put the whole matter behind me.

      “You look worried,” Mrs. Montford said, her brow furrowing. “What happened while I was gone?”

      I hesitated but knew it would be unwise for me to keep this information from her. I only wondered where to begin.

      “Come now, girl, do not hide this from me,” she said.

      I told her what I had heard through the wall the night before in the washroom and how I had listened in my own room. I then told her what I had overheard at lunch in the restaurant and what John had told me when I had run into him.

      I kept nothing from her, feeling as if speaking was akin to a valve releasing a great pressure that had been building within me.

      As I spoke, Mrs. Montford listened quietly. Her expression did not change from a furrowed, stern look. At first, I thought she was angry with me, but the more I spoke, the more I realized that she was as disturbed by these matters as I was.

      “All I can say is that I do not want to have any further involvement,” I said, spreading my arms out as if pushing something away. “I meant only to help that poor woman.”

      Mrs. Montford finally turned her gaze away, shifting to look out the window. “You may have saved the husband,” she said. “That was a courageous act. Unfortunately, such an act also draws a great deal of scrutiny. This is not something you can so simply dismiss.”

      My throat tightened. I may have very well thought that myself but to hear her say it seemed to solidify it in my mind.

      “You must speak with the police,” Mrs. Montford said, getting to her feet. “It is the only way you can move forward. Give them all of the information that you shared with me and then they will have no further need for you.”

      I nodded. “Yes, you are right.”

      “Then let us go down to—” Mrs. Montford said, but a knock at the door cut her words short.

      My heart leapt within me and I stared nervously at the door.

      “Well, go on,” Mrs. Montford said. “Answer it.”

      I tried to swallow and slowly made my way across the room.

      As I pulled the door open, my heart remained in my throat.

      A pair of uniformed policemen stood on the other side.

      “Good evening, Miss,” said the one closest to me. He had a thick moustache and a cheery smile. He tipped his hat. “We have been informed that a one Mrs. Montford is staying here. Is she in, by any chance?”

      “Yes,” I said. I stepped back, opening the door further. “Mrs. Montford, someone is here to see you.”

      I stood aside and allowed the two men to pass. The man with the moustache who had spoken was quite tall, while his friend was broad and had rosy cheeks and blonde hair peeking out from beneath his hat.

      “Good evening, ma’am,” the first officer said, tipping his hat to Mrs. Montford as well. “My name is Mr. Walker and this is Mr. Daniels.” The man beside him nodded his head. “We are sorry to bother you but we have some questions for you.”

      “Of course, officer,” Mrs. Montford said, getting to her feet, folding her hands genteelly in front of herself. “What can I do for you?”

      “Perhaps you will have heard of an unfortunate event that occurred yesterday out at the pier,” said Mr. Walker. “A young woman drowned out in the surf.”

      My stomach twisted and a burning filled the back of my throat.

      “Yes, I am aware of such an event,” Mrs. Montford said. “What can I do to help?”

      “We have been informed that a young woman with you was involved in retrieving the drowned woman and her husband from the waters,” he said. “Perhaps a daughter? Or a niece?”

      Mrs. Montford glanced sidelong at me. “My maid. She is the one who greeted you at the door.”

      “Oh!” Mr. Walker said. He and Mr. Daniels turned in unison to look at me. “Well, then. How do you do, Miss…?”

      “Anna,” Mrs. Montford said. “Anna Fairweather.”

      Mr. Walker nodded. “Well, ma’am. Might my colleague and I speak with her? I promise we will not be long.”

      “Certainly,” Mrs. Montford said. “I shall step into my room, if that will suffice?”

      She inclined her head and walked to her room, where she closed the door behind her.

      I stood near the front door, my hands knotted together behind my back.

      Mr. Walker turned and smiled at me, while making a sweeping gesture toward one of the chairs. “Come and have a seat.”

      I could not quite tell what sort of questions these men had come with, and what intentions. Had they come thinking me a possible suspect in the death? Or were they simply coming to follow up on their conversation with John?

      I hesitantly sat, and Mr. Walker sank down into the chair opposite mine. “There, now…” he said, with an exhale of relaxation. “I apologize for springing this on you. We came to find you as soon as we were able.”

      I said nothing, only sat there, waiting. My heart raced in my chest. As much as I had been determined to speak with them the day before, I realized now how frightening it was. The unsettling conversation I’d had with the constable back in Maidstone when the Colonel passed away had left quite an impression upon me, an enormous worry that I might forget to say something or upset the authorities in any way. While these two seemed a great deal less aggressive than the constable had been, it did not do a great deal to settle my nerves.

      “Now…” Mr. Walker said, pulling a small book from the front pocket of his coat. He cleared his throat as he flipped it open. “According to Mr. John Miller, you noticed him and his wife in distress, or rather, heard him crying out for help last evening when they were caught in the waves. Is this correct?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said.

      He reached back into the breast pocket and withdrew a pair of spectacles. He unfolded them and slid them onto the end of his nose. He squinted down at the words scrawled across the page. “What can you tell me about what happened?” he asked, pulling a pen from the spine of the book, pressing the tip to the paper.

      I said, “I was walking down the pier last evening. My lady and her friend were here in this room and they had suggested I go down and get some fresh air.”

      Mr. Walker nodded. “And who was this friend?” he asked.

      “A Mrs. Baird, sir.”

      He continued his nod. “Very good, thank you. I shall verify this with your mistress. Now…you were down on the pier. How did you see this unfold?”

      I squeezed my hands together in my lap. “I had reached the far end of the pier and was just turning around to make my way back to the hotel when I heard splashing down in the water. I thought it quite strange, as there was no laughter of children, and given the storm that had just passed through, I had a difficult time imagining anyone would want to be down in those cold waters swimming when the waves were still so high and strong.”

      “And that is when you saw them?” Mr. Walker asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Rather, I saw him. I did not see her until I reached him out in the water and had begun to help pull him back to shore.”

      “I see,” he said. “Perhaps she was already dead by then.” He made note of that in his little book.

      “I believe so,” I said, reluctantly.

      “So you saw him in the water and…dove right in to help?” Mr. Walker asked.

      “I tried,” I said. “He was not terribly far from the shore but it seemed he could not quite get his footing to be able to come the rest of the way in. I went out, up to about my waist, and managed to grab onto him and pull him back to sure footing.”

      “I see,” Mr. Walker said. “That was when you realized that it was two people you were trying to pull to safety?”

      “Yes,” I said. “We walked back up the beach, out of the way of the water, and he laid her down. By then, she was not responding. Some other men came rushing down from the pier. One of them was a physician and he declared her dead there on the spot.”

      Mr. Walker said, “You don’t by any chance happen to know the doctor’s name, do you?”

      I shook my head. “No, sir. I did not even know the name of the man I saved.”

      He nodded. “Your story is almost word for word the same as Mr. Miller’s, which is very good. He insisted that you had nothing to do with the whole affair but we needed to look into it, nevertheless. The circumstances surrounding this woman’s death are…troubling, at best.”

      The heavy sickness of worry filled my chest. “It is terrible, all of it,” I said. “That poor woman could not have deserved to die in such a way.”

      “It is tragic, indeed,” Mr. Walker said, though his brusque tone did not match his words. “Do you know Mr. Miller at all?”

      “The woman’s husband?” I asked. “No. That was the first day I had ever seen him in my life.”

      Mr. Walker nodded.

      “Has Mr. Miller tried to speak with you since the accident?”

      The question came not from Mr. Miller, but from the other officer, Mr. Daniels. His voice was a bit thicker than Mr. Walker’s and he slurred his s’s.

      The last time I was not entirely upfront and honest about information I had learned, I had been dragged into the whole business of the Colonel’s death, an affair that I could not escape, which had ultimately led to my nearly being killed.

      I knew I wanted to avoid any such trouble from the very beginning, this time. I thought back to Mrs. Montford’s suggestion, which was to tell them everything, so that I would be able to leave the matter in their hands and be able to separate myself from it once and for all.

      “Yes,” I said, absently scratching at the side of my thumbnail. “I have seen…and heard…a few things that might be of some significance.”

      Mr. Walker looked up at Mr. Daniels, whose eyes flashed, and he nodded.

      “Go on, then,” Mr. Walker said, leaning forward toward me. “We are all ears.”

      I took a breath and tried to remain calm. I did not want to seem frightened. It would not do for me to make Mrs. Montford look as if she had a maid with little to no spine. She needed me to represent her well and to give them only the information that they needed.

      “After we managed to get them out of the water, one of the pier’s vendors walked me back here,” I said, gesturing around the room. “I saw nothing of the man, or his wife, again. However, later that evening, I heard through the walls a rather loud fight happening next door, and after a few moments of unintentional listening, I recognized the voice of the husband—of Mr. Miller, as you call him.”

      “Oh?” Mr. Walker asked.

      “He and his brother, whom I have since met,” I said.

      “Yes, we knew that Mr. Miller and his wife had come to town with his brother,” he said. “You have been introduced to him?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Earlier today, in fact.”

      “Interesting, interesting…” Mr. Walker said, scrawling more notes into his little book. “Go on, please. You overheard an argument between these two men?”

      “I did, sir,” I said.

      “What were they arguing about?” he asked.

      “I believe it was about Mr. Miller’s wife,” I said. “They did not seem to agree. Mr. Miller’s brother, who I have learned is named Frank, seemed to indicate that Mr. Miller was better off without his wife. It seems, from what I heard, that they may have gone through a difficult time in their marriage and it almost fell apart.”

      Mr. Walker nodded, still writing in his book.

      “Mr. Miller was both defensive and lamenting. The brother seemed to think his sister-in-law was a rather terrible person. I gather that he did not like her a great deal,” I said.

      Mr. Walker mouthed a few words before dotting the end of his last sentence. He then looked up at me. “Is there anything else?”

      “No,” I said. “That is very nearly all that I heard.”

      “Did you see anything else strange?” Mr. Walker asked. “Any other strange conversations?”

      “Nothing strange, no,” I said. “Mr. Miller came to me, trying to apologize. He said he had told you that I was innocent and—”

      “Yes, he did,” Mr. Walker said.

      I paused, looking up at him. “Apart from that, I have nothing else to say.”

      “I see,” he said.

      My heart skipped. Was that not enough? I wondered.

      He seemed to be reading over his notes once again. “Well, Mr. Miller was very open about his relationship with his wife, which you were describing. It seemed they were at odds most of the time. He even went so far as to say that they had a severe quarrel before coming here to Brighton and they had only recently made amends.”

      “Oh…” I said.

      “Yes, it is troubling,” Mr. Walker said, scratching his chin with the end of his pen. “He seemed very eager to share a great deal of their history with us. Everything that you have told us seems to match with what he described.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” I said.

      It worried me somewhat that what I said made little impact on them. The knots in my stomach did not loosen and I felt no better about the matter.

      Regardless, I hoped it would be enough to move this entire business permanently from my grasp.

      “Is Mr. Miller a suspect?” I asked.

      “I apologize, Miss, but we are not at liberty to say,” Mr. Walker said. With a snap, he closed his book and slid it into the front pocket of his coat.

      “But you do suspect something is wrong about the death?” I asked. “Otherwise you would not have wanted to speak with me?”

      Mr. Walker glanced at Mr. Daniels, which was confirmation enough for me.

      “We find the circumstances of Mrs. Miller’s death…alarming,” Mr. Daniels said in his slight slur. “What we had once considered an accidental drowning, may not be so.”

      “Why ever not?” I asked.

      “There was bruising, particularly around her wrist, indicating she might have been in a recent struggle. And according to the medical examiner, her stomach was quite enflamed,” he went on. “She may very well have ingested something toxic that caused cramping when she was out in the water.”

      “Very good, Mr. Daniels,” Mr. Walker said, standing up, giving his colleague a bit of a stern stare. “Well, thank you very much, Miss. We appreciate your time.”

      “Of course,” I said, getting to my feet as well.

      “And thank you to you too, ma’am!” Mr. Walker said, raising his voice toward Mrs. Montford’s door.

      He smiled at me, tipping his hat once more.

      “Have a good day, Miss. And take care of yourself.”

      I watched them walk to the door and leave, pulling it shut behind them.

      I stood there for a long moment, watching the back of the door.

      I swallowed hard. This had suddenly become a great deal more complicated. It appeared that all I had heard about the suspicious circumstances of the death was true. She may have been deliberately killed. As horrific as drowning would have been, it seemed that was not how she really had died.

      To hear it confirmed by the officers sent shivers down my spine.
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      “Well?”

      I turned to see Mrs. Montford standing in the doorway of her room, peering out apprehensively at me.

      “Oh,” I said, turning my gaze from the front door. “They are gone, ma’am. They have only just left.”

      “Yes, I heard them go,” she said, taking a step out. “Well? What did they say?”

