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      The house was one of those ancient stone artisan-crafted monstrosities that silently, if garishly, announced out and out buckets of bullion, ready money, the green, call it what you would, these folks were simply rolling in the good life. The windows were stained glass with roses and stars. The floor was wide-planked dark wood that was probably some Egyptian wood carried by camel and horse through deserts to the house.

      Hettie hid a smirk when a very tall, beautiful, uniformed man slid through the crowd and leaned down, holding a tray of champagne and cocktails in front of her with a lascivious gaze. She wasn’t quite sure if he appreciated the irony of his status as human art for the party, or if he embraced it and the opportunity it gave him to romance bored wives.

      She was, very much, a bored wife. Or, maybe disillusioned was the better word. She took yet another flute of champagne and curled into the chair, pulling up her legs, leaving her shoes behind.

      The sight of her husband laughing uproariously with a drink in each hand made her want to skip over to him and toss her champagne into his face. He had been drinking and partying so heavily, he’d become yellowed. The dark circles under his eyes emphasized his utter depravity. Or, then again, perhaps that was the disillusionment once again. Which came first? The depravity or the dark circles?

      “Fiendish brute,” Hettie muttered, lifting her glass to her own, personal animal. Her husband, Harvey, wrapped his arm around another bloke, laughing into his face so raucously the poor man must have felt as though he’d stepped into a summer rainstorm.

      “Indeed,” a woman said and Hettie flinched, biting back a gasp to twist in the chair and see who had overheard her.

      What a shocker! If Hettie had realized that anyone was around instead of a part of that drunken sea of flesh, she’d have insulted him non-verbally. It was quite satisfying to speak her feelings out loud. Heaven knew he deserved every ounce of criticism. She had nothing against dancing, jazz, cocktails, or adventure. She did, however, have quite a lot against Harvey.

      He had discovered her in Quebec City. Or rather he’d discovered she was an heiress and then pretended to discover her. He’d written her love letters and poems, praising her green eyes, her red hair, and her pale skin as though being nearly dead-girl white were something to be envied. He’d made her feel beautiful even though she tended towards the plump, and he’d seemed oblivious to the spots she’d been dealing with on her chin and jawline through all of those months.

      A fraud in more ways than Hettie could count, he’d spent the subsequent months prostrating himself at her feet, romancing her, wearing down her defenses until she’d strapped on the old white dress and discovered she’d gotten a drunken, spoiled, rude, lying ball and chain.

      “Do you hate him too?” Hettie asked, wondering if she were commiserating with one of her husband’s lovers. She would hardly be surprised.

      “Oh so much so,” the woman said. Her gaze met Hettie’s and then she snorted. “Such a wart. Makes everything a misery. It’s a wonder that no one has clocked him over the back of the head yet.”

      Hettie shocked herself with a laugh, totally unprepared to instantly adore one of her husband’s mistresses, but they seemed to share more than one thing in common. “If only!”

      She lifted her glass in toast to the woman, who grinned and lifted her own back. “Cheers, darling.”

      “So, are you one of his lovers?” the woman asked after they had drunk.

      “Wife,” Hettie said and the woman’s gaze widened.

      “Wife? I hardly think so.”

      “Believe me,” Hettie replied. “I wish it wasn’t so.”

      “As his wife,” the woman said with a frown, “I fear I must dispute your claim.”

      Hettie’s gaze narrowed and she glanced back at Harvey. His blonde hair had been pomaded back, but some hijinks had caused the seal on the pomade to shift and it was flopping about in greasy lanks. He had a drink in front of him and the man he’d been molesting earlier had one as well. The two clanked their glasses together and guzzled the cocktails. Harvey leaned into the man and they both laughed raucously.

      “Idiot,” the woman said. “Look at him gulping down a drink that anyone with taste would have sipped. The blonde one, he must be yours?”

      Hettie nodded with disgust and grimaced. “Unfortunately, yes, the blond wart with the pomade gone wrong is my unfortunate ball and chain. So the other fool is yours?”

      The woman laughed. “I suppose I sounded almost jealous. I wasn’t, you know. I’d have been happy if Leonard was yours.”

      “Alas, my fate has been saddled with yon blonde horse, Harvey.”

      They grinned at each other and then the other woman held out her hand. “Ro Lavender, so pleased to meet someone with my same ill-fate. Makes me feel less alone.”

      Hettie looked at that fiend of hers, then held out her own hand. “Hettie Hughes. I thought Leonard’s last name was Ripley.”

      “Oh, it is,” Ro said. “I try not to tie myself to his wagon unless it benefits me. At the bank, for instance.”

      Ro was a breath of fresh air. Hettie decided nothing else would do except to keep her close. “Shall we be bosom friends?” Hettie asked.

      “I just read that book,” Ro said. “Do you love it as well?”

      “I’m Canadian,” Hettie replied, standing to twine her arm through Ro’s. “Of course I’ve read it. Anne, Green Gables, Diana, Gilbert, Marilla, and Prince Edward Island were fed to me with milk as a babe. Only those of us with a fiendish brute for a husband can truly understand the agony of another. How did you get caught?”

      “Family pressure. We were raised together. Quite close friends over the holidays, but I never knew the real him until after.”

      Hettie winced. “Love letters for me,” she said disgustedly. “You’d think modern women such as ourselves wouldn’t have been quite so…”

      “Stupid,” Ro replied, tucking her bobbed hair behind her ear.

      The laughter from the crowd around the table became too much to hear anything and Hettie raised her voice to ask, “Why are we here? Shall we escape into the nighttime?”

      “Let’s go to Prince Edward Island,” Ro joked. “Is it magical there? I’ve always wanted to go.”

      “I’ve never been,” Hettie admitted, “but I have a sudden desperate need. Let’s flee. You know they won’t miss us until their fathers insist they arrive with their respectable wives on their arms.”

      “Or,” Ro joked, “I could murder yours and you could murder mine, and we could create our freedom. If our families want respectable, I would definitely respect a woman that could rid herself of these monsters.”

      “That sounds lovely. Until we can plan our permanent freedom, I suppose our best option is simply to disappear into the night.”

      Ro lifted her glass in salute and sipped.

      Hettie set aside her champagne flute, slipped on her shoes, and then turned to face her husband, who had pulled Mrs. Stone, the obvious trollop, into his lap and was kissing her extravagantly. Hettie scrunched up her nose and gagged a little. Mrs. Stone had been in Nathan Brighton’s lap last week.

      “She slept with Leonard too,” Ro informed Hettie with an even tone.

      Hettie reveled in the camaraderie she found in Ro’s resigned tone. “Have you met Mr. Stone?”

      Ro nodded. “He doesn’t realize. He’s not the type of man to be cuckolded like this. So…overtly. Have you heard of the marriage act they’ve proposed?”

      Hettie nodded with little doubt that her eyes had brightened like that of a child at Christmas. “I will be there on the very first day. If Harvey had any idea, any at all, he’d be rolling over in his future grave. The money’s mine, you know? My aunt never liked Harvey and she tied up my money tightly. He gets what he wants because it’s easier to give it to him than listen to him whine, but he won’t get a half-penny from me the day I can file divorce papers. They say it’s going to go through.”

      “I couldn’t care less about the money,” Ro replied. “Though my money is coming from a still-living aunt. Leonard has enough, I suppose, but his eye is definitely on Aunt Bette’s fortune.”

      “So,” Hettie joked, “he needs to go before she does.”

      Ro choked on a laugh and cough-laughed so hard she was wiping away tears.

      “Darling!” Harvey hollered across the room. “We’re going down to Leonard’s yacht. You can get yourself home, can’t you?”

      Hettie closed her eyes for a moment before answering. “Of course I can. Don’t fall in.” She crossed her fingers so only Ro could see. Ro’s laugh made Hettie grin at Harvey. He gave her a bit of a confused look. Certainly he had shouted his exit with the hope she wouldn’t scold him. Foolish man! She’d welcome him moving into Mrs. Stone’s bed permanently and leaving his wife behind.

      The handsome servant from earlier picked up Hettie’s abandoned glass and shot her a telling, not quite disapproving look.

      “Oh ho,” Hettie said, making sure the man heard her. “We’ve been overheard.”

      “We’ve been eavesdropped,” Ro agreed. Then with a lifted brow to the human art serving champagne, she said, “Boy, our husbands are aware of our lack of love. There’s no chance for blackmail here.”

      “Does your aunt feel the same?” he asked insinuatingly.

      Hettie stiffened, but Ro simply laughed. “Do you think she hasn’t heard the tale of that lush Leonard? She’s written me stiff upper lip letters. Watch your step and your mouth or you’ll lose your position despite your pretty face. It doesn’t matter how you feel, only how you look. No one is paying you to think.”

      The servant flushed and bowed deeply, shooting them both a furious expression before backing away silently.

      “Cheeky lad,” Hettie muttered. “You scolded him furiously. Are you sure you weren’t letting out your rage on the poor fellow?”

      “Cheeky yes,” Ro agreed. She placed a finger on her lip as she considered Hettie’s question and then agreed. “Too harsh as well. I suppose I would need to apologize if he didn’t threaten to blackmail me.”

      “But pretty,” they said nearly in unison, then laughed as the servant overhead them and gave them a combined sultry glance.

      “No, no, boyo,” Ro told him. “Toddle off now, darling. We’ve had quite our fill of philandering, reckless men. You’ve missed your window.” Ro’s head cocked as she glanced Hettie over. “Shall we?”

      “Shall we what, love?”

      Ro grinned wickedly. “Shall we be bosom friends then? Soul sisters after one shared breath?”

      “Let’s,” Hettie nodded. “As the man I thought was my soulmate was an utter disaster, I’ll take a soul sister as a replacement.”

      They sent a servant to summon Hettie’s driver. “I was thinking of going to a bottle party later. At a bath house? That might distract us.”

      Hettie cocked her head as she considered. “Harvey does expect me to go home.”

      Ro lifted her brows and waited.

      “So we must, of course, disillusion him as perfectly as he has me.”

      “There we go! It’s only fair,” Ro cheered, shaking her hands over her head. “I have been considering a trip to the Paris fashion salons.”

      “Yes,” Hettie immediately agreed, knowing it would enrage Harvey, who preferred her tucked away in case he wanted her. “We should linger in Paris or swing over to Spain.”

      “Oooh, Spain!”

      “Italy,” Hettie suggested, just to see if Ro would agree.

      “Yes!”

      “Russia?”

      Ro paused. “Perhaps Cote d’Azur? Egypt? Somewhere warmer. I always think of snow when I think of Russia, and I only like it with cocoa and sleigh rides. Perhaps only one or two days a year.”

      “Agreed—” Hettie trailed off, eyes wide, as she saw Mrs. Stone enthusiastically kiss the cheeky servant from earlier and then adjust her coat. She winked at Hettie on the way out, caring little that both of them knew Mrs. Stone would be climbing into Harvey’s bed later. Or, perhaps it was Harvey who would be climbing into Mr. Stone’s bed. “Is her husband really blind to it?”

      “Oh yes,” Ro laughed. “He’s quite a bit older you know, and even more old-fashioned than my grandfather. He’s Victorian through and through. He probably has a codicil in the will about her remarrying. The type of things that cuts her off if she doesn’t remain true to him. Especially since he’s in his seventies, and she’s thirty? Perhaps?”

      Hettie shook her head. “They have a rather outstanding blackberry wine here,” she said, putting Mrs. Stone out of her mind. “Shall we—ah—borrow a bottle or two?”

      Ro nodded and walked across to the bar. She dug through the bottles and pulled out a full bottle of blackberry wine, another of gin, and a third of a citrus liqueur. “Hopefully someone will think to bring good mixers.” She handed one of the bottles to Hettie before tucking one under each arm.

      The butler eyed them askance as they asked for their coats.

      “Don’t worry, luv,” Ro told the butler. “Your master doesn’t mind.”

      None of them believed that whopper of a lie, but Ro’s cheerful proclamation made it seem acceptable.

      “Thief,” Hettie hissed innocently as her driver, Peterson, opened the door for them and they dove inside. She struggled with the cork and then asked, “Are we going nude or shall we grab bathing costumes?”

      “My brother-in-law lives with us,” Ro said, looking disgusted, “I’ll be going nude before I go back and face that one. Look—” Her head cocked as the black cab sped up. “I think that’s him! We can rush back to collect my bathing costume before he returns to the house.”

      “I’m a bit too round to want to go full starkers.”

      “The men love the curves,” Ro told her. “If you wanted to step out on your Harvey, you’d need to up the attitude and cast a come hither gaze.”

      “Like this?” Hettie asked, attempting one but feeling as though she must look like she had something in her eye.

      “Like this,” Ro countered, glancing at Hettie out of the corner of her eye. “I’m thinking of a really nice plate of biscuits.”

      Hettie tried it and Ro bit back a laugh. “Are you angry with the biscuits?”

      “Let me try imagining cakes. I do prefer a lemon cake.” Hettie glanced at Ro out of the corner of her eye, imagining a heavily iced lemon cake, and then smiled just a little.

      “No, no,” Ro said, showing Hettie again what to do.

      “Oh! I know.” Hettie imagined the divorce act that Parliament was considering.

      “Yes! Now you’ve got it! Was it a box of chocolates?”

      Hettie confessed, sending Ro into a bout of laughter and tears that saw them all the way to Hettie’s hotel room. From her hotel room to Ro’s house, there were random bursts of giggles and stray tears. Once they reached to bath house, Ro said, “I’ll be drinking to that divorce act tonight. Possibly for the rest of my life.”

      “If it frees me,” Hettie told Ro dryly, “I’d paper my house with a copy of it to celebrate those who saved us from a fate I should have known better than to fall into.”
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      “How is it that you have such a lovely peaches and cream complexion, Ro? I can’t seem to keep mine in any state resembling beauty. The spots are endless, and they leave behind demonic red marks even when they’re cleared up.”

      “That’s what powder is for, lovey,” Ro said, lifting her glass to Hettie. The disillusioned housewives were lounging in the pool, watching their fellow party-goers frolic with overflowing glasses of champagne or gin. Ro wouldn’t be surprised if, by dawn, the pool was more booze than water.

      The large, heated pool was filled with dozens of fellow bright young things in knit bathing costumes. Their laughter was ironic background noise for the two women trapped in misery. Hettie and Ro, however, were forming a fast friendship, the presence of the other in the same ill fate an unexpected comfort. It also made them particularly aware of their spouses, each of whom the women had tried to forget as much as possible.

      “You have some other secret, don’t you?” Hettie asked. “Every time I fight with Harvey, I wake with another spot on my chin.”

      “I have no secrets, only luck,” Ro replied. “Besides, I don’t know what you are going on about. Your skin is enchanting. Especially that beauty mark by your cheekbone. Very exotic. It’s such a unique feature, I bet it’s what drew the eye of your husband in the first place.”

      “The rumor of my inheritance is what drew him,” Hettie said dryly. “If I had thought, even for a moment, it was the massive freckle on my face that caught Harvey’s attention, I’d consider cutting it off.” Hettie moved to get out of the soaking pool. “I’ll get scissors and you can cut it off my face right now.”

      Ro laughed but reached out and encircled Hettie’s wrist with her hand, drawing her back to sit in the pool. “Sit back down, girl. It’s not your fault that Harvey took advantage of you. Your beauty mark stays and once you are free of your ball and chain, it can do the work of attracting the right man. And we will find a way free, even if we have to set sail for other lands and spread false rumors of our widowhood.” Ro extended her hand to Hettie. “Pinky swear to me that we will help each other find a way out of the hellish life we were tricked into. One way or another.”

      “Escaping our fate, first in the bathhouse and then forever,” Hettie said, hooking her pinky with Ro’s.

      “Swear it!” Ro insisted.

      At the same time they both said, “I swear.”

      “Honestly,” Hettie said, slurring her words a bit from the excess of blackberry wine. “I have so much money. I’m certain it can buy at least some freedom.”

      “Excellent. What shall we do next? I can’t bear to go home to my empty house and wait for him to return like a good, little wife. Wherever we go, whatever we do, it can’t be my house. Leonard should come home to an empty house, a cold hearth, a lonely bed. Not that he’d notice or care, but it will make me feel better.”

      “Come with me back to my rooms at the Hotel Cristina. We’ll dream up our travel plans over fried tomatoes and toast.”

      Ro raised her eyebrows in question. “Won’t your lecherous other half return eventually? Surely you don’t want to be there for that?”

      Hettie snorted and then grinned merrily. “Oh, darling. I moved into my own rooms long ago and ensured there was but one key.”

      “That is brilliant. Perhaps I can talk my dear stiff-upper-lip aunt into releasing enough funds for me to do likewise. How did I miss this obviousness?”

      Hettie shrugged, then smirked. “Think of how great things will be now that we have each other. I feel as though I’ve been handed a gift from the gods tonight.”

      “I am pretty wonderful,” Ro said with a wink. “I’ll need to gather up a few belongings, grab the old toothbrush. Perhaps I’ll leave a vague note for Leonard, vague enough to keep him from finding me. I’ll tell him I’ve decided to go on holiday from witnessing him with his trollops.”

      “Appropriately sharp.”

      Ro giggled as they climbed out of the pool and wrapped themselves in luxurious bath towels of Turkish wool. “These towels are the softest thing I’ve ever touched. Let’s put Turkey on our list of places to visit on our Freedom Tour.”

      “Done and done, my new love.”

      “The sun is coming up,” Hettie said as they stepped outside the bathhouse where Peterson waited for them. “We stayed out all night. I’m beyond proud of us. Who is the scorned wife? Not either of us.” As they motored to Ro’s home, they debated going first to Turkey or to Spain. Paris was their launch point, of course, so they could engage in a marathon of shopping.

      “What has Leonard done now?” Ro asked as the auto pulled into the massive drive leading to her front door and she noticed the two police cars.

      “Let’s make a run for it, Ro. You don’t need any of your things. We can buy everything new in Paris.”

      Ro chewed her lower lip thoughtfully as the car came to a stop. Go in and face Leonard and whatever he’d done or use this moment to escape?

      “I’d love to simply go, truly I would, but I must at least know what he’s done and what my leaving will cause. Wait here. I’ll be back in a flash. I’ll see why the police are here, grab a few things, and then we’ll make a run for your rooms.”

      Hettie tugged at the handle on the back door. “You are absolutely not going in without me. Who knows what you’ll find when you get inside? Aren’t you even a bit worried that he’ll lose his temper if you try to leave?”

      “Leonard?” Ro laughed and shook her head. “He’s no dream come true, but he’s never laid a hand on me. I hate to say it, but it would almost be better for me if he had, just once. It’s the only way my aunt would allow me to leave him without being disowned, and even then divorcing him wouldn’t be an option.”

      “You don’t need your aunt to give you permission to live your life. Money is nice, Ro, but it isn’t everything. We both have too much, and neither of us are happy.”

      “Too true! Come in, then. You’ll be my pack mule.”

      They walked up the stone path, past the manicured lawn and stone appointments that made up the grand front driveway, and onto the front porch.

      “Oh, I know,” Hettie said glancing at the front doors. “Let’s sneak in the servant’s entrance and discover what we’re walking into.”

      Ro’s grin turned mischievous, and she waved Hettie on, leading the way around the side of the house. “With any luck, if Leonard is home, he won’t know I’m here and we can eavesdrop on his conversation with the constables.”

      “Very sneaky,” Hettie said. “I like a woman who spies on her man.”

      They tiptoed through the servant’s entrance where a daily maid watched without a word as she started the kettle for the servants’ tea. It was very early, after all. Ro pressed a finger to her lips while Hettie winked at the girl and handed her a fiver with another silent gesture.

      They managed to get through the rooms without anyone else seeing them and then raced on silent feet up the back stairs to the east wing. Ro opened a door and went in, motioning for Hettie to follow.

      “These are the guest quarters. I hide in here when Leonard’s face starts to make my back teeth hurt. Wait here for a moment. I’m going to sneak into our rooms and see if Leonard is there or if he’s dealing with whatever the bobbies want.”

      Hettie nodded without speaking, and Ro slipped into the hall and quietly closed the door behind her.

      She padded her way down the carpeted hallway, amazed at how different her home looked at this hour of the morning. She’d had high hopes as a newlywed when they’d picked out this house. She’d imagined filling all the rooms with little babies and perhaps a spaniel or two. She’d pictured the parties they’d have on the lawn, and the ballroom filled with laughing faces.

      None of that had come to fruition. It had taken less than two weeks for Ro to realize the measure of her mistake. The only thing good about her marriage was that someday it would be over.

      Ro slowly opened the door to the bedroom that they still shared, shaking her head at the absurdity of this charade. The bed was still made.

      She muttered to herself about the empty bed as she moved to find a suitcase. “What a shocking turn of events.”

      The sarcasm in her voice made her snort. She threw a few of her favorite items of clothing in her bag, dumped the contents of her jewelry box on top of the clothes and then gingerly placed the picture of her parents and siblings on the top.

      Ro took a moment to look in the mirror. Her eyes were sadder than she’d ever thought she’d be. There was, however, the sparkle of hope in her gaze when she thought of Hettie. Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad if she wasn’t alone in facing the disaster her life had become. Traveling with someone who understood wasn’t Ro’s happily ever after, but it was better than this.

      “You’ll be all right, Ro.” For once, she felt as though she wasn’t lying to herself.

      Ro closed her bedroom door quietly and let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. As she turned to leave, she heard voices from down the stairs.

      She’d nearly forgotten about the police in her relief that Leonard wasn’t in their bedroom. Ro left her suitcase in the shadows at the top of the steps and slowly tiptoed down the stairs towards the low hum. The sounds were coming from the open parlor door at the base of the steps.

      She heard the butler, Maurice, speak. “Are you certain Mrs. Ripley wasn’t also on the yacht?”

      “There were a few survivors. She doesn’t appear to be with those taken to hospital and we are still dredging the river looking for victims. The yacht is utterly submerged. It’s possible Mrs. Ripley has not…ah…surfaced.”
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      A few survivors. Could it be…was it possible…

      Ro’s heart thudded in her chest as the pronouncement echoed in her ears. Leonard’s yacht had gone down? People had died?

      Then she remembered, once again, Hettie waiting for her upstairs. Her waste of a husband was also on that yacht. Was he alive or dead? Bloody hell! Her ears were ringing as she tried to process what she’d heard.

      A fierce whisper from behind her reached her ears. “Ro! What are you doing? I see your bag. Let’s go. Flee!”

      Ro wanted to go. To not have to deal with the next round of trouble and woe that Leonard had inflicted on her. Instead, she waved Hettie down the stairs.

      Hettie shook her head, but Ro nodded. “Come!” she mouthed.

      Neither of them would be able to disappear if their husbands were actually dead. A part of Ro prayed that she truly had been set free. Another part of her was appalled at the tenor of her thoughts.

      She hadn’t really wanted Leonard to die. Just to get syphilis after she divorced him and left him without her fortune to tap into. Ro took in a deep breath and told herself that whatever she heard today, she’d find a way to follow that light of hope she’d found. She’d find a way to something better than her current life.

      Ro paused at the door of the parlor before stepping in, pulling Hettie alongside. It was, after all, her house. Ro wasn’t going to wait for permission to enter.

      “I’m afraid I heard voices,” Ro said. “Enough to understand that something happened on my husband’s yacht.”

      “The yacht?” Hettie gasped. “An accident? Did they run it aground?”

      “I heard enough, Hettie, to understand that people didn’t survive.”

      “What?” Hettie gasped. “That can’t be…”

      “Mrs. Ripley!” Maurice came forward and nearly grabbed her hands. “I—we were so worried!” He appeared to remember himself and stepped back, clearing his throat. “My apologies, Mrs. Ripley. I forgot myself. Allow me to present Detectives Truman and Harris. I’m afraid something terrible has happened.”

      Ro turned to the detectives. She was aware enough to notice that Truman was handsome in the leading man kind of way, with a square jaw, dark eyes, and a fit form, and that Harris was rounder and scruffier, but they both had gazes as sharp as razors. Beyond that, she didn’t know what to think or how to feel with the overwhelming pressure of all the possibilities of what had happened to Leonard.

      “I’m Detective Truman. You may want to have a seat. I have difficult news,” the dark-haired, annoyingly handsome detective said.

      “I’m rather on edge, detective,” Ro replied. “Sitting won’t help me feel better and hysterics are not going to be an issue.” She heard the edge in her voice, and winced at it.

      Hettie shot Ro a look and took a seat. Her expression said she’d do whatever it took to find out what had happened.

      “As you wish, ma’am,” the detective replied, although it was clear that he was irritated. “I’m afraid your husband’s yacht sank in the Thames earlier this morning. The survivors, few as there are, have been taken to the nearest hospital.”

      “Few as there are!” Hettie repeated, sounding sick. “There were a good two dozen people going to that party.”

      “Do you know if my husband survived?” Ro locked gazes with the detective, waiting for his answer.

