
  
    [image: Murder In The Drawing Room]
  


  
    
      MURDER IN THE DRAWING ROOM

      A CLEOPATRA FOX MYSTERY, BOOK 3

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        C.J. ARCHER

      

    

    
      WWW.CJARCHER.COM

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by C.J. Archer

      Visit C.J. at www.cjarcher.com

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Scandal, secrets and bawdy photographs are uncovered when the wife of a politician is murdered. Untangle the lies with Cleo and her friends and find the killer.

      When Harry Armitage passes an investigation to Cleo involving adultery, they both think it will end in divorce. But when the client’s wife is found stabbed in her drawing room, it becomes clear that marital problems are only part of the story. Reluctantly joining forces, Cleo and Harry realize the wrong person was targeted, but the police think they have their killer and refuse to look elsewhere.

      Taking on the investigation themselves, they peel back the lies and expose the sordid details of a marriage in tatters, and see firsthand how gossip and politics fuel the machinations of high society.

      Meanwhile, at the Mayfair Hotel, expansion plans are on the menu, causing tensions to heat up in the kitchen between the chef and Cleo’s uncle. To make matters worse, Cleo’s family notices her spending less time at the hotel and more time investigating – and some members don’t like it.
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          LONDON, FEBRUARY 1900

        

      

    

    
      I had been expecting a visit from Harry Armitage ever since the newspapers reported his detective agency solved the murder of the Piccadilly Playhouse actress. The fact that he had not called on me at the Mayfair Hotel was a source of both disappointment and regret. Disappointment because I’d assumed he’d be gentlemanly enough to thank me properly for giving his name to the journalists, and regret that I hadn’t taken the glory for myself and set up my own agency on the back of the publicity instead. The regret, however, was fleeting.

      My friend Harmony’s irritation was not. She made it very clear she thought I was a fool for letting the world think Mr. Armitage had solved the crime. She wouldn’t speak to me for two days, although she continued to clean my rooms of a morning as part of her maid’s duties. I left her half my breakfast, as usual, but she didn’t touch it. It took an order of French pastries for the frostiness to thaw, and even then she made it sound as if she were doing me a favor by sharing them.

      “I wouldn’t want you getting fat,” she said right before she bit into a buttery pain au chocolat.

      “You’re such a sweet friend.”

      She stopped chewing to stare at me.

      “Yes, we’re friends,” I said, taking the other pain au chocolat from the plate. “We must be or we wouldn’t be able to tell the other what we truly think.”

      “I’m just your maid.”

      “You are not just anything. You are marvelous to protect me as you do, and to want me to succeed. But you must allow me to explain my decision.” I had already explained it to her, but it seemed we needed to revisit it. “Mr. Armitage’s new business needed a helping hand, and I was in a position to give it.”

      “He can take care of himself. He’s a man. You’ve got to take care of you.”

      “And I will, in due course. Mr. Armitage may be a man but he must fend for himself. I have this lovely hotel to live in and no financial burdens. One day, I’ll make my own way in the world, and move out of here, but until then, I must abide my uncle’s wish that I shouldn’t work. Giving Mr. Armitage the glory was a way of killing two birds with one stone. I don’t anger my uncle and Mr. Armitage reaps the benefits of the publicity.”

      She licked each of her fingers, taking her time to savor the chocolatey goodness. Or to think about what she wanted to say next. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with him being handsome, would it?”

      I barked a laugh. “Good lord, no! Do you think I would be taken in by a strong set of cheekbones, warm eyes and an athletic physique? I’m hardly a giddy schoolgirl.”

      By the way she eyed me, I suspected she thought I protested too vehemently. “Then did you help him because you felt guilty for getting him dismissed from his position here?”

      I shot to my feet. “No. Shall we do my hair?”

      I avoided her gaze in the mirror as I sat at my dressing table. She picked up the brush and stroked it through my hair with surprising gentleness. She must know I was lying about feeling guilty and feel sorry for me.

      “Are you surprised he hasn’t thanked me?” I asked. “I’m surprised.”

      She abruptly stopped brushing. “About that…”

      I spun around to face her. “Harmony? What is it?”

      She reached into her apron pocket and pulled out a letter. “This arrived for you from Mr. Armitage.”

      I unfolded it and read. It was dated two days prior. “Harmony! Why did you withhold it?”

      “He’s not deserving of your generosity.”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with you not giving me this. Please don’t withhold my mail from me again.”

      The letter was very brief. It simply stated:

      Miss Fox,

      I suppose you are responsible for the surge in new clients coming through my door.

      Sincerely,

      Harry Armitage.

      I turned the letter over, but there was nothing written on the reverse. It was hardly the gratitude I’d hoped for.

      “You’re disappointed,” Harmony said carefully.

      I forced myself to smile at her reflection. “Not at all.”

      “That man’s not worth the trouble of your thoughts, let alone your kind actions. You should put that letter where it deserves to go—in the waste basket.”

      I didn’t need to be a detective to know she’d read the letter earlier and had kept it from me to spare my feelings. She’d known I’d be disappointed with Mr. Armitage’s lack of appreciation.

      She put down the brush and I caught her hand as she let it go. “Thank you, Harmony. But I would rather be informed than not.” I rose. “Now, to write a response.”

      She hurried into the sitting room ahead of me, pulled the chair out from the writing desk, and plucked a blank sheet of hotel stationery from the top of the small stack on the silver tray.

      I sat and wrote:

      Mr. Armitage,

      You’re welcome.

      Sincerely,

      Cleopatra Fox

      Another week passed before a second letter arrived from Mr. Armitage, inviting me to a meeting at his office. He wished to discuss a business proposition with me that would be to our mutual benefit.

      Finally! He must be so busy that he needed a partner to help with the load. While I hoped to one day have my name on his agency’s door, I was willing to bide my time and be more of a silent partner for now. That would not ruffle Uncle Ronald’s feathers. He might be able to accept that I’d solved two murders, but he could not accept me investigating professionally, for money. For now, while I needed his financial support, I would be Mr. Armitage’s business partner in secret. Painting my name on the door would come later.