      “They asked me questions about Mr. Miller,” I said. “The woman’s husband. They wondered if I knew him previously and if that was why I had helped him pull his wife from the water.”

      “Of course you did not know him,” she said, taking a seat on the chair I had only just recently vacated. “Did they seem suspicious of you at all?”

      “No—no, I do not believe so,” I said. “They asked me to tell them what occurred, which I did. And I told them of my interactions with the man since.”

      She nodded. “What was their opinion of the conversation you overheard?” she asked.

      “It seemed that Mr. Miller was quite frank about his troubled relationship with his late wife,” I said, my heart sinking once more. “That information I had gleaned proved to be useless.”

      She pursed her lips, her brow furrowing. “And what do you think?” she asked.

      I hesitated, turning to look at her. “Me, ma’am?”

      She nodded again. “Indeed,” she said. “What did you garner from that conversation?”

      “I…” I said. “To be perfectly honest, ma’am, I wonder if they suspect Mr. Miller.”

      “Truly?” she asked. “Why do you think so?”

      “They seem to wonder if she was not dead before she fell into the water,” I said. “Given the suspicious bruises she had, as well as the signs of poisoning, it suggests something happened prior.”

      “I wonder how Mr. Miller reacted to being told that,” Mrs. Montford said, her gaze sharpening as she scratched the side of her face.

      “Do you think he could be responsible?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “You said that he confessed to having a rough relationship with his wife, and that is corroborated by what you heard through the walls last night when he was arguing with his brother. It is not entirely out of the realm of possibility. The drowning could have been a convenient means of covering the death, and as you helped him, you could vouch for his efforts and help prove him innocent.”

      A cold, sick feeling swept over me, like a bout of stomach pains. “I do not like that thought,” I said. “Using me to cover his tracks?”

      Mrs. Montford rose from her seat and wandered to the window. “Salt water could possibly have removed any trace of what caused her stomach problems and the bruising could be explained away as almost anything.” She furrowed her brow. “His coming forward about their difficult relationship is interesting as well, as it certainly makes it seem as if he wants to be open and honest. If he is not attempting to hide something that could be seen as motive for murder, then it may be easier for the police to overlook him entirely.”

      I thought back to his young face on the stairs, the pained expression in his eyes.

      Was that all a lie?

      “An excellent actor…” I murmured. “If that is true.”

      “Yes, indeed,” Mrs. Montford said, rolling her shoulders. “The very same thought I had of my husband’s killer back on the estate, before the police took him away.”

      I did not know what to say. “I’m…” I said, fumbling for words in my mind. “I’m sorry, ma’am. For everything.”

      “You do not need to apologize for the actions of another,” she said, brushing some perhaps imaginary lint from the sleeve of her dress. She looked up at me. “Keep in mind, girl, that if someone is willing to go so far as to kill someone else, lying will be as easy to them as a stroll in the park.”

      I tried to suppress the fear that washed over me like the waves of the sea had done the night before.

      “Well, the matter is in the hands of the police,” she said. “You can rest easy now. I am certain they will have nothing else to speak with you about.”

      A ray of hope burst through the mire and muck in my soul. “You do not think they will have need of me any longer?”

      She shrugged. “If you told them all you knew, why would they?”

      “I do hope you are right,” I said. “I want this whole matter behind me. As soon as possible.”

      “Let us forget it, then,” Mrs. Montford said. “We can do our best to salvage what is left of the day and hope for a brighter morning.”

      All too happy to do just as she said, I set about doing whatever I could to make her comfortable for a late afternoon in the room. I fell easily into my basic tasks, cleaning and tidying, and taking care of whatever she needed me to. I fetched her water, her book, her handbag, her compact filled with lilac scented powder. By the time she wished to go down to dinner, I was beginning to feel a great deal more like myself. The affair of Mrs. Miller’s death remained firmly in the past.

      After a far better night’s sleep than I had the night before, I woke with an optimism that was only just short of giddy. It was freeing to allow myself to put the whole tragedy behind me and to look forward to life ahead.

      The shadows left by the late Colonel’s death still tainted my daily activities, as I found myself reminded of him as I laid out Mrs. Montford’s favorite green dress with the matching emerald brooch he had given her for her birthday the year before, or when I absently arranged a place near the fire for him, complete with crystal ash tray for his cigar, entirely without thought. I remedied it before Mrs. Montford saw but I knew it would be some time before I was able to entirely separate myself from something that had for so long been habitual.

      While the skies remained steely grey, Mrs. Montford seemed encouraged by the lack of rain. “A cool day will certainly be pleasant,” she said. “As lovely as Brighton is on the brightest of summer days, there is nothing better to me than the crisp winds of autumn. It does a great deal of good for the soul. And heaven knows I am in need.”

      “Of course, ma’am,” I said, readying her shawl and hat as she prepared to leave the room to go down to breakfast. “Shall I accompany you?”

      “Yes,” Mrs. Montford said simply. “Let us not delay. I should like to find a decent seat near the windows, if I am able.”

      We started down the hall and Mrs. Montford looked at me.

      “I would like to go down to the water,” she said. “I imagine the waves will be calmer now that they have settled since the storm.”

      I stiffened beside her but tried my best not to betray my anxiety on my face. Down to the water? I thought. I had hoped to be rid of the sea entirely.

      “I realize the events of the past few days may very well make the idea…well, unpleasant, at the very least. Perhaps even outright impossible. However, if you would like to accompany me, you would be welcome.”

      She spoke to me with more consideration than usual. It was strange. I was quite comfortable with my position as ladies maid, with serving her, caring for her everyday needs. It was my place in life.

      Yet since the Colonel’s death, it seemed that something had…changed. Now, it seemed that our relationship had become a bit more familiar. A bit more comfortable. She treated me with a new respect, as if seeing me as a person of worth, not merely a tool at her disposal.

      It unsettled me that death was what tied us together, but I knew in the grand scheme of things, it really would change very little. I was not equal to her in my place in society and I was perfectly all right with that.

      What troubled me now was the murkiness of the waters between us. How much was appropriate to say? How open could I be with my thoughts? It was never that Mrs. Montford had been unkind to me. Firm, stern, and direct were better words to describe her. Yet now…it seemed there was a thin veil of sensitivity when speaking to me, as if aware of the pain I had endured as well.

      “I can see you are thinking a great deal about it,” she said as we turned toward the doors to the restaurant. “I will have no trouble going down to the pier on my own. I do worry that you might feel a bit stuffy, if you remain in that room for the duration of the trip.”

      “Oh, no,” I said. “I would be happy to accompany you down to the shore, ma’am.”

      She looked up at me, raising her eyebrows. “Are you quite certain? I would not take kindly to you having any sort of fit while outside.”

      “Do not worry, ma’am,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “I will be perfectly fine.”

      “Very good, then,” she said.

      Mrs. Montford stepped through the door and there was a shout from behind us.

      “Anna!”

      My heart dropped to my feet. With ice surging through my veins, I turned around to see Mr. John Miller standing there in the middle of the foyer, pointing right through a crowd at me.

      He looked crazed. The lines in his face and the sorrow in his eyes had seemingly disappeared, replaced only with a dangerous, flashing rage. I noticed how tightly clenched his jaw seemed to be and the purple in his cheeks made me wonder if he had been drinking.

      He staggered toward me, and frustratingly, the crowd of people parted like the Red Sea to allow him through.

      I took a step back but bumped up against Mrs. Montford as I did so.

      The whole foyer had turned to look. Every eye looked either at him or at me, or somewhere on the path between. It was almost as if I stood in a room of statues.

      “You…” he said, pointing toward me. “You spoke with the police, didn’t you?”

      My mouth went dry. Did he really mean for me to answer him in front of all these people?

      “Well?” he asked, his voice rising.

      “I did, yes,” I said. “Just as you said.”

      “What did you tell them?” he barked, walking toward me. “What did you say?”

      Two men extricated themselves from the crowd, one of the hosts at the front of the restaurant, the one we had seen our first night at the hotel, as well as a tall, bearded man with a round nose and thick, dark eyebrows.

      “Out of my way,” Mr. Miller said, spreading his arms out in front of himself. “Let me through—”

      “Sorry, sir,” the bearded man said, stepping directly in front of Mr. Miller. He stood nearly a head taller than him. “I am sure none of us wants an embarrassing scene here.”

      “Do you know him?” the host asked, a look of concern on his kind face.

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I have only just made his acquaintance.”

      “I didn’t kill her!” Mr. Miller shouted around the bearded man’s arm.

      His voice echoed into the now still, silent room. It bounced off the walls, the floors, and rushed down the hall in either direction.

      I might as well have been a deer, staring down a hunter, standing in an open field.

      “It’s his wife…” I heard some woman murmur nearby.

      “He certainly is not behaving as if he is innocent,” said a man behind me in the doorway of the restaurant.

      “Please…” Mr. Miller said, hanging his head. He stopped straining to see around the bearded man. I saw him making that same face he had made the day before. The same sorrowful expression. He might as well have been a different man. “I would never have…could never have…”

      The bearded man and the host exchanged a wary look. I could see the stiffness in their shoulders, the firm stance of their feet. They were not ready to let their guards down.

      Mrs. Montford cleared her throat. “Sir, I do not take kindly to you speaking to my maid in such a manner,” she said, glaring at him. “You have no right to speak so crassly and to imply—”

      “I do apologize, ma’am, but she is as involved in this matter as I,” Mr. Miller said, cutting Mrs. Montford’s words short. “She was there when my wife died. She has spoken to the police! I simply want to know what it is that she said.”

      “And you thought it acceptable to make a public scene like this?” the bearded man asked, not taking any steps to move away from Mr. Miller.

      Mr. Miller’s face paled and it was as if he had finally come to his senses. He looked around at all of the faces that stared at him with shock.

      “I-I am sorry,” he said, shifting his gaze back to my own. “I did not mean to frighten anyone, I merely wanted to—”

      “I think it might be wise for you to have a seat, sir,” the bearded man said, trying to coax Mr. Miller toward the wall, away from Mrs. Montford and myself.

      “Perhaps we should call the police,” said a woman to the host.

      “No!” Mr. Miller shouted again. He tried to launch himself back in my direction, his fervor rediscovered. “No! You must not! But wait— No, that’s it! You must tell them! Tell them that I am not responsible!”

      My heart raced as I watched the bearded man struggle with him. The host hurried over to help and together they dragged Mr. Miller away from me.

      “Shame on you!” Mrs. Montford called, pointing a finger in his direction. “This young woman is a part of my household. What are you intending? She is not some foolish girl that you can shamelessly try and woo in the light of your wife’s death!”

      My face flooded with color. Is that what she thinks he is doing?

      I had my reservations about the theory but also had never considered the idea. He did seem intent upon speaking with me on multiple occasions. Was it possible that he was trying to distract himself in some way? If he and his wife fought as much as they did and he was perhaps rather unhappy with her…

      Mr. Miller stopped fighting against the men and let them slump him down into a chair. He muttered something, his head hanging low.

      I took an involuntary step forward. What did he say?

      “…can understand how it might look as if I am responsible,” he continued to mutter. “But it’s not about the insurance money. I could not care any less about any sort of money.”

      “Come along, Anna,” Mrs. Montford said. She took me by the wrist and pulled me through the doorway to the restaurant. “See to it that he does not follow us,” she said to another host as we passed by. He nodded in reply.

      A waiter took us to a table and had us seated.

      The guests inside the restaurant had seemingly not noticed the encounter that had happened out in the foyer, for their conversations were pleasant and soft.

      I rose from my chair to stand behind Mrs. Montford but she grabbed the back of my dress, pulling me back down into my chair.

      “If you stand there, it will draw attention,” she said in a low voice. She reached for her napkin, spreading it across her lap. “And we do not need any more attention today.”

      “Yes, of course,” I said. “My apologies, ma’am.”

      She let out a long, drawn out sigh, shaking her head. “Good heavens, girl. What am I to do with you?”

      I swallowed, the wriggling knots in my stomach all too like snakes piled together.

      The best I could do was remain quiet and try not to be noticed. I was an expert at that, was I not? Yet why was it that I seemed to be the center of attention far too often as of late?

      I grimaced, staring down at the back of my hands stretched across my lap. For a moment, it was as if I did not recognize them. These hands had done so much in the past weeks that I never thought they would have. Never should have had to…

      “Are you all right?”

      Mrs. Montford watched me, her brow furrowed slightly, her lips set in a downturned frown, and a concern in her eyes that set me on edge.

      “I—yes,” I said. “I am fine. Thank you for asking.”

      She did not answer immediately. Her eyes narrowed further and then she straightened. “Truly?” she asked. “After he accosted you in such a manner?”

      I looked away. “I…I thought the authorities already knew everything I had shared with them about Mr. Miller,” I said.

      “Perhaps they simply told you that so you would not worry,” Mrs. Montford said.