      “He hasn’t yet been identified,” he said with an edge in his voice. What was he upset about? It wasn’t his husband potentially dead in the water. Did he expect hysterics? She was in shock. She was adrift, lost. She blindly held out a hand toward her friend and Hettie grasped it.

      Ro pressed her other hand against her chest. She hadn’t wanted Leonard to die. Did she hate him? Goodness yes. So much. However, her preferred revenge would have been divorce and then watching him self-destruct from a distance.

      “What about Harvey Hughes?” Hettie asked with a shaking voice. “My husband was also on the yacht.”

      Maurice answered when the detectives didn’t. “Until you arrived, we weren’t sure if Mrs. Ripley was alive or dead. Very little is known yet. I’m sure you’ll discover more at the hospital.”

      “Oh Hades,” Hettie muttered, placing her hand on her stomach as though she were about to sick up. “They were so, so drunk. Harvey can’t swim.”

      “A miracle might have happened,” the second detective told Hettie, who stared at him blankly. He couldn’t know that Hettie despised Harvey as much as Ro despised Leonard. What did Hettie want? What was she hoping for?

      “Shall I summon a car for you to go to the hospital?” Maurice asked, glancing between the women.

      Ro’s watery laugh had both detectives turning to her, but tears were welling in Hettie’s gaze. They stared at each other in crystal clear understanding. They both wanted their husband to be among the living and yet didn’t want it. The dueling feelings were painful in the extreme.

      “I am overcome with feelings,” Hettie told Ro. “My heart is withering. I…I…I need to know. I need to know what happened to Harvey. I’ll know what to do then. I think…I’m not sure. I don’t know.”

      “Yes, Maurice, of course,” Ro told her butler. “We’ll go to the hospital. We have Hettie’s driver. He’s already outside and ready.”

      “Perhaps a coat, madam?”

      Ro blinked stupidly at Maurice and then nodded. “Bring one for Hettie too, please. It was chilly when we came inside.”

      Hettie and Ro rode to the hospital in silence, holding hands to stave off their nerves. Their lives were on the threshold of potential change. If their husbands were dead, they’d just been handed a guilt-ridden gift. If they yet lived, they could still lose themselves traveling the world and pretend they’d never had that flash of hope that they’d been set free.

      “I hate myself right now,” Hettie said. “I wouldn’t have killed Harvey. I only wanted him to…” She laughed, glancing at Ro, and admitted, “go mad, attack some passerby and end up in an asylum for the criminally insane. You know—alive—but far away from me.”

      Ro sniggered for a moment before wiping a tear. “I keep seeing the child version of him,” she told Hettie. “We used to love to play tag in the wood near our houses. To be honest, however, I had only been wishing for the divorce act and a post-marriage affliction of syphilis.”

      Hettie bit back another laugh while they wound their hands together, clinging to the only person who could understand their fate.

      “What if they’re really gone?” Ro asked Hettie and their gazes met in the guilt-stricken realization that their wish might come true, an entirely different wish from the ones they had before their marriages.

      “What if they aren’t?” Hettie bit down on her bottom lip viciously, and Ro winced.

      They arrived at the hospital and the ladies were handed out of the auto. Moments later they’d found a nurse and asked after the victims from the yacht.

      “We were told the survivors were brought here,” Hettie said, holding onto Ro as if she were a life preserver. “We’re looking for our husbands.”

      “Those who didn’t are ending up here too,” the nurse said grimly. “The others are coming in by a different door. You weren’t on the boat?”

      Both women shook their heads.

      “You look like you’ve been dunked with that mess of your makeup and hair.”

      “We were at a bath party.”

      The nurse huffed, disapproving. “You’ll have to determine for yourself if that’s a mercy. Being a widow is no picnic.”

      “We’d rather like to know if we are widows,” Ro snapped. “Could you please see if Leonard Ripley or Harvey Hughes have been brought in?”

      The nurse’s face fell. “Been working that ward all night. They’re not here.”

      “What does that mean?” Hettie breathed almost too low to be heard.

      “As far as we’ve been notified, all of the survivors have been admitted. I’m afraid we don’t have a patient by either of those names. I’m sorry.”

      Ro staggered back, held on her feet only by Hettie’s iron grasp on her wrist.

      “Bloody hell,” Ro started, grabbing her throat. She didn’t have tears or anything but the ringing in her ears.

      “We’re widows,” Hettie finished.

      Ro nodded slowly. Their gazes met and then Hettie hysterically laughed while sobbing until the nurse slapped her hard.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t think she needed to slap me,” Hettie said, holding her cheek. She could feel the heat of it under her hand and was sure the strike would leave a mark.

      “You were alarming,” Ro told her. “As your bosom friend, I must tell you that you would have made children cry.”

      Hettie sniffed and sipped at the tea that a far nicer nurse brought. She was young and pretty, and her eyes trailed one of the handsome doctors.

      “Don’t fall for him,” Hettie advised the young nurse. “They’re all philanderers who leave their girls home while they step out with a new flavor of female.”

      The nurse stared, clearly shocked. “I’m so sorry to hear of your loss. I’m sure you aren’t feeling yourself.”

      “I suppose I’m not normally this bluntly honest,” Hettie said dryly, looking to Ro.

      She shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. We have only been friends for a day.”

      “Perhaps,” Hettie mused to the nurse, “on another day, I’d leave you to your mistakes and hope for the best. This isn’t that day. It’s the day I found out my husband died during a yacht party that I wasn’t invited to attend so he could enjoy his mistress in peace. I suspect the average woman—myself included—might be less inclined to be romantic even to a pretty, young thing like you. Don’t worry, all of your romantic notions will turn into your own specially flavored disillusionment.”

      The nurse’s gaze widened and she whispered, “Did you want biscuits with your tea?”

      “Do you have any whiskey?” Ro demanded.

      “I could use a whiskey,” Hettie agreed, smiling and then wiping away an errant tear. The nurse rushed away.

      “I don’t know if I’m crying for him or for that fool girl who believed his love letters. Ah,” Hettie said, pressing her lips with her fingertips, “I miss her sweet heart. She was a peach.”

      “Maybe you’re crying for a little of both,” Ro suggested, pulling a handkerchief out of her handbag to give to Hettie. “I’m struggling to feel sad when I’m just so angry. I’m angry with my parents for pushing me into marrying Leonard, I’m angry at him for making me think he’d be true to our vows, and I’m angry at me for falling for it all. I’m furious about those lost years while I was being disillusioned, and I’m angry at my heart for being so heartless. I mean, by Jove! The man I married is dead. I should care more. I feel—”

      Ro slumped into a seat, and the two of them stared at each other.

      “Like it was inevitable now that it’s happened?” Hettie guessed. “This was always how it was going to end, wasn’t it?”

      Ro nodded and they sat silently together. Who else would recognize what this moment was but the other? Hettie didn’t know Ro’s favorite color, her childhood dreams, whether she’d wanted children, what her favorite food might be. None of that and yet—Hettie understood Ro all the same.

      “What’s your favorite color?” Ro asked suddenly.

      Hettie blinked, startled. Had she and Ro been sharing the same thoughts?

      “Blue? I think? It was blue the last time I thought about it. You?”

      “Red. What’s your favorite food?”

      “Gin after Harvey leaves.” Hettie laughed bitterly. “He did always ruin the things I loved. I won’t enjoy that the same way anymore, will I? Perhaps fish and chips. Fresh caught that day and still hot. With vinegar. That was what I loved before Harvey. Food lost its flavor a while ago.”

      “That is sad,” Ro said. “I prefer strawberries. Fresh from the garden, cream, and sugar.”

      “I don’t know what to do now,” Hettie said after long minutes of silence. “I knew what to do if the marriage act passed. I knew what I was going to say when my mother told me that marriage is supposed to be forever. I knew what to do for so many scenarios, but not this one.” Hettie jumped to her feet, wrapping herself in her own arms. “I—I—I need to walk. I need to move. I feel like I have something crawling inside of my skin.”

      Hettie disappeared. A moment later, Ro followed. She eventually caught up and twined their arms together.

      “Are we going to have to look at them?” Ro asked. “I’m not ready to see what Leonard looks like dead.”

      “Does he have other family?” Hettie asked.

      Ro nodded. “I suppose I could shove this off on his brother, but then will I regret it later? If I didn’t face that last goodbye?”

      “I need to see Harvey. I need to say goodbye. I need to know it wasn’t a lie. I want to see his dead face and know with my own senses that this isn’t a dream.”
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      They hadn’t meant to find the morgue, but it appeared as though fate wanted them to face the mistakes they made. There was a neat sign on the wall next to a dark door. They had wandered through halls and down stairs aimlessly, tired from being awake through the whole of the night and numb as their new reality began to settle over them.

      Hettie nibbled on her thumbnail, a bad childhood habit, as she stared at the door marked ‘Morgue.’ Ro was entirely emotionless and dry-eyed.

      A blonde woman exited the morgue, weeping into a handkerchief. Hettie recognized her from the party the previous night. There was a vague recollection of the woman leaving earlier than she and Ro after kissing another woman’s face and saying something into her ear. They’d laughed and then the blonde had called a happy, “Ta!”

      Hettie guessed that the second woman hadn’t survived the night. Seeing the blonde weep made her feel cruel. Happily, or perhaps luckily, the blonde avoided their gazes as she hurried down the hall.

      The morgue door opened and a doctor met their gazes. “Are you here about the yacht accident?”

      Neither Hettie nor Ro answered. They both stared at him and then Ro spun, hurrying down the hall.

      Hettie nodded.

      “We haven’t identified everyone yet,” the doctor said gently. He adjusted his jacket. “Are you here for a loved one?”

      The man’s warm eyes were what made her feel the smallest amount better. Warm eyes with those wrinkles on the edges that declared he was a man who smiled. She liked that. She stared at those wrinkles rather than the problem in front of her.

      “I believe my husband may be here,” she heard herself say. “I’m not sure I’m ready. I think I might be sick.”

      The doctor winced, crinkling those eyes that smiled often. Hettie tucked her hair behind her ear, sorry for him in having to deal with her.

      “Do you want to wait?” the doctor asked. “It isn’t necessary to do this now.”

      Hettie shook her head.

      The doctor eyed her and then with that same gentle sweetness suggested, “What if I were to walk you to my office and give you a few minutes? I’ll come check on you and when you’re ready, you can tell me what he looks like—maybe an identifying mark? I’ll ensure he’s there before you have to face the remains.”

      Hettie nodded, sniffing. “I’m sorry. I just…”

      “It’s quite all right.” His gaze was steady on her and full of gentle kindness, and she had never been more grateful for anyone than him at that moment.

      Hettie sat down in the seat he’d led her to. There was a picture on the desk of a young woman staring up at a younger version of the doctor. He was grinning at the camera, and she smiling at him. Was that what love looked like?

      She was, perhaps, too tired for such a moment. It was before 9:00 a.m., and Hettie had been up since the afternoon before. Her stomach roiled from too much alcohol and not enough food. With the realization that Harvey might be dead, a headache had started to build behind her eyes and she wanted nothing more than a long bath, a massive plate of breakfast, and a long, long sleep.

      When the doctor returned, Hettie stood out of the sheer necessity of escaping to her rooms and taking a few aspirin. The doctor, in that gentle, low voice he must save for the mourning, asked, “Are you ready?”

      “I’m not sure I’ll be ready,” Hettie admitted. She steeled herself. “Harvey has rather an odd-shaped mark on the back of his left shoulder. It’s nearly the same orange-brown as my hair. He has blond hair, blue eyes, and is perhaps a stone or two larger than he should be.”

      The doctor nodded. “I will ensure that I have the right man for you and we’ll step in. You can stay as long as you need.”

      While the doctor prepared Harvey for her, the clock ticked the loudest seconds possible. The tick-tick-tick of the clock sucked her in, and she jumped when the doctor returned.

      “If you’ll come this way—”

      Hettie closed her eyes for a moment. She wasn’t surprised that he’d found Harvey, but it seemed impossible that the fellow who’d bellowed across the room at her the night before was no longer breathing. He’d so fervently kissed his mistress and laughed so hard his pomade had stopped being effective. He’d groaned that afternoon that his wallet was empty and asked her with a charming grin to fill it up. He’d slapped her on the bottom when she’d given him her money to make him leave her in peace. He’d told her that her dress had made her look downright passable despite the spot on her chin. He’d eaten a steak too rare, shoving aside the green beans during dinner. He’d laughed and then begged her for a dance as if she were something other than a source for money, and when they’d danced, he’d smiled at her with the same charm he’d shown when he’d been romancing her.

      She might have liked him all right, if he’d belonged to someone else. She’d have thought his jokes were funny. She’d have winced for his wife and the way his philandering ways would never be what the poor girl wanted, but if he were someone else’s, she’d have liked him all right.

      The memory of his face, grinning at her during their dance the previous evening, haunted her before she found the courage to step into the next room. She took one slow step through the doors. It was the hardest step she’d ever taken. It was followed by another, slightly easier. With greater ease, she dared to look up.

      On a trolley was a human form covered in a sheet. Hettie paused as the doctor crossed to it. He waited for her while she stared at the form from the doorway. Bloody hell, she thought, bloody hell. This moment felt like a memory. She was so unsurprised to be here, so accepting at the natural conclusion to her life thus far that it seemed she’d done this before. If she’d done this before and survived, she could do it again.

      Finally, Hettie walked to the trolley and nodded at the doctor. She knew, of course, she hadn’t done it before, but playing a trick with her mind to see her through was a gift she wouldn’t turn away.

      He slowly pulled back the sheet, and Hettie kept her gaze on his kind eyes. She didn’t want to look down. She couldn’t. What if it wasn’t Harvey? What if it was? What if he had died and this wasn’t a dream? She bit down on her lip again and then darted a glance downward. She turned her gaze away with a gasp before she’d even registered what she’d seen. Slowly, she breathed in and looked at him fully.

      Those same dark circles were under his eyes, but against his blue skin they were even darker. His hair had clearly been wet, but it had dried and lay about his head every which way, and she couldn’t help but remember the many times she’d caught him smoothing it back. She always knew when he was well and truly sloshed by the state of his hair. If it was perfect, he hadn’t succumbed fully yet.

      The doctor stepped away as Hettie stared down at her husband’s body.

      His lips were blue. Oh god, she thought, why are his lips blue? Why is his skin grey? Why isn’t he breathing? She scowled at him, knowing she’d never forget this moment. Yet another memory, yet another horror, yet another haunting moment.

      “Harvey, you bastard,” she said. “Why am I not surprised that we ended here?”

      She stared at him, hating him and regretting his death at the same time. She had wanted to see him turn to fat, to have his lovers abandon him for someone better, to see him left alone and realize what he’d lost in her.

      He’d made her love him once. She’d wanted to see him realize she’d moved beyond him for all the pain he’d given her. She hadn’t realized until quite this moment how destructive hating him had been. She’d wanted him to regret making her love him and then crushing her, but she hadn’t wanted this.

      “What did you do to me, you bastard, and how am I going to fix it?” She yanked the sheet back over his head and glanced up, only realizing that the doctor was still in the room. She blushed deeply and admitted, “He was a philanderer, a cheat, and a liar.”

      “Ah,” the doctor said, avoiding her gaze.

      “He didn’t deserve to die,” Hettie tried, attempting to sound less heartless. “Just perhaps to be thrown over by his mistress and beaten by her husband.”

      “I’m sure that it must have been difficult.”

      Hettie found a tear slipping down her cheek. “It was rather. I wish he wasn’t dead. I wanted him to stay alive and now I don’t know what do with all of these feelings he’s made me feel.”

      “Just breathe,” the doctor told her. “Just breathe in and out slowly. Remember the good times, forget the bad times, and be grateful you have time yet.”

      Hettie’s bottom lip was trembling and her heart physically hurt within her chest.

      “Does it get better?” Hettie stared at the doctor’s kind eyes. She felt certain she’d be able to tell if he were lying given those eyes.

      The doctor hesitated before answering. “It gets familiar.”

      “Familiar?”

      He looked apologetic as he nodded, but the kind eyes weren’t lying to her. She wanted him to be lying.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      The two of them stared at each other until Hettie found a shred of manners.

      “Thank you.”
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      Ro wasn’t ready. She despised Leonard. The lying, cheating, rude, mean, manipulative destroyer of dreams. She hurried through the hall uncertain of where she was going, only knowing that she wasn’t prepared to see his face again. The fact that he was dead did not invoke any feeling other than relief and then disgust at herself that someone’s death could cause such a feeling.

      She almost wished he’d been physically abusive so that her relief would be justified. He’d made her feel like nothing. Less than nothing. So worthless she wasn’t even worth slapping. Her feelings were a whirlwind of venom and hatred and guilt in the certainty that he hadn’t found it even possible to give her simply kindness. Despite his vows before God that he’d love, protect, and cherish her.

      Ro found that she’d walked to an exit and pushed through. The garden on the other side was small, but there were a few benches and patients who’d been wheeled outside and left to take the air, as though London’s dirty smog would make a sick man feel better. Ro scowled at the sky and found her own space on a bench. It was in the shadows of a tree, and she hoped that she’d go unnoticed while she delved her soul. Would she be able to look at Leonard one more time? She wasn’t Hettie, and Hettie needed to know for herself. Ro had little doubt that one of Leonard’s grubby, wart-like brothers or cousins would come to take a look for themselves. If they looked, she didn’t have to, right?

      She gazed up at the grey sky, dirty and clouded, then closed her eyes. If she were in the country, she might have felt the sun on her face. She might have been able to take in a deep, cleansing breath and let it slowly out. She had done that, she thought suddenly, with Leonard when they were children. They’d run until they collapsed in a meadow and then close their eyes, letting the sun shine down on them. That was when she’d fallen in love with him. When she was young enough to think that Leonard Ripley, the boy in the big house next door, was lovable. She didn’t know about things like cuckolds, affairs, broken hearts. She didn’t know about walking into your bedroom and finding your husband with a woman you had always counted friend. She didn’t know about how his parents had demanded he marry and settle down and him shouting, “Who should I marry then? Who will satisfy you and make you stop trying to dabble in my life?”

      Why had she married Leonard Ripley? The answer to that question was easy—the pressure of her parents and those days in the sun when they’d found bears and unicorns in the clouds and the future between them had seemed inevitable and beautiful.

      Ro wasn’t sure how long she sat there, staring at the ground and fighting with herself about seeing Leonard. The truth was, she knew she needed to do it. She needed to know he was gone and then handle whatever she felt. Maybe she’d need to find a Catholic priest and go to confession. Maybe she’d need to go for a long walk in nature and talk to God herself. Maybe she’d need to do good deeds until she felt like less of a beast, but she did need to see him.

      “The wife is acting right odd,” a man said.

      Ro recognized the voice of that handsome detective immediately and bit her lip. Was he talking about her? How was one supposed to feel when their husband drowned after probably running his yacht aground while he was drunk? Leonard had been on that boat with his mistress. She had every right to hate him a little.

      “You think she had something to do with it?” the other man, Detective Harris, asked. Ro gaped.

      Do with what?

      “It’s not normal that those two women were together when their husbands died, and neither of them was acting right. The nurse who told them their husbands died said the redhead laughed. Who hears her husband dies and laughs? Villains, that’s who.” Detective Truman was far less handsome than Ro had originally thought.

      “The nurse said that the redhead laughed and cried and was in full hysterics,” Harris reminded his partner. “That nurse had to slap the wife. Could be only woman nonsense. You never can tell when they’re just giving into their weaker nature.” Harris cleared his throat and then growled. “Spoilt little rich girls who needed a good slap and a few chores when they were younger.”

      Ro’s gaze narrowed. She wanted to cross to those gents, shake her finger under their noses, and scold them. She’d bet they would have been infuriated if their wives stepped out on them. The hypocrisy of men never failed to surprise her. Just what she and Hettie were being held in suspicion of, she wasn’t sure. What had they done so wrong? Not follow their husbands to watch them cavort with their trollops? Find their own moment of happiness at a bottle party among friends?

      She scowled at the detectives until they stepped away, then she traced her path back to the morgue and found Hettie sitting outside.

      “Was it terrible?”

      Hettie nodded. Her face reflected it. Her redheaded complexion was paper white with blue circles under her eyes, emphasized by smeared kohl.

      Ro wasn’t sure she was ready to feel how Hettie looked. “Do you regret it?”

      Hettie shook her head. After a moment, she asked, “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “After I abandoned you? No. Give me a few minutes, sister. May I still stay with you? I don’t think I can sleep in our bed.”

      Hettie nodded, lip trembling. “I’d love to have you. Please, by god, please stay. I’ll be here for you when you’re ready.”

      “We have much to talk about,” Ro said. “I feel like a wrung-out dish rag that has been used to shreds.”

      “I dream of aspirin and my bed with a side of food.”

      “Finally a dream that will actually come true,” Ro said. Their gazes met, and how could they not? Realizing the men who crushed their dreams had died made each of them face those shattered remnants once again.
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        * * *

      

      Ro stared down at all that remained of her husband and the nightmare he’d sentenced her to when he’d wooed her and she’d fallen for his lies. The doctor lingered near the back of the room as though sensing her need for privacy.

      “You old fool,” Ro whispered through her teeth at Leonard’s gruesome remains. “I didn’t wish death on you. How dare you, after everything, leave me to feel guilt for fantasizing about my freedom? You tried to take everything from me while you lived, and in death, you still achieve the last blow.”

      She blew out a frustrated breath, utterly confused about the conflicting emotions that warred for primacy. Every time she felt relief, that feeling was drowned by the guilt that washed over her. She wasn’t a superstitious type but now she was questioning herself. Had she actually wished him dead? Was it possible that she’d somehow caused this tragedy with her careless words?

      “It’s not your fault, you know.” Ro startled at Hettie’s sudden presence next to her and her apparent mind-reading skills. “Come now, darling. You’ve seen enough, don’t you think? This is no place to linger. It isn’t good for either of our souls.”

      Ro swallowed back the round of tears that threatened to overwhelm her, nodded, and let Hettie lead her out of the sterile room. Once in the hall, Ro felt like she could breathe again.

      The doctor had followed and he told them, “I’ll take good care of both of them, ladies. You can do this.”

      Hettie softened a little towards the doctor, and Ro paused to stare at her friend. Surely she wasn’t…no. Ro looked the doctor over. He was young, yes. He was handsome, yes. But it was the eyes. They were fixed on Hettie and they weren’t anything other than sympathetic. The doctor must have supported Hettie when Ro hadn’t been there. She felt the guilt again, but it immediately fled. Maybe Hettie had needed that man at the time. Maybe Hettie needed a good, kind man to reach out and let her know things would be right again.

      He smiled at both of them, and though his gaze was filled with gentleness, the smile reached his eyes and even made the crinkles at the corner of his gaze move with his smile. He didn’t linger, and Ro felt a sudden relief that the fellow really would look after Harvey and Leonard.

      She turned to her friend and admitted, “I don’t understand, Hettie. How is that I feel guilty? I only wished him dead and wishes are about the most worthless thing I can imagine. I certainly wished to get out of my marriage many, many times before now. It never did work.” She tried to hold back her worry that Leonard’s death was her fault, that disliking him enough was all it took for the grim reaper to show up on a doorstep—or a yacht bridge. “After all he put me through, why should I grieve? He doesn’t deserve it.”

      Hettie handed a kerchief from her pocket to Ro, who promptly soiled it. “You grieve because there was a point in time where you hoped. When the little girl inside you dreamed of a happily ever after. I don’t think your grief is so much for Leonard’s passing as it is for the death of the hope that you once dared to believe in. I’m struggling with the same thing.”

      “It’s true,” Ro said, fisting her hands. She turned away from Hettie to press her forehead against the wall. She breathed in slowly and then let it out. She didn’t want to cry. Not here. Not outside of the room where the doctor cared for Leonard. “I did love him. Even as a little girl. I always imagined I’d marry him and we’d be so happy.”

      “I keep remembering Harvey from last night. He asked me to dance at dinner, which he never did. He was as charming and as happy as he’d been when he made me love him. Why is that the image I remember? During the dance, his happiness just irritated me. I knew he wouldn’t come home with me. I didn’t even want him to. But he made me think of before, when I thought he loved me, and I hated him. Why is that the vision that’s replaying in my head?”

      Hettie gasped and Ro turned enough to see Hettie pressing her hand against her mouth. “Goodness, I hate him. Hated him.”

      Ro laughed her own gasping, watery croak.

      Hettie dropped her hand a moment later. “Regardless, though, our philandering husbands are dead. I’d say death doesn’t look so handsome on them, does it? Cry until you don’t want to anymore. That’s what I’m going to do. I’ll cry for as long as I wish and not one moment more and I won’t let myself be drowned by the relief that Harvey won’t crush me every single day like he did last night.”