      The following morning, armed with a notepad, pencil, and a smart new hat covered in dark gray satin, trimmed with a brass buckle on one side and a cluster of silk leaves on the other, I left the hotel. I got no further than the building next door where my cousin Floyd and Uncle Ronald stood with two other men, both of whom sported mutton chop whiskers. I’d been avoiding my uncle ever since the last murder had been solved, but it was too late to cross the road; he’d already seen me and beckoned me to join them. At least, with others present, he wouldn’t lecture me on forming an inappropriate friendship with Harry Armitage. Ever since the previous assistant manager, Mr. Hirst, had informed my uncle of my frequent meetings with Mr. Armitage, I’d known a confrontation would come. I was ready for it. But I wanted to put it off for as long as possible.

      “Cleo, come and join us. You always have good insight into the hotel’s business.”

      “I do?” I looked to Floyd, but he merely pursed his lips. I suspected his father had never heaped such praise on him.

      Uncle Ronald introduced the two men, an architect and the hotel’s accountant, who both worked for large firms in the city. “Tell them what you said a few weeks ago, Cleo.” At my blank look, he elaborated. “About how the hotel should open a restaurant to attract the public as well as service guests, and convert the current dining room to a ballroom.” I’d never seen him so enthused. The flushed cheeks weren’t entirely the result of the chilly air. Usually he looked like a bulldog who’d lost his favorite chew toy, but now he looked like he’d spied a new, better one.

      I didn’t want to disappoint him, but I could hardly recall what I’d said to him weeks ago. I would have to make it up. “I hear all the luxury hotels have restaurants that can be accessed by the public from the pavement nowadays, rather than reserved for hotel guests and positioned at the back. If the Mayfair is to compete with them, it ought to have one too.”

      The architect gave me a polite if somewhat condescending smile. “Well said, Miss Fox. We are all in agreement, except for Mr. Dreyfuss.”

      The accountant indicated the door to the hotel where Frank the doorman welcomed new guests and Goliath the porter piled luggage onto a trolley. “You have a perfectly good restaurant already.”

      “At the back,” Uncle Ronald pointed out.

      “Does it matter where it is? If you advertise to the public, they will soon discover it, if that’s the sort of diner you wish to attract.”

      “Precisely the point, Dreyfuss. I don’t wish to advertise.” Uncle Ronald made a sound of disgust in the back of his throat. “The very notion goes against everything the Mayfair stands for. Exclusivity, luxury, and above all, discretion. An advertisement splashed all over the newspapers says the opposite.”

      The accountant might have been taller than my barrel-shaped uncle, but he was as slender as a lamp post. At Uncle Ronald’s darkening face, he swallowed hard. He held his ground, however. “You may have to advertise if you want to go ahead with this.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “The Mayfair can’t compete with its larger rivals.”

      Uncle Ronald bristled. “We have to compete. The bank has approved the loan so I say we go ahead and lease the entire ground floor.” He turned to me. “Do you think it will be large enough?”

      “Is what large enough?” I asked.

      He swept his hand from side to side to indicate the tea room, photographic studio, and chemist shop housed on the ground floor of the building neighboring the hotel. On their own, none were very large, but combined, it would make an excellent space for a restaurant befitting a luxury hotel. The Savoy’s was larger, but they also had many more guest rooms. This would be perfect for the Mayfair, a smaller, family-owned hotel. Being located beside the Mayfair meant the hotel’s suites wouldn’t be impacted and capacity wouldn’t need to be reduced during renovations.

      “I think it’s marvelous,” I said. “The size of the senior staff offices could be reduced, and the one currently occupied by Mr. Hobart could be opened up and knocked through. Then you’d have a lovely wide thoroughfare leading from the foyer to the new restaurant so guests don’t have to leave the hotel, but access from the pavement will mean the public can arrive via a separate front entrance.”

      Uncle Ronald beamed. “I told you she has a good sense for business.”

      Floyd’s lips pursed tighter.

      “The wide street frontage has four windows.” I nodded at Floyd. “My cousin once told me his friends like to be seen when they dine out together.”

      Floyd came to life, roused from his self-pitying strop, and grasped the olive branch I held out to him. “Indeed they do, and it’s vital to the success of an exclusive restaurant that it attract the young, fast set. Believe me, they’ll flock to such a favorable setting, and they’ll bring actresses and opera singers with them. The windows are perfect.”

      “I would say food is also important,” Mr. Dreyfuss muttered.

      “We have an excellent chef,” my uncle said. “He’s French.”

      “I suppose he approves of expansion.”

      Uncle Ronald’s smile froze. “Of course. Do you approve of the idea?”

      “You don’t need my approval. I advise you, and you make your decisions anyway.”

      Uncle Ronald chuckled and clapped the accountant on the shoulder. “Prepare the paperwork and we’ll go to the bank together at your earliest convenience.” He put out his hand and Mr. Dreyfuss shook it.

      The accountant did not immediately let go, however. He took a step closer to Uncle Ronald and lowered his voice. “If it doesn’t work, you could lose everything.”

      “Let me worry about that.” Uncle Ronald didn’t look worried in the least, which, from what I’d learned of his nature in the month since arriving at the hotel, was unlike him. He seemed to carry the weight of the hotel on his broad shoulders. He pored over ledgers during the day and charmed guests in the evening. He worried over details, great and small, and rarely delegated to Floyd. He seemed to have no true friends, only guests, potential guests, business associates, and important people he felt he ought to cultivate relationships with. When he spent time with his wife and children, it was in full view of guests as if to remind them that the Mayfair was a family hotel.

      Perhaps I was being unfair. He had taken me in when he didn’t have to, welcoming me to the hotel and the family with open arms and a generous allowance. He was neither the snob nor the brute my grandparents had led me to believe. Any harsh words I’d heard him speak were said under the pressures of dire circumstances.

      I resolved to be fairer towards him. I did not, however, plan to tarry and endure his lecture about Mr. Armitage. As the architect and accountant bade us farewell, I made to leave too.

      “Cleo, come by my office later,” Uncle Ronald called out to me. “There’s something I need to speak to you about.”