      “Perhaps,” I said. “Though I wonder what good that might have done, especially when they seemed somewhat disheartened that I could not give them any further information.”

      She pursed her lips a bit. “Yes, well… Something has caused them to think him responsible. More so than when they had spoken to him earlier.”

      The waiter came around and Mrs. Montford ordered me a lemonade. I tried to refuse but she ignored me entirely. The waiter went off to retrieve our drinks.

      “As I said, I do not wish to draw attention,” Mrs. Montford said. “If you are sitting here with me not eating, it will do just that.”

      While eating felt like the last thing I wanted to do, I agreed and looked forward to a cool drink.

      “It is strange that he came to you, though,” Mrs. Montford said. “Is that not the second time he has sought you out?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      She frowned, turning to look out the window. “I do not like it,” she said. “He feels connected to you, since you went through something so tragic with him. In his mind, you may very well be the only one who can understand what sort of pain he is in.”

      “Do you really think that is what he believes?”

      “I would not doubt it,” Mrs. Montford said. “In a way, I can understand—even appreciate—that depth of sorrow. Of disbelief. He has not yet accepted her death.”

      I agreed. “The whole affair is just awful.”

      “Yes,” Mrs. Montford said. “And then there is the question of the insurance money he mentioned.”

      I looked up, at once recalling the scene from the foyer.

      He had mentioned insurance money.

      “What could he have meant?” I asked.

      “I expect it is one of the reasons that the authorities think he might be responsible,” Mrs. Montford said. “If he was to be paid out a significant amount upon her death, it might be tempting for the greedy sort.”

      As disturbing as the idea was, it certainly seemed to make sense. “Not to mention the fact that he and his wife had been quarrelling a great deal and had a difficult marriage coming into their stay here.”

      “Precisely,” Mrs. Montford said with a firm nod. “If you ask me, that is motive enough. I imagine the next time we see those policemen, they will be here to arrest him.”

      A shudder ran up my spine. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that,” she repeated. “And I hope it might be soon. We do not need any more outbursts like that one. I came to Brighton for the chance to escape these matters. I have no interest in hearing about death any further.”

      “Nor do I, ma’am,” I said.

      “Good,” she said. “Then let us forget it. Perhaps the rest of this trip can truly end in peace.”

      “I hope so,” I said. “I certainly do.”

      She looked at me, and her expression hardened slightly. “Be wary, Anna. If this man is responsible, he will do all he can to ensure that he is not caught. That is why he asked you to vouch for him. I assume he thinks that if he frightens you enough, you will keep silent. If you do see anything strange, then you must not be afraid to speak of it.”

      “Of course, ma’am,” I said. “I will not be afraid.”

      “Good,” she said. “Then do everything in your power to keep your distance until this matter is resolved. For my sake but more so for your own.”
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      The rest of the afternoon passed rather slowly. Mrs. Montford and I did manage to go down to the pier, where we walked up and down, watching the children play and the families pass by. Mrs. Montford rather enjoyed looking at the stalls, perusing the wares and foods the owners offered.

      We passed by the booth owned by Mr. Wallard, who recognized me at once as we passed.

      “It is good to see you, Miss,” he said, setting aside the bowl of nuts that he was busy cracking. He handed it to a younger man beside him, who had the same eyes and nose, very likely his son. “I’d hoped I would see you again before you left Brighton.”

      “I must thank you again,” I said. “For coming to my aid the way that you did.”

      Mrs. Montford said, “I had hoped we would find you here.”

      I gave her a sidelong glance. Had this been her plan all along?

      “Of course, ma’am,” Mr. Wallard said, wiping his hands on his apron before he leaned on the counter to speak with us. “What is it that you need?”

      “I should like to thank you properly,” she said. She reached within her pocketbook and pulled free some bank notes and handed them over to him. “The very least we can do is compensate you for your time and trouble.”

      “Oh, no, ma’am. I do not need any money,” Mr. Wallard said, standing up straight and stepping back, out of reach of the proffered reward. “I was all too happy to help. She was in need. How could I let something happen when I was able to step in and do something?”

      How could I let something happen when I was able to step in and do something?

      The question rattled around in my mind like a bouncing rubber ball. That was how I felt about this whole matter with Mrs. Miller, was it not? Was it a pervading guilt that I knew I would have felt if I had ignored the drowning couple? Mr. Miller could just have easily perished out in those waves and that would have been my fault. Or would it have been?

      “Come now,” Mrs. Montford said. “You put yourself to a great deal of trouble. Surely you could take something.”

      “No, ma’am, I did not,” he said, shaking his head. “The only one who went to any sort of trouble was your maid. I simply did what I knew was right. I could not live with myself otherwise.”

      “Well, then…” Mrs. Montford said, disgruntled as she slipped the money back into her bag. “I suppose I cannot force it upon you.”

      Mr. Wallard smiled at her. “I apologize, ma’am. I don’t mean to be rude. It just wouldn’t be right. I would have done it for anyone.”

      “Nevertheless, I thank you,” Mrs. Montford said. “The whole affair was…well, rather unpleasant.”

      “Indeed it was, ma’am. Indeed it was.” He shook his head. “Tragic, really. That poor fellow losing his wife.”

      “I can’t imagine you know the man,” Mrs. Montford said. “Him being a guest and all.”

      “No, I don’t know him,” Mr. Wallard said, scratching his chin. Behind him, his son threw a fresh batch of almonds into the skillet. They hissed as they struck the hot butter. “I saw him and his wife about, though. They had been here for some days before…well, before everything happened.

      “Did you notice anything about them?” Mrs. Montford asked. “About their relationship with one another?”

      “Nothing strange, if that’s what you mean,” Mr. Wallard said, his brow furrowing in concentration. “They seemed happy enough. They stopped by my booth. She wanted to try some of the almonds, of course. The smell, she said, was what drew her over.”

      “Did they seem argumentative at all?” Mrs. Montford asked.

      “No, not that I can remember,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

      “No reason,” she said. “It seems that the police suspect he might have had something deliberate to do with her death. They do not know for certain. But his behavior since has seemed awfully strange. Well, thank you for your time, Mr…?”

      “Wallard, ma’am,” he said, a smile softening his expression. “You know, before you go, perhaps I should mention that there did seem to be a bit of…dislike between the young man and someone I could only assume to be his brother. There was tension there. Especially surrounding his relationship with the poor young woman who died.”

      I straightened. “That is his brother, yes,” I said.

      He turned to look at me. “I thought as much. They look a great deal alike.”

      “Why do you mention him?” Mrs. Montford asked.

      Mr. Wallard’s hands balled into fists as he leaned forward once more. “You mentioned the police. If they are to come back, perhaps…well, I certainly won’t have the chance to speak with them, but if you do…”

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “There was just…something off about him,” he said. “Something unsettling.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. I already knew what his answer would likely be but I wanted to hear him confirm the same feelings that I had been struggling to put into words.

      “I did not have a good feeling about him, if I’m honest,” he said. “I imagine he has no trouble catching a young woman’s eye but he certainly has an air of aggression, too. When he spoke with his brother, it was as if his opinion was all that mattered and he cared little for what anyone else thought. I overheard them arguing about their plans for the following day, just before they came to my booth, and…well, the young woman who has passed on and this brother were in a disagreement about whether to stay in for the evening or go out. The way this man argued with her, it was as if she were a child. In the end, he won the argument and his entire attitude changed.”

      He glanced this way and that, as if he might be overheard.

      “I do not trust people who smile at you only when you agree with them,” he said. “What do I know, though? I did not hear any of their previous conversations. I can assume that he was the one ordering them about, but how can I be certain he was the only one at fault? There are two sides to an argument, yes?”

      “Yes, that is true,” Mrs. Montford said.

      “Well, do not worry about what I have said,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Chalk it up to the ramblings of an old man.”

      “If the need ever arises, and we speak to the police again, then I will remember your story,” Mrs. Montford said.

      He nodded. “I will be here if they have further questions, I suppose,” he said.

      “I would not worry about it,” she said. “Thank you again, sir.”

      “Might I interest you in any of these almonds?” he asked. He snatched a bag from the back counter, just packaged by his son. “Free of charge?”

      “I would happily pay,” Mrs. Montford said. “But I would be honored to take them.”

      We carried the almonds back up to our suite, and Mrs. Montford spent the rest of the afternoon reading in her room. I did some tidying and organizing. It allowed me the chance to be alone with my thoughts.

      I thought back to Mr. Wallard’s assessment of Mr. John Miller and his brother. To hear him speak of Mr. Miller’s brother resonated with me. In a brief conversation he had overheard, he seemed to understand the same thing about Frank that I did, and that was it would not do to cross him.

      What if that sort of temperament ran in the family? At least Frank seemed a bit more hostile and it was easy to see. What if John Miller was the same but only in a more sinister, sneaky way? It was difficult to imagine that one of them would have such a mean streak and the other did not. Tempers and the like often ran in the family blood.

      What would that have meant for Mrs. Miller?

      Perhaps it was not so strange to think that Mr. Miller was responsible for his wife’s death.

      Mrs. Baird came by the hotel at half past five, right on time for the ladies dinner together at six o’clock. She came in a bit of a tizzy, as the rain had started up once again. After she managed to remove her wet coat, she began to tell Mrs. Montford all about her newest crop of prize begonias that she had propagated in her greenhouse. It gave me the chance to fade into the background.

      Four more days…I thought. There were only four days left in this trip, and then we would be on our way to London. I did not fancy the idea of running into either of the Miller brothers again before we left. As much as I knew that Mrs. Montford wanted to enjoy her stay here, I could not wait for the trip to be over. I wanted to put this whole ordeal behind me but it seemed that the clock wanted to drag on and time itself decided to linger.

      I thought of Selina and the other staff that had gone on ahead of us to London. I wondered if they had managed to get settled. I wondered if Selina would have selected a room for me right beside her own. I hoped she would be able to find a way to do so.

      I also thought of London, of what life would be like. The city itself would bring a great deal more energy into Mrs. Montford’s life, and by doing so, it would change my own, as well. I wondered if she would be attending parties and dinners and if she would expect me to accompany her at times.

      A familiar smile flashed through my mind.

      Mr. Jerome.

      I might see him more frequently now that we would be staying in London. In Maidstone, I thought I had seen him for the last time.

      How would he treat me if we ran into one another again? How should I react?

      “Come along, girl, it is time for dinner,” Mrs. Montford said, drawing my attention from my own thoughts.

      As we made our way down to the restaurant, I searched around with every step that we took, my eyes passing over every inch of the hotel that we walked through. I looked into each face, through each open doorway, down every hall.

      If Mr. Miller was to make yet another appearance, I had every intention of seeing him as he came. I did not want him to catch me off guard again.

      We reached the restaurant without any interruptions, which gave me a great deal of peace.

      Four more days… I can make it through just four more days, I said to myself.

      We were brought to a table but I realized quite quickly that it would be far too small for the three of us to sit down together.

      “Mrs. Montford, perhaps it would be wise for me to go back to the room,” I said. “That would allow you and Mrs. Baird to enjoy your meal without me crowding you.”

      “No,” she said in a low voice as she settled herself into her seat. “I do not want you to be alone in our room. Or to be caught on the way. It is better for us both if you stay here. You can stand off to the side there if you so choose.”

      “Of course, ma’am,” I said. With a small curtsy, I took a step back, blending in with the long shadows cast from the pillars along the wall.

      I watched as Mrs. Baird and Mrs. Montford settled in. A waiter soon came to greet them and offer them the specials for the evening.

      I took a long, deep breath, looking around at the other guests in the restaurant. My eyes lingered every time my gaze passed over a man, but still not one of them was Mr. Miller.

      Would he even have the energy or the desire to eat at a restaurant? I wondered. This is the sort of place that one visits when they are celebrating. I cannot imagine he is celebrating anything at this time.

      Then I remembered his words about the insurance money. If he did kill her and it was for the money…

      If that were the case, it would not at all surprise me if he were to come down.

      Perhaps that would be all the proof I needed to convince me. If he had the appetite to enjoy a sumptuous meal, then he was not at all as devastated as he seemed.

      “Psst!”

      My heart skipped and I turned to see a pair of eyes peering at me around a nearby plant.

      I squinted, as the eyes quickly became a part of a face that materialized out from behind the pot. I realized it was the same maid who I had spoken with in the kitchens.

      “I wondered if I would see you again,” she said, coming to stand beside me. She brushed off the front of her apron, and standing with me along the wall, we may very well have both seemed to be part of the hotel staff, apart from my own apron being stashed back in my suitcase back in my room.

      “I am sorry for bothering you the other day,” I said. “I realize you were quite busy and I should never have intruded the way I did without first—”

      “Save your precious breath,” she said, her eyes flashing. “I am fully capable of carrying on a conversation as well as taking care of my work.”