      Ro sniffled and pressed her handkerchief to her eyes.

      Hettie wiped her own tears angrily away. “I’ll not judge you for how much you cry. Anyone who does, they can jump in a lake. Better yet, they can take a flying leap into the Thames and accompany our dearly departeds on the road to hell.”

      Ro let out a laugh that sounded more like a dying hog as she sputtered and gasped for air. “What would I do without you, Hettie?”

      “Think about yesterday,” Hettie suggested, “and then remember what you did then.”
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      Ro choked on another unexpected laugh as Hettie pulled out her own handkerchief and dabbed her eye.

      “It’s easier,” Hettie said, glancing at Ro, “knowing you’re going through the same thing as I am. I hope my appreciation of your suffering doesn’t ruin our friendship.”

      “I suppose I can move past your joy of my suffering if you can move past my joy of your suffering.”

      “Deal,” Hettie said.

      They linked arms and walked through the maze of hospital hallways, winding past the garden Ro had visited earlier and overheard the detectives.

      With the sudden recollection, Ro stopped and pulled Hettie out into the garden. “I almost forgot. The detectives. They’re here, and I overheard them earlier. They seem to suspect we had something to do with the boat sinking.”

      “What? That’s preposterous.” Hettie paused. “I find I am unsurprised that Harvey continues to make my life difficult.”

      “They don’t seem to be concerned with reason. They talked about your reaction when you laughed at the news that Harvey was among the deceased.”

      Hettie glanced about the garden, noting the miserable-looking patients in wheelchairs and the general lack of wildlife. There were, however, two cats sunning on a patch of grass. Did that mean that the hospital had mice? The thought struck her suddenly and left her shuddering. She didn’t want Harvey here if there were mice.

      Her mind skipped from the mice to the detectives. Hettie put up a hand as if to stop Ro from saying anything else. “Wait. Does that mean that the police suspect foul play? I assumed either my drunken husband or yours simply ran the yacht aground, given they were probably up to the gills with gin. It was death by compromised state and nothing more.”

      “What compromised state would that be? Drunk on wine or drunk on girls?”

      “Both, I suppose.”

      “I didn’t hear them specifically mention foul play, only their consideration of our possible involvement, which must mean they at least suspect something sinister.”

      In spite of herself, Hettie shivered. “Could it be that someone murdered our husbands, Ro?” Hettie eyed Ro questioningly. “You sound excited at the prospect.”

      Ro shrugged. “I know you said I shouldn’t blame myself and I suppose I don’t. The only thing that makes me feel guilty is how relieved I feel that my struggles are over.”

      “So you didn’t wish him dead?”

      “I suppose if I were to make a wish like that, it would have been that the marriage act passes so that all of us poor souls would be free. I wouldn’t have had even the smallest amount of guilt about divorcing, despite what my mother says or how my aunt would feel.”

      Hettie laughed. “I agree with you. I had decided to divorce Harvey if the act passed, but I was not sure that living near my family would have been a long-term plan for me. Do you feel guilty?”

      Ro shook her head. “No, I don’t. Not really. Well, maybe a little. I mean, I did feel a sense of relief. Since then, I’ve felt remarkably awful that I felt anything other than devastation.” She leaned in closer to Hettie, remembering how easily she’d been able to accidentally eavesdrop on the detectives. “I’m happy that he’s out of my life, Hettie, but I feel like the most immoral person in the entire world that I’m happy about it. What does that say about me?”

      “Whatever it says about you, darling Ro, it says about me. You summed up my feelings with exactitude. We should probably, however, not talk about that relief if Scotland Yard is actually considering we were involved.”

      Ro snorted and then sighed. “What I don’t understand is how they would consider us involved at all. We weren’t there. I feel like it would be just my”—Ro glanced at Hettie and corrected—"our luck to finally be free but end up jailed or hanged for murdering those fiends.”

      They both shuddered. There was something about saying the word ‘murder’ to make one feel as though an evil mastermind were watching them from the shadows. When you added in the birdsong they’d heard that morning and the budding flowers, it made for a ridiculous dichotomy. Death in the spring was an irony, it appeared, especially for the young.

      “Shall we go?” Hettie asked. “I find that I am starving, in need of a hot bath, and desperate for sleep. I believe I will wake up and be uncertain of whether this was a dream or real.”

      “Try to look sad on our way out then,” Ro suggested, though given their state, that wouldn’t be difficult. “Those detectives could still be about.”

      The pair made their way through the hospital and outside where Hettie’s driver waited for them. He wasn’t the only one lingering next to the auto.

      The detectives stood beside it, speaking with Peterson.

      “Bloody hell,” Ro said at the sight. “I bet they’re trying to see if we have an alibi.” Her teeth ground together in frustration. “Leave it to Leonard. Of course, he couldn’t even drown without dragging me in!”

      “Ro. Pull yourself together. Look weepy. Clutch your handkerchief. Also, remember we didn’t kill them.”

      The detectives had noticed them by now and made their way over as Hettie tried to shush Ro.

      “Ladies, we were just speaking with your driver. I’m pleased that we caught you before you left. We’d like to have a few words with you both, ask a few questions about the events leading up to your husbands stepping aboard the yacht last night.”

      Ro answered their request with what she was certain sounded like a drunk hyena. Her maniacal cackle was enough to earn Hettie’s elbow into her ribs. Distracted by Hettie’s assault, Ro took a deep breath and addressed the detectives.

      “As I’m certain you can imagine, this has been quite the ordeal for us and I’m afraid we aren’t quite in our right minds. Please forgive my outburst. I was exhausted before I knew of the accident and having to see Leonard like that…it has left me quite upset.”

      “I’m sure it’s a harrowing time for you both,” Detective Harris answered, rubbing his stubbly jaw, his tone saying that he didn’t believe his own words. “We need to get an idea of what happened last night, and you two are survivors.”

      Hettie nodded, though Ro was sure Hettie also saw the lack of belief from the detective. She would have also noted the word survivors, as though they had been on the yacht.

      “My husband was many things detective,” Hettie said, dabbing her lashes with her handkerchief, “but of all things he was young. I find that I am certain this is all a terrible dream, but I keep not waking up. I think, despite having seen poor Harvey, that it cannot be true. Perhaps you can interview us at another time. I am not myself.”

      Hettie to the rescue again, Ro thought, but neither of the detectives moved from blocking the auto. “We have reason to believe that this was no accident. It would be a great help to us if you’d cooperate and answer our questions. It won’t take long.”

      The four of them stared at each other for a moment before Ro finally squared her shoulders, lifted her chin and spoke. “Excuse me?”

      “Not an accident?” Hettie gasped. “How can this be?”

      “We are, neither of us, in a state of mind or heart to be able to help you, detectives, but of course—we’ll do what we can. Perhaps we can offer you ten minutes now? I believe both Hettie and I would do well to see a doctor. We are, both of us, on the edge of hysterics.”

      The two men looked at each other as if contemplating a decision. The handsome Detective Truman nodded to the unspoken question.

      “Ten minutes then. Mrs. Ripley, if you’ll come with me. My partner will interview Mrs. Hughes.”

      Ro and Hettie exchanged a knowing look before they each followed their respective detective. Ro glanced back at Hettie, found her looking over her shoulder, and then turned to the detective.

      Detective Truman stopped at a stone bench nestled among several different bushes and flowers. It was quite a tranquil setting.

      “You and your friend’s reactions to discovering the deaths was quite unusual.”

      Ro blinked rapidly. Not so much at the question as at the way he started with that particular statement first. “Are they? What would be the appropriate response for a new widow, pray tell?”

      Ro heard the edge in her own voice and silently chided herself to be more polite. The goal was to remove suspicion from them, not cement their guilt in the minds of the investigators.

      “We don’t typically see laughter at a time like this.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “That must be dreadful for you to be met with wailing and gnashing of teeth every time you must inform a poor wife that her husband won’t be returning home. I suppose what’s different about those instances is that the women were deeply in love with the husbands. Also, their husbands were possibly worth grieving over. Hear me out, detective,” she said, noticing he was about to interrupt.

      He closed his mouth again.

      She continued on her mini-tirade, knowing even as she spoke that Hettie would be disappointed in her for not playing the part of a grieving wife better. “Leonard left me alone at a party to take his mistress and the sycophants that travel in his company out on the yacht. He’s been a philanderer since before I married him, but I was too naive to know it.”

      Detective Truman winced, but his gaze was no less sharp. She was probably giving him what he needed for a motive. That realization did not, however, stop her.

      “In the nearly five years since we married, it became increasingly obvious that my husband was an insult to the word husband and had made a mockery of our vows. Last night on the yacht was one of a string of reasons I’ll not be grieving my husband the same as the wives you are used to seeing. Instead I grieve for the future stolen from me right under my nose. Now, I believe you have about five minutes left. Do you have questions or do you only wish to stand here and critique a new widow for not being upset in a way that makes you more comfortable?”

      Silence settled around them. Finally, after some moments, he cleared his throat and took a deep breath. “Are you aware of any mechanical difficulties your husband’s yacht may have experienced prior to last night?”

      “It’s my yacht, paid for by my dear aunt. No, we’ve not experienced any difficulties of any sort.”

      “I see. How often do you sail with your husband?”

      “I sail more than he, if you must know. I’ve been learning about yachts and all manner of sea-faring vessels since I was a young girl. Leonard was insufferable to teach, but I was still enamored with him at the time so I taught him all I knew about sailing. As soon as he was confident in taking the boat without me, he never invited me along again. I still took it out myself quite frequently and therefore I can attest to the perfect condition of the yacht. The sinking would likely be attributed to operator error on Leonard’s part, not a defective yacht. He was quite, quite drunk when I last saw him, and I have little doubt that he continued to drink heavily over the course of the evening. I wouldn’t, in fact, be surprised if you told me that he was seen using opium or morphine. Why do you suspect foul play, detective, instead of idiocy?”

      He looked taken aback by her question but recovered relatively quickly.

      “It’s too soon to say. Do you know of anyone who would want your husband dead?”

      Ro resisted the urge to say ‘besides me?’ She just stopped a smile at the pride she imagined Hettie would feel that Ro had been able to control her tongue. She hadn’t done such a great job appearing neutral, let alone innocent, since she’d started speaking with Detective Truman.

      “Besides the husbands of Leonard’s many mistresses? The lovers he abandoned along the way when they no longer held his interest, the business associates that he cheated quite regularly, and the servants in our home whom Leonard was most brutal toward? No, I can’t think of anyone.”

      “I see,” he said, ever professional. “So your husband had quite a number of enemies. And there was no love lost between the two of you?”

      “There was plenty of love lost.” Ro could hear the disgust in her voice. “I fell in love with him, lost myself to him, and then he discarded my affections for the shallow encounters with any easy woman who temporarily caught his fancy. So, yes, detective, I have lost quite a lot by falling in love with my husband. But I most certainly did not kill him. I’ll address that for you since your courage seems to have failed you. I was happy to bide my time traveling with friends until the marriage law that would allow me to divorce him was passed by Parliament. I’d not risk the rest of my future—let alone my soul—on murder.”

      “Where were you last night between the hours of midnight and six a.m.?” His tone suggested that he remembered that he was the detective and that she needed to remember as well. Under any other circumstances, she would have smiled at the power struggle they were experiencing.

      “I was at a bottle party with my good friend, Hettie Hughes. We drank champagne and frolicked in the pool while my husband was busy drinking, whoring, and eventually dying. It was certainly a ridiculous and overdone evening of spoilt women like myself, but compared to my husband, it was almost on the level of raising funds for orphans.”

      “How much champagne did you have and can anyone, besides Hettie Hughes, vouch for your whereabouts?”

      “Enough to make my speech slurred, not enough to forget that I didn’t kill my husband. Is there anything else? I need rest.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, frustration sparking in his dark eyes, then closed it again. He definitely suspected her and probably didn’t like her, which was perfect because she didn’t care for him either.

      “I’ll be staying with Mrs. Hughes should you summon the backbone to interrogate me further, Detective Truman. Good day.”

      She left him irritated and angry on the bench and her heart raced all the way back to Hettie’s auto. Hettie was going to kill her when she found out how belligerent Ro had been with the detective. She might as well have put a sign about her neck that stated, ‘I had every reason to kill my husband, including my abiding hatred.’
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      Hettie followed the detective, glancing back at Ro and seeing that she was also staring back. Hettie felt a little as though she were being pulled to the headmistress’s office. Detective Harris had a grumpy look to him and was older. He carried a few more pounds without crossing the line to fat. His eyes were bloodshot, and his face needed a shave.

      The fellow was looking her over as if she were a naughty child who might need the ruler used on her palms. She ignored his expression to press the space between her eyebrows. A headache was making its existence known in a way that couldn’t be ignored.

      “Mrs. Hughes,” Detective Harris said, waiting.

      Hettie glanced at him, wondering if he was playing games with her. Was he, perhaps, trying to intimidate her by waiting to say anything else? Maybe hoping to make her nervous by only staring? Perhaps her dress had flipped up and her underthings were showing. She wanted to check, but she’d be damned before she was caught checking for a malfunctioning dress while discussing the possible murder of her husband.

      She waited him out, realizing as they stood there, silent, that she felt sick to her stomach as well as her head. She had reached the level of exhausted that made her very hair follicles hurt along with, oddly, her thigh bones. Not the muscles, just the bones.

      “Mrs. Hughes,” the detective said again.

      She lifted her brows.

      “Did your husband often yacht with Mr. Ripley?”

      Hettie shook her head.

      “Is that a no?”

      “To be perfectly honest, detective, I have no idea if Harvey ever yachted with Mr. Ripley before. As far as I know, they met yesterday evening.”

      “Your very good friend’s husband had never met your husband?”

      “Ro and I are newer friends.” Hettie met the detective’s gaze. “Even if we’d been friends for years, detective, Harvey didn’t concern himself with how or with whom I spent my time.”

      “You seem very chummy,” he replied, frowning at her. “Your driver said he was taking you both to your rooms. Is she staying with you?”

      “I suppose we bonded very quickly over an understanding of each other’s lot.”

      The detective frowned again at her. “It’s unethical to sidestep questions about a possible murder, Mrs. Hughes.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “How long have you and Mrs. Ripley been friends?”

      “What does that have to do with the sinking of the yacht?”

      “There is concern of a homicide.”

      “And my friendship with Ro has what to do with that?”

      “It’s not necessary for a detective to explain his thought process at every step of the investigation, Mrs. Hughes. Let me be clear. Your behavior at the death of your husband was alarming in the extreme. Especially when you add in the fact that we were already concerned about what we were discovering.”

      Hettie paused long enough to control her temper before speaking. “As often as I have heard comments on feminine hysterics, detective, I wonder that you are surprised at all.”

      He scoffed. “Laughing at the death of your husband is female hysterics?”

      “I don’t think I have to explain my very shocking reaction to my husband’s death, detective. I am exhausted. Harvey was healthy yesterday and I was bone-weary with how he treated me. I watched him leave a party with his lover, and I won’t pretend he was a saint simply because he’s dead. He was, to be perfectly honest, a right bastard.”

      The detective’s jaw dropped open, and Hettie sniffed.

      “Which is why I was planning a trip without him. I didn’t wish him death, but I wouldn’t have nursed him if he broke his leg.”

      “You don’t think that’s your duty as his wife?” Detective Harris’s righteous indignation made Hettie want to slap him until his ears never stopped ringing.

      “I think, detective,” Hettie said witheringly, “that any right he had to my love and care expired with his infidelity.”

      “Why should I believe that you weren’t behind the sinking of that yacht?”

      “Why should you believe I was?”

      “You got rid of a cheating spouse and have full control of your money?” The detective lifted a brow over his significantly less handsome face.

      “I already have full control of my money,” she said. “It was wrapped up tightly by my far-wiser relatives. The larger problem is that I wasn't smart enough to listen to those same wiser relatives’ concerns about the man I was marrying. Let me give you advice, detective—if you ever have a daughter, spend the entirety of her life warning her to exercise extreme caution when determining whom she spends the rest of her life with.”

      The detective looked upset at that and Hettie immediately wondered if the man already had a daughter.

      “The truth is detective, the difference between Harvey being dead and being alive is minimal. He was hardly a husband to me, and technically speaking, I’ve been living separately from him. We have separate suites in the same hotel and have had for some time. He didn’t care as long as I kept paying the bills, and I kept paying the bills in order to not have to deal with him.”

      “Now you can marry again.” Detective Harris sounded triumphant.

      Hettie’s bitter laughter disabused the detective of that notion. “I honestly cannot imagine that happening.”

      “Do you have an alibi?”

      “You mean outside of Ro?”

      The smirk the detective shot her infuriated Hettie, but she couldn’t tell if she was righteously angry or only exhausted. Either way, she shrugged at him and then turned to leave.

      “Not so fast, Mrs. Hughes.”

      Hettie turned back and lifted a brow with what might have been the last of her energy.

      “Did anyone else see you?”

      “I’m not from London, you know.”

      He nodded.

      “I don’t have bushels of friends and acquaintances in London. People aren’t going to recognize me if you mention my name.”

      “Even still,” Detective Harris said.

      “I was at a party with Ro. I played water tennis, I soaked in a hot bath and had a rather invigorating debate with another redhead about freckle removers. I couldn’t tell you her name, but if you can find a random redhead, I’m sure I’d remember the map of her freckles and identify her that way.”

      The detective scoffed.

      “I shared a cigarette with a black woman with the unlikely name of Ruby Rose, who sings for a jazz band. I am quite jealous of her lovely dark brown eyes. I was pretty drunk the entire time, detective. I suspect if you find the staff of Aurelia Bath House and you describe the plump, morose Canadian who was crying at one point over dropping her G&T, you’ll find my alibi.”

      “You can’t do better than that?”

      “Isn’t Scotland Yard supposed to be the best police department in the world?” Hettie probably shouldn’t have used such a snide tone. Her slight regret was emphasized by what was probably a flush of fury. Given the way he was condescending to her, she doubted it was shame.

      “If you don’t take your freedom seriously, why should I?”

      “It’s your job,” she shot back, “but it’s fine. I’ll hire a detective, shall I? To find the random folks I talked with the night before? Since the woman I actually spent the whole of the party with isn’t good enough for you.”

      “You both benefited from the sinking.”

      Hettie’s face shifted to cold as she said, “I don’t find the death of an unknown number of people a benefit. As I have said now multiple times, I didn’t want Harvey to die. I had every intention of getting what I wanted by abandoning our marriage. Isn’t it funny? I could simply leave him and not imperil my mortal soul.”

      “You don’t think that God cares if you abandon your vows?”

      The remark had Hettie seething. “I have no intention of debating the morality of leaving a husband who was neglectful and unfaithful with a judgmental man who has no idea what my life was like. Do you want to know if I killed Harvey? I’ve said no twice.”

      “Why should I believe you?” Detective Harris shot back.

      She knew antagonizing the detective was a bad idea, but it didn’t stop her from snapping, “Shaming me about my marriage and my feelings towards my husband isn’t going to prove my guilt. If it makes you feel better, I’ll tell you this much: murdering my husband would have been easy for me.”

      Detective Harris gaped and Hettie smiled meanly. She hated this man almost as much as she hated Harvey. “One quick shove of a drunk husband into the path of an auto. Or a shove of him over the railing of our last steamship. Easy,” Hettie hissed with anger. “He was so drunk so often or under opium’s influence I could have put a pillow over his face and leaned down. The reason that I didn’t is because I am not a murderer. If I were, I don’t see any reason to have killed all those other people when removing only him would have been simple.”

      The detective stared at Hettie as though she’d grown a second head.

      “Just to give you some perspective on my choices.” She left him that time, and he didn’t stop her.

      She walked away with an intensified headache pounding behind her eyes, a surreal feeling in her body as though she had stepped outside of her skin and that she was watching this from above. How was it possible that her own personal demon had been killed? How did she align the relief she felt at his death with her heart? How did she go on from here? What did she do? Should she go back to the hotel and pack her bags?

      Peterson was standing by the auto and opened the door for her. She slid into the seat and found Ro had already made it back.

      “I think,” Hettie told Ro as Peterson shut the door, “we might need to hire a detective on our own. That fellow seemed to think that because I was hysterically laughing at my husband’s death I must have killed them all.”

      “As if you’d murder a whole group of people to get rid of one.”

      “That’s what I said,” Hettie agreed. “Harris didn’t seem impressed with my logic.”

      “He clearly doesn’t know what it’s like to live with someone like Leonard or Harvey. If we’d wanted to murder them, what’s a little arsenic in the hair of the dog?”

      Hettie laughed, but she wasn’t all that amused and a moment later, she was wiping away a tear. “Do I want to go to sleep and let this all have been a terrible dream?”

      Ro took Hettie’s hand, providing the most unexpected of comforts.

      “You truly are a bosom friend,” Hettie said low. “It’s as though I’ve always known you.”

      Ro nodded and then laid her head on Hettie’s shoulder. After a few minutes of driving through London, Ro asked, “Would you want things to go back to how they were before?”

      Hettie pulled back to look at Ro and found her avoiding meeting gazes. Her mouth twisted as she thought. “I think? Maybe? My goodness, Ro, I want to say no, but I’m not sure that’s true.”

      Their gazes met in the same combination of sickened guilt and relief.

      “It’s fine,” Ro said, taking Hettie’s hand. “It’s fine.”

      “Is it fine?” Hettie asked, staring out the window. “I hate him even more than I have words to say. I hate him so much. I hated him for taking that sweet, innocent version of me and turning it into this bitter woman. I feel like a person who had my future stolen by a man who saw nothing but dollar signs over my head. Ro—I hate him—and I’m glad he’s dead. And I hate that is how I feel.”

      “Would you have saved him if you could have?”

      Hettie paused and then nodded. “Yes.”

      “Then hating him for what he did to you is entirely separate from being willing to murder him. We’re dealing with two different things.”

      “The fact that we hated our husbands is going to ruin our lives if we don’t also find a…ah—narrative for our feelings. If we’re going to be asked questions, we need to be able to answer them in a way that doesn’t make us seem like monsters.”

      Ro nodded as Hettie finished. “After we sleep.”

      Hettie nodded. “After we sleep.”
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      “I’ve been thinking,” a slightly tipsy Ro said to Hettie when she woke from her nap. She’d entered the sitting area of her suite and found Ro already there, comfortable with her drink and a tray with a late breakfast from the hotel’s restaurant.

      The suite was luxurious in the extreme with detailing on everything from the doorknobs to the carpets. Even the wood shone, and Hettie had thought more than once that she was grateful not to be part of the cleaning staff for this hotel. Especially given how much of a spoiled barbarian that Harvey was. She paused, remembering suddenly, and shivered. Her headache made itself known with a vengeance.

      Hettie glanced at Ro, held up a hand, and made herself a plate of fruit and scones. “You’ve been thinking or the gin has been thinking for you?” she asked with an envious glance at Ro’s nearly empty glass.

      “I’m sure it’s a well-balanced combination of my own thoughts spiked with gin-induced confidence and a lack of sleep, as I had a hard time succumbing to that sweet embrace.”

      “Let’s hear it then, sweet sister,” Hettie said through a yawn. “First though, pour me a drink, would you? I haven’t had enough sleep to kill this headache yet. Perhaps a little gin and aspirin will resolve it, along with clotted cream.”

      “Clotted cream and jam solve everything,” Ro said as she crossed to the bar. “Especially when you add gin and aspirin.”

      Hettie ran her hand over her hair, finding her turban, and was astounded she’d thought to put it on given she’d dropped her dress on her floor, flung her stockings aside, and flopped onto her bed. She didn’t even remember curling into her pillow, but she’d woken up wrapped around it.

      Ro added muddled blackberry and lavender syrup to a generous amount of gin and bit of tonic and then stabbed ice out of the bucket and tossed it into the glass.

      “Here you are, darling. I was in the same spot only an hour ago when I woke, but this magical concoction seems to be just the thing. I am not crediting the handful of aspirin I choked down.”

      Hettie gulped down half the contents of the short, glass tumbler with her own aspirin. Ro took the glass and refilled it.

      “Now that you’ve had an introductory swallow, perhaps consider sipping while we bend our minds to some brainwork. We’ll need our wits for at least long enough to plan.”

      Hettie knew, of course, that the plan revolved around those blighters, their dead husbands. “Tell me your grand ideas, but first let’s order fresh coffee.”

      Ro made the order while Hettie rubbed her hands over her face.

      “Please,” Hettie asked when Ro finished, “add a dash of frivolity and wickedness with a large dose of continued freedom to your thoughts.”

      Ro returned to her seat opposite Hettie, raised her glass, and continued, “We know the detectives, at the very least, suspect murder, otherwise I don’t think they’d be so keen to interview us.”

      “Indeed,” Hettie sighed, but not for long. “The fiends! How are we supposed to feel about the murder if someone did rid us of them?” She paused again. “Don’t answer that.”