      I gave a little wave and hurried off. Later, when I failed to show up at his office, I would claim I never heard him over the rumble of carriage wheels and shouts of passing hawkers. The traffic on Piccadilly was truly atrocious.

      “Cleo! Wait!” Floyd caught up to me and I worried I would be given a lecture by proxy.

      “Not now, Floyd. I have an appointment with a…dentist.”

      “Toothache?”

      I rubbed my jaw. “See you later.”

      He lightly caught my elbow. “I just wanted to say thanks for what you did back there. But it’s not necessary. I can fight my own battles.”

      “What battle?” I called over my shoulder as I walked off. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      He tilted his head to the side and watched me go. I hurried off, somewhat annoyed at his masculine pride. Why couldn’t he accept a little help? It was a small thing I’d done for him, hardly even worth mentioning. At least he thanked me, proving masculine pride may be hard to swallow, but not impossible.

      I quickened my step and reached Broadwick Street in Soho a short while later. The street was damp from recent rain, the gutters clogged with mud and horse deposits that had been swept aside. At least the pavement was clean. I entered the Roma Café and greeted the two elderly men sitting on the stools by the counter. My limited Italian earned me nods of appreciation in return. They were always in the café, along with Luigi the owner. Like barnacles on a sea rock, I doubted even a storm could pry them off their stools.

      “Bella, what a pleasant surprise!” Luigi’s Cockney accent was at odds with his tanned skin and the occasional Italian word he threw into conversation. He beamed and indicated I should take a seat. “We ain’t seen you in so long.”

      “Almost two weeks,” I said, pulling over a third stool. Another two men sat at a table by the window, speaking quietly over small coffee cups. The café was busier than I’d ever seen it.

      Luigi jerked his thumb at the ceiling. “He’s upstairs.”

      “May I have two coffees to take up, please?”

      He poured beans into the grinder and turned the handle, intensifying the delicious aroma already filling the café. “Lucky Harry.”

      “In what way?”

      “To have a beautiful woman bring him coffee.” He flashed me a grin as he poured boiling water from a kettle into the bottom of a metal siphon pot. “And for his flourishing business.”

      “He has new clients?”

      He nodded. “A steady stream has passed my café going up to his office. Some even come in. It’s been good for business. Thank you.”

      I blinked. “Oh?”

      “Harry tells me you are responsible for the newspaper article that named his agency in the solving of the actress’s murder.” He set two cups on the counter in front of me then returned to the stove and peered into the top of the siphon pot. Satisfied, he poured in the ground coffee and stirred it with a wooden spoon. “He also told me he didn’t deserve the publicity, and that you were the one who solved it. I should warn you that he ain’t happy about it.”

      “He’s being childish.”

      “Can I be there when you tell him that?” Once the coffee was brewed, he stirred it again. After allowing it to steep for a couple of minutes, he poured coffee from the bottom section of the siphon pot into the cups. “These are free.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I was helping Harry, not you, although I am glad the café has benefited too.”

      “They’re not free because you sent customers my way. It’s because you’re a beautiful lady.”

      I laughed and thanked him. He rounded the counter and opened the door for me then opened the door to the stairs that led up to Mr. Armitage’s office. Just as I suspected, the elderly customers remained glued to their stools.

      In the past, I’d opened the door to Mr. Armitage’s office at the top of the stairs without knocking. But our relationship had changed again and I didn’t feel comfortable entering unannounced. Besides, my hands were full. I tapped the door with the toe of my boot.

      He opened it, smiling. The smile slipped a little upon seeing me, but not entirely. That was a good start.

      “Peace offering,” I said, holding out the coffee. “No need to pay me back.”

      “Since Luigi gave them to you for free, I wasn’t going to offer.”

      “How did you know?”

      He accepted the coffee and returned to his seat behind the desk. “I’m a good detective.”

      “And Luigi is a terrible flirt whose business benefited from my actions? You don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to guess that he’ll thank me in the only way he knows how—with a wink, a smile and free coffee.”

      He gave me one of those wry smiles he liked to give, the sort that filled his handsome face with character and warned of an intelligence lurking behind the warm eyes and charming manner. Not that he turned the warmth and charm on for me these days. In the beginning, when he worked at the hotel, he treated me as an assistant manager should treat his employer’s niece. But ever since he lost his job because of me, he’d shown his truer self, the one where he was occasionally annoyed, somewhat brusque, and rarely charming.

      I liked this Harry Armitage better. He was more real, and far more interesting.

      I found it difficult to suppress my smile. I was simply glad to have this opportunity to speak to him about our future partnership after almost two weeks of silence.

      I glanced around the office and took in the decorative touches I’d suggested on a prior visit—a photograph of Mr. Armitage with his adopted parents and another of a woman alone, most likely his birth mother, a framed sketch of Tower Bridge, and the velvet cushion on the armchair. I was glad to see he’d kept the worn, brown leather armchair. Along with the secondhand desk, it gave the office a welcoming, lived-in feel which could help establish his authenticity and calm agitated clients.

      He drained the cup and set it to one side, then sat forward. “I’ll begin by saying something I should have said days ago. Thank you for mentioning my agency to the journalists. I appreciate it.”

      “Then why do you sound like you’re choking on the words?”

      “I do not.”

      “You do.”

      He leaned back in the chair and rubbed his jaw. “Fine. I’m sorry. It’s just that…I didn’t deserve to benefit from that case. I did very little to catch the killer. You did it all. I’m happy to accept publicity for something I did, but it feels like cheating to receive it for something I didn’t do.”

      When he put it like that, it actually made sense. I would feel unworthy too. But on the other hand, I would also accept the assistance with grace. “So it doesn’t have anything to do with the fact a woman was the one to help you?”

      “I’m equally dismissive of the assistance afforded me by men and women.”

      I laughed. “I’ll be sure to tell Harmony. She’ll be pleased to hear it, although she might not forgive you for the brusque tone in your letter.”

      “Harmony? You speak to her about me? I mean, this?” He indicated both of us in turn. “Our…whatever this is?”