      The servant jutted her chin out toward Mrs. Montford. “Is that your mistress?”

      “Yes,” I said. “And her friend.”

      “Are you her personal maid, then?” the servant asked.

      “I am,” I said.

      “She’s widowed?”

      “Recently, yes,” I said.

      The servant nodded and then shifted her narrowed gaze up to me. “What’s your name, then, pet?”

      My brow furrowed. “Why do you call me that?”

      She smirked. “Because you have more of a collar than I do. I serve guests that come and go. You, however, are stuck. Perhaps for the rest of your life.”

      “And you see that as a problem?” I asked.

      “I had a mistress once,” the servant said. “She died. I despised her.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “You did not know her,” she said, folding her arms. “So you do not know the pains I suffered at the hands of such an ungrateful, miserable—” She stopped and clamped her mouth quickly shut. “Well…that is in the past.”

      “I suppose my experience is simply different,” I said. “My past was fraught with troubles. When my mistress and her husband took me in, it was for the better.”

      “Well, at least we have both found a new kind of happiness, yeah?” the servant said.

      “My name is Anna, by the way,” I said. “And yours?”

      “Annalise, funnily enough,” the girl said with a chuckle.

      For a moment, we watched Mrs. Montford and Mrs. Baird, who had just been served their first course, a watercress salad.

      “I did not come over to make small talk,” Annalise said after a few moments.

      “I thought not,” I said.

      “I heard what happened in the foyer this morning,” she said, her voice losing a bit of its sharp edge. “How that man came after you, shouting something awful.”

      “It was very unfortunate,” I said, my heart sinking. This was the last thing I wanted to be speaking about.

      “What was that all about?” she asked.

      I looked over at her and saw a concern in her eyes that somewhat surprised me. “Did you see any of it happen?” I asked.

      “I did, yes,” she said. “I was taking some linens to the kitchens and saw you standing near the door as he shouted out to you. You were somehow connected with that woman’s death?”

      I nodded, reluctant. “I tried to help save her,” I said. “We were too late.”

      “We?” she asked.

      “Her husband,” I said. “He was the one who was shouting at me in the foyer this morning.”

      “How?” she asked. “How did it happen?”

      “She was drowning,” I said. “And I overheard them struggling in the water. By the time I reached them, though, and helped them back to shore, she was already gone.”

      Her eyes widened and her sneer disappeared. Though it was difficult to see in the dark, I thought I watched some of the color drain from her face. “You saw her dead?”

      I nodded. “Yes,” I said, reluctantly.

      “Good heavens…” she said.

      The truth settled over us and I found myself longing to escape the conversation at hand. How often would I be subjected to discussing this tragedy? Not only had I tried to forget it myself but Mrs. Montford had asked me to set it aside and to move past it. Yet at every turn I reached, it seemed someone did what they could to drag me back into the mire. Why was that?

      I could not blame Annalise. She did not know how many times I’d had to recount this tale in the last two days. She could not know how heavily it weighed upon me.

      “Why was he shouting at you this morning, then?” Annalise asked. “Does he blame you?”

      “No,” I said softly, shaking my head. “The authorities believe that he might be responsible and he was asking me to tell them that he was not.”

      “What could you possibly do?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Do you think he did it deliberately? Drowned her?”

      It troubled me to give my own opinion. As easy as it was to parrot the thoughts of others, I did not think it right to be offering my own thoughts on the situation. It would not do if someone were to let the authorities know that I had spoken with Annalise and they went to her and asked what I had said. I needed to be careful how I responded, for myself, but also for Mrs. Montford’s sake.

      As I had with my search for answers about the Colonel’s death, I deflected my thoughts and questions onto another. It was the safest, most sensible option.

      “The officers I spoke with informed me that the woman’s body had some bruising, as well as possible signs of poisoning,” I said. “They came to speak with me to see what I had experienced, I suppose as a means of finding any further clues that would help them decide if they were related to her death or not.”

      “That is troubling,” Annalise said, all pretenses of her earlier haughtiness gone. “What did they say?”

      “It seemed the information I provided them with helped very little,” I said. “As they already knew it.”

      “They must still suspect it, if he is as upset as he seemed,” Annalise said. “Although…I wonder if they are not looking in the wrong places.”

      I looked sidelong at her. Mrs. Montford’s waiter returned with the second course, setting it before the ladies before producing a wooden pepper grinder, which he offered to both of them. “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Annalise shifted uncomfortably beside me, waiting until the server walked away, back toward the kitchens before leaning in more closely to me. “Have you not seen his brother?” she asked. “I would think that someone with a temper as vile as his might be ripe for committing murder.”

      “You would not be the first to suggest such a thing,” I admitted.

      “He cornered me the first night they were here and told me how lovely I was,” Annalise said, reaching up to tuck a few stray strands of hair back beneath the bonnet she wore. “If it were not for one of the cooks stepping out to look for me, I wonder if he might not have tried to coax me back to his room.” Her nose wrinkled and she grimaced. “Those sorts of men…coming on holiday and expecting to woo any girl who would look twice at them, then be on their merry way…” She sighed. “I know his type. They come round here far too often and act a great deal less gentlemanly when they know they can do as they please and then go home without consequence.”

      Her description fit my own impression of Frank Miller.

      A thought struck me. What if Mrs. Miller and Frank had some sort of relationship? It would certainly explain the tension between them, would it not? There seemed to be a muddied past between the lot of them.

      “Even so, I have to wonder…” Annalise said. “Something else rather strange occurred not long after he and his brother and wife arrived. The very next morning, in fact.”

      My ears perked up. “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Well…” she rubbed her hands over her arms. “Hearing that man insist that he did not kill her, I do wonder if he might be telling the truth,” she said. “I only mention it because…well, his wife had a bit of a row with one of the staff here at the hotel.”

      “What sort of row?” I asked.

      “A rather loud one,” Annalise said. “Over breakfast. The woman—what was her name?”

      “Mrs. Miller,” I offered.

      “Mrs. Miller began to shout at one of the servers who came through, accusing him outright of theft,” Annalise said with a huff. “It was almost unbelievable, seeing how angry she became and how quickly. She began to spout off that a necklace had been stolen from her purse the night before and that he had been their server.”

      “In the middle of the restaurant?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes, for all to hear,” Annalise said. “She insisted that she had the necklace when they sat down, but by the time they returned to their room after the meal, it was gone.”

      “Well, that could have been for any number of reasons,” I said. “It could have fallen out, or perhaps she forgot that she had taken it out and put it somewhere else.”

      Annalise nodded along with my words. “That is precisely what occurred,” she said. “Some of the other maids overheard her speaking with her husband later that evening about the necklace in question, saying she had found it in their suite in her suitcase. The news managed to make it back down to the kitchen staff and the server felt relieved at first. Who wouldn’t? The hotel manager had been called and Michael—the server—was terrified he might lose his job. Well, when the necklace was found, the hotel manager apologized to him. But I think Michael had hoped for an apology from Mrs. Miller.”

      “I assume none was given?” I asked.

      “Not even a mention to the manager,” Annalise said. “She went about life as if nothing had happened but we all remembered. Especially Michael. She very nearly cost him his job and cared little for it, though she accused him without base.”

      “You think he might be responsible for all this?” I asked.

      “Michael was livid,” Annalise said. “He was so for days. Anytime she entered the restaurant, people had to steer him out, back to the kitchens, so he would not lash out at her. That earned him another demerit from the hotel manager, and eventually, he was reassigned to cleaning the washrooms.”

      “He was that upset?” I asked.

      “Indeed,” she said. “And he only became angrier.”

      “Dare I ask how he reacted when she was found dead?” I asked.

      “Shocked at first, from what I hear,” Annalise said. “But, as you might imagine, he said that she deserved it. That, as far as I know, has not yet reached the ears of the manager.”

      I frowned, looking around at the rest of the room.

      Was it possible that the authorities were missing the true culprit? Could such a quarrel end in murder? I knew nothing of this Michael, apart from what Annalise had told me.

      “The authorities thought she might have been poisoned,” I said. “As a server, I suppose it would have been all too easy for him to find a way that a poison could be slipped into her drink during dinner the evening that she died.”

      “I had been thinking the very same,” she said. “Knowing now that it seems she was…killed? Is that what they are insinuating?”

      “Possibly,” I said.

      “It could be him,” Annalise said. “He certainly had reason to be angry with her.”

      “Is he the sort of man who would be capable of such a thing?” I asked.

      “Hard to say,” Annalise said, pursing her lips. “I do not know him well enough to say one way or the other. Perhaps the authorities could question him.”

      “Perhaps they could,” I said. “If I see them again, I shall pass along your information.”

      “I would appreciate if you did not include my name,” Annalise said. “I only meant to see that you were all right. Do not think I am willing to get involved in this whole mess.”

      “I do not blame you,” I said. “I only wish that I could be free from it as well.”
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      Dinner came to an end a short time later. Mrs. Baird and Mrs. Montford decided to make their way up to the lounge that overlooked the pier for an after dinner dessert in a more secluded setting. I followed after them, not bothering to ask Mrs. Montford. I believed that what she had said earlier was true; it would not be wise to be alone right now.

      As I climbed the stairs after them, I dwelled on what Annalise had shared with me about the server whom Mrs. Miller had gotten so angry with. It seemed foolish to ignore such an occurrence, especially so soon before her death. What if he was the one responsible? That would change everything, would it not?

      I wondered if Mr. Miller had even considered the server. Would it be at all possible for the server to be one who was indeed responsible, in which case Mr. Miller’s name could be cleared?

      Why do I care so much? I asked myself. It seemed ridiculous to be as invested as I was in this whole affair.

      “What did that server want to speak with you about?” Mrs. Montford asked as we reached the landing.

      “Oh,” I said. “She wanted to inform me that she overheard Mr. Miller’s outburst this morning and to tell me that there might very well be someone else who could have killed his wife.”

      I gave her a quick summary of the conversation.

      Mrs. Montford stopped before they entered the lounge.

      She turned to me, her eyes narrowing. “I thought I told you to put all this aside,” she said. “I had hoped that we would be done with it.”

      “I hoped so as well,” I said. “I do not understand why it seems to be following me.”

      She sighed, shaking her head.

      “Well, perhaps she should inform this Mr. Miller of the new development,” Mrs. Baird said.

      “What?” Mrs. Montford asked, her eyes narrowing. “I do not want Anna anywhere near that fool.”

      “Listen to me,” Mrs. Baird said. “If she passes the information along, she can cut ties with the whole thing.”

      Mrs. Montford clicked her tongue in frustration. “I hardly see how—”

      “Would he listen to anyone else at this time?” Mrs. Baird asked.

      Mrs. Montford hesitated in her answer.

      “No,” I finally said. “I do not think he would.”

      “See?” Mrs. Baird asked. “You said that he came at Anna this morning because they have a unique relationship, yes? As they endured the death of his wife together?”

      “Yes, but—” Mrs. Montford said.

      “Then, she might be the only one he would listen to on the matter,” Mrs. Baird said. “Think on it, Bea. Then she can tell him she wants to be done and that will be the end of it.”

      Mrs. Montford’s brow furrowed and she shook her head. “I do not like it. What do you think?”

      It took me a moment to realize that she was asking me.

      I hesitated. “I-I don’t—”

      Mrs. Montford’s expression hardened as she looked round at me. “You do not have to do anything,” she said. “We could simply inform the police of what you have learned tonight. You owe him nothing.”

      “I know,” I said. I looked at Mrs. Baird. “But you may be right. This may be the only way that I can be rid of it. The situation might be resolved sooner by my speaking with him.”

      Mrs. Montford let out a heavy sigh. “You mean to tell me that you will go and find this man and tell him all this?”

      I rubbed my palms, which were becoming sticky with nervous sweat.

      “I do not fancy the idea,” I said. “And yet I want this business to be put to bed. I fear it will only come back to rear its ugly head once more if we ignore it any longer.”

      Mrs. Montford raised her hands in exasperation. “I give up,” she said. “Go on, then, if you want. You will know where to find us. I only insist that you speak to him in an open, public space, where people can see you. Do not forget his disgraceful behavior the last time you met.”

      I had not forgotten. Already a cold dread trickled like an icy stream through my veins. Still, I did not see any choice. “I shall tell him and then he can tell the authorities himself,” I said. “I will wash my hands of it all… I hope.”

      “Yes, well, I certainly hope so, as well,” Mrs. Montford said. She pursed her lips but her gaze was as sharp as ever. “Do not waste time. I expect you back in a quarter of an hour or I shall send someone after you.”

      I nodded. “Right. I will see you shortly.”

      “You had better,” she said.

      I turned then and started down the hall, keeping my eyes on my shoes. I realized how desperately in need of a polish they were, which distracted me only briefly from the worry that washed through me.

      I stopped, ducking behind a pillar in the hall, and considered what I was about to do.