      Ro’s lips twitched. “They are fiends! To make such hostile insinuations about our involvement in the yacht-sinking. We both know that we didn’t do it, but there’s nothing to stop the detectives from trying to pin it on us and making our lives miserable. I’ll be damned if I let Leonard Ripley rob me of any more of my life. I see only one way through this, Hettie. I think it involves neither of us fleeing for Paris or Spain or even Prince Edward Island. I fear we’ll need to remain in London to prove our innocence.”

      Ro paused to take a drink and give Hettie a moment to process.

      Hettie raised her glass in a toast. “It would be like Harvey to ruin my life even after he died. We must ensure we aren’t held accountable for their demise—whatever it takes. There’s only one problem.”

      “Only one?” Ro asked and then pulled her feet under her to curl up on the chaise lounge.

      “Perhaps there are many. But one particularly pressing problem takes priority. We don’t know what caused the police to be suspicious in the first place. Is it simply that the yacht sank? Might there be some sort of sign, the tell-tale heart of this dilemma? How can we investigate without evidence?”

      “We’ll solve that problem, my dear Hettie. We are in agreement that we must prove our own innocence?”

      Hettie nodded, setting her drink aside. “I fear we must, and so yes, we are agreed.”

      Ro moved to the bar to refill Hettie’s drink, talking as she did so. “As I was saying, we need to prove our innocence and I have thoughts about the best way to do it. Did you know that the detective who interviewed me, Detective Truman, insinuated that I’d had enough to drink that I might not remember my whereabouts last night and whether I’d murdered my husband? You’d have been proud of me. I was a touch belligerent, but no more so than he deserved. Some nerve.”

      She handed the glass to Hettie and began to mix herself another one.

      “The detective who interviewed me,” Hettie said, “had the gall to imply that I’d killed Harvey so that I’d be free to remarry. As if I’d ever marry again after this nightmare. Foolish men. They have such a difficult time considering anything other than the obvious. If I hadn’t already known it was going to be up to us to prove our innocence, I certainly know now that we’ve spoken to those two buckets for brains.”

      They shared a giggle and then turned serious.

      Hettie gasped. “I’d wager if I’d told him that he wasn’t poisoned—the woman’s murder method—therefore it wasn’t me, he’d have agreed.”

      Ro scoffed. “Where do we begin? I thought of seducing the detective in order to get information from him. It seems so beneath us, but what works, works. What do you think?”

      “Oh ew,” Hettie said, and noticed Ro’s grin. “You think he’s attractive. He is attractive, but you just got rid of the last lump.”

      Ro lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t think we should rule out anything that might get us the result we want. Perhaps with Detective Truman it wouldn’t be so awful.”

      “That’s the gin planning,” Hettie laughed. “If we don’t go to hell for planning to divorce those bastards, you would for seducing the man investigating his possible murder.”

      “I feel like it’s inevitable given how much I hate Leonard. Now’s not the time to play small.”

      Hettie nodded, suddenly serious again. “Whatever it takes to keep our freedom, now that we’ve finally acquired it. Pinky swear?”

      Ro chewed on her lip nervously for a moment. ‘Whatever it takes’ covered a lot of ground. Ro wasn’t precisely certain she was willing to do whatever. She did have some lines she wouldn’t cross. Such as murder.

      “I’ll tell you what. Whatever it takes as long as it feels like the right choice. I won’t murder anyone to prove I didn’t murder Leonard.”

      Hettie raised her glass. “Whatever it takes. Within reason. Agreed.”

      She extended her pinky finger and locked grips with the one Ro extended.

      “I feel like we’ve done this a thousand times since we met. Yesterday,” Ro added. “Can you even believe that we found each other at the beginning of this debacle? The fates are smiling on us, I think, Mrs. Hughes.”

      “Right then, we must stop being the nice, gullible women who got us into the mess in the first place. How devious can we be? I know!” Hettie exclaimed. “Let’s visit Madame Romano’s and see if she can summon Leonard and Harvey from the great beyond. Maybe they can tell us who was behind their murder. Plus we’d have the opportunity to yell at them one last time. I think they deserve that, don’t you?”

      Ro shook her head with renewed vigor. “Oh, dear. No, I couldn’t possibly dabble in the occult, Hettie.”

      Hettie raised her eyebrow in judgement. “You said whatever it takes, Ro.”

      “Yes, and I meant it. Mostly. However, I couldn’t stand talking to Leonard or any other dead person. I’ll make you a deal. If we can’t prove our innocence any other way, Madame Romano will be our last ditch effort.”

      Hettie nodded. “You have a deal. Besides, I don’t want to see Harvey’s dead face again. Once was enough, I’m afraid. Do you think spirits rot to match their corpses?”

      Ro drummed her fingers on the edge of her chair, contemplating their options.

      “Let’s throw a party. Like the bottle party but we’ll invite everyone we know who was at the party last night. Perhaps one of the guests there knows something or heard something?”

      “A party feels a bit heartless. What if we called it a memorial for the dead? That will sound a bit more reasonable, don’t you think?” Hettie asked.

      Ro nodded, barely acknowledging Hettie’s mental gymnastics. “Besides, maybe the person responsible will be curious enough to show up themselves. I say we place a wager on who did it. Do you suppose it was a jilted lover or the husband of a jilted lover? As I see it, those are the two best options.”

      Hettie clapped her hands. “A wager! How wonderful! As long as we don’t tell anyone about it. We are working quite hard to limit the judgement of our peers. I think women are much more inclined to get revenge in less violent ways. Look at us, for instance. We were prepared to run, but we’d never have physically hurt them. My bet is on a man.”

      “My bet is on a woman. I think there are women out there much more proactive than you and I. At least I’m hoping so for the sake of humanity. We can’t all be ciphers.”

      Hettie agreed. “I suppose I shouldn’t be looking forward to this, but I am. I wonder what that mean Detective Harris will think of our party.”

      Ro shrugged. “What does it matter? You know, he assumed you’d commit murder for a mere chance at love.”

      Hettie shuddered and then her head cocked. “You know…”

      As she trailed off, Ro cleared her throat to prompt her.

      “You know, my aunt told me I was making a mistake with Harvey. She told me love letters didn’t disguise a poor disposition.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard an I-told-you-so so many times that I might actually commit murder. Except from my parents, of course, who hoped I’d be the balm to cure terrible Leonard’s soul.”

      Hettie rubbed her thumb over her lips before shoving her drink away to stand and pace. She stretched her legs and neck as she thought. “I should have listened.”

      “Yes, yes, I should have too.”

      “My friend, my best school chum,” Hettie continued, almost not hearing Ro. “She told me he was a bit snake-ish.”

      “You were wrong, they were right. I was wrong, they were right,”

      “Yes, yes,” Hettie said. She placed her hand over her heart. “By Jove, Ro, we need to promise.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise that we don’t make that same mistake again.”

      “Well,” Ro said reasonably, “we aren’t the same creatures we were. Oh those poor lambs we once were.”

      “Yes, but we were blinded by love. By romance. By words and pretty eyes and promises. We were idiots!”

      “We’ve learned,” Ro said comfortingly.

      “We’ve learned, but we’re still women. We’re still softer than we should be. Only a few months ago, Harvey swore he’d change, and yet here we are.”

      Ro breathed in deeply and then slowly admitted, “I might have given Leonard more chances than I should have.”

      “Once our hearts are involved, we can’t be trusted. We’re fools. FOOLS!”

      “So what are you trying to say?”

      “We’re fools,” she repeated. “We can’t trust ourselves. We should have listened to the people who warned us.”

      “All right—”

      “So,” Hettie added, holding out her pinky again, “that detective was wrong. I don’t want to marry again. I can’t even imagine it, but will I change my mind after all this fades? Maybe.”

      “Maybe,” Ro said, feeling doubtful.

      “I don’t trust the future version of me any more than I trust the past version of me. I need a conscience, a—ah—muse for my love life. A voice of warning. And,” Hettie said meaningfully, “so do you.”

      Ro nodded slowly. “You’re right. I’m an untrustworthy minx.”

      “You can’t see clearly when it’s you,” Hettie said. “And I can’t be trusted when it’s me.”

      “You know,” Ro said thoughtfully, “you could trust me. With all I’ve been through, I would be wary and viciously judgmental on your behalf. I wouldn’t be blinded by love.”

      “We need rules,” Hettie said. “First—each other’s approval.”

      “Second,” Ro shot out immediately, “not someone who needs money.”

      Hettie nodded. “There are honorable poor men, but I won’t risk this again.”

      “Exactly.”

      They eyed each other and then Hettie said, “I threatened the detective with a private investigator. We should hire one, maybe several, and find someone reliable to investigate whoever we might be considering.”

      Ro laughed evilly. “If I’d met Leonard’s family and truly spent time with them—and perhaps if I’d been a little wiser—I’d never have married him. He was mean to his sisters, dismissive of his parents, and his brothers made my stomach hurt.”

      “Then number three is that families must meet approval,” Hettie said.

      “And until then,” Ro said brightly, “fun.”

      “Fun,” Hettie swore and they shook their pinkies once again.
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      “Now that we’ve established rules for our future selves, let’s establish how we’re going to clear our names. We don’t even know why the police suspect foul play. What is it, I wonder, that they know that we do not? And how can we learn this information for ourselves?”

      Hettie sniffed and then stretched her feet out. She hadn’t bathed yet despite wanting to badly the night before. Or rather, earlier that morning. “You make a solid point, Ro. Although remember we have much more information than the police do regarding potential suspects—if it even was a murder. Have you considered it’s likely that we know the killer? Maybe we’d stop on the street to say hello or invite them to our houses.”

      “By Jove, you’re right. We are in the best position to solve what happened. Assuming one of our husbands was indeed the target.” Ro sighed. “Half of the people we saw joining Leonard on the yacht were rather awful. Maybe another person was the intended victim and everyone else was just…unlucky.”

      “I think your Leonard is the most likely target. After all, the yacht was his, wasn’t it? Given the way those parties went, always sort of spur of the moment who comes, I would think that Leonard was supposed to die. Him or someone who was a constant presence with him.”

      Ro shook her head. “Actually, the yacht was mine. My aunt complained to the end of the world when I bought it. She never understood the pull the water has for me. To her credit, she complained but still paid for it.” She grimaced. “I’ve realized that my whole life, I’ve been dependent on another. First my aunt, then Leonard. I need to become my own woman, Hettie. It’s past time.”

      “Don’t worry, darling. I’ll help you become independent.”

      Ro burst into a fit of slightly maniacal giggles for what seemed like the fifth time since she’d learned Leonard was dead. “I don’t think that’s how independence works.”

      “Listen, my newfound, beautiful, overwhelmed friend. Baby steps. You must take baby steps. Step one. Depend on me, not some gigolo who is after your money. Step two, depend on yourself. Look at how smart you are—finding me, making me your friend—you’re a genius really. A prodigy.”

      “You are quite right.” Ro raised her drink in a toast. “Here’s to independence, vis-à-vis baby steps. I think clearing our names of murder is a grand baby step to take. Then I’ll be completely free of Leonard and for the first time, I’ll be on my own.”

      Hettie’s eyebrows raised. “Did you hear anything I said? Not alone. You’ve got me. But…” Hettie’s head tilted and she frowned at Ro. “Will you be on your own? Or will you still be dependent on your aunt?”

      Ro blinked and then admitted. “I don’t know. Financially I mean. I suppose it depends on what Leonard did in the will. As far as everything else goes, I’ll be alone, except for you. Alone in a good way…in a free manner. Now that the shock is fading, I’m feeling relief. It’s like I’d already mourned him and his death was only the last step.”

      “I see,” Hettie said, still frowning. “You should discover that.”

      “What?”

      “The details of your inheritance, if there is one. I think people kill over money rather often.”

      “I suppose people could think I had something to do with his death if I inherit. Leonard barely tolerated me. He wouldn’t have left me anything worth killing over, especially without children.”

      “So how do we, given the number of people who would have enjoyed putting Leonard out of his misery…our misery…their misery? Either way, how do we narrow down to the one person who actually acted on the fantasy?”

      “Let’s make a list, shall we? We’ll call it the Who in the World Killed Leonard Compendium.” Hettie rose and started digging through the desk, looking for the implements for the list. “I do hope you have plenty of paper. It’s quite a long list, I’m sure.”

      Hettie stood and walked to the ornate desk and produced several pens and a rather large sheaf of loose paper. “Will this do?”

      Ro eyed the large stack and grinned. “It will at least suffice as an index or table of contents to the real list of those who wanted him dead. First on the list should be his mistresses and their husbands.”

      “You can’t have multiple people in the first spot, Ro, else what’s the point of having a numbered list?” Hettie’s voice was firm, but there was laughter in her eyes.

      “I never learned all the names and identities of the mistresses I know about. I’m sure there were many I wasn’t even aware of.” She shivered at the thought and then gagged. She hadn’t as successfully propelled him from her bed as it seemed Hettie had evicted Harvey.

      “Fine. You win. First place, mistresses and their husbands. We’ll have to come back around to this category and get more specific. Who else?”

      “I’ve been considering this question since the moment we learned they were dead and that it may have been more than an accident. Yet still my mind goes blank when I have to actually think about it. So many people hated him, Hettie. My goodness, I hated him.”

      “Business associates?” Hettie offered.

      Ro nodded enthusiastically. “Yes! He’s cheated several people. Most recently, Edward Stewart. I think he was quite angry about the thousands of pounds that Leonard managed to swindle out of him.”

      “Wonderful,” Hettie said and then clapped a hand over her mouth. “Not wonderful that he was cheated. Wonderful that you thought of a specific name. Number 2, Edward Stewart. Any other recent business dealings that Leonard behaved badly around?”

      “James Greyson is the other one I can think of who was angry enough in the recent past to want to see him dead.”

      “James Greyson, Number 3. Who else?”

      “Mrs. Stone.”

      “She did business with Leonard?”

      “No, her husband did, but she appeared to be a little, ah, clingy. Oddly clingy given her number of lovers. Perhaps she was angry that she couldn’t have Leonard all to herself.”

      Hettie’s Harvey had been a lover as well. The most recent lover if the scene she’d witnessed as they left for the yacht had been accurate. “I’ll put Mrs. Stone on the list, but I think she might have been on the yacht that night. Do we know if she’s survived?”

      “Poor Mr. Stone. He’s quite elderly, you know, but still vital. He seems quite adoring of her. I always found it so…so…disgusting. Him loving her as he did. Her accepting that love, batting her lashes at him, and then mocking the poor gent later. I’m sure he’ll be devastated if she didn’t make it off the yacht alive. I’m not sure he won’t be better off.”

      “Think how much better our lives would have been if we were unaware of their extra-marital activities? We’d be grieving our husbands right now. If she did die, I wish that for him. Just oblivious and able to mourn properly for his newly dead wife.”

      “I suppose. I don’t know if I wish to be the mourner who didn’t know. Legitimately devastated over the loss of a husband who didn’t deserve that from me. I would hate to not have the wisdom I have now. If we hadn’t been broken by those louts, we might be willing to marry again. We might have gotten manipulated by yet another lout again.”

      Ro shuddered. “So do we tell him?”

      “I’ll put an asterisk next to the Stones. Let’s find out if she’s still alive. That will tell us how to proceed with that particular duo. Who else?”

      “His brother hated him. They were constantly taunting each other with money and success. I don’t know that either of them would have sunk to the level of murder, but there is quite a bit of family money to fight about. Perhaps his brother, Reginald, decided to accelerate their lifelong feud. I never did understand why they hated each other so. Don’t misunderstand, they were both beastly. The fervor of their hatred could have set a forest on fire. It was, quite honestly, difficult for me to comprehend. Why not expel them from your life? It’s not like you must have your sibling around.”

      “Right then, number 4, Reginald Ripley, brother of deceased,” Hettie said and scrawled out another name. “Who else?”

      Ro drummed her fingers on the dark mahogany arm of the chair she sat in. “In the spirit of number one being a category of person, his mistresses and their husbands, I think number five should be everyone in attendance at the party the night the yacht went down. Specifically, anyone at the gala who didn’t board the yacht on the night of its sinking.”

      “We would be included in that very specific category. Who else didn’t follow Leonard and Harvey to their demise?”

      “Perhaps we should interview the wait staff. As we both know, they hear a lot when nobody notices them.”

      “Ro, I’ve been struck by another thought. Who could we speak to that would have more intimate knowledge of his business dealings? Perhaps he employed a solicitor who would be well-versed in the details of Leonard’s business dealings?”

      “Wonderful. Yes, Mr. Cooper’s firm represented Leonard. I’ll speak to the solicitor and see what I can discover.”

      “We’ve got a day’s work ahead of us and a rather good start, in my opinion. It will take us a good portion of our remaining daylight to speak with the following people. Edward Stewart and James Greyson, both on the other end of a bad business arrangement, the solicitor Mr. Cooper who may have insight into those deals or others worth investigating, Mr. and Mrs. Stone, although I do think that it’s a stretch to consider that the poor fellow had any knowledge of his wife’s hobbies.”

      They both snickered at the word hobby. Hettie carried on, caught up in her list.

      “Leonard’s brother, Reginald, and of course, anyone who was at the party who didn’t board the yacht. I think we’ll need the ship manifest in order to compare those present at the party with those who made it onto the yacht.”

      “Shall we divide and conquer, then regroup to share our discoveries?”

      Hettie nodded. “Great idea, Ro. You take the solicitor and Reginald. I’ll speak with the Stones and with any of the wait staff I can reach from last night. I might even ask that nice doctor if he had any indication that it was anything other than an accident.”

      “In the meantime, I’ll see if there is a surviving record of the ship’s manifest and the list of passengers she carried last night.”

      Ro thought of her prized yacht, all broken up, and was surprised at the intensity of loss she felt for her beloved boat. She was quickly embarrassed to realize it hurt more to lose the yacht than it did to lose Leonard. Well, maybe it did. Maybe it was all wrapped up into one messy feeling. What she mourned for Leonard was more about what would never be instead of grieving that she’d lost something so precious. Any lingering hopes she’d had that Leonard might one day see the error of his ways and love her as she’d loved him in the beginning were dashed against the rocks the same as the yacht had been. It was a horrid metaphor for what her life had become. Wreckage.

      “Ro, where’d your thoughts go, darling? You look suddenly seasick.”

      Ro dismissed Hettie’s concern with a wave of her hand. “My foolish mind simply strayed to thoughts of what might have been, had Leonard lived to the see the light about his treatment of me and our marriage. Bygones, really. Nothing can come of that line of thinking. I’ll take Reginald, Greyson, Stewart, and Cooper the solicitor.” She looked at her watch. “It’s time for lunch. Shall we eat then go our separate ways? We can meet back here for supper and discuss our findings.”

      “That sounds divine, Ro. I’ll call for our lunches to be brought to the sunroom.”

      “You have a sunroom tucked away?”

      Hettie shrugged. “Money can’t buy love or happiness, but it can purchase luxuries beyond reason. I suppose if you can’t have the one, you may as well have the other. Me, I’d as soon have abiding love in a modest cottage than all of this.” She waved her hand around and placed emphasis on the word ‘this’ as though she were describing a mitten heap. “But we work with what we’ve got. If I can’t have love, riches beyond measure is a good second, I suppose.”
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      Peterson dropped Ro at the Ripley residence so she could make use of her own driver, since they’d made the decision to interview separate people. As they approached, Ro thought she’d sick up. The last time she’d returned to her residence—the residence she’d shared with Leonard and had grown to hate—she’d still thought her husband was alive. It seemed like weeks had passed since the bottle party where she and Hettie had cemented their friendship. Turned out the fates must have been smiling on both her and Hettie. Ro was keenly aware that this entire post-mortem experience would be different without her newfound friend.

      Instead of sneaking in through the servant’s entrance like she would have if Leonard were alive, she had Peterson stop at the front of their not-so-modest home. Maurice was outside on the steps waiting for her before Peterson even closed the door behind her.

      “Mrs. Ripley. We’re so glad you’re back. We were—I was—concerned about you. We’ve heard the bad news about Mr. Ripley’s passing. You must be distraught.”

      Hearing Leonard’s last name twice in the same sentence was more than she could take.

      “Hello, Maurice. Wonderful to see you as well. Gather the staff and meet me in the library in twenty minutes. Oh, and call the car around for me, would you please?”

      “Of course, Mrs. Ripley.”

      She shivered involuntarily. “You can call me Ms. Lavender. I’ll not be using the Ripley surname any longer. Have you heard from Reginald since we learned of Leonard’s fate?”

      “Yes. He was here briefly. Forgive me if I overstepped but he made a call to Mr. Cooper, your solicitor, that I don’t believe I was supposed to hear. As, ah, difficult as Mr. Ripley could be, his brother was worse and I feel it is my duty to pass on to you what I’ve heard.”

      Of course Reginald was talking with Mr. Cooper. Ro’s blood began to simmer. She squeezed her hands into fists and felt the tips of her fingernails digging into the fleshy palms of her hands, but she did her best to keep her face passive.

      “Thank you, Maurice.” She could feel her calm demeanor slipping. Deep breath, Ro. “Please continue.”

      “He spoke of making sure you didn’t get anything, that he suspected you were behind his brother’s death, and that he needed to meet with Mr. Cooper right away.”

      Ro’s simmering anger threatened to erupt at Maurice’s words.

      “Thank you, Maurice.”

      “You mustn’t worry, Mrs. Ri—”

      At her stern look he changed his words. “You mustn’t worry, Ms. Lavender. Of course we all know you are much too gentle to have had anything to do with Mr. Ripley’s death.” He leaned in close and whispered in her ear, “Even though you had more of a right than anyone to, er, find freedom.”

      Ro’s eyes widened at the statement, and she could feel her face flush. She felt humiliation that even the servants knew how badly Leonard treated her.

      “I’ll gather the staff and we’ll meet you in the library in thirty minutes and have the car brought around.”

      She regained her composure after Maurice walked away. Silently she breathed in relief that he was leaving her alone to recover from such a bold statement. Her anger felt fractured, pointing in so many directions at once. She was angry at Leonard for dying. She was angry at Reginald for his accusation, as unfounded and ridiculous as it was. She was angry at herself for staying in a situation for so long that even the staff knew Leonard was playing her for a fool. She’d thought several times about separating her household from Leonard, but she hadn’t been ready to accept the reality of the situation.

      She slammed the front door behind her and went to the library. She needed to make a few telephone calls, starting with Mr. Cooper.

      She asked for Mr. Cooper’s office and waited while first the switchboard operator and then the receptionist at his office put the call through. She didn’t much care for solicitors, but as they went, Cooper seemed to be an honest one, if a little thin and bony.

      “Mrs. Ripley,” he said in a too-high voice, “may I begin by offering my condolences. This must be a difficult time for you.”

      “Mr. Cooper,” was all she could muster in reply. Her head was still spinning from Reginald’s accusation and the knowledge that he was meddling with Leonard’s solicitor.

      Silence hung between them until Ro launched headlong into her inquiries. No time like the present to have these conversations.

      “Mr. Cooper, I have several matters to discuss with you. I can be to your office in an hour. Is that acceptable?”

      “Yes, of course, Mrs. Ripley. You and your husband were—are—valued clients. We’ll be ready for you. Shall I send a car?”

      “That won’t be necessary. See you in an hour.”

      She spent the next few minutes gathering her thoughts. She didn’t want Reginald back in her home so she’d need to ask Cooper what her rights were concerning the house. With any luck, he’d simply stay away, but in case he didn’t, she needed to know her options.

      Regardless of the outcome of that conversation, there were things that would change about her home now that Leonard no longer lived.

      As the staff gathered in the library, most of them looking very nervous, Ro watched them. She watched the way they walked and how they adjusted their uniforms with anxious hands. Leonard had created a hostile environment where fear was the primary motivation. She aimed to change that immediately.

      “Thank you all for coming. As I’m sure you’ve all learned by now, Leonard has died in a tragic boating accident, along with many others. There will be a police investigation as they suspect foul play was involved.”

      A few muffled gasps ricocheted around the room and then silence fell once more.

      “My husband was cruel to the lot of you and unfortunately I wasn’t able to do anything about that. No more. There are going to be changes taking effect immediately.”

      It appeared as though nobody was even breathing while they waited to hear her proclamations. She continued.

      “First, please call me Ms. Lavender. I will no longer be using the Ripley family name. Second, I’m meeting with our solicitor to discuss what will happen with Leonard’s estate. Until then, go on with your duties as normal. Except”—she looked at the housekeeper, Mrs. Marion—"please adjust the schedules to be only eight hours long. No more twelve hour shifts.”

      “Yes, Ms. Lavender. Thank you.”

      “I should like to assure all of you that you can rest easy. You will have fair treatment now that Leonard is no longer with us. Hopefully this investigation will be over soon and we can establish a new routine for all of us. Until then, take heart. You no longer need to fear the wrath of Leonard Ripley.”

