
  
    [image: An Old Money Murder in Mayfair]
  


  
    
      An Old Money Murder in Mayfair

      High Society Lady Detective Book Five

    

    
      
        Sara Rosett

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        About An Old Money Murder in Mayfair

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        The Story Behind the Story

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Sara Rosett

      

    

    

  


  
    
      AN OLD MONEY MURDER IN MAYFAIR

      Book Five in the High Society Lady Detective series

      Published by McGuffin Ink

      

      Copyright © 2020 by Sara Rosett

      Cover Design: Alchemy Book Covers

      Editing: Historical Editorial

      

      All rights are reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this work may be used, stored, transmitted, or reproduced in any manner or form whatsoever without express written permission from the author and publisher.

      

      This is a work of fiction, and names, characters, incidents, and places are products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, incidents, and places is coincidental.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About An Old Money Murder in Mayfair

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Midnight treasure hunts, fancy-dress parties, and a blue-blooded murder . . .

      

      

      November, 1923. Olive’s school chum, Gigi, invites Olive to London because Gigi’s dotty grandmother fears for her life—or so she’s said to Gigi. However Olive is surprised to find that the dowager is far from muddled. The sharp and imperious matriarch refuses to admit to her worries and sends Olive on her way.

      Without a client or case, Olive is swept into the glittering lifestyle of the “fast set,” and their decadent excess. But then among the cocktails and champagne, a murderer strikes during a frivolous party game, and Olive realizes the dowager’s fears were well-founded.

      Can Olive unmask the upper crust culprit before the party’s over for a Bright Young Person?

      An Old Money Murder in Mayfair is the fifth installment in the popular High Society Lady Detective series from USA Today bestselling author Sara Rosett. Join Olive and her dapper sleuthing partner, Jasper, as they navigate the extravagant parties of the Bright Young People as well as their own budding relationship . . .
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      I strode along South Audley Street, my chin tucked into my coat collar against the sharp November wind, holding my suitcase in one hand and the birdcage in the other. It’s bad form for a houseguest to arrive with a pet, but it couldn’t be helped—I had to bring the parrot with me to Alton House.

      I had accidentally acquired Mr. Quigley, an African gray parrot, through an interesting series of events that occurred during a dinner party at Parkview Hall. I hadn’t been looking for a pet. Being a working girl didn’t leave room for much else in my life, but it had fallen to me to care for Mr. Quigley until I could find him a new home. He was quite entertaining. His previous owner had been a missionary, and Mr. Quigley was given to spouting Scripture quotations occasionally.

      My former landlady, Mrs. Gutler, had been quite fond of Mr. Quigley. She’d been more than happy to keep an eye on him during my recent trip to Warwickshire. But Mrs. Gutler was closing her boardinghouse, and I’d found a minuscule flat to lease. I’d intended to move to my new flat that morning and install Mr. Quigley there before departing to stay with my school chum, Gigi, who lived in Mayfair. My flat would be about a half-hour walk. I could pop over and check on Mr. Quigley each day until I’d sorted out the problem that had prompted Gigi’s invitation. But when I’d arrived at my new flat to pick up the keys, the hall porter had informed me of the landlord’s apologies and handed me an envelope, returning my deposit. Someone had made the landlord a better offer than what I’d agreed to pay, and the landlord had taken it.

      I was due at Gigi’s for tea, and I’d spent the intervening hours trying to find new living quarters, but I hadn’t been successful. I’d stopped at a callbox and rung my good friend Jasper Rimington in the hopes that he might be able to take charge of Mr. Quigley, but Jasper was leaving town.

      “One of my semi-annual command appearances before the pater. I could have Grigsby take charge of Mr. Quigley for you.”

      “Oh, no. The situation isn’t that desperate yet. Grigsby is already less than fond of me, and I don’t want to give him any more reasons to dislike me.”

      “Rotten luck, what with the landlord renting the flat out from underneath you, old bean.”

      “Yes, it’s too disappointing for words.”

      I literally couldn’t speak about it without a tight feeling in the back of my throat. When I had first taken the envelope from the hall porter, my vision had blurred as I’d teared up. I’d spent quite a long time searching London for new accommodations after Mrs. Gutler, a widow, had announced she was marrying and would be closing her boardinghouse. After so many unsuccessful attempts to arrange lodgings, I’d thought I’d finally found somewhere to settle. Granted, the rooms had been small and dim, but at least they were clean and free of mold. It was to have been my very own place for at least twelve months.

      Jasper had continued, “I should be back from the country within a day or two. I’d be happy to take Mr. Quigley then.”

      “Thank you, Jasper. That’s kind of you.”

      “I’ll give you a ring at Alton House when I get back in town. But I’m sure it will be fine. Gigi seems a good sort.”

      “It’s not Gigi I’m worried about. She won’t mind. It’s her grandmother’s reaction that concerns me.” Gigi, more formally known as Lady Gina Alton, came from a prestigious old-money family, and I wasn’t sure what sort of reception I’d get arriving with a parrot in tow.

      I’d said goodbye to Jasper, then set off for Alton House on foot. Thank goodness I’d sent my trunk of clothes directly to Alton House. I only had one small case and the birdcage to tote around.

      After a few minutes of walking, I reached Alton House, an imposing four-story Beaux Arts mansion in the heart of Mayfair. No lawn or shrubbery separated the house from the street, just a strip of pavement and a low stone balustrade. The stately façade of stone medallions and intricately carved pediments loomed over me as I rang the bell.

      When the door opened, a tall butler with a full head of silver hair looked down at me from his hooded eyes. Elrick was a figure I remembered from a prior visit to Alton House with Gigi during our school holidays. Her parents often traveled, and, when they were away, her grandmother came to oversee Alton House, bringing her staff with her, which included her butler. Even though his expression didn’t change, as soon as his gaze fell on the birdcage, I could feel a wave of disapproval.

      “Hello, Elrick.”

      Before he could reply, an alto voice came from beyond his shoulder. “Who is it, Elrick? Is it Olive?”

      Gigi’s elfin form appeared at the butler’s side. Her glossy black hair styled in an Eton crop barely reached the butler’s shoulder. “It is! Elrick, let Olive in.”

      The butler gave way, and Gigi drew me inside the massive entry with its white marble staircase. The wrought-iron balustrade curved elegantly up to the gallery above. The entire flat I’d hoped to live in would have fit comfortably on the staircase landing.

      “It’s simply marvelous you’re here, Olive. And you brought Mr. Quigley. Splendid! Just what we need around here to make things more lively, isn’t it, Elrick?” She flipped back the cloth cover from the cage, and Mr. Quigley tilted his head to the side.

      “I’m sure I couldn’t say.” Instead of the bland tones I would expect from an upper servant, I heard a note of disapproval directed at Gigi in Elrick’s reply. Either she didn’t notice or she decided to ignore it.

      Gigi hunched over and peered inside the cage. “Say something for Elrick. Show him how clever you are, Mr. Quigley.”

      Mr. Quigley sidestepped along his perch and, with a ruffle of his feathers, let out a squawk that could probably be heard belowstairs in the kitchen. I flipped the cloth back over the cage. “Perhaps later.”

      Gigi popped up. “Of course. I’ll show you to your room.” Elrick had signaled to a footman, who took my suitcase and the birdcage.

      Gigi looped her arm through mine and pulled me to the staircase. “I’m so glad you’ve arrived.” She squeezed my arm. “It’s been grim with Granny here.”

      The clack of the typewriter sounded as we walked along the corridor upstairs. It brought to mind Jasper a week ago at Hawthorne House, his fingers flying over the keys as he typed an art inventory for me. I’d discovered Jasper had a hidden talent—touch typing. But unlike Jasper, whose fingers had hardly ever paused, this typist slowly picked out a few letters, then trailed off into silence.

      “My cousin Felix. He’s working on a new play,” Gigi said and put a finger to her lips as we passed the open door. A young man sat at a desk, his back to the door. He wore a cape that trailed to the floor on each side of his chair. The cape hid his build, but if his narrow neck was any indication, he was a skinny young man. He wasn’t bent over the typewriter. His head was up, and he seemed to be gazing out the window in front of his desk. He didn’t notice us as we walked by.

      When we were a few steps down the hall, Gigi spoke but kept her voice low. “Poor Felix. He’s had a rough time. His first play opened last week. The critics weren’t kind. I think he should stick to novels. He wrote a ‘shocker’ that he let me read. I thought it was splendid, but he wants to write plays.”

      Gigi had occasionally mentioned her younger cousin, Viscount Daley, but I didn’t know he’d had a play performed. “Was his play any good?”

      “No idea, darling. I fell asleep before intermission, so I don’t really know.”

      “Gigi, that’s terrible!”

      “I’d danced all night the evening before. A girl can’t be expected to stay awake when there isn’t any banter to enjoy. Felix is a dear, but his stuff is rather dreary. Granny forbade him to read his poetry aloud at tea after the one about the blood in the trenches.”

      “Oh, was he in the War?” The fragility of his neck had given me the impression that he was young.

      “Oh, no. He’s three years younger than I am, but he says”—her voice shifted to a deeper timbre—“all the best literature is of a sober nature.” She grinned. “I tease him terribly. He’s such a serious little bug. I tell him life is beastly enough. He doesn’t need to dwell on the bad parts.” A shadow seemed to pass over Gigi’s face, and I imagined she was thinking of her older brother, Jeffery, who’d died during the first days of the War. “I tell him that now’s not the time to focus on death and dying. Now’s the time to live.” Her words were fierce, and someone who didn’t know her might have thought she sounded callous, but I knew she’d been devastated at the news of Jeffery’s death. I thought her abandonment to what some would call a self-indulgent existence was her way of embracing life.

      “And Felix is staying here at Alton House?” In the quick glimpse I’d gotten as we passed by, the room had looked neat apart from the desk, but it also had a lived-in atmosphere with stacks of books and newspapers ranging across the surfaces and pictures propped up on the bureau.

      “Yes, it was Granny’s idea. She says it’s only right that the heir should be here with Daddy. Never mind that Daddy and Mummy are away half the year.”

      “And how are your parents? Are they having a good journey?”

      “Splendid, now that they’re off the ship. Mummy suffers from the most ghastly seasickness. She said in her last letter that she’s so glad to be on land that she doesn’t even mind the heat in India.” Gigi opened one of the paneled doors that were twice as tall as we were. “Here we are. Mrs. Monce, the housekeeper, suggested you have this room as it’s away from the noise of the street.”

      “Oh, it’s lovely.” The wall coverings were a pale rose, which made a nice contrast to the intricately carved and gilded trim of the rococo furniture, which had a hand-painted flower motif. Swaths of a floral brocade hung from the ceiling to enclose the bed, and drapes of the same material framed the windows, which looked out over a square garden. A fire blazed in the grate, and my luggage had already been brought up along with Mr. Quigley’s cage. The delightful room was more spacious than any flat within my meager budget.

      A door opened across the hall, and a plump woman with straw-colored blonde hair came out, pulling on her gloves. The moment she saw Gigi, she rushed in through the open door to my room and clasped Gigi’s hands. “Rollo’s written to me again. It’s too, too divine.” She swung their linked hands in and out as she spoke.

      “Goodness, Addie. That’s every day for a fortnight. Very impressive. I think you have him well and truly hooked.”

      “I do hope so.” Addie squeezed Gigi’s hands before dropping them. “He’s the most adorable man. I’m off to meet him now. He’s taking me to Gunter’s.”

      “How lovely. Before you go, may I present my friend?” Gigi turned so that I was included in the conversation and performed the introduction. “Olive, this is Addie Inglebrook, Captain Inglebrook’s sister. Addie, this is Olive Belgrave, a good friend of mine.”

      Addie bounced on her toes as she turned to me. “How too, too marvelous! More young people!”

      “How do you do, Miss Inglebrook?” As we exchanged greetings, I scanned her apple-cheeked face and soft brown eyes, but I couldn’t see any similarity to the dashing Captain Inglebrook, who had recently set many hearts aflutter. My cousin Gwen had been among that group, but her interest in Inglebrook had only lasted a short time.

      Addie smiled widely, bringing out dimples on either side of her mouth. “If you’re looking for the family resemblance, I’m afraid there isn’t much of one. Thomas is my stepbrother.”

      “Forgive me for staring.”

      “And you must call me Addie. Gigi spoke of you so fondly that I feel as if I already know you. I do hope we’ll become the best of pals.”

      “Then you must call me Olive.” There was really no other reply in the face of such determined enthusiasm. “Is your stepbrother staying here as well?” I asked Addie while sending Gigi an arch look.

      “No, he’s staying nearby with a friend.”

      “Which works out well,” Gigi said. “Granny would never allow a single gentleman to stay, even when we have other guests. She’s quite the Victorian dragon.”

      The clocks in the house began ringing at the top of the hour, the grandfather clock with a deep bass knell, and the smaller carriage clocks with light cascading chimes. Addie took a few steps back, moving through the doorway into the corridor. “I’m sorry to run off, but I must fly. Rollo hates to wait.” She said the last sentence as if impatience was the most endearing characteristic she could name about a man. She hurried off with a springy step, humming “Ain’t We Got Fun.”

      Gigi sighed as she watched Addie disappear down the stairs. “She is smitten. That first flush of love. It quite obliterates one’s ability to think rationally.” Gigi sent me a saucy grin. “I want that.”

      “You always want to be in love.”

      “As Addie would say, it’s ‘too, too divine.’”

      “Is Rollo equally smitten with her?”

      “I believe so. Do you know him? Roland Weatherspoon? Good family from the Dales. He has a passion for motorcars. Don’t let him corner you during a party. You’ll never hear the end of his chatter about engine parts, pistons, and horsepower.”

      “Noted.” I moved to flick back the cover over the birdcage. I was surprised to see Mr. Quigley’s water bowl was full. The footman who’d brought him to my room must have seen to it before he departed. “And isn’t Captain Inglebrook too, too divine? Or have you gone off him?”

      Gigi loved to be in love, but she fell in and out of the state rapidly. She strolled around the room, inspecting the flower arrangement on the small table beside the armchair and whisking away a crumpled leaf. “There’s nothing very interesting going on with Captain Inglebrook. I’m not head over heels like Addie.”

      “But his sister is staying here.”

      The door of the wardrobe hadn’t been closed completely. Gigi crossed to it, put a hand on the spray of roses and daisies painted on the center, and pushed it shut. A little grin curved up the corners of her mouth. “It does give him many reasons to visit us.”

      “And flirt with you.”

      “I’m never opposed to flirtation. And Addie is a dear. So enthusiastic and cheerful. It’s nice to have her around. She counteracts Felix’s gloom.”

      “His new play isn’t going well?”

      “I think it isn’t going at all. That’s the problem.” Gigi cocked her head toward the still-open door. No sounds of clacking typewriter keys broke the silence. Gigi made a face. “I’ll have a word with him to be on his best behavior at dinner tonight. He’s a grump when he doesn’t get more than a page written.”

      “He won’t be down for tea?”

      “I doubt it. He’ll sit there all afternoon, staring out the window.” Gigi shook her head. “I don’t understand it. How can he be still that long?” Gigi, who had walked to the window to tweak the drape and then crossed to the door again, paused with her hand on the knob. “I’ll leave you to freshen up. Would you like to come down for tea and meet Granny, or would you rather wait and meet her before dinner?”

      “I’ll come down for tea. That’s why I’m here, after all.” Gigi had only told me that her grandmother thought someone was trying to harm her. Initially, I’d had the impression that her grandmother was a bit on the dotty side, but that didn’t match up with Gigi’s description of her as a dragon.

      “Excellent. I’ll meet you in the drawing room.”

      “Wait. Aren’t you going to tell me what’s worrying your grandmother?”

      “I think I should let her explain it.”

      I frowned at the door after Gigi closed it, wishing she’d at least given me some details. It wasn’t like her to be coy—not with me. She excelled in coy flirting, but she’d always been forthcoming when it was just “us girls.”

      I turned back to the cage and opened the door. I’d learned in the last few weeks that Mr. Quigley liked to walk around my dressing table as I freshened up. He stalked across it, twisting his head at his reflection as I removed my hat and combed my bobbed hair. I dusted powder lightly over my face, then applied a thin layer of lipstick. I suspected Gigi’s grandmother, the Dowager Duchess of Alton, was the sort to frown on cosmetics.

      I held out my arm. Mr. Quigley nudged my powder puff, then returned to studying his reflection as I tried to coax him to come to me. After nosing around my jewelry box, he finally hopped on my wrist. He cocked his head so I could stroke the feathers along his neck as I took him back to the cage. “I’m off to see the Victorian dragon.”

      He flitted inside and landed on the perch, squawked, then announced, “Redeem the time.”

      I recognized the verse—I was the daughter of a retired clergyman, after all—which concluded, “For the days are evil.”

      I closed the door on the cage. “Well, that’s not auspicious. Couldn’t you come up with something more cheerful?”

      Mr. Quigley hopped over to his water bowl, and I made a mental note to teach him a few less ominous phrases.
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      The Dowager Duchess of Alton didn’t look like a dragon. The vast baroque-style drawing room dwarfed her. Everything from the furniture to the paintings had an ornately carved gilt edge and was either white, gold, or crystal. The dowager, her black gown contrasting with the alabaster tones of the decor, perched on a scroll-arm settee on the far side of the room. She had the same petite frame as Gigi, and at first glance, she reminded me more of a starling than a fantastic creature. But as I followed Gigi across the spacious room, I revised my assessment.

      The dowager was speaking to a slender younger woman with sloping shoulders who had her back to us. The young woman’s hair was the color of weak tea and was pulled back into a saggy bun at the nape of her neck. The unimaginative hairstyle was at odds with the elegant cut and material of the young woman’s dress. After a moment I realized it was a dress I’d seen Gigi wear a few times. The young woman murmured something, then the dowager’s words carried across the room. “Yes, and tell Lady Alice that I absolutely disagree. It is imperative we have only three on the committee. That is all, Clara.”

      The young woman headed for the door. I think she would have passed us with only a nod, but Gigi stopped her. “Olive, may I present my cousin and Granny’s companion, Clara Clack.” I smiled at the woman as Gigi continued, “Clara, this is an old school chum of mine, Olive Belgrave.”

      Clara wore no powder or lipstick, and freckles stood out on her fair skin, dotting thickly across her nose and upper cheeks. Her stubby fair lashes were bare of mascara. She looked to be older than Gigi, but I wasn’t sure by how much. Her pale skin was unlined except for a few wrinkles around her eyes, but now that I was close to her, I could see a few silver hairs threaded through her pale brown hair.

      She mumbled a greeting, and I had to strain to hear her.

      “How do you do, Miss Clack?” I widened my smile, feeling sorry for the woman. The life of a companion was a difficult one. She straddled two worlds, not completely fitting in either one. While she wasn’t a servant, she was clearly at the dowager’s beck and call, and I was sure her outmoded hairstyle and lack of cosmetics were either to please the dowager or at the dowager’s command. She wouldn’t be completely accepted in the servants’ hall either, especially since she wore Gigi’s cast-off gowns.

      The dowager’s imperious voice rang out, carrying clearly across the immense room. “And bring my shawl when you return, Clara.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.” Clara scuttled away, her head bent and her gaze focused on the ornate pattern in the carpet as Gigi and I joined the dowager.

      While the dowager’s black silk dress was styled in the latest fashion, she radiated a Victorian sensibility from her thick upswept hair to her impeccable posture and the cameo at her throat. As Gigi presented me, the dowager surveyed me, and I could understand why Gigi called her a dragon. The dowager’s gaze, cold and critical, skimmed over me, lingering on the trace of red lipstick and my calf-length skirt. She sniffed and turned her attention to the tea tray. “Another modern miss, I see.”

      “Granny, you mustn’t be so stuffy. Olive is staying with us a few days. She’s here to help you.” Gigi favored her grandmother in looks as well as stature. It was a bit uncanny looking at Gigi and her grandmother side by side on the settee. They created a strange sort of mirror image across the decades. If I had any question about what Gigi would look like in fifty years, I only needed to look to her grandmother. I would bet that in her youth the dowager duchess looked remarkably like Gigi did now.

      The dowager concentrated on selecting a sponge finger from the tea tray. “Whatever can you mean, Gina?”

      “Olive will help you with the fact that you think someone is trying to harm you.”

      The dowager’s only reaction was that her nostrils flared slightly. Her tone, which had been dismissive when Gigi presented me, now held a note of coldness. “That is not something to be discussed.” She turned toward me. “I hope you have a delightful stay here at Alton House, but I assure you, I do not need any assistance.”

      The words especially from the likes of you hung unspoken in the air. I’d been put in my place.

      “Granny! Really! Even though you act like that, it’s not true. I know it isn’t.” Gigi passed a teacup to me as she said to her grandmother, “You’re worried. I can tell you are, and I asked Olive here especially for you. You can trust her. She’s very discreet.”

      I sipped my tea and kept my expression neutral, ignoring the sting of the dowager’s attitude. I was too much of a lady to retaliate. It would be bad form to respond in kind. Gigi had asked me here to help, and I’d try to do so for her sake. “I’m sure you can dispatch any problem that arises, Your Grace,” I said. “But if you’d like to discuss . . . any worries or concerns, I’m happy to listen.”

      Gigi handed me a plate with a slice of seed cake. “Olive helped Lady Agnes with that ghastly rumor about the mummy curse.”

      I could tell that the name of the aristocratic lady carried weight with the dowager because she eyed me again, but she only said, “How kind of you to help her. However, there is nothing amiss at Alton House.” She sent a severe look at Gigi, but it didn’t seem to bother Gigi at all. She transferred a slice of seed cake to her plate.

      With an inflection that indicated the discussion was closed and we were moving to a new topic, the dowager said, “Now, Gina, I expect you to be in the drawing room before the gong sounds tonight. You’re invited as well, Miss Belgrave,” she added in an off-handed manner.

      “Thank you. Of course, I’d be delighted—”

      The door burst open, and Felix strode across the room. The cape flared out as he moved, making his weedy figure appear more substantial. His dark hair was parted in the middle of his head and wasn’t slicked back with hair cream. It fell on each side of his brow, bobbing and bouncing against his temples. He had a pale complexion, except for two bright red spots that stood out on his cheeks. He surged up to our grouping, and I thought his knobby leg would bump into the tea tray and knock it over, but he stopped just short of it. He shook a piece of paper at the dowager. “Is it true? Did you pay off Randolph to write that horrible review of my last play?”

      “Felix, we have a guest,” the dowager said mildly.

      Gigi put down her plate and performed the introduction. Felix and I said, “How do you do,” then he immediately turned back to the dowager. “Is it true?”

      She let out a tiny sigh that indicated she found the topic tedious. “Since you insist on pressing the matter, yes. I dropped a line to Mr. Randolph and told him you have more important activities to pursue. I let him know it would be to everyone’s benefit if you let go of this frivolous pursuit.”

      The brightness had faded out of Felix’s complexion when Gigi presented me, but now the color rushed back. “You did! You paid him off. That horrible review was your doing.”

      The dowager’s already cool gaze turned positively arctic. “I would never do such a thing. I simply let Mr. Randolph know where your best interests lie.” She waved a hand, indicating the drawing room. “Which is here at Alton House. You don’t seem to understand that you will be the duke in the future. You must spend your time learning how to run everything instead of concentrating on a useless hobby.”

      “Granny, you didn’t!”

      The dowager didn’t seem the least bit perturbed by Gigi’s outraged tone, or the fact that Felix was breathing so hard that the edges of the cape rippled with the movement of his chest. The paper he clutched had completely disappeared into his clenched fist.

      All the dowager’s attention was focused on pouring a cup of tea, her face completely relaxed. “I most certainly did.” She put down the teapot. “As I’ve said many times, Felix, you must accept your true and appropriate role—and that is not as a playwright.” She infused the last word with disdain.

      The door opened, and Elrick announced, “Captain Inglebrook.”

      Tall and broad-shouldered, Inglebrook looked as dashing as ever. I’d last seen him a few weeks ago at Parkview Hall, where he’d been a guest for a dinner party. With his slicked-back midnight-black hair, thin mustache, and charming manner, he had the aura of a cinema star about him.

      If he picked up on the tension in the drawing room, he ignored it—as one does. He came across the thick carpet to our group, his smile wide. He greeted the dowager first, then she poured a cup of tea and held it out to Felix. “Do have a seat, Felix.” A hint of reprimand flowed through her words, which also carried the unspoken command of and don’t make a scene.

      The color had receded again from Felix’s face, but he still held himself with a tense, angry stance. He stared at the cup of tea for a moment, then seemed to deflate as his gaze swept around the grouping.

      Inglebrook took a seat. Felix accepted the cup the dowager held out, then dropped into a chair a little distance from the rest of the group. He looked exhausted. Gigi gave Inglebrook a flirtatious look from her lashes as she handed him his tea.

      I’d known Gigi long enough to know her saucy manner was second nature to her when someone as attractive as Inglebrook was nearby. Another man might have been bowled over by Gigi’s attention, but it seemed Inglebrook recognized there was nothing beyond Gigi’s coquettishness than the desire for a bit of fun. I suspected he and Gigi enjoyed their banter. It was almost as if their exchanges were an exercise in sharpening their flirting skills.

      After chatting with the dowager and Gigi for a moment, Inglebrook turned to me. “Miss Belgrave, we meet again. What nefarious going-on brings you to Alton House?”

      I didn’t think it was possible for the dowager to straighten her posture any further, but she managed to do it. It was rather like a cat puffing up its fur in the face of a threat. I kept my attention on Inglebrook, but I could feel the weight of her gaze on me. “I’m here to visit Gigi.”

      The dowager cut in. “Yes, for the dinner party tonight. You’re coming, aren’t you, Captain Inglebrook?”

      “Of course.”

      Inglebrook caught sight of someone over my shoulder and stood. “Good afternoon, Miss Clack. Please have my seat.”

      “Oh, no—I mean, thank you, but I’m only here to bring this shawl to Her Grace . . .” Her soft-spoken words trailed off as she went to the dowager and arranged the fringed wrap around the dowager’s shoulders.

      Clara moved away, but Inglebrook had remained standing and stepped into her path. “Please, I insist.” He gestured to his vacated seat. “How are you today, Miss Clack?”

      Clara sat down, and a pretty pink color filled her cheeks that hadn’t been there earlier. “Very well, Captain.” She reached for a workbasket. Inglebrook smiled at her, the skin crinkling around what another woman had described to me as his “smoldering” dark eyes. He complimented Clara on the needlework she’d taken out, and she mumbled a reply.

      I hoped Inglebrook would tone down his charm. Clara was an altogether different category from Gigi. She didn’t flirt with abandon like Gigi did. If he continued smiling at Clara that way, it wouldn’t only be Addie who was head over heels in love.

      Gigi asked Clara if she’d like a cup of tea, and the dowager took charge of the conversation. We discussed the recent clear weather and the upcoming dinner party. Then Gigi described a treasure hunt a friend was planning for the following evening. “I’m sure it will be as entertaining as last night’s fancy dress party. Everyone came in Victorian clothing. Fortunately, I found a suitable dress in the attic. I’m quite glad those horrible corsets have gone out of style.”

      The dowager cleared her throat, and Gigi moved off the topic of undergarments. “Edith’s planning a party for next week with a Greek theme. Everyone will receive a laurel wreath when they arrive. The ballroom will be draped in white silk swags, and she’s commissioned an artist to paint an enormous backdrop of the Parthenon that will cover one wall of the ballroom. I do hope I can find something fitting to wear. Perhaps I’ll dress up as Athena.”

      “You most certainly will not.” The dowager set her cup down with a snap.

      Felix, who had been gulping down his tea, placed the cup and saucer on a side table and stood. “I’m sorry, but I have important matters to attend to. Please excuse me.”

      Gigi’s gaze followed him as he left the room, a wrinkle appearing between her brows.

      “What a neat stitch you have there, Miss Clack,” Inglebrook said. Clara had shifted her chair so that it was a bit outside our circle, and she’d been so quiet that I’d almost forgotten she was there.

      She lifted her head from her needlework. “Thank you, Captain.” Her quiet words were breathy.

      “All that concentration on such tiny details,” Inglebrook continued. “A chap wouldn’t have the patience for it. I don’t see how you ladies do it.”

      “Some of us don’t,” Gigi said.

      Inglebrook swiveled to face her. “You don’t sew?”

      “I’m a dreadful example of what not to do, Captain Inglebrook.” Gigi gave him a look that added a provocative hint to her words.

      The dowager frowned. “Despite what my granddaughter says, Captain Inglebrook, Lady Gina has been trained in all the ladylike arts.”

      “I just find them boring.”

      The dowager’s frown deepened. With Gigi around, I imagined the dowager frowned quite a bit.

      Captain Inglebrook took his leave, and shortly afterward, the dowager stood. “Come, Clara. I need you to make notes.” The dowager sailed away across the drawing room. Clara shoved her needle into the fabric, then tucked it into her workbasket. She took a few steps, then hesitated a moment beside Gigi. She seemed to be about to say something, but the dowager looked back from the doorway. “Clara, don’t dawdle.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.” Clara hurried after the stately figure of the dowager.

      Gigi reached for another slice of seed cake. “Poor Felix. I’ll have to look in on him. He’s such a sensitive soul. If only Granny would stop being so managing. The more she pushes him to give up his writing, the more stubborn he becomes.” She paused, her fork poised in the air. “Stubbornness runs in the family. Granny has it in spades. I’d hoped she’d talk to you today, but I should have realized it would take her a few days to come around. This is one of those things that takes time.”

      “Gigi, that’s something I never thought I’d hear you say.”

      “I’ll admit I am a most impatient creature, but I do know my grandmother. If you stay a few days and she sees that you’re discreet, she will speak to you.”

      “It doesn’t appear that your grandmother is worried about a thing.”

      “Oh, but she is. She senses something ‘ominous’ directed at her.”

      “What exactly has happened to cause her to worry?”

      Gigi put her fork on the plate. “There have been a few incidents. It would be better if she told you about them. I’m sure they’re nothing, but clearly they’re worrying her.”

      “Gigi, just tell me.”

      “All right. There was a narrow miss with a motor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “A narrow miss with a motor?” I said, my voice rising. That wasn’t at all what I’d expected. “That sounds serious, Gigi.”

      “It’s not as worrisome as it seems, I assure you. I was with her at the time, and I’m sure it was just an incompetent driver. He swerved, realized he was dangerously close to the pavement, and corrected his direction.”

      “So you saw the driver?”

      “No, it was all a blur.”

      “But you said he swerved.”

      “Well, yes, but I couldn’t really make out anything. It all happened so fast. And shortly after that, Granny was taken ill after dinner. She’d said her food tasted odd. She was quite sick during the night, but Dr. Benhurst said it was nothing more than a bad bout with the flu. It was going around.”

      “Did anyone else in the house become sick?”

      “I felt a bit queasy, but nothing like Granny. Dr. Benhurst told me that wasn’t unusual. It was much harder on Granny—because of her age, you know.”

      “How long ago did these things happen?”

      Gigi took a narrow black tube from her pocket. She tugged on it, expanding the telescopic cigarette holder. “A few weeks ago.” She flipped open the cigarette box on the table beside her. She inserted a cigarette into the holder, which was ringed with tiny diamond baguettes. “Granny’s so stuffy. She abhors it when I smoke in company.”

      “How far apart?” I asked, referring to the incidents that troubled the dowager.

      Gigi stared at one of the room’s chandeliers for a moment. “A few days. Within the same week, I believe.”

      “Gigi, even if both things were a coincidence, they should be looked into.”

      Gigi lit the cigarette and sat back, a smile on her face as she slipped her lighter into her pocket. “That’s why I’ve asked you here, Olive.”

      “But I’m not qualified to handle something like this.”

      Gigi raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you?” She twisted her head and blew cigarette smoke away from me. It drifted up toward the ornate plasterwork of the ceiling.

      I shifted in my chair, inching back even though I was sitting several feet away from her on the other side of the furniture grouping. Intellectually, I knew the smoke would disperse long before it reached me, but cigarette smoke tended to set off my asthma, so I instinctively avoided it. “I may have helped sort things out in some rather unpleasant situations, but those were after someone had died. Not before. If someone intends to harm the dowager, you must contact the police.”

      “Oh, pish. She’s just nervy. Even with that now, she won’t have the police involved. No, you’re just the person to help her see it’s all in her head and that she has nothing to worry about. Please, Olive, you will do it, won’t you?”

      “But what if she’s right? What if someone does want to hurt her? Does she have any enemies?”

      “Too many to count, darling.”

      “Gigi. Be serious.”

      “I am.” She leaned forward. The smile was gone. “She’s a managing sort of woman and thinks her ideas are best. She’s in a position to force her will onto whomever she pleases. Of course people become upset when she interferes with their plans.”

      “And who has she done this to?”

      “Everyone.”

      “Surely not.”

      “Oh, yes. It’s Granny’s way. She thinks she knows what’s best, and she arranges our lives for us. Why do you think I spend so many holidays in other people’s homes? I’m so looking forward to when Mummy and Daddy return. Granny will go back to the country, where she can manage the affairs of the village instead of this house and my life.”

      A footman entered with a large box. “For you, Miss Belgrave.” He deposited the oblong package on the settee beside me.

      “For me? Are you sure?”

      “Yes, miss. It was sent over just now, redirected from an address in South Kensington.”

      “Perhaps it is mine, then.” The flat I’d intended to lease had been in South Kensington. I checked the label. “It’s from Gwen. She must have sent it to what I thought would be my new address.”

      Gigi dismissed the footman as I began untying the thick string that encircled the box. “How is Gwen?” Gigi asked. We’d all been school chums together.

      “She’s so in love that she’s practically glowing.”

      “Then you approve of the match between her and the policeman?”

      “Detective Inspector, as Gwen would point out. Yes, I do. He’s madly in love with her and thinks Gwen is marvelous.”

      “And her parents? Are they opposed?”

      I hesitated, choosing my words. Gigi wasn’t a gossip, and I knew she was interested in Gwen’s happiness, so I didn’t give her a pat answer. “On the whole, no. Overall, they want Gwen to be happy. There’s a bit of . . . how shall I phrase it? An adjustment of their expectations, but I think it will all work out well. Inspector Longly does truly care for her, and she for him.”

      Gigi sighed. “It must be nice to marry as one pleases. I am a bit worried for Addie and Rollo.”

      “Why?”

      “Essie told me Rollo must marry money.”

      “Essie is usually right about these things.” Essie Matthews, another finishing-school chum, adored outlandish hats and wrote a society column for The Hullabaloo. Essie often put hints of society’s scandals into her stories, but her information was usually spot-on. “That’s the advantage of marrying a man who has a steady income.”

      “And no draughty country pile to maintain either. Yes, I suppose you’re right. Gwen and her inspector will have a comfy service flat in London and be blissfully happy.”

      “What are the dowager’s plans for you? Do you know?” I was curious. Gigi had always seemed to live with only her own interests guiding her actions. The thought that her family’s expectations weighed on her was something I’d never seen evidence of before.

      “Oh, I know what Granny would like, but nothing in the world will induce me to walk down the aisle with her favorite, Earl Mudmere.”

      “Earl Mudmere?” He’d visited Parkview Hall a few times, and I’d never met anyone less interested in their outward appearance. He was the sort of person who genuinely didn’t care about looking well turned-out. I couldn’t imagine what he’d have in common with Gigi, who was interested in fashion and enjoyed looking smart. There was also an age gap of at least a quarter of a century between Gigi and the earl. Perhaps I hadn’t heard correctly. “Earl Mudmere, who looks like a balding scarecrow and constantly has a monocle screwed into an eye socket?”

      “Yes. He’s quite well off, despite his scattershot approach to personal attire.”

      “Well, you’re quite good at holding to your own course.”

      “That I am. And I do have the prospect of a comfortable income of my own, so I don’t have to marry money.” She put down her cigarette and picked up a bit of discarded string from the box’s wrapping that I’d placed on the table. She wound it around her finger.

      Gigi had received a small inheritance from a distant cousin while we were in finishing school, and that gave her a measure of independence, but it was well known that the dowager intended to settle a large portion of her considerable estate on Gigi.

      I nodded and focused on loosening the last knot. For a moment, I felt a tiny sting of envy. I’d once thought my future as secure as Gigi’s, but bad investment advice had wiped out my prospects.