      Why in the world have I agreed to go in and speak with him on my own?

      It would be easy to turn around and make my way back to the lounge. Mrs. Montford would prefer if I did. At least initially…until all of the accusations came out and the authorities came to find me once more and asked me question after question.

      No…this needs to end now. I cannot do with another sleepless night.

      I started down the hall again and made my way toward our suite. It was at that moment that I realized I had no idea where to find Mr. Miller. A safe guess would be in his room but how could I know?

      Knocking on his door would certainly be the fastest way to find out, and at the same time, the most inappropriate. What would it look like, a young woman knocking on the door of a recently widowed man? It would not do, and so I knew I must find him in some other way.

      How was I to accomplish such a thing, then? Would it make any sense, wandering around the hotel aimlessly?

      I started back down the stairs, my thoughts racing.

      It was terribly unlike me to act so rashly. Time may have been of the essence but that didn’t mean I had thought this through as much as perhaps I should have.

      I debated going down to the front desk with the hopes of getting one of the staff to send for him in his room. That way, it could appear as if they had asked him down.

      I set my foot on the top stair when I heard my name from behind me.

      “Miss… Anna, wasn’t it?”

      A small shiver raced down my back. As I turned, I found Frank Miller making his way down the hall toward me, a rather sly smile spreading across his face.

      “Hello, Mr. Miller,” I said.

      I took a quick, sweeping glance of the hall and realized that it was almost entirely vacant. I remembered Mrs. Montford’s words and started down the stairs until I could be certain that others would be in sight.

      “Wait. Where are you off to in such a hurry?” he asked, quickly catching up with me. “I had hoped I might run into you once more.”

      I said nothing in reply. I reached the middle landing of the sweeping staircase, seeing others at the bottom of the stairs gathering near the restaurant and passing by to and fro. Feeling a bit more confident, I stopped and turned to look up at him.

      He was handsome but the glint in his eyes reminded me of a snake once more. Remembering how he had treated Annalise, I took a step back.

      “Where are you off to on this fine evening?” he asked. “Perhaps you might need an escort? Someone to keep you company?”

      “Thank you, Mr. Miller, but I am a bit too preoccupied with…other matters,” I said.

      I started down the stairs. He was not the Miller I wanted to see but how could I now be rid of him and still somehow try to find his brother?

      “Other matters, hmm?” he asked. “What might those be?”

      I did not have time for this.

      I looked up at him and gave him a tight smile. “Mr. Miller, I assure you, I am perfectly able to get where I am headed on my own. Now, if you will excuse me, I do not have a great deal of time.”

      He stepped lithely in front of me, his eyes glinting. “You would not be looking for my brother, would you?”

      I knew the widening of my eyes was all the answer he needed.

      His smile hardened to a bit more of a grimace. “I thought so. He cannot seem to stop talking about you.”

      What? Talking about me? I wondered.

      “He seems to think that just because you were with him when Dinah had her accident, that you and he have some sort of connection.”

      Mrs. Montford was right, it seemed. She had suspected he would think as much and Frank had confirmed it.

      At the same time, I wondered why in the world Frank would speak so flippantly about his deceased sister-in-law. Was it true, then, that he cared as little for her death as I had assumed? After the argument I had heard between him and the other Mr. Miller that first night through the wall, it had seemed that they never really got along well.

      “We have no such connection,” I said firmly.

      “Oh, you do not?” Frank asked, his eyebrows rising to his hairline. He grinned again. “Well, I imagine he will be quite disappointed.”

      “I highly doubt that,” I said. “Given the amount of grief he must be—”

      “Grief?” Frank interrupted. “Hardly. He is all too glad to be out of that marriage.”

      My stomach dropped.

      “That…that is not what he told me,” I said.

      “Oh?” Frank asked, sliding his hands into his pockets. He leaned against the banister as casually as if we were talking of more pleasant things than murder. “I believe what you mean is that he said he was not responsible, yes? He said he would never do such a thing?”

      I swallowed hard. “From what he has said to me, he loved his wife. I-I saw it in his eyes, when we were down at the beach, and she was—he held her in his arms.”

      Frank shook his head. “A fantastic actor, he is. And perhaps in those moments he was startled and shocked but he would be lying to you if he said he loved her.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Why are you so determined to think he despised her?”

      “The answer is quite simple,” Frank said, folding his arms. “The woman was unlovable.”

      “You mean to tell me that you do not grieve for her?” I asked.

      He shook his head, his eyes flashing. “Not truly. Harsh as it may sound, if you knew her, you would understand that she got what she deserved.”

      Goosepimples appeared on my skin and the small hairs at the back of my neck stood straight.

      “You would do well not to assume anything about my family,” Frank said. “It may be quite easy for you to pity Dinah but you do not know the pain that she put us through.”

      “And so she deserved her death?” I asked.

      “It was inevitable,” he said with a shrug. “She played with fire and it seems that she finally managed to get burned. My brother might behave as if he is saddened by her passing but he is not. Not deep down. Deep down…he is relieved.”

      I opened my mouth to question him but he cut me off again.

      “And his fear now is that he will be accused,” he said. “Nothing more.”

      I stared up at him. He does not contradict the authorities’ assumptions that John was responsible. Is this his way of confirming it?

      Frank continued, “I could tell you a lot more about my brother and sister-in-law, if you’re curious. But this is hardly the place for it. Perhaps we could talk over dinner—”

      “What are you doing?”

      My heart leapt in my chest. I looked up and saw John Miller standing at the top of the stairs.

      He looked infuriated as he hurried down the steps, his jaw clenched, his brow furrowed.

      “Oh, for heaven’s—I told you where I was going,” Frank said. “Yet here you are, following after me.”

      “Stop it, Frank,” John Miller said. He looked at me. “Is everything all right? What has he told you?”

      That was certainly an interesting question to lead with, was it not? Was he afraid that his brother would have told me the truth?

      “We were simply having a pleasant conversation,” Frank said, passively.

      Pleasant? I thought.

      “I told you,” John said. “You are to stay away from her.”

      Frank rolled his eyes. “Do not tell me who I can and cannot speak with, brother.”

      “I will when she—” John said.

      “—no say over my choices in this,” Frank said.

      “—involved in Dinah’s death,” John went on.

      “Let her choose who she wants to—” Frank said over John.

      “—does not want to have anything to do with this!” John said. “She—”

      “Mr. Miller,” I said.

      Both men stopped and turned to look at me.

      “Mr. John Miller, I had hoped to speak with you about something important,” I said. “It’s about your wife.”

      Frank straightened, his expression hardening.

      “Very well,” John said, shooting a glare in his brother’s direction. “Let us go down to the parlor. We can speak there. Frank? Be on your way.”

      Frank stared at his brother and I could very nearly see the sparks flying in anger between them. Slowly, however, he started off back up the stairs.

      I breathed a small sigh of relief until John’s voice sent a shock of worry through me.

      “Come along, then,” he said. “What was it that you wanted to speak with me about?”
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      “It’s…it’s about…Mrs. Miller,” I said, trying to decide how to broach the delicate subject, as we descended the stairs. I swept my gaze around the room, taking note of the several people who were spread across the foyer. I made eye contact with one of the female staff members, who stood behind the main counter hanging some keys back up on the golden hooks, and another couple who lingered near the front doors, their eyes fixed upon John Miller and me.

      “I imagined as much,” Mr. Miller said, his voice somewhat defeated. “Given the circumstances…”

      We stepped through the open door of the parlor where some soft piano music drifted from the far corner. A group of people had congregated around the instrument, listening to the player who wore a long, deep blue tailcoat. His voice, soft and warm, murmured some words as he played.

      “Here,” Mr. Miller said, gesturing to a pair of chairs beside the bay window that overlooked the front of the hotel. Outside, the bright lights from the streetlamps glistened like stars and windows glowed warmly from across the street.

      “Thank you,” I said, taking the seat across from him.

      “Now,” he said, settling into the chair. “First, I should like to apologize for the oaf that is my brother. He has been rather insufferable since Dinah’s death. More so than usual.”

      He spoke of her death so casually. Was it true that he simply did not care?

      “Thank you,” I said. “Your brother seems to think that I have an interest in speaking with him, which I… I do not.”

      He nodded. “I do not blame you. He does not need to bother you the way he has. Most women do not realize that he is simply teasing them but I try to tell him that he does not come across that way. Regardless, I will speak to him for you.”

      “Thank you,” I said once more.

      “I suppose that is not what you wanted to talk to me about, right?” he asked.

      “No,” I said, folding my hands.

      “I am surprised that you wanted to see me, if I am honest,” he said. “The way I behaved this morning. It was… I have not slept a great deal and I am struggling to accept that Dinah is…well, that she’s gone.”

      As I looked at him, I realized this was the man I had met the first day, one who was a great deal more levelheaded than the man I had met with that morning outside the restaurant.

      “It was uncalled for and I apologize for upsetting both you and your employer,” he said. “I will make sure to find her at some point to tell her myself.”

      “She would appreciate it, I am sure,” I said. It surprised me that he went so far out of his way to apologize in this manner. Still, I realized that his earlier outburst had showed a depth of emotion that I could not entirely ignore. If he was capable of behaving so once, he was sure to be able to do so again.

      He nodded. “Now that we have that out of the way, I will ask you once again and hear what it is that you wished to speak with me about.”

      I shifted in my chair, glancing back toward the other guests in the room. I did not know if I should speak too loudly, lest we be overheard.

      “I was informed of something earlier today that might surprise you,” I said. I tried to wipe my sweating palms against my thighs. “I have agreed not to name who it was that shared this story with me but I feel it’s important for you to hear that it might have been one of the hotel staff that killed your wife.”

      His eyes widened. “Who? Who was it?”

      “I do not know any names,” I said. “But you very well may. Were you around your wife the morning that she argued with one of the servers in the restaurant? Over what I heard was a suspected lost necklace?”

      He straightened, his expression hardening. “Yes,” he said. “Dinah was certain she had taken that necklace with her into the restaurant, and our server was a bit…unfriendly. When we returned to the room, the necklace was missing. We spent a great deal of time looking for it but were unable to find it. Dinah allowed her anger to get the better of her the following morning, accusing the server of theft. He did not take kindly to that, as one can imagine.”

      He frowned, looking at me with worried eyes.

      “You are suggesting that he could have been the one responsible? That he…” He could not bring himself to finish the thought.

      “I do not know for certain,” I said. “You saw how both of them reacted, so you would know better than I.”

      He scratched his chin, looking down at his shoes. “Dinah was quite angry. She had no trouble drawing the attention of every guest in the restaurant, the way she carried on.” He leaned his head to the side. “She ended up being wrong, of course. We found the necklace caught up around a pair of my reading spectacles later that afternoon.”

      “She never apologized to him, did she?” I asked.

      His brow furrowed. “No, she did not. I would not have expected her to, though. He was a server. She was wrong and she dropped the matter. She had gone to the hotel manager to complain to him. She asked me to go down and withdraw her complaint later that afternoon.”

      Yes, that lines up with Annalise’s story, I thought. That still does not prove anything, though, does it? There is a great deal of fogginess still left in this tale.

      “I take it the server was upset?” he asked.

      “From what I understand, yes, he was,” I said.

      “Did you have a chance to speak with this server?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “No. I heard this from someone else who heard of it as well.”

      He let out a long, drawn out sigh. “And so you mean to tell me that this story is entirely secondhand?”

      “Yes,” I said. “But I thought it too important for you not to hear of it.”

      His eyes narrowed but he was staring off into the distance. He snapped his fingers gingerly together, as if keeping tempo with the song.

      “It could not have been him,” he said with a sudden finality, sitting up straight, shaking his head. “I am certain.”

      “You are?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I realize how you might have thought it possible but this server… It was dealt with. The matter was resolved.”

      “But you said that your wife did not apologize to him,” I said.

      “True,” he said. “But I spoke with the manager, as I said, and I assured him that Dinah’s anger had subsided. He understood, as you might imagine, her frustration, and promised to take care of the matter for us.”

      He certainly could have taken care of it but how could he know that the server still would not have lashed out?

      “I saw the young man later,” John Miller said. “He acted like a rabbit caught in a trap. He might have been angry behind our backs, but to our faces, he would never have dared. Anyway, how could he have done anything?”

      “I—” I said, suddenly realizing that I had not thought this through terribly well. “I wondered if it might have been…poisoning.”

      He let out a gruff grunt. “Yes, well, that would certainly line up with what the authorities said.”

      He swung his gaze back around to me.

      “I do not know what the officers told you,” he said. “But it is clear to me that they informed you that they suspected I had something to do with Dinah’s death.”

      At once, my face flushed pink.

      “Did they?” he asked.

      “They…asked me questions of you,” I said. “I hardly know anything about you, of course, apart from that day at the beach, after…”

      “Yes, I know,” he said. He shook his head. “I do not know what to think. This whole affair is…absolutely shocking.”