      “Yes. She’s my friend. A friend who kept your letter from me.” I explained why it had taken me two days to reply, including that she did it to protect my feelings.

      “She thought your feelings needed protecting from my letter?”

      “To be fair, it was rather curt.”

      “It was brief. And that’s not the point. Why did she think your feelings needed protecting? Did the letter injure you in some way?”

      “Of course not. I can cope with a little brusqueness in written correspondence from an acquaintance.”

      “Then why—?”

      “Can we change the subject? We’re going around in circles and I have work to do.”

      “Work?”

      “Isn’t that why I’m here? To work with you on a case since you’re too inundated to do it all?”

      “Hardly inundated, but you’re right. Let’s get started.” He removed some folders from a stack on the corner of the desk and spun them around to face me. “Ever since my agency’s name became associated with the Piccadilly Playhouse murder, I’ve had several inquiries from people wishing to engage my services.” He tapped the stack of files. “I would like to give these ones to you.”

      I flipped open the first folder and scanned the single page inside. The details were written in a neat if tight hand, beginning with the client’s personal information and concluding with a description of the problem he needed investigating. The client was a man who wanted to determine if his wife was committing adultery so he could divorce her. I closed the folder and opened the next.

      “You mean you’d like me to join your agency as your partner to solve these cases,” I said as I read.

      “That’s why I like you. You’re an optimist.”

      I looked up from the file of yet another husband wanting to engage Mr. Armitage’s services to discover if his wife was involved with another man. “You want me to assist you,” I said flatly. “Mr. Armitage, is that fair considering my experience?”

      “Not assist either.”

      I frowned. “I don’t understand. Why are you showing me these if you don’t want me to assist you or work alongside you?”

      “I’m giving you those cases. I don’t want them. You can set up your own agency and work on them officially, or you can continue in an unofficial capacity. Either way, I’m sure you can negotiate a fair rate for yourself.” He sat back, arms crossed, looking rather satisfied with himself.

      It took me a moment to gather my wits. “Is this your way of thanking me?”

      “No. I truly don’t want them. If you don’t either then I’ll inform the clients and they can go to another agency. I don’t expect a commission, if that’s causing your hesitation.”

      “It’s not. I…I’m not sure what to say.” I studied one of the files again, at a loss for words. It was a disappointment not to be asked to join him, even as an assistant, but not altogether surprising. “You don’t want any of these cases? Not a single one?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “My agency isn’t going to investigate adultery.”

      “But if you’re being paid, what does it matter?”

      His jaw firmed. “I’ll wait for more challenging cases.”

      I opened my mouth to continue protesting, but shut it again. He looked as though he’d made up his mind, and I knew from experience that once he made up his mind, he rarely changed it.

      I scanned each of the files again. There were five in total. By the look of the depleted stack of folders on his desk, there were not many more cases. Indeed, there was only one. He wasn’t giving these up because he had too much work on. He was giving them up because he honestly didn’t want them. I admired his conviction. Associating his agency name to the sordid business of catching unfaithful spouses could narrow his focus too early and stop more interesting cases coming his way.

      And then it struck me. There was another reason he was giving these away. I checked each folder again, to be sure. “They’re all the same. They are all husbands investigating their wives. Except this one, where it’s a wife investigating a husband’s infidelity.” I looked up at him and smiled. He scowled back. “However, she suspects her husband of having a liaison with a man, so it’s not completely dissimilar.”

      “What of it?”

      I tapped the final line on the document I’d been reading. It had appeared in each of the files. “The husbands—and the one wife—want you to ‘use your masculine ingenuity’ if no lover can be unearthed through the usual investigation methods. Does that mean what I think it means?”

      He snatched the folders off me and shuffled them into a stack. His jaw had firmed even more and his shoulders were quite rigid. “It does.”

      “They want you to seduce their wives to ensure their guilt?” And the one husband, I almost added.

      “Only if I’ve exhausted all investigative leads to find their lover.”

      My smile widened.

      “It’s not amusing.”

      “It is a little.”

      He looked at me over the files he held in his hands. “You find it amusing that husbands want to pay another man to seduce their wives so they can use that in divorce proceedings as evidence of her adultery?”

      My smile vanished. When he put it like that, it wasn’t amusing at all. “You’re right. I don’t blame you for not taking those cases and I don’t want them either.”

      He nodded as if he agreed with me, but I could see he wasn’t convinced. “Are you sure? If you’re prepared to investigate them privately, without starting an agency, then you can keep your name out of it while being paid. Also, there’ll be no misunderstandings over the techniques you employ. As a woman, you can’t seduce the wives. And that one husband wouldn’t look twice at you if the information in that file is correct.”

      He made some good points. Excellent ones, in fact. Besides which, the fee would be helpful. If I took on one or two of these cases, I could begin to build a financial cushion for myself for when I moved out of the hotel. And as Harry said, there would be no attempts at seduction. I would not be trapping anyone, or risking my reputation.

      “Are these the only cases that have come your way?” I indicated the sole folder he hadn’t given me. “And that one?”

      He nodded. “It’s not uncommon. My father has encountered several private detectives in his time and they claim marital infidelity makes up more than three-quarters of their case load.”

      “It’s going to limit you if you exclude them.”

      He merely lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “So you’ll take them?”

      I put out my hand and he passed back the files. I read through them again. “I will. Thank you. I’ll call on each of these gentlemen, and the woman, this afternoon and see which of them wishes to hire me, if any.”

      Mr. Armitage offered to write a letter to each of the five explaining that his “esteemed and very experienced colleague” was willing to investigate since he couldn’t.

      I tucked each of the letters into the relevant folders and headed for the door.

      Mr. Armitage was quick and beat me to it. He smiled down at me as he opened it. “So you thought I was going to offer you a partnership here?”

      “It crossed my mind.”

      “I told you, I don’t want a partner.”

      “You don’t want a partner yet.”

      “Your faith in my business acumen is refreshing. I hope to one day have so much work on that I do need to employ other investigators. But I won’t be taking on a partner. Nor would I ask you to work for me.”

      I sighed. “Because you don’t wish to anger my uncle. Yes, I know.”