      “Or that’s what everyone tells me—and I tell myself.” The tip of her finger turned pink as she held the string in place. “Sometimes I think having only a little money would be better than having ‘prospects.’ Granny has a hold on the whole family—all of us—because of her money. Of course Daddy has the title, but the estates don’t bring in enough to finance everything, not like they once did. He’s growing more dependent on Granny every year. He has to have outside money to keep everything going. We’re all like marionettes, and she enjoys tightening the strings and making us dance.”

      I firmly stomped on that ember of envy. Gigi was right. The inheritance from the dowager would eventually give her financial stability, but for now, it meant the dowager exerted a degree of regulation over her life. I wasn’t good at taking direction or following a well-marked path. I was better off making my own way, even if my path was less opulent than Gigi’s.

      “Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to cut the strings and be free—like you.”

      “It is quite nice to make one’s own decisions. Of course, I don’t have a place to call home at the moment, which is a bit of a drawback.”

      “I’m sure you’ll have that sorted soon. You always manage to figure out something. And if not, you can stay here with me.” Gigi unwound the string and tossed it on the tea tray. “Mummy and Daddy won’t mind. They barely know I’m here, so one more person in the house won’t trouble them at all.”

      I unpicked the last knot. The top of the box fit snugly. Gigi ground out her cigarette, collapsed her cigarette holder, and came over to help me. It took both of us to wiggle off the box lid. It came away suddenly, and the updraft it released caused the tissue paper inside to pulse up, giving a tantalizing glimpse of gold fabric and sequins before it fell back into place.

      I pushed the paper away and froze. The most beautiful evening gown I’d ever seen was nestled inside the tissue. It was the color of champagne. Intricate swirling patterns of seed pearls and sequins covered the bodice and full-length skirt.

      “How utterly gorgeous,” Gigi said in a tone usually reserved for overwhelming architecture or majestic views of nature.

      “This must be a mistake.”

      “Never say you’re going to send it back! It’s so beautiful.” Gigi stroked one of the shoulder seams like she was caressing a pet. “Look, there’s a card tucked into the edge.”

      “It’s Gwen’s handwriting.” I opened it and skimmed the short note.

      

      
        
        Dear Olive,

        

        Mother and I had this gown made for you when we stopped over in Paris. We were saving it to give to you as your Christmas present, but when I heard you were to visit Alton House, I convinced Mother we had to send it now. I hope you wear it to the swankiest of gatherings!

        I’m off to meet Lucas’s parents. I’m alternately euphorically happy (to be engaged to Lucas) and completely terrified (about making a good impression on his parents).

        Write me with all the news from London.

        

        Gwen

        

      

      

      I tucked the note back into the envelope. “It’s an early Christmas gift from Gwen and my aunt. I must write and thank her.” And tell her she’s a silly goose. I was sure Inspector Longly’s parents would adore her and she was worrying for nothing.

      “That dress is far too marvelous to wear to the family dinner party tonight. Save it for tomorrow. We’ll go to Grafton Galleries and then somewhere else like the Blue Moon or the Embassy Club, and Lisbet is planning a scavenger hunt for later in the evening. It will be marvelously splendid. Let me ring for Stella to put the dress away for you.”

      A maid with flyaway brown hair and a sallow complexion entered the drawing room at a leisurely pace, but when Gigi tasked her with putting the dress away in my room, she looked delighted and hurried over to the box. She carried it to my room as if it contained a royal diadem and she was bringing it to Court to crown royalty.

      After Stella arranged it on a hanger and placed it in the wardrobe in my room, Gigi asked if I’d brought a maid. When I said I hadn’t, Gigi said, “Then Stella will do for you.”

      Stella, still fingering the beadwork on the bodice of the dress, turned to Gigi. “Yes, my lady.” Her curtsy was the shallowest I’d seen. Aunt Caroline would have been displeased, but Gigi must have decided to overlook the lax manners because all she said was, “That will be all, Stella.”

      Mr. Quigley, who’d watched the maid’s progress back and forth across the room with his head cocked to the side, let out a squawk. Stella jumped, then giggled. “Lawd, he frightened me.”

      “This is Mr. Quigley,” I said. “He’s rather noisy at times, but friendly.”

      “You don’t expect me to take care of that—thing, do you?” Stella asked Gigi.

      “No, Stella. I’ll have Harry do that.”

      “Good.” Stella left, giving the birdcage a wide berth.

      Gigi had no fear of the parrot. She crossed to the cage and put her face on eye level with it. “Harry is a lad up from the country who has a way with animals.”

      “I can take care of Mr. Quigley. I don’t want to make more work for the servants.”

      “It’ll be no trouble at all. Harry would rather take care of a parrot than polish silver. Can I let him out? Mr. Quigley, I mean.”

      “Yes. Here, I’ll show—” I pushed back my chair. I’d sat down at the writing desk to pen a thank you note to Gwen, but Gigi, never one to go about anything slowly, already had the cage door opened. She extended her arm. Mr. Quigley immediately hopped onto her extended wrist.

      “I do believe he likes you,” I said. “If you rub his neck, he’ll be devoted to you.”

      Gigi stroked the back of the parrot’s head, and Mr. Quigley leaned into her hand. “And do ring for Stella tonight when it’s time to dress. Stella is . . . difficult. She feels she’s been slighted, and I don’t completely blame her for her attitude. She’s another person who has had her plans derailed by Granny.”

      I looked up from the desk, which was supplied with writing paper, pens, and stamps. “How so?”

      “Stella would like to become a lady’s maid.” Gigi lowered her voice. “Daddy’s resources are a bit—um—strained. Finances don’t run to a full-time lady’s maid for me, so Stella does for me, but she still has her upper housemaid’s duties.” Gigi sighed. “Stella applied for a lady’s maid position with Mrs. Hampton, which I thought was an excellent idea. I’d like to see Stella better herself. But Granny put an end to that right away. She told Mrs. Hampton that she couldn’t give Stella a reference. She—Stella, that is—is a bit slack in some ways, but she does an excellent job caring for my clothes. She’d do well as a lady’s maid. Granny’s just making sure there’s no upset here. She doesn’t want to have to find more staff.”

      “But surely the housekeeper—Mrs. Monce, wasn’t it—would see to that?”

      “Oh, there’s no detail too small for Granny. She’ll interfere in even the most inconsequential matters.”

      “Perhaps your grandmother knows her own maid is about to quit and wants to keep Stella in the household because she knows there will be an opening soon.”

      “Dowd? Quit? We should be so lucky.”

      “That bad?”

      “Oh, yes. She spies on me for Granny—just as Elrick does. And Dowd is forever making little comments about ‘proper behavior.’ It’s most annoying.” Gigi waved a hand, dismissing the subject. “But enough about Dowd. I feel terribly sorry for Stella. Granny’s fixed it so the word is out among her set that Stella isn’t up to snuff, so she can’t find work anywhere else now. You’re not in the market for a maid, are you?”

      “Independence has a price, you know. In my case, it currently doesn’t run to funding a maid. I’m sorry I can’t help.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll sort out something for her.” Gigi addressed Mr. Quigley. “Perhaps I could send her to Scotland to cousin Clementine. I don’t think Granny’s poisoned her mind against Stella—yet.”
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      It was a small dinner party that evening. I’d expected the attendees to be from the dowager’s set, but it was Gigi’s friends who filled the guest list—although Earl Mudmere was in attendance. He’d greeted Gigi courteously when he arrived—along with everyone else. Then he’d spent most of the time in the drawing room before dinner chatting with the dowager. During the shuffle of arranging ourselves in order of precedent before we went in to dinner, I said to Gigi, “I think you’re safe from any romantic overtures from Earl Mudmere.”

      “I do hope so. He does seem to be unmoved by my charms, thank goodness.”

      “Not the typical situation with you,” I teased.

      “Believe me, I don’t mind at all.” She caught the eye of Inglebrook and smiled at him across the room. In evening dress, he looked even more debonair than usual. Mudmere, on the other hand, was a balding man with a disheveled air. He had his ever-present monocle, which he kept screwed into his eye socket as we conversed in the drawing room. His bow tie was crooked, and a smudge of what looked to be jam marred his lapel. His appearance was considerably improved from the last time I’d seen him at a summer picnic held at a house that bordered the Thames. The earl’s suit had been wrinkled, his shoes scuffed, and his monocle had been attached to his pocket with a string instead of a chain.

      I met two other gentlemen of the dowager’s acquaintance, her solicitor Mr. Tower, and a scholar, Mr. York, who worked at the British Museum. Mr. York was a small neat man who smelled strongly of Brilliantine. We had a nice chat before dinner about the Egyptian antiquities, something I’d picked up a bit of knowledge about when I stayed with Lady Agnes.

      At dinner I was seated between Felix and Addie’s young man, Rollo. Conversation with him was difficult. He’d half-turned toward me, but his attention was on Addie, who was seated across the table. They spent most of the dinner gazing at each other through the candelabra in a besotted way. He’d met all the conversational gambits I’d thrown out during dinner with the same three answers: You don’t say? Really? Fascinating. I was relieved when the pudding course was removed and I could turn back and speak to Felix as the fruit and cheese were served. He wasn’t chatty, but he did answer properly.

      Felix hadn’t mingled in the drawing room. Instead, he’d stood to one side observing the gathering. I’d wondered if he’d wear his cape to dinner, but he arrived without it in the usual formal attire. A gardenia was pinned to the lapel of his tuxedo, but his hair still hung limply on either side of his face. While the rest of us chatted, I saw Felix sneak a few sips from a pocket flask while the dowager was turned away from him. Despite Gigi’s request, the dowager refused to serve cocktails before dinner.

      During the earlier courses of dinner, I’d avoided the subjects of theaters, plays, writing, and literature in general. Now I scoured my mind to come up with another innocuous topic. We’d already covered the weather and the decor of the dining room, which was every bit as gilded and formal as the drawing room. We’d discussed the ornate plasterwork of the ceiling, the massive chandeliers, which had been imported from Venice, and the tall screen in one corner that had been fitted out with the same wallpaper as the rest of the room and hid the servants as they prepped the food.

      Felix finished his wine and signaled the waiter for more.

      I decided dinner was the only safe subject left to discuss. “You have an excellent cook here at Alton House. The dinner has been delicious. I particularly enjoyed the fish course.”

      Felix didn’t seem to take in what I’d said. His focus was on the footman filling his glass. Once the man stepped back, Felix looked down the table at the dowager and announced, “I hate her, you know.”

      Startled at this bald statement, I couldn’t think what to say.

      “I suppose you find that shocking.” He spoke slowly, enunciating each syllable. At first I thought it was because he was angry, but then he leaned forward, and alcoholic fumes wafted over me as he added, “She thinks she knows what’s best—not just for me and Gigi—for everyone! All the way up to the prime minister, I’m sure, she thinks her opinion is the only correct one.”

      Nothing in my extensive education in ladylike behavior had covered this situation, and I searched for what my father would call a “soft answer that would turn away wrath.”

      Before I could think of anything, Felix listed toward me. I put out a hand to shove him upright, but he caught himself and straightened his posture. “But she doesn’t know what’s best.” He shook his head side to side in an exaggerated manner. “She doesn’t realize times have changed.”

      He waved a hand, his wine nearly sloshing over the rim of his glass as he gestured to the snowy tablecloth, the masses of hothouse flowers, and the compotes of candy and nuts that Elrick was positioning for the footmen to bring to the table for the last course. “This is a fading way of life, Miss Belgrave.” Felix’s glass arched through the air again as he swept his hand up to the chandelier, then back down to indicate the guests. “We’re dinosaurs. We’ll be extinct soon, this species of the high society set.” Heads turned at the sibilant sound that came as he over-enunciated his words. “Dinosaurs. That’s what we are.” He lifted his glass. “Here’s to the last of the outmoded aristocracy.”

      The dowager’s ringing tone drowned out the muted conversation that was still going on at the far end of the table. “I agree with you, Felix. Most of the younger generation is only interested in pursuing shortsighted goals.” She sent a look down the table to her solicitor, Mr. Tower. I hadn’t spoken to him before dinner, other than to be introduced to him. He was a tall, ginger-haired man who looked to be in his early thirties, and he had an air of quiet confidence.

      “That’s why I have asked Benedict here tonight,” the dowager said. “It’s time for a new will. I intend to leave everything to the only person in this family who works or shows any initiative.” Her gaze cut across the table. “Clara’s more worthy than the rest of you put together.”

      Clara started, and her hand knocked against her wine glass. It teetered, but Mr. Tower, who was seated beside her and had looked up sharply when the dowager made her announcement, steadied it. What little color there was in Clara’s already pale complexion drained away, leaving her thick band of freckles looking even more stark against her ashen skin.

      The dowager clearly hadn’t forewarned her solicitor of her intention. A look of surprise had flashed across his face before he’d reached to steady Clara’s glass. But now his face was expressionless as he dipped his head toward the dowager. “I’m at your service, Your Grace, as always. But perhaps it would be most convenient for me to return tomorrow morning. We can discuss this further at that time.”

      “There’s no need for that. I’ve made up my mind, and you know I don’t waffle. Once I’ve set my course, I don’t change it on a whim.” The dowager looked across at Gigi, a challenge in her gaze.

      Gigi lifted her chin. “It’s your money, Granny. You do with it whatever you like.”

      The corners of the dowager’s lips turned up a tiny bit. The answer pleased her, it seemed, even though she hid it quickly. She stood. “We’ll leave the gentlemen to their port and cigars.”

      I glanced at Felix as I gathered my gloves. He stared at the dowager as if he were seeing double, then he shook his head and downed his wine in a single gulp.

      I fell into step beside Gigi, who didn’t look at all perturbed. “That was shocking.”

      “She doesn’t mean it. Granny just likes exercising her power.”

      I looked at the group of ladies moving ahead of us to the drawing room. Essie was near the front, her towering feathered headdress bobbing along in the group behind the dowager. “It will be fodder for Essie, though.”

      Gigi laughed. “Oh, I’m sure it will turn up in The Hullabaloo tomorrow. Granny only has herself to blame. She’ll be genuinely horrified that her name is in the paper, but it’s too juicy for Essie to pass up.” Gigi’s face turned serious. “It is odd that Granny invited her, then mentioned changing her will. Bit of an oversight on Granny’s part.”

      “It wasn’t your idea to invite Essie?”

      “No. Granny didn’t consult me about the guest list. I’m shocked it’s such a young crowd, actually. It’s not like Granny at all. Of course it’s intentional. She’s trying to force me into being more circumspect and thinks embarrassing me will do the trick.”

      “Perhaps she was trying to do something nice by including your friends.”

      “Granny? She doesn’t do nice things for people. She does improving and philanthropic things for people, things that are in their best interest—whether they like it or not.”

      We’d barely sat down in the drawing room when the dowager said, “Clara, I want that crossword puzzle I set aside to show Mr. Tower. It’s in the study.”

      Clara hopped up, a look of relief washing over her face. It was no wonder she was happy to escape for a few moments after the dowager’s dramatic announcement. I poured myself a cup of coffee and went to sit beside Essie.

      “You look like a cat who found a whole crate of cream.”

      “I have indeed. After an announcement like that, my editor will be extremely pleased with me. It’s certainly more exciting than anything else I’ve had to write about lately.”

      “Such as?” I asked, and Essie told me about the social events she’d attended recently, all the while working in questions about Gigi and whether or not she’d known anything about the dowager’s announcement. “I have no idea,” I said. “You’ll have to ask her yourself.”

      “Oh, I intend to. I’m giving her some time before I approach her. I wanted to see if she spoke to the dowager, but it doesn’t look as if that will happen.”

      The men joined us, and the dowager motioned for Mr. Tower to have a seat beside her. “Where is Clara? She should be back by now with the puzzle I want to show you, Mr. Tower. You’re always so good at knowing the exact right word.”

      “My profession does depend on it.”

      The dowager turned to Gigi. “See what’s keeping Clara.”

      Gigi put down her cup of coffee and rose to her feet in a more leisurely way than Clara had. As she walked across the room, she slipped her hands into her pockets. I bet that while she was out of the room, Gigi would take the opportunity to sneak a cigarette. But then a wrinkle appeared between her brows. She swung around and ran her gaze over the marble-topped rococo side table near the chair where she’d been sitting. It held a porcelain lamp and a cut-glass dish filled with potpourri. Gigi turned away, checking her other pocket again as she left on her errand.

      She was back a few moments later. The wrinkle between her brows had deepened to a full frown. “You sent Clara to the study, didn’t you, Granny?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Odd. The study door is locked.”

      “Locked?” She turned to Elrick, who glided forward from where he’d been standing at the side of the room.

      “I’ll see to it, Your Grace.”

      Gigi said, “But I knocked. Why wouldn’t Clara answer?”

      “She’s probably rather overwhelmed by my news and wanted a few moments alone,” the dowager said. Essie had shifted her attention to Mr. York and was trying to wrangle an invitation to see a special exhibit of Italian sculpture that would open soon at the museum.

      Gigi dropped down into a chair upholstered in white velvet and leaned toward me. “That’s not like Clara. She always does exactly what Granny says. Something’s wrong.”

      “Maybe she left the study, and the door locked as she closed it. Or perhaps she went somewhere else before returning here? Her room?”

      Gigi popped up. “Let’s go see.”

      “All right.” We slipped out of the drawing room, and Gigi went to the next door along the hallway. “Here’s the study.” She rapped on the wood. “Clara? Are you in there?” There was no answer or any movement from the other side of the door. Gigi knocked again, louder this time. “Clara? Please open up if you’re in there. It’s me and my friend Olive.”

      Gigi tried the handle, but it didn’t give. She whirled around and headed for the staircase to Clara’s room. I matched her pace as she raced up to the landing. “It’s not like Clara to put off Granny.” Gigi tapped on a door near the stairs, waited a few seconds, then opened it, but the room was uninhabited. I couldn’t help but compare it to my luxurious quarters. Clara’s room was much smaller and only had a single window. While the furniture was of good quality, none of it matched. The drapes and counterpane were of a plain silk and looked a bit worn.

      Gigi closed the door. “Where could she be?”

      “Does she have a favorite room she likes to spend time in?”

      “I’ve no idea.”

      Pounding resounded throughout the house. We hurried down the stairs and found a commotion in the hall outside the door to the study. Elrick, still dignified and correct, was knocking firmly—banging, actually, an action I’d never have imagined I’d see from him. Elrick broke off and called, “Miss Clack? Are you in there? Please unlock the door.”

      Gigi touched Mr. Tower’s arm. “What’s happened?”

      He was quite a bit taller than Gigi, and he leaned to the side. “Apparently the key has gone missing as well as Miss Clack. The dowager sent the staff to look for her, but she’s nowhere to be found on this floor.”

      “And Olive and I just looked upstairs. She’s not in her room.”

      Inglebrook, who had been standing behind Elrick, said, “We have to break down the door. She must be hurt.” He swept his arm side to side to clear a path. “I’ll give it a go.” He shifted his broad shoulders so they were at an angle, then charged at the door. His shoulder slammed into the thick mahogany, which stopped him cold. He sagged against the door for a moment before pressing his hand to it and pushing himself upright.

      Inglebrook shook his head and backed up a few steps, preparing to give it another go, but Mr. Tower said, “Perhaps there’s a less painful way.” He looked to the dowager. “This room connects to the library, correct? And isn’t there a set of pocket doors between the rooms?”

      “Yes, but the pocket doors haven’t been opened in ages.” The dowager turned to a woman on the outskirts of the group. She wore a plain dark dress with immaculate white cuffs. “Mrs. Monce?”

      The housekeeper’s cheeks flushed as she flipped through the keys on her ring, which was attached to her waist by a long chain. “I don’t understand it, Your Grace. The key to the pocket doors is missing as well. I apologize, Your Grace. I don’t know what’s happened.”

      “Let’s take a look at those doors.” Mr. Tower set off to the next door along the hallway. The rest of us trailed along in his wake, but he was tall and had a long stride. We filtered into the library, which was lit only with ambient light from the hallway. I had a quick impression of another immense room with glass-fronted bookcases, all filled with gold-tooled spines.

      Mr. Tower had already taken out a pocketknife. He held his lighter close to the lock that held the two doors together as he slid the blade into the seam between them. He jiggled the knife, gave it a gentle twist, and a soft click sounded. The doors rolled smoothly back as he pushed them apart. The study was a much smaller room than the library. It was dark except for a single lamp positioned on a table against the back wall. It was switched on, and its small circle of light illuminated a woman lying on her side on the floor.

      Her face was in darkness, but the spotlight of the lamp fell on her chest and upper legs. Blood covered her dress and the floorboards around her. A knife, red glistening on the blade, lay in a puddle of blood on the floor.
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      For a second after the door opened, there was stunned silence. Then the dowager strode across the room and stopped just short of the blood.

      “Is it Clara?” Gigi asked, following the dowager.

      The dowager whirled around and waved us backward. “Everyone stay out! Yes, it’s Clara.” She advanced on us, and we fell back, returning to the dim library. My knees knocked into a table and sent chess pieces skittering, while someone else bumped into another piece of furniture and muttered, “Blast! Where’s the lights?”

      The dowager’s voice rang out. “Someone switch on the lamps.” Spots of illumination appeared throughout the room.

      “Elrick, telephone the police.” The dowager drew the doors together and stood in front of them.

      I had to admire her aplomb. It had only taken a few subversive statements from Felix to fluster me at dinner. She had just discovered her companion had been murdered, and she barely looked discomposed. The dowager said, “I suggest we all have a seat and wait for the police to arrive.”

      She sent for a footman to stand guard beside the entrance to the study and a maid to light the fire, then she took a seat in a wingback chair that gave her a view of the pocket doors.

      Shell-shocked by the sight of Clara lying lifeless and covered with blood, everyone was moving quietly now, gravitating to the warmth of the fire, except for Gigi, who remained motionless near the closed doors.

      I put an arm under her elbow and guided her to a chair near the hearth. The crackling and popping of the fire was the only sound in the room. Now that the lights were on, I could see that the library was filled to the brim with beautiful leather-bound volumes, but I couldn’t appreciate it, not after what I’d just seen. I shifted a diminutive chair with scroll legs and a needlepoint cushion closer to Gigi and sat down. She stared at the carpet, her arms crossed over her waist.

      Inglebrook, still rubbing his shoulder, moved to stand beside Gigi’s chair. Rollo had his arm wrapped around Addie. She was crying, her handkerchief pressed to her eyes as Rollo murmured into her ear. Mr. Tower, looking more somber than he had all evening, stood in the shadows at the edge of the room, while Felix, his face the same gray shade as the faded parchment map on the wall behind him, lowered himself onto the Chesterfield sofa. The earl and Mr. York spoke quietly a little distance from the group.

      Essie perched on the edge of a scroll armchair. Her reporter instincts were strong, and she was practically vibrating with energy as her bright gaze darted from the pocket doors to each person. The feather on her headdress quivered with each jerky movement. Then she turned slightly away and seemed to be fascinated with the chair cushion. I strained my neck and saw she’d taken a small pencil from her pocket and was writing in a notebook, which she’d hidden in the folds of her skirt.

      I wondered for a brief second if Detective Inspector Longly would be assigned to the case, then immediately remembered he was not in town. We all jumped when Elrick’s voice intoned, “Detective Inspector Makepeace and Detective Sergeant Lawson.” Two young men in nice suits with their hair slicked back from their handsome faces entered the library.

      Inglebrook said, “That was incredibly speedy.”

      The police had been uncommonly prompt, but I supposed when Alton House rang up, the police didn’t waste any time in responding. “And unusual,” I murmured. “You’d think a bobby would arrive first.” The detective inspector looked familiar. Even though I was a ladylike young woman, I’d been involved in several investigations. Perhaps Makepeace had been associated with one? I searched my memory trying to place him but came up blank.

      Makepeace was in the lead and spoke as he crossed the room. “My sergeant and I were Johnny-on-the-spot, you might say. We came along immediately.” He moved across the room unerringly to the dowager and greeted her. Makepeace looked rather young, as if he’d just come up from Eton, while Lawson was a tad older and had a mustache. He held a notebook at the ready.

      “How can we be of service, Your Grace?” Makepeace asked. “Something about a body?”

      “Yes. So tragic. It’s Clara Clack, my companion. We found her in the small study, which is on the other side of the pocket doors. I entered the study, but no one has been in there since.”

      “Very good. I will take a look, then I’ll have some questions for you all.” Makepeace went to the study with Sergeant Lawson trailing behind him. They closed the pocket doors after they went through, and we waited in silence. I thought they’d be in the study for a long time, but a few moments later, Makepeace threw back the doors and reentered the room.

      Lawson followed him out, then fastened the doors and stationed himself in front of them. Makepeace crossed the room to our grouping around the fire, shaking his head. “Tragic, as you say, Your Grace.” His gaze skimmed over all of us as he asked, “I assume you were all together this evening for dinner?”

      The dowager answered, describing the ladies leaving the dinner table and how she had sent Clara to look for a newspaper for her. “And when Clara hadn’t returned by the time the men joined us in the drawing room, I sent my granddaughter to look for her.”

      Makepeace’s gaze skipped from one man to the other as he asked, “Gentlemen, were you all together this evening? As you moved from the dining room to the drawing room, did anyone leave the group?”

      Mr. Tower spoke up. “No, I think we were all present and accounted for. But I must say, this isn’t quite cricket, is it, to question us together? Shouldn’t you—”

      “Just establishing some basic information, Mr.—?”

      “Tower. Perhaps you should take all of our names down.”

      “All in good time. My sergeant will speak with each of you in a moment and—”

      The dowager cut in, “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have shocked Clara with my news at dinner. I should have broken it to her privately.”

      “News?” Makepeace asked.

      The dowager hesitated and shot a quick look at Felix, then Gigi before she said, “I suppose you’ll find out soon enough. I decided to change my will and leave everything to Clara. I announced the change at dinner. Clara probably needed a few moments alone to take it in—that’s why she lingered in the study, I’m sure of it.”

      “I see.” Makepeace managed to infuse the two words with an ominous tone as he turned to look at Gigi. “And from the covert looks everyone is sending your way, I take it you were to be disinherited?”

      Gigi had been so still and withdrawn that I wondered if she was taking in what was being said, but at Makepeace’s words, she popped up and faced him. “You’re insinuating I did something to Clara. I would never do that. Granny’s money is her own, and she can leave it to whomever she pleases. And she announces she’s changing her will quite often—don’t you, Granny? I took no notice of it.”

      Makepeace looked at Felix. “Is that correct, Viscount Daley?”

      Felix, still looking pasty, nodded. “That’s right. Granny likes to fiddle with her will. Nothing new there.”

      The feeling that I knew the inspector nagged at me, and I studied his face, trying to place him. Perhaps it had been during a social gathering that I’d met him, not during an investigation? Again, I came up blank, but the thought tugged at me, and I kept mentally cycling through acquaintances.

      Makepeace, his hands in his pockets, strolled away from Gigi. “But if the men remained together all evening and you were the only person to leave the drawing room after Miss Clack, then it seems as if you, Lady Gina, are the only person who had the opportunity to stab Miss Clack.”

      Gigi looked at the man as if he was babbling nonsense. “No, I didn’t. I couldn’t get into the study, even if I’d wanted to. I knocked on the study door, the one that opens onto the hallway, and there was no answer. I tried the handle, and it was locked, as anyone will tell you.”

      Mr. Tower stepped forward. “The keys to the hall door and the pocket doors have gone missing. I had to use my pocketknife to open the pocket doors.” During the exchange, Inglebrook had edged slowly away from Gigi’s chair.

      Gigi added, “And it wasn’t just tonight that I didn’t go in there. I haven’t been in the study for days.”

      Makepeace swung around, his eyebrows high. “Really? Are you sure about that?”

      My heart plummeted at the question. I knew it was not a good sign to hear those words from a detective inspector. Inglebrook must have sensed it too because he faded back another few steps.

      Makepeace pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket and folded back the edges, revealing Gigi’s cigarette holder, which was broken into two pieces. “Then how did this get into the study—under Miss Clack’s body?”

      Gigi stared at the cigarette holder, a stunned expression on her face. Mr. Tower moved from the side of the group around to Gigi’s chair. “Lady Gina, don’t—”

      Gigi didn’t seem to hear Mr. Tower. She reached for the cigarette holder. “That’s mine.”

      Makepeace jerked his handkerchief out of her reach. “Yes, it’s very distinctive. Practically one of a kind.”

      A look of bafflement came over Gigi’s face. “I don’t understand. I couldn’t find it this evening. I assure you I was not in the study—or near Clara all evening.” Her voice had changed. It wasn’t quite so confident. I heard a hint of fear in her words. I happened to glance at the dowager at that moment and was surprised to see a glint of satisfaction on her face. In the next second it was gone, but it gave me a cold feeling.

      Mr. Tower said, “I must protest. What you have here is circumstantial. Additionally, you’re going about this investigation—if one could call it that—in an extremely sloppy manner.” With his tall stature, he looked formidable, but the inspector didn’t seem to be at all fazed by the big ginger-haired solicitor.

      It was wrong—all wrong. The dowager should be protesting, not Mr. Tower. Why was she letting Makepeace carry on in this theatrical manner?

      Suddenly it came to me where I’d seen Detective Inspector Makepeace. I jumped up and stood beside Gigi. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about, Gigi. I’m not sure how it all fits together yet, but this man doesn’t have any right to accuse you of murder. He’s not a detective inspector.”

      Gigi swiveled to look at me. “What?”

      I spoke over the murmur that ran through the room. “Unless he’s changed careers and rapidly ascended the ranks of the police force, I don’t see how he could be. He was on stage a short time ago in Any Two Can Play.” I turned to the man who was calling himself Makepeace. “You played the role of the rival for the leading lady, didn’t you?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, then he shot a look out of the corner of his eye at the dowager.

      Felix leaned forward. “Yes, by George. It is the same chap.”

      The dowager’s manner had been cold that afternoon when Gigi introduced me. Now her blue eyes were like ice chips as she glared at me. She switched her attention to Makepeace. “Bravo, sir! Bravo.”

      Gigi whirled to the dowager. “Granny, what have you done?”

      The dowager ignored her and nodded at Elrick. He rolled back the pocket doors, and Clara stepped forward. Her clothes were still covered in red smears, but she was very much alive. A bright flush filled her cheeks as a babble of conversation broke out.

      Clara took a tiny step into the room with her hands gripped together. The dowager said, “Well done, Clara. A fine performance. You fooled everyone. They were all completely taken in.”

      Inglebrook, who’d moved further away from Gigi as the “inspector” presented his evidence, was now standing by the study. He said, “I’m happy to see you’re unharmed, Miss Clack,” and her blush deepened.

      “But I don’t understand,” Gigi said. “All the blood. There was so much blood.”

      “Ketchup,” the dowager said, then went on in a slightly taunting tone. “Don’t you see, Gina? It’s a party—like those extravagant and imaginative ones you’re so fond of. It’s a Murder Party.”
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      I sat at the dressing table removing my jewelry later that evening, listening to Stella chatter about the excitement. Her voice was muffled as she put away my shoes in the wardrobe. “Only Mr. Elrick knew what Her Grace was about. Not even Mrs. Monce. She’s quite upset about it, she is.”

      I put my mother’s pearls away and picked up my hairbrush. “So someone took the keys from Mrs. Monce’s key ring?”

      Stella closed the heavy wardrobe doors. “It was Mr. Elrick. I don’t know how he managed to do it, but he did. And then Her Grace had one of the maids pinch Lady Gina’s cigarette holder from her dresser before she went down to dinner.” Stella turned around, her eyes bright with excitement. “Will this be written up in the newspapers?”

      “I’m sure it will be.”

      Essie had been the first person to depart that evening, and I knew she was itching to get away so she could write up her story and turn it in. I had a feeling the dowager had invited Essie intentionally so the news of the event would spread.

      “Anything else, miss?”

      “No, that will be all. Thank you.”

      “Will you want a tray in your room in the morning, miss?”

      “No, I’ll go down to breakfast.”

      “Very well. Good night, miss.”

      Stella clearly thought the whole incident was a delightful joke and a nice break in the routine, but Gigi had been hurt and angry. I slipped on my dressing gown and made the trek down the long twisting corridor to her room. I tapped on the door, and she called out for me to come in.

      “I came to check on you . . .” I trailed off because I didn’t see her, but then a voice came from the enormous mahogany bed.

      “Over here.”

      I peered beyond the swags of the curtains that enclosed the bed and located Gigi, a tiny figure curled up against the headboard. She hadn’t changed out of her evening gown. She’d been smoking a cigarette, but as I approached, she stubbed it out in an ashtray that was overflowing with cigarette butts and waved away the smoke. She picked up a crystal glass filled with an amber liquid. “Would you like some? I brought the decanter from the library.”

      “I can see how you might need it, but I’ll pass for tonight.” I sat on the foot of the bed. “Gigi, I’m so sorry.” She focused on the liquid as she tilted the glass one way, then another.

      “Granny did it to make a point, you know. In case I didn’t understand that, she had a little chat with me after everyone left. I’m living a dangerous and reckless life, and she orchestrated tonight’s performance to warn me of how easily something could go wrong. I could be involved in a ‘very distasteful situation,’ as she called it. Of course it was also intended to embarrass me. That’s why Essie was here. I should have picked up on that detail. Granny wouldn’t invite Essie to dinner in the normal course of things.”

      She took a sip of the whiskey, then lifted one finger away from the glass and pointed at me. “But you knew he wasn’t a real inspector. How?”

      I tucked my feet up and leaned back against one of the bedposts. “He looked familiar. It just took me a while to place him. I saw the play a few weeks ago.”

      “But there had to be more to it than that.”

      “Well, yes. ‘Inspector Makepeace’ was going about the investigation the wrong way. He should have spoken to us separately, and, honestly, he looked far too young and handsome.” I ran a hand along the fringe that edged a swag of the bed curtain. “There’s something about the work the inspectors do. It seems to weigh on them. ‘Makepeace’ had none of that weariness about him. And, I suppose the main thing that gave it away was that it was all very . . . theatrical.”

      Gigi tipped her head back against the headboard. “Trust Granny to go all out for something like this. If I wasn’t so angry, I would be rather entertained.” With her gaze still on the canopy, she said, “This is when I miss Jeffery the most. It was always us against the world. He was my big brother, and I know I drove him absolutely mad at times, but he was always on my side. That cigarette holder was a gift from him, and now I don’t even have that. Granny succeeded in breaking the last thing he gave me.”

      “I’m sorry it happened.” It seemed so inadequate to only repeat the same words, so I added, “You know it will all blow over in a day or two. Someone else will have an even more spectacular party, and the Murder Party will be old news.”

      “Yes,” she said, but her eyes were glassy. She blinked hard as she leaned over for the decanter. “Perhaps Edith’s Greek party or even Lisbet’s scavenger hunt.” The decanter clicked against the glass as she poured herself a refill.
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      When I left my room the next morning to go down to breakfast, the stop-and-go drum of keys striking the platen interspersed with the ring of the typewriter’s bell carried through Felix’s closed door. A distinguished older woman carrying a tray sped by me. Her salt-and-pepper hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and she wore a severely tailored black dress. She moved with the assurance of a long-established servant as she deftly balanced the tray with one hand, tapped a door with her knuckle, then opened it and said, “Good morning, Your Grace,” as she stepped through the doorway.

      Stella came down the hall at a leisurely pace, carrying another tray. Her hair was neater this morning, but already a few flyaway wisps were escaping. She inclined her head a fraction of an inch when I said good morning. She should have stepped aside and allowed me to pass, but she blocked my path. “If you’ve changed your mind about a tray in your room, you can have this one.”

      “Thank you, but no.” I had hoped to find the dowager in the breakfast room and initiate a conversation about her worries. I’d dine slowly, and perhaps the dowager would appear for a more substantial breakfast in addition to the tea and toast I’d seen on her tray.

      “Her Grace requires us to take a breakfast tray to Lady Gina’s room at nine each day.” Stella hunched forward over the tray and lowered her voice. “It’s a waste of food, if you ask me. Lady Gina sleeps right through the morning and never notices the tray. You might as well take this one”—she hefted the tray, then frowned—“except that silly girl, the new kitchen maid, forgot the spoon.” Stella heaved a put-upon sigh.

      “As I said, I’m on my way down to the breakfast room.” I thought her sudden solicitous attitude had more to do with the location of my room than a desire to please me. Gigi’s room was located a good distance away, around two more turns of the corridor. Leaving the tray in my room would save Stella a considerable number of steps.