      I could understand his feelings.

      “Well,” he said, getting to his feet. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention. I appreciate your honesty and concern about my wife’s death. However, this still leaves me right where I started—entirely out of ideas.”

      “My apologies,” I said, sensing his rising frustration. “I had only hoped to shed some light on such a terrible tragedy. I understand how troubling it can be to lose someone so suddenly.”

      “Yes, well,” he said, rubbing the side of his face. “To be accused of said tragedy is another matter entirely.”

      He looked down at me.

      “Thank you, Anna, for your help. I must be on my way but do not hesitate to say hello if we pass by one another.”

      With that, he turned and headed off toward the door.

      I remained seated for a moment, staring after him.

      That certainly did not go the way I had anticipated it might.

      As I rose to leave, I wondered if I had spoken with the same man who had very nearly chased me down in the foyer that morning. The desperation had entirely disappeared and he seemed almost annoyed with me for bringing this to his attention.

      If it was not the server, then that left him as the sole suspect once again.

      It made sense that he was upset as he left, then, I supposed. He had likely hoped that I could offer him a new suspect, someone he had not considered. He had hung on to a brief moment of hope. I dashed it when I told him about the server.

      I made my way back up to the lounge, careful to keep my eye out for Frank in case he lurked nearby, waiting for me. Mrs. Montford noticed me at once, as if she had been staring at the door in anticipation of my return. She waved me in at once and gestured to the chair between her and Mrs. Baird.

      “I take it you spoke with him?” she asked. “Where was he?”

      “His brother was on his way to the foyer and then Mr. Miller was looking for his brother,” I said. “They happened upon me on the stairwell.”

      I relayed everything to her, as John Miller had said it to me.

      Her brow furrowed deeper and deeper with each word that passed over my lips.

      “A waste,” she said, finally, waving her hand dismissively. “A great waste and now the matter still hangs in the air.”

      “Does it, Bea?” Mrs. Baird asked. “Perhaps this is for the best? Now that she has said her piece, perhaps he will not need to speak with her again. Perhaps he will not want to.”

      “I should hope not,” Mrs. Montford said. “But after how riled he was this morning, I doubt that this will be the end of it.”

      I tried to swallow but the tightness in my throat made it difficult. “I certainly hope it is over, but I fear…”

      “Yes, girl, what is it?” Mrs. Montford asked.

      I looked down at my hands knotted together on the tabletop. “I cannot understand. He seems entirely exasperated to be without another option. Yet, who else could it have been?”

      “You said his brother mentioned Mr. Miller’s dislike of his wife?” Mrs. Baird asked.

      “He claimed Mr. Miller only worried that he would be found responsible, that he was not troubled over her passing,” I said. “I admit, when I spoke with him, he seemed…indifferent to his wife’s death.”

      “That could be nothing more than the numbness that comes with the passing of a loved one,” Mrs. Montford said. “Everyone handles death differently.”

      “That is true,” Mrs. Baird said, nodding and giving Mrs. Montford a sad, understanding sort of look. “It’s hard to know, isn’t it? You do not know him at all, so how could you be sure if he was lying to you or not?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Mrs. Montford said, shaking her head. “Not anymore. We agreed to leave the entire affair alone from this point forward, did we not?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I would very much like to.”

      “Very good,” she said with a bit of a huff. “We leave this discussion at the table when we go and we will do all we can to forget the matter. Am I clear?”

      “Of course, ma’am,” I said.

      “Very good,” she said. “Let us make our way back to our suite, then. I grow weary of this place…and all the memories it seems to evoke.”
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      The rest of the evening passed by without any further incident.

      I gave Mrs. Montford and Mrs. Baird some space as they sat and talked together that evening, busying myself with tidying up my room and preparing what I would need for Mrs. Montford’s nighttime routine. Keeping my mind occupied on what Mrs. Montford needed, such as the salts for her bath and the nightgown and matching cap for bed, helped to keep my thoughts from running amok. I could not allow myself to think over the events of the day. They weighed heavily enough upon my heart and I chose not to give them any further time to consume my thoughts.
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        * * *

      

      I slept well enough. When I awoke, it seemed winter had settled in over the hotel during the night. Ice clung to the corners of the windows and the bottoms of my feet stung as I hung them over the side of the bed and grazed the floor. I drew my robe around my shoulders, and after sliding into my slippers, I went about readying myself for the day.

      By the time Mrs. Montford was awake, most of the ice had melted but the clouds hung heavy and low in the sky. The scent of snow hung in the air.

      “Goodness me,” she said, staring out the window. “I knew that the seaside in November would not be the picture of warmth but to have winter settling in so early?” She shook her head. “I shall not be pleased if we must endure snow this soon.”

      I kept my thoughts to myself. As much as she disliked the snow and the ice, I loved it. Cold meant that I could remain indoors, where I would prefer to be most of the time. Cold meant safety. Cold meant water would freeze and I would not have to endure the frights that water could bring.

      I knew something as large as the sea would never freeze but it still would allow me the perfect excuse to keep away from it.

      Mrs. Montford was ready to spend the day inside, which I was all too happy to encourage. The hotel itself offered an array of entertainments for her to partake in, such as an art gallery, a handsome library, and even an observatory with an all glass roof to enjoy the sun and sea to their fullest.

      To my pleasure, she decided to spend some time in the library, merely as a means of seeing what all it offered. I happily accompanied her down and stayed out of her way as she perused the shelves.

      It pleased me to see her finally relaxing. Books were a great love of hers. As she wandered among the shelves, tilting her head to read the spines, I could see the lines of worry in her face ease. She could, for a moment, be consumed by something other than the constant reminder of the death of her husband.

      Hours went by as she passed through the library. I allowed myself the chance to relax a bit, as well. Mrs. Montford wanted the death earlier in our trip to be put aside. Without the pressure to attend a funeral, the lack of obligation to the victim’s family gave us freedom to set ourselves apart from it. I continued to tell myself this, time and time again. It helped me to feel better, yet I still fought a hint of guilt that welled up within me.

      Why was it that I felt responsible? Why did I feel as if I needed to be the one to find whoever did this?

      I had no obligations to John Miller. None whatsoever. Perhaps it was for his wife’s sake that I felt the truth, whatever it was, should be known?

      I realized I might never learn what had really happened. What if the authorities came in the middle of the night to arrest Mr. Miller? It was entirely possible that I would never see him again, a thought that did not trouble me in any great measure.

      I stayed partially hidden behind one of the shelves, keeping my eyes fixed on the door, in case he or his brother passed through.

      “Anna, come here for a moment, would you?” Mrs. Montford asked, her voice drawing me toward the books.

      “Of course, ma’am,” I said. I made my way over to her.

      As I rounded the corner of the shelf, I noticed she held a hefty tome in her hands, an ancient book with a faded green cover and yellowed pages. She examined the front as if it were written in an unfamiliar language.

      I walked over to her and peered over her shoulder.

      The front of the book had no images and the only words scrawled across the top were A Memoir of Heroes.

      She ran her fingers gingerly over the cover. I noticed the stiffness in her shoulders.

      “This is a compilation of officers and leaders of the military in recent decades,” Mrs. Montford said, flipping the pages open. She skimmed over the table of contents with the tip of her finger. “Soldiers, generals, colonels…men who made a difference for our country with what they accomplished.”

      My heart sank. She didn’t need to say any more. I understood what she was about to reveal to me.

      She reached toward the corner and pulled the pages back until she found the number she sought. As she allowed the paper to lie flat, I saw that an image of the Colonel sat prominently on the page.

      “Colonel Montford, a man who served his country courageously, is thought by many to be responsible for the reform of the academy,” she read. “He believed in integrity above all and could often be heard encouraging strength of character both off and on the battlefield. He was the sort of leader that all hoped to emulate.’”

      She paused, entirely still.

      My eyes made a quick pass over the rest of the page, which seemed to list a history of the Colonel’s term of service, along with his various accomplishments. I had always known how decorated he was but it still was quite amazing to be reminded of his career.

      “It’s quite sad, really,” she said. “To see his whole life spelled out on a page like this. It makes it seem…so fleeting.”

      I watched as she traced the side of the Colonel’s face with the tip of her finger. The picture in the book must have been from some ten or twenty years before and he seemed to be in the prime of his life.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” I said, uncertain what I could do or say.

      “Yes, well…” Mrs. Montford said. “It caught me off guard. I never expected to find anything here that would…make me think of him. I found more than that. I found the very memory of him.”

      The book, filled with other men of honor, would never have drawn the attention of anyone else. She must have passed by it on the shelf and wondered, out of curiosity, if her husband had been mentioned. Perhaps she never expected that he would have been.

      “I came to Brighton to put those thoughts of him aside for a little while,” Mrs. Montford said. “With the hope of getting a feel for starting my new life without him. I knew that I had to accept the reality that I am alone now, so going somewhere where he and I never went together seemed the most logical.”

      She sighed, closing the book, and then looked up at me.

      “I would like you to take care of something for me,” she said. “This book… I imagine it will spend a great deal of time on the shelf. Perhaps the entirety of its existence. I should like to take it home with us. I would like the Colonel’s memory to be properly honored, along with the other men who served alongside him, in a manner which is befitting.”

      “What a wonderful idea, ma’am,” I said.

      “Would you go find the hotel manager for me?” Mrs. Montford asked. “I cannot imagine anyone would come in and take this book, but I do not want to chance leaving it here, and I know it would not do to remove it from the room without permission. If you fetch the manager for me, I shall speak with him and plead my case.”

      “Of course, ma’am,” I said with a nod and turned to start toward the door. “It would be my honor.”

      I turned and hurried from the room, starting toward the main front desk as quickly as I could.

      When I reached it, I found some of the staff loitering around. A quiet afternoon ensured that they were not needed and they were standing about talking amongst themselves.

      I hesitated for a moment. I would have to interrupt them, wouldn’t I? The way they had their heads bent together, I could only assume gossip or something deathly important had their full attention.

      “Good afternoon,” I said, stepping up to the counter.

      A young man moved from the group. The others remained standing near a doorway leading to what I could only assume was an office of some sort. He smiled tightly at me, as if annoyed at my interruption. “Yes, what can I do for you?”

      “My mistress wishes to speak with the manager,” I said. “Might you be able to tell me where I could find him?”

      “I am afraid not,” the young man said, wrinkling his nose, shaking his head. “I cannot help you. My apologies.” He turned to walk away.

      I blinked, watching him return to the throng he had so recently removed himself from. They went back to talking as if I had never said a word.

      “One moment, please,” I said. “I only need to—”

      “We do not know where the manager is,” said one of the staff. “You might go down to the kitchen and see if someone there can help.”

      “Very well,” I said, turning away. My face grew warm as I heard snickers following after me.

      What in the world was that all about? I wondered.

      I walked down the halls, heading for the kitchen, my mind racing. Something felt strange in the hotel. Being outside the knowledge of what was happening made the hairs on my arms stand straight.

      The kitchen door stood open, the smells of the roasted ducks to be served for dinner at the restaurant wafting out into the corridor. I approached with some hesitation, as I knew they would be in full swing to prepare for the meal, but still knowing that I needed to find the hotel manager. Why was he so difficult to locate?

      I peered inside, my eyes sweeping the large space for Annalise. She might not be terribly fond of me but there was a chance she would agree to help me, which was more than the staff back in the foyer were willing to do.

      “Who are you looking for?” one of the cooks called from the sink at the back, the sleeves of his shirt rolled up to his elbows, his arms covered in frothy soap.

      “Annalise,” I said.

      “Dining room,” he said with a nod toward the door.

      “Thank you,” I answered and made my way back to the restaurant.

      After explaining to one of the hosts that I was looking for Annalise, he allowed me inside. She was, thankfully, easy to locate near one of the vacated tables, stacking the dirty dishes into a basket on her hip.

      “Annalise,” I said, walking toward her.

      She wheeled around, her eyes narrowing, and then she relaxed somewhat. “Oh, it’s you,” she said, turning more fully toward me, swinging her basket around. “What are you doing down here?”

      “I am looking for the hotel manager,” I said. “For my mistress.”

      One of her eyebrows arched. “For your mistress, hmm? For what? What does she need?”

      “She needs to speak with him about something.”

      She placed the basket down into one of the empty chairs. “Come help me with this so we may speak,” she said.

      I did not need to be asked twice. I approached the table and began to round up the glasses as she collected the silverware.

      “Is this about the dead woman?” she asked in a low voice, her sharp eyes fixed upon me.

      “No, actually,” I said, setting some of the glassware into the basket, tucking it gently around the linens from another table. “She has a simple request for him about a book in the library.”

      “Oh,” Annalise said, pausing. “Has the matter about the death been resolved, then?”