      He shrugged an apology, although by the way his lips quirked I suspected he wasn’t at all sorry.

      I slipped past him through the doorway, getting closer than a woman should to a man who wasn’t a relative. It was hardly my fault since he was partially blocking the exit. Well, it was somewhat my fault. I found I couldn’t stop myself brushing up against him. “I won’t tell him if you won’t.”

      His eyes were bright with humor even though his lips were set into a flat line. “Good day, Miss Fox.”

      I trotted down the stairs with my bag in one hand and the files under my arm, feeling lighter than I had in two weeks. Mr. Armitage had not only thanked me for getting his name into the newspapers, despite it not being what he wanted, he had also given me something to do. I preferred to have an occupation than sit around the hotel all day drinking tea.

      And, for once, he bade me good day, not goodbye.
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      I spent the next few hours in the heart of the city’s financial district having doors slammed in my face, metaphorically speaking and, in one instance, quite literally. The men had only given Mr. Armitage an address for their places of work, not their homes, to keep the investigations a secret from their wives. The first three potential clients expressed either regret or anger that Mr. Armitage wasn’t willing to help, and none wanted a woman taking their case. A fourth, the only woman, refused to hire me too, on the grounds that I wasn’t “suitable.”

      That left only one gentleman on the list, and it was not as easy to gain an audience with him. He’d given Mr. Armitage the Savile Row address of his club. Since Mr. Armitage was not a member, he could only be admitted as a guest. As a woman, I couldn’t even do that. I had to suffer through the disdainful sneer of the manager on duty before he finally agreed to give Mr. Warrington my written message along with Mr. Armitage’s letter of recommendation.

      Mr. Warrington’s response arrived a full ten minutes later. He refused to see me.

      The manager attempted to close the door on me, but I wedged myself into the gap before he could. “Kindly take another message to Mr. Warrington, if you please.” I took out my pencil and notepad and scrawled a second note. I tore it out and handed the paper to the manager.

      His nostrils flared. “Mr. Warrington has made his position clear. He doesn’t wish to speak to you.”

      “He will once he reads that. I promise you, if he refuses to see me a second time, I’ll leave without a fuss. But he must read it.”

      Unlike the first four cases, I wasn’t giving up on Mr. Warrington. I knew something about him. Something that gave me leverage.

      The manager returned after mere moments. “Mr. Warrington will see you now. This way, Miss Fox.”

      He led me across the black and white tiled entrance hall to an adjoining room with barely enough space for two leather armchairs and a wall of shelved books. A large painting of a snow-capped mountain range took up almost the entirety of another wall. With no fireplace, it must only be used in summertime. It was freezing inside, and smelled faintly of cigar smoke and leather-bound covers.

      I remained standing and only had to wait a few minutes before a slim man of medium build entered. I guessed him to be aged in his late thirties, with a luxurious black mustache speckled with gray, thick hair that fell in waves to his nape, and a set of clear blue eyes. The scent of sandalwood and musk followed him into the room and quickly overwhelmed even the cigar smoke.

      “How did you know I was receiving threatening letters?” he asked after we exchanged greetings.

      He had not invited me to sit, but I sat anyway and indicated he should take the other armchair. After a moment’s hesitation, he did.

      “I’m afraid I can’t reveal my sources,” I said.

      “Nobody knows except a few close colleagues and the police.”

      Having a good memory for names and an ear for gossip had proved fruitful for once. Uncle Ronald often tried to get Floyd interested in politics, but Floyd usually found the topic dull. To pique his interest, my uncle had mentioned an interesting piece of news he’d heard about a politician who’d recently received threatening letters because of a controversial bill his party was trying to block in parliament. Uncle Ronald hadn’t divulged where he’d heard the information, but I suspected it was in a club such as this.

      “It seems at least one of your colleagues isn’t as discreet as you thought,” I said.

      He studied me for a long moment. “What does any of this have to do with my wife’s adultery?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You wanted me to see how good an investigator you are. Is that it?”

      I simply smiled.

      “Very well. Consider me convinced. You’re hired.”

      I was taken aback by the speed of it all. I’d expected his refusal, and had prepared an explanation as to why a woman would be suitable for the task of discovering the movements of another woman.

      Mr. Warrington grunted humorlessly at my surprise. “I am not particular as to whom I hire, as long as they are good and discreet. You’ve proved you’re good, and Mr. Armitage’s letter also vouches for you. Now you must prove to me that you can be discreet.”

      “A promise isn’t enough?”

      “No.” I wondered if his no-nonsense manner worked in parliament. Given the theatrics the newspapers often reported, I expected he was an exception, but that didn’t mean his approach wasn’t effective.

      “My uncle is Sir Ronald Bainbridge, owner of the Mayfair Hotel.”

      His brows rose. “I see. And you don’t wish him to find out about your little investigative enterprise.”

      “Precisely. So I will promise to be discreet if you are.”

      He hesitated then thrust out his hand. “I’ll give you five pounds.”

      I swallowed. Was that a good amount? It sounded good, but given I didn’t know how long this case would take to solve, it might be either too generous or not enough. “Half up front, to cover expenses.”

      He extended his hand further. “You are a good negotiator, Miss Fox. I’ll have my man of business send you the payment before the end of the day.”

      “He can find me at the Mayfair.” I shook his hand and sat back. “Tell me why you think your wife is having a liaison with another man.”

      “At first, it was just a feeling I had. She was always going out, according to my butler, and came home empty-handed or with only a few items even though she claimed to have been shopping all day. So I had her followed. She met with a man in the park and went to a hotel with him.”

      “The Mayfair?” I asked, thinking that was why he’d readily agreed to hire me.

      “The Midland Grand at St Pancras Station.”

      I noted the name in my book. “What day was this?”

      “Friday.”

      That was only three days ago. I wrote that down too. “Do you have a description of the man?”

      “He had the physique and bearing of a youngish fellow. He may have been early middle age, but certainly wasn’t old. He was only seen from a distance so I cannot tell you more.”

      “And did the person who followed them to the hotel make inquiries of the staff?”