      Stella said, “Very good, miss,” but her sour expression conveyed she thought the opposite. China rattled behind me as Stella thumped the tray down on a console table and turned back to the servants’ stairs. I decided it was a good thing Gigi wasn’t waiting for her tea because it would surely be cold by the time Stella descended to the kitchen and returned.

      I lingered over breakfast, but only Addie arrived. “Good morning, Olive. Isn’t it a glorious day?”

      Iron-gray clouds covered the sky and wind tugged at the branches of the trees in the back garden. “It looks overcast, actually.”

      Addie looked up from spreading marmalade on her toast and peered out the window. “Oh, I do hope it doesn’t rain. That would ruin everything.”

      “Do you have outdoor plans?”

      “I’m meeting Rollo at the Achilles statue,” she said, referring to the monument in Hyde Park which had been erected in memory of the first Duke of Wellington. “I had a most mysterious note from him this morning saying we had to meet immediately.”

      “Then I hope the rain holds off for you.”

      “I’ll go whether it rains or not. He said we simply must meet today.”

      I sipped my coffee and chatted with Addie, but when she finished eating, I left the room with her. I encountered the woman who’d taken the tray into the dowager’s room. “Is Her Grace available this morning? I’d like to speak with her.”

      The woman sniffed and looked down her long nose at me. “Her Grace has departed.” Her tone implied I was a lazy slugabed and should also be out and about.

      “When will she return?”

      “I’m sure I don’t know.”

      Despite the threat of rain, I decided I’d go out as well. Since the dowager had left, I might as well make good use of the time. I knew Gigi wouldn’t rise before noon at the earliest. I’d let Mr. Quigley hop around the dressing table earlier as I prepared for the day, so I gave him fresh water and informed him I’d return by teatime. He tilted his head and let out a trill. “Yes, teatime.”

      “Redeem the time,” he announced.

      “Yes, that’s what I’m trying to do. I’ll have Harry look in on you so you don’t get bored, but I must find a flat,” I said, then wondered if I was a bit cracked to carry on a conversation with a parrot.

      I bought a paper at the first newsagent I encountered. One of the headlines screamed, Lady Gina Alton Murders Family Companion. “Oh my.” I stepped to the side of the pavement and scanned the article, which had Essie’s byline on it. It was a brief but accurate recounting of the previous evening. I made a mental note to be sure to dispose of it before I returned to Alton House. I folded the paper over to the advertisements and searched the listings for available flats.

      Five hours later, I shoved the paper into a bin and made my way back to Alton House. The rain had held off, but that was the only bright spot in my day so far.

      I went to the drawing room and halted inside the doorway. “So sorry I’m late—goodness, what’s happened?”

      The tea tray was upended, and Clara was sponging the carpet with a handkerchief beside it while Gigi yanked on the bellpull. “Hello, Olive. Bit of an upset.”

      A familiar squawk sounded overhead, and a horrible foreboding washed over me. “Mr. Quigley got out of his cage, didn’t he?” I scanned the ceiling and spotted his bright red tail feathers trailing down from the crystal chandelier, which was rocking gently.

      Gigi grinned. “Yes, but it’s not a tragedy. I let him out.”

      “You did?”

      “Yes, and he behaved very nicely. Sat on my shoulder and quoted a Scripture, ‘Behold a great red dragon.’ It was something from Revelations, apparently. Granny recognized it, and I could tell she was impressed with Mr. Quigley.”

      “You brought him to tea with the dowager?”

      “Don’t look so stricken. He’s too pretty a boy to leave in your room.”

      “Did he”—I gestured to the upended tray as two maids entered and began to gather up shards of china and glass and blot at a spot of marmalade on the carpet—“cause this?” I asked faintly, wondering if I could afford to replace the broken cups.

      “Oh, no. That’s my fault. I leaned over to put my teacup down, and Mr. Quigley didn’t like the sudden movement. He flapped his wings and startled Clara—”

      “And my hand knocked against the tray,” she finished miserably, and I knew she was calculating the cost of the damage just as I had been.

      “Nonsense,” Gigi said firmly. “My fault entirely. I’ll tell Granny so if she says anything.” She gave a nod that indicated the matter was closed. “Now—” She turned and cocked her head. “Mr. Quigley, you can come down. It’s safe, I promise.”

      “I don’t think it was a good idea to bring him in here, Gigi.” I felt a little sick as my gaze skipped over the delicate objects in the room, the china figurines, the gold carriage clock, and the stone bust on a pedestal in an alcove. “He’s not like a dog. You can’t just call and he’ll come to you.”

      The crystal teardrops tinkled as Mr. Quigley fluttered from one branch of the chandelier to another. “You don’t think so?” She stretched out her arm and whistled. Mr. Quigley swooped down and landed on her wrist.

      “Well! That was impressive. He’s never come when I’ve called him.” I was relieved he was out of the chandelier, but I didn’t want him to flitter away again. “Shall we return him to my room?” I moved to the door.

      “I suppose so.”

      As we climbed the stairs, Mr. Quigley leaned into Gigi’s hand as she stroked the feathers along the back of his head and neck. He didn’t look as if he was about to flit off to the farthest corner of the ceiling, but I was glad when we neared my room. Gigi nodded toward Addie’s door as we passed it. “I invited Addie to join us on the treasure hunt tonight, but she said she wanted to be left alone. I wasn’t awake, but Stella told me Addie went out this morning, and when she returned, she was in tears. Went flying up to her room and shut the door.”

      I opened the door of Mr. Quigley’s cage. “Addie was in a sunny mood this morning at breakfast. She said she was meeting Rollo in the park.”

      Gigi held her wrist down to the cage, and Mr. Quigley fluttered to his perch. “Must be a lover’s spat, then. I tapped on her door again later, but she wouldn’t open it. She said she didn’t want to speak to anyone.” Gigi’s tone was incredulous, as if she couldn’t imagine shutting herself away. “I invited Clara too.”

      “Really?” I would have thought that after Clara’s role in the Murder Party, Gigi wouldn’t want to have her along.

      Gigi must have seen the surprise on my face because she went on, “She was only doing what Granny instructed her to do. Poor Clara really doesn’t have much of a choice, you know.”
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      I gathered the golden folds of my long skirt, took Inglebrook’s extended hand, and stepped out of the motor in front of Grafton Galleries. He reached to help Gigi next, but she barely touched his hand as she hopped from the motor to the pavement. Inglebrook had driven his motor, a Bugatti, and met us at the nightclub, while the chauffeur from Alton House had brought Gigi, Clara, and me in the family’s saloon motorcar. Gigi looked completely recovered from the rather traumatic experience of the evening before.

      A man striding down the pavement toward us wearing a thick wool coat over his tuxedo caught Gigi’s eye. He lifted his top hat, an admiring look on his face. She dipped her chin into her fur coat collar and returned his smile. As he disappeared through the door to Grafton Galleries, Gigi lifted her shoulders and drew in a breath of the freezing air. “Oh, it’s so good to be out of the house.” She twirled back to the motor. “What’s taking you so long, Clara? Let’s go. We could be dancing right now.”

      “Sorry.” Clara, gripping Inglebrook’s hand tightly, emerged from the motor. “My heel caught in my hem.”

      Gigi had reiterated her invitation for Clara to join us on the treasure hunt when Dowd sent word that the dowager had opted for a dinner tray in her room and planned to retire early. Gigi had shaken her head. “Granny will never admit to feeling unwell. She thinks taking to one’s bed is a sign of weakness. I don’t understand it at all. I simply adore lounging in bed.”

      Clara hadn’t seemed overly excited about the invitation, but she’d appeared in the hall as Elrick handed us our coats. She wore what I assumed to be another of Gigi’s castoffs, a beautifully cut gown of pink chiffon that complemented her pale complexion, bringing out the pink of her cheeks and lips. With her quiet restrained manner, she didn’t seem like the type of person who’d enjoy the frivolity of London’s nightclubs or what I was sure would be a madcap treasure hunt, which was slated to start at the stroke of midnight. I wondered if Clara had come along merely for a change of scene, but then I saw how her gaze tracked Inglebrook’s every movement as he stepped back from the motor so the chauffeur could close the door.

      We left our coats in the gallery’s cloakroom, then Clara and I followed Gigi to the powder room. Gigi dumped a pile of safety pins out of her handbag. Gigi twisted her arm around and unzipped the back of her dress so that it came open, revealing her shoulder blades. She picked up a safety pin, turned so her back was facing me, and held the pin over her shoulder. “Pin it open, won’t you?”

      “What? Your dress is lovely as it is.” She looked spectacular in a midnight-blue frock. The sheath design dropped straight from her shoulders to her calves and had a modest scoop neck and long sleeves. The whole thing was encrusted with sequins and shimmered with her every movement.

      “Granny has decreed that Elrick not let me leave unless I’m wearing something ‘decent,’ which means the dress must have a full back and long sleeves. However, I refuse to look dowdy. A low back is all the rage now.” She wiggled the pin. “So tuck the edges under and pin it back in a scoop shape.”

      Another girl farther down the row of mirrors held two safety pins in her mouth as she folded the fabric of her friend’s dress, exposing her friend’s back down to the waist. The modification Gigi had asked for would look tame compared to the other girl’s dress.

      She waved the safety pin. “Come on, Olive. I want to dance before the cabaret.”

      I knew Gigi well enough to know that if I didn’t pin her dress, she’d have someone else—probably Clara—do it. I folded the material back and inserted the pins into the fabric, careful to avoid damaging the sequins. “There. Now you’re all the rage.”

      While I’d been working on the back of her dress, Gigi had been tying a low knot in the long rope of pearls she wore. She draped the strand across the front of her throat like a choker, then let the knot fall against her spine. She had style. Even with a self-modified gown, she looked fabulous.

      She took her powder puff and dusted her face with dead white powder. “I’d offer to pin your dress, Olive, but that gown is perfectly cut, and you look wonderful as you are.” She turned toward Clara, who’d been hovering a few paces back. “Clara? What about you? Would you like me to pin your dress?”

      “Oh no. That wouldn’t be appro—”

      Clara broke off and looked like she wished she could take the words back, but Gigi said, “I know it’s not appropriate. That’s why I like it.” She swept the rest of the safety pins back into her handbag. “Come on, girls. Let’s have some fun.”

      Grafton Galleries was an art gallery during the day, but in the evening the basement was transformed into a nightclub with tissue paper covering the paintings of nudes. I wondered if it was to prevent damage from the cigarette smoke or if the proprietors felt the images were too racy for display during the evening.

      Couples swirled on the dance floor to a lively foxtrot. Small circular tables draped with long white tablecloths ringed the dance floor. A babble of conversation and laughter came from the tables as men in tuxedos and women in evening gowns shouted over the music.

      I danced with several young men and enjoyed swirling around the dance floor. A couple twirled by, the woman with a close-fitting white turban covering her head. The pair turned, and Essie fluttered her fingers. A brooch in the design of a cobra rearing up with a flared hood was pinned in the folds of the turban at the center of her forehead.

      I caught a glimpse of Gigi in Inglebrook’s arms. The next time my partner circled me around, a young man who’d been dancing with Clara was tapping Inglebrook on the shoulder. The young man cut in, spinning away with Gigi. Inglebrook, his mouth in a flat line, held out his hand to Clara. My partner swung me away, and I lost sight of them, but when the music ended, I saw them again. Clara was saying something to Inglebrook. He answered, but his attention was concentrated across the dance floor on Gigi.

      While we danced, my partner, a polite young man Gigi had introduced as “Dougie,” recounted the story of how Plummy Smythe had motored into a hedge at full speed. My feet were beginning to ache—I’d been on them all day—so I was glad when a cabaret was announced. My partner returned me to our table, where Inglebrook was holding a chair for Clara as she took a seat beside Sebastian Blakely. Inglebrook excused himself and merged back into the crowd coming off the dance floor.

      Sebastian and I exchanged greetings. The current style for slicked-back hair only emphasized Blakely’s gaunt features. The small lamp on the table highlighted his protruding cheekbones, but his deeply set eyes were in shadow, giving him a skull-like appearance. I’d met him recently when Gwen and I attended a party at his home, Archly Manor. He was well known for his cutting wit and his photographs of high society beauties. Because I’d been helpful in sorting out a distressing problem at Archly Manor, he’d hired me to complete an inventory of the art at another of his estates, Hawthorne House.

      Gigi must have ended the dance with Mr. Tower, because they were weaving through the other couples leaving the dance floor. Gigi had wrapped her arm around his elbow and was snuggled up to his side. Despite the difference in height, they looked quite cozy, but as soon as they approached the table, she broke away from Mr. Tower to greet Sebastian. Gigi leaned close to him and spoke over the clamor of voices around us. “Sebastian, darling, it’s simply delightful to see you. Where have you been? I haven’t seen you in eons.”

      “Rusticating in the country, thanks to Olive.”

      Gigi turned to me. “Is that so?”

      Sebastian stubbed out his cigarette. “Olive was instrumental in resolving a problem for me at Hawthorne House.”

      “Was she?” Gigi turned to me, clearly wanting to hear more, but Inglebrook returned at that moment and the conversational thread dropped as we shifted our chairs to make room for everyone around the small table. For just a moment when Inglebrook walked up, he hadn’t looked pleased when his gaze fell on Sebastian and Gigi with their heads close together. Had I misread Inglebrook’s manner with Gigi in the drawing room the evening before? Was he interested in more than flirting and banter?

      Gigi took out a cigarette, and Inglebrook leaned forward quickly with his lighter as Sebastian said to me, “How do you find your new flat? All settled in?”

      “Unfortunately, no.” Under cover of the long tablecloth, I worked one foot out of my shoe and wiggled my toes. “Someone swiped it out from under me before I could move in.”

      “Rather unsporting of them.”

      Gigi blew cigarette smoke up to the ceiling and turned away from Inglebrook. “It’s too sick-making.” She touched Sebastian’s arm, and Inglebrook frowned. “I don’t see how Olive does it. She’s been tramping all over town today, looking for a new place to live.”

      “And were you successful?” Sebastian asked.

      “Not yet,” I said with more optimism than I felt.

      A musical fanfare sounded, and a line of young women dressed as chocolate boxes filed onto the dance floor. The round and square boxes covered in glitter and bows encased the dancers from shoulders to thighs. The music began and they launched into their routine, weaving and circling in time to the music.

      “What sort of place are you looking for?” Sebastian asked over the music.

      “My list of requirements is quite short—something small that doesn’t have moldy wallpaper.”

      The women dressed as chocolate boxes spun, then lined up and performed high kicks. Sebastian took out a gold card case and a small pen. He scribbled something onto one of the cards and handed it to me. “I might know of something that could work. If you don’t hear from me in a few days, ring me up.”

      “That would be wonderful,” I said, but I didn’t let myself get my hopes up. Any place Sebastian recommended would likely be far outside my budget.

      A chorus of cheers rang out, and I turned to look at a group of three men lifting their arms in a toast. “Why, that’s Felix,” Gigi said and waved to him as the chocolate boxes made their bows and exited. A woman in a dark shawl and full-length dress took center stage and launched into a ballad.

      Felix lifted his glass at Gigi but didn’t cross the room to our table. He looked completely transformed with a radiant smile on his face. Gigi strained her neck to see the men in the group. “I believe one of those men . . . Clara, isn’t that the man who produced Felix’s play?”

      Clara leaned to the side. “Yes, I think it is. Mr. Evans, wasn’t it?”

      Gigi sighed. “I do hope they’re not planning another play. Granny won’t hesitate to disrupt his plans again.”

      “Hope springs eternal,” Sebastian said, his gaze focused on Inglebrook, “whether there’s a reason for it or not.”

      Inglebrook’s handsome features hardened, but before he could say anything, Gigi said, “Sebastian, it’s been wonderful to see you, but I think we should look in on the Embassy Club. And Lisbet’s treasure hunt starts soon. It will be screaming fun, you know.”

      “I’m sure it will.”

      Gigi picked up her handbag. “Care to join us?”

      Sebastian put away his card case and settled farther back into his chair. “I’ll read about it in the newspaper tomorrow. Run along, little ones. I’m far past the age of participating in childhood games.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here it is,” Gigi called, and I hurried across the small courtyard to where she stood beside a sundial. The treasure hunt had begun at Horse Guards Parade, where Lisbet had outlined the rules and given the first clue. Then we’d divided up into couples and roared off through the empty London roads. It had been quite an experience with motors flying along the dark streets, three and sometimes four abreast as each driver vied to take the lead.

      Frumpy Jones, who was in the passenger seat of a Vauxhall with its top down, had stood up and called, “Tally-ho!” as we sped around Piccadilly Circus, then fell back into his seat with a plop as the driver accelerated and cut off another motor. That had been hours before at the beginning of the race. Gigi and I were now in Pickering Place, a tiny enclave off St. James’s Street.

      Gigi flicked on her lighter. The courtyard had gas lamps, but they didn’t provide enough light to read the piece of paper she’d found. She skimmed it. “Oh, it’s one of those with word pairs where the first letter of the answer forms the next clue. The first thing on the list is ‘girl,’ so its opposite would be ‘boy.’ Next is ‘down,’ so that would have to be ‘up,’ but then—here. Take a look, Olive. You’ll figure it out faster than I will.”

      As the hunt progressed, the players had gradually spread out, and it was difficult to tell who was in the lead. After each team found a clue and deciphered the next location, they left the clue in place so the people behind them could continue with the game. I was pretty sure Gigi and I were near the front of the pack, mostly because of the pristine condition of the paper clues. This sheet of writing paper was still crisp and unwrinkled.

      Gigi held the lighter over the paper for me. “All right,” I said. “Next on the list is ‘Troilus,’ so the match for him is ‘Cressida.’ Then ‘Petruchio.’ His match would be ‘Katherine.’” I paused to scan along the list, counting the clues. I looked up. “It’s Buckingham Palace.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. It’s the correct number of letters. The last clue on the list is ‘Harrow,’ which has to be ‘Eton.’ And can you think of another location with sixteen letters that begins with ‘b-u-c-k?’”

      Gigi snapped the lighter shut. “Let’s go.” As I replaced the paper on the sundial, a motor throbbed, then brakes squealed. We froze, immobile in the darkness, our breath making little puffs of white air.

      Doors slammed. Chatter and giggles filled the air as footsteps rang out, moving along the pavement past the enclosed arcade-like passage that led from Pickering Place to the street. We gave it a few seconds, then plunged into the darkness of the narrow wood-paneled passage. We emerged onto the pavement to find an empty motor parked behind our taxi, which was several yards away. Gigi had instructed the driver not to park directly in front of the passageway so as not to give away the location of the clue. A third motor, a yellow Bugatti, its engine a throaty purr, swept to a stop a few yards behind us.

      Inglebrook emerged from the car and hurried around to open the door for Clara. “See you at the finish line, Captain,” Gigi called as we dashed off to our taxi. Gigi and I went to opposite sides of the cab, slid in, and slammed the doors.

      The driver twisted around, his arm across the seat. “Where to now, my lady?”

      “Buckingham Palace.”

      He let out a whistle and moved through the gears quickly, dodging to the side of the street as several motors came toward us head-on, filling the road as they drove side by side. He reached for his horn, squeezed the bulb, and produced a fanfare of hoots. One of the motors fell back, and we passed them, flying by in the opposite direction.

      Gigi looked over her shoulder to see if anyone was following us. “Do you know a shortcut to the palace?”

      “I’ll have you there in a few moments,” the driver said.

      If we were in the lead, it was mostly thanks to Gigi. When we assembled for the race, Gigi had disappeared for a few moments, then returned and said she’d hired a driver from the taxicab rank for the night and that she and I would be a couple, leaving Inglebrook to pair up with Clara. Inglebrook had been put out by the arrangement. He was too much of a gentleman to say anything, but his frown had spoken volumes.

      “I don’t think you’re endearing yourself to the captain tonight. He expected that you would be his partner.”

      “It never hurts for a man to wonder where he stands.”

      I braced my hand against the side of the door as the driver made a quick turn. Gigi had hired a taxi driver because he knew all the shortcuts and could get us to the locations quickly. She was quite competitive. I hadn’t thought that trait was prominent in me, but I found myself swept up in the excitement of the hunt. We’d all contributed five pounds to the kitty, which Lisbet would award to the winner at the end of the race. Considering that there were over fifty people participating in the treasure hunt, it was a significant amount.

      Gigi had promised our driver a cut of the winnings if we came in first as well as his normal fee for this evening’s job of driving us around London. He’d been delighted with the whole situation and had even helped us decipher one of the early clues.

      The Victoria Memorial came into view, and Gigi said, “Drat! There’s already a motor here. Someone’s ahead of us.” Two figures moved along the railings, but they were too far away to make out who it was.

      Our driver downshifted as he circled around the monument and braked. Gigi and I hopped out. The other hunters appeared to be searching without success, so Gigi and I moved away in the opposite direction along the gold-topped wrought iron to look for the next clue.

      More motors arrived, their headlamps flashing across the black railings. I was aware of a shout from the area closer to the palace near the sentry boxes, but no one sprinted for the motors, so I continued to search. Then someone shrieked, and Gigi and I both turned toward the noise.

      It was Essie. Her white turban and gold snake brooch were unmistakable as she hurried away from the railings. Gigi and I both zeroed in on the location she’d just left and found a piece of paper tied to one of the iron bars. The note read, “You will find your next clue where Napoleon met his naval Waterloo.”

      Gigi and I both looked at each other and whispered, “Trafalgar Square.” Unlike Essie, we didn’t want to give away the location of the clue to anyone else. Fortunately, the other couples that had arrived weren’t near us and hadn’t heard Essie’s squeal of excitement.

      Gigi said to the driver, “Trafalgar Square,” and we sped away from the palace, weaving in and out of the oncoming motors.

      “That was Essie who found the clue first,” I said. “She’s ahead of us.”

      “I know. She’s a good hunter, but we can catch her at Trafalgar.”

      The tall column commemorating Nelson’s victory was only a short distance away. Moments later, we stepped out of the taxi. At first, the square seemed empty. Water sprayed up from two fountains and cascaded down into shallow pools. Nearer us, four statues of lions surrounded the column.

      “Let’s check the monument first,” Gigi said, and we separated, each circling around the base of the column and the rectangular plinths the lions rested on. I hurried around a corner and cannoned into a man’s chest. Simultaneously, we gripped each other’s arms to steady ourselves.

      “Olive!”

      “Jasper!” I said, feeling a smile break out on my face. “I didn’t know you were back in town.” He wore a top hat and tails, so he must have been out on the town earlier. He might have been at one of the clubs, but they were all so crowded, it was hard to spot friends.

      He removed his top hat. “Just arrived this evening and was pulled into the hunt. Essie insisted I participate.” He scanned the area as he leaned forward and spoke, his voice low, “She is intimidating when she sets her mind to something.”

      “Oh, I know. Must be why she’s such a good reporter.”

      “Yes, indeed. No time to talk, old bean. Essie will have my head if she finds me over here chatting with you.” He settled his top hat on his head.

      “And Gigi mine. I’ll look for you later.”

      Lisbet was holding a party with dancing and a breakfast at the conclusion of the treasure hunt. We went in opposite directions, and I circled around to the other side of the monument, where I found Gigi holding her lighter over a paper. “I don’t understand it. It says, ‘Present the symbol of England to the hostess to win.’”

      Jasper and Essie ran up as she read the last line, and Essie reached for the paper. Gigi pointed to the lion statue as she handed the paper over. “I found it by the lion’s paw,” Gigi said, then drew me away. She whispered, “But what does it mean? What symbols are here that we could take away?”

      Essie read the paper, then she and Jasper set off around to the other side of the column, their heads close together. “There’s nothing to take away in the direction they’re going,” I said. “We’ve already searched over there.” We turned toward the fountains. “Perhaps it means a coin?”

      Gigi looked doubtful. “But how would we know which one? It has to be something more obvious, I think.”

      A few more motors roared up as we continued to search, but I only found a discarded newspaper sheet and some dry leaves. Then I saw a bouquet made up of red and white roses resting on the pavement below the lip of one of the fountains. “Red and white like the English flag,” I said to Gigi. We dashed toward it, but Jasper and Essie had spotted it too. They were on the opposite side of the shallow pool from us, and we all sprinted, converging on the flowers. Jasper was taller and had longer legs—and wasn’t limited by heels or aching feet. He reached it first, snatched it up, and he and Essie raced away. He called over his shoulder, “Sorry, Olive, old bean, but all’s fair in love . . . and . . . treasure hunting.”

      I slowed down, but Gigi said, “They’ve left something behind.” She snatched up a piece of paper and read aloud, “If you have found this clue, it means the hunt is over, but the party has just begun.” She replaced it. “Then it lists Lisbet’s townhouse in Mayfair. Come on. Perhaps we can catch them and get the bouquet away from Essie before they present it to Lisbet.”
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      Several hours later I sat on the side of the ballroom, resting my feet. When we’d dashed away from Trafalgar Square, I’d had visions of Gigi trying to wrestle the flower bouquet away from Essie on the steps of the elegant Mayfair mansion where the treasure hunt concluded, but that hadn’t happened.

      Essie and Jasper were the clear winners, arriving several minutes before we did. Once Gigi saw we had truly lost and the hunt was over, she congratulated Essie, and they had a good laugh about the sprint to the finish. At that point other treasure hunters began to pour into the townhouse, some of them with dusty hems and scuffed trousers from scrambling around searching for clues. A dance band was playing in the ballroom, and soon everyone was circling the floor.

      Now that the thrill of the treasure hunt was over, I fully appreciated how achy my feet were. I was happy to sit out a few dances. Inglebrook and Clara were circulating around the dance floor, and I noticed that Gigi, who was also dancing, kept an eye on them. Had her ploy to make herself elusive backfired?

      A white rose appeared in front of my nose. I leaned back to get some perspective and saw the tuxedoed arm holding it belonged to Jasper. “Truce?” he asked.

      I took the rose from him. “A peace offering?”

      “It’s the best I could do. I would’ve brought you breakfast, but they’re not serving yet.”

      I inhaled the rose’s fragrance as Jasper pulled a chair over and sat down.

      “Quite an entertaining event.”

      “The highlight of it for me was seeing you sprint away, trying to catch Essie. I haven’t seen you move that quickly since you and Peter played cricket when you were boys.”

      Jasper crossed one leg over the other. “I’m sure I’ll feel it tomorrow. I’m too old and decrepit to play nursery games.”

      “That was far from a nursery game, and you’re not decrepit.” I rolled the stem of the rose in my fingers, setting the blossom spinning, which released more of its scent.

      We sat in companionable silence for a few moments, then Jasper said, “I’d ask you to dance, but you seem to be rather settled here.”

      “Honestly, my feet hurt like you wouldn’t believe. I’ve been on them all day.”

      “Let me guess, looking for a new flat.”

      “Yes. No luck so far.”

      “And what is the state of affairs with Mr. Quigley?”

      “Everything is all right so far. I’ll let you know if the situation deteriorates.”

      “Excellent. I stand ready to receive you or the parrot, if need be.”

      “How was your visit to Haverhill?” I asked, referring to Jasper’s family estate.

      “Father was called away at the last moment.”

      “And you didn’t want to stay on for a few days?”

      “No.” Jasper adjusted his cuff. “I believe they’ve opened the buffet. May I escort you to breakfast?”

      “Yes, let’s.” I didn’t pursue the subject of Jasper’s family over breakfast. The tight look on his face indicated the topic was closed.

      He’d never been forthcoming about his parents. They had been out of the country for much of his life. Jasper had been sent back from India, where his father was employed in the civil service. As far as I’d been able to work out, his parents had never returned to England during his school years, and he’d never visited them in India. He’d spent practically every holiday with my cousin Peter at Parkview Hall. When we were children, I’d simply accepted the situation, but now I wondered about it.

      We had a nice breakfast of eggs, bacon, kippers, and chipolata sausages, then Gigi, Clara, and I departed. Gigi was still pursuing her policy of “absence makes the heart grow fonder” and turned down Inglebrook’s offer to see us home, telling him she’d already hired a taxi. A trace of disappointment flitted across Clara’s face, but she didn’t counter the suggestion.

      As we climbed into the cab, sunrise was turning the sky pale lemon and peach. It was only a short distance back to Alton House, but I was glad to have the luxury of riding in a cab instead of walking. We turned the corner, and Gigi sat up straighter. “Goodness! Whatever could be happening?”

      Alton House was lit up as brightly as the townhouse we’d just left. Every window glowed, and the front door stood open. Several motors were bunched in the street, parked at odd angles.

      Clara leaned forward to get a better look. “Is that a police motor?”

      “It is,” Gigi said and was out of the taxi before it came to a complete stop. I had a little money in my handbag, so I paid the driver and followed Gigi and Clara through the open door. The cavernous marble entry was filled with people moving back and forth, including several uniformed police.

      “What’s happened?” Gigi demanded in her most aristocratic voice.

      The young constable who turned to face her was rendered speechless. Even with her dress crumpled and her hair windblown, she looked incredibly glamorous.

      It was a gruff voice from above that spoke to us. “Lady Gina Alton?”

      We swiveled around to face the white marble staircase, where a man wearing a rumpled trench coat stood. He surveyed us for a moment, a scowl on his wrinkled face, then he came down. The coat flapped around him as he moved, revealing that he wasn’t as bulky as the coat made him appear. Under the layer of fabric, he was a compact, lean man. He held a stubby cigarette, and smoke trailed from it in his wake.

      I murmured, “Inspector Thorn.”

      Gigi looked at me sharply, then turned back to Thorn. “Yes, I’m Lady Gina. What’s happened?” Her voice was staccato, a contrast to her usual languid tones.

      Thorn swept a look over the three of us in our evening gowns and glanced at the hall clock, which had begun to strike seven o’clock. He couldn’t keep the dislike out of his voice as he said, “Quite a late—or rather early—hour to return from a night on the town.”

      “What has happened?” Gigi sounded exactly like the dowager duchess.

      Thorn said, “I’m afraid I have bad news.” His voice softened. “I’m sorry to inform you that your grandmother has died.”

      Gigi stared at him for a long moment, then laughed. It was a harsh, grating sound. “Oh, this is priceless. It’s too sick-making. Doesn’t Granny know you can’t pull the same joke twice?”

      I stepped forward. “Gigi, I met Inspector Thorn when I was staying with Lady Agnes.” He hadn’t impressed me as a tip-top investigator, but I knew that he was employed by Scotland Yard.

      Thorn had been unflappable and completely sure of himself when I’d met him before, but Gigi’s response puzzled him. “I’m sorry?”

      “This is another rag—I know it. The first one wasn’t enough, so Granny’s done it again. And as she always does, she’s gotten carried away.” Gigi motioned to all the uniformed constables. I glanced at Clara, but she’d gone as white as the marble staircase. I put a hand on Gigi’s arm. “Inspector Thorn is a real inspector, not an actor.”

      Thorn looked even more mystified. Gigi shook off my arm. “No. It can’t be true.” She darted around Thorn and ran up the stairs.

      “Hey!” Thorn turned on his heel and pointed with his hand that held the cigarette. “You can’t go up there. We’re investigating.”

      I dodged around Thorn and sprinted up the stairs after Gigi, ignoring the pain of my shoes pinching my toes.

      Thorn yelled, “What’s wrong with you, Constable? Get moving. Bring them back down here.”

      But we were too fast for him. I rounded the newel post and hurried to catch up with Gigi. She was already opening the door to the dowager’s room. She halted on the threshold, and I stopped beside her. The room smelled of sickness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Gigi hesitated, then seemed to brace herself before she crossed the lavish room that was decorated in shades of ice blue and ivory. A constable burst into the room, dashed around me, and stopped in Gigi’s path. “I’m afraid you’re not allowed in here,” he said, his words breathy from his run up the stairs. “If you’ll come with me . . .” He lifted a hand, indicating we should leave.

      Gigi said, “My grandmother has died.” Her voice was even, but her tone was at its haughtiest. “I require a few moments alone. Kindly step aside.” The constable immediately looked shamefaced and stepped back, murmuring an apology.

      She went to the side of the bed and looked down at the dowager. I stayed back a few paces to give her some privacy. Like the rest of the room, the bed was in the rococo style. Pale blue silk draped down from the crown canopy to frame the head of the bed, throwing it into shadow. I couldn’t see more than a dim outline of the dowager’s body under the counterpane, which was the same shade of icy blue. It had been smoothed up over the dowager’s chest, but her arms lay on each side of her body on top of the silk cover.

      After a moment, Gigi reached out and pressed her fingers to the back of her grandmother’s hand, then turned away, blinking. The constable made a move as if to step toward Gigi, but I cut in front of him and put my arm around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, Gigi.”

      She nodded, her hand pressed to her mouth. I rubbed her arm as we moved across the pale gold parquet floor. “What you need is a cup of tea—one with lots of sugar in it.”

      Inspector Thorn strode into the room, the stub of the cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. He shot an angry look at the constable, who tilted his head toward the bed. “The lady insisted on a moment with her grandmother, sir.”

      Thorn waved the constable aside, then took the cigarette out of his mouth as he addressed Gigi. “I must make inquiries—question the household—and I’d like to begin with you, Lady Gina.”

      She sagged as if a weight had landed on her shoulders.

      I said, “Inspector, Lady Gina has just learned her grandmother has died, and she’s been up all night. Perhaps you could return this afternoon.”

      “Lady Gina’s choice of entertainment shouldn’t delay an investigation, Miss Belgrave.”

      “It’s fine, Olive.” Gigi rolled her shoulder so my arm fell away. “I’ll speak to the inspector. I suggest we use my grandmother’s sitting room.” Before Thorn could reply, she moved, her heels tapping across the Aremberg pattern of the parquet.

      Gigi opened a set of double doors and went into a sitting room. It was the same opulent style as the bedroom with everything done in blue and white with touches of gold. The small personal items around the room—a stack of books on a side table near an armchair and a silver-framed photograph of the dowager on her wedding day—made me think the suite of rooms were reserved for the dowager. They’d probably been hers when she was the duchess and were now set aside for her use when she was in London.

      Gigi went to a settee and motioned for me to sit beside her, which only left a diminutive chair with curly gilt edges and a tiny seat covered in ice-blue silk for Inspector Thorn.

      He sat down gingerly, and the chair creaked under his weight. He paused, probably to make sure the chair would hold him, then said to me, “Miss Belgrave, we don’t need your presence here.”

      Gigi cut in before I could answer. “Oh, but I do. I don’t think I could speak to you, Inspector, unless my friend is here. For the moral support, you know.” She said the last bit with a smile, but there was a firmness in her words that indicated she’d have her way.

      Thorn scowled at me. “Very well.” He nodded to the constable, who was hesitating on the threshold of the sitting room. “Get my sergeant.”

      The police sergeant must have been nearby because a moment later, a young man with sandy hair and an attentive gaze stepped into the room. Thorn jerked his head at a writing desk in the corner. The sergeant took out a notebook and pencil from his pocket and took a seat at the desk.

      Thorn removed his own notepad from a pocket and drew a breath, but Gigi spoke first. “I’d like to know exactly what happened this evening.”

      “We’ll get to that in good time.”

      “I must insist. I need to know what’s happened.” Her freezing aristocratic tones were back, and if I hadn’t just seen that the dowager was dead, I would have thought that it was the dowager who’d spoken. “Surely that’s the least you can do for me, Inspector. Once you answer my questions, I’ll be happy to answer yours.”

      The inspector’s lips flattened, but he said, “Very well.” I had to admire the way Gigi had neatly turned the tables and become the questioner. Thorn said, “The police were summoned to the house by the dowager’s doctor at four this morning.”

      “Dr. Benhurst?”

      “That’s right. The butler rang the doctor during the night”—he checked his notebook—“at the request of the dowager’s maid, a Mrs. Dowd. The doctor says he did what he could, but the dowager died at half past three this morning. Dr. Benhurst informed us that initially he thought his patient had a severe case of gastritis.” I felt a plunging sensation at the inspector’s words as I thought of Gigi’s description of the dowager’s case of the flu.

      “Poor Granny. That’s terrible. But why would Dr. Benhurst contact you?” The icy superior tone was gone. She was puzzled.

      I realized Gigi didn’t understand the situation. It wasn’t surprising. The death of the dowager was a shock. She was still taking in the news and hadn’t grasped the significance of a house full of policemen and a Scotland Yard inspector.

      “The suddenness and severity of the attack prompted him to ring us up. He suspects arsenic.”