      “I do not believe so, no.”

      Annalise’s jaw shifted as she pondered my words. “Interesting…” she said. “I wonder why that is.”

      “I imagine the authorities are still looking into the matter,” I said. “I do not believe they have any firm suspects as of yet.”

      “What of the server?” Annalise asked.

      I shook my head. “As far as I know, he is irrelevant.”

      Annalise’s face fell. “Well, I suppose that is good news, though the idea that a madman is running amok without being caught is troubling.”

      A chill swept up and down my arms. “I understand all too well,” I said.

      The first table cleared, I followed her to the next.

      “What of the hotel manager?” I asked.

      “Did you ask the staff at the front desk?” she asked.

      “I did,” I said. “But they were unhelpful.”

      She straightened and frowned, her hand halfway to another set of dirty plates. “I’m not surprised,” she said, shaking her head. “I knew this would become a problem.”

      “What sort of problem?” I asked.

      She sighed, looking up at me, her expression almost regretful. “Since the incident down at the sea, some who have come to recognize you have started to refer to you as—”

      “Annalise, Mr. Harold is looking for you.”

      I jumped at the new voice and turned to see a petite young maid with a pair of long braids. She was nearly a head shorter than I, with a delicate complexion and cheeks like an infant’s.

      “I am helping a guest right now,” Annalise said with a smile that did not at all convey happiness or joy in seeing the girl. “Tell him I will be there shortly.”

      “He needs you now,” she said. “And why are you allowing a guest to help with the dishes?”

      “She is a maid, too,” Annalise said.

      “Mr. Harold was quite serious,” the young maid said, her green eyes widening. “He said you need to come right away.”

      Annalise glared at the girl. “Fine. But first I must find the manager for our guest. It is very important.”

      “Last I knew, he was in his office,” the girl said.

      “Wait here with her, then,” Annalise said. She looked at me. “This is Caroline. Caroline, this is Anna.”

      Annalise hurried away from the table, and Caroline stepped up to help me, instead.

      She looked at me and smiled in a much more genuine manner than the staff at the front desk. “I do apologize, Miss, but I—”

      She gasped and clenched the silverware tightly in her hands.

      “What? What is it?” I asked, looking all around.

      “You!” she murmured, staring more closely at me. “Oh, I might have known… You are the angel of death.”

      My eyebrows lifted. “Angel of death?” I asked, completely forgetting about helping tidy the table before us.

      “Yes…” Caroline breathed, her eyes as wide as the saucers she set into the basket. “You are the one who tried to help save that woman in the ocean, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” I admitted.

      “Oh, everyone knows about you,” she said. “You have become something of a legend around here.”

      From the way she said it, I knew it was not intended as a compliment.

      “What happened that day?” she asked. “Did you hear that poor woman’s last words? Is it true that you were with her in her last moments as she died on the sand?”

      I took a step back from the table. “No, none of that is true. Where did you hear such a thing?”

      “I heard that you did,” she said and I did not think her eyes could bulge any further. “From someone else. I cannot recall who, at the moment.”

      I looked toward the door that Annalise had gone through. Where was she? I wished she would hurry up and return. This conversation was becoming rather strange.

      “I heard the husband sobbed hysterically,” Caroline said. “And that people had to wrestle him away from her body.”

      I did not know if that was true but I did not wish to find out.

      Caroline gasped beside me. “Oh! There he is now!”

      My insides twisted and I turned to look.

      Mr. Miller had just entered the restaurant with his brother, Frank, and they were being seated at the same table that Mrs. Montford and I had sat at before, near the windows.

      “Wait…why are they together?” Caroline asked me, dropping her voice.

      I followed her gaze and saw her eyes fixed on Frank.

      “They’re brothers,” I said, doing my best to hide behind the table we were trying to clean, keeping myself as turned away from them as I could so as to not be recognized.

      “Brothers?” Caroline asked. “That is interesting, isn’t it?”

      “Why?” I asked. “Why do you say it like that?”

      She moved closer to me, dropping her voice. “The day that woman died, they came in here for dinner. Good heavens, that must have been her last meal, wasn’t it? But the brother…the tall one? He came down into the kitchens, which I thought terribly strange. Everyone was looking at him. Guests never come to the kitchen, you see. He spoke with one of the chefs and as quiet as they were speaking, I thought they must have been arranging something special for the meal. I wondered who it might be for. Perhaps it was a surprise for someone’s birthday?”

      She frowned suddenly, watching them as they were seated. “How terribly sad… And after all the trouble he went to, making sure the meal was special.”

      A cold fear gripped me like the icy claws of a beast.

      I knew immediately that Frank had not gone down to the kitchen to make their meal special. No, he had gone to the kitchen to give the chef some sort of poison to put into Dinah Miller’s food or drink. More than likely, he had bribed the chef.

      I could see it all now…

      Dinah ingested the poison unknowingly. The taste must have been disguised somehow. She succumbed to the poison out on the rocks while she and her husband were walking, falling over the side and into the water. She had likely died before she ever had a chance to drown.

      That had to be it. It had to be.

      John Miller did not kill his wife.

      His brother did.
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      Annalise returned soon enough with the hotel manager, who I took to see Mrs. Montford. Annalise asked me if I was all right before I left the restaurant, saying how pale I had become. I did not feel as if I could reveal my discovery, not just yet. I thanked her for finding the manager and I took him to the library.

      After Mrs. Montford explained her desire to take the book with the Colonel’s biography, which the manager understood entirely, he agreed to let her have it, with many thanks for choosing to stay at the hotel in the first place and for choosing to stay there so soon after her husband passed on.

      Mrs. Montford and I soon retired to the room, where she set about doing some knitting. “Might as well practice,” she said, settling herself into her chair, her needles in hand along with some wool yarn in a deep plum the Colonel used to love. “I suppose I shall be spending a great deal of the winter with this yarn in hand. Perhaps I can make a smart scarf or some such.”

      “Of course, ma’am,” I said, huddling in front of the fireplace. The chill had settled back over the hotel, and while no snow had fallen, the iciness in the air foretold its eventual appearance. `

      I sat at the hearth, hearing the soothing clicking of Mrs. Montford’s needles, staring into the depths of the flames.

      Fire. It was innocent enough, but if not taken seriously, it was capable of causing serious harm. Water was much the same, wasn’t it? Even certain people could appear one way, and if pushed, they might very well act out in ways they never would otherwise.

      Yet there were others who looked like fire…and the stench of smoke clung to them.

      Frank Miller was one such person. From the moment I had seen him, the threat of his presence reminded me of a wolf stalking its prey. He cared little for anything apart from himself and seemed to thrive on the nervousness of those around him. He swelled with pride at being the dominant one despite the way he made everyone else feel uncomfortable.

      Why was that? Did he feel threatened?

      And Dinah…

      I chewed on the end of my nail. Was it possible for Dinah’s husband to ever suspect his own flesh and blood? Had it ever crossed his mind?

      “Anna?”

      I stopped, looking up.

      Mrs. Montford had laid her knitting across her lap, her brow furrowed. From her expression, I could tell that she had been waiting for an answer to some question I had missed entirely.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” I said, rubbing my tired eyes with the backs of my hands. “I was lost in my thoughts.”

      “Precisely what I am asking you about,” she said crossly. “What has you so caught up? You seem inordinately upset. And you have since you came back from fetching the hotel manager.”

      I glanced at the green book, which she had set aside on one of the low tables nearby.

      “I have known you long enough to sense when something is not right,” she said. “What did you learn?”

      I did not know whether to tell her. What would it matter? How would it change anything? Apart from that, I could prove nothing. My instincts alone were not enough.

      “I…I think I might have discovered who killed Mrs. Miller,” I said.

      “Did you?” Mrs. Montford asked, her eyebrows rising as she picked up her knitting again. With deliberate slices of the needles, the clicking told me just how displeased she was. “I thought I made myself perfectly clear. You were to leave all this alone.”

      “Yes, ma’am, of course,” I said. “And I had every intention. But when I went to the dining room, I—”

      “No,” Mrs. Montford said, shaking her head. “Anna, you are to leave it. This is not the same thing that happened with the Colonel. This woman’s death was a tragedy, make no mistake, but you are not required to do anything about it. I realize how hard it must have been for you to witness but it is out of your hands. You did what you could and that is good enough.”

      I knew she was right. She was completely right. It would be best for me to set the matter aside entirely. I knew I should.

      “You are right, ma’am, as always,” I said. “Of course. My apologies.”

      She gave me a firm look before returning to her knitting.

      I served her tea and took care of a few matters before she went off to bed. She said she wanted nothing more than to slip into her warm blankets and enjoy them. I understood and I bid her goodnight.

      I, however, could not relax. All I could think about was Frank and how I might very well be the only person in the whole world, apart from himself, who knew that he was the one who killed Dinah. I had little understanding of the relationship between the brothers but I imagined John Miller had not ever considered Frank to be responsible. Had the authorities considered it? I wondered.

      If they arrested John, then he would never have the resolution that I knew he must want. His brother would get away with his crime and likely would never care in the least if John paid the price for him. I hardly knew Frank but he reminded me more of a snake than a human with the glint in his eyes.

      Why did this bother me so deeply? Why could I not allow myself to move past it, set it aside, and allow whatever may happen to happen?

      It’s because of Mrs. Montford, I told myself as I paced back and forth across my bedroom floor. I watched how troubled she was after the Colonel’s death, how the knowledge of what happened weighed so heavily upon her. I feared she would never have the peace to move on if she did not know the truth about what happened…knowing that if she did not find out, she would always wonder.

      That was the answer. Even as John Miller was a complete stranger to me, I did not want him—or anyone, for that matter—to feel the depth of pain that Mrs. Montford had endured. John’s wife had been killed. He deserved to know what happened.

      I chewed on the inside of my lip, staring up at the clock on the wall.

      What could I possibly do?

      If I were to bring this information to John, he would think me entirely ridiculous without proof.

      I stopped in my stride across the room. That was it. I needed evidence.

      Yet how would I be able to find the proof? It was not as if I had access to their personal—

      I turned and glanced over my shoulder at the wall. The wall I shared with John Miller and his brother.

      The clock had only just struck eleven. What were the chances that the two of them were still down at the restaurant? Or perhaps in the lounge?

      Anna, you are being ridiculous. You cannot go snooping through their things!

      Mrs. Montford and I would be leaving for London in two days. After that, the mystery would likely never be solved.

      I could wait until the morning, when I could send for the authorities to tell them in person. Would they take me seriously with my assumptions alone? Would that be enough to push them to investigate further?

      I could not be sure.

      I bit down on the knuckle of my pointer finger.

      What should I do? What should I do?

      I could not leave, in good conscience, knowing what I did. All I would need was a bit of proof. Something that would tie him to her death.

      I got dressed once more. I lingered just outside of Mrs. Montford’s door, waiting until I could hear the gentle snores from within.

      My blood racing through my veins like liquid fire, my heart pounding in my ears, I quickly stepped out into the hall.

      It was quiet. Eerily so. That could have been simply because I was sneaking out from our suite with the hopes of not getting caught. I saw no one walking up and down the halls, saw no one coming or going from their rooms as I had just a few hours before. Everyone must have been tucked into their beds, apart from those who would surely still be downstairs, wallowing in revelry.

      I hoped beyond all hope that Mr. Miller and his brother were doing just that. Otherwise, I would have no chance.

      If they were in their room, I would go back to my own. If they were not…I would check. Just for a moment. No longer.

      I glanced behind me once more to make quite certain I was alone before approaching their door.

      I leaned in toward it and gently pressed my ear against it, careful not to bump it or nudge it in any way that might jostle it or cause it to rattle.

      I counted one heartbeat. A second. A third. Soon I was at a dozen, and no sound came from within.

      Either they were gone…or they were sleeping.

      I tried to swallow but it was almost impossible.

      I laid my hand on the door handle. It would likely be locked, but there was no harm in trying.

      If they were asleep, they would not hear me enter the room. I would know quickly if they were inside. I would simply leave and that would be the end of it.

      I tried the handle, and to my surprise, found it unlocked. Were they inside? Or had they simply not cared to lock it before they left the room?

      I peered within and found darkness. The embers of a fire burned in the hearth, but apart from the glowing coals, I saw nothing but inky blackness.

      My heart pounded harder, as if I had run up and down the pier.

      I took a hesitant step inside and waited a moment for my eyes to become accustomed to the darkness.

      The suite was the same as ours but laid out in the opposite configuration. The bedrooms were lined up right against my room and Mrs. Montford’s. From where I stood near the door, I saw their doors stood open, and the longer I hesitated there, the more I became sure that they were not in the suite.

      I tiptoed over to the doors and stared inside. The beds were still made.

      I breathed a short sigh of relief. I had expected as much but it helped me to see it for myself.

      With a sudden sinking of my heart, I stared around.