      Around the room, shoulders relaxed, smiles appeared and broadened, and Ro saw the visible relief they had at his passing and she felt the tiniest bit of redemption for her conflicting thoughts about Leonard’s death.

      “Maurice, is the car ready for me?”

      “Yes, Ms. Lavender. Right this way.”

      She sat in the backseat trying to focus her thoughts, as her driver, Gerald, sped her towards Fleet Street and Mr. Cooper’s office. She wanted to ask about the house and Leonard’s estate. She wanted to find out what Reginald was up to and she wanted to ask about Leonard’s business dealings with Greyson and Stewart. She felt the order in which she approached these topics would perhaps make a difference in how helpful Mr. Cooper would be.

      She entered the office ready to continue her contemplation until she was called to see Cooper. She didn’t have to wait to be seen.

      “Mrs. Ripley, Mr. Cooper is ready for you. Right this way.” A handsome woman with long brown hair stood as Ro walked into the reception area.

      The receptionist led her to Mr. Cooper’s office and he stood as Ro walked through the doors.

      “Thank you, Elizabeth,” Mr. Cooper said, and she disappeared without a sound. “Mrs. Ripley, please have a seat.”

      It galled her to allow him to continue calling her by her married name, but until she got a feel for where Cooper’s loyalty lay, she’d be sweeter than honey. She’d need his help in the event she had to actually clear her name. Somehow she didn’t think the handsome, yet annoying detective would take it that far, but she was not willing to lose the freedom she’d so recently, if tragically, gained. She obediently took a seat even though she felt like standing.

      “As you know, my husband was in a tragic boating accident. That leaves me with a few questions regarding the household as well as the rest of Mr. Ripley’s estate.”

      Saying his name turned her stomach sour, but here she was, with not much choice.

      “Yes, and I have information for you. Your husband made recent changes to his will. It was quite surprising at the time. Leonard made you the executor of his estate and the sole beneficiary to all of his fortunes, including his properties.”

      “You must be joking!”

      “I am not. I do fear, however, that he was, although he didn’t live long enough to take it back.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Your husband came into my office last week and changed his will, leaving everything to you. First he had me draft a letter to his brother, Reginald, notifying him that he’d been removed from Leonard’s will. It was meant to be a joke, I think. To be honest, however, he had me both draft a letter and provide a copy of the changed will.”

      “A joke?” Ro pressed her finger between her brows and wondered if this will was the reason she was the subject of the investigation. What if Reginald had spoken to the police? What if Reginald had told them of the prank and then made it clear that she had a small window of opportunity to kill Leonard and claim the money.

      It was, she thought, a rather disturbing and easily believable theory. She sighed deeply. “My goodness, what a cruel thing to do.”

      “Mr. Leonard Ripley made it sound like a joke, but he insisted on all the formalities except in a strange order. First, he had me draft the letter to his brother without having actually changed the will, then he had me draft a version of the will and send it off, and finally he insisted on completing the change. It was all very odd, I thought, to threaten the change and then follow through with it. My job, of course, is to do whatever my client asks for and so I did. He said he needed to make a point to his brother and that likely he’d be back in a week or two to make additional changes, depending on the outcome of the business he had with Reginald.”

      “I see.” Ro was dumbfounded. “You mean to tell me that in a continuation of the lifelong brotherly feud, Leonard threatened to leave everything to me, made sure Reginald knew about it, actually left everything to me, and—given what I know of the two—was most likely going to blackmail his brother to get whatever result he was looking for, then he was going to remove me from the will again.”

      “Of course, he said nothing to me about blackmail. That wouldn’t be ethical. Speaking of the will, when would you like to conduct the official reading?”

      “I’ll think on it.” Without missing a beat, she waved off his question and returned to her original thought. “So I have accidentally become wealthy in a matter of a few tragic moments?”

      “You still had the money you came into the marriage with. Full control of that is now yours. What actually changed was the money that Leonard inherited from his aunt and the trust of funds from his parents that he received when he reached his majority days before you wed.”

      She sat in silence for a few moments, trying and failing to get her thoughts together. Beyond the unfathomable amounts of money that Leonard had plus all the properties and business ventures, her mind was trying to grasp the ways in which her life would change.

      “When did he change it to make me the beneficiary, Mr. Cooper?”

      “Yesterday, before the tragic boat accident.”

      “Mr. Cooper, when did Reginald find out about the changes?”

      “I told him personally over the phone the same day and also sent the letter.”

      “So Reginald knew he was out of the will before Leonard’s death?”

      “Yes, without a doubt.”

      Ro closed her eyes, completely overwhelmed. Detective Truman’s accusing eyes were all she could see. So much for Reginald being a suspect. He’d never have killed Leonard if he knew he would get nothing from the estate. The same changes that seemed to prove Reginald’s innocence made Ro look extremely guilty.

      “I’m afraid we might have another problem, Mr. Cooper. Is it a conflict of interest for me to hire you?”

      “Why do you need to hire me?”

      “The police suspect foul play was involved in Leonard’s death. For a variety of reasons, some known and some not, the police suspect that I may have been behind it. As you can imagine, this news of being the sole beneficiary to his estate is not going to help my pleas of innocence.”

      “I see. I must tell you that Reginald came by my offices earlier today and insisted that I show him the will and other supporting documents. I did not comply because he is not entitled to that information. While he was here, furious that he wasn’t getting his way, he threw out an accusation that you were responsible for his brother’s death and that the will would be overturned because of your involvement.”

      “I had nothing to do with his death, of course. If he’s telling you, he’s likely spreading that information to other people as well. I wonder if that’s why the police suspect foul play.” Ro pressed her fingers into her forehead again, trying to hold her thoughts together with her bare hands. After a moment of reflection, she looked up at Mr. Cooper. “No, the Yard suspected foul play from the beginning. Do I need to worry about Reginald’s accusations?”

      “Only if he can prove that you were involved in the murder.”

      “I didn’t kill Leonard, but this information will send the detectives back to my door, sooner or later. I aim to discover who was actually responsible for his death and the absolute destruction of my yacht before they have a chance to accuse me again. In order to do that, I need information about my husband’s business deals. He certainly made many people angry. It’s possible one of them is behind the yacht’s sinking.”

      “I don’t see any conflict of interest. As the sole beneficiary, you are now in charge of all of his business investments as well. I can tell you everything I know about those transactions.”

      “Edward Stewart and James Greyson are who I’m currently interested in.”

      “I’ll have my receptionist pull the files for those accounts. I can have them delivered to your home by end of business today if that is satisfactory."

      “Wonderful. I’m staying with a friend this week. Please send the files to me at this address.”

      She wrote Hettie’s hotel address on a piece of paper and handed it to Mr. Cooper.

      “I believe my husband was particularly vicious during those transactions, although he never got into specifics with me. He appeared to take quite a bit of pleasure from whatever it was he did to those poor men.”

      “Leonard was a shrewd businessman, certainly. Those transactions were particularly unfavorable to the other parties, but I must say that neither Greyson nor Stewart, in the handful of times that I met them, seemed capable of something as horrific as sinking a yacht.”

      “I understand. I also know that dealing with my husband can change a person. I’d not rule anyone out just because at one time they were kind, law-abiding citizens. Leonard had a way of pushing people to the brink.”

      “I suppose I can see your point, Mrs. Ripley.”

      She stood and shook his hand. “Please call me Ro. Ro Lavender. And have all correspondence to me addressed as such.”

      After she said her goodbyes and promised to meet with Mr. Cooper the next week to go over the estate and all she’d be inheriting, she made her way out to the street where Gerald waited with the auto.

      Her mind raced. Only because of Reginald’s and Leonard’s brainless feud did she have access to all of Leonard’s business accounts and the bulk of the fortune. Their ridiculous fight also landed her square in the middle of a murder investigation. What was her next step?

      She’d tell Hettie tonight over dinner about the will and the resulting implications. She had effectively ruled out Reginald as a suspect and she would look over the files that Mr. Cooper was sending over this evening to learn more about the other two men.

      All she knew at this point was that, on paper, she was the most likely suspect in Leonard’s death. Detective Truman was going to have a field day with this information. The only way to avoid his further suspicion, if possible, was to face this information about the will head on.

      She straightened her shoulders with resolve. “Gerald, please take me to Scotland Yard.”
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      Hettie flicked her finger against her palm as she considered what she should do. She wanted to know why Scotland Yard was so focused on thinking the yacht going down was a murder. In her opinion, she could imagine any individual on the yacht being murdered, but it took a special kind of cruelty and disregard of a human life to kill everyone on a yacht to rid oneself of just one fellow.

      If she were to try to list all of the people who might do such a thing, she was unable to come up with one name. Surely…surely…this was all a mistake. Surely no one had murdered Harvey and his death was—if she were being vicious, she’d finish that thought with the ‘natural consequences of his choices.’

      After leaving Ro, who’d looked ready to sick up at the sight of her own house, Hettie had Peterson return her to the hospital. She couldn’t imagine Scotland Yard telling her why they thought there was a murder. Not with her as a suspect. They’d soon come to realize that despite her hysterics, she didn’t gain all that much with Harvey dead.

      Yes, a philandering husband was out of her life but that wasn’t worth murdering over. It wasn’t like she was left with a new fortune. She wasn’t. She might save money without Harvey and the way he tried to slide bills for his mistresses into Hettie’s payments, but she’d come to realize his game and was able to counter it.

      Peterson handed her out of the auto when they arrived at the hospital.

      “You know,” she told him, “I should learn to operate one of these.”

      Peterson’s gaze widened as he registered what she said. Who knew he was one of those gents who didn’t agree with lady drivers? She wasn’t surprised, but she winked, remembered where she was, and then sighed. It was as if what had happened wasn’t real. Like the murder of Harvey and the others was some sort of party game where people played at why a person would be killed. It didn’t make sense if it wasn’t a game.

      If it were a game, however, Hettie considered—she’d blame the widow. Perhaps in the party they would act out the scenes, or perhaps the clues would all be laid out like a puzzle. Perhaps the game would be a sort of themed scavenger hunt where you discovered more along the way of the hunt. That made more sense to Hettie.

      She’d thought it before, and she’d think it again, but the only person anyone could be sure would be on that yacht was either Ro or Leonard. Lately, given what Ro had said, it would have been Leonard. So if this was truly a murder and not a random, horrible accident, the intended target must be Leonard.

      Harvey couldn’t have been the true target. Not unless the murderer was also on the yacht and had a way off without becoming his own victim. Hettie didn’t think that even Leonard’s lover would be a guaranteed target. Ro made it seem, as she talked about her husband, that his lovers were ever-changing and he was nearly as cruel with them as he was with Ro and his servants.

      Hettie stared up at the hospital, knew she didn’t want to go inside, and then went in anyway. She hurried through the floors, trying to avoid seeing anything. She paused in sheer shock when she caught sight of the handsome but cheeky servant from the party. The man was in one of the wards, in one of the long lines of beds, and he was saying something to a nurse to leave her blushing.

      Hettie had no doubt that the servant had been on the yacht. Perhaps he’d left the party just after they had. Or maybe the yacht had been in the dock for a while as everyone arrived. Of all the people on the yacht, given the eavesdropping nature of the fellow, she expected that he might have learned and heard far more than the others. Perhaps if she…yes! Hettie hurried back out to Peterson and sent him for a few things while she went to see if she could learn anything from the doctor.

      Hettie bypassed the ward where the Lothario-styled servant lay and hurried down to the morgue, crossing her fingers that no bodies were out when she approached the doctor. Hettie paused at the door, remembered those kind eyes with the crinkles at the edges, and dared to knock.

      A moment later a much younger man with thinning blonde hair and watery blue eyes met her at the door.

      “Yes?” he asked, glancing her over rather as though she were a side of beef.

      She eyed him back, determined to not let another man push her around or manipulate her as Harvey had done. “I’m looking for Dr…” It was only then that Hettie realized she had never gotten his name. She stumbled over her words. “The doctor who helped me this morning.”

      “You here for those drunk yacht folks?”

      Hettie blinked in the face of his derision and then nodded.

      “Dr. Neville Hale then.”

      Hettie looked at him helplessly and the man scoffed as though she should just know that yes, of course, Neville Hale was the name of the kind doctor. “Very nice? Dark eyes? Laugh lines?”

      “He’s not that serious if that’s what you mean. Too many jokes, not enough focus.”

      Hettie blinked again as she realized that this much younger doctor with the sneer and scowl was deriding his…probable…superior to her. She ignored the sneer and asked, “May I speak with him?”

      The fellow considered her. “There’s a body out. Wait here.”

      The door was shut in her face with a bit too much force for her comfort, but only a few minutes later, the kind doctor opened the door.

      “Hello?” His warm gaze was concerned and he clearly remembered her.

      “I wondered if I could speak with you for a few moments.”

      He nodded, so very gently, and held out his arm, which she accepted. While she gathered her thoughts, he quietly led her towards that little green space. She found herself seated and then he took a seat next to her after offering her a cup of tea and being declined.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m afraid I’m in rather a little trouble and wondered if you could help me.”

      “Why ever would you be in trouble?” Dr. Hale asked. “Trouble beyond losing your husband?”

      “The trouble of losing him,” Hettie told him in a hushed voice. “He was quite a philanderer and I laughed when I heard he died. It wasn’t that I thought it was funny,” she told Dr. Hale, hoping he would see.

      He did immediately. His eyes crinkled with a kind smile. “You must have wished him out of your life time and again. It must have felt like a terrible cosmic prank.”

      To Hettie’s horror, the doctor’s immediate understanding had tears welling in her eyes. She nodded and he reached out and took her hand, squeezing it tightly as if providing her an anchor to fight through her emotions.

      “I quite understand,” Dr. Hale said, but he didn’t expand upon why he did. “How are you in trouble?”

      Hettie took the reins of her emotions and glanced to the side, blinking rapidly until the sheen was gone. Then she dared to return her gaze back to Dr. Hale. “It’s Scotland Yard. They have reason to believe that the yacht accident wasn’t an accident, and because I…lost control of myself, they think that I might have been willing to kill Harvey to get rid of him.”

      Dr. Hale didn’t react immediately. His gaze moved over her face, lingering on her eyes for a long time, before taking in the rest of her. She didn’t feel like she was being leered at. If anything, she felt as though he were examining her to see if she was lying. Rather like Hettie’s mother had done when she’d told a whopper about not eating the tarts.

      Whatever he saw in her must have been enough for him to answer. “I don’t see you as the killer.”

      “So you also believe that there was a murder?”

      Dr. Hale paused and admitted, “I’ve heard the reasoning behind why there might have been nefarious actions and find them compelling.”

      “You believe it was a murder?” she repeated. “All of those people?”

      “I think it could have been.” Dr. Hale frowned.

      Hettie wanted to reach out and smooth his wrinkles back into laugh lines, but she also couldn’t abide the idea of a man touching her, let alone touching one herself. She shuddered and then shuddered again as she realized what he’d said. Someone had likely murdered all of those people on the yacht.

      “But why?”

      “I suppose if we knew that, we’d understand who.”

      “Why me?” she asked then. Her selfish follow-up question had a bit of a wail to it. “I wouldn’t have hurt Harvey let alone a yacht-load of people who were innocent of his crimes.”

      Dr. Hale nodded. “I believe your reaction—though understandable—was concerning to those who hadn’t been in a similar position.”

      Again, Hettie wanted to ask him what his experience was, but she knew better than to poke another’s wounds in such a way. She took another deep breath in. “I suppose I wasn’t thinking. Perhaps if I were English and I had the same stiff upper lip that you all do so well, I’d have been able to contain myself.”

      “Did you know he might have died?”

      Hettie nodded and then sighed. “My friend, Ro, and I spent the night at a party and I took her home. Ro was going to get clothes and come back to the hotel with me, but instead, we discovered Scotland Yard at her house. We found out then about the yacht accident and that people had died, and they weren’t sure if our spouses were included. The whole journey over to the hospital, I thought how nice it would be to have Harvey out of my life while also not wanting him to be dead, and hating myself for realizing how peaceful it would be to not have that constant battle with him. He was difficult.”

      Dr. Hale nodded. That gentle glint in his gaze hadn’t faded at all despite her rather blunt confession. Her hands were shaking, and surely he could feel it under his own anchoring hand.

      “Will you tell me why the detectives think that those poor people were murdered?” Hettie asked him.

      “Witnesses on a nearby vessel saw enough to be certain that things were not right with the yacht. Most of the survivors were fished out by the men on that vessel.”

      Hettie nodded, her lip quivering. “Why would anyone put that many people at risk?”

      Dr. Hale gave her a slight, but warm, smile. “I believe the reason why we find it so baffling is the exact reason why you can’t be a real suspect. I imagine it’s quite disturbing to be a suspect in your husband’s murder. Scotland Yard detectives are very good at what they do. They’ll discover that there isn’t a strong reason to suspect you as they delve further into the case.”

      “One can only hope,” Hettie told him weakly. He wasn’t a detective, and he wasn’t involved in the investigation, so he had no reason to know what Scotland Yard believed.
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      Hettie left Dr. Hale, glancing back as she went. There was something about a man who gave her the credit of not immediately thinking her a monster because she’d lost complete control of herself.

      It struck her suddenly that she’d have to arrange Harvey’s funeral. Should she take him back to Canada?

      She didn’t want to deal with any of this. Nothing at all. She took a deep breath in and then let it out slowly. A funeral for Harvey in England or taking him home to be buried in Canada? Would she be able to stand going back to where everyone would know that he’d played her for a fool and even had her paying his mistress’s bills?

      No, Hettie thought, no. She considered sending a telegram to his family. For goodness sake, she should have done so already. She mentally started composing a note but wasn’t sure how to truly handle it. Perhaps, I regret to inform you that Harvey Hughes has died after a terrible accident. More details to come.

      That might work. She closed her eyes at the look that would appear on his mother’s face. Of all people, no one adored Harvey Hughes more than Barbara Hughes. Hettie shook off the image of his mother’s reaction and focused on finding her way back to the main floor and to the men’s ward.

      Peterson stood outside the pretty, eavesdropping servant’s ward. She approached him.

      “I’ve got to send notice back to Harvey’s family.”

      They got a pencil and paper from the nearby nurses’ station, and before Hettie could agonize over how to tell the news, she sketched it out quickly and sent her man to send the news to both Harvey’s family and her own. When he had gone, she eyed the box full of goods he’d gotten her for the next interview.

      She lifted it, pausing for a moment at its weight. She took a moment to gather herself, then crossed to the servant and dramatically set down the box on the table next to him. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      He stared at her. He was pale, she noted, with dark circles under his eyes and a prominent bruise on his cheek. “Ah—”

      Hettie opened the box and pulled out a bottle. She saw that Peterson had gotten several bottles of dark beer along with the rest of her requests. “Look at this. Doesn’t that look delightful?” She grinned at him. “Hettie Hughes. What’s your name?”

      His eyes glanced to the bottle and then to her. Begrudgingly, he answered, “Donovan Brooks. What do you want?”

      “What did you see?”

      His eyes narrowed on her, and she pulled out a chunk of cheese and sniffed it. “Oh that does smell good.” She followed with a loaf of bread that was still warm, and she opened the brown paper wrapping enough to let him scent it. “I imagine the hospital food is rather terrible.”

      “It wasn’t so bad.”

      “Do they not let you eat at that mansion where you work?”

      Donovan grumbled. “I work different parties. More of an occasional servant than regular staff.”

      Hettie studied him. “I’m not trying to torment you, you know. Only exchanging a few nice things for a little conversation.”

      “Did your husband live?” Donovan asked with a wicked lift of his brow and thick sneer.

      Hettie flinched and shook her head.

      “What are you wanting to know?” Donovan asked in a hard tone. “That he was stepping out on you? You already knew that, right? Do you want the name of the girl? Because I heard she died.”

      Hettie flinched again.

      “Left behind a sister who’d tried to tell her again and again that your husband was a nasty piece of work. She wasn’t wrong, was she? The sister?”

      Hettie took in a deep breath and then told the man flatly, “I knew what Harvey was.”

      “I bet you’re happy. I heard Scotland Yard thinks it was a murder.”

      “Was it?”

      The fellow reached out for the warm bread. She didn’t object when he took it from her. “The food here is bad.”

      Hettie nodded, unsurprised.

      He took a hearty bite, then asked around his wad of bread, “What else is in there?”

      Hettie pulled out a few magazines, a newspaper, chocolate bars, cigarettes. With each withdrawal from the box, his eyes lighted.

      “There were odd happenings, to be honest,” he said in a more congenial tone. “Mr. Leonard was running me ragged, like he always did. He was a cruel bloke and I only agreed to work for him on the yacht for double pay, up front.”

      Hettie lifted her brows in surprise, though she shouldn’t have been. She’d heard what Ro had to say about her husband, and the treatment of the servants had come up a few times.

      “The thing was, I’m sure I saw a fellow on the ship who didn’t belong.”

      Hettie tried not to gasp. “You mean like a…a…saboteur?”

      He stared at the bread in his hand, his look distant. “That yacht was running fine when we left. And even though Mr. Ripley took the wheel far too often as drunk as he was, it was running smoothly. Then all the sudden there was a bang, followed by a quick round of fireworks, so no one thought anything of it. Only fireworks hadn’t been planned for the evening, and the first explosion didn’t sound like the rest.”

      “Bloody hell,” Hettie breathed, eyes wide. “You think that the saboteur used some sort of explosive with fireworks to hide what he’d done?”

      “Yes,” Donovan said flatly. He glanced aside and shivered. “We’d have all died if there weren’t a random boat nearby who was willing to fish us out. They did their best to save us all.”

      “What about Mrs. Stone?” Hettie asked.

      “I heard she lived, but I didn’t see her on our rescue boat.”

      “Do you think you missed her?”

      “I dunno. But she’s in the ladies’ ward.”

      “Who was she sleeping with?”

      “Who can tell with her? Leonard maybe? That French man with the narrow mustache. Your husband certainly. I heard him brag that you’d paid her bills a time or two.”

      Hettie kept her face passive though it was a bit of a fight to do so. It was hardly the first time Harvey had pulled that trick on her. “If your boat didn’t save her, who did?”

      Donovan shook his head. “I dunno. I dunno anything about it. Not really. I told you what I saw. For the most part, I was delivering champagne and cleaning up the sick. You’d think folks on a boat would attempt to vomit over the rail and save me the trouble.”

      The disgust on Donovan’s face was echoed on Hettie’s. “If you think of anything else, I’ll reward you.” She shifted the box closer to his bed so he could get to it easily.

      “I could use a ride home.”

      Hettie turned back to him and saw a flash of something deeper on his face. Was that shame? Or only hope? Surely he had people who would take care of him.

      “When are they letting you out?”

      “Later today.”

      Hettie nodded. “I’ll send my man. He’ll be here and take you home. Look for a Mr. Peterson.”

      Donovan nodded and then said the first purely unadulterated thing she’d heard from him. “Thank you.”

      Hettie paused. A part of her wanted to help him. Another part of her remembered the way he’d jumped at the chance to blackmail her after eavesdropping and knew she shouldn’t. Instead, she said, “You’ll be all right. Have you heard of Mr. Hercules Jones?”

      Donovan nodded.

      “I heard he was looking for help, and I believe him to be quite honorable.”

      Donovan’s gaze was wide and shocked.

      “If you swear to me to cease those games you attempted to play with Ro and me, you may refer him to me for a reference.”

      “I swear,” Donovan said quickly and, Hettie hoped, earnestly.

      Hettie left the gentlemen’s ward and made her way to the ladies’ ward. It took her several minutes to find Mrs. Stone, who wasn’t in the general ward but a private room. When Hettie approached the door, she heard a raised voice inside and paused. Looking around, she found the young, beautiful nurse from that morning. Their gazes met as the deep, male voice bellowed. Hettie hurried to the nurse.

      “Surely you can get rid of him?”

      The nurse shook her head. “The head nurse said he was paying the bill, and he wasn’t hurting her.”

      “That seems unlikely,” Hettie whispered back. “I’m finding this painful.”

      They both jumped at the sound of a crash and then Hettie couldn’t take it anymore. She walked boldly to the door with the nurse whispering that she must come back, but Hettie wasn’t going to stand aside. She burst into the room and called, “Marilyn, darling.”

      Hettie paused in the face of the thunderous Mr. Stone but then stepped forward with a bright grin and hand out. “Why you must be Mr. Stone! Marilyn has told me the most wonderful things about you.”

      Keeping that bright grin, Hettie noted the broken vase of flowers and laughed, “Oh Marilyn, you’re normally so graceful, but when you lose your balance, you lose it so dramatically.”

      With a busy bustle, Hettie stuck her head out the door and called, “Nurse! There’s been a spill. Do bring something to clean it up, would you? I fear we’re facing a certain glass splinter if we’re not careful.”