      Gigi blinked. “I’m sorry?” Clearly, she thought she’d misunderstood Thorn.

      “The dowager’s physician thinks she was poisoned,” I said to Gigi.

      “But that’s impossible! I mean, Granny occasionally had indigestion, but nothing”—she waved a hand toward the bedroom—“like this. She wasn’t unwell.”

      Thorn pounced on her words. “Are you sure about that? The servants say you knew the dowager was taking a tray in her room this evening.”

      He was trying to trip up Gigi and catch her in a lie. She was so discombobulated that she didn’t realize it. I tried to make eye contact with her, but she didn’t notice. “Well, yes. But, as I said, Granny often has—had—indigestion. If she wasn’t feeling well, she’d have a light supper on a tray. But she’d never admit she was ill. She always soldiered on.” She started and turned to me. “Do you think—? Is it possible? What Granny feared—?”

      Thorn’s gaze bounced between Gigi and me as he said, “Lady Gina, if you have information that would help the investigation . . .”

      “Oh. Yes. Yes, of course. Well, you see, Granny had this idea that someone was out to—to—hurt her. I didn’t believe it. I thought she was imagining things. That’s why I asked Olive to stay, to help Granny realize it was all in her head.”

      Thorn shot me a look like I was a bothersome fly and he wished he could flick me away with a twitch of his hand. “So, you’re on a little ‘job,’ are you, Miss Belgrave?” He didn’t give me time to answer but turned back to Gigi. “Why was your grandmother afraid, Lady Gina?”

      “I don’t know. I thought it was all coincidental. I was sure it was, but now—”

      “Just give me the details, please.”

      “All right.” Gigi ran her hands over her knees, smoothing the skirt of her evening gown. “Granny and I were shopping. We’d visited her dressmaker, and a new milliner had opened just a few doors down. We were walking along the pavement, and a motorcar swerved toward us. It was a momentary thing. The driver corrected before anything happened, but Granny was frightened.”

      “When was this?”

      “I’m not sure. Several weeks ago.”

      “Did you see the driver?”

      “No. It all happened frightfully quickly. The motor didn’t stop. And then there was the time Granny had the flu.” Gigi’s words slowed as she recounted how the dowager had thought her food tasted off and had then felt ill. Gigi said, “But Dr. Benhurst said it was the flu. I had a touch of it as well, but not as severe as Granny.”

      “And when did the dowager have the flu?” Thorn asked.

      “I don’t remember exactly. A few weeks ago. Dr. Benhurst will know. You must ask him.”

      “I will. When did the incident with the motor happen?”

      “Before Granny had the flu. Maybe a few days. I don’t remember exactly.”

      Thorn made a note, then changed tack. “What time did you leave the house yesterday evening?”

      “Around half past eight.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “I don’t see how that’s relevant,” Gigi said. “Shouldn’t you be contacting Dr. Benhurst?”

      “Not at this moment, no. We’ll finish here first.”

      “Finish? What else is there to say? I’ve told you Granny suspected someone wanted to hurt her, and I—stupidly—discounted her opinion. Obviously, she was right. What I did last night doesn’t come into it.”

      Thorn’s hand tightened around the notebook. It curved under the pressure. “On the contrary, Lady Gina. Your movements—along with everyone else’s at Alton House—are extremely important.”

      Gigi stared at him, her eyes widening as her expression transitioned from impatience to understanding. “You suspect someone here at Alton House poisoned her. Well! That’s absurd. Completely absurd.”

      “No, it’s not. In fact, Dr. Benhurst is quite sure your grandmother was poisoned—”

      “Really! Inspector, I must—”

      Thorn spoke over her. “Dr. Benhurst is familiar with the symptoms. He had a patient who accidentally consumed arsenic. Dr. Benhurst was in attendance at the man’s death and tells me your grandmother’s symptoms at the end were remarkably similar. ‘Disturbingly similar’ were his exact words, in fact. So you see, my questions aren’t prompted by a whim or a desire to inconvenience you, Lady Gina. I’m collecting evidence. In any case, the appropriate tests will be conducted to confirm whether or not Dr. Benhurst’s assessment is correct. In the meantime, I must collect as much information about the situation here at Alton House as possible while memories are fresh, including the whereabouts of all members of the household. So, if you’ll detail your movements of the previous evening . . .”

      “Fine.” Gigi’s tone was still belligerent, but it was underlined with fear. “It’s completely useless information, but I’ll indulge you. We went to Grafton Galleries, then visited a few more clubs before the treasure hunt.” A look of distaste crossed Thorn’s face. If Gigi noticed it, she ignored it. “It’s difficult to give you a moment-by-moment account of the treasure hunt. We were all over London.”

      “I see,” Thorn said, his tone indicating he thought a treasure hunt was the most useless waste of time he’d ever heard of. “Who was with you?”

      “Olive and Clara—that is, Miss Belgrave and Miss Clack.”

      Thorn flicked a glance at me. “Anyone else?” he asked as if I’d lie for Gigi and he needed additional confirmation of her whereabouts.

      Gigi said, “Of course. Let’s see. Captain Inglebrook met us at Grafton Galleries. We chatted with Sebastian Blakely and Benny Tower, who was Granny’s solicitor. And there were scads of people at the actual treasure hunt. You must ask Lisbet for her guest list.”

      “That won’t be necessary. And what did you do yesterday?”

      “Yesterday? I just told you.”

      “I meant during the day,” Thorn said.

      “Oh. I slept. I rose at teatime and met Olive and Clara in the drawing room. I invited Olive, Addie, and Clara to come on the treasure hunt with me. Addie declined and stayed here.”

      “So, you did nothing yesterday except sleep, have tea, then drop into a few nightclubs and attend a treasure hunt?”

      Gigi lifted her chin. “That’s correct.”

      “And when you arrived a few moments ago, you seemed confused about my presence. Why?”

      Gigi cut her gaze to me. “I was surprised to find the police in my home. It’s not something that happens in the normal course of events.”

      “But Miss Belgrave”—Thorn looked at me—“specifically informed you I was a ‘real’ inspector. What was that about?”

      I shot a glance at Gigi, and she shook her head, a slight movement, while Thorn’s attention was fixed on me. I gave a little head shake of my own, trying to convey it wasn’t worth it to try to keep the Murder Party from the inspector.

      I said, “It was a simple mix-up.” Gigi made a movement with her hand as if to cut me off, but I ignored it. “On Monday evening, the dowager set up an entertainment, a fake crime, that was played out after dinner. We were all taken in. When a man arrived pretending to be a police inspector, we thought he was genuine.”

      Thorn transferred his attention to Gigi, a thoughtful look on his face as he quoted her words, “‘Doesn’t Granny know you can’t pull the same joke twice?’”

      Gigi’s smile was tight, barely a parting of her lips. “I was completely wrong. I see that now.”

      Thorn asked, “What sort of crime was it?”

      “What?”

      “This fake crime your grandmother staged, what was it?”

      Gigi said evenly, “Murder.”

      Thorn watched her a moment. Gigi was a terrible fidget. She could never sit still for more than a moment in school, but now she remained completely immobile as she returned Thorn’s gaze. “Now that I’ve answered your questions, there is much I must see to.”

      “I’m afraid I have a few more—” Thorn transferred his gaze to the doors behind us. “Yes, what is it?”

      “A word, sir,” said another constable.

      Thorn rose from the delicate chair, and the antique wood squeaked. He went over to speak to the constable, moving back into the dowager’s bedroom, probably so we wouldn’t overhear.

      Gigi snapped out of her stiff posture, swiveling toward me. “What were you thinking? Why did you tell him—?”

      I put my hand on the back of hers and glanced pointedly at the sergeant, who was still seated in the corner of the room. He’d put down his pencil, but his interested gaze rested on us. I dropped my voice. “Thorn will know about the Murder Party shortly. It was in the papers. Better he hears it from us than think we’re trying to keep something from him.”

      Her irritation drained away. “Oh. I’d forgot it would be written up.”

      “Yes, I saw it yesterday. Did no one mention it to you?”

      “No. You were right. I’m old news. Everyone was talking about Plummy Smythe and how he ran his motor into the shrubbery at Ashdown.”

      Thorn returned, and the chair’s joints squealed again as he sat down. “Now, Lady Gina, tell me about this ‘Murder Party,’ as it’s being called.”

      Gigi gave a quick summary. Thorn’s eyes narrowed as her story went on. When she finished, he said, “So your grandmother threatened to change her will, did she? Surely that was a concern for you. I understand you’re the main beneficiary.”

      Gigi laughed. “Granny did that constantly. No one paid the slightest bit of attention to her.”

      “And she embarrassed you.”

      “It was a joke. All in good fun.”

      “All in good fun,” he repeated, indicating he thought it was exactly the opposite. “The butler informs me you received a telegram—let me see”—he consulted the notepad—“yesterday. What was in this telegram?”

      Gigi swallowed. “An update on my parents’ travel itinerary, nothing more.” Her voice was light, but I sensed a wariness in her attitude.

      “They’re out of the country, I understand?”

      “India.”

      Thorn smiled as if he’d caught Gigi out. “That was their destination, but their plans have changed, haven’t they? That’s what the telegram was about, wasn’t it? They’ve extended their trip.”

      Gigi’s brows lowered, and her pearlescent skin flushed. “How do you know that?”

      Thorn laughed. “Oh, come now, Lady Gina. You know you can’t keep a secret from the servants. I’m sure the news that your parents have added Singapore and Australia to their trip was all over the house before the day was out.” All traces of the smile vanished from his face. “Their decision to keep circling the globe meant your grandmother would stay on, which I’m sure you found restricting. Your grandmother had threatened to change her will—cutting you out. On top of that, she embarrassed you, making you the butt of a party joke.”

      Gigi rose, which meant that Thorn had to stand. The sergeant popped up as well, and his notepad tumbled to the floor.

      “I understand what you’re implying, Inspector.” Gigi’s tone was glacial. “I’m appalled to find a member of the police who is so shortsighted. This conversation is over. Carry out your ‘inquiries,’ as you call them. I won’t prevent that. But if you make another implication along those lines about me, you’ll hear from my solicitor.”

      Gigi walked out of the room, then paused at the door and turned back. “I assume you need to interview everyone in the house. I’ll inform Elrick to make the dining room available for you.”

      Before Thorn could order me to stay in the sitting room, I jumped up and left the room. I found Gigi in the hall, her arms braced and head bent as she leaned on a marquetry table. “Olive, he thinks I murdered Granny.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “I can barely take it in—that she’s died.” She turned her head to look at me from her hunched position. “You have to help me. That’s why I said he has to use the dining room—”

      A whiff of cigarette smoke drifted through the air, and the rumble of Thorn’s voice came from inside the dowager’s room. Gigi pushed away from the table and grabbed my arm. “Come on. I’ll tell you on the way.”
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      Gigi propelled me along the hallway, moving at a pace that rivaled the sprinting we’d done during the treasure hunt.

      I gripped the wrought-iron banister to steady myself as we plunged down a flight of stairs. “Gigi, slow down.”

      “Can’t. We have to beat the dreadful inspector to the dining room.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Thorn—stupid man—thinks I had something to do with Granny’s death. You can listen to him question everyone and figure out what really happened.”

      We burst into the empty dining room. The long table of polished wood sat at the center of the massive room, its chairs aligned around it with military precision.

      “Thorn won’t let me sit in on his interviews.” If Detective Inspector Longly was investigating, I might have an outside chance of participating in an investigation in a small way. Longly would eventually be a relative since he’d proposed to Gwen. With him, I might be able to pull some strings, but not with Inspector Thorn.

      “That’s why I arranged for Inspector Thorn to talk to everyone in here. It’s perfect.” She threw out her arm, gesturing to the screen that partitioned off one corner of the dining room. “Here, I’ll show you.” She set off across the topaz-and-ruby-patterned carpet.

      The screen was about eight feet tall. The room’s gold wallpaper with a fleur-de-lis pattern also covered the thick wooden panels of the screen. One end of the screen fit snugly against the wall, then the accordion panels curved around, blocking off a corner of the room.

      “Daddy had the screen specially constructed to hide the jib door that connects to the kitchen.” The last panel of the screen stopped about three feet short of the wall, leaving an open space to pass through into the enclosed area, which was set up with a long table covered with a linen cloth, a staging area for the food that would be brought up from the kitchen.

      Gigi slipped through the opening and pointed to a door that was built flush into the wall. Except for the small seam at the edge, the door blended into the wall. It was covered in the same pattern of wallpaper as the rest of the room, and the lower half of the door was paneled in the room’s wainscoting. Gigi fiddled with the wainscoting, and the door opened, revealing plain wooden stair treads that marched downward.

      “Daddy had the jib door put in because he was tired of cold food arriving at the table. This connects directly to the kitchen. He had the renovations done when I was a little girl. Jeffery and I thought it was the grandest thing. We’d play checkers at the table in here when the nursery maid let us.”

      Two small wooden benches were tucked under the table, and Gigi pulled one out. “You can sit here. And if you look in that mirror there”—she pointed over my shoulder to an enormous mirror with a heavy gold filigree frame that was mounted on the wall beyond the screen—“you can see the dining room table in the mirror.”

      “Gigi, slow down. This won’t work. Thorn will want to question me. I can’t stay here.”

      “I’ll take care of that. You just sit tight and listen to everything.”

      I hesitated. Of course I wanted to help her, but I was sure eavesdropping wasn’t the way to do it. “Dr. Benhurst could be completely wrong about the poison.”

      “He’s one of the top physicians in London. Granny would see no one else. If he says she was poisoned, then as much as I’d like to discount what he says, he’s probably right. He even told us about the poisoning case the inspector mentioned. It was after dinner one evening. Granny often invited Dr. Benhurst to dine with us. He glossed over the gruesome details, but he said it was clear that the man had been murdered, and the trial bore him out. Olive, please. Everything Thorn said is true. Granny did threaten to change her will, and the Murder Party was—” She closed her eyes momentarily. “I was angry with Granny over that, but I’d never hurt her. We’ll never find out what happened if Inspector Thorn thinks I poisoned Granny. I still can’t take it in—a poisoning? Arsenic? It’s completely incredible. I can’t quite believe I’m even saying it aloud, but he thinks I did it. Why else all the questions about my movements? Please, will you help me?”

      “Hiding and eavesdropping isn’t what will prove you’re innocent. You should—”

      Her lips flattened and her chin firmed as she interrupted me. “I need to know what people—the servants—are saying about me, and what Thorn believes. Elrick and Dowd hate me. Absolutely and completely. What if they lie to Thorn? What if he believes them? If we can find out what they’ve told him . . . if he believes it, then, well”—she squared her shoulders—“then I’ll know what I’m up against. And then there’s Granny. If nothing else, do it to help me find out what really happened to her. Granny was terribly controlling, but she didn’t deserve this.”

      “But you told me many people were upset with the dowager, that she had enemies.”

      “That’s true, but I would never have dreamed that someone would poison her. Maybe disrupt her plans for a dinner party or steal her cook away, but never this. Please, Olive, will you stay here and listen? That’s all I’m asking.”

      I had seen coldness in Elrick’s manner to Gigi. It wasn’t the typical reserve of a servant. If Gigi was right, if two servants of long-standing united to throw suspicion on her, she could be in a very difficult place. “All right, I’ll listen.”

      Gigi squeezed my arm. “Thank you.” She disappeared around the edge of the screen. The thick Oriental carpet muffled her steps as she hurried across the room.

      Gigi hadn’t turned on the lights in the dining room, and the tall wood sections of the screen loomed over me. Suddenly feeling like a mouse caught in a trap, I went to the jib door and studied the wainscoting, trying to work out the location of the latch. I found it, a little groove on the underside of the chair rail. The door sprung open at the same moment Thorn’s voice boomed out so loudly that I jumped.

      “I suppose this will do.” The chandeliers blazed as someone flicked the electric switch. I froze where I was as the voices continued. “Sergeant, move some of these chairs away from the table. Leave one on each side of the table, then take a seat farther down.”

      While the sergeant shifted the chairs, I closed the jib door, moving it inch by inch until the latch engaged with a faint click. I tiptoed over to the bench, holding my breath, afraid I’d set off a cacophony of creaks as I crossed the bare floorboards.

      Thorn’s voice came again. “That’ll do, Sergeant. Have the old woman’s maid brought in. We’ll go through the day chronologically.”

      “I thought you’d insist on speaking to Lady Gina again or that you’d call for her friend—Miss Belgrave, wasn’t it?”

      I froze when he said my name. Gigi was right about the view in the mirror. It was positioned to perfectly reflect the center of the room.

      Thorn pulled out his chair and tossed his notebook on the table. “We’ll let Lady Gina stew for a bit,” Thorn said. “And as for her friend, Lady Gina sent her out to handle the obituary for the papers, so we’ll begin with the lady’s maid.” Thorn checked his notebook. “Mrs. Dowd.”

      I eased myself down onto the bench, letting out a breath. At least Thorn wasn’t going to call for me as the first interview. The sergeant started for the door, but Felix strode in, brushed by the man, and sat down across from the inspector. Thorn raised his hand at the sergeant, who was halfway to the door. It looked as if Thorn was about to motion to have Felix escorted out, but then Felix said, “I suppose I should tell you straightaway that there was no love lost between my grandmother and me.”

      Thorn dropped his hand, subtly signaling to the sergeant to come back to the table. “Indeed?”

      The sergeant slipped into his seat and took out his notebook and pencil. I settled in, my gaze on the mirror. It was rather like watching a play. If Thorn or the sergeant glanced at the mirror, I hoped their gaze would skim right over me in the dark corner. I wished I’d had time to change out of my sparkly dress, but I couldn’t do anything about it now.

      Felix lounged back in the chair, the wings of his hair falling away from his forehead. “I’m sure you’ll hear about it from the others. I was quite upset with her.”

      “Why was that?”

      “She’d done her best to prevent me from having any success with my writing.” Felix detailed how the dowager had encouraged a bad review for his play, and her ready admission of her actions when he had confronted her.

      Thorn looked up from jotting in his notebook. “She sabotaged you, then.”

      “Yes. She felt my time was better spent focusing on Alton House and my inheritance. I didn’t agree.”

      “And this made you angry?”

      “Yes. It would be foolish of me to pretend otherwise.”

      “Yet it’s something most people would hide.”

      “I find it quite tedious to hide from the truth. Much better to face it head-on.”

      “I see. And what were your movements yesterday?”

      “I spent the day writing. I had some very good news, you see, and it inspired me.”

      “Good news?”

      “Mr. Evans—you’ve heard of him?” Thorn shook his head. “He’s a producer—tremendously influential chap. He wasn’t put off by my grandmother’s actions. In fact, he’s anxious to produce another play.”

      Thorn looked at him blankly.

      Felix tapped his chest. “A play of mine.”

      Thorn telegraphed doubt with a tilt of his head. “But surely the results would be the same?”

      “Not this time.” Satisfaction filled Felix’s words. “We decided it would be under a nom de plume. Quite common for authors to use a pen name, you know. And because of that—the fact we’re using a pen name—I have absolutely no motive to poison Granny. She wouldn’t have known a thing about it.”

      The news that the dowager might have been poisoned must have been circulating throughout the house. It wasn’t surprising. Some of the servants, probably Dowd, would have attended Dr. Benhurst, and Elrick had telephoned the police.

      Thorn stared at Felix. Felix’s confident smile became set as the silence stretched. He shoved the chair back. “I must get on. Words to write, you know.”

      “Not just yet.” Thorn’s tone arrested Felix’s movement. He froze, his back angled slightly forward, his legs tensed to rise from the chair. “Make yourself comfortable,” Thorn said. “We’re not finished here. Take me through your day—in detail.”

      Felix collapsed back into the chair. His confident pretense slipped away. His skin paled, taking on the tone of bread dough. He swallowed. “Yesterday?”

      “Yes.”

      “As I said, I was in my room, as I am every day.”

      “All day?” Thorn asked, his tone incredulous, and I realized he used his replies of surprise or doubt to tease out more information.

      Felix swallowed again. “Yes. All day. I was typing. I have the pages to prove it. I had meals brought to me. And the maids will attest to the sound of typing coming from my room, I’m sure,” he finished, a note of relief in his voice.

      “The entire day? You never left?”

      “No. Well, only to go down the hall to the—er—lavatory a few times.”

      “What about during the evening?”

      “Oh. Yes. Right. I did leave then—to celebrate with Mr. Evans.” Felix straightened, relief washing over his face. “And Gigi saw me. That is, my cousin, Lady Gina. She was at Grafton Galleries with her friends. We didn’t speak, but she’ll confirm I was there.”

      “She already has. Thank you for your time.” Thorn stood.

      Felix bounced up, his face a picture of confusion. “But if you already knew, why did you ask?”

      “Because we must check these things.”

      “Oh. I see.” Felix turned away to leave, but he didn’t look as if he found Thorn’s last words reassuring.

      Once Felix departed, Thorn told his sergeant to question the maids. “See if they indeed heard typing all day long. I’ll see the dowager’s maid next. If anyone knows what happened with the old woman, it’ll be her.”
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      Thorn began the interview with Dowd by asking for her full name.

      Dowd sat straight and correct, her hands folded in her lap. “Angelina Joanna Dowd.”

      The melodious name did not go with Dowd’s pursed lips and disapproving frown.

      Thorn asked, “How long have you been with the dowager?”

      “Fourteen years.” Her reply was short and sharp. “I don’t see why that’s here or there. Or why you’re even speaking to me. It’s clear as day who’s done this.”

      “Did you see something you want to share with us, Mrs. Dowd? Or perhaps you know something relevant?”

      “I have eyes in my head, Inspector.” She gave a quick nod. “It’s well known who hated my mistress.”

      “Who would that be?”

      “Lady Gina, of course. I don’t know why you haven’t taken her away yet. She should be under lock and key for what she’s done.”

      Thorn looked up from his notes. “Lady Gina and the dowager . . . they didn’t have an easy relationship?”

      Dowd laughed, a bitter sound. “No. Her Grace did her best to rein her in, but Lady Gina fought her at every turn. Of course, Lady Gina’s upbringing is to blame. The lack of rules, the frivolousness of her mother—well, it’s difficult to counteract that. The dowager did try.”

      I hadn’t realized the extent of Dowd’s animosity toward Gigi. She hadn’t been exaggerating at all when she said Dowd hated her.

      “Did the dowager say anything to you about changing her will?”

      “Yes, sir. That’s at the root of all of this. That spiteful little minx wanted the money and poisoned my mistress to get it.”

      Thorn’s shoulders shifted in what looked like a suppressed sigh. “Did the dowager say anything specific about her will?”

      I felt a tiny bit sorry for him, having to circumvent Dowd’s rage in an effort to find any actual details.

      “Her Grace said she planned to change it.”

      “When did she plan to change it?”

      “She didn’t say, sir.”

      “I see. And did she say what part of the will she intended to change?”

      “No. It was a general statement, but I knew she meant to cut out her granddaughter. It was only right. Lady Gina’s fast behavior shouldn’t be rewarded.”

      Thorn said, “Tell me about yesterday with as many specifics as possible.”

      Dowd shifted in her seat. “I don’t see—”

      “Mrs. Dowd, please answer the question.” Thorn softened his tone. “I suspect you’re a keen observer and can give me valuable insight into the household.”

      Dowd smoothed her cuffs, and I could tell by the tiny smile she permitted herself that she was pleased. “That is true. I’m very watchful, especially where my mistress is—was—concerned.”

      After listening to Dowd for a few minutes, I had no doubt that statement was true. Gigi thought Dowd was a snoop and a spy, and it sounded as if Gigi had been spot-on in her assessment.

      Dowd said, “I took Her Grace her breakfast tray at nine.”

      Thorn asked, “What did she have to eat?”

      “Her usual, tea and toast.”

      “Nothing else?”

      “Well, of course, marmalade—as she always does—but I had to send Stella down to the kitchen for it because the new kitchen maid is incompetent. I don’t know why Cook has kept her on.”

      “How much did the dowager eat?”

      “All of it,” Dowd said. “It wasn’t much to begin with—just two pieces of toast,” she added as if she didn’t want Thorn to think the dowager was a glutton.

      “And after breakfast?”

      “I helped Her Grace prepare for the day, and she left for her appointment with her dressmaker.”

      “Did you accompany her?”

      “No, Miss Clack did.”

      “And how was the dowager feeling before she left?”

      “She mentioned that breakfast hadn’t settled well, but she would never let a little thing like that slow her down. She went on with her day.” Pride infused Dowd’s words.

      Thorn took down the name of the dressmaker. “Did the dowager go anywhere else?”

      “She did not. She returned here directly from the dressmaker. She decided to skip luncheon.”

      “I see. There was no indication she wanted a doctor?”

      “Oh, no. She only wanted a bit of rest. She often had a touch of indigestion, and that was all it was—usually.” Dowd tacked on the last word, her tone malicious.

      “And then what happened?”

      “Her Grace rang for me around half past three. When I inquired, she said she felt fine. I helped her change into an afternoon tea gown. She went down to meet her granddaughter in the drawing room.”

      “Who was at tea?”

      “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask that mi—her granddaughter.”

      “When did you next see the dowager?”

      “Not until later that evening when I took her dinner tray to her.”

      “So she had a tray in her room?”

      “Yes. She’d sent word down earlier that she’d be dining in her room that evening. I took her tray to her.”

      “Did you speak to her then?”

      “Yes. And before you ask, I’ll tell you that she had the same food as everyone else in the household. Fish chowder, poulets rôtis au cresson, truffle salad, and mousse à l’orange.” Dowd turned to the sergeant. “Do you need me to spell out the dishes, young man?”

      “No, madam. Thank you.”

      Dowd looked as if she didn’t believe him, but I’d watched him write the words without pause.

      “Did you take the tray away later?” Thorn asked.

      “Yes. She hadn’t eaten much. I helped her change into her nightclothes, then she said she was going to read before going to bed. I took the tray down to the kitchen and left it with the scullery maid. That was the last I heard from Her Grace until she rang for me during the night. At that point . . .” Dowd’s lips worked up and down as she fought to control her emotions. She pulled a handkerchief from her cuff, blew her nose, then sat up straighter. “I apologize. It was extremely distressing. I knew as soon as I went into her room that something was very, very wrong. She was in great distress, and I insisted on calling Dr. Benhurst.”

      Thorn didn’t press her for details about the exact form of the dowager’s illness, and for that I was rather glad. I was sure he’d be able to get that information from the doctor. Instead he asked, “In all your trips back and forth to the dowager’s room during the day, did you notice any sounds from Viscount Daley’s room?”

      Dowd frowned at the change of topic. “No. He’s not my concern.”

      “You didn’t hear the sound of the typewriter coming from his room?”

      “I can’t say that I did or didn’t. He’s always clattering away, making an awful rat-tat-a-tat. I block it out.”

      “So he might have been typing?”

      “Possibly. As I said, I don’t concern myself with Viscount Daley.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Dowd. That will be all. If you could send in the upstairs maid who was on duty—Stella, wasn’t it?”

      Dowd put her handkerchief away and stood. “I look forward to seeing justice done in this case. I expect you’ll take away Lady Gina soon?”

      “We’ll do our jobs, Mrs. Dowd. Now, if you please, send in Stella.”

      Dowd scowled at him before she left. As soon as Dowd passed into the hall, Thorn turned to the sergeant. “When we’re done here, check with the kitchen and see if there is anything left from last evening’s dinner. If so, we’ll take it away and have it tested.”

      The sergeant said, “I’ve already asked. Nothing remained from dinner. The food from the dowager’s tray was tossed out. Nothing left from the tea either.”

      “Not even a tea cake?” Thorn asked.

      “No, sir. The tray was knocked over—everything was spilled on the floor and had to be cleaned up.”

      “Who knocked over the tray?”

      “According to the maids, Lady Gina.”

      “I see.”

      I didn’t like the satisfaction in Thorn’s tone.

      The sergeant went on, “While I was belowstairs, I also asked about rat poison. The household keeps it in a storage room off the kitchen. Anyone in the house could have taken some. I secured the container.”

      “Did you, now?” Thorn gave his sergeant a long look.

      “Just trying to be thorough, sir.”

      Thorn’s eyes narrowed, but before he could say anything else, Stella appeared, hesitating on the threshold. Her flyaway hair had been slicked back, and she ran her hands over her skirt, smoothing it down in a nervous gesture as she waited. Thorn rose and waved her in. When she was seated and had stated her full name, Stella Beatrice Barstow, and the location of her home village in Surrey, Thorn said, “We’re retracing the events of yesterday, so please take us through what you did, beginning in the morning.”

      Stella, her hands locked together in her lap, spoke so quietly that I had to strain to hear her. “Well, the kitchen maid knocks on our door at five forty-five—”

      “Not that early,” Thorn said, and Stella started when he broke into her narrative. Unlike Dowd, she clearly found the experience of being interviewed by the police alarming. Thorn noticed her reaction and said, “You’re not to worry. Just tell us about your activities from about nine o’clock on.”

      “Yes, sir. Nine o’clock is when we take the trays up. Her Grace insisted that a tray be taken to Lady Gina’s room at nine, even though Lady Gina never touches it. She doesn’t even move at that hour.” Stella seemed to relax as she talked about the routine. Her hands loosened, and I didn’t have to strain to hear her as the volume of her voice returned to normal.

      “So you took the tray into her room—”

      “Oh, no. Nina—she’s the new kitchen maid—forgot to put a spoon on the tray. I noticed it was missing when I spoke to Miss Belgrave. She was on her way down to breakfast and had said good morning to me.”

      I had to smile at Stella’s omission of our conversation. I didn’t blame her for keeping quiet. Offering to give away Lady Gina’s breakfast tray certainly wasn’t something she should have done.

      “So you didn’t take the tray into Lady Gina’s room . . .” Thorn said, and I thought he was trying to keep her focused on her story.

      “Oh, no not then. Mrs. Monce would have had a fit when the tray came back to the kitchen and she saw I’d taken it in without a spoon. I put the tray down on the table in the hall, nipped down to the kitchen, and fetched a spoon. Then Mrs. Dowd poked her head out of Her Grace’s room and told me to fetch some marmalade. It was missing from Her Grace’s tray.” Stella shook her head. “That Nina’s too scatterbrained to work in the kitchen. She should be in the scullery washing up. She couldn’t cause any upsets there.”

      Thorn turned back a page in his notes. “And what did you do about the marmalade?”

      “I fetched it.”

      “Did you go into Her Grace’s room?”

      “No. I knocked, and Mrs. Dowd took the marmalade from me. Didn’t even say thank you, either!”

      “And what did you do next?”

      “I took the tray into Lady Gina’s room. She didn’t even know I was there. Snoring away, she was. Then I began on the other rooms, opening windows to let them air, dusting the furniture and woodwork, sweeping, cleaning the . . .”

      As Stella went on, I stifled a yawn and gave myself a little shake. My all-night adventure was catching up with me.

      Thorn interrupted her. “Did you see or interact with the dowager during the rest of the day?”

      “No, sir.”

      “What about Viscount Daley? Did you see him during the day?”

      Stella looked puzzled for a moment, then she said, “Oh, you mean Mr. Felix—he’s told us to call him that. He’s such a nice gentleman. No, I didn’t see him at all. He doesn’t like to have his room cleaned. He says it interferes with his muse. He was typing, so I didn’t clean his room.”

      “How long was he typing?”

      “Why, all morning. I took him a tray at one o’clock, and he was still working at teatime too, when Lady Gina rang for me. I took him a tray in the evening as well. He had a stack of typed pages on his desk. He’d been at it all day.”

      “But those could have been pages he’d typed any day,” Thorn said in a tone that indicated Stella was too gullible.

      “No, sir. They couldn’t be. Mr. Felix burned all the papers in his room the day before. He does that when he’s not happy with his writing. He says it’s cathartic—whatever that means.”

      Thorn asked her about the rest of her day, but Stella hadn’t come into contact with either the dowager or even Mrs. Dowd again.

      Thorn dismissed her and sent for Clara.
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      Clara must have been lingering outside the dining room because she arrived within seconds of Thorn sending for her. I hadn’t seen her since Gigi and I had left her in the entry hall. Clara had changed into a plain black dress, which emphasized the dark circles under her eyes. The fabric was too light for winter, but it was probably one of the few black dresses she had. Even though she had on a cardigan, she appeared to be cold. She sat down and wrapped the edges of the sweater so they overlapped, then she crossed her arms over her midsection. Her freckles were prominent against the pallor of her face.

      After Clara gave her full name, Clara Hilda Clack, Thorn said, “I understand you were the dowager’s companion and secretary, Miss Clack?”

      “Yes. I took care of her correspondence and kept her appointment book, as well as other tasks.”

      Like fetching her shawl, I thought, remembering the dowager snapping out commands and Clara jumping up to carry out her orders.

      “And do you normally reside here at Alton House?”

      “No, I go wherever the dowager goes—I mean, I went wherever she went,” Clara said, a bleak look on her face.

      What would happen to Clara? Would Gigi’s parents ask her to stay on and live with them? No wonder Clara looked so wan and worried. Her world had just collapsed.

      Clara added, “Normally, we were at the dower house in the village of Altonbury, which is near the family’s estate. But with Lady Gina’s parents being away, the dowager came to London to be here with Lady Gina while they were traveling.”

      “Have you always lived with the dowager?” Thorn asked.

      “No.” A smile traced across her face. “My mother and I had a cottage in Altonbury. She taught piano and singing, and I lived with her until the War, when I went up to London.”

      “You found work?”

      “Yes, at an officer’s hospital, doing the washing up in the canteen. I did that for a year, then moved to another post at an airfield.”

      Thorn didn’t seem to be interested in Clara’s war work. “You didn’t return to live with your mother after the War?”

      “She’d passed, and the dowager suggested I live with her.”

      I imagined Clara had little choice in her future, reminding me of how lucky I’d been when I set out to find work. As much as I didn’t want to return to live with my father and stepmother, I did have that option if I wasn’t able to earn my crust in London.

      “Tell me about your day yesterday,” Thorn said. “What did you do?”

      “I always rise early in case the dowager needs me, but she didn’t ring for me in the morning. I went down to breakfast at half past eight, then returned to my room.”

      “You didn’t see the dowager?”

      “Not until she rang for me and we went to the dressmaker.”

      “Did she have any complaints about her physical health?”

      “Only that she had a touch of indigestion.”

      “Did you or the dowager have anything to eat while you were out?”

      “No. We simply went to the dressmaker and returned to Alton House for luncheon. The dowager said she didn’t want anything to eat, and she would ring for me if she needed me. I spent the afternoon writing replies to correspondence for her. I didn’t see her until I went down to the drawing room for tea.”

      “Who was there?”

      “It was only the dowager at first. Then Gigi came in.”

      I noticed she’d left out the mention of Mr. Quigley. Another yawn came over me, and I couldn’t stifle it. I gave myself a little shake and wished I had a cup of tea to help me stay awake.

      “What did the dowager have for tea?” Thorn asked.

      “She didn’t want any of the tea cakes or sandwiches. She rang for toast.”

      “I see. Go on.”

      “Well, there’s not much more to tell. The dowager said she was going to go lie down, and that she didn’t need me to accompany her upstairs. I remained in the drawing room.”

      “And that was when the tea tray was knocked over?”

      “Yes.” A blush crept up her throat and into her cheeks. “Lady Gina had brought Olive’s parrot to tea.”

      Thorn looked up. “Did you say parrot?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And this parrot belongs to Miss Belgrave?”

      Clearly, it was another black mark against me for Thorn.

      “Yes,” Clara said. “The parrot fluttered his feathers and startled us all.”

      “Who knocked over the tea tray?” Thorn asked, his gaze on his notebook.

      There was the barest pause, and Thorn looked up as Clara said, “Lady Gina.”

      Clara shifted in her chair under Thorn’s silent gaze. After a moment he asked, “When did you next see the dowager?”

      “I didn’t see her again. The last time I spoke to her was in the drawing room.”

      “I’m told the dowager often had trouble with indigestion,” Thorn said.

      “Yes, occasionally.”

      “Was there any pattern that you noticed to her discomfort?”

      Clara thought again before she answered. “It was usually after she’d had a very rich meal.”

      “And was Dr. Benhurst consulted each time she felt ill?”

      “Oh, no. Usually Her Grace would feel fine in a few hours. It was nothing severe.” Clara opened her mouth, hesitated, then said, “The maids are saying she was poisoned. Is that true?”