      “Certainly not.” He smoothed his hand down the front of his waistcoat, stopping to finger the gold watch-chain threaded through one of the buttonholes and ending in a T-bar.

      I suspected he’d been the one to follow them and hadn’t wanted anyone to know, including me. “What evidence do you require for the court to grant you a divorce?”

      “Anything that proves her adultery beyond doubt. I suggest you start by questioning the staff at the Midland Grand and finding one who can identify her.”

      I wasn’t sure a matching description from a single witness would be enough. Divorces were difficult to obtain and required absolute proof of either adultery or violence. Unhappiness or dissatisfaction was not enough. Proceedings were often lengthy and therefore expensive, and because of their rarity, they almost always ended in scandal and shame.

      “May I question your household staff?” I asked.

      “Only the butler. Go to the service entrance and ask for Henderson.”

      I wrote the name down. “May I ask him to let me into Mrs. Warrington’s private rooms?”

      “Certainly not.”

      I looked up from the notebook. “There could be personal correspondence between Mrs. Warrington and her lover. All the evidence you need may be there.”

      “It isn’t. I’ve looked. Henderson has looked. She’s not a fool, my wife, and does not keep correspondence lying about where the staff can read it.”

      I wasn’t suggesting she left it lying about, but somewhere hidden. I didn’t say as much, however. That was a battle for another day. I would start with learning more about Mrs. Warrington’s movements.

      “You can begin by speaking to Henderson today,” he said. “I’ll tell him to expect you.”

      “Tomorrow.” I closed the notebook and tucked it into my bag. “I have other avenues to try today.”

      “The Midland Grand. Yes, of course. You may need this.” He pulled out a photograph from his inside jacket pocket and handed it to me. It was a head-only image of a woman in middle-age wearing a hat decorated with a whole bird nesting on one side of the wide brim. It was difficult to tell the specific bird in the black and white photo, but it looked to be some kind of parrot. “Her name is Isobel.”

      The photograph would help with my inquiries at the railway hotel, although that wouldn’t be the only lead I’d follow today. I planned to make my way back to the Mayfair, where I would learn more about my client and his wife using the oldest of investigative techniques—gossip.
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        * * *

      

      The Midland Grand Hotel was as impressive as its name suggested. Positioned alongside St Pancras Station, it was a monolithic tribute to the booming railway industry of decades past. The Mayfair was a small cousin by comparison, but not a poorer one. Indeed, from what I’d heard, the Midland Grand was somewhat dated now, not having ensuite bathrooms and other modern amenities that newer luxury hotels enjoyed.

      It was glorious, however. The gothic confection of the façade was echoed in the porte-cochère entrance to the hotel. After navigating the revolving door, I found myself tipping my head back to take it all in. My first impression was of overwhelming opulence. The walls and ceiling were painted with intricate designs in vivid blues, greens, yellows, golds, and pinks, the moldings decorated with gilded carvings of peacocks and foliage. There was a Medieval cathedral quality to the place that had gone out of style decades ago, but was uniquely fascinating.

      As I waited to be served at the busy front desk, I caught a glimpse of the famed staircase at the end of the curved entrance hall and would have gone to admire it if I hadn’t been called up by the clerk. I schooled my features, pulled out a handkerchief and some coins from my bag, and put on the saddest face I could manage.

      I introduced myself with a false name. “I have an unusual request, and rather a distressing one,” I said.

      The clerk maintained his professionally bland expression. “How may I help you, Madam?”

      “My cousin has run away from home. We think she has fallen victim to a no-good snake who fed her lies and promised her a better life. We’re very worried about her.”

      My sordid tale brought a spark to his eye, as sordid tales had a tendency to do for most people. “I am sorry to hear that, Madam.”

      “Ever since we read her note, we’ve been searching for her, and our search has led us here, to this hotel. We believe she stayed here on Friday. Is it too much trouble for you to look through your reservation book to either confirm or deny?”

      He shook his head. “That goes against our hotel policy.”

      “Oh please, please, help me.” I dabbed at the corner of my eye with the handkerchief. “My poor dear cousin could be in grave danger.”

      The clerk looked past me to the waiting guests.

      “It will only take a moment and then I’ll leave you be,” I added. “I’d be ever so grateful.” To show him how grateful, I discreetly passed the coins across the counter.

      He scooped them up and pocketed them. “What name?”

      “Isobel Warrington.”

      He flipped back through the reservations ledger and ran his finger down the column. “No one here by that name. What about the fellow?”

      I waved my handkerchief in dismissal. “He wouldn’t have used his real name so there is no point looking. Were you on duty on Friday?” At his nod, I showed him the photograph of Isobel. “Does she look familiar?”

      He studied it then shook his head. “I’m afraid not. A lot of people pass through this hotel.”

      “What about your colleague?”

      The second clerk studied the photograph, but shook his head too. I thanked them and spoke to the porters and doorman next, but received the same response. As I expected, the lead had led nowhere. A place like the Midland Grand had a lot more guests than the Mayfair Hotel, and Isobel would have been one face among many on Friday. Without any remarkable features, the desk clerks would not have paid her much attention, particularly if her lover was the one to check in.

      I returned to the Mayfair where Frank greeted me at the front door with a warning. “Lady Bainbridge is looking for you.”

      “That sounds ominous. What does she want?”

      “How would I know?”

      “Don’t you know everything that goes on in this hotel, Frank?”

      He puffed out his chest. “True enough. But not this time.”

      “How did she seem?”

      “Who can tell with her ladyship?” He realized too late how that sounded and apologized. “I didn’t mean to be so familiar, Miss Fox. It’s just that your aunt doesn’t let on what’s on her mind. Not like Sir Ronald. His moods are easy to guess.”

      I patted his arm. “It’s quite all right, Frank. You don’t need to be as formal with me as you are with my Bainbridge relatives. I’m more like you than them.”

      From the skeptical way he eyed me, I suspected he didn’t think of me that way at all. I sighed as I entered the hotel through the door he held open for me. My attempts at making friends among the staff had worked to a point, but not to the extent I wanted.