      Hettie moved back into the room and around the man who was staring at her as though she had two heads.

      “What are you doing, madam?”

      “Visiting my friend of course,” Hettie lied with the same fixed grin. “I was going to send the nurse for tea. Did you want any?”

      “My wife is resting.”

      “Of course she is,” Hettie said. She let a steely look come into her eyes. “Nothing like chamomile tea and quiet to help her get better. When we’re in the face of a miracle, Mr. Stone, we should be careful to show our appreciation for God’s hand.”

      Mr. Stone stared at Hettie, who was carefully speaking in a way she thought he might find less objectionable. “You look like every other bright young thing.”

      “I’m a good married woman,” Hettie lied. “I might be young. I might occasionally be bright. But I assure you I am no bright young thing.”

      “Your fashion says otherwise.”

      Thank goodness, Hettie had bypassed anything other than a light layer of powder. Instead, she took a stab in the dark and said, “I don’t believe that a simple dress shows anything other than a bit of vanity.” In a moment of sheer daring, she asked, “Will you pray with us?”

      Mrs. Stone’s gaze was darting between Hettie and Mr. Stone while the nurse was carefully sweeping up the shards.

      “Come, nurse,” Hettie added. “Join hands in prayers with us.”

      Hettie held out an imperious hand and Mr. Stone stared at it as though it were a snake. After a dangerous moment, he cursed and left the room. Hettie didn’t, however, hear the stomping of his steps departing, so she held out her hand to Mrs. Stone and demanded, “Nurse!”

      Hettie’s gaze darted to the door and back to Mrs. Stone, and the nurse understood. She hurried over and joined as Hettie began. “Our Father who art in heaven.” Inside, she was praying for far more than show. She didn’t remember the rest of the verse and she was afraid that Mr. Stone would realize the lie. Instead the women heard another, fiercer curse and the sound of retreating footsteps. The moment they faded, Hettie jerked her head towards the door with a silent order for the nurse.

      She tiptoed over and put her head out and then looked back. “He’s gone.”

      “Thank goodness. I feel blasphemous,” Hettie announced and collapsed into the chair. “Your Mr. Stone is terrifying.”

      Mrs. Stone said nothing. She was weeping quietly into her hands. Hettie dug out her handkerchief from her pocket and shoved it at Mrs. Stone. “Oh bother,” Hettie muttered. She leaned back and closed her eyes. After a few moments, she said, “I really do need a stout cup of tea.”

      “Please yes,” Mrs. Stone said in a cracking voice. She snuffled rather dramatically. “I thought he was going to murder me right here in the hospital with the nurses outside of the door.”
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      As soon as the nurse left the tea, Hettie demanded, “What in the world?”

      Mrs. Stone met Hettie’s gaze almost shamefully. “I didn’t ask you to interfere, and I don’t owe you anything.”

      Hettie stared pointedly at Mrs. Stone who had, at least, the grace to blush.

      “So I should deliver to Mr. Stone the bills that you and your lover—my husband—tried to hand over to me?”

      Mrs. Stone paled to a degree that made Hettie look about for smelling salts. Before she could get the cap off, Mrs. Stone waved Hettie back and then sighed. “You’re almost as vicious as Harvey, then?”

      “Harvey’s dead,” Hettie said flatly. “During your drunken party, someone sabotaged the yacht so that it would sink, killing my husband, along with a host of others, and you survived.”

      Marilyn didn’t reply. She sniffled into her handkerchief, and Hettie wanted to slap the woman silly. Hettie could imagine that Marilyn Stone had been through quite the ordeal, but Hettie and Ro were being considered as—Hettie realized—the ones who had engineered murder.

      Neglected and betrayed wives must strike people like Detectives Harris and Truman as the most obvious murderers, most likely living in despair and misery for want of love from their husbands, and willing to kill them rather than share them.

      “People died, Marilyn,” Hettie said pleadingly. “Help me understand why.”

      That got those large blue eyes to flick to Hettie’s face, but then Marilyn went back to sniffling silently into Hettie’s handkerchief.

      “Come now,” Hettie said, finished playing nicely. “Do you think that I won’t tell your husband about the bills that were sent to my house? Why does the rich, spoilt wife of a man like Mr. Jacobus Stone not have the money to pay her bills?”

      Marilyn cast Hettie a horrified glance. “You wouldn’t.”

      “I would,” Hettie said with certainty. She’d refused to pay Harvey’s mistresses bills before. She let the truth of it fill her gaze. She didn’t, in fact, intend to pay Marilyn’s bills regardless of what happened.

      Marilyn shook her head. “You saved me from him.”

      “You owe me,” Hettie told Marilyn. “Tell me what you know.”

      “You’re too kind for that. You saw what my husband is.” Marilyn actually pouted. “If you tell him, I might not survive.”

      “Then save yourself,” Hettie demanded in a fury.

      “No. You’ll save me.”

      Hettie groaned and stood. “I suppose that Harvey wanted an idiot who would look at him with big eyes and admire him. He was a fool and you are too.”

      “Was?”

      “Harvey, Leonard Ripley, and many others died,” she repeated, this time angrily. “Don’t you understand? Someone killed them. And I’m certain you know more than you’re sharing.”

      Marilyn Stone sniffed into the handkerchief again and then leaned back and closed her eyes, ignoring Hettie.

      “My goodness,” Hettie muttered, “it’s a wonder no one in your life has murdered you yet.”

      The comment made Marilyn cave in on herself, and she curled onto her side and nearly wailed. Hettie left with a fury and only just managed not to slam the door behind her.

      The pretty nurse stood in the hall looking shocked, maybe even horrified.

      “Are you all right?” Hettie asked gently.

      “Was your husband like Mr. Stone?” the nurse asked. She seemed as though she’d grown in a day, Hettie thought. “Was that why you laughed when he died?”

      Hettie didn’t answer for a long minute. When she answered, she spoke calmly and with completely honesty. “My husband was a cheating, lying, manipulative imposter who lied his way into my heart for my fortune. I hated him for crushing every girlhood dream of love and family I ever possessed. He was not, however, like Mr. Stone. He never would have treated me that way, he never would have screamed at me, and he never would have tried to scare me.”

      The nurse stared in shock, mouth open, eyes wide, gaze uncomfortably shifting to the side, the floor, the side, past Hettie’s shoulder. Hettie realized she was sharing more than she should have, but she couldn’t quite stop up her mouth.

      “I hated him,” Hettie added with more heat. “I hated him every single day for what he did to me.”

      The nurse tried stepping away but she couldn’t quite escape before Hettie reeled her back in.

      “But Harvey wasn’t like Mr. Stone. He’d never have laid a hand on me or even yelled at me. Harvey would have said something charming and bashful; he would have complimented me and told me I was pretty and then excused himself. If he’d found me crying, I’d have discovered a box of chocolates or a trinket as though a second-rate gold necklace could heal a broken heart.” Hettie shuddered and she could no longer keep the emotion from her voice. “I hated him, but I wouldn’t have wished him dead—not really—and maybe eventually, I’ll miss him. Even if I’m only missing what I wished he’d have been.”

      The nurse nodded helplessly in the face of Hettie’s vomited confession.

      Hettie laughed at the look on the woman’s face and pretended that it wasn’t a watery laugh. Then she told the pretty young nurse simply, “It’s not so easy to rid yourself of a husband like Mr. Stone or my Harvey. Marry carefully.”

      This time, it appeared the pretty nurse heard what Hettie was trying to say. But perhaps seeing someone like the rich, beautiful Mrs. Stone cowering from her husband was what the nurse truly needed to see.

      “If you see anything odd with Mrs. Stone”—Hettie handed over her card—"I’d appreciate knowing of it. I feel certain that she knows more about what is happening. I’d be very grateful.” Hettie added a pound note to go along with her card. The nurse accepted both.

      Hettie found her driver outside of the hospital.

      “Did Harvey have a regular mistress?” she asked bluntly.

      Peterson stared at Hettie and she saw pity in his eyes.

      “I am well aware,” Hettie told him gently, “of the kind of man I married.”

      “He didn’t have anyone in particular, ma’am,” Peterson said, blushing furiously.

      Hettie nodded. “Did he give any instructions concerning Mrs. Stone?”

      He hesitated and then admitted, “We didn’t go to the door for her. We stopped along the sidewalk a house back if it was late. Even if Mr. Stone wasn’t home, Mrs. Stone didn’t want the servants to see us.”

      “How did she get out of the house?” Hettie demanded, visualizing Mrs. Stone letting herself down a rope made of sheets wearing a fringed cocktail dress with heeled slippers and a long strand of pearls.

      “I do not know the details, Mrs. Hughes.”

      Hettie thought of Ro refusing her married name. Hettie almost provided the same instructions, but she felt she needed the constant reminder of what Harvey had been and the effects of her mistake on her life.

      She shook her head. “I am imagining the wildest things.”

      His gaze glinted enough to tell Hettie he’d probably had similar thoughts.

      “Take me home, please.” Before she let him seat her into the auto, though, she asked him, “Do you think it’s possible that you would be able to find the gents who fished out the survivors? Perhaps we could talk to them? Or one of them? Bribe them to come to speak with me?”

      Peterson considered. “It may take a few hours.”

      “I’d wait however long is needed.” Taking charge of this search left Hettie feeling more empowered in her own life than she had in quite a while.
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      It took Peterson a few hours to bring her one of the sailors and even then, she had to send him back out quickly to take Donovan Brooks to his home.

      Her maid was at hand, so Hettie wasn’t left alone with a man of indeterminate character. There was, however, little reason to believe she’d be in danger. After all, this was a man who’d help fish out the survivors from the water and then seen them to the hospital.

      “Hullo there,” he said, with an accent that had Hettie’s Canadian ears straining.

      “Hello,” she said brightly, gesturing to a loaded tea table for him.

      His eyes glinted with a bit of gut greed, but it was a different kind of greed that had him saying, “Yer servant type told me you’d give me twenty quid to answer yer questions.”

      Hettie’s brows lifted and she very much felt that the fellow had just upped the amount given that her man wasn’t there, and no doubt also influenced by the lush luxury of the hotel suite.

      “I know a little about what happened,” Hettie told him flatly. “The food is free. If you answer my questions, and your answers align with what I already know, I’ll pay you.”

      “Don’t believe me?”

      “I am utterly certain that Peterson did not offer quite so much money.”

      He didn’t argue but rose quietly, loaded his plate rather heavily with liver pâté sandwiches, biscuits, and cakes and then took a seat as he asked, “Well then?”

      “What did you see?”

      Around a biscuit, he answered. “We was watchin’ them. Rich folks like that. Being fools. Bit of a free entertainment for us, wasn’t it?”

      “Of course,” Hettie agreed.

      “We sees a little boat come up on the yacht. They was dancin’ and singin’ and laughin’ so hard not a one of them noticed it.”

      “Someone did,” Hettie told him, “but carry on.”

      “Wasn’t too much longer that they’re setting off fireworks but all at once. Big mess of it. Like someone fouled up and lit them all. But the folks on the boat didn’t seem to mind. Loud as ever, maybe more so. Took a time to realize that the shoutin’ weren’t drunken no more but fearful. We was a bit out. Sound carries on the water. By the time we made it over to them, well, they weren’t all gonna be walkin’ away.”

      Hettie shuddered, happy to see that her horror was echoed both by her maid and this sailor.

      “We got who we could, combed fer more, and then figured we’d lose the ones we got to keep lookin’ for anyone else. Cap’n, he turned us towards shore and radioed ahead, so we didn’t do much more than get them off the boat.”

      “Was there a blonde woman among them? Very lovely, a bit older than me, with big blue eyes, and a very lush figure?”

      “No one like that. We had a few girls. Pretty black girl, a couple of matching brunettes, one blonde. But she weren’t lush like you said. Real, real thin. I’ll tell you one thing, though,” the sailor said, cutting in. “That little boat that met the yacht? It showed up with two fellows and left with three.”

      Hettie stared at him. “Did you tell Scotland Yard?” she asked all in a rush.

      He nodded.

      “Could it have been a woman?”

      “Could be,” the man said. “D’you know who it was? Because if anyone knows who killed them folks on that yacht, it’s the one who got off onto that other boat, not the poor fools who were caught up by me and my mates.”

      Hettie didn’t get anything else out of the fellow, but she didn’t quibble when he took the rest of the food with him, wrapped in paper and placed in a box, and she was happy to hand over the bribe for his answers. She felt certain that he’d been telling the truth about what happened, if not that promised price, and given her freedom and Ro’s were on the line, that was worth more than she could say.

      Scotland Yard must assume that one of them was on the yacht and had escaped on the smaller boat. The person most likely had sabotaged the yacht or was known by the one who did, who might have been on the little boat. The sailor didn’t say he noticed anyone leave the boat during the time it had come up to the yacht, only that it left with an additional person. Since Hettie knew it was neither her nor Ro, she thought it quite possible that it may have been Mrs. Stone.

      Was it possible that Mr. Stone was on the small boat and he had caused the yacht to sink? Would he really murder her lovers and everyone else who associated with them? He’d been furious, but not so unhinged that he’d commit such slaughter. What did Hettie know, however, about what a man was truly like? She’d had to be handed the truth about Harvey before she’d believed, despite the many clues she’d seen, examined, and then set back down.

      She needed to talk to Ro. Together, they could puzzle it out, she was certain.
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      Gerald dropped Ro at Scotland Yard and she gave him instructions to circle round. This was not going to be a long meeting. At least she hoped. She felt as though she was sacrificing herself on some sort of altar by visiting Detective Truman, but she had no choice. When he heard the news that she was the sole beneficiary of Leonard’s very large estate, he would hunt her down. Exactly how large she couldn’t be sure until the reading of the will, but either way, that she was the beneficiary was a problem for her, or it very soon would be. She intended to meet that problem head on.

      Once escorted to his office, she was shown to a chair by a secretary.

      “I’ll let Detective Truman know you are here.”

      While she waited, Ro considered what she knew so far. When her husband’s brother, Reginald, was in first position to benefit financially, he was the most likely person to have killed Leonard. As much as she disliked Reginald, she found it hard to believe he would kill so many people just to get rid of Leonard even if he still thought he’d be Leonard’s heir.

      The family she married into had turned out to be the opposite of a loving family, but murderers? It should have been difficult for her to imagine that possibility. Except that it wasn’t. Perhaps she simply wanted to believe they weren’t as bad as she knew they were.

      Reginald, according to Mr. Cooper, was definitely not Leonard’s heir, and Reginald knew it. Murdering Leonard made no sense, which left her back where she started—as the primary suspect. She was out her yacht and up a fortune. More importantly, she was unburdened of a horrible husband.

      Of course the yacht was insured. As she had the thought, Detective Truman rounded the corner into her view. He was a tall man and his dark gaze fixated on her. There was a part of her that felt guilty simply for being at Scotland Yard, and the detective seemed to believe she was involved in the deaths. If Truman asked her if she had opium in her rooms or whether she’d stolen the queen of hearts’ tarts, Ro felt certain she’d be tempted to confess.

      Did the insurance for her yacht make her look even more guilty? Was it possible for her to look more guilty? Ro’s alibi was a friend she’d met the night of her husband’s death. If Ro had arranged her husband’s murder, latching onto the first likely person for the evening surely made her alibi look contrived.

      She stood and extended her trembling hand to greet the detective. He noted her trembling hand. Could he see guilt in her as well? She was afraid of him, if she was honest, but also attracted to him, which was completely out of place. She felt certain his attention was focused on her solely because of his suspicions and yet she allowed herself to be distracted by his handsome eyes and square jaw.

      “Mrs. Ripley. What brings you to the Yard? Have you come to confess?” His face showed no emotion, his handshake was firm, and she felt her knees weaken at his question.

      Did she look guilty? Was that why he asked her to confess? She wasn’t sure why she felt quite so guilty, but she did. Oh, she did.

      “In a way, I suppose you could say that.” Ro’s breath came with difficulty as she watched his expression change from bored politeness to questioning wariness with the raise of his eyebrows. She thought she might sick up on him. She released his hand and took her seat again before she actually managed to faint. That would give the detective more of an upper hand than he had already.

      “Go on,” he said, taking position directly across from her.

      He looked smug under his cool demeanor, and anger swelled inside Ro at the detective for entertaining the idea she might be guilty. She was even more furious at Leonard for dying and putting her in this position. There was an out and out flood of rage for whomever had actually killed Leonard—and everyone else. All of which was only lessened by the rage at herself for feeling weak in that moment.

      In the back of her mind, she was grateful for the anger. She felt certain it was the only thing that kept her from curling into a ball. It seemed the shock of the murder was finally catching up to Ro.

      “Confess?” She laughed. “Of course I didn’t kill Leonard. Let alone everyone else. Or sink my own yacht. You can forget about pinning all of this on me because it’s easy. I have, however, just come from my solicitor.”

      “Your solicitor?”

      His gaze paused on hers for a moment. Did Ro see doubt in his eyes? Was it because he doubted she was guilty or because he doubted she’d be helpful? Maybe he found everything she said untrustworthy.

      “I have information that will not shine favorably upon me.”

      Detective Truman opened his mouth to speak, but she’d worked up her courage and needed to get it all out while she still could say it.

      She held up her hand, a pleading look in her gaze. “It seems Leonard, in an effort to toy with his brother and possibly to blackmail him, removed his brother, Reginald, from the will and named me as the sole beneficiary of his estate.”

      Detective Truman’s face was entirely impassive. Ro once again fought the need to sick up.

      “You should also know that my yacht had insurance so I’ll likely not lose anything there as well. If money were considered a reasonable motive for murder, I must look entirely guilty.”

      “It is,” Detective Truman told Ro, again impassively. She had no idea what he was thinking, and it made her feel certain that she was one breath from being searched and held or whatever they did to people.

      “I came here to inform you of these facts because you will discover it soon enough, and I thought perhaps if I offered up the facts, I might look less guilty. I know I seem the most likely person to have killed Leonard. I won’t pretend that there was love lost between us, but I do like to think that no one would accuse me of this…this…mass murder.”

      “I see.” Impassive again.

      Ro wanted to beg him for an expression, for any hint of his feelings, even if it was disgust.

      “From where I sit,” he told her, “you do stand to gain quite a lot from Leonard’s death.”

      She nodded. She had already decided to be open about those facts, so why did a ball of emotions stir in her belly? Ro was choking on a mix of fear, helplessness, and grief. “Except, I only found that out today when I went Mr. Cooper’s office. I only went to his office because my darling brother-in-law accused me, in front of my staff no less—can you even imagine—that I was responsible for Leonard’s death.”

      “Did he?” Truman didn’t seem surprised and Ro wanted to ask if Reginald had made the same claim to the detectives. If he had, why did she feel so betrayed? Nothing in her mind or heart made sense since Leonard had died.

      “I know you’ve already discovered that Leonard and I were hardly madly in love.”

      “I have,” Truman agreed. Again, there was something in his gaze. Was it judgement? And if so, who was it for? Her, who admitted to regretting her marriage? Or Leonard for making her so thoroughly regret it.

      Honesty was the course of action she had decided upon, she reminded herself. The dirty secrets did her no good if they left the detectives in the dark when they needed to find the truth.

      “I discovered on my honeymoon that he was a philandering cheat of a man. Ever since, we have had a marriage in name only. The best that could be said of him was that he mostly left me alone. If I’d wanted him dead, there have been many occasions over the short duration of our marriage where I could have managed his demise without hurting anyone else. Not to mention the sinking of my yacht, which I hate to admit, I cared for more than Leonard.”

      Truman’s brow lifted but his impassive face still told her nothing.

      Ro tried willing herself to stop talking, but her mouth kept moving. “You may as well know the truth of it all so you can rule me out faster.”

      “That does generally help.”

      “It is certainly your prerogative to consider me as the main suspect.”

      “Any spouse would be near the top of that list,” Truman told her without sympathy.

      Ro attempted to find the same nonchalance, but she was struggling. “I didn’t kill him. Wasting your energy on me will only give the actual killer—if there was one—time to get away.”

      “There was a killer,” Truman told Ro flatly. “We don’t tend to waste our time at Scotland Yard. So, if we’re putting things out of our minds today, you should put it out of your mind that there wasn’t a killer.”

      Ro sniffed, biting down on her bottom lip. “My money—” She cringed at her choice of wording. “Ah—my bet, would be for Reginald as the killer.”

      “Why?”

      “They hated each other. Far more than I hated Leonard. They had a lifetime of hate, competition, and disappointing each other.”

      “Siblings dislike each other with great frequency, Mrs. Ripley. They very rarely, however, act on that dislike.”

      “Hated,” Ro corrected. “With great passion.”

      “So Reginald says of you, madam.”

      “Ro, please. Mrs. Ripley if you must, though the name makes me want to vomit. But never madam.”

      The impassive expression faded for a moment and she saw the barest hint of humor in his expression.

      “Except,” Ro said, hating herself for doing it, “I don’t really suspect Reginald either, as much as I’d like to see him behind bars or off to Australia. Do we still do that?”

      Detective Truman shook his head. “Why don’t you suspect Reginald?”

      “Mr. Cooper said Reginald knew about the changed will before the party last night. Given that Leopold was changing the will repetitively and sending them to Reginald, why wouldn’t he wait until it was in his favor again? Oh! I would love it if he were the killer. I hate him too, you know. Those brothers were as awful to each other as they were to everyone around them.”

      “So who do you think killed your husband?”

      “The next most likely candidates, once you rule me out of course—”

      “Of course,” Truman agreed.

      “The next suspects are the business associates he took advantage of, and the mistresses and their husbands. I imagine, at least some of those men, had to care that their wives were, ah, letting…well, you know what I mean.”

      She forced her mouth closed and vowed not to open it again. The detective stared at Ro, a hint of emotion playing around his eyes. Was it humor? The rage inside her sparked again and she stood up.

      “I’ve said all I’ve come to say. Good day.” She turned on her heel and marched away—she refused to consider it fleeing.

      “Mrs. Ripley,” he called and in moments caught up to her and placed his hand on her arm to stop her. “Mrs. Ripley.”

      She stopped walking and turned to look at him but said nothing. She felt the warmth of his hand through her thin sleeve and waited for him to speak. He pulled his hand away.

      Ro stared, folding her arms over her chest and immediately missing the feel of his hand on her. A brief, yet awkward silence stretched between them. Ro realized she was tapping her foot.

      “My car is waiting, detective. Is there something else?”

      “I, er, ah, yes. That is to say that, ah—” His stammer amused her and her rage began to slowly subside while he clamored for words. “I thought you should know that we have officially ruled this a homicide. There was an explosion in the engine room. We have eyewitnesses that saw a small boat approach the yacht, secure a passenger from the yacht, and only moments before the first explosion, the small boat made its escape. In addition to that, surviving members of the crew report suspicious activity in the engine room. I’m not at liberty to tell you more at this point; however, it was most definitely murder. Someone wanted your husband or one of his passengers to die. If that wasn’t you, please be careful.”

      The reality of what he was saying was quite unreal to her. Someone actually did murder all of those people. It was intentional. Who could be so cruel, and why should she be careful?

      “I see,” was all she could manage to say. Her mind raced with questions. Who could be capable of killing all of those people? Leonard’s money couldn’t be the motive since she inherited and Reginald knew he wouldn’t be receiving the money.

      “Are you quite all right, Mrs. Ripley? You are very pale all of a sudden. Come and sit.”

      “I’m fine,” she lied but let him lead her the short steps back to his desk and seat her again. She felt light-headed and nauseated. An explosion, a person escaping the yacht by boat, it all seemed so unbelievable. “It sounds like the storyline of a…of a… pulp detective novel.”

      “You should also know that we have interviewed many, if not all, of your husband’s business associates, and while many of them hated your husband fervently, each of them has an excellent alibi.”

      “What about Mr. Greyson and Mr. Stewart? They were highest on my list of probabilities. Their interactions with my husband were especially terrible, I think.”

      He opened a file on his desk. “Mr. Greyson has a solid alibi and has been ruled out completely. Mr. Stewart, it seems, must have reconciled with your husband because he was on the yacht with him. Unfortunately, he did not survive.”

      The initial shock was wearing off and Ro could feel her brain returning to normal function. “I see. So there are no viable suspects, other than me, at this point. Is that correct?”

      He nodded. “That is correct. Are you familiar with the precise contents of Mr. Ripley’s will, Mrs. Ripley? I’d very much like to eliminate you from the list of suspects as well, but that may prove difficult.”

      She wasn’t sure if she could trust his claim to believe in her innocence, but all she could do was hope that he didn’t think her guilty. She hadn’t thought to ask Mr. Cooper as to the specific contents of her husband’s will. Perhaps that was a solid next step or better yet—a solid additional heir who was also someone else.

      “I see what you’re thinking,” Ro told him. “You’re looking for anyone who stood to gain from Leonard’s death. May I use your telephone?”