      “We don’t have a definitive answer at this time. Did you hear any noise from Viscount Daley’s room?”

      “Noise? Do you mean typing? He’s always typing.”

      “Did you hear him typing yesterday?”

      “Well . . . yes, I suppose so. It’s always there in the background. I hardly notice it at all now.”

      Thorn put down his pencil. “That will be all, Miss Clack.”

      After she’d left, Thorn sent for Addie, then said to his sergeant, “That one’s lying about something.”

      “You think so, sir?”

      “People always lie, Sergeant. Usually it’s about little things—embarrassing things—but they’re lies, which complicates our job.” Thorn sighed. “Miss Clack probably knocked over the tea tray herself.”

      Addie appeared in the door, and Thorn stood. “Come in, Miss Inglebrook.”

      I was surprised at the change in Addie’s appearance. She dragged into the room as if she’d been injured and moving too quickly would cause her pain. She gripped a handkerchief in one hand, and her eyes were pink and puffy. As she took a seat across from Thorn, she asked, “Is it true? The dowager has died?”

      “Yes, it is true.”

      Addie sat for a moment, her gaze on the polished wood of the table. “I see. That’s what everyone said, but I wasn’t sure . . . it’s so unbelievable . . .” Her voice died away, and I yawned again. I wiggled my shoulders and straightened my spine. I had to stay awake. It wouldn’t do for me to drift off. I might miss something, not to mention I’d make a horrible racket if I drifted off and toppled from the bench.

      Thorn asked for Addie’s full name.

      “Adeline Ophelia Inglebrook.”

      “And your address?”

      Addie paused. “I’m staying here at the invitation of Gigi.”

      “No, I need your address.”

      “Things are rather up in the air. My brother and I, well—we don’t have a current residence.” The last few words came rushing out. “We had a flat on the edge of Brompton, but there was a bit of—um—trouble with the rent. Our landlady let us stay as long as possible, but we had to move out last summer. Since then, we’ve had no place to go.”

      Surprise washed away some of my sleepiness. I never would have imagined that Inglebrook and Addie didn’t have a home.

      Addie hurried on, her words almost tumbling over each other. “Our parents are dead, you see. The only family we have left is an elderly aunt in Northumberland, and her situation is not at all suitable. Her house is very small. It’s a tiny cottage, actually, and there’s no society there at all. If we were to bury ourselves away in the country, we wouldn’t have the opportunity to meet people—suitable people, I mean.”

      I knew she meant someone suitable for marriage. She dropped her gaze to her hands and took a deep breath.

      “I see,” Thorn said quietly. “So you move from house to house?”

      She lifted her head. “Yes, we’ve been relying on the hospitality of our friends.”

      “And your brother, is he staying here at Alton House as well?”

      “No, he’s lodging with a friend.” She gave Thorn a name and address in Kensington.

      “How long have you been at Alton House?”

      “Gigi was kind enough to ask me to stay last week.”

      “And you’re a close friend of Lady Gina’s?” Thorn’s tone was mild, but he watched Addie carefully as she replied.

      Addie hesitated. “No, not in the sense of having been acquainted for a long time. She’s been most welcoming and a wonderful hostess, but I do know she asked me because she enjoys my brother’s company. Inviting me to stay here . . . well, it gives my brother a reason to visit frequently.”

      “And your brother and Lady Gina, are you expecting an announcement soon?”

      Addie angled her head. “No, I don’t think so. In any case, not now, after the dowager’s death.”

      “But Lady Gina and your brother are close?”

      Wrinkles cut across Addie’s face as she frowned. “I suppose so, but they’re very jokey about it. It’s hard to tell if there’s any seriousness there at all.”

      Thorn nodded and made a note. His tone became brisk. “Tell me about your movements yesterday.”

      Addie took a breath and seemed to brace herself. “I breakfasted with Olive and left to go to Hyde Park.”

      Thorn said, “So you left Alton House between nine thirty and ten?”

      “Yes, I suppose that’s about right.”

      Thorn lifted his eyebrows. “Bit early for a stroll in the park. It was quite cold yesterday morning.”

      “Rollo had sent a note asking me to meet him there.” Her voice cracked on the last word, then her composure broke completely, and a sob burst out of her. She pressed her handkerchief to her nose and began to cry, her shoulders heaving.

      Thorn looked flabbergasted. “Er—Miss Inglebrook?”

      Addie drew in a breath, attempted to say something, then sobbed again into her handkerchief. Her ragged weeping was like a dash of cold water and jolted me fully awake. I strained to hear anything she said, but her crying intensified.

      Thorn turned away from her to the sergeant, his eyebrows raised. The sergeant shrugged. Thorn turned back to Addie. “Miss Inglebrook, pull yourself together.”

      Addie’s shoulders continued to heave.

      Thorn said, “Sergeant, see if you can procure a glass of water for Miss Inglebrook. Perhaps there’s something there beyond the screen. Check and see.”

      I jumped up, but a quick check of the mirror showed the sergeant was already halfway across the dining room. I didn’t have time to get to the jib door. I gathered my skirts and scuttled under the long table. I hoped the white cloth that was draped over it was long enough to hide me. A pair of polished black shoes and dark pant legs appeared in the opening. I held my breath. I’d been so sleepy and lethargic only moments before, but now energy fizzed through me.

      The shoes disappeared, and I forced myself to wait a few seconds before I let out a breath in case the sergeant was standing near the screen. His voice came from across the room, “Nothing there, sir. I’ll ring for a servant.”

      I leaned back against the leg of the table. I didn’t want to move an inch for fear that I’d make noise. Addie continued to sob, but her cries were tapering off. By the time a maid arrived, Addie was only sniffling. The click of glass against glass sounded as though someone poured water. Addie blew her nose, thanked the sergeant for the water, then said, “I’m sorry. It’s just all so overwhelming.”

      Thorn said, “The death of the dowager has upset you?”

      “No.” The fierceness in Addie’s tone drew me out from underneath the table. I lifted the cloth and cautiously crept back to the bench, where I could see the dining room in the mirror. Addie’s eyes were bloodshot, and her face was blotchy, but there was a firmness about her mouth that I hadn’t seen before.

      “Then why are you distressed?”

      Addie put the glass down with a thud. “Because Rollo has left, and it’s all her fault.”

      “I’m not sure I understand,” Thorn said. “Why don’t you tell me exactly what happened from the beginning. Who is Rollo?”

      Addie cleared her throat and, after drubbing at her eyes, she said, “Rollo’s full name is Roland Weatherspoon. He sent me a note and asked me to meet him at the Achilles statue.”

      Emotion seem to wash over her again, and Thorn quickly said, “Hyde Park, yes. You mentioned that.”

      Addie pressed the handkerchief to her eyes. “I had no idea. No idea at all. I felt so light and happy when I left the house. I knew he was about to propose.”

      “How did you know that?”

      Addie smiled, and even with her blotchy face, she looked pretty. “A girl knows. He’d been giving out little hints. We’d even talked about it a few times . . . how nice it would be to be married and together all the time.” Addie’s gaze dropped. She picked at the hem of her handkerchief. “But when I arrived in the park, Rollo looked awful. I asked if he was ill, but he said no. He had some bad news.”

      Her chin wobbled, and she pressed her handkerchief to her mouth for a moment. “He was being sent away on a grand tour. His family can’t afford it, but they’re sending him away to get him away from me. They think I’m unsuitable.”

      Surprise showed on Thorn’s features, and Addie added quickly, “I have no dowry, and Rollo’s family insists that he marry money.”

      “And you think the dowager had something to do with this decision to send him away?” Thorn asked, puzzled.

      “I know she did. She sent a note around to Rollo’s mother and told her we were quite serious. The dowager suggested that they send Rollo away. His mother told him all this, and he told me. Everything had been arranged for his departure that day, a train to the coast and then a channel crossing to France, all accompanied by his valet, who is to see that Rollo doesn’t return. Rollo barely had time to say goodbye to me.” Her voice shifted from sorrow back to determination. “But distance doesn’t matter. We love each other. Rollo will write to me every day, and I to him. When he returns, his family will see that he’ll never marry anyone else, and then they must let us marry.”

      I admired her conviction that Rollo would remain true to her, but I wondered if his devotion would last through a grand tour. It was an effective way to break up a young couple. I’d heard of several families using the tactic to end what they termed “ill-suited” liaisons.

      Thorn nodded, but I saw the doubt in his gaze too. “I’m sorry about the turn of events, Miss Inglebrook. What happened after your young man shared this news with you?”

      “We had to say goodbye.” She sniffed but didn’t burst into tears again. “I came back here and spent the rest of the day in my room. I didn’t want to speak to anyone else.”

      “You didn’t speak to anyone at all?”

      “Well, Gigi knocked on my door twice. She asked if I was all right. Later she invited me to go on a treasure hunt, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t face anyone.”

      Thorn put down his pencil and gave all his attention to studying Addie’s face. “You had a very good reason to be angry with the dowager.”

      “I was furious with her. I’m sorry that she’s dead because I know that her family will grieve for her, but at least she can’t interfere in anyone else’s life.”
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      Thorn dismissed Addie, and Elrick appeared in the doorway. “Lady Gina would like to inform you that breakfast has been laid out in the breakfast room, if you would like to partake.”

      Thorn closed his notebook. “Excellent idea. Come along, Sergeant. After we eat, I’ll speak to Inglebrook and track down the family solicitor. He should . . .” Thorn’s voice faded as they left the room.

      I waited a few beats, then peeked around the edge of the screen. A maid bustled in, and I stepped back into the shadows. She gathered the glass and pitcher, then departed.

      I counted to twenty, then darted across the empty room to the door. I poked my head into the hallway. It was empty. I turned in the opposite direction from the breakfast room and scampered upstairs.
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      Gigi refilled my coffee cup and set the pot down with a bang that rattled the silver teaspoons on the tray. “So I was right. Inspector Thorn does suspect me.”

      “Yes, but you’re far from the only person with a motive.”

      “Faint praise, indeed.” Her spoon clicked energetically against the china as she stirred sugar into her coffee.

      We were in Gigi’s sitting room, a cozy room with chintz armchairs and bright gold-and-cream-striped wallpaper. Long windows looked out over the small garden at the back of the house. Wintery sunlight fell in bright squares on the topaz and pink Axminster carpet. Double doors encrusted with gold filigree stood open to Gigi’s bedroom on one wall, and a white marble mantel framed the fireplace on another. Tributes from her dance partners from the previous night—two flower bouquets, one of roses and the other of gardenias, along with a box of chocolates—rested on the low table between us.

      My feet, now shod in my most comfortable shoes, were propped on a tufted footstool and angled toward the fire. I sipped the coffee, and the hot liquid blazed through me, giving me a shot of adrenaline.

      Thank goodness I’d made it to my room without encountering anyone. The sight of me still in my gold evening gown would have raised eyebrows, not to mention questions. I’d bathed and changed into the darkest, most somber dress I’d brought with me, a crepe de chine day dress in navy with seed pearl buttons and white piping. Gigi had also changed. Her elegant black silk dress whispered as she kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet under her skirt.

      I’d given Gigi a summary of what I’d overheard in the dining room. She held the coffee cup at chin level and looked at me over it. “Inspector Thorn doesn’t seriously think that Felix could have done it.”

      “You don’t think he could have?”

      “No, of course not.” She spoke quickly and with complete assurance. “If Felix finds a spider in the bath, he traps it with a glass and paper, then carries it to the garden and releases it.”

      “But you were concerned about him. I noticed the way your gaze tracked him in the drawing room that first day I was here.”

      Her manner changed. “That was different.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She frowned into her cup, then said in a guarded tone, “I was worried he might harm himself.”

      “Oh. I see.”

      “He’s a sensitive sort. Granny’s high-handedness about the review could have sent him into one of his melancholy dips. But he always comes out of it. You saw him at Grafton Galleries—happy as a lark. And you said he’s been hard at work—according to Clara, typing away—so he couldn’t have done it.”

      “But if having a successful play means so much to him, it does give him a motive. And he was clearly concerned that the inspector would see him as a potential suspect.”

      Gigi sipped from her cup, unperturbed. “Felix always has been a worrier. Once he emerged from his writing cocoon, he realized that he could be seen as a suspect, so of course he tried to head off the suspicion. But he had nothing to gain. He’s not named in Granny’s will.”

      “Dowd seemed sure your grandmother intended to change her will.”

      Gigi made a face, the corners of her mouth turning down as she swallowed a sip of coffee. “As I said, Granny was forever threatening to change her will. She never did.”

      “But you can’t be sure of that.”

      “Of course I can. I even asked Benny about it once.” I must have looked confused because she said, “Mr. Tower, from dinner. We saw him at Grafton Galleries. You remember him? Not attractive, but stalwart and diplomatic.”

      “Gigi! He’s a perfectly fine-looking man.”

      “Darling, I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just that next to Captain Inglebrook, Benny is rather pedestrian—his face, that is. Benny does have the most delightfully broad shoulders.” She grinned. “I believe I’ll tell him that someday just to see his reaction. But back to the point.” She put her cup down and reached for a cigarette. “I asked Benny how many times Granny had changed her will, and he said not once.” She snapped the lighter shut and blew a stream of smoke away from me. “Never! Dozens and dozens of times she threatened to change it, and she never did it. I can’t believe she would actually do it now.”

      Gigi rested the cigarette on the ashtray and went to crack a window open. She plopped back down and picked up the cigarette. “I do miss my darling cigarette holder.” She extended her hand, her palm and fingers flat as if she was admiring a ring, but it was the cigarette balanced between her fingers that she considered. “It’s not nearly as elegant when one uses one’s fingers to hold a cigarette. So, back to Felix,” she said between puffs, “I promise you that he was only thinking about his play, nothing else the day Granny was poisoned.”

      “I’m not so sure about Felix. Whether he was typing all day or not, he was in the house and had the opportunity to add arsenic to the dowager’s food.”

      “Arsenic!” Gigi shook her head as she took a drag on the cigarette. “It’s too fantastic-making.” She exhaled. “But it does no good to dwell on what can’t be changed. That was one of Granny’s favorite sayings, so let’s focus on the here and now.” Her tone became brisk. “Dowd was next, you said. I’m sure she’s ready to measure my neck for the hangman’s noose.”

      “She does dislike you.”

      “That is putting it mildly.”

      “Do you think she could have done it?”

      “Dowd poison Granny? Definitely not.” Gigi shook her head so hard her short wisps of hair bounced against her cheeks. “Dowd was frightfully loyal to Granny.”

      “Even if Dowd had a legacy coming?”

      “She doesn’t. Granny made that clear. She paid her servants well—extremely well—so there’s no motive there. And now she’s out of a job. No, it doesn’t make sense for Dowd to have done it.”

      “Well, Clara’s out of a job now too.”

      “Yes, poor thing. I’m sure we can find something else for her to do.” Gigi picked up the box of Fortley’s Chocolates. She offered me one, but I shook my head. She took out a piece and examined it as she spoke. “Who am I forgetting? You said the inspector questioned Stella as well?”

      “Yes, but I don’t think he suspected her. He simply wanted information from her.”

      Gigi nodded as she chewed, then said, “That makes sense. Stella didn’t have many interactions with Granny, and I don’t see how Stella would benefit from Granny’s death. But Addie—I can see her being furious. Granny has ruined everything for Addie.”

      I tilted my head. “Did she, though?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Apparently Rollo’s parents would have been opposed to the match since they want him to marry money. The dowager simply sped things along.”

      Gigi dusted a chocolate fleck from her fingers. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “And what good would killing the dowager do?” I asked.

      She tilted the open chocolate box toward me again. “You’re sure you don’t want one?”

      I shook my head, and Gigi pressed the lid onto the chocolate box and tossed it into the rubbish bin. “I only allow myself one piece. Otherwise, I’d never fit into my dresses.”

      As she returned to her seat, I said, “Rollo has been sent away. Harming the dowager wouldn’t change anything.”

      “Revenge.” Gigi stubbed out the cigarette. “Never underestimate the power of revenge.”

      “Do you think Addie would do that?” Gigi knew Addie better than I did. Addie’s sunny disposition didn’t mesh with the idea of seeking vengeance. But Addie’s voice had been firm, and she’d been completely serious when she’d said she was glad the dowager was dead.

      “I don’t think so, but I don’t know her extremely well. She’s been very cheerful—buoyant, even—but that might be the haze of love. Once that was taken away—well, I suppose it’s possible she could have decided she wanted to strike out at the dowager. But how could she know where the arsenic was kept?”

      “She could have bought it from a chemist herself. I’m sure that’s something Thorn will check.”

      Gigi sighed. “I don’t really think anyone at Alton House did it. Did the inspector ask anyone about Granny being afraid?”

      “No. It doesn’t seem he’ll pursue that. But I think that may be where the answer is.”

      “I agree. I’ve already written a note to Dr. Benhurst. He’ll have the exact date that both Granny and I were ill, but I do remember that we both ate the same meal that evening, lamb cutlets and new carrots with curry. Felix dined with us that evening as well. He didn’t have any ill effects. The servants’ lamb stew was made with the same ingredients, and none of them became sick.”

      “Did you suspect something at that time? Is that why Dr. Benhurst was sent for?”

      “No, it was more to placate Granny. I thought she was overreacting, but I did ask Mrs. Monce if anyone else had eaten the same food. When I realized it was just Granny and I who were sick, I had Elrick ring up Dr. Benhurst. He said Granny and I had a touch of the flu, so I wrote it off.”

      “What about the motorcar?”

      Gigi walked over to the window and stared out, her arms crossed. “I’ve thought and thought about it this morning, and I can’t remember anything else. It all happened so quickly. We were walking along, and I heard an engine. It was on the periphery of my awareness, if you know what I mean. I didn’t think a thing about it, but then someone near us cried out, and I realized the engine sounded louder. I turned, and the headlamps were pointed at us. I grabbed Granny’s arm, and we darted to the side of the pavement. But by that point, the motorcar had swerved back toward the road. It roared past us and kept going.”

      “What color was the motor?”

      Gigi was still gazing out the window. “It might have been dark brown or black. I’m not sure. I focused on Granny, making sure she was all right. I can’t even say for sure what kind of motor it was.”

      “And you’re sure you didn’t see the driver? Even a glimpse?”

      “No. Once I saw the motorcar pointed at us, I concentrated on getting us away from the street.”

      “Do you remember where it happened?”

      “Hardcastle Street. Granny was so shaken up that we went into a little tea shop and sat down for a moment. I ordered her a cup of tea so she could recover.”

      “Then let’s go there. Being on the spot might help you remember.”

      Gigi turned from the window. “Excellent idea. Waiting here is beastly.”

      The day was cloudless. As we walked along in the sunshine, it didn’t feel extremely cold. I didn’t even put on my gloves as we walked to Hardcastle Street. Gigi said, “Look at all these people out and about at such a wretchedly early hour.”

      “Gigi, it’s nearly noon.”

      A grin turned up the corners of her mouth. “As I said, a wretchedly early hour.”

      “Anything look familiar?”

      She paused, looking up and down the street. “No. Let’s go a little farther.” We strolled on, passing a tea shop. After another block, she stopped again. “I have no idea if it happened here. It could’ve been near that tea shop back there, but I’m not sure. I just don’t know, and nothing is prompting my memory.”

      “Let’s go back to the tea shop. Maybe they’ll remember you.”

      A bell chimed as we walked inside the crowded shop. Gigi stepped forward to stop a waitress on her way to a customer, but I caught Gigi’s arm and nodded to a table.

      “Let’s order. It’s always better to spend some money before one asks questions,” I said as a waitress with spectacles too big for her face came to our table.

      But when the waitress returned with our tea, I asked her if she remembered an incident of two women nearly being run down by a motor. She shook her head. “I’ve only worked here for a week. Let me get Harriet.” She called another woman, who was slightly older and had an impatient air about her.

      The woman glanced at Gigi and nodded. “Yes, I remember. I recognize your coat.” She dipped her head toward Gigi’s sable. “Right gorgeous, it is. And you were with an older woman, a lady in a fine hat with osprey feathers.”

      “That’s right,” Gigi said. “What a good memory you have. That was my grandmother. We’d had a bit of a scare in the road. A motorcar had swerved toward us. Did you see it?”

      The woman’s attention turned to another table as a customer signaled her. “No. We’re too busy to take notice of anything outside. I don’t have time for that sort of thing.” The woman turned away after casting another glance over Gigi’s coat.

      We finished our toast and tea, then resumed our walk. After several paces, Gigi halted. “This is useless, Olive. I’m not going to suddenly remember something.”

      “Olive!”

      We both turned in the direction of the shout. Jasper, in a gray double-breasted wool overcoat, waved from across the street. He waited for a break in the traffic, then jogged across the road.

      “My,” Gigi said as we headed to meet him, “he’s anxious to see you.”

      “Not me, I’m sure.”

      “Darling, Jasper doesn’t run as a rule.”

      “Only during treasure hunts.”

      “And when he’s trying to catch up to you,” Gigi whispered as he approached.

      Jasper lifted his fedora as he greeted us, and his fair wavy hair sprung up from where it had been slicked down under his hat. “Olive, old bean. Gigi, old thing.”

      “Hello, Jasper,” I said, thinking that his man, Grigsby, wouldn’t approve of the casual way Jasper crammed his hat back on his head.

      “I just heard the news about the dowager at my club. Dashed sorry, Gigi. Terrible thing to happen.”

      “Thank you, Jasper. It’s too, too horrible. I’m quite sure I’ll wake up in a moment and this whole thing will have been a dream, but at the same time, it’s too real. Thank goodness I have Olive here to help me sort out what really happened. Now, it’s lovely to see you, Jasper, but I must send a telegram to my parents. Would you be a dear and escort Olive home?”

      “There’s no need—” I said.

      “It would be my pleasure.” Jasper gave me a long look.

      They were just words—polite words—but for some reason hearing him say “my pleasure” made my insides do a little dance.

      “Wonderful!” Gigi said goodbye to Jasper and me, then she turned so that only I could see her wink at me. She strode away, her sable coat flaring out as she raised an arm for a taxicab. Gigi never had a problem finding an empty one. A taxi crossed a lane of traffic and halted at her side. “Have fun, you two,” she called before slamming the door.

      Jasper offered his arm. “I want to hear all about it, of course, but this is perhaps not an ideal place to discuss a poisoning.”

      “You heard about that as well?” I asked, surprised.

      “Yes, that was the bit I heard first—a poisoning in a Mayfair mansion. The news is probably all over London by this time.”

      “I’m sure you’re right.” The details were salacious. Of course the story was spreading quickly.

      “We’re not far from Gunter’s. Would you care to join me for tea?”

      I was actually awash in tea and coffee, but I did want to talk everything over with him. He was an excellent sounding board. “Capital idea.”
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      Once we were settled at our table at Gunter’s and had been served our ice cream and finger sponge cakes with pink icing, Jasper said, “It sounds as if this new case has turned out to be something different than you expected.”

      “Very much so.” I told him about how Gigi had engineered it so that I would be able to overhear Thorn’s interviews. “I know it’s not cricket, but we did learn some very useful information . . . although Gigi refuses to believe anyone in Alton House could have had anything to do with the dowager’s death.”

      “No?”

      “She’s sure it was someone from the outside, mostly because of the motorcar incident, I think. It’s too cold for ice cream. Would you like mine?” I offered my bowl to Jasper.

      “Grigsby will make tutting noises and tell me my waistcoat is too tight tomorrow, I’m sure, but I make it a motto to never turn down food a lady has offered me.” He reached for his spoon. “You seem hesitant to agree with Gigi’s assessment that those close to the family are in the clear.”

      “I feel that somehow everything loops back to Alton House.” I looked beyond the customers to the gray and white of the trunks of the plane trees across the road in Berkeley Square. The sunlight picked out the thick bare limbs and fine tiny twigs, creating a tracery against the pale blue sky. “I wish I knew more about the people involved. I’ve only just met Felix, Clara, and Addie—and I’ve only spoken to Stella and Dowd a few times.”

      “I could make some inquiries about Felix at school and Clara’s wartime work. Perhaps she wasn’t telling you the whole story about her time at the hospital.”

      “Would you, Jasper? That would be wonderful.” I’d learned from a previous case that sometimes the background of a person was as important as their present circumstances. “I’ll contact Boggs this afternoon and ask if he can find out anything about Stella and Mrs. Dowd.”

      “Sounds like an excellent plan.”

      I’d met Boggs during another investigation. With his ability to move nimbly up and down the strata of society, he’d become invaluable in gathering information.

      “So you have no qualms about looking into this?”

      “I promised to help Gigi. She wrote off her grandmother’s worries, and now look what’s happened. I must keep my promise and help her. Then there’s Thorn. He seems reluctant to look beyond Gigi.”

      Jasper swirled the spoon through the melting ice cream, his face thoughtful. “The dowager never actually changed her will, despite broadcasting her intention to do so?”

      “Gigi doesn’t think so.”

      Jasper scraped the last of the ice cream onto his spoon. “If it was known the dowager never changed her will, then why was she poisoned?”

      “That is a very good question. If her death isn’t related to the will, then what was it about?”

      Jasper’s spoon jangled as he settled it in the empty bowl and leveled his gaze at me. “It sounds as if you and Gigi discussed all the suspects except one.”

      “You mean Gigi herself.”

      “I don’t like to bring it up. I know she’s a close friend, but she was in the house as well.”

      “The thought has crossed my mind, but one doesn’t blurt out a question like, Gigi, you didn’t poison your grandmother, did you? It’s just not done.”

      “That would be out of bounds, but knowing Gigi, she probably wouldn’t take offense.”

      I had to smile. “I’m sure you’re right. She told Inspector Thorn she was asleep all morning.”

      “But she had tea with the dowager.”

      “Yes, she did. If only we knew when the dowager was given the arsenic. That could narrow it down considerably.”

      “It shouldn’t be hard to work it out,” Jasper said. “It seems there’s always an article in the newspapers about some frightful case of arsenic poisoning. We could probably work out the details on timing from those other cases.”

      “I don’t mean any disrespect to Essie and her colleagues, but the newspaper accounts are usually quite sensationalized. I’m sure a good textbook will lay out the information.” I reached for my gloves, which were under my handbag in my lap, and I worked them onto my fingers. “We need a library.”

      “An even better idea.” Jasper signaled for the waitress.

      We decided the day was too lovely to take a taxicab to the British Museum, which also housed the British Library. We paced along silently, my hand tucked around Jasper’s elbow as the sun warmed our shoulders. Jasper was an agreeable sort, and I didn’t feel the need to contrive a conversation about the fine weather or the latest party. I mulled over what Jasper had said about Gigi. As the colonnaded entry to the British Museum came into view, I said, “No matter what we find out about how long it takes arsenic to work, I don’t believe Gigi did it.”

      “Why?” Jasper inquired in an academic manner.

      “Because Gigi is all about action, and she’s not afraid of confrontation. She wasn’t fond of her grandmother. She’s the first to admit that, but Gigi was the one who asked me to look into the dowager’s worries.”

      “Perhaps it was a double bluff.”

      “No, I don’t think so. Gigi’s not that devious. She didn’t like having her grandmother living in the townhouse with her, but she didn’t hide those feelings. I can see Gigi committing a crime of passion, something involving a knife or a gun. But not poison.”

      We climbed the shallow stone steps to the entrance. “Arsenic does require a certain amount of forethought,” Jasper said. “Although, with arsenic being tasteless and odorless, only minimal planning would be required.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “From all those sensationalized newspaper articles.” He shot me a grin as we stepped from the bright sunlight into the hushed entry and made our way to the library. “We’ll find out soon enough if that bit of information was reported correctly.”

      We found a librarian, and I said, “Directions to the section on poisons, please.”

      The librarian was so startled he nearly dropped the books he was carrying. Once he’d settled them firmly into the crook of his arm, he looked me up and down, his gaze lingering on my short hair with what I thought was disapproval. “And why would you need that information, young lady?”

      Jasper stepped forward. “Research. My companion and I are involved in a study of venoms, toxins, and contaminates for a paper for the Society of Citizen Knowledge. Perhaps you’ve heard of us, SOCK?”

      “Er—no.”

      “Oh, in that case, let me tell you about our organization—”

      The librarian held up a hand. “I’m afraid I don’t have time.”

      “Perhaps the location of the medical texts would be most appropriate?”

      The librarian looked from me to Jasper. “Well, I suppose that’s all right . . .”

      After the librarian left us and we were seated in the soaring rotunda of the Reading Room, I whispered, “SOCK?”

      “Well, we are citizens and we’re seeking knowledge, are we not?”

      Someone a few tables over scowled at us, and we went back to our textbooks. The only noise was the rustle of pages turning and my huffy breathing as I tried to smother my yawns.

      After a quarter of an hour, Jasper, his attention on the book he was flipping through, said, “Really, Olive, you’re about to put me to sleep. I feel positively like Rip Van Winkle.”

      “Sorry. I’m not like Gigi. I’m not used to dancing until dawn.” I’d lost count of how many hours I’d gone without sleep. The brisk walk in the sunlight had been wonderful, but now that we were seated in the quiet, still room, my eyelids felt as if they were weighted down.

      The dense text on the page blurred. I blinked and rolled my shoulders, then ran my finger down the book’s table of contents. “Nothing specific about arsenic here,” I whispered and reached for the next tome.

      I was skimming the index when Jasper murmured, “Here it is. Symptoms begin to appear within twenty to forty minutes after ingestion in the case of acute arsenic poisoning.”

      The words were chilling. Barely half an hour and the body began to react. “Dowd said the dowager ate hardly any dinner. Of course we only have Dowd’s word for that. But both Dowd and Clara said the dowager didn’t feel well earlier in the day, that she had indigestion.”

      “So this information isn’t conclusive.”

      “And if anything, it’s a strike against Gigi. If the dowager barely touched her dinner tray, then the last food she had was during tea. And she didn’t come down to dinner, so she must not have felt well after tea.”

      “But as you said earlier, Clara was there in the drawing room,” Jasper said, then added, “And Felix and the maids were in the house.”

      I closed the thick book and stacked it on the others, feeling as if I’d moved a step back. I’d hoped the information would put Gigi in the clear, but it had only made her seem a more likely suspect. “I should get back, but thank you for tea and the trip to the library. That’s always an enjoyable afternoon for me—even if the answers we found are rather disheartening.”

      “It’s always a pleasure to spend time with you,” Jasper said, his gaze lingering on me.

      I focused on straightening the stack of books. “I feel the same,” I said, but Jasper didn’t hear because a man passing our table dropped a book and Jasper reached over to pick it up for him.

      Jasper insisted on a taxi ride back to Alton House. “I’ll drop you and carry on from there. It’s on my way.”

      I didn’t argue. I was glad for the ride, but once we were in the taxi with the sun streaming in, creating a cozy cocoon, my eyelids drooped. With the monotonous rumble of the engine and the slight rocking of the taxicab, I again had to smother several yawns.

      One moment I was sitting in the warmth of the taxi with my shoulder pressed up against Jasper’s, and the next Jasper was whispering my name.

      My face rested against the wool of his coat, and I realized Jasper’s arm was around me. I was nestled into his shoulder and, when I looked up, his face was inches from mine. “We’re back.” His words were barely spoken, only audible to me.

      “You said you’re going on, sir?”

      The loud question from the driver jarred me back to reality. What was I doing curled up against Jasper’s chest? It was completely inappropriate—wonderful, but inappropriate. I pushed away and felt cold. “Thank you for the ride. And the lovely tea at Gunter’s—um—well, good afternoon.” I scrambled out of the motor before Jasper could come around to open my door.

      Throughout the afternoon and dinner that evening, I couldn’t quite get the look on Jasper’s face—and the feel of his solid chest under my hand as I pushed away—out of my mind.

      Jasper was particular about his appearance and didn’t go out of his way to exert himself in any physical pursuits. He wasn’t one to box or take sword fighting lessons. I knew some of the girls thought he was a bit effete, but his chest! It had been so muscled and—well, masculine.

      A blush flowed into my cheeks, and I slathered on cold cream. I was seated at the dressing table in my nightgown while Stella moved around the room, putting away my clothes. I’d expected to find Thorn had returned to interview me that afternoon, but he hadn’t appeared. Tea and dinner had been stilted affairs, and no one had lingered in the drawing room. We were all glad to escape to our rooms as soon as was acceptable.

      I noticed Stella’s movements around the room had stopped. As I wiped the cold cream away, I checked the mirror’s reflection, looking for her, thinking she might have slipped out while I was preoccupied. But she was standing motionless in front of the wardrobe, my slip in one hand and a single shoe in the other.

      I picked up my hairbrush. “Stella, is everything all right?”

      She started and put the shoe away. “Yes, miss.” She folded the slip, then shook it out and refolded it. “Will the inspector come again, miss?”

      “I’m sure he will.” I’d been so focused on my own internal turmoil that I hadn’t paid any attention to Stella, but now I realized that she wasn’t her usual chatty self. I turned on the stool to face her. “Why do you ask?”

      “Oh—no reason.” She smoothed the silk into a neat square and quickly put it away. “Will that be all?”

      “Yes. Thank you, Stella.”

      She nodded and left. I let Mr. Quigley out of his cage. After poking about on the dressing table between the pots of cosmetics and my powder puff, he flittered up to perch on the top of the mirror. I brushed my hair, trying to work out if Stella was worried or merely preoccupied. I couldn’t decide. I put down the brush and moved to the writing desk, where I took out several sheets of paper and set to work, noting down everything that had happened. I was tired, but I was afraid that if I didn’t get all my thoughts and impressions down on paper, I’d forget something that might be vitally important.

      Mr. Quigley let out a few squawks, then swooped over to join me at the desk. He marched back and forth over my paper and squawked while I scribbled.

      I’d just begun writing when a maid brought me a letter on a salver. She eyed Mr. Quigley as she crossed the room. “He’s very friendly,” I said when she finally inched near enough for me to take the note.

      “Yes, miss. Will that be all?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      She took a few steps backward, then scurried away.

      I could tell at a glance from the handwriting on the envelope that the letter wasn’t from Jasper. I tugged the thick paper out of the envelope as Mr. Quigley whistled. “It’s from Sebastian,” I said to him. “And I’m not disappointed in the least that it’s not from Jasper.” Mr. Quigley twisted his head to the side. “Not at all,” I repeated.

      Sebastian had a free morning the day after next and could meet me at a possible flat that was for lease if it was convenient for me. For a moment, I couldn’t think what he meant. Oh, yes. The flat he’d mentioned when we were at Grafton Galleries. The flat that there would be no possibility of me affording. But it would be churlish to send an excuse at this point. I should have written to him and declined the offer, but since I hadn’t done that, I’d just have to find some reason it wouldn’t work. “Perhaps they don’t allow parrots.”

      Mr. Quigley flared his wings, sending some of my papers floating to the floor.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t leave you behind. In fact, you may be just the excuse I need.”

      Mr. Quigley seemed mollified and wafted up to the ceiling. Then he nosedived down to his cage, where he performed a tight swoop and zoomed through the open door.

      “Now you’re just showing off,” I said as he drank from his water bowl. I closed the cage door and draped the cloth over it, then went back to the desk. I picked up my pen and returned to my notes. Three-quarters of an hour later, I’d finished and had slipped the pages into the drawer when there was a tap at my door. I thought it might be Addie, but when I opened the door, I found Clara.

      “So sorry to disturb you,” she said, “but I saw the light coming from under your door.” She wore a threadbare flannel dressing gown, and her weight was on her back foot as if she was ready to turn away.

      “It’s fine.” I opened the door wider. “Come in.”

      “Oh, no. I won’t stay, I just wanted to ask if you’ve seen a cameo brooch. It’s small.” She held up her thumb and index finger about an inch apart. “I can’t seem to find it. The clasp on the back is loose, and I’m afraid it must have fallen off. I just noticed it’s missing, and I’ve worked out that the last time I wore it was the day you arrived. Gigi asked me to make sure your room was prepared, and I wondered if it fell off in there. I’ve looked everywhere else I was that day.”

      “I haven’t seen it, but you must come in and check that it isn’t here.”

      “Well, if you’re sure. I don’t like to bother you, but it belonged to my grandmother.”

      “It’s no problem at all. Let’s have a look around.”

      Clara seemed reluctant to actually enter my room. I threw the door open all the way and began lifting the hem of the drapes. She followed me in, and we searched everywhere. Clara even got on her knees and peered under the bed and the wardrobe. As she pushed herself to her feet, she said, “Well, that was a fruitless endeavor, but I do feel better for having looked.”