      In truth, I was not like them and never could be while I was their employer’s niece, even though I felt an affinity with them. Living with my grandparents in Cambridge, we could afford only one maid, so I’d helped her with all the household duties. I preferred to roll up my sleeves and contribute than live the idle life that my aunt and Flossy enjoyed. While the occasional long luncheon or free afternoon to explore the city was certainly more appealing than scrubbing floors for hours, it became dull after a while.

      It would seem I was yet to find the happy medium between the two worlds of staff and employer. Sometimes I wondered if I’d ever find it, or if the staff would ever treat me as an equal. For now, I would take any level of friendship they were prepared to offer. I was sorely lacking in friends here in London.

      There was often a lull in the middle of the day for the front of house staff. Guests scheduled to check out had already done so and new arrivals were not yet due to check in. The maids would be preparing the rooms and the cooks and waiting staff would be busy cooking and serving luncheon, but the foyer itself was quiet.

      Goliath stood by the front desk, one hip leaning against the counter. Peter the clerk rested both elbows on the counter, chatting quietly to him. Goliath yawned as I approached.

      “Cover your mouth,” Peter said as I joined them. “And don’t let Mr. Hobart see you yawning.”

      “Mr. Hobart’s in his office,” Goliath said. “He’s too busy to come out here these days. And there’s no one else about, so I’m going to yawn as much as I like.” To hammer home his point, he yawned again.

      I leaned against the counter too and looked up at Goliath. The dark circles under his eyes amid his pale face made him look like a giant ghoul. “You need to tell Mr. Hobart that you can no longer perform the duties of both night and day porter. You’re exhausted.”

      “I’m all right. It’s double the pay, so I’ll do it as long as Mr. Hobart needs.”

      Ever since one of the previous night porters had been dismissed after it was revealed he and the new assistant manager were letting in prostitutes in exchange for money, we’d been short staffed. Goliath filled in as the second night porter and Mr. Hobart was still looking for another assistant manager. Harry Armitage’s shoes were proving difficult to fill, but they needed to be filled soon. The hotel’s busiest season was just around the corner.

      “You’re making mistakes, too,” Peter said to Goliath. He turned to me. “Just yesterday he took some luggage to the wrong room. All three porters spent an age looking for it and Mr. Hobart had to use all his diplomatic skills to calm the guests down.”

      Goliath stifled another yawn.

      Peter rolled his eyes. “Lady Bainbridge asked me where you were earlier.”

      “I heard she was looking for me.”

      “You should tell me when you’ll be back each time you go out so I can pass it on if any of your family asks.”

      “That seems fraught with problems. For one thing, what if I’m late? They’ll worry. And for another, what if I don’t want them knowing where I am?”

      He put up his hands in surrender. “Fair enough, Miss Fox.”

      “You’ve got a new case, haven’t you?” Goliath said, proving his mind was still sharp despite exhaustion.

      “I do.” I showed them the photograph of Isobel Warrington. “Do either of you recognize her?”

      They both shook their heads.

      “Was she murdered?” Peter asked.

      “No. I’m afraid I can’t give you any details of this case just yet.”

      Goliath crossed his arms and pouted, looking like a very large toddler on the cusp of a tantrum.

      Peter sighed. “Pity.” He straightened and his gaze shifted to my right. “Good afternoon, Mr. Hobart.”

      The manager joined us and I tucked the photograph back into my bag. He looked tired too, although not quite as exhausted as Goliath. His usually bright, friendly eyes were dull, his smile strained as he greeted me. “Have you seen your aunt yet, Miss Fox?”

      “I’m on my way to her now.”

      “She’s playing bridge with friends in the small sitting room.”

      “How did she seem?”

      “Quite well today. There was no sign of her illness.”

      My aunt’s illness had been diagnosed as melancholy by her doctor. He’d prescribed a tonic that lifted her spirits for a few hours, but gave her dreadful headaches once it wore off. The more she took it, the more often she needed to take it. Flossy and I tried to encourage her to take it only when necessary, and sparingly at that, but she didn’t always heed our advice.

      As a guest approached the desk, I signaled to Mr. Hobart to move to the side with me. He smiled at the guest and greeted him by name then allowed Peter to answer his question.

      “Is something the matter, Miss Fox?” he asked with the greatest concern.

      “No, nothing really. When I asked you how my aunt was, I meant how was her temper? Did she seem annoyed that she couldn’t find me? Or that she needed to speak to me in the first place?”

      He shook his head, accompanying it with a small shrug. “Not particularly.” He lowered his voice. “I know it’s none of my business, but have you two had a falling out?”

      “No. At least, I don’t think so. It’s just that…” I looked around the foyer and not seeing any of my family, stepped closer to Mr. Hobart. “The thing is, before he left, Mr. Hirst told my uncle something about me as a means of punishing me for my role in his dismissal.”

      At the mention of Mr. Hirst’s name, Mr. Hobart’s mouth set into a grim line. “I wish I’d never hired him.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. He duped you. He duped us all, including my uncle. But his fit of pique has left me in a bit of a pickle where my uncle and aunt are concerned. You see, he told Uncle Ronald that I have called on your nephew a few times.”

      “When you say called on, you mean…”

      “I mean in a professional capacity. We worked together to solve the Piccadilly Playhouse murder.”

      He tugged on the front hem of his tailcoat. “I see. Then what’s the problem? Your uncle and aunt surely wouldn’t want you to conduct an investigation alone, without a man at your side.”

      I bit down on the instinct to point out that I didn’t need a man at my side. Mr. Hobart, like most men, wasn’t interested in women’s suffrage and a snide response from me wasn’t going to educate him.

      It turned out that I wasn’t being fair to him. Upon seeing me bristle at his words, he added, “I meant only when you met with an undesirable character during the course of your investigation. You don’t need a man at your side at other times. I can see very clearly that you are an independent and capable woman.”

      “Thank you for elaborating. But the problem isn’t my role in that investigation. The problem is that they think Mr. Armitage and I, er, have intentions.”

      He clasped his hands together behind him. “Ah.”