      “Certainly.”

      “Mr. Cooper,” Ro said when she heard his voice on the line. “Are you available this evening to disclose the contents of the will and the identity of any other beneficiaries for Leonard’s estate, with Scotland Yard to witness the proceeding?”

      After a brief conversation, she hung up the phone.

      “Come to this address”—she scratched Hettie’s hotel address down on a piece of paper from Detective Truman’s desk and handed it to him—“at nine o’clock tonight. You can speak to Mr. Cooper and he can confirm that I knew nothing of my status as beneficiary.”

      “I would appreciate that,” he said and she thought she could believe him. “Anything that may give us a clue as to why someone killed your husband.”

      “Thank you, detective.”

      She stood and walked outside without looking back. She needed to talk to Hettie. Hettie would help with what to do next and, perhaps more importantly, Hettie would make drinks. Or at least order them.
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      Ro returned to the hotel only to find that Hettie was out for a walk. While Ro waited for Hettie to return, she mixed herself a sloe gin fizz. Normally, she wouldn’t go to the trouble of making a drink with egg whites because it took a bit of effort, but in this case, she needed the ritual of mixing the elements while she thought. Besides, the frothy texture was particularly soothing to sip.

      The bar was a carved wood creation that had gargoyles etched into the wood with vines and half-naked men and women. Ro wanted to take it home with her. Then she reconsidered, if she took it home with her, she’d be back to that…that…horror that had been her wedded house. What if, instead—she didn’t? What if she found another home? One of her own choosing. One of her own choosing for the first time in her life? Murder aside, the dawning excitement of a home of her own, one of her own choosing, with servants that only she hired—it was a magical fairytale.

      Putting aside the idea of a new house, she processed her day while she mixed all the magical ingredients. Had Hettie any better luck in her interview with the doctor? Ro poured the mixed drink into the cocktail glass, added a sprig of rosemary, and settled in with the boxes that Cooper’s office had sent over. Would Hettie come with Ro if she purchased a new house? Was that too much? Too…permanent? Maybe Hettie and Ro could take rooms, together.

      None of that would happen if Ro was arrested for Leonard’s murder. She sighed and then sipped her drink again, trying not to think of another possible permanent living space. Detective Truman told her Scotland Yard had ruled out Leonard’s business associates. Even still, Ro didn’t feel comfortable taking their word for it.

      They had alibis. Any smart murderer would have a solid alibi. She wondered if her own odd alibi was one of the reasons Scotland Yard was focused upon her. Ro kicked off her shoes and opened the newspaper she’d taken from the lobby on her way through. The yacht ‘accident’ was included on the front page. Ro skimmed it without much hope and her only joy was finding that the media hadn’t included her as a suspect. They did, however, list the known dead and Ro flinched at each and every name.

      Too often, she could picture the face to go with the name. And, far, far too often Ro’s initial reaction wasn’t sad in the least. Too often, they were the names of people like Harvey Hughes, philandering husband who manipulated his wife, left her miserable, and passed off his mistresses’ bills to the abused woman.

      Ro cursed a moment later when she read Edward Stewart’s name. He was on the yacht and didn’t survive. All right, she thought, if Stewart isn’t included among the possible killers, and Reginald made no sense, and Ro knew she hadn’t murdered all of those people, then…the other business associate, Mr. Greyson, became the most likely suspect—yet, he supposedly had an alibi.

      Ro set aside the newspaper and turned to the boxes from Mr. Cooper’s office. She sifted through pages and pages of records and drank her way through a second mixed drink before she finally gave up, shoved the papers back in the boxes and pushed them away in frustration. There was nothing on paper that implicated Greyson. No threatening letters, no ultimatums, nothing. How upset could they have been with each other if Stewart was on the yacht anyway?

      The fools had been stupid enough to invest and work with Leonard. Ro supposed that they might speak of her in the same respect. She had been stupid enough to marry Leonard, and Stewart and Greyson had been stupid enough to combine their funds with Leonard’s.

      Ro shoved the boxes back and groaned, accidentally knocking over her cocktail glass. She gasped and grabbed for it, sending the glass spinning.

      Hettie walked in just in time to witness Ro’s temper tantrum.

      “Well, good evening. Frustrated, are we?”

      “Oh my goodness, you have no idea, Hettie. I’m so glad you have returned. I’m prepared to whine but truly feel an empathetic audience is necessary.”

      Ro rattled off the details of her visits to Cooper’s office and with Detective Truman, the search through the boxes for any evidence of Greyson’s involvement, her gut feeling that Reginald, despite the way it looked, had something to do with the sinking, Stewart being ruled out by his own death on the yacht, and her general feeling of having accomplished nothing.

      “I have no idea who killed Leonard. I almost suspect myself except I know I didn’t do it!”

      Hettie laughed as she crossed to the bar and started making a new pair of cocktails, and Ro groaned and picked up the cocktail glass and spray of papers.

      “I feel in my bones that Reginald was behind this.”

      “He’s a favorite suspect, certainly,” Hettie agreed. “From what I’ve seen and heard about them, both from you and from others, Leonard and his brother were beasts.”

      “I know what Mr. Cooper said about Reginald knowing he was removed from the will, and I can’t find anything else that supports my theory.”

      Hettie pressed a drink into Ro’s hand, squeezed her shoulder, and reclined on the chaise lounge.

      “I want Reginald to be the murderer.”

      “Of course, darling,” Hettie agreed. “Then we’ll be rid of all of them.”

      “We’re biased,” Ro sighed. “I have always detested that man. At least we know there was definitely foul play involved,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I wasn’t convinced until now.”

      Hettie nodded.

      Ro sipped her drink slowly, then asked, “What did your afternoon produce? More than mine, I sincerely hope.”

      “I received similar confirmation about foul play. I believe the saboteur was Mr. Stone. I suppose I am convinced that it was him who killed everyone, but who told Mr. Stone his wife had lovers? Remember how we thought the poor bloke had no idea his wife was stepping out on him? Everyone believed that. It was…it was common knowledge.”

      Hettie nodded as Ro scowled and then took her drink to pace around the boxes like she was working through an office obstacle course.

      Hettie watched Ro with something of a smirk. “The thing is, I really think he was oblivious. What I saw today? That was a man who had fresh rage. And who wouldn’t have been able to hide and calmly watch his wife cuckold him. He was oblivious. Now, he’s not.”

      “Are you sure?” Ro demanded.

      Hettie considered then flinched as she nodded. “He’s not nearly as placid or unaware as we thought. He may even be abusing her. Perhaps he even deserved her behavior, finding what happiness she could. He actually made me feel grateful for Harvey.”

      Ro gaped.

      “I know,” Hettie said, smiling a little. “I suppose I hadn’t thought about him that way. Harvey could have been so much worse even if he wasn’t what I thought he should be. He wasn’t what he could have been either.”

      “I always thought of Mr. Stone as somewhat senile. How odd to think of him as a person Mrs. Stone feared. It seems…impossible. So his motive for sinking my yacht would have been revenge? To kill Leonard for his relations with Marilyn Stone? Do you think he intended for Mrs. Stone to die on the yacht? If it was him, of course. I’m still feeling Reginald is involved. He’s such an excellent villain. Why would Mr. Stone take out his revenge on everyone else?”

      “Oh.” Hettie shook her head. “I think Mrs. Stone is legitimately afraid of her husband, and I think he was involved with the murder. But he didn’t work alone.”

      “Didn’t he?” Ro sighed.

      Hettie shrugged and took another drink. “I tried to convince Marilyn to talk to me, but she refused. Either she doesn’t know or doesn’t want us to know. Whatever the case, I think she’s terrified of her husband.”

      Ro shivered and looked down at the mess of the boxes. “Mr. Cooper is coming here tonight to officially read the will. He’s agreed to contact Reginald to get him here as well. If he thinks he’s getting anything from Leonard’s estate, he’s guaranteed to show up. Detective Truman and perhaps Harris have also been invited. I hope that you don’t mind that I’m using your rooms for this.”

      “Not a bit,” Hettie said. “I’d far rather have you here while we go through this than be alone. Maybe we’ll know more after tonight. So, Mr. Cooper is convincing Reginald to come because he’s receiving something in the will?”

      “Reginald only knows what the letter from the solicitor said, not what the will says. The letter says I was made the executor of the estate and the main beneficiary. It is still possible that something was left to Reginald.”

      Hettie glanced around at the mess. “I’ll call for dinner and a maid. I had a horrible thought today,” she added weakly.

      Ro looked at her in alarm.

      With a wince and a sick look, Hettie said, “We have funerals to plan.”

      Ro felt dizzy at the thought. “That certainly adds insult to injury, doesn’t it? I don’t know the first thing about planning a funeral, Hettie. How can I possibly plan a funeral while I’m still attempting to clear my name of murder?”

      “I can’t help but think, do I take Harvey home? Or bury him here? I’m afraid to go home and find myself being pulled into the same life I had before. Ro—” Hettie nibbled her thumb and then looked up with shining eyes. “I don’t want to live the life I had before. I don’t want to go back. I’m afraid if I do, I’ll be trapped again. I can’t do this again. I just…can’t.”

      “Then don’t,” Ro said. “Please don’t. Stay here with me. Or let’s leave together. But don’t go home.”

      Hettie nodded, but Ro could see the conflict in her friend’s gaze.

      They chatted throughout dinner delivered to the room. Hettie had ordered a full meal with several courses and dessert. She’d made the depressing aside that food in prison would never be as good as the hotel provided. Just in case—they should overindulge.

      Hettie looked up from the pudding with a wicked grin. “At least you’ve learned that you won’t be destitute. If we get out of this, it’ll be nice to have an excess of ready money.”

      “I wouldn’t have been destitute either way, but I certainly won’t be beholden to my aunt’s wishes any longer.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” She turned thoughtful after setting down her glass. “Reginald seems to have had quite a reason to kill his brother except for the most recent change in wills. I do wonder exactly how biting those announcement letters were that Reginald received. Every time he got one, Reginald wouldn’t only know that his brother was taunting him again—Reginald would know that others knew of it. Sooner or later, rumors would have started flying.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” Ro took a deep breath in. “It was just like Leonard to torture someone in that manner. To reveal casually his cruelty and then expect you to gloss over it. It was his way of ensuring that you were subjugated.”

      Hettie shuddered.

      “Your suspect is equally compelling.” Ro put aside her fork, glancing at the remnants of their meal. It had been divine, and she sincerely hoped to have many more. “Mr. Stone has to be involved. But how did he find out about the yacht, the cuckolding, and the rest? If he was so cruel, so overtly upset, was he the one who sabotaged the ship? Or did he simply ensure his wife survived?”

      “Why would he do that? He might have found her at the hospital, realized what she’d been up to, and was furious for that very reason? Just being associated with such a thing—it would be enough to set off a controlling, cruel man.”

      Hettie nodded. “He is certainly those things.”

      With a sad sigh, Ro lifted her glass. “Here’s to our husbands. They may be dead, but even alive, they weren’t as bad as Mr. Stone.”

      “A low bar,” Hettie observed.

      “But one they scaled all the same,” Ro said, leaving the table for her room. There was time enough to rest and gather her thoughts before she discovered more of Leonard’s cruelty.
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      Ro attempted to nap off her cocktails and worries over the will before the gents arrived, but it was futile. She only managed to toss and turn and muss her hair. At 8:30, she abandoned hope of getting any sleep and took a few minutes to clean up her appearance. She examined her options in the closet. She’d packed rather quickly, but the maid who had helped had been good enough to put in somber dresses, as though the woman thought Ro should put up the pretense of mourning.

      Ro, however, didn’t think that pretending to mourn Leonard with Reginald as an audience would work for either of them. Reginald had never liked Ro, and that was when he had been Leonard’s heir. Now that Ro had, somehow, received the bulk of the estate? Surely they’d end up sworn enemies. Even if they didn’t, Reginald wouldn’t let her get by with a playacting version of devastated widow.

      She wasn’t. He knew it. She knew it. She wasn’t going to pretend otherwise. But then again, her husband had died. Rather than pretend mourning with a black dress, Ro selected a light grey dress with darker grey embroidery about the edges. It wasn’t flashy, and it seemed to suit the moment as well as she could.

      She felt as though she were going into battle with the detectives and Reginald, and she wasn’t going in without armor. She ran a brush through her hair, freshened her makeup, and added a lovely set of pearls around her neck and diamond earbobs. Ro didn’t mind her face usually, but when she examined it in the mirror, she disliked much of what she saw. She knew it was her mood and exhaustion more than her looks, so she made a face, stuck out her tongue, and warned herself to rise up to the challenge ahead of her.

      Mr. Cooper arrived five minutes early and was escorted into the sitting room of Hettie’s hotel suite. He made brilliant small talk, Ro thought, as the solicitor genially discussed the weather, the traffic in London, the state of crowded seaside holiday destinations. He never once lost his composure despite the pressure of knowing that both women had lost their husbands, were suspects in their murders, and that his presence here was to help Ro explain what had happened with the will.

      He, at least, didn’t believe that the will automatically made her a suspect given that the hijinks being conducted were to torment Reginald, not Ro.

      “Thank you, Mr. Cooper, for agreeing to do this so late in the evening. I’m eager for Scotland Yard to hear from you that I had no knowledge of the state of Leonard’s will before today. That, at the very least, will help them adjust their focus to someone else.”

      “It is my pleasure, Mrs. Ripley. It was evident that the changes to the will were for the…ah…displeasure of his brother. If Mr. Ripley were still with us today, I have little doubt he’d have changed the will again, only to taunt his brother again.”

      “Call me Ro or Ms. Lavender, please.”

      “Yes, of course, of course. Ms. Lavender.” He said her name as though trying it on for size.

      A few minutes later, there was a knock at the suite door and Hettie let in Detectives Truman and Harris as the room service cart arrived, loaded with coffee, tea, biscuits, and small sandwiches. It wasn’t quite a full high tea, but there was enough that one would be able to sidestep gazes and questions with a well-timed sip of tea or nibble of a sandwich.

      “Mr. Cooper,” Truman addressed the solicitor, “I understand there were changes to Mr. Ripley’s will. Could you give me information as to the timeline of the will changing and the awareness of all concerned parties regarding said changes?”

      “Certainly,” the solicitor replied. “Leonard had a reason, unknown to me, to adjust his will with a request that Reginald be notified by phone and by letter. I personally phoned Reginald earlier the day the yacht sunk and told him he’d been removed as the primary beneficiary of Leonard’s estate. He was shocked and seemed to disbelieve me, mentioning something about an ongoing prank and multiple wills. I assured him it was a legally-binding change and that was the end of our conversation.”

      “And when was Mrs. Ripley informed of the change?”

      “Today, only a few hours ago. Mr. Ripley expressly requested that she not be notified because he would likely be making another change soon. As he was my client and still very much alive at that point, I agreed to withhold notifying Mrs. Ripley for two weeks while he contemplated his next decision.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Cooper.”

      A bit more conversation and finally, at fifteen minutes after nine, Reginald graced them with his presence, tightly gripping a disheveled stack of worn letters and documents. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair uncombed, and he reeked of too much alcohol. If Ro didn’t know better, she’d simply assume that he was taking the death of his brother quite hard. But she knew better.

      He was devastated by his loss of Leonard’s estate. Ro braced herself for what would likely be a contentious meeting. The headache that had been looming all day increased at his presence. She couldn’t wait to get this over with. If Leonard had any wishes about his funeral or how to handle his remains, she’d know in a few minutes. Then she could get on with the unsettling business of arranging the funeral and finalizing the necessary details.

      She looked at Reginald and decided in that moment not to stand or shake his hand. No need to offer warm welcome to her snake of a brother-in-law who accused her of murder.

      “Reginald, you’re here. Have a seat, would you?” Ro said through gritted teeth. “Mr. Cooper, if you’d like to begin?”

      “Yes, of course, Mrs—Ms. Lavender.”

      Reginald scoffed at the use of her maiden name. “You’ve already dropped the family name?”

      “I did.” She wouldn’t apologize for it either. It wasn’t as though she’d lost the love of her life. She’d lost her greatest burden.

      He glared at Ro then turned his focus to Mr. Cooper. “Before you begin,” Reginald demanded, “I want to know when exactly my brother changed his will. I don’t think any of this is legally binding. I have proof”—he waived about the stack of papers—"that my brother wanted me to handle his estate. She,” he spat with another glare to Ro, “had no affection for my brother and was an unfit wife. That is being quite generous on her behalf.”

      “I can assure you the will I am about to disclose is the most recent and therefore legally binding. If I may read it?” Mr. Cooper shot Reginald a disgusted glance. Perhaps the solicitor knew why Reginald and Leonard had descended into such a nasty level of taunting and hatred?

      Reginald’s face was beet red and his mouth moved as if to argue, but Detective Truman cleared his throat. Reginald glanced at the detectives, flushed a ruddy purple that appeared quite unhealthy and closed his mouth. With an ahem, Cooper opened the file and began to read the will. As was usual, he read the words verbatim.

      After several paragraphs listing out the properties owned by Leonard and a summary of the balances in his various accounts, Ro was rapidly becoming aware of the magnitude of her late husband’s estate.

      A house in Chelsea, another in Bath, a hotel in Lyme, quite a number of investments in various brewing, automobile, paper, and even makeup companies. With every asset listed, Reginald’s eyes darted more and more quickly from the solicitor to Ro and back again.

      When it came time for Mr. Cooper to list out the beneficiary, Ro was genuinely concerned for Reginald’s health. His eyes were bulging from their sockets and he tapped his leg so aggressively that the entire sofa moved. The ruddy purple flush had turned mostly purple. The grip he maintained on his crumpled papers tightened to the point Ro was certain they would tear. She’d never seen him so out of sorts, and she’d seen him so drunk he’d fallen down stairs.

      Detective Truman seemed to notice Reginald’s odd behavior, but Truman’s glances between the parties were much subtler. If someone wasn’t watching him as closely as Ro was, they wouldn’t see that his posture was quite different in the company of a clearly agitated man. His expression was relaxed, but his shoulders were squared and she could see the tendons in his neck were flexed. That made Ro’s rising angst in the face of Reginald’s volatility diminish. Surprising, that. Her first impression of Detective Truman increased her anxiety and now his presence was calming.

      Mr. Cooper continued, with an occasional wary glance at Reginald, and Ro turned her attention back to the will.

      “I, Mr. Leonard Albert Ripley, of 1992 Piper Ave, London, England, HEREBY REVOKE all former wills and testamentary dispositions made by me AND DECLARE this to be my last will.”

      Reginald’s face fell at this statement and the papers in his fist made a tearing sound. He looked to be holding his breath.

      “I appoint my wife Ro Lorraine Lavender Ripley Executor and Trustee. In the event of her death, I appoint my brother, Reginald Ripley, to be named the executor and trustee in her place.”

      Ro’s blood chilled at that last sentence and she didn’t hear much of the next few minutes. It wasn’t what Mr. Cooper said, as it was Reginald’s reaction to it. When he heard that Ro’s death would leave him everything, an eerie calm came over him. His hands relaxed and he smoothed out the papers he’d been clutching. He stopped tapping his leg and his eyes lost their agitated movement and instead became clear and calm. It was like the effects of the alcohol and rage wore off instantaneously and he was normal Reginald again.

      It seemed as though normal for Reginald involved plotting someone’s murder and Ro was now directly in his crosshairs.

      Ro glanced frantically towards Hettie who looked almost as alarmed as Ro felt and then the two friends looked towards the detectives. Neither appeared all that concerned by the change in Reginald. Was that because he’d removed himself as a suspect by being told of the change in the will? Harris seemed completely oblivious to the change in Reginald. As for Detective Truman, he was his usual placid self, or was he simply a good actor?
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        * * *

      

      “He’s going to kill us in our sleep,” Hettie told Ro. “Your brother-in-law, Mr. Stone, Mrs. Stone, the general state of affairs have all combined together to let me know Harvey wasn’t the worst. Awful, but not the worst.

      Ro laughed and then asked, “Did you hear all that I inherited?”

      “I did.”

      “Even part of a makeup company. I love Artemis’s kohl liner and the mascara cakes. I buy them often.”

      Hettie laughed at the awed look on Ro’s face.

      “I had no idea that Leonard had bought into that company. He’d asked me what I thought of them and I assumed he was going to buy some of it for one of his mistresses.”

      Hettie’s head tilted. “So you told him what you thought, and he bought into the company?”

      “Perhaps.” Ro paced. “You should buy into it too. We could both buy into it enough to help design what we love.”

      “Oh!” Hettie nodded, wondering if whoever owned the bulk of the company would let her come play too. The memory of Reginald returned and Hettie added, “Yes! I want to. Should we survive.”

      Hettie rose and called down to the front desk. A few minutes later and with a very large promised gratuity, Hettie had their rooms exchanged for a new suite. The only one that had been available was even larger with three bedrooms, a personal dining room, a sitting room and an office.

      The two of them explored, selected their bedrooms each, and then had the manager of the hotel put the name on the registry as H. Smith instead of H. Hughes. Perhaps if Reginald did return to murder them in their sleep, he’d only stumble across their emptied room and be caught by the hotel staff.

      “Do you think we’re being a little, ah, ridiculous?” Ro asked.

      Hettie shook her head. “Someone murdered our husbands. After today, I feel certain it was Reginald instead of Mr. Stone, but it is better to be careful and survive than be persuadable and die horribly.”
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      The next morning appeared steeped in cloud cover and a depressing, drizzling rain. It befitted the previous night. Ro had dreamed of being smothered, hanged, thrown out a window, shot, stabbed, poisoned, and drowned. The first dream left her shaking; the drowning dream had her pacing her bedroom at 3:00 a.m. She tried to sleep again after pacing until her body hurt, but the moment she closed her eyes, she felt as though water were closing over her face, her lungs ached, and a pseudo-chill made her half-asleep mind feel certain that she was in icy waters, dying slowly.

      Every time she started to die in a dream, she woke with a gasp and the feel of Reginald’s gaze on her as though he were standing over her in that moment, pillow at the ready. She finally gave up on sleeping entirely, padded to her bathroom, looked in the mirror, and groaned at her appearance. Her dark curls were twisted and frayed and the dark circles under her eyes gave away her exhaustion. After a few frustrating minutes with powders and a comb, she looked as presentable as she was likely to get and met Hettie in the dining room.

      “You look terrible, Ro.”

      Ro stuck her tongue out at Hettie. “Of course I do. I was murdered over and over again by that horrible Reginald. Did you see the way he was calculating my death right in front of us?”

      “Clearly, darling. We switched rooms, didn’t we?” Hettie nodded. “Drink tea. You obviously need an excess of it.”

      “He is going to kill me, I feel sure.” Ro poured herself a cup of tea and considered pouring a second and bringing them both to the table. No, she thought, that would be odd and walking to refill her teacup might help her stay awake now that she needed to remain alert.

      “He did look to be plotting your death. He seemed to think that he could slaughter you right there and scoop up the investment papers or whatever you get when you own part of a company.”

      Ro shuddered.

      Hettie continued almost thoughtlessly as she said, “He seemed to be soothed by the chance of killing you.”

      “He did!”

      “It was disturbing to say the least.”

      “It was!”

      “Yet,” Hettie continued, “he knew that the will had been changed. I think we must determine whether Mr. Stone was the culprit.”

      “Oh,” Ro said, rubbing her arms to smooth away the goose pimples. “I suppose. I still feel certain that he is going to…to…I don’t know…jump out of that wardrobe and break my neck.”

      “When I was a little girl,” Hettie said with a smile, “I dreamed that this very tall man, all in black, was chasing me. He was going to kill me. For days and days afterwards, I felt as though I could feel his eyes on my back, my neck. My face when I was looking the other way.”

      “That is how I feel,” Ro declared, setting aside her manners to guzzle her tea. “It’s as though his eyes are on me now, even though I know that he isn’t anywhere near.”

      “So,” Hettie said, standing to take Ro’s teacup and refill them both. Hettie handed back the teacup. “Mr. Stone.”

      “Mr. Stone.” Ro scowled and glanced about wearily as if expecting him to step out of the wardrobe next. “I suppose. Now we’ve got to figure out how to get a confession out of Mr. Stone and then how to keep Reginald from destroying me and taking my pretty, new fortune.”

      “Speaking of fortunes and the changes in ours, what do you think about learning to operate an automobile?”

      “Yes,” Ro agreed. “I’m delighted by the idea and, well, why don’t we buy a car! Once the dust has settled, of course.”

      “Oh,” Hettie agreed, “a makeup company, an automobile. We’ll run your Reginald down before he runs us down. I’ll have my man look into it for us. Speaking of dust, shall we discuss funeral arrangements?”