      “I’m sorry we didn’t find it. I hope it turns up. If I happen to come across it, I’ll bring it to you.”

      She thanked me again and slipped out, closing the door soundlessly behind her. It was only after I closed the door and crawled into bed that I realized I should have asked her about the dowager’s fears. I blamed my sleepy state on not being quick enough to recognize what a prime opportunity it would have been to chat with her. Clara had been in the dowager’s company frequently. Had the dowager mentioned her worries to Clara? I’d have to ask her in the morning.

      I drew the crispy sheets up to my chin. I think I slept moments after I settled my head on the feather pillow.
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      “Good morning,” I said to Clara when I arrived in the breakfast room. Elrick was checking the dishes on the sideboard. He replaced the coffee and departed with the empty pot. I filled my plate with eggs, toast, and sausage and took a seat across the table from Clara. “Has your cameo turned up?”

      “No, I’m afraid not.” She put her napkin beside her plate and closed a book of poems that lay beside her place setting.

      I buttered my toast. I would have rather engaged in small talk and gradually worked my way up to asking her my question about the dowager, but Clara was about to leave the table, and Elrick was out of the room at the moment as well. “Clara, may I ask you a question?”

      Clara had pushed her chair back but didn’t stand. “Yes, of course.”

      “It’s a bit odd, but I think you might be able to help me. You were in the dowager’s company quite a bit. Did she ever talk to you about being frightened?”

      “No, never.”

      “You sound completely surprised by my question.”

      “Well, yes. The dowager wasn’t the sort to be afraid of—well, anything. It was the other way around. People were afraid of her. But in any case, even if she had been afraid, she wouldn’t have confided in me.” She paused, but when I didn’t elaborate, she picked up her book. “Was there anything else?”

      “No. I just wondered if she’d mentioned it.”

      “Not to me.”

      Clara left, and I ate my breakfast while glancing through the newspapers. The dowager’s death was prominent in all the editions. I knew she would have hated the publicity. After all, a lady’s name should only appear in the papers twice—once when she married and again when she died.

      I was pouring myself a second cup of coffee when Gigi appeared. She had purple smudges under her eyes and moved like a sleepwalker to the buffet. “I didn’t expect to see you down so early this morning,” I said.

      “Felix and I have funeral arrangements to make. I received word from Inspector Thorn that it can move ahead. The funeral will be tomorrow, and the inquest will also be held that day.”

      “Goodness. I hadn’t expected it to be so soon.”

      “The funeral?”

      “That, and the inquest as well.”

      “Granny left very specific instructions about her funeral. Most of the arrangements have been made. Felix and I only need to execute her plan. She stipulated that her funeral is to be held as soon as possible, and then her will is to be read directly after. Of course, she wasn’t one to fritter away time during her life. It’s perfectly in keeping with her personality to want to move things along, even from the grave.”

      “I’ll be happy to help in any way that I can.”

      “That’s kind of you. Your penmanship is so much better than mine. Perhaps you could help me write out the lists I’ll need.”

      “Of course.”

      “As for the inquest”—Gigi took a long sip of her coffee—“I do believe the police want to wrap up the investigation as quickly as possible. Apparently, it’s drawn attention in the press, and the sooner it’s settled, the better—for the police, anyway.”

      Felix leaned around the doorframe. “Ready, old girl? I breakfasted in my room so I could get a few pages done this morning. I’ll be in the morning room whenever you’re ready.” He disappeared.

      “He is serious about completing the draft of his play,” Gigi said and shook her head. “I can’t imagine being that bright and lively so early.” She topped off her coffee. “I suppose I might as well get to it.”

      “You’re not going to eat?”

      Gigi turned away from the chafing dishes. “A cup of coffee and a cigarette is breakfast enough for me.”

      I went with Gigi to the morning room. An hour later, I was writing out a list of items she needed to accomplish before the funeral. Across the round table from me, Gigi and Felix had just made the final decision on the flowers.

      I put down my pen and flexed my fingers. “Felix, did the dowager ever mention being afraid or worried to you?”

      “Granny, frightened?” He laughed. Then he broke off, his face perplexed. “You’re serious.”

      “Yes,” Gigi said. “She was scared.”

      Felix looked at Gigi as if she’d suddenly burst into opera.

      “Did she say anything to you along those lines?” Gigi asked. “Did she confide in you as well?”

      “Not bl—um,”—Felix shifted in his seat—“I mean, not likely. The only conversations I had with Granny involved my deficiencies.”

      Elrick announced, “Inspector Thorn.”

      Thorn said, “Good morning, Lady Gina, Viscount Daley,” as he came across the room. The sharp-eyed sergeant entered behind Thorn and waited near the door.

      A flare of worry crossed Gigi’s features, but her voice was even as she said, “I’m afraid we’re in the middle of preparations for the funeral—”

      “No need to disturb you, Lady Gina,” Thorn said. “It’s Miss Belgrave I’ve come to speak with.”

      I pushed back my chair. I was actually surprised Thorn hadn’t insisted on interviewing me the day before. “Perhaps we should move to the other side of the room.”

      Thorn waved a hand, indicating that was suitable for him. The morning room was not as vast as the drawing room, but by the time we’d moved to the grouping of furniture upholstered in striped apple-green fabric, we were out of earshot of Gigi and Felix. The sergeant shadowed Thorn and took a seat near us.

      Once I’d stated my full name, Thorn asked, “And your residence?”

      I gave him Mrs. Gutler’s boardinghouse address and said, “That was my most recent address. I’m in the process of looking for new lodgings.”

      “So you are staying here with Lady Gina?”

      “Yes. That’s right.”

      “Living off her largess, is that it?”

      I tamped down my irritation at his insinuation that I was a sponger. After watching Thorn from behind the screen in the dining room, I recognized his technique of using questions to poke and prod and generally throw his interviewees off stride. “Gigi is a school chum of mine. I’ve known her for years. I would never dream of imposing on her. I’m here at her invitation.”

      Thorn said, “Then you were acquainted with the dowager?”

      “No. I’d only visited Alton House once during our school holidays. Even though the dowager was in residence here at that time, I did not meet her.”

      “Really? Why not?”

      “The dowager duchess was busy with various committees and chairmanships. She and Gigi had tea one afternoon, but I was not invited.”

      “I see.” Thorn’s tone indicated the dowager’s exclusion of me meant my character must be lacking in some way.

      I kept my expression neutral. I wouldn’t allow myself to respond to his baiting.

      “But you met the dowager during this visit, correct?”

      “Yes. Gigi presented me to her and tried to convince the dowager to tell me what was bothering her. The dowager was rather worried about something—”

      “Yes, you mentioned that before. What were your movements the day before as well as the night of the dowager’s death? As much detail as possible, if you please.”

      I swallowed my protest at his dismissal of the dowager’s fears. I recounted how I’d searched for a flat, then visited the nightclubs, and finally participated in the treasure hunt. “And then we arrived back here and received the news about the dowager.”

      “What was your impression of the relationship between Lady Gina and her grandmother?”

      “They seemed to be at odds in some ways.” That bit of information was certainly not news to Thorn. “For instance, the dowager disapproved of some of Gigi’s activities, but she never forbade Gigi from meeting her friends—at least, I never heard her do that. I also had the impression that the dowager was secretly pleased with Gigi’s spirit, even though she wasn’t pleased with some of Gigi’s actions.”

      “And this Murder Party,” Thorn said, “what was Lady Gina’s reaction to being the butt of a joke?”

      “She wasn’t thrilled, of course, but one must be a good sport. She played along.” That was stretching the truth, but I wasn’t about to betray Gigi. “Have you been successful in finding out what the dowager was afraid of?” I asked again before he could get in more questions about Gigi’s reaction to the Murder Party.

      “No.” He nodded at the sergeant, who put away his notebook. To me, Thorn said, “Thank you for your time, Miss Belgrave. I may need to speak with you again. Do not leave London.”

      He and the sergeant were gone before I could press him further about the dowager’s worries. He’d avoided answering me, but I didn’t think it was because he had information he didn’t want to share. On the contrary, his attitude conveyed that he thought my question was entirely irrelevant and didn’t want to spend even a moment refuting it.

      Gigi spent the rest of the day preparing for the funeral, and I helped in any way I could. Later that afternoon, Gigi rang for Dowd and had her meet us in the dowager’s room. Dowd looked as stern as always, but she unbent a fraction when Gigi said, “Dowd, I need your opinion on which dress would be most appropriate to send for the funeral.”

      “The black velvet with silk panels,” Dowd said immediately.

      “Thank you. That sounds perfect.”

      A maid entered and said, “Telephone for you, my lady.”

      Gigi nodded and turned to Dowd, “May I leave this in your hands?”

      “I’ll see to everything,” Dowd said.

      Gigi left. I followed her but paused before I left the room. “Dowd, did the dowager ever speak to you about being afraid or worried?”

      Dowd sniffed. “No, miss.” She removed the black gown from the wardrobe. “It wouldn’t have been proper for her to do so. The dowager was a lady. She wouldn’t burden any of her staff with a worry, even if she did have one.” Her tone said the subject was closed. “Will that be all?”

      “Yes. Thank you.” I walked out to the hall with the feeling that I was being of very little use to Gigi in this matter surrounding her grandmother.

      Dinner that evening was another subdued meal. Addie had a tray in her room, so it was only Gigi, Felix, Clara, and I. We made an effort to behave normally, but since we avoided speaking of the topic that was foremost in our minds, conversation was arduous. We played a few halfhearted games of bridge after dinner, then Clara retired for the night, and the rest of us followed soon after.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I surfaced from a deep sleep and gradually became aware of noises in the hall. A door thudded, and I rolled over to look at the luminous dial of my watch that I’d left on the bedside table. Five in the morning. Voices murmured and staccato footsteps pounded by. I pushed back the blankets and reached for my dressing gown.

      The chandeliers and wall sconces glowed brightly in the hallway, and I had to pause for a moment while my eyes adjusted. I followed the sound of voices down the corridor. When I came to the head of the central staircase, Elrick’s deep voice floated up. He stood at the telephone table, asking to be connected with the police.

      The door to the servants’ staircase had been left ajar, which was unusual, and voices in sharp questioning tones filtered through the opening. I padded along, my bare feet sinking into the thick carpet runner, and poked my head through the half-open door. In contrast to the sumptuous furnishings in the front rooms of the house, the servants’ staircase was made of small treads of plain dark wood. No runner covered the narrow steps, and the walls were painted a flat white.

      Mrs. Monce, who was in a pale blue dressing gown and had a scarf tied around her hair, was guiding a young housemaid down the flight of stairs below me. The housekeeper’s arm was around the girl’s shoulders, and the girl’s white cotton nightgown billowed around her as they descended. Mrs. Monce was murmuring soothing phrases, but the housemaid’s steady stream of words continued to flow.

      “. . . didn’t realize she’d left our room and gone to the loo during the night. I had no idea she was so sick. I feel so awful. Dr. Benhurst said she must have been in there for hours and hours, too weak to move. If only she’d been able to make it back to our room, I could have called for help. I didn’t even know—”

      “Hush now,” Mrs. Monce said. “What you need is a cup of tea . . .”

      Their voices trailed away as they disappeared down the stairs, but the voices from the floor above me were growing louder. I climbed the stairs to the floor above, my bare feet slapping on the cold wood. Servants in nightclothes stood in clumps along the narrow hallway. I almost didn’t recognize Dowd with her hair in pin curls and a frilly pink dressing gown wrapped around her bulky figure, but her glare was unmistakable. Dowd was speaking to another servant nearby, saying, “I know why Stella called for that minx. Stella wanted to accuse her to her face. At least Dr. Benhurst is in there. He’ll hear the whole thing and can testify—”

      Dowd broke off as I stepped forward. “What’s happened?”

      “Stella’s been sick all night—just like Her Grace was.”

      I went to the open door and paused as the odor of sickness washed over me. The room was small and plain with only two narrow beds pushed against opposite walls and a deal dresser between them. A thin cotton curtain covered a window set high in the wall above the dresser. One bed was empty, the quilt thrown back and the sheets rumpled.

      The only person in street clothes, who I assumed was Dr. Benhurst, was a slender man with a bristling mustache that I hadn’t seen before. He’d removed his jacket and laid it across the foot of the empty bed. A gold watch chain stretched across his waistcoat, and his shirtsleeves were rolled up.

      As I paused in the doorway, he was pulling a sheet over the face of the body that lay in the second bed. I only caught a glimpse of flyaway tangled brown hair before he covered Stella’s face. Shocked, I put a hand to my chest. What had happened?

      The doctor smoothed the sheet and began to unroll his sleeves as he turned to Gigi, who knelt beside the bed. She was completely still and looked shell-shocked. Her face and neck were pasty against her blood-red silk kimono.

      “There’s nothing more to do here,” Dr. Benhurst said. “You should return to your room and try to get some rest. I can prescribe something for you.”

      Gigi didn’t move. I stepped into the room. “Dr. Benhurst?”

      He didn’t reply, just shrugged into his jacket as he took in my silk dressing gown. “You’re a friend of Lady Gina’s?”

      “Yes. I’m Olive Belgrave.”

      “Well then, Miss Belgrave, take your friend downstairs and get a cup of hot tea with plenty of sugar into her. She’s had a shock and needs to rest before the police speak to her.”

      “You are sure it’s a police matter?” I asked, even though I couldn’t think of any reason that Stella, who had been healthy only hours before, would now be lying with a sheet covering her face.

      “Oh, yes. No doubt about it. She exhibited exactly the same symptoms as Her Grace.”
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      I tucked the blanket around Gigi. “There. That should help you warm up.”

      I’d drawn Gigi to her feet and guided her back to her sitting room. I’d rung for a maid to make up the fire because Gigi’s hands had been icy when she’d gripped my arm as I’d helped her up.

      A blaze was crackling, and I’d shifted her chair as close as possible to the warmth, but she was still shivering. I sat down in the chair across from her and poured her a cup of tea, then stirred in several lumps of sugar. “Drink this.”

      She took a sip, then a ghost of a smile crossed her face. “I would have thought it would be something more potent—brandy, at least.”

      “Doctor’s orders. Tea with heaps of sugar for you.”

      She grimaced. “He thinks I did it.”

      “Did what?”

      “Poisoned Stella. It was arsenic again.” Gigi didn’t drink any more, just held the cup and warmed her hands. “He said he has no question about it. It’s the same thing that happened to Granny.”

      I picked up my own cup of tea. “But how can he be so sure?”

      “Dr. Benhurst was with Stella for the last several hours. He said Stella’s symptoms were the same as Granny’s.” I didn’t think it would be possible for Gigi to look worse, but her skin transitioned from white to ashen. Her teacup clattered against the saucer as she put it down. “The police will be here soon, and they’ll take me away.”

      “What do you mean? Why would you say that?”

      “Because of that box of chocolates.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Gigi tilted her head toward the rubbish bin. “Remember the box of chocolates? That same box was in Stella’s room. Someone left it on her bed with a note that read, ‘From your secret admirer.’ It was the only thing Stella ate that was different from everyone else.”

      “But that would mean that someone came in here—”

      “Yes,” Gigi said with a sharp nod, “and took the box away, then added arsenic to the chocolates. I saw them—the chocolates—when Dr. Benhurst was looking at them. There were a few of them left in the box. They’d been cut open and then—resealed, I suppose you’d say. It was sloppily done, not at all what Fortley’s Chocolates look like. They’re the finest chocolates, you know.”

      “The one you ate earlier—are you sure it didn’t look like the others?”

      “No. I know it didn’t. They have such pretty designs. They looked like flowers or had crisscross patterns when I ate one, but now all the imprints on the chocolates are smudged.”

      “I suppose you could cut them open, then use a little heat from a candle or a lighter to warm up the chocolate and smooth over the cut to mask it.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what it looked like. I would have noticed. But Stella didn’t.”

      Gigi bent forward and put her elbows on her knees, then rested her forehead against the heels of her hands. Her words were muffled as she said, “It was so, so awful, Olive. It was the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen—watching someone die.”

      I put down my cup and patted her on the shoulder. After a few moments, she dug in a pocket and took out a handkerchief.

      “Why were you there, in Stella’s room?” I asked as she wiped her eyes.

      “Because she asked for me. But then when I got there, she wasn’t coherent. She just kept asking for her mother. It was—” Gigi pressed the handkerchief to her mouth for a moment. “She kept saying ‘Ma’ over and over again. Olive, why would someone do that to Stella?”

      I remembered Stella’s preoccupation and how she’d asked about the inspector. “She must have seen something or realized something that threatened the person who murdered your grandmother.”

      A sharp knock sounded. The door was flung open, and Thorn strode in. He went directly to Gigi. By the time Thorn stopped in front of her, she’d tucked away the handkerchief, straightened her posture, and her face was composed. The sergeant, his hair a little rumpled in the back, followed Thorn in and went to a chair in the corner of the room. He took out a notepad and balanced it on his knee.

      “Good evening, Lady Gina.” Thorn didn’t wait for an invitation to sit down. He pulled a chair close to us.

      “I’ll save you some time, Inspector,” Gigi said. “My fingerprints will be on the box of chocolates, but I didn’t do it.”

      “They were your chocolates.”

      “No, they were delivered to me. I’d thrown them in the rubbish.”

      “Did you eat any?”

      “One.”

      “Only one?” Disbelief laced Thorn’s tone.

      “Yes, just one,” Gigi said firmly. “I only allow myself one. I’m very strict about sweets.”

      “Then there were twenty-three left.”

      “And those had been tampered with,” Gigi said, describing how the chocolates looked smudged when Dr. Benhurst examined them.

      “So you say,” Thorn murmured under his breath. “Who sent you the chocolates?”

      “One of my dancing partners, a young man I barely know. Thomas was his name, I believe.”

      “You don’t know his surname?”

      “No, I don’t remember.”

      “Yet he sent you chocolates?”

      “He wants to know me better, Inspector. Elrick will be able to give you his full name. He sees to all the deliveries. But I’m sure the young man didn’t have anything to do with Stella’s death.”

      “You sound very confident about that.”

      “Why would someone I barely know send poisoned chocolates?”

      “I suppose it depends on what happened between you two on the dance floor.”

      “I must ask you to watch your tone, Inspector.” Gigi’s carefully modulated words were as cold as the November wind. “I’m willing to speak with you because what’s happened to Stella is appalling, and I want the person who did that to her caught. If, however, you continue to make these uncalled-for comments, I’ll contact my solicitor and tell you nothing else.”

      Thorn dipped his head. “I apologize, Lady Gina.” Before Gigi replied, he went on, “You do realize that if it wasn’t your dancing partner who altered the chocolates, it was someone in this house.”

      Gigi closed her eyes briefly. “Yes.”

      Thorn held out his hand. “Do you recognize this?” A small cameo brooch rested in a handkerchief.

      “Yes, that’s Clara’s,” Gigi said. “She wears it on her coat or sometimes on her hat.”

      “She’d lost it, though.” I recounted how Clara had come to my door and we’d searched my room.

      “Where was it found?” Gigi asked Thorn.

      He folded the fabric over the cameo and tucked it into his pocket. “In a drawer in the dead girl’s room.”

      “Stella,” Gigi said. “Her name was Stella Barstow.”

      “Right. Was Stella known to be light-fingered?”

      Gigi looked scandalized. “No. Certainly not. Stella was not a thief.”

      “It’s something to be considered,” Thorn said mildly.

      “Stella liked fine things, but she would never take something that wasn’t hers. I don’t know how she came to have it, but I’m sure she didn’t steal it.”

      “The maid who shared a room with Miss Barstow—” Thorn looked to his sergeant, who supplied the name.

      “Lillian Gramarcy.”

      “Right,” Thorn said. “Miss Lillian Gramarcy says she saw Stella putting the cameo in the drawer and asked Stella about it. She said she’d found it and, as it was late, she’d give it to Mrs. Monce in the morning.”

      “There you are,” Gigi said.

      “Yet a model servant would have turned it in the moment she found it,” Thorn said.

      “Yes, but as I said, Stella liked fine things. Surely you understand that, Inspector. You can’t blame her for wanting to possess it for a few hours. I’m sure she would have taken it to Mrs. Monce first thing in the morning.”

      Thorn made a humming sound that indicated he was doubtful. I could see his point. To be accused of theft was a nightmare for a servant. It might mean instant dismissal. But Stella had handled my gold evening gown reverently. She’d stroked the silk in a way that was almost a caress. I could imagine her taking a risk and holding onto the cameo so she could enjoy it for a while.

      Someone tapped on the door, and a constable stuck his head in. When he saw Thorn, he hurried across the room and whispered something in his ear.

      Thorn stood. “I’ll have more questions for you later, Lady Gina.”

      After he and the sergeant left, Gigi’s stiff posture collapsed, and she fell back against the chair. “What a horrible man. Stella, a thief! It’s absurd.”

      The teapot was still warm, so I poured out fresh cups for us. We sipped in silence for a moment, then Gigi said, “As much as I dislike the man, he’s right.”

      “About it being someone here in the house? Yes, it must be.”

      “But who would do such a thing—twice!”

      “Let’s go over everyone carefully, starting with your grandmother’s death.”

      Gigi lifted her cup and swirled her tea. She watched the liquid a moment. “Dowd would never harm Granny. She’s too loyal, and she wouldn’t kill her employer. The same goes for Clara. They’d both be out of a job. And Felix won’t gain anything either—monetarily, at least,” Gigi said. “He would be free of Granny’s manipulation, though.”

      As would Gigi, I thought but didn’t say aloud.

      Gigi continued, “And then there’s Addie. Granny interfered in her life, but would she poison two people?” Gigi rubbed her forehead. “No, I just can’t imagine it.”

      “But someone did it.”

      “It doesn’t make sense. No one has an especially strong motive.”

      “Perhaps we just haven’t uncovered the real motive yet.”

      “But how can we do that?”

      A quiet tap caused both Gigi and me to turn toward the door. For a second, I thought Thorn had returned, but it couldn’t be him because the soft knock that came again was very different from Thorn’s peremptory banging. A young woman, who I recognized as the maid Mrs. Monce had led down the stairs, poked her head around the door. Her long black hair was now drawn up into a neat bun, and she’d changed into a black dress and freshly pressed apron, but her eyes and nose were pink.

      “Come in, Lillian,” Gigi said. The maid held a salver with an envelope and brought it to me. I worked my finger under the flap, then drew out the flimsy sheet of writing paper.

      It was from Boggs. “That was fast work,” I murmured under my breath. I’d written to him after I returned from Gunter’s. I hadn’t expected to hear from him for several days. It read, I have a few details to pass along. If it is convenient for you, I will be at the Mathis Theater all day.

      The maid said, “Lady Gina, Mrs. Monce sent me to remind you the inquest is this morning and to help you dress.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Thank you, Lillian. I’d completely forgotten. That’s going ahead, then?”

      “Nine thirty, my lady,” Lillian said. “Mr. Elrick asked the policeman.”

      Gigi rubbed her forehead. “Then I’ll wear my black silk, the one with the jet beading. I’ll bathe while you lay it out for me along with the matching shoes.”

      “Very good, my lady.” Lillian went through to Gigi’s room and opened the enormous wardrobe.

      Gigi put her cup on the tray and stood. “The funeral will be after the inquest and is for family only, per Granny’s orders, then we’re all to come back here for the reading of the will in the library—terribly trite, I know. But Benny says Granny stipulated the schedule of events in great detail.”

      “Benny?”

      “Mr. Tower. He’s a rule-follower, so he’ll carry it out. However, Granny didn’t have the foresight to envision there would be an inquest into her death, and it is open to attend. Are you coming?”

      “No.” I slipped the note from Boggs back into the envelope. “I think my time is better spent elsewhere. I have a few things I must do.”
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      Sebastian had requested I meet him in the morning, but in Mayfair “morning” meant ten o’clock or later. It was now half past ten, and I hoped I wasn’t too early. I slowed my steps as I approached the block of flats he’d listed in his note. A blustery wind plucked at the folds of my coat. I put my hand up to anchor my hat. As I approached the building, I realized why the street address had sounded familiar. I’d been to South Regent Mansions before. I’d been so preoccupied with thinking about the awful events surrounding Stella’s death that I hadn’t recognized the address.

      As I looked over the building, I had a sinking sensation in my stomach. I’d been inside the elegant South Regent Mansions, and I knew I couldn’t afford a flat. Wings extended out from the entry on either side of the central block of the building, but instead of straight lines and sharp corners, the exterior of the brick fifteen-story building undulated in a smooth curve, giving it a modern look.

      Sebastian had offered to help me, and I’d sent him a note agreeing to meet him, so it would be rude to turn away now. I squared my shoulders and entered the building. At least I had Mr. Quigley to provide an excuse, and I wouldn’t have to admit how far out of my budget South Regent Mansions was. Disclosing my limited finances would embarrass both Sebastian and me. It would be best to avoid talking about it if possible.

      The entry with its marble tile and crystal chandelier was hushed and had an air of expensive sophistication. A wide crimson carpet ran from the front door up a set of shallow steps to a lift. While the exterior lines of the building curved and undulated, straight lines predominated inside. Long rectangular crystals sparkled in the chandelier, and interlocking triangular patterns framed the mirrors and wall sconces. An enormous bouquet of white chrysanthemums sat on a side table across from the porter’s nook.

      My last visit to South Regent Mansions had been when I’d helped my cousin sort out a problem related to her fiancé. I’d spoken to the hall porter at that time. With his large stature and bristling mustache, he’d brought to mind a walrus, but today a lean, clean-shaven man with spectacles greeted me.

      I said, “I’m here to see Mr. Blakely.”

      “Mr. Blakely arrived a short time ago. You’re welcome to go straight up. Apartment 221.”

      “The second floor? Are you sure it’s not the sixth?”

      “Yes, miss. Second floor. Mr. Blakely owns two flats here. Today he’s in the one on the second floor.”

      “I see.” I stepped inside the lift, and the operator, a boy of about fourteen, set it in motion. The passageway on the second floor was carpeted in the same plush crimson as the lobby runner. The walls and wainscoting were pure white.

      I knocked on the door, and Sebastian opened it a few seconds later, a grin stretching across the skeletal bone structure of his face. “Olive, delighted to see you. Come in. Come in. It’s a bit crowded here near the door, but the flat opens up nicely. Come and see.”

      The hall was indeed narrow with two doors on the right and a blank wall on the left. I had to step aside so Sebastian could close the door to the hall. He waved to the first open door as he led the way down the hall. “Kitchenette.” The room contained a two-burner stove top and sink. “Full kitchen downstairs, and you can order up anything you’d like. The food is surpassingly good. Maid service on Tuesdays and Thursdays.” Sebastian moved to the next door. “Bath.” It was tiled in a black and white octagonal pattern on the floor, while rectangular white subway tiles lined the walls. A sink, toilet, and tub with a shower attachment had been fitted into the room, making economical use of every bit of the small space.

      “It’s very modern and well-arranged,” I said.

      “I quite like it. If I didn’t have other obligations, I might move in here myself.”

      The hallway ended at two doors. The room on the right was a bedroom with a double bed, dressing table, and an upholstered club chair. The room on the left was a sitting room. A sofa that was flanked by two chairs was positioned at one end of the room. At the other, a writing desk was angled so that the person sitting behind it would have a view out the window that filled the entire wall. It overlooked a garden at the back of the building and gave a view of the skyline of London. Opposite the massive window, a painting of calla lilies hung over the marble mantel of the fireplace. The painting was done in the modern style with thick lines. It reminded me of the blocky modern art I’d looked at with Jasper, but the bold lines of this painting had a soft, almost luminescent quality to them.

      Sebastian walked to the window, giving me a few moments to look around. “As you can see, it’s the same layout as the other flat, if you remember.”

      “Oh, yes. I remember. It is delightful.” It would have been wonderful to work at the desk and look up and admire the view or to curl up in the sofa with a cup of tea. “But I’m afraid I have come into possession of a parrot. I should have let you know right away and saved you a trip here this morning—”

      “Pets are not a problem. We have a Pekingese, a turtle, and a hedgehog, all on this floor.” Sebastian leaned in and lowered his voice. “But don’t tell the porter about the hedgehog. He’s deathly afraid of them, apparently.”

      “Oh.” I scrambled to think of some other way to gracefully get myself out of the situation. The flat was indeed lovely, and it was a thousand times nicer than anything else I’d seen, but it would be far out of my budget.

      The only thing to do was tell the truth, but Sebastian had walked to the painting over the fireplace and was examining the frame as he spoke. “I’ve had nothing but trouble with the last few tenants, so I’m quite willing to give it to you at a discount, simply because I know that leasing it to you will be trouble-free.”

      I grinned. “I might need to get that statement from you in writing so I can show it to Jasper. He doesn’t believe that I’m trouble-free.”

      The skin stretched tight across Sebastian’s cheekbones as he returned my smile. “You do lead an interesting life, but you won’t steal anything, raise the ire of the other tenants, or damage the furnishings.” He turned back and ran his finger down the edge of the frame. “The last tenants had a row, and the wife hurled her hairbrush at the husband. She missed him but hit this painting. Knocked it off the wall and cracked the frame. The prior tenant—the one before the unhappily married couple—got into some fisticuffs and put his hand through the wall in the corridor instead of into his opponent’s jaw. That had to be repaired as well.”

      “Goodness.”

      He turned away from the painting. “The wall and the frame were repairable, but needless to say, I don’t want to deal with that sort of thing.”

      “Well, if that’s your definition of trouble-free, I’d have to agree.”

      “Good,” he said and named a figure for the lease that had me tilting my head.

      “But that’s so low.”

      “Is it? If I don’t have to repair the walls, placate the porter, or worry about my artwork—I’m quite fond of my paintings, you know—then I consider it a good bargain. Besides, you’ve been very helpful to me in certain situations. It’s my way of saying thank you.”

      “That’s very generous. Almost too generous.”

      “Nonsense. You’ll be doing me a favor. I have plans to travel, and knowing you’re here will be one less thing for me to have managed while I’m gone.”

      “Where are you off to?”

      “To visit my niece and nephew in South America.”

      “My. That will be a journey.”

      “Yes, so if you agree to take this flat, then I only have to coordinate the management of the other.”

      “In that case—yes, I’ll take it.”
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      I left the South Regent Mansions practically waltzing down the steps. Even the cold wind that cut across my cheeks couldn’t sap my joy. I felt as if a weight had lifted. I had a home!

      The furniture stayed. They were good, serviceable pieces. Nothing flashy or trendy, and I imagined they’d probably been moved out of one of Sebastian’s many homes. I was to return in two days with a deposit, sign the paperwork, and pick up the key. I was almost giddy with my good fortune. I couldn’t wait to tell Jasper. Especially the part about being trouble-free.

      I hopped on a bus and rode to Trafalgar Square. I made my way through the fountains, scattering pigeons as I crossed in front of the National Gallery on my way to the theater where Boggs was rehearsing for his play.

      Mathis Theater was fronted with five doors that would be thrown open to admit theatergoers. One door was cracked, and I slipped through it into the dim foyer. Straight ahead, more doors led to the stalls, while a heavy oak staircase swept up on the right over the box office to the gallery. A woman was hoovering the carpet. She switched off the vacuum when I stepped inside. “I’m here to see Mr. Boggs.”

      She jerked her head toward the staircase. “He said a young woman might ask for him today. He’s upstairs.”

      She resumed hoovering as I climbed the curving staircase. Once I reached the gallery level, I found two men in a walkway behind the last row of seats. They wore feathered tricorn hats and hip-length coats with velvet lapels. They shuffled back and forth, arms extended. The rapiers they held clattered against each other as they parried each other’s moves.

      “It will work much better if you move to the left . . .” Despite the elaborate costume, I recognized Boggs. He broke off and relaxed his stance when he saw me. He said something to his fencing partner, who tipped his hat to me as he brushed by on his way to the stairs.

      Boggs removed his hat, revealing a wig of dark curls that swung around his shoulders as he executed a deep bow. “Greetings, Miss Belgrave. Thank you for coming here to the theater.”

      “You’re welcome. It looks quite busy.” I glanced at the stage, where a man in street clothes was arranging a group of about fifteen actors, directing them on where to stand. “Congratulations on the new role. The Pirates of Penzance?”

      “Yes, and thank you. Let’s have a seat. It’s quieter up here.” He gestured toward the rows of seats overlooking the stage. “I’m afraid I don’t have time to leave, or we could go out for a sandwich or a cup of tea.”

      I pushed down the red velvet seat. “This is perfectly all right.”

      He reached into the deep cuff of his costume and brought out a piece of paper, which he handed to me. “You’ll find all the details on the servants from Alton House there.”

      I unfolded the page and skimmed it. “I didn’t think I’d hear back from you so soon.”

      “I visited a few pubs and was able to track down some chaps who are in service at Alton House. Had a very productive chat. Then I bought a couple of pints for the servants of a neighboring house. Would you like a summary?”

      “Yes, please.” I tucked his notes away in my handbag.

      “The lady’s maid, Mrs. Dowd, has been employed with the dowager for fourteen years. She hails from a little village called Danford in Surrey. She has no relatives and no other connections as far as I could make out. She’s known to be fiercely loyal and a bit of a Tartar.”

      “I would certainly agree with that.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have as much information about Stella Barstow.”

      I told him the sad news about Stella, and he let out a low whistle. “What a tragic ending to a short life.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      We both sat in silence for a moment, then Boggs stirred. “Well, what little I found out about Stella is that her father was a dockworker, but he died three years ago. She has three older sisters, all in service in different houses around London. I couldn’t find much more about her.”

      “Any questionable rumors about her?”

      “Of what sort?”

      “That she was light-fingered or less than honest?”

      “No, I didn’t hear anything like that.”

      “And Clara?”

      He recounted the same details I’d already heard—that Clara came from a small village near where the dowager had resided, and that she was a distant relative of the Alton family. Boggs adjusted the feather in his hat as he added, “The only additional thing I heard was that she worked during the War in the hospital, doing the washing up, then moved up to be a mechanic at one of the airfields. Apparently, she’s quite proud of that fact and likes to talk about it.” He lifted his hat to resettle it on his head, then stopped. “Oh, and she and the chauffeur from Alton House are quite friendly.”

      “Really?” I hadn’t heard a hint of that—or seen any indication of it.

      “Word is, she sometimes visits old Benson in the mews.”

      “Well. I would have never imagined that. I guess I’ll have to make the acquaintance of the chauffeur. Benson, you said?” The chauffeur had driven us to Grafton Galleries, but I didn’t remember much about him, except that he was rather stout.

      “That’s right. Bit of a lush, apparently, when he’s off duty—”

      A hubbub from the stage drew our attention. The actors moved toward the wings as the man in street clothes rotated to the theater and shaded his eyes against the lights. “Boggs? Hardy? Let’s run through your scene.”

      Boggs stood and put on his hat. “That’s my cue.”

      “Break a leg. I’ll try to come see you,” I said and proceeded him down the stairs. In the lobby, the woman with the hoover was gone. I patted my handbag. “Thank you for the information. I’ll post you a payment for your help.”

      “Much obliged. Always a pleasure to do business with you, Miss Belgrave.”

      I went to the door to the street, then turned back. “Oh, Boggs?”

      He was already in the theater, but he poked his head back into the lobby. “Yes, Miss Belgrave?”

      “You don’t, by chance, want a parrot? It would be just the thing for your costume.”

      He grinned. “Thank you, Miss Belgrave, but the director would skin me alive if I brought a real animal on stage. The stuffed one from the prop department doesn’t cause any trouble at all.”
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      When I returned to Alton House, the family’s saloon motor was parked at the bottom of the steps, and Benson, the uniformed chauffeur, stood ready to open the door. After hearing that Clara and the chauffeur were friendly, I said hello to him and gave him a longer look than I normally would have. He looked to be about fifteen years older than Clara and had a jowly face, which created heavy lines that ran from his nose to his chin. The buttons of his uniform strained against his bulky figure. He was certainly not what I would have thought of as a possible romantic partner for Clara, but eligible men were thin on the ground, and I’d seen matches made with an even wider age gap.

      I found Gigi pulling on her gloves in the entry hall. Elrick held her sable coat at the ready. “The motor is ready for you and Viscount Daley, my lady. The servants will follow you to the church in taxis.”