      What in the world am I doing in here?

      It was as if my thoughts had finally caught up with my feet. I had been so determined to look for the proof I needed that I had not stopped to properly consider what it would be like to actually be in their suite, searching.

      I turned toward the door. This was foolish. I needed to leave. If Mrs. Montford found out I was here…

      Fear washed over me.

      The exhaustion and the strain from the last few days must be to blame for the uncharacteristic rebellion in me, the endless desire to fix this problem, to put an end to it.

      It was taking over my senses.

      I needed to end this. I needed to simply let it go.

      I started toward the door. It was not too late to forget the whole matter entirely.

      Just before I went back out into the hall, however, a thought passed through my mind. The following morning, I might see Frank Miller. It was possible that I would see his sneering smile, his overconfident swagger, the knowing look in his eyes…

      I would know the truth. He would get away with murdering his sister-in-law, and his brother—forever betrayed—would never know.

      I looked over my shoulder, back into the room.

      One moment, I thought. No longer.

      He deserved to get caught…and to pay for his actions.

      I only knew which room belonged to Frank because of the women’s clothing and articles that I found in the other. Items that John would have to decide what to do with upon his arrival at home, along with all the other possessions of his late wife which still remained in their house.

      Frank’s room, which butted up against my own, made me cringe as I entered. Enough of a glow from the fireplace filtered in through the doorway for me to take in my surroundings. He did nothing to keep the place tidy, with clothes strewn everywhere, dirty towels thrown carelessly into a pile on the chair near the door, and even a stack of wine glasses collected on top of the dresser near the bed.

      One look at the wrinkled state of his clothes, a few of which had somehow made it to the wardrobe, and the careless way he seemed to have thrown his luggage onto the settee at the foot of his bed, told me all I needed to know about him. He was as much of a pig in his personal life as he seemed to be.

      If there was something in his room to condemn him, how was I to find it in such a short time and with so little light? I didn’t dare turn on the bedside lamp, lest its glow be seen through the window, unlikely though it was that he would be outdoors to see it. I would not risk it.

      It seemed like an impossible task but I knew that all I could do was look for something out of the ordinary. What would that look like in a room as messy and haphazard and this?

      It would have to be something inordinately strange, something that stood out from everything else he owned.

      I squinted through the darkness, my eyes passing over surfaces littered with gloves, silk pocket squares, and coins. I found a small, slender book, and a collection of strong smelling bottles that could only be some sort of cologne.

      I heard something shift out in the sitting room and I ducked behind the bed, my heart hammering in my ears, making my knees weak. I waited, listening hard, not daring to breathe.

      I heard nothing further, and once my mind was able to break through the haze of fear, I reminded myself of the dying flames in the hearth and knew it must have been the logs succumbing to the fire.

      I knew I needed to hurry. My time was running out as the minutes ticked by.

      My eyes had adjusted enough to the dimness that, when I glanced over at the end table nearest to me, I saw something tucked toward the back in the cubby beneath the drawer. A small glass bottle of some sort.

      My heart quickened, the snakes in my stomach twisting once again.

      I reached for the bottle and pulled it free. Why was this hidden so carefully when everything else he had was so carelessly strewn about?

      I stood, bringing the bottle with me through the doorway toward the fireplace. I knelt beside the hearth and turned the bottle over in my hands to read the label.

      Arsenic.

      My heart dropped to the floor.

      This was it. This must have been what killed her.

      It matched the way that Dinah Miller had died.

      The only question now was what was I to do?

      How was I to explain to the authorities that I had found the evidence? Would they ask? I could not very well lie then, could I?

      My throat grew tight as I squeezed the bottle. It was, without a doubt, the evidence I needed to prove Frank responsible. I had discovered it in his room. I could have Caroline from the restaurant give her account of the day that Dinah died, when Frank came into the kitchen to make a special request for the meal. I was not certain how they had managed to disguise the taste or why the chef had gone along with it, but if the police spoke with the chef, I knew they would find their answer.

      I became aware of each heartbeat, of each breath.

      Fear prevented me from thinking any further. I had learned the truth.

      Now I needed to—

      “Well, well, well…” came a husky voice in the dark. “Look who we have here.”
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      A chilling fear gripped my heart.

      I was trapped. I was found. There was nothing I could do.

      I slowly turned and looked behind me. Frank stood there, casually leaning against the mantel, as if he had been there all night. With a lurch in my stomach, I wondered if he had been there the whole time and I had simply missed him.

      With a lithe step toward me, he grinned. “I wondered when you would finally see the error of your ways,” he murmured.

      I got to my feet and took a step toward the door, which still remained cracked open. “The—the error of my ways?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yes. I knew that you would eventually realize how much you did want my attention,” he said in a low tone. “Women always do, you know.”

      He took another step toward me, shortening the distance between us.

      I was almost to the door. All I would need to do was reach the handle.

      His arm stretched out past me, reaching up toward the door, and shut it with a quick swipe of his hand.

      I spun around to see him blocking any other escape I might make. His gaze dropped to the bottle I clutched in my hand.

      “What’s this? Incriminating evidence?” he asked. “Why am I not surprised? I had a feeling you would not be able to leave matters alone, once you became so chatty with my brother. You had to learn all our little family secrets, didn’t you? It’s a pity really, because now there’s only one way to keep you quiet, isn’t there?”

      I didn’t need to be told the danger of my position. I hadn’t told Mrs. Montford where I was going. Not a soul in the world knew I was trapped in this dark room with a murderer.

      Watching my future quickly slipping through my fingers, I tightened my grip around the bottle, lunged forward, and shoved my arms outward with as much force as I possibly could.

      I had never struck another human before. Pain shot down my arms as I shoved him, his ribs prominent through the layer of his linen shirt, the only solid surface I made contact with.

      Heavier than I had expected, he only staggered backward a few feet, stunned, as I rediscovered my footing.

      His head snapped up as I reached again for the door handle. When I pulled it open, he slammed it shut with a resounding bang!

      My blood raged within me but my limbs refused to move.

      He snatched the bottle of poison from my hand.

      “You killed her,” I said, staggering back against the wall, my breathing coming in quick bursts, my head swimming. “Dinah. You killed her.”

      He tossed the bottle into the hearth, snarling. “She deserved it,” he hissed. “She deserved to die for ever turning me down.”

      “Turning you…down?” I asked.

      He chuckled, though the hatred in his eyes made it difficult to believe he had any joy. “My pathetic brother… He could never make her happy. She and I were lovers before they were married. Once he proposed to her, though, she left me…despite seeing me on occasion over the last few years.”

      “What of your brother?” I asked, playing for time, although I didn’t know what I would do with it.

      “You think I care about him?” he asked. “I killed his wife because she wouldn’t leave him for me. What do you think I will do about him?” he chuckled again. “Though it might be better to see him wallow in his grief—not that he will remain in it for long. He despised her, really. They never got along. That’s why she talked and talked of leaving him for me. But when she ultimately refused to go through with it, just before we came to Brighton, well…there really was only one option. She planned to tell my brother everything, you see. I could not have that.”

      “You are a monster,” I breathed.

      He snickered, the hot air from his nose brushing my forehead. “I’m the sort of man who knows what I want. That’s called—”

      The door to the room opened suddenly, flooding the floor with a beam of bright light.

      My heart skipped. Could it be?

      “Frank, what are you—?”

      Frank reacted so quickly that I hardly saw him move. In a blur of motion, he struck out with a long reach and grabbed onto the figure that had just tried to enter the room. End over end, he threw the person who I could only assume was John Miller into the sofa.

      He landed upside down, his head barely missing the floor, his feet flung over the back.

      As John rolled over and tried getting to his feet, Frank grabbed him by the front of his shirt and shoved him back down.

      John was ready, though, and swept his leg out from beneath him with a swift strike of his elbow to his brother’s knee.

      Frank doubled over, howling in pain, which gave John the chance to jump to his feet and grab his brother by the back of the collar.

      They struggled, trying to overpower one another, as John slowly made his way to the back doors that led out onto a balcony. He kicked the doors open and shoved Frank outside.

      “You really want this to be the end?” Frank sneered, blood dribbling out of the corner of his mouth, his left eye already swelling where John had struck him.

      John did not even give him the satisfaction of a response. He lunged at him, shoving him backward.

      Together, the two toppled off the edge, darkness consuming them both.
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      Fresh air cleared my thoughts, despite the lingering, distinct scent of frost in the air. I knew it would be a long time before I saw the sea again and I wanted the chance to make my peace with it.

      I stood out on the pier as happy families and couples passed by behind me, just as they had the fateful day that Dinah Miller lost her life. Children still laughed, mothers cooed lovingly, and fathers tickled and chased their children to the delight of all.

      Their lives continued, entirely undisturbed by the events I had endured in the past days.

      Despite the horrid memories that I still had difficulty believing, peace had replaced the nagging fears and worries that had permeated my every moment since rushing to John Miller’s aid on the beach. I realized a great deal of my anxiety stemmed from the uncertainty surrounding the death.

      It seems the old saying is right… The truth will set you free.

      I glanced up at the hotel and the balconies from the rooms that overlooked the sea. I could not be certain which room it was in particular, but one of the balconies on the eastern side of the hotel belonged to John Miller…and his now deceased brother and wife.

      After the two men tumbled from the balcony, Frank had died on impact. John had landed in a row of bushes, managing to somehow escape with nothing more than a broken arm. The noise had alerted and woken guests. I had rushed back to Mrs. Montford. Soon the whole hotel was awake, police were on the scene, and every guest became quickly aware of the fact that yet another death had taken place.

      Pity seemed to be all I could feel now when I thought of John Miller. When he came to speak with me the following morning, his arm bound up tightly, he told me how sorry he was. I then proceeded to tell him everything his brother had confessed to me, as it was certainly more important that he hear it than I carry it with me.

      “I loved her…” John had said, his eyes downcast. “I always did. I knew she fancied Frank but she always told me that had been nothing more than a fling. She assured me that she only ever loved me. I believed her. I still do. That…that is why Frank became so angry. I think he believed her too, in the end.”

      “I am sorry…for everything,” I said.

      He shook his head. “There was nothing you could do. I suppose this was always the ending I should have expected.”

      “What will you do now?” I asked.

      “I…do not know,” he said heavily, a visible weight settling over him that I did not envy. He then looked up at me. “You said you were going to London, right?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “Perhaps I shall visit you there,” he said. “It might be nice to see a friendly face among all the strangers I shall have to encounter now.”

      My cheeks turned pink. “You are kind, Mr. Miller, but I do not think that wise,” I said. “I realize that you and I have witnessed a great tragedy together but that is all that ties us to one another. I am a stranger. And you will only ever think of your wife and brother when you look at me.”

      He nodded. “You are right,” he said with a reluctant nod. “Of course. It is better this way.”

      I knew as he walked away that I would never see him again and that was better for the both of us. His strange attachment to me was nothing more than a temporary distraction from his grief. Mrs. Montford had been right, I supposed, in her presumption that he had taken an interest in me. It was far too soon since the death of his wife, however, for him to develop any sort of true affection for anyone else. He would realize it soon enough on his own.

      My thoughts then must also turn to the future…and my impending departure the day after tomorrow.

      Mrs. Montford had, understandably, been quite cross with me. After a long lecture about my idiocy in sneaking into the Miller’s suite, she sighed and sank into her chair.

      “I would have been very displeased if I had been forced to go on to London alone, because my maid had got herself murdered,” she had muttered.

      My thoughts turned to that upcoming part of our journey.

      What would we find in London? Quiet, I hoped.

      I wondered who we might see. Would any of Mrs. Montford’s friends come to visit? What of family?

      Mr. Jerome passed through my mind. I wondered if I might see him again…and if he would at all care to see me.

      I shook my head. He might have treated me differently while we looked for information regarding his uncle’s death but how would he act toward me now? Would I be nothing more than a servant once more, entirely ignored by everyone apart from Mrs. Montford when she needed me?

      I stared out over the sea, where some of the waves were beginning to grow, with white caps appearing at their peaks. London. The river. Water.

      I drew my coat closer around myself as if to receive an embrace.

      I must be brave. I had thought I had escaped London forever.

      The memory of my father struggling with someone in the dark waters… It was the only part of the event that I had never been able to forget. Would it come to the surface again now that I would be returning home?

      No… London is not home. Home is not solely where I was raised.

      Where was home, then?

      I needed to face this with my head held high. Nothing was for certain. If I was careful, I could still leave my past where it rightly belonged.

      I shivered as a gust of wind rushed over the water and up onto the shore. Ladies clutched their coats, and men their hats, all eyes turning toward the cold, frigid waters.

      It was time to seek shelter indoors. The clouds overhead rolled in, dark and heavy. A chill filled the air and I started toward the hotel doors.

      A storm was coming…and I needed to be ready for it.
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