      “I suppose we must.” Ro sipped her second cup of tea more slowly. “The need becomes more intense with the knowledge that my parents and his will be shortly appearing and meddling if I haven’t already taken care of it.” She hated funerals desperately, so having to pretend that Leonard wasn’t horrible would make it all the worse. Unlike Hettie, who was discovering that Harvey could have been worse, Ro wasn’t able to find the same attributes.

      “Good. I’ve done a bit of research—”

      “You mean you had your man do a bit of research?”

      “Naturally,” Hettie said. “Being wealthy means having this extraordinary ability to take care of things that are difficult for others. By, of course, paying someone else to take care of it for you.”

      “Of course,” Ro grinned.

      “I’ve selected the gentlemen who can help us. Alvine and Hewitson. Upstanding fellows, or so I understand. I’ll have my man bring them to the hotel, and we can plan together.”

      “Are you suggesting that we have the funerals at the same time?”

      Hettie’s head tilted, but her eyes brightened. “I hadn’t considered that, more like help each other plan them at the same time so we only have to deal with this once.” She pursed her lips in thought. “Although, perhaps you are onto something. They were friends, they died together and it would mean we could be there for each other. Together in life, together in death for them. It will help me explain why I buried Harvey here instead of sending him home.”

      Ro’s mouth twisted. “I know I’m independently wealthy now instead of depending on my husband or my aunt, but it does delight me to save money burying him. One set of flowers, one officiator. I’m sure we’ll need two coffins although my mood this morning says we should shove both of those fools into one coffin.”

      Hettie snorted and she had to press her napkin to her face. When she recovered she spoke with authority. “One funeral, two caskets. Shall we bury them next to each other like husband and wife, since they were both wedded to their philandering ways?”

      Ro laughed and then what they were saying struck her. She paused, tapping her toe as she considered, and she shook her head at herself. “Hettie, we are positively heartless. Be warned, I will cry at this funeral. I’ll be crying for what could have been and I’ll be mourning for what my marriage turned out to be, but I’ll not be grieving for what the rest of them will assume.”

      They both had tears in their eyes that were a mixture of sadness and humor.

      “I will as well.” Hettie stood and arranged their plates, though it was clear she was simply moving to move. She paused after a few minutes, then exclaimed, “Oh!”

      “Oh?” Ro asked.

      “I have a brilliant idea!”

      “Do you?” Ro asked, examining her makeup in her compact.

      “Mrs. Stone. I’ve a scheme.”

      “A scheme?” Ro’s eyes glinted at the mischief on Hettie’s face.

      Her red curls were bouncing in the light, her eyes shone, her lips were fighting a grin. “A nefarious scheme. I have realized how to clear your name. Our names?” Her grin was wide and engaging as she shook her head. “No, really only your name. I think they’ve realized that I’m innocent. The detectives probably have a list of innocent people who have revealed themselves to be near-angels and my name tops it.”

      Ro laughed and then crossed to Hettie and hugged her. She whispered her gratitude for making her feel better.

      She then let Hettie go and took on a mocking tone. “Oh, Hettie, whatever in the world would I do without you? You are the most wonderful best friend a girl could ever desire.”

      “You mock me?” Hettie asked in her own playful voice. She winked before smoothing her hair as though it weren’t a cloud of wild curls.

      “Only because I love you. Now, tell me what it is you have planned for—and I can’t believe I’m about to say this—poor Mrs. Stone.”

      “It’s not all that clever,” Hettie admitted. “We need to talk to Marilyn again. She was rescued from the yacht. If we can get her to talk to the detectives, if we can offer her something, some…some…helping hand, perhaps she will say what she knows.”

      “Oh yes,” Ro agreed, “because we show up with barely condescending smiles and ask nicely, she’ll tell us everything. Assuming we can get past her terrifying husband.”

      “This won’t do. If Mr. Stone is there, he’ll never let anyone like us see her.” Hettie faced Ro. “Especially you.”

      “Me?” Ro demanded. “Look at you. Young, pretty, bright eyes. You’re delightful.”

      Hettie rolled her eyes and then glanced down at her clothes again. They were delightful, Ro wasn’t wrong about that observation. She looked towards the office and went to make a few telephone calls.

      While Ro paced and considered what they could offer Mrs. Stone, she finally went to her bedroom and found the paperwork that had been packed the night previous.  She pulled out several bills and a picture.

      The plan might work, it might not, but it had to be attempted.
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      Peterson brought the auto to a halt in front of the brownstone mansion.  It had wrought iron fences, ivy growing up the side, stained glass windows, and screamed old money.  It was the kind of old money that proclaimed itself with a long history of land-owning, relationships to the nobility, and the ability to trace one’s roots back to the Conqueror.

      Hettie and Ro stepped out. To onlookers, they looked like acolyte nuns, complete with collared white blouses, long black skirts, sturdy shoes, and wimples.  They each had a large simple cross at their chest and they held black books along with pamphlets for a local charity. They looked like a cross between Catholic novitiate and ministers from the Salvation Army.  They weren’t looking to present themselves as any one thing but as those who might be allowed past the doorways of the stone house.

      Ro glanced at Hettie, giggled, and then tried to assume a posture of feigned humility.

      “This idea will not work if you can’t stop laughing, Ro,” Hettie chided. There was an undertone of laughter in her own voice, though, which completely undermined the scold.

      Ro pulled herself together and whispered back, “You are right. This is a genius idea. The thought of us going from wife to widow to nun in two days tickled my funny bone. I’ll hold it together, I promise.”

      Her promise was chased by another laugh and Hettie sighed. “You would be a terrible actress.”

      “I always have been,” Ro agreed.

      “Don’t speak. I’ll do all the talking or you’ll ruin everything. You just stand there with your arms folded across your chest and look at the floor. And frown, Ro. Frown and stare down with bashful humility and modesty.”

      “Yes, Hettie.” Ro bit down hard on her bottom lip while Hettie knocked on the door, arranging her Bible to have the cover facing outwards.

      “Yes?”

      “We’ve come to see Mrs. Stone in a mission of mercy.”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Stone is not receiving guests.”

      Hettie’s brows lifted and she tried, “Is Mr. Stone available?”

      “I’m afraid he is currently out of the house.”

      “I believe there has been some confusion.  As you can see, Sister Lavender and I are emissaries of the good word.”

      “Be that as it may,” the maid started, but Hettie held up a hand.

      “We’ve been sent for by Mr. Stone to pray and ponder with his wife after her recent trial.”

      Seeing as how that episode was supposed to be secret and that there was no way these two women dressed as generic missionaries could know, the lie worked. “This way please.”

      “Fool,” Ro whispered, choking on a laugh that was quickly cut off at Hettie’s harsh look.  They were led up the stairs, past a set of double doors that obviously led to a master bedroom, and reached the room directly after.

      Mrs. Stone was alone in her room, her eyes closed. Hettie had to bite back a terrible gasp when she saw the split lip, the dark bruises on Marilyn’s face, and the swollen eye.  Ro swallowed on a dry throat and Hettie stepped forward.

      Mrs. Stone’s gaze widened at Hettie’s appearance.

      “Mrs. Stone,” Hettie lied, “we’ve come to pray with you. This is Sister Mary Lavender, and I’m Sister Mary Rose.”

      Mrs. Stone shook her head and Hettie turned to the maid and said firmly, “Leave us. And bring tea.”

      The moment that the maid left, Hettie rushed over to Mrs. Stone.  “Have they given you anything for the pain?”

      Mrs. Stone’s bitter laugh was answer enough.

      “Ro, search the bath and the desk.  Surely you have something?”

      “I don’t think aspirin is going to help.”

      Hettie winced.  “I suppose it won’t relieve the pain, but it should take off the edge.”

      Ro found the pills and filled a glass with water from the bath.

      “We’re going to help you,” Hettie told Mrs. Stone firmly.  “And you’re going to help us.”

      “How?” Mrs. Stone croaked.

      Ro did her best to hold still, a Bible gripped in one hand, while Hettie tried to connect to the woman. Neither of them liked Mrs. Stone. She’d taken their place in their marriage beds, manipulated their husbands, and managed to find the kindness and attention their husbands had to offer and had taken it for herself.

      Hettie, however, had what appeared to be a preternatural ability to reach into Mrs. Stone’s heart and connect to her despite their differences.  Hettie whispered low, commiserating and making the woman acknowledge what she was facing.

      “He will kill you eventually,” Hettie finished gently, brushing back Mrs. Stone’s hair.  “He’ll kill you.  The only reason he hasn’t yet is to watch you crumple and fall. To make you realize that he owns you.”

      Silent tears were rolling down Marilyn’s face.  Hettie handed over a handkerchief. “We don’t have to take the way they treat us anymore.”

      “There isn’t a way to divorce him.”

      “You don’t have to divorce him if he goes to jail for murder,” Hettie said flatly. “Your husband took a boat to where you were enjoying an evening with friends, removed you, disabled the ship, and left everyone else to die.  And people did die.  All you have to do is tell the truth.”

      “I…” Marilyn shook her head, nearly hysterical. “I can’t believe he did it. I told him he shouldn’t have done it, but he came and grabbed me off the yacht, telling me that we had to leave right away and that he hoped I loved Mr. Ripley the way my husband loved me so I would feel the pain of his death as he felt the pain of my betrayal.”

      “So tell Detective Truman,” Ro said, finally speaking up.  “Tell him what you’ve seen and experienced.  They know someone disabled the ship, they know someone was taken off.  They’re going to find you eventually.  Scotland Yard might be focused on others for now, but they will find you.  There were too many witnesses.  Certainly your husband intended everyone to die, but he didn’t get what he wanted, did he?”

      The door to the bedroom opened and a maid stepped in with the tea that Hettie had demanded.  Ro crossed to take the tray and paused at the sound of a shout.  It was a voice that she knew well and her blood cooled in her veins. For a moment, she thought Leonard had come back from the grave before realizing it wasn’t Leonard, it was Reginald.

      What was Reginald doing here? His voice got closer and Ro reacted quickly.

      “Go,” she ordered the maid.  “To the kitchens.  It’s worth your position to not be seen.”

      The maid’s gaze widened and then Mr. Stone’s voice roared.

      “Now!”  Ro hissed.  “Now, or you’ll be losing more than your position.”

      Marilyn Stone was weeping and Hettie leaned down and whispered, “They’re not coming up here. You’re safe.  We won’t leave you alone.”

      A moment later, Hettie grabbed Ro’s arm and hissed, “We need to hear.”

      “But…”

      “There was a space at the top of the stairs where we can hide.  If they’ve gone into an office, we’ll eavesdrop.”

      “What about the servants?”

      “Surely they’re hiding.”

      The two of them crept out of the bedroom and down the hall, hands grasped tightly.

      “You shouldn’t have moved!” Reginald shouted.  “You ruined it all.”

      Mr. Stone’s cold voice carried easily through the house and Hettie dared to peek over the banister down to the great hall below and Ro did so as well.  The office door had been left opened and, as Hettie guessed, all the servants had disappeared.

      “I already told you, Reginald. I tried to call my men back but it was too late. Your brother was your responsibility. You knew he was playing games with the will. You should have prevented him from making it to the solicitor if you wanted to inherit.  How hard is it to distract a fool like Leonard Ripley? You could have bought him a cognac and challenged him to poker.”

      Ro’s gaze was wide, and she was back to biting her lip to keep her exclamations in check, and she knew Hettie’s mind was doing the same arithmetic as hers.  They had been working together.  Too many hands in the pot.  Reginald hadn’t been able to stop the plan from taking place.

      “You’re going to pay,” Reginald snarled.

      “Blowing up the yacht was my part of the job. You had your own.  It’s not my fault that you were too stupid to take care of things.”

      “Do you think you’ll get off scot free?  While I suffer?  I don’t think so.”

      “What do you intend?”

      “I intend to create a fake will, get rid of Ro, and you’ll be one of the signers.”

      “That will out us as the killers.”

      “You as the killer.”

      “Me?” Mr. Stone’s voice was cold, hard fury.

      “You’ll take the risk with me or you’ll take your punishment. I won’t be a pauper because you were a fool.”

      Ro dared to peek again and saw Mr. Stone open his mouth to protest but Reginald cut him off.  “You’ll do it or I’ll tell the police what you did. No matter your accusations, you’ll have no evidence I was involved in the plot to begin with. You will be the only person they have to hang for the murders of everyone onboard Leonard’s yacht. Then I’ll simply find another way to get what is mine.  If I have to marry Ro, take the money, and murder her, I will.”

      Ro gasped in spite of herself, earning a hand over her mouth from Hettie. It was too late. The noise had given them away.

      “Is someone listening?” Mr. Stone asked.

      “Fool!” Reginald snarled. “Why didn’t you shut the door? We’re going to be drowning in bodies.”

      They started out of the office while Hettie and Ro scrambled down the hall, crawling as fast as possible, darting into none other than Mr. Stone’s personal chambers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do we do? What do we do? What do we do?” Ro whispered.

      They heard footsteps outside the room and hurried into the dressing room.  The walls were lined with an excess of clothing.  Suits, hats, shoes, ties.  Even a container full of walking canes with carved metal heads. It was as though Mr. Stone had never gotten rid of an article of clothing or an accessory in the whole of his life.

      The door to the room opened and Hettie put her hand back over Ro’s mouth.

      “That’s my room,” Mr. Stone said.  “None of my servants would dare to hide in there.”

      “Like none of them would eavesdrop?”  Reginald’s cold snarl demanded.

      Hettie closed her eyes and pressed herself to the wall behind the dressing room door, Ro at her side.  Hettie’s hand was wrapped around Ro’s head, hand still over her mouth.

      The closet door creaked open and Hettie bit down on her own lip to prevent a squeak.

      “Nothing but shoes and clothes,” Reginald snapped.  “By Jove man, clean out your closet. Let’s find the criminal.”

      Hettie kept her hand over Ro’s mouth until they heard the next door open.

      “Could it be her?” they heard Reginald ask.

      “She has broken ribs and is weak.  She’s not stupid enough to talk regardless.”

      “A pillow would solve everything.”

      Hettie’s eyes widened, and she just stopped herself from crying out. Even more horrible was the fact that they were talking as though Marilyn couldn’t hear them.

      “You don’t get to kill her, Ripley.”  Mr. Stone made it clear that Marilyn’s death was still a possibility.  But what he said was, “She hasn’t said anything and has known what happened since the accident. If you think I will let you rid me of her, you’re wrong.”

      “Things would be simpler without her,” Reginald said evenly as though Marilyn Stone were a rabid dog or an interloping rat.

      “I said no,” Mr. Stone said flatly.  “There’s no one here.  Fake your will, Marilyn and I can be witnesses.”

      The footsteps moved away and Hettie slid to the floor of the closet with her eyes closed.  “I will smother you myself if you give us away again.”

      “They were arguing with the door open,” Ro hissed.  “Who would have guessed they would hear me? What are we going to do?”

      Hettie shook her head then tiptoed to the bedroom door. She closed her eyes and pressed her ear against the door.  Nothing.  Slowly, Hettie looked around and she considered.  The bedroom looked out on the street and there was her auto parked across the quiet lane with Peterson behind the seat.  He was so close, and there was so much room between him and her.

      “We need to get him,” Ro said.

      “I’m clumsy.  You?”

      Ro shook her head.

      Hettie rushed to the door of the bedroom, locked it, and then pulled the blankets from the bed.  In moments she was tying sheets together.  “You get him and constables.  I’ll keep Marilyn alive.”

      They tied sheets quickly, opened the window and let Ro out.

      “Good luck,” Hettie whispered to Ro.  “Sooner or later the maid will realize who can terminate her position and confess to Mr. Stone.”

      “Hurry then,” Ro whispered.

      “Hurry,” Hettie agreed.

      The moment Ro reached the ground and shot Hettie a thumbs up, Hettie hurried to Mrs. Stone’s room through the connecting door.  She noted the lack of a lock before crossing to Marilyn.

      “Will you help us?”

      Marilyn’s terrified eyes met Hettie’s and the woman nodded once.  Hettie held out a hand.  “The maid is going to talk. We have to hide.”

      “I couldn’t figure out how he knew where I was,” Mrs. Stone whimpered as Hettie helped her to stand.  “Reginald knew.  He must have been the one who told my husband.”

      “That seems likely.”

      “I’m sorry,” Marilyn said as Hettie opened the hall door.

      “Which of these lock?”

      Marilyn pointed and Hettie hurried them both towards it.

      “I’m sorry,” Marilyn said again. “I’m so sorry. Harvey made me laugh.  It made my life easier.  My husband is so cold.  He’s so mean.  Cutting.  Harvey made things bright.”

      Hettie wasn’t going to tell Marilyn that it was all right.  It wasn’t.  There were so many other ways to find snatches of happiness.  Why take Hettie’s?

      The moments passed too quickly and the expected roar made Hettie jump.  She’d locked the door, put a chair under the handle, and opened the window to scream for help when she needed, but not before so as not to give them away.  She was at the window when the door rattled followed by the sound of a low, almost inhuman growl.

      Marilyn covered her ears and cowered in the corner while Hettie quickly searched the room.  There!  There across the room was a fireplace poker.  She took it up as the door rattled again.  A thump told her that someone was throwing themselves against the door.

      “Marilyn!” Mr. Stone growled.

      Bloody hell, Hettie thought, no wonder Marilyn Stone had been so afraid to get help.

      “Open the door, Marilyn.”  The raspy command made Hettie’s bones chill.

      “Scotland Yard is on their way,” Hettie called out.

      “You didn’t call them,” the cold voice said. “The only telephone is in my office.”

      “No,” Hettie agreed.  “I sent my friend out the window on bedsheets.”

      “Lies!” The thump cracked the door and Hettie gasped.  Marilyn cried out while Hettie placed herself behind the door, fireplace poker at the ready.

      “Look in your bedroom if you don’t believe me,” Hettie called brightly as if she weren’t terrified.  She might die in the next minutes, but she’d go down cheery and mocking.

      There was a pause and an echoing curse.

      “They’ll be too late for you.”

      Hettie hadn’t thought she could be more afraid until she heard that cold promise.  The thump against the door made the crack widen and she bit down so hard on her bottom lip she could taste the blood.

      “I’ll wring your neck.”

      The door burst open as sirens sounded outside.

      “Too late,” he swore, lumbering through the kindling that had been an ancient solid door.

      Marilyn screamed in terror, hands over her mouth.  Hettie spared her only a glance and then she swung down hard and fast on the monster’s head.  He spun and Hettie got him again.  With one swift grab, he took poker from her. A chilling smile crept over the man’s craggy face and Hettie knew that it would be the last sight she’d ever see.

      He shoved her hard and her head slammed against the wall.  Marilyn screamed again, and it echoed in Hettie’s ears.  With blurred vision, Hettie waited for her neck to be wrenched.  Only instead, as though time had slowed, Jacobus Stone crumpled to the ground in front of her.  Hettie blinked and blinked again.

      Ro’s grinning face swam in Hettie’s gaze as Ro declared, waving a silver-topped cane, “This makes us even for the gasp.”

      On that, Hettie slid to the ground herself.  She blinked blearily as constables and uniformed types came into the room.  When the blokes with the ambulance showed up, she realized that she was, perhaps, more injured than expected.

      Ro tugged Hettie along and she only just realized that they’d been talking to her.  She slowly answered, “I’m sorry, what?”

      Hettie spied a fellow with a notepad and excited questions, and Hettie paused as it seemed the right thing to do, only to be tugged along by Ro.

      “What happened to Marilyn?” Hettie asked.

      The answer was slow in coming, or perhaps it was slow in filtering through her head.  She found that she slipped into sleep only to have someone shake her awake, and time passed in a sort of dazed madness with the only constant being Ro’s face.

      “Have I told you I adore you?” Hettie asked all of the sudden.

      Ro laughed. “Darling, only about one hundred times.”

      “Really?”

      Ro glanced at Hettie more carefully and then gasped, “Well, I think you’re back.”

      “Back?”

      “You’ve had a concussion and you’ve been a bit confused, dear one.  It seemed that I wasn’t quite as soon as I should have been.”

      Hettie looked down at herself stretched on a hospital bed, hospital nightgown and all.  “I think it’s coming back in bits and pieces.  Did I hit him?”

      “Very effectively.  He’s in the other wing with a guard.  I, of course, can also take some credit for that.  I was very effective with the cane I took from his closet.”

      “Marilyn?” Hettie gasped.  “Is she all right?”

      “All right?” Ro repeated and then shook her head.  “No, not really.”

      Hettie gasped and Ro reached out and squeezed her hand.

      “She’ll live.  She took rather a fierce beating by her husband, who murdered her lover, and—it seems lying to Scotland Yard is frowned upon.  She will, however, survive.”

      Hettie relaxed against her pillows.  “And me?”

      “You’ll be fine,” a voice said from the doorway.  The doctor from the morgue, Dr. Hale, stepped into the room, stethoscope around his neck.  His kind eyes crinkled at her.  “You’ve taken a fierce blow, but you’ve got mettle.”

      “Have I?”

      “You saved the wife, found the killer, cleared both your names, and lived to see another day,” Dr. Hale told her.  He examined her eyes, made her follow the movement of his pen, and listened to her heart and lungs before he said, “As I thought.  You’ll be fine.”

      He left a few minutes later, promising she’d be able to go home soon.

      Hettie smiled after him before remembering herself.  “What about the detectives?” she asked Ro.

      Ro frowned, but there was a twinkle in her eye.  “I was scolded rather furiously.”

      “Were you?”

      “Sticking my nose where it didn’t belong, putting myself and you in danger, the idiotic shenanigans of climbing out a window using bedsheets, and most of all—the sheer audacity of solving their crime.”

      Hettie grinned before sitting. She felt only slightly woozy. “I’m ready to leave.”

      “As am I.”

      “I suppose as long as I pay the bill, they can’t be that upset if I step out early?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Ro agreed with the same mischievous glint in her gaze.  “I rather have a taste for shenanigans after climbing out that window.  Don’t think I didn’t note that you knew how to tie the knots.”

      Hettie’s smirk was telling indeed.  With a cheery, relieved outlook, she stepped out of bed, glanced out at the grey summer storm and then over at Ro.  “What a beautiful day.”

      The wind took that moment to gust fiercely around the hospital.

      “Indeed,” Ro said.

      “A bright new start,” Hettie suggested.

      “A new life,” Ro agreed.

      “Freedom,” Hettie said.  “I feel the dawning light of a burden that has been lifted.”

      “As do I,” Ro said with a matching cheery grin and the surreal understanding that, for the first time in a long time, they had the hope of a better day tomorrow.
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      The combined funeral turned out to be the perfect solution. Perhaps Leonard’s and Harvey’s truest friends had died with them.  Or perhaps they had never had true friends.  Either way, the funeral was sparsely attended.  Those in attendance consisted of Hettie, Ro, the relatives who were in England at the time of the death, and the solicitor, Mr. Cooper.

      Ro and Hettie both teared up as they each expected. It was a combination of relief and grief for what they’d lost and what was now finally the end of a nightmare. They had determined upon a sermon with a vicar who was wise enough to focus on the peace that God’s love brings without needing to reflect upon the choices of those who’d never once thought of God or the afterlife, let alone the more immediate painful consequences of their choices.

      Soon it was only Hettie and Ro.  Hettie crumped her handkerchief and turned to Ro.  “I think we’re done here.”

      “Are we?” Ro asked.  She’d stopped looking at the graves some time ago and had become absorbed in the flight of a bumblebee.

      “We are,” Hettie said.  “Shall we put this bit behind us? Perhaps we can now plan our next adventure.”

      Ro swallowed, nodded, and set aside her own handkerchief.  “Let’s go and pick out an auto.”

      “Yes,” Hettie agreed with an immediate excitement that seemed to declare any suggestion would have been met with equal fervor.  “We can drive all over the countryside.”

      “Watch out, world,” Ro called out. “Hettie and Ro are young, free, and ready to play.”

      They heard a throat clear behind them and noted an austere man scowling in their direction.  Hettie grabbed Ro’s hand and they ran out of the graveyard, laughing the entire way.

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      Hullo friends! We are so grateful you dove in and tried out Hettie and Ro.  Their friendship is very similar to the friendship of Bettie and I.  We met more than 6 years ago and have been close friends ever since.  We hope you’ve enjoyed how we’ve indulged our friendship in this book.  If you wouldn’t mind, we would be so grateful for a review.

      

      The sequel to this book is available for preorder now.
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        When the spirit of adventures calls, Hettie and Ro decided to dive in together.  

      

        

      
        They’ve learned to drive autos, so it’s time to conquer motorcycles.  What could go wrong? Inspired by a friend who goes where the wind takes her, Hettie and Ro follow.  They discover adventure—and a dead body.

      

        

      
        When the body disappears before they can get help, Hettie and Ro decide to find both the body and the killer. Join the fun-loving, reckless pair as they try to strike the balance between fun, friendship, and safety.

      

        

      
        Order your copy here.

      

      

      If you want book updates, you could follow me on Facebook.
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