      Felix, in a dark suit, stood in front of one of the entry hall’s gold-rimmed mirrors. Hair cream slicked back his hair. I wasn’t used to seeing him without two unruly wings of hair falling on either side of his face. With his hair plastered down to his scalp, his pale unlined face looked very young. He ran his palm over his temples, checking that his hair was in place, then he adjusted his tie and swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      Clara was just coming down the stairs in a stylishly cut black wool dress. It was a few years out of date, and I imagined Gigi had lent it to her. Gigi’s velvet and silk frock swished as she turned and put her arms into the sable coat Elrick held for her. A footman helped Clara and Felix into their coats.

      Elrick moved to the door, but Gigi said, “Just a moment. I must speak with Olive.” She drew me to the side of the entry hall. “Have you found anything out?” She’d lowered her voice, but the murmur of her words echoed around the marble entry.

      I matched her quiet tone. “Yes, a few interesting things, but nothing definite.”

      “Oh. I’d hoped—” Her expression fell.

      “What happened at the inquest?”

      “It was adjourned. They don’t have the test results back on the poison yet.” Gigi turned to the mirror to check her appearance. She brushed her short fringe across her forehead as she continued speaking in a soft tone. “Stella’s inquest is scheduled for tomorrow, and I’m sure it will have the same outcome.” Her dismal gaze held mine in the mirror. “It’s clear they think the two cases are linked through me. Once the will is read, my inheritance will give the police a motive for me, and I’m afraid they’ll reach the same conclusion we did about Stella—that she found out something that threatened Granny’s killer. Only they’ll think that was me and that I did away with Stella. She was my maid, after all. Who better to know my secrets?”

      It was easy to be swept up by Gigi’s appearance, her gorgeous frocks, her sable coat, her dramatic dark hair that contrasted with her pearly skin, and her confident demeanor, but that was all surface. It created a façade that wasn’t easy to see beyond, but she had a bleak look in her eyes that I’d only ever seen when she got news of her brother’s death. Her usual saucy and upbeat manner was gone. She was scared.

      Elrick cleared his throat. Gigi put her hand on my arm. “Please don’t stop looking for what really happened, Olive. I must go.” She turned away.

      Gigi, Felix, and Clara filed out the door that Elrick held open for them, then he sent the footman to summon the rest of the servants as the taxis arrived. I lingered by the window and watched Clara as she approached the motor. She didn’t even glance at the chauffeur. Was she shy, or was she trying to keep their relationship under wraps? Of course, a funeral wouldn’t be an appropriate time to make a romance known.

      The servants, dressed in their best uniforms, went out to the taxis, then Elrick closed and locked the door from the outside. He tucked the key into his waistcoat and got into the first taxi. As the motors pulled away, a quietness settled over Alton House like a blanket of snow. The only sound was the ticking of the big hall clock as the pendulum swung back and forth.

      I was halfway up the stairs when a hammering on the door set my heart thumping. Had they forgotten something? I turned to go back down, then I froze. The pitter-patter of someone hurtling along the passageway sounded above me. Feminine legs and a swirling skirt appeared as Addie came flying down the stairs. Her coat was draped over one arm, and she had a book tucked into the crook of her elbow. Her gaze on her feet, she grabbed the newel post and swung around to come down the next set of steps. She saw me, sucked in a breath, pressed her hand to her chest, and came to a sudden stop. “Olive! Goodness! You frightened me.” Her eyes were bloodshot, but her hair was neat and it looked as if she’d powdered her nose.

      “I feel the same way. I didn’t realize anyone else was here.” I’d forgotten all about Addie. She wouldn’t attend the funeral because she wasn’t family.

      The pounding on the front door came again, even louder, and she sped by me. “That’s my brother. I had a note that he would call for me.” She hurried across the entry hall and threw back the bolt of the door.

      Inglebrook stepped across the threshold, caught Addie, and waltzed her around. “You’re not going to believe it, Addie.” Her coat swung out, and the book tumbled to the marble tiles with a thunk. “We’re set, Addie, my girl. Set up very prettily. You’ll be—” He caught sight of me on the stairs and released Addie. The exuberant expression vanished as he composed his features into a more sedate look. “Miss Belgrave, hello. I didn’t see you there. How are you?”

      “Fine, thank you. And you?”

      “Very well,” he said with relish. Like the sun radiating out from behind a cloud, his former exuberance couldn’t be contained. He motioned to Addie, who had slipped on her coat and was buttoning it. “I am taking my sister out for tea. I would ask you to join us, but . . .”

      “Oh, no. I wouldn’t want to interrupt.”

      A look of relief flashed across his face. “Well, in that case, we should be off.”

      Addie picked up the book. “Let me run back upstairs to my room and put this away.”

      Inglebrook made an impatient gesture. “Don’t bother. Just leave it there, on the console table.”

      “I couldn’t. You have no idea what a horribly accusing gaze Elrick has. He wouldn’t say a thing, but he’d make it clear I’d left it out instead of putting it away. It will only take a moment.”

      I descended to the entry. “I can take it upstairs and leave it in your room.”

      “Oh, would you? Thank you. I was reading while I was waiting for Thomas, and I just snatched it up along with my coat and handbag. I can’t think why I didn’t leave it in my room.”

      She barely had time to hand me the book before Inglebrook hustled her out the door and closed it with a thud. I waited a few moments in the empty hall to see if I could hear any other movement from within the house. Nothing, except the muffled sound of wind gusting against the house, a groan as the old house settled, and the clock ticking. Why is it that it’s only when one is alone in a house that one notices the creaking sounds?

      I went across and locked the door, then tilted the book to look at the spine as I climbed the stairs to Addie’s room. The Mystery of Newberry Close. I had to smile. It was a very popular book. I’d met the author, and I’d also read the book. Even my father had read it. He’d called it “a cracking good read.” I was glad to see Addie was doing something to take her mind off her worries about Rollo.

      Addie’s room was in disarray, and it smelled a bit musty. Obviously, she hadn’t let the maids in to clean since her meeting in the park with Rollo. Clothes were scattered on the bed and draped over the open doors of the wardrobe. The fingers of a glove poked out of a drawer in the dressing table that hadn’t been completely closed. A pink ribbon encircled a pile of letters, while a sealed envelope addressed to Rollo rested on the center of the desk, waiting to be posted. The rubbish bin overflowed with crumpled writing paper.

      An empty teacup and saucer rested on a stack of magazines and books on a side table by an armchair. I picked up the cup and saucer to put the book down on top of the magazines, but then I paused. The magazine had been left folded open to a page. I didn’t need to look at the cover to know the magazine was The Sketch. I’d looked through this issue recently while waiting for a landlord to arrive to show me a flat. He’d been late, and I’d had time to read quite a bit, including the short story, the one Addie had apparently been reading. It was a mystery story from a new author who seemed to have quite a few stories in the magazine, Agatha Christie. This one was called The Cornish Mystery.

      A twinge of uneasiness ran through me as I glanced from the book in my hand to the magazine folded back to the short story. I moved the empty teacup and saucer to the side and picked up The Sketch. A quick skim confirmed I was remembering it correctly. The story involved arsenic . . . as did the book Addie had been reading, The Mystery of Newberry Close.

      Did it mean anything? Probably not, but it was . . . rather odd. I looked through the rest of the books in the stack. They were all crime stories. Since Jasper had lent me a murder mystery and introduced me to the genre, I’d become a fan. I’d read several of the titles. The plot of another book in the stack involved strychnine poisoning.

      I settled the books back on the table and glanced around the room again. Was Addie interested in poisons? Was she seeking information about them? Or was it a coincidence that she was reading books in which poisoning figured prominently and that two people had died of arsenic poisoning in the house where she was staying?

      I left Addie’s room and glanced down the hall to Clara’s room at the far end. The wind rattled the windowpanes again, and the clock ticked on. An opportunity like this wouldn’t come again. I wrestled with my conscience a few moments. It was remembering the dismal look on Gigi’s face that decided me. “In for a penny, in for a pound,” I murmured and headed in the direction of Clara’s room.

      I almost hoped that her room would be locked, which would put an end to my snooping, but the door gave easily. The small room seemed unchanged from when Gigi and I had glanced in when we were looking for Clara. Now that I wasn’t in a rush, I had time to look around. A framed photograph of Clara from several years before sat on the dresser. She looked much younger and happier. She stood beside an older woman who had similar features, probably her mother. They were seated on a blanket by a stream with a picnic basket between them. A long piece of knitting trailed out of Clara’s workbasket, and a peach scarf was draped over the lamp on the dressing table.

      I pushed down my reluctance to pry and walked to the wardrobe. It was obvious that Gigi gave Clara her castoffs because the quality of the items in the wardrobe varied wildly from serviceable and simple to extravagantly gorgeous with telltale marks at the cuffs and hems where they’d been altered.

      Bottles and jars were lined up in front of the dressing table mirror, and the aroma of powder lingered in the air. Now that I thought about it, when Clara had come down the stairs, she’d looked paler and her freckles were less prominent. She must have dusted on a thick layer of powder. I turned the bottles so I could read the labels. Most were for the complexion. It looked as if Clara had tried everything from skin creams to tablets and scrubs to get rid of her freckles. I sighed. No matter what the labels promised—and some of the treatments sounded quite painful—I doubted they’d work.

      I closed Clara’s door and made my way back down the hall to Felix’s room. The door swung open, and I paused on the threshold. I’d felt fairly confident about looking around Addie and Clara’s rooms, but I wasn’t sure where to start with the masculine domain of a young man. I didn’t have a brother, and I’d never been near the bedroom of my male cousin.

      I shook off the prickle of unease at being in a man’s bedroom. I crossed to the wardrobe, but then a brisk knock sounded in the distance. I tilted my head and listened. It was coming from the entry. It came again, louder this time.

      I went to one of the hall windows that overlooked the front of the house and angled my head so I could see the front step. Jasper was turned away, staring out across the street, his hands clasped behind his back. Goodness, Alton House was rather like Paddington Station today. I trotted down the stairs.

      Jasper turned as I opened the door. “Hello, old bean. I didn’t expect you to answer the door.”

      “The family and servants are at the dowager’s funeral.”

      “Well, then. How about a spot of tea at the Savoy?”

      I glanced up and down the street beyond Jasper. How long had I been in Addie’s room? Surely it was too soon for anyone to return from the funeral. “I can’t at the moment. Normally, I’d love to, but I—well, I just can’t.”

      “I see.” He held my gaze for a moment, then looked over his shoulder. “Is something amiss?”

      “Amiss? No, not at all.”

      Jasper gave me a long look. “No, nothing is wrong, but . . .” His brow creased as he leaned closer and peered at me like I was a laboratory experiment. “You’re decidedly . . . um . . . frightened? No, wait—I have it—nervy. That’s it, nervy.”

      In that instant, I knew it was no use trying to fob him off. He’d never leave now. “All right, yes, I’m a bit nervy. I could use your help, in fact.”

      He tilted his head forward in a little bow. “I’m always happy to be of service to you, Olive.”

      “Excellent.” I swung the door wide. “Please come in.”

      Now it was Jasper who glanced back over his shoulder. “Um, not quite cricket, you know—you being alone in the house.”

      “Then come in quick before someone sees you. I’m doing a bit of snooping and could use a man’s perspective.”
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      I pushed open the door to Felix’s room, and Jasper followed me in. I’d ushered him upstairs, explaining what had happened since I’d seen him last.

      “Searching the suspects’ rooms wasn’t quite what I had in mind when I dropped by.” As he surveyed the room, Jasper tapped his finger against the brim of his hat, which he held in his hands. He still wore his wool coat. “I was thinking more along the lines of a visit to a tea shop.”

      “A cup of tea sounds delightful. But first, have a quick look around. You take the wardrobe. You’ll know what to look for—if anything is off or out of place. I’ll look over the desk, shall I?”

      “It’s not the done thing, poking among people’s possessions.”

      “Neither is doctoring chocolates to make it look as if Gigi murdered her maid.” I didn’t wait for an answer but went to the desk.

      “Yes, well. When you put it that way . . .” Jasper put his hat down and went to the wardrobe.

      The desk was obviously where Felix spent most of his time. The rest of the room was neat. His clothes were put away, the counterpane on the bed was smooth, and the top of the bureau was clear and gleamed with polish. The desk, however, was covered with papers, pens, pencils, and stacks of books. Felix’s cape was draped over the back of the desk chair, and a piece of paper was rolled into the typewriter. It was half filled with typed text, lines of his play.

      A few minutes later, Jasper closed the doors of the wardrobe. “Nothing unusual here. Suit coats, shirts, and trousers. Pocket squares, socks, collars, and such.”

      The desk was messy, but I was careful not to move things too much. My father worked in the same way, creating a small tornado of papers around him. But he always knew the exact location of each item on his desk, and if anything had been moved, Father could spot it immediately.

      Jasper made a humming sound, and I turned. “What is it?”

      He was leafing through a stack of books and pamphlets on the bedside table. “Let’s just say Felix’s choice of reading material could be considered rather radical.”

      “He did say the aristocracy was outmoded. Said they were dinosaurs.”

      “That’s mild compared to some of the rhetoric here.”

      “He also said he hated the dowager.”

      Jasper, his head still bent, turned and looked at me. “Was he squiffy?”

      “Very. But he knew exactly what he was saying. His tone was . . . cold. That’s the only way to describe it.”

      “In vino veritas, hmm? But there is a large difference between saying you hate someone and killing them.”

      I turned back to the desk. “Yes, and I don’t know Felix well enough to know if he’d actually carry through with something like that.” I lifted the corners of papers and edges of books, excavating through the layers. I uncovered a crumpled chocolate bar wrapper, a stapler, a box of matches, and a sharp penknife, which lay on the desk blotter. I was about to gently lower the edges of the papers and books back into place when I noticed a scattering of dark-colored flakes near the blade of the penknife.

      I must have made a noise because Jasper came across the room. “Find something interesting?”

      “I don’t know.” I pointed out the flakes. “They could be from the chocolate bar, I suppose. They’re too dark to be rubbings from an eraser.”

      Jasper took a monocle from his pocket and peered at them. “I agree, definitely not from an eraser. Could be evidence, old bean.”

      “But would Felix cut open chocolates here and leave traces of it? Wouldn’t he sweep it away?” I asked.

      “He probably didn’t notice. They’re quite small. And he could always say they were from the chocolate bar.” Jasper straightened and returned the monocle to his pocket. “Now I believe the question is, do you leave everything in situ?”

      I blew out a sigh. “No, I don’t think so. Even though it looks as if the maids don’t clean the desk, and Felix hasn’t brushed them away, he might come back from the funeral and decide his play is terrible and sweep everything into the fire.”

      “Gracious.”

      “He’s done it before.” I picked up a clean sheet of typing paper and slipped it under the edge of the penknife.

      “Well, in that case . . .” Jasper took out his handkerchief and brushed the flakes onto the sheet of paper. I folded the paper, creating a little packet and slipped it into an envelope that I found in the desk. The envelope just fit into the pocket of my dress.

      A quick look through the rest of the drawers turned up receipts, notebooks with jottings so difficult to read they might as well have been hieroglyphics, and other miscellany, but none of it was of interest to us.

      Jasper picked up his hat and followed me into the hallway as I headed for the servants’ stairs. “We’d better hurry. I’d hate for Dowd to arrive back while I’m poking about in her room.” Jasper followed me up the stairs, his footfalls echoing. “Can’t you walk more quietly?” I asked.

      “Why? Everyone left, didn’t they? You don’t have to creep.”

      “I suppose so, but one feels as if one should creep along as silently as possible.”

      We reached the top floor, and I led the way down the narrow, bare wood corridor. “I don’t know exactly which room is Dowd’s,” I said, “but she was standing nearest this one when everyone was gathered outside Stella’s room.” I peeked into the room. It was arranged exactly as Stella’s room had been, except there was only one bed. A rocking chair sat by the window with a shawl draped across the arm. A spirit stove and single teacup rested on the bedside table. The room must belong to a senior servant. The maids would share a room, and I doubted they’d be allowed to have a spirit stove.

      A rope rug covered the floor, and an ivory-backed toilet set rested on the dresser with an oval mirror. A pink dressing gown with frills hung on a peg behind the door. “This is Dowd’s room. I recognize the dressing gown.” I stepped inside tentatively.

      “Not much to look at here,” Jasper said, going to the table near the rocker.

      The small space with the low ceiling felt claustrophobic with both of us in it, and I was very aware of the scent of Jasper’s lime aftershave.

      I had a quick look through the dresser drawers, feeling even worse about snooping here than I had downstairs. Servants had so little privacy. Nosing about in their belongings seemed an even greater wrong than looking around the other bedrooms. The dresser contained only clothing, all of it simply cut and in sturdy fabrics. I pushed the bottom drawer closed as Jasper said, “Nothing of interest here.”

      “Yes, I agree—” I’d half turned away from the dresser, but I swung back around to fully face it. Bottles and jars were lined up in front of the mirror, including separate bottles of rose and lavender skin creams, as well as powder. It was the small glass bottles of medicine that I’d noticed. One was a medicine for coughs, and the other was a tonic. “Look, this one has arsenic in it. It’s listed on the label.”

      Jasper peered over my shoulder. “Arsenic has a long history of ‘medical’ use. Remember the arsenic eaters nibbling away on it, not just for glossy hair and pale skin, but for longevity and stamina—at least that’s what the proponents say.” He squinted at the small print on the label. “The amount is fairly low, though. It wouldn’t be lethal unless she reduced it . . .” Jasper trailed off as he followed my gaze to the spirit stove on the side table. “Another bit of evidence for the inspector, then.”

      Jasper handed me his handkerchief, and I wrapped up the small bottle and tucked it into my other pocket. “Quite a collection you’re assembling there. Are you going to take away the teapot too?”

      “No. That would definitely be noticed.”

      “Dowd might notice the tonic bottle is gone.”

      “I’ll find something in the bath and replace it.” In the cupboard in the servant’s bath, I found a bottle of a similar color and size. It was clear glass, just like the tonic bottle, but it contained a quarter inch of mouthwash. Hopefully, Dowd wouldn’t notice her tonic had been switched for mouthwash before I could turn in my evidence to Thorn. “Come on, let’s not linger here.”

      I descended the narrow stairs, my feet clattering against the wood. I wasn’t worried about making noise now. I wanted to get back into the main part of the house before anyone returned from the funeral. The servants would arrive back first so they could open the house, and I was glad when we were back in the hallway with the thick carpet muffling our steps. Silence still permeated the air of Alton House. “They’re not back,” I said and headed for the main staircase.

      “What did you find in Gigi’s room?” Jasper asked when we were about halfway down the first flight of stairs.

      “I didn’t look through her room.”

      Jasper didn’t say anything, only raised an eyebrow.

      “There’s no need.”

      Jasper sighed. “You’re so fiercely loyal, Olive. You haven’t had a single doubt about Gigi?”

      It was my turn to sigh. I did an about-face and tromped up the stairs. “It’s very annoying when you point out things like this, you know.”

      “Sorry. Duty as a friend, and all that. I do like Gigi, but you know the first rule of detection—”

      “Everyone is a suspect. Yes, yes. Although, I do have to point out, you’ve gleaned these rules from detective fiction.”

      “Have they steered you wrong?”

      “No,” I said with another gusty sigh. “Gigi’s room is rather a hike. We turn here and keep going.”

      Once we came to Gigi’s room, Jasper took the sitting room while I looked around the bedroom. He finished before I did and appeared in the doorway. “Anything?”

      “Nothing. Gigi’s collection of dresses rivals the stock of a fashion house. Of course, it should. Most of the frocks and gowns came from the best Parisian designers. Her hat boxes contain nothing but hats. Just the usual scent and cosmetics and fashion magazines on her dressing table.”

      “Well, then. It seems your trust in Gigi is vindicated. I’m sure you want to share your findings with Thorn—”

      “I’m not actually anxious to do that at all.” I could already imagine his reaction. Words like interfering and busybody would be prominent in his vocabulary, I was sure. “Especially since I don’t have any idea who actually poisoned the dowager or Stella.”

      “Well, then. How about that cup of tea? I have a few things to share that you might find helpful in sorting it all out.”

      “Brilliant. I’ll get my coat.”
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      “It’s not quite the Savoy,” Jasper said as he sipped his tea.

      “No, but the scones and company are wonderful.”

      In the interest of time, we’d decided to go to a nearby tea shop instead of The Savoy. Unlike the hotel’s airy glass-domed ceiling, white latticed gazebo, and starched tablecloths, the tea shop where we were seated was small and cozy. Instead of the subdued hum of conversation and click of china, this tea shop was filled with animated chatter, the scrape of chair legs on the wooden floor, and the scent of freshly baked bread.

      I’d put the latch on the door at Alton House so that it would lock behind us when we left. Then we’d taken a short walk to the tea shop, the wind dragging at our coats and scarves.

      Jasper pushed his cup and saucer away and took out a notebook from an inner pocket of his jacket. “You were right about Clara.” He removed a sheet of paper and handed it across the table. It was covered with Jasper’s precise handwriting. I skimmed it as I layered strawberry jam and clotted cream on my warm scone.

      “I was able to confirm that Clara did indeed work at an officers’ hospital during the War. Her duties included washing up in the canteen as well as sweeping and mopping the wards.”

      “So, she was telling the truth.” The news confirmed the statements from the servants that Boggs had given me.

      “Yes. She went on from there to work at an airfield.”

      “As a motor mechanic,” I said, reading from the list before biting into the scone.

      Jasper placed his finger on the last line on the page. “I think you’ll find this detail quite intriguing, considering what you have knocking around in your pockets.”

      I still had the envelope and the tonic bottle with me. I certainly wasn’t going to leave them in my room at Alton House. The only option was to carry them around.

      I read the last line and sat back in my chair, stunned. “Dowd worked at a dispensary during the War?”

      “That’s right. She helped make up the tonics and medicines. She volunteered three times a week for over two years.”

      “Oh my. Then she would have a very specialized knowledge about poisons and medicines.”

      “Quite. I would have mentioned it sooner, but you were so intent on getting out of Dowd’s room that I thought I’d wait. Unfortunately, I couldn’t turn up anything else about the other names on your list. Felix was too young to serve or volunteer. He was a model student at school, so nothing of interest to report there. Addie falls into that same category of being too young to have been involved in the War. Gigi as well.”

      “Yes, I’m sure Addie and Gigi were like me, rolling bandages and knitting.”

      “Knitting? Gigi?”

      “Every bit counts. Even the poorly knitted gloves and socks were appreciated—at least, that’s what I was told. Mine were rather atrocious. I actually felt sorry for the poor soldiers who received my efforts. I’m sure they were the laughingstocks of their regiments.”

      “Never underestimate the importance of a care package when you’re on the front lines. Even poorly knitted socks are better than nothing at all.”

      “I suppose so. But thank goodness morale didn’t depend entirely on my knitting efforts. We would have been in dire trouble indeed if it did.” I folded Jasper’s note and put it in my handbag with the other note I had from Boggs. Jasper called for the bill.

      On our walk back to Alton House, Jasper said, “You’re very quiet.”

      “I’ve gathered quite a lot of details about everyone at Alton House, yet nothing points conclusively to one person over the other. It’s frustrating. And a little frightening. Someone in that house is a murderer twice over.”

      “A point in favor of you removing to your new flat straightaway.”

      I’d told Jasper about my new flat while we waited for our tea. “Yes, once I’ve signed the paperwork and have the key, I’ll move. It wouldn’t be the done thing to stay on, but I do dislike leaving Gigi. She’s sure she’ll be named next week at the inquest into Stella’s death.”

      “Is there any solid evidence?” Jasper asked as we turned the corner and Alton House came into sight.

      “She says her fingerprints will be on the chocolate box, but of course it was delivered to her.”

      “Well, then.” He waved a hand. “A good solicitor can mitigate the impact of that detail.”

      “And then there’s the dowager’s will. If Gigi does inherit her grandmother’s fortune, that detail will be put down as her motive.”

      “But they haven’t figured out yet exactly what the dowager ate—or drank—that was poisoned?”

      We’d been pacing briskly along, but I halted. Jasper carried on for a step, then turned back as I said, “You’re right. The dowager’s death is the key to the whole thing. Stella’s death is just an offshoot.” I resumed walking, and Jasper fell into pace beside me. “I must refocus on the dowager. That’s where the answers lie.”

      We’d reached the stone balustrade that separated the small forecourt of Alton House from the road. Inside, I could see figures moving about through the windows. The funeral was over and everyone had returned. I was glad I didn’t have to perch on the balustrade and wait for someone to open the door for me. I thanked Jasper for tea and was turning away when he said, “Olive.”

      I turned back, arrested at the seriousness of his gaze.

      “I realize you quite like the puzzle aspect of this sort of thing.”

      “Yes, and I have you to thank for it. You’re the one who introduced me to crime fiction.”

      “That I did.” He grinned briefly, then turned grave again. “Don’t forget someone in Alton House is desperate to keep anyone from discovering they poisoned the dowager. Promise me you’ll leave if you sense the slightest whiff of danger directed at you.”

      “Obviously, they don’t have much to fear from me. I can’t work out who it is. I’m completely flummoxed.” He frowned at my joke, so I went back to him and squeezed his hand. “I promise I’ll be extremely careful. If I have the least sense of worry or misgiving, I’ll leave.”
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      Lillian opened the door for me. “Good afternoon, Miss Belgrave.” The heavy silence had dispersed, and Alton House had an air of busyness. Servants were moving back and forth, carrying trays into the dining room.

      “Hello, Lillian. Where is Elrick?”

      She took my coat as I slipped out of it, then added my handbag, gloves, and hat to her load. “He’s in the library with Inspector Thorn. The inspector insisted that the furniture be rearranged. Mr. Elrick is overseeing it.”

      “Inspector Thorn is here?”

      “Yes.” Her tone wavered on the single word, then her chin quivered and her eyes filled with tears.

      “Lillian? What is it?”

      She gulped. “It’s—” She broke off and shook her head as a sob escaped her pinched lips.

      “Oh my.” I put my arm around her and led her to the small waiting room off the entry where visitors were escorted to wait while Elrick inquired to see if the family was “at home.”

      I closed the door, guided her to a chair, then took back my pile of belongings from her. She was sniffling and apologizing and made a move to stand.

      I put a hand on her shoulder. “No, take a moment to compose yourself.” I removed a handkerchief from my handbag and gave it to her before sitting across from her. “You’ve been through a distressing time. I won’t tell anyone about this.”

      “Thank you.” She nodded, the handkerchief pressed to her eyes. After a moment, she removed the handkerchief and let out a shuddering breath before glancing over her shoulder at the door. “I beg your pardon, miss. I should go.”

      Poor girl. She’d witnessed her friend die, and now she’d attended a funeral. No wonder she was overwrought. “Stay a moment. Funerals can be very disturbing.”

      “Oh, it’s not the funeral. None of us liked the dowager—” Her eyes widened. “I mean—”

      “It’s all right. You don’t have to explain. I’m well familiar with the dowager’s personality. But if it wasn’t the funeral, why are you upset?”

      She hesitated as she searched my face. “I—um—I lied—to the inspector.” After her initial hesitations, her words poured out. “I didn’t sleep at all last night for worrying about it, and I don’t know what to do.”

      “What did you lie about?”

      “The cameo.” She twisted the handkerchief. “It was just that he was so certain Stella was a thief, but she wasn’t like that. She wasn’t. And she’d been kind to me. She helped me when I was first taken on here. She gave me little hints about things—who to avoid because they were in a temper, that kind of thing. Anyway, I couldn’t let the inspector think Stella would steal something. She wouldn’t. She just wouldn’t. It would be her job, for one thing. But the inspector was so sure of himself, and Stella had just died so horribly. It was terrible—her being so sick, and then she kept talking about the marmalade. Off her head, she was. It was the pain. And when Lady Gina got there, Stella couldn’t hardly speak, it was so bad. I couldn’t let Stella’s family think she’d done something so wrong and gone barmy before she died. So I said that Stella told me she’d found the cameo and would give it to Mrs. Monce.” The words stopped as if a tap had been shut off.

      “And that was a lie?”

      “Well, in a way, yes. She said more, but I didn’t tell the inspector.” The linen tightened as Lillian twisted it. “Stella did say she would return the cameo, but she also said it was just the beginning, that it was a tiny portion of what she’d be able to get.”

      “Those were her exact words?” I asked, stunned.

      Lillian focused on the tips of her toes. She seemed to be thinking back, and after a moment, she looked up. “Yes, that’s right. When I said how pretty it was, she laughed and said, ‘This is just the beginning. I’ll be able to get much more than this.’ She wouldn’t say anything else, but she had an air about her, like she had a great secret inside, if you know what I mean.”

      “Oh my.”

      “Miss?”

      Facts and ideas rearranged themselves in my mind, shifting into a new pattern, one that I hadn’t seen before. It was like looking at a piece from a jigsaw puzzle and realizing I’d been trying to force it into the wrong place.

      I became aware that Lillian had spoken. “Sorry, what was that?”

      “Do you think I should tell the inspector?”

      “Yes, I think you’ll have to. I’ll be happy to sit with you when you tell him, if you’d like.”

      “Oh, would you? Thank you, Miss Belgrave.”

      “I’m sure you won’t have an opportunity to speak to him until after the will is read. Try not to worry about it until then.”

      “I must get back before Mr. Elrick or Mrs. Monce misses me.” She took my coat, handbag, gloves, and hat. She half reached out to return the handkerchief, then drew back. “I’ll have this laundered and returned to you.”

      “Wait a moment. I need my handbag, please.” Lillian gave it to me, and I took out the notes from Boggs and Jasper. “Thank you. That will be all, Lillian,” I said, returning the handbag to her. She nodded and scurried out the door.

      I read over the pages carefully, then left the room and sprinted up the stairs. I had to find Gigi.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      As I crested the stairs, Gigi was walking along the hallway to the library. I hurried along and caught up with her. “Hello, Gigi. How are you?”

      She was lost in her thoughts, and it took her a second to focus on me. “Oh, Olive. Hello.”

      I said, “How was the funeral?”

      “It played out exactly according to Granny’s design. Very correct and dignified.” Her tone was preoccupied. We entered the library, and she motioned for me to follow her to a corner beyond where Mr. Tower was setting up. The big ginger-haired man sat behind a mahogany table, unfastening the clasps of his leather briefcase.

      Gigi said, “I just had a visit from Captain Inglebrook. He insisted on seeing me, even though we’d just come from the funeral.”

      “I saw him earlier. He took Addie out.”

      “They returned at the same time we arrived back from the funeral. Addie went up to her room, and he asked to have a word with me. He’s to be married by special license.”

      “What?”

      “It’s true. He’s marrying Beatrice Longchamp.”

      “The American dime-store heiress?”

      “Yes.”

      “No wonder he told Addie they were set,” I murmured. At Gigi’s confused expression, I explained what I’d overheard when he first arrived. “He was ebullient.”

      “Well, he had the good manners to temper his attitude when he told me,” Gigi said. “He felt he should tell me before the announcement is made.”

      “You’re not upset?” I’d thought Gigi didn’t care deeply for Inglebrook, but it was hard to tell with her. She kept her true feelings hidden deep below her frivolous manner.

      “Not at all. In fact, I’m happy for him. Our little flirty game was beginning to wear thin.” I gave her a look, and she added, “I’ll admit, he’s the most handsome man I know and flirting with him was quite splendid. I didn’t like it when I couldn’t keep his attention all to myself, but that’s all it was—flirting, nothing more.”

      It seemed as if Gigi was being completely honest. Since I didn’t think she was secretly wounded by Inglebrook’s sudden desertion, I moved to the topic that was far more important than matrimony. “I just had a conversation with Lillian about what she told the police. It’s about the cameo. We were completely wrong in our assumption—”

      Someone coughed behind me. “Lady Gina, we’re ready.” Mr. Tower motioned to a chair in front of the mahogany table.

      Gigi and I had been so absorbed in our conversation that we hadn’t noticed the family and servants filing into the library. Felix and Clara were seated on opposite ends of a sofa. Dowd and Elrick stood behind them, off to one side near the bookcases that lined the walls.

      Gigi said to Mr. Tower, “I apologize. I didn’t intend to keep you waiting.” Mr. Tower moved back to the table, where a single document was laid out on the polished wood. Gigi took a seat in the wingback chair her grandmother had sat in on the night of the faux murder.

      I considered slipping along the edge of the room and leaving, but Mr. Tower cleared his throat again and began. “The dowager left detailed instructions, stipulating that each of you should be here and that I should read the pertinent parts of the will straight through and not answer any questions until that has been accomplished.”

      Instead of interrupting Mr. Tower, I settled into a nearby club chair, feeling a bit like I had a front-row seat at the theater. Mr. Tower’s back was to me, but the family and servants faced him. I had a clear view of everyone. No one except Gigi seemed to notice I’d stayed on in the library. Everyone else was focused on Mr. Tower.

      Mr. Tower picked up the paper. “‘I, Vanessa Louisa Renee Alton . . .”

      A movement beyond the group caught my eye. The pocket doors that led to the study slid open a few inches. Inspector Thorn appeared in the gap but didn’t come into the room.

      I tuned into what the solicitor was saying. “. . . for his faithful service, I do hereby bequeath my father’s pocket watch to Joseph Arnold Elrick.”

      Elrick’s expression didn’t change. I wouldn’t have expected it to—he was the consummate butler—but his shirt front and the lapels of his suit shifted as his breath quickened.

      Mr. Tower had continued reading. “. . . and to Angelina Joanna Dowd, for her loyal service, I leave my silver hand mirror and brush set because she has always admired it.”

      Dowd wasn’t as good at controlling her features as Elrick, and a frown flashed across her face. Both she and Elrick seemed to lean forward slightly in anticipation of another line in the will referencing them.

      Mr. Tower read the next bit with his gaze fixed on the paper. “I leave letters of reference for both Elrick and Dowd. I paid them generously during my lifetime, and if they have followed my instructions and invested the excess wisely, they will be well-fixed financially.”

      Elrick’s expression didn’t change. He didn’t even seem to be breathing. My father’s voice carrying out from the pulpit as he read about Lot’s wife being turned to a pillar of salt came to mind. Dowd sucked in her breath so loudly that it was audible even to me several yards away. Gigi had said the dowager made it known that she wouldn’t leave them a legacy in her will, but Elrick and Dowd had clearly hoped otherwise.

      Mr. Tower picked up the pace of his reading, and I thought he was probably hoping to get through the rest of the will before there was a scene. “To Clara Clack, I leave my mink coat and three hundred pounds.”

      Clara looked down at the carpet, but she wasn’t quick enough to hide her disappointment.

      “To Felix Alton, I leave my personal library, consisting of over two hundred volumes, in the hope that he will read them and learn the true definition of good literature.”

      “I say!” Felix flushed, bright red creeping up his neck into his face. “The cheek of the old bat—”

      Tower lifted his voice and spoke over Felix, who’d been poised to stand but fell back against the sofa cushions as Tower read, “The residue of the estate, I leave to Gina Alton.”

      Gigi gave a small nod, but she didn’t look happy. Behind her, Thorn pushed the pocket door wide, but no one else noticed as it rolled soundlessly along its track. Mr. Tower read the rest of the will, but his words faded as my thoughts churned.

      When Mr. Tower finished, he put the paper down and reached into his leather case. He removed two sealed envelopes. From my position behind him, I could make out the names. They were for Elrick and Dowd, and I assumed they were the references the dowager had promised to write for them. Mr. Tower pushed his chair back, but before he could cross the room and hand off the envelopes, Thorn stepped forward.

      He was a small man, but he seemed to loom over Gigi’s chair. “Lady Gina, I must ask you to accompany me to the Yard.”

      Mr. Tower stood. “Is that necessary?”

      “Yes. Crucial, in fact, in light of the will.”

      Gigi stood and lifted a hand to halt Mr. Tower, who was about to launch into speech. “It’s all right, Benny. I’ll go with him. I have nothing to fear.”

      Mr. Tower said, “But you must have adequate representation. I’ll arrange with my partners—”

      I stepped forward. My heart hammered so strongly that I thought everyone in the room could surely hear it. “Gigi’s right. She has nothing to fear. She didn’t kill the dowager or Stella, but the person who murdered both of them is in this room.”

      There was a second of stunned silence, then a babble of noise as everyone spoke at once. The only person who remained silent was Gigi. She gave me a questioning look. I nodded in what I hoped was a reassuring way.

      “I’ll have none of this showy nonsense.” Thorn took Gigi’s arm.

      She shook him off. “I believe you should do Olive the courtesy of listening to her.” Gigi’s clear aristocratic tones rang out, and the other voices died away. “After all, Olive has done you the service of solving one of your cases in the past. It would put you in quite a bad light if you ignored her now and she turned out to be right.”

      “Yes, let’s hear what she has to say.” Mr. Tower, who’d moved around to stand in front of the table when Thorn approached Gigi, crossed his arms and leaned his hips against the table. “I’m sure you’re interested in gathering all possible leads in this case, aren’t you, Inspector? It would be embarrassing if it got out to the press that you ignored potential evidence.”

      Thorn’s jaw worked. I was sure he was clenching his teeth. “Fine. Out with it. I suppose you have some sort of cockamamie theory that exonerates your friend.”

      “It’s not a theory. It’s a sequence of events that explains exactly what happened.” I took a deep breath and launched into my account before Thorn could change his mind. “The first event occurred long before the dowager died. The dowager and Gigi were walking to a shop when they had a near miss. A motor swerved toward them, and they were in danger of being run down. Fortunately, Gigi had the presence of mind to pull herself and the dowager out of the motor’s path, and no one was harmed.”

      Thorn said, “I don’t see what this—”

      I spoke over him. “If you’ll bear with me for a moment, things will become clear.”

      Thorn stepped forward and reached for Gigi’s arm again. “This is all irrelevant. Next, you’ll tell us that the incident when the dowager became sick after dinner was an attempt to poison her, but the doctor has no doubt that it was only food poisoning.”

      “No, I completely agree with Dr. Benhurst. That was a case of food poisoning, nothing more. It did serve to confuse the situation, though. However, the symptoms were not the same as those the dowager and Stella suffered when they died. No, the next incident occurred the morning the dowager died and has to do with marmalade. If you ring for Lillian, she’ll confirm that Stella was trying to tell everyone something before she died.”

      Gigi jerked her elbow away from Thorn and said to Elrick, “Call for Lillian. I think we should hear what she has to say.”

      Thorn glanced from Gigi to Mr. Tower, then he threw up a hand. “Fine. Let’s hear it.” He turned to me and inclined his head. “I look forward to seeing your ‘theory’ fall apart.”

      We waited in tense silence until Lillian appeared. She stopped short in the doorway, her eyes widening when she saw everyone in the room watching her.

      “It’s all right, Lillian,” I said. “Come in.” She hesitated a second, then came across the room. Her steps weren’t literally dragging, but I could tell she wanted to turn and leave. Once she reached my side, I motioned to the inspector. “Inspector Thorn needs to hear what you told me earlier.”

      “Oh.” Lillian, her hands locked together at her waist, sent a darting look at Thorn, but his scowl must have scared her, so she refocused on me.

      “About what Stella was saying when she was ill,” I said in an encouraging tone.

      Lillian gave a jerky nod and looked at the carpet. “She was raving. It was the pain, I’m sure.”

      “What was she saying?”

      “It was just ravings.”

      “But what did she say? What were her words?”

      “She kept going on about marmalade. Just repeating it over and over again.”

      “Thank you, Lillian.”

      She curtsied and went to stand against the bookcase but left quite a bit of distance between herself and Elrick and Dowd.

      I turned to Gigi. “Stella also tried to tell you the same thing, but she wasn’t able to articulate the word quite as well. You thought she was calling for her mother, but she wasn’t.”

      “You mean when Stella said ‘ma,’ she was trying to say ‘marmalade?’” Gigi tilted her head and gave me a doubtful look.

      I hurried on. “It sounds nonsensical, I know. But she’d seen something the morning of the day the dowager died. When I left my room to go down to breakfast that morning, I met Stella coming along the hallway with a breakfast tray. She was on her way to your room, Gigi. But when Stella saw me, she offered to bring the tray to my room instead. She said you never rose early or ate anything off the tray that was brought to you each day.” To Thorn, I explained, “Sending a tray to Gigi’s room was the dowager’s way of pointing out to Gigi that it was time for her to rise and prepare for the day.”

      “Which I completely ignored,” Gigi said. “It’s true. It was one of Granny’s interfering ideas.”

      “I think Stella offered me the tray because she didn’t want to have to walk to Gigi’s room, which was located quite a bit farther away.”

      Thorn drew breath, but I said quickly to him, “I’m sure she didn’t tell you about it. It wasn’t an action a servant would willingly disclose. Nevertheless, she did offer me the tray, but then she realized the kitchen maid had forgotten to put a spoon on the tray, and she needed to go back down to the kitchen. As I walked away, I heard her thump the tray down on a console table. Stella must have left the tray and gone to the kitchen to retrieve a spoon. Apparently, there was some confusion that morning. The new kitchen maid did not set the trays appropriately.” I looked toward Dowd. “Isn’t that right?”

      Dowd started and looked as if she didn’t want to confirm what I’d said, but after pursing her lips, she said, “That’s right. The marmalade was missing from the dowager’s tray.”

      “And what did you do when you noticed?”

      “I intended to go down to the kitchen myself, but when I opened the door, Stella was in the hall. She was walking along in that slovenly way of hers—slowly, as if she had all the time in the world—and she had a single spoon in her hand.”

      “What did you do?” I asked Dowd.

      “I sent her to get the marmalade, of course.”

      “Did you watch her leave?”

      “Of course not. I had things to do.”

      “And Stella returned with marmalade?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was it a short time or a long time before she returned?”

      “A short time. I only had time to lay out the dowager’s dress before Stella returned.” Her brows came together as she frowned. Her tone had been laced with impatience, but now her words slowed. It seemed Dowd was reliving the scene in her mind because she looked away, her gaze unfocused. “It should have taken much longer—especially the way Stella lollygagged along. I didn’t think of it at the time—I was worried about a tear I’d noticed on the cuff of Her Grace’s dress. I was considering whether or not I’d have time to mend it before she finished breakfast. It should have taken her longer, especially as slow as Stella moved.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “Stella didn’t trek down to the kitchen a second time. She took the marmalade from Gigi’s tray and gave it to you for the dowager, which means that the marmalade was poisoned either in the kitchen or while the tray was left unattended in the hall. Since it would be difficult to add poison to a pot of marmalade unnoticed in the midst of a busy kitchen, I think it was added when the tray was upstairs. It also means the poison wasn’t meant for the dowager at all. It was meant for Gigi.”

      Gigi’s pale skin transitioned to an even lighter shade. “Me? No, that can’t be right.”

      Thorn said, “Why would someone try to poison Lady Gina’s marmalade if she never ate it?”

      “The poisoner wasn’t a servant. They didn’t know Gigi didn’t eat anything from her tray.”

      “Olive,” Gigi said, “I’m positive you’re trying to help, but I don’t think—”

      “It’s the only answer that fits. The breakfast tray was yours. The marmalade was meant for you. If you think back to the incident with the motor, isn’t it possible that the driver of the motor could have been trying to run you down, not your grandmother?”

      “Well, I suppose—but she’d been so worried.”

      “Yes. You said she sensed something ominous, but it wasn’t directed at her. It was directed at you.”

      “But I don’t understand.”

      “No. Because you’re not even aware that someone hates you.”

      Thorn said, “This doesn’t answer the question of who added the arsenic to the marmalade.”

      “But it does. The person who added the poison is the only one who wanted Gigi out of the way—Clara.”
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      Clara’s head jerked up. She didn’t say anything, just cowered back into the corner of the sofa.

      I’d expected her to protest. Since she stayed silent, I hurried on with my explanation. “When Stella returned from the kitchen with the spoon, she must have caught sight of you putting something in the marmalade, Clara. That’s what Stella was trying to tell Lillian and then Gigi. Was it your complexion wafers? Did you grind them up and sprinkle them on the marmalade? Or was it one of the other tablets or tonics in your room? So many of them promise to remove freckles, and quite a few of them contain arsenic, don’t they?”

      The faint tick of the clocks in the room was the only sound. Clara dropped her head. “I didn’t mean to kill anyone. I just wanted Gigi to be sick.”

      Gigi’s horrified gaze went from me to Clara. “But why, Clara? What have I done to you?”

      Clara lifted her head, and her face transformed. It was as if she’d removed a veil. Her meekness fell away, her eyes narrowed, and her mouth twisted in disgust. “Of course you don’t know.” Clara’s chest heaved. “You don’t give a thought for anyone else. You walk into a room and pull all the attention onto you. Everyone else might as well have disappeared. You eclipse everyone. No man can see anyone else when you’re around.”

      Gigi looked gobsmacked. She was so shocked, she didn’t seem to know what to say.

      I said to Clara, “It was Inglebrook, wasn’t it?”

      Clara switched her attention to me. Her eyes were glittering and bright. “He’d love me, if she wasn’t around.” Clara gripped the arm of the sofa, her fingers splayed out like a claw, and drew herself forward. “He can’t see me because Gigi is always there, sparkling and flirting, drawing his attention. If she were gone, he would see me, notice me.”

      Gigi lowered herself slowly into the wingback chair.

      “So you added the arsenic to the marmalade,” I said. “But it wasn’t Gigi who ate it. It was the dowager, and she felt sick that morning, didn’t she, Dowd?”

      Dowd was looking at Clara as if she were some sort of exotic bug that had turned up on her plate in the middle of dinner. Dowd gave a quick nod. “Yes, Her Grace felt out of sorts that morning.”

      “Then she felt better,” I said. “The dowager hadn’t consumed enough of the marmalade to kill her, just make her sick. Later that afternoon she had tea and toast, and the dowager always had marmalade on her toast. It wasn’t an accident that the tea tray spilled that afternoon. It was you who tipped over the tea tray. You realized what had happened, didn’t you, Clara? Did you recognize the pot of marmalade? It was the same one that had been on the tray that morning, wasn’t it? That’s when you worked out what had happened, that somehow the marmalade meant for Gigi had been given to the dowager.”

      Clara’s gaze dropped from mine as I went on, “And the dowager had just eaten more of it. That was quick thinking on your part to knock over the tea tray. With the last bit of the marmalade spilling onto the carpet, it would have to be scrubbed off and discarded, leaving no food for the police to examine. Then Gigi took the blame for the spill, which meant you wouldn’t get in trouble and the police would have no idea it was you who knocked over the tea tray.”

      “But the motor? Clara doesn’t drive,” Gigi said.

      “You may have never seen Clara drive, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t know how. During the War, Clara worked as a motor mechanic at an airfield, information she’s quick to share. I assumed—mistakenly—that because the location was an airfield, Clara worked on the motors of planes, but she also worked on the motorcars. And I would assume that if one worked on a motorcar, one would need to drive a motorcar at times. Isn’t that right, Clara? Can you drive a motor?”

      She lifted her chin. “Of course. Everyone at the airfield knew how.”

      “It also explains her friendliness with the chauffeur,” I said. “I understand he has a bit of a drinking problem. Did you visit him in the mews and bring him a nice bottle of something? After a while, he probably wouldn’t mind—or notice—if you took the motor out.”

      Lillian said suddenly, “And the cameo! It was Clara’s, wasn’t it? That’s why Stella said it was just the beginning.” The words burst out of Lillian, and when everyone turned to look at her, she dropped her head.

      “You’re right, Lillian,” I said. “Stella tried to blackmail Clara because she’d seen her put something in the marmalade. Clara gave the cameo to Stella, and I’m sure she promised to pay her more later. But then Clara retrieved the chocolate box from Gigi’s room, added arsenic from her cosmetics to the chocolates, and left the box of sweets for Stella. I’m sure you wanted to retrieve the cameo, but you must not have been able to find it, so you made up the story about losing it in my room.” I turned to Thorn. “The poisoning of the dowager was accidental, but Clara intentionally killed Stella and implicated Gigi.”

      Gigi stared at Clara. “And you did all of this because of Captain Inglebrook?”

      “Yes.” She lifted her chin. “I love him. And he loves me. He does. He’ll see that, if only I can get you out of the way.”

      Felix, who was seated on the other end of the sofa from Clara, had inched as far away from her as the cushions allowed. “Then you’ll have to get rid of the Longchamp girl too.”

      Clara switched her attention to Felix. “What do you mean?”

      He leaned back as if afraid her intense gaze would burn through him. “He and the Longchamp girl—I forget her name—the dime-store heiress. They’re engaged.”

      “No! It’s not true. He loves me.”

      I shook my head at Felix, but he missed the signal to stop talking and went on, “Afraid it is, old thing. Inglebrook just stopped by to tell Gigi. I opened the door to the drawing room on them and overheard the whole thing. Accidentally, of course.” Felix shot an apologetic glance at Gigi and didn’t see the look of fury that suffused Clara’s face.

      Gigi, still looking shell-shocked, said, “It’s all right, Felix, I know you didn’t mean to intrude.”

      “That’s a lie,” Clara said. Felix shook his head. “Yes, you’re lying about Captain Inglebrook! You are!”

      Gigi said, “No, it’s true. He called to tell me. He and Miss Longchamp are to be married by special license.”

      Clara shook her head. “No. It isn’t true!”

      “I’m sorry, but it is,” Gigi said. “The announcement will be in the newspapers tomorr—”

      Clara jumped up and shouted, “Stop it! You’re lying!” She darted across the room to the door.

      Thorn was the first to recover, but Clara had already run into the hallway. Thorn took off after her, calling for his sergeant.

      We rushed after him but bottlenecked at the doorway. A shriek cut through the air, then a thud sounded and repeated, reminding me of the time when the footmen at Parkview had lost their grip on a trunk they were carrying upstairs. It had thunked and banged in just that same way as it tumbled down the stairs.

      We burst into the corridor, but Thorn shouted at us, “Stay there! Do not come downstairs.”

      I surged to the banister and peered over. Clara lay on the landing, her head bent at an odd angle. The sergeant ran up the stairs as Thorn trotted down. “Her foot caught on the runner, sir,” the sergeant called as he kneeled beside her. Thorn blocked my view of Clara, but I could see the sergeant as he shook his head. “Nothing we can do for her.”
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      Three weeks later, I was fox-trotting around the ballroom of Marlowe House with Felix. Lisbet was throwing the Winter Party, the last social event before everyone departed for the country to celebrate Christmas. Huge sparkling snowflakes made from crystal pendants hung from the ceiling, poinsettias and mistletoe abounded, and a full-size sled, its runners covered in fabric, had been pulled around the room—by guests, not reindeer—before the crush of people become too tight for anyone to move unimpeded more than one foot in any direction. Gigi said Father Christmas and his elves were roving through the guests, distributing presents, but I hadn’t seen any of the costumed gift-bearers in the crowd. Felix and I were relegated to circling a tiny bit of the dance floor as the other couples squeezed in around us.

      “I hear congratulations are in order,” I said to him, “that you will soon be a published author.”

      “It’s true, thanks to Gigi.” Felix nodded toward Gigi as she and Mr. Tower swept by us. Mr. Tower’s tall figure cut through the swarm of dancers like the prow of a ship through water.

      “Tell me how it happened. Gigi’s been rather coy about it.”

      The long wings of hair on either side of Felix’s face had fallen forward when he tilted his head, and now he shook them back and said, “Gigi was always complaining that my plays were too grim, so I gave her one of my frivolous little projects, a ‘shocker.’ All action and suspense. Man on the run from danger, that sort of thing. Pure tripe. But she kept telling me it was good. She wanted me to submit it to publishers, but I resisted. She took matters into her own hands.”

      “That sounds like Gigi.”

      “She sent it to a friend of Mr. Tower’s. He runs a small publishing house and, well . . .” Felix shrugged, but he couldn’t keep the grin off his face. “It will be published next summer.”

      “That’s wonderful news.”

      “Thank you. It’s not serious work, but one has to start somewhere.”

      “Very true. I’ll buy a copy when it comes out. I like mystery and intrigue.”

      Jasper tapped Felix on the shoulder.

      “Good evening. May I cut in?” Jasper asked, and Felix stepped back, bumping into another couple behind him. By the time he’d apologized and Jasper held out his hand to me, the music had changed to a waltz.

      “Oh my. I don’t think we’ll be able to do a proper waltz,” I said.

      “We’ll do our best.”

      “I didn’t think you’d be here this evening.” Jasper had been away from London for several weeks. “Where have you been? Haverhill?”

      “No. Just here and there. The work of a bachelor gentleman is never done, it seems.”

      “You’re quite a catch.” Jasper’s attention had been divided between our conversation and checking over my shoulder to make sure we didn’t bump into any of the other couples, but at my words, his gaze returned to me. I said, “What I mean is, any hostess would be thrilled to have you, I’m sure.”

      “Or it’s desperate times, which require desperate measures.” He spun us around, avoiding a giggling couple who were still fox-trotting. “I’m glad I found you in this squeeze. I’m anxious to hear about your flat. No hiccups this time? All settled in?”

      “Yes, thank goodness. I’m quite enjoying it. It’s the perfect size for me, and it’s in a wonderful location. I’m quite the luckiest working girl in London.”

      We danced in silence a few moments. Jasper was an excellent partner, and when a small gap opened on the dance floor, he twirled us around. The lights spun, and the colorful dresses blurred. It felt as if we were skimming along, our feet barely touching the floor. “This is lovely, Jasper.”

      He smiled at me. “Yes, it is.”

      That smile! It created a fluttery sensation inside me. I looked away. It was just a smile. No need to overreact.

      The crush of dancers meant our dance positions weren’t at all proper. We were pressed up against each other so close that I could smell his citrus and cinnamon aftershave. My reactions to being so close to Jasper weren’t proper either. The warmth of his hand on my back penetrated through the filmy chiffon of my evening gown. I suddenly wished I had one of those daring gowns with the plunging backs so I could feel his hand on my skin.

      What a scandalous thought! I had to get ahold of myself. This was Jasper. I’d known him forever. I couldn’t go moony over him. I peeked up at him and plummeted from my dreamy state down to earth. Our closeness didn’t seem to affect him at all. In fact, he seemed completely unaware of the wild swing of my emotions.

      I stiffened my arms, widening the distance between us by a quarter inch. Behaving like a smitten schoolgirl wouldn’t do. Jasper and I might banter and flirt a bit, but had he ever signaled in any substantial way that he was interested in changing things between us? No. He smiled at me in what I thought was a special way, but perhaps I was reading more into that than was actually there. Jasper was a good friend. What I felt for him was a deep friendship—that was all. I ignored the little stab of discontent that surged through me as I gave myself a stern mental shake.

      Jasper’s attention was on something behind me. “Look who’s in attendance—the new Captain and Mrs. Inglebrook.” He turned us around so I could peer over his shoulder. Inglebrook and his new bride were dancing a few yards away from us. The new Mrs. Inglebrook had a plain face, a nice figure, and frizzy blonde hair.

      “Not at all like Gigi, is she?”

      Inglebrook whispered in his wife’s ear. When he pulled back, she gave him an adoring gaze.

      “No, but they do seem quite happy,” Jasper said. “And how is Gigi? How has she taken Inglebrook’s sudden marriage?”

      Through the gaps in the dancers, it was easy to spot Mr. Tower’s imposing figure and his ginger hair. Despite their mismatched heights, Gigi looked as if she was having a wonderful time. She was laughing as they waltzed through the crowd. “Quite well. She was more shaken by Clara’s actions than she was by Inglebrook’s.”

      “Yes, I imagine so. It must have been quite frightening to learn Clara tried to poison her.”

      “Gigi was devastated.”

      “How did you work it out?”

      “It was the cameo. Once I realized that Clara hadn’t lost it and that it was a blackmail payment to Stella, I realized it was Clara who was at the center of things. I always thought of her as ‘poor Clara.’ She had a difficult time of things. The way it ended . . . well, it was such a sad situation.”

      “Unrequited love can be quite devastating.”

      There was something in his voice—some small note that was almost wistful—that made me look closely at him. But if there had been some undercurrent in his words, it was gone in an instant. The music tapered off, and we came to a standstill. Jasper looked up, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “I do believe that’s mistletoe above us.”

      “Yes, it does look like it.” That glimpse of his unguarded expression prompted me to say, “Well, ’tis the season.” I put my hands on his lapels, went up on my tiptoes, and kissed him on the cheek, inhaling the spicy scent of his aftershave. I intended to give him a quick peck, but as my lips pressed against his smooth cheek, I found myself slowing down. The thought flashed through my mind that it would be so easy to tilt my head a little more and kiss him on the lips. I lingered, my face close to his, but then I realized he was frozen with a look on his face that I’d never seen before.

      I felt as if someone had tossed a bucket of water over me as I realized what that look meant. I was wrong. Jasper didn’t have any deeper romantic notions about me. I’d overstepped a boundary and completely misread the banter and light flirting we’d engaged in. I’d ruined everything between us, and we’d never again have that easy camaraderie that I enjoyed so much.

      Now I was paralyzed. I choked out, “I—I’m sorry—”

      But then he turned his head, a small smile turning up the corners of his lips as he breathed my name and kissed me on the mouth in a way that sent sparkly sensations reverberating throughout my whole body.

      I’d been kissed—or a few boys had attempted to kiss me—but those were bungling, awkward, and in one case, sloppy affairs. Jasper’s kiss was entirely different. It was delightful. Absolutely delightful.

      He lifted his head. Faint music was playing and people were talking, but at that moment, it was just me and Jasper as we stared at each other. Then the invisible bubble around us broke as two people rushing onto the dance floor forced us apart. The music surged as the orchestra struck up another fox-trot, but our gazes were still locked.

      From a long distance, someone said my name.

      They repeated it more loudly.

      “Um?” I pulled my attention away from Jasper and found Essie by my side, her bright, birdlike gaze bouncing from me to Jasper and back again. The last thing in the world I wanted was for Essie to grasp what had just happened, so I composed my features into what I hoped was a semblance of my normal expression.

      “Anything new for me, Olive? Something as juicy as that scoop you gave me about what happened at Alton House?” Essie’s tone was speculative. “Perhaps something of a more personal nature?”

      “Nothing as exciting as that. I’m living very quietly, arranging things in my new flat. Utterly boring. Nothing here to entertain your readers.”

      “Hmm. Somehow I doubt that. Your life is never quiet.”

      I looked at Jasper as I said, “It’s all been positively wonderful lately—very lately.”

      She made another humming noise, then turned to Jasper. “What about you, Mr. Rimington? You promised me you would tell me about Sir Archibald’s hunt. Anything salacious happen?”

      “Nothing salacious. Now, if you want scandalous . . .”

      “Scandalous will do in a pinch.”

      “Then perhaps I can get you a cup of eggnog and we can discuss it.” Jasper extended his arm, turned his head so that Essie couldn’t see, and winked at me.

      I heaved a sigh of relief as Jasper escorted Essie away. I didn’t think I could hide my happiness much longer. A fizzy champagne feeling was bubbling inside of me, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      Gigi, coming off the dance floor, took one look at me and pulled me away to a small table in the corner. “Darling, you look positively radiant. That color suits you.”

      “It’s more than the dress. I think—yes, I’m almost sure—I’m in love.”

      “With whom?”

      “Jasper.”

      “Finally!”

      “What?”

      “I said ‘finally.’ As in, it’s about time.”

      “You mean, you thought Jasper—um—fancied me?”

      She gave me a pitying look. “Darling, we all know how he feels about you. One only has to see the way he looks at you.”

      “But why didn’t you say something? I thought—well, that he might not want to be anything except a friend to me. He gave me a few hints, but nothing definite until I kissed him tonight.”

      “You kissed him?” Gigi said with relish. “Good show, Olive. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “It was lovely, and more than that—it was . . . exciting.”

      “Ah, lovely and exciting?” Gigi flared her eyebrows. “Those are the best kind of kisses.”

      “Gigi, stop. I’m already warm enough as it is.” I flapped my hands in front of my face.

      She laughed. “All right, I’ll leave off, but know that I’m very happy for you. And I’m sure Jasper is over the moon. He’s been waiting for so long.”

      “But why didn’t he press his suit?”

      “Because he’s a gentleman. He was waiting for you to make up your mind.” Gigi put her hand on the snowy white tablecloth. “If things weren’t moving so quickly for me, I’d suggest a joint wedding . . .”

      Her words pierced the pleasant golden foggy sensation I was drifting along in. “Did you say you’re getting married?”

      “Yes.” Gigi wiggled her fingers, and an enormous ruby sparkled. “To the man of my dreams. We’ll announce our engagement tomorrow at a dinner party. You’ll come, won’t you?”

      “Who?”

      “Benny, of course.”

      “Who?”

      “Benny Tower.”

      “Mr. Tower?” Flighty, fashion-conscious Gigi and the solid, respectable, and somewhat staid solicitor? “Essie asked me if I had a scoop for her, and I said no, but she’ll have one tomorrow for her society column.” I spoke before I considered my words. “But you said you didn’t find Mr. Tower attractive.” I immediately wished I could take the statement back. My only excuse for such gauche behavior was that my brain was muddled with the fact that Jasper had kissed me.

      Gigi’s grin widened. “Benny, not Mr. Tower. You’ll have to get used to calling him that. What I said was that Benny wasn’t as handsome as Captain Inglebrook. And I did point out that Benny has nice shoulders—very nice shoulders.” She sighed contently. “I know he’s not like all the other chaps I’m usually with, but Benny is”—she tilted her head and looked away, her manner turning almost shy—“well, he’s wonderful, really. Solid and dependable, and he adores me. And he likes for me to look smart,” she added in a manner that indicated it was that last quality that had clenched the deal. “You know I could never marry some old fusspot who always worried about money. Benny has his own money—oodles and oodles of it—so I know he’s not marrying me for mine—or Granny’s money, more accurately.”

      “He’s not?” It was another indiscreet question, but Gigi was forthright and didn’t seem to mind.

      “No. He truly loves me for me. Remember during Granny’s horrible Murder Party? Benny was the only one who stood by me—besides you, of course. Captain Inglebrook practically became one with the paneling in an effort to distance himself from me, but Benny spoke up for me.” She reached for her small sparkling handbag and clicked open the metal clasp. “And he gave me this.”

      She took out what I thought at first was a small stick, but then she twisted it. It extended. “Is that your cigarette holder?”

      “Yes! Benny had it repaired for me. Wasn’t that sweet? He’s always doing sweet things for me.”

      “I hope you’ll be very happy.”

      “Thank you.” She collapsed the holder and tucked it away, then said, “How is Mr. Quigley?”

      The conversational turn was quite abrupt, but I said, “He’s well. I’ll be sure and tell him you asked after him. He finds the flat a little confining, but he’s learning to imitate me when I answer the telephone, ‘Belgrave Investigations. Perplexing and delicate situations our specialty.’ I’m hoping to teach him to knock the ear piece off and recite that phrase when the line rings. He’d make a wonderful secretary, don’t you think?”

      “Fabulous, but if he needs more space . . .” She fiddled with the handbag clasp, then her words came out in a rush, “perhaps I could take him off your hands. It could be a wedding present.”

      “You want a parrot?”

      “Yes. Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. I became quite fond of Mr. Quigley when you were at Alton House. I miss his chatter since you’ve gone. Benny and I are buying a pile in the country. It’s not far, only a short train ride away, and it has a conservatory. A monstrous Victorian thing filled with palms and ferns, and I know Mr. Quigley would be perfectly happy there.”

      “You certainly had a way with him. He would come to you and no one else.”

      “I always told Mummy and Daddy that I had a gift for communicating with animals, but they wouldn’t hear of Jeffery or me having any pets in the house. Mummy’s allergic to cats, and Daddy insists that dogs are only for hunting. I’d love to take care of Mr. Quigley, if you wouldn’t miss him too much.”

      “Oh, I’ll miss him, but he’d be far better off flitting around an enormous conservatory than hopping along the window ledge in my flat.”

      “Perfect! Oh, look, there’s Benny with the eggnog, and he’s brought one for all of us. He’s clever like that. He thinks of everything.”

      Best wishes and congratulations were exchanged as we sipped our eggnog. Mr. Tower clearly doted on Gigi, and she was the sort who wanted to be doted on. But he wasn’t so smitten that he’d lost his good sense. As they told me about the house they were buying, Gigi said, “I wanted to gut the whole thing, but Benny’s convinced me that would be too rash.”

      “Judicious improvements,” he said. “That’s the ticket.”

      Gigi said, “Sadly, sleek chrome and glass don’t go with the old pile. Fortunately, they’ll look spectacular in our new flat. I have free rein there to decorate to my heart’s content.”

      “And what will happen with Alton House?” I asked.

      “Mummy and Daddy will live there after they return from their trip. I expect them to arrive home sometime in the new year. In the meantime, Felix will oversee things there, which means Granny does get her wish. I think he’ll do well with the estate, actually. He’s already coordinating with the War Department to lease them a section of land near Altonbury for an airfield. Very savvy of him. And he’s under contract for another ‘shocker,’ so I’m sure he’ll be writing as well.”

      “Yes, he told me how you helped him with that.”

      “It’s funny, isn’t it, how things can be right under your nose and you can’t see them?” Gigi reached for Mr. Tower’s hand, and they smiled at each other. I looked out over the dance floor, feeling like a gooseberry. My gaze fell on Jasper, who was dancing with Essie.

      Suddenly, Gigi said, “Oh, darling, there’s Mrs. Forscue coming toward us. She’s the most horrible gossip. You must distract her. If she sees my ring, the news will be all over London.”

      Mr. Tower said, “I’ll do my duty and ask her to dance. Then I’ll expect at least a waltz in repayment.”

      “At least,” Gigi said, her tone seductive.

      As he intercepted Mrs. Forscue, Gigi said, “Benny really is the bee’s knees.” She turned to me, her eyes bright. “Oh, more news you’ll be interested in. You’ll never believe it. Dowd and Elrick have gone into business together.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Employment agency. Apparently, they were both thrifty with the salaries that Granny gave them. They’ve pulled their savings together and set up shop.”

      “Goodness. Who would’ve thought—a business partnership between those two.”

      “I believe they’re ideally suited, and they’re out of Alton House, which suits me down to the ground.”

      “It probably suits them too.”

      “I’m sure it does.” We sipped our eggnog and watched the dancers for a moment, then Gigi dipped her head toward the chairs that lined the dance floor. “Addie’s here as well. I spoke to her earlier. She’s danced with no one except her brother.”

      “I hope Rollo is being as faithful.”

      “Apparently so. He’s in Paris but has refused to attend any social events. He spends his days writing letters to Addie. I called on his mother. His parents are wavering about sending him on to Switzerland and then Italy.”

      “It’s a rather large expense, a grand tour.”

      “I hinted that it might be expedient to bring him home and spend the money on a wedding. Her brother now has pots of money, so they can’t object to Addie’s finances any longer.”

      “I hope they come around for Addie’s sake.”

      “I think it’s a matter of time.”

      Jasper swept by with Essie in his arms. He gave me a brilliant smile, and I felt my cheeks heat up.

      Gigi said, “Goodness, you’re both besotted. This should be interesting.”

      Mr. Tower danced by again, blowing a kiss at Gigi while Mrs. Forscue’s head was turned.

      “Gigi,” I said, “are you sure about Mr. Tower—”

      “Olive, darling, you’re going to have to call him Benny. The husband of one of your close friends is no longer a ‘Mister.’ And yes, I’m sure.”

      “But how well do you know him?”

      “I’ve known him forever.”

      “As a business acquaintance.”

      Gigi patted my hand. “You’re sweet to worry, but I’m definitely sure. Besides, I know him as well as you know Jasper.”

      A woman stopped to chat with Gigi, and I shifted my attention to Jasper as he fox-trotted around the dance floor. How much did I really know about him? He’d had a lonely childhood. He’d visited Parkview every holiday because his father had been in the civil service in India. He had excellent touch-typing skills. He often disappeared from society for short increments, and he was extremely closemouthed about what happened during those gaps of time. He presented a façade of a rather foolish gentleman about town, but in reality, he was quite clever.

      The woman left, and Gigi turned back to me. “Do you have a new case you’re working on?”

      “Yes, I think I do.” I stopped there.

      Gigi nodded, her expression solemn. “You can’t speak about it. Confidentiality. I understand.”

      The dance ended, and Mr. Tower—Benny—came to escort Gigi to the dance floor. “You don’t mind, do you, Olive?” she asked.

      “No, you go ahead.” I waved them off. It gave me time to contemplate how I would begin my investigation into Jasper Rimington.
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      Thank you for joining Olive and Jasper for another mystery! When I’m plotting a book, I draw inspiration from many sources—books, blogs, memoirs, and my own travel. When I began working on An Old Money Murder in Mayfair, I decided it had been far too long since I’d visited England. A research trip was in order. I began writing the first draft of the book while reading all I could find about London’s high society in the early 1920s. I delved into researching the lives of several women that the press of the day dubbed the Bright Young People, including Loelia, the Duchess of Westminster, Nancy Mitford, Barbara Cartland, Elisabeth Ponsonby, Lady Eleanor Smith, and the Jungman sisters, Zita and Teresa.

      I discovered many of the elegant London townhouses like my fictional Alton House have either been torn down or converted to embassies or hotels, but I didn’t let that stop me from traveling to London. I toured a few of the stately homes that remained and tromped all over Mayfair. I also sampled tea at several tea shops and visited the Savoy, a favorite stop for Jasper and Olive.

      The inspiration for the Murder Party came from a real incident. Extravagant themed parties were all the rage, and one hostess hired a party planner to stage a murder. As in this novel, only a few people were in on the secret that it was a fake murder. Zita Jungman, who did know the whole thing was an elaborate joke, played the part of the victim, while hired actors took on the roles of investigators. They gathered clues and accused the Duke of Marlborough of murder. The party made the front page of the Daily Express the next day with the headline that the duke had murdered a woman. My fictional murder party occurred in 1923, much earlier than the real incident that inspired it, but when I read about the Murder Party, I knew I had to include something like it in An Old Money Murder in Mayfair.

      Besides hosting over-the-top parties, the Bright Young People engaged in a number of other entertaining activities. They really did have treasure hunts and raced around London in motors looking for clues. Scavenger hunts came into fashion, and they hunted for unusual items like a police bobby’s hat or a feather from a black swan. They hosted a fake exhibit of modern art, creating a fictitious persona, Bruno Hat, and fooled many of the attendees. They dressed up and took on diverse roles—reporters, literary award presenters, and even foreign royalty—all for a laugh.

      It was a madcap lifestyle, and I tried to capture that sense of energy and fun in this book. Yet under the frivolity, there was a frantic aspect to the lives of the Bright Young People. The realities of the Great War were still very close, and it seems they didn’t want to slow down because then they’d have to examine the grief and sorrow that had touched every family.

      Another tidbit from real life is the issue of The Sketch magazine that Olive discovers in Addie’s room. Agatha Christie did write many short stories for magazines in the 1920s, and The Cornish Mystery was one of those. A poisoning is central to the plot, but I won’t give away the details here.

      Until I began researching what makeup Olive and Gigi would wear, I had no idea that cosmetics could be such a rich source for a mystery writer. Belladonna, lead, and arsenic are just a few of the dangerous ingredients that were common in makeup over the centuries. Arsenic was an ingredient in many cosmetics throughout the Twenties, even though it was well known it could be deadly. It was nicknamed “inheritance powder.” Coco Chanel popularized sunbathing and tanning, but pale skin was still prized. I was amazed at the number of advertisements that promised to remove freckles, calling them “blemishes.” Some of the beauty treatments like bleaching the skin sounded painful, while others like those touting the benefits of radium were dangerous. You could buy radium day or night creams or get a radium mud treatment!

      If you’re curious about Olive’s references to her time with Jasper at Hawthorn House, that story is in Duplicity, a crossover dual timeline novel. One storyline follows Olive in 1923, while the modern storyline follows Zoe from the On the Run series. The two women are separated by nearly a century, but both women chase the same masterpiece.

      The most frequently asked question I hear from readers is Will there be more Olive books? Yes! Up next is a Christmas mystery. I hope to write many more Olive adventures after that book.

      If you have the time and inclination to leave a review on this book or any other book in the series, especially the first book, Murder at Archly Manor, I’d greatly appreciate it. Reviews help readers find books, which enables me to continue writing the series.

      Sign up for my updates at SaraRosett.com/signup to get exclusive content and early looks at the books. I’d love to stay in touch!
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      USA Today bestselling author Sara Rosett writes fun mysteries. Her books are light-hearted escapes for readers who enjoy interesting settings, quirky characters, and puzzling mysteries. Publishers Weekly called Sara’s books, “satisfying,” “well-executed,” and “sparkling.”
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