      “Not that we do have any of those kinds of intentions. I assure you, by the way Mr. Armitage talks to me you’d think I was the enemy. Or, at best, an annoying acquaintance whose company he must politely endure.”

      He laughed softly.

      “My relationship with Mr. Armitage is purely a business one. He helped me with the Piccadilly Playhouse murder, and now I am investigating a case that he didn’t want to take on.”

      He frowned, nodding thoughtfully. “So the problem is, you cannot avoid one another.”

      “It would seem so.”

      “And you don’t want to tell your uncle and aunt that you are a private detective.”

      “Correct. They would only forbid me from continuing.” I winced. “I am sorry if telling you this puts you in a bind. I shouldn’t have said anything, except I need to ask you something.”

      “About the new case? Then I am happy to help. As to the matter of your aunt and uncle finding out, I do not involve myself in Bainbridge family matters. Sir Ronald and Lady Bainbridge know this and respect it. The topic of your investigative activities won’t come up, and therefore your relationship with Harry won’t either, since you only see each other in a professional capacity.”

      I breathed out a relieved breath. “Thank you, Mr. Hobart.”

      “Now tell me about your case and how I may help.”

      “I’ve been hired by a gentleman by the name of Warrington who believes his wife is seeing another man. He wishes me to prove it so he can divorce her.”

      None of what I said made much of an impact on Mr. Hobart. As hotel manager, he saw and heard things that would make me blush. The Mayfair may attract an elite clientele, but the wealthy and important weren’t immune to carrying out sordid affairs. Indeed, they seemed to be more likely to live outside the rules of society than regular folk. My life in Cambridge had been a sheltered one. I’d learned more about human nature in the Mayfair than I had in the lecture halls of the university or the tearooms nearby.

      “Warrington rings bells,” Mr. Hobart said. “He hasn’t been a guest here, I can assure you of that, but his name is familiar.”

      “He’s a member of parliament.”

      “That must be it.”

      “He has a townhouse of his own so wouldn’t stay here. His wife’s name is Isobel and she was seen entering the Midland Grand last Friday with a man.” I showed him the photograph. “Peter and Goliath don’t recognize her, but do you? Do you think she has ever been here?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve never seen her.”

      I tucked the photograph away and glanced across the foyer in the direction of the two sitting rooms. My aunt and her bridge partners awaited me in the small one. If I went to her now, she wouldn’t chastise me in front of them. She would avoid all mention of Harry Armitage altogether so as not to associate my name with his in their eyes. It made sense to see her now and get this meeting over with so that I didn’t have to call on her later when she was alone.

      Mr. Hobart sighed, drawing my attention back to him. His gaze had fallen on a stiff-backed man standing a little to the side, waiting for Mr. Hobart to finish speaking with me. He must think me a guest and was politely waiting his turn.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked. “Is that guest troublesome?”

      “He’s not a guest, he’s another candidate for the position of assistant manager. This will be my second interviewee for the day, the fifth in a week. None have been up to the standards I expect of an assistant manager and I already don’t like the look of this fellow. His beard is unkempt and his tie is loose.”

      Poor Mr. Hobart. I suspected the reason he didn’t like the man was because he compared him to Mr. Armitage. The disappointing outcome of Mr. Hirst’s appointment had made him even more negatively inclined toward anyone who wasn’t his nephew.

      “May I make a suggestion?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Have you looked internally to fill the position? One of the current staff could step into the role. Since they already know the hotel very well, it wouldn’t be a steep learning curve.” I eyed the front desk where Peter was cheerfully greeting another guest with his usual welcoming smile.

      Mr. Hobart followed my gaze. “Peter would be the perfect candidate, but there is just one problem.”

      “Oh?”

      “He’s too familiar with the other staff. They wouldn’t respect him as their superior and he would be too friendly with them. To be frank, he’s just too nice. The assistant manager must exude authority and not be afraid to give orders to those beneath him. He needs to command respect.”

      I thought it might come to Peter in time, but didn’t say so. It was not my place.

      Mr. Hobart excused himself and approached the interviewee. I headed off towards the sitting rooms, greeting John, the lift operator, as I passed. Situated beside each other, the smaller of the two sitting rooms was accessed off a short corridor. Where the large sitting room was used for afternoon tea by guests and members of the public, the small one was for private use, usually by the family and their friends for more intimate gatherings.

      Compared to its grander neighbor, the small sitting room was exactly as the name suggested. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t considerable in size. I’d recently been in the drawing room of a Mayfair townhouse owned by a wealthy lord, and it was about the same size as the hotel’s small sitting room. It was large enough to separate into three distinct areas, each with its own cluster of sofa, two matching armchairs, and at least two occasional tables. The most expensive furniture, decor, and paintings were kept here—there was even a Whistler hanging over the fireplace—and more personal items were dotted around the room, including photographs of the family.

      Two sets of sofas and armchairs had been pushed aside and two card tables put in their place. Eight women, each holding a hand of cards, sat at the tables. None looked up upon my entry, so I went to my aunt’s side.

      “Cleo, dear, how lovely to see you,” she said as she studied her cards. “I’ve been looking for you all morning.”

      “I was at the museum.”

      “Again?” She played an ace, earning groans of resignation from her opponents.

      “Your niece is an intellectual, Lilian,” said a woman with copper red hair and freckles. While she spoke with a smile, there was a hint of derision in her tone.

      Aunt Lilian gathered up the played cards and placed them beside her in a neat pile. Her movements were quick, but her fingers were bone-thin and, when she finally looked up at me, I noticed her pupils were dilated. She smiled and there was no pain in it, no worry or sorrow. Her tonic was working, for now. “Cleo is very clever, and there is nothing wrong with that these days. She is an excellent conversationalist on a broad manner of topics.”

      A sudden panic gripped my heart and squeezed. I glanced around the room as all eight sets of eyes settled on me with varying degrees of curiosity. Oh lord. I’d walked into a den of vipers. I hadn’t been summoned to this room to be chastised about my friendship with Harry Armitage. I’d been summoned here to be put on show, paraded in front of my aunt’s friends. I’d wager my entire savings that these women were all mothers of eligible sons.

      “She is indeed,” said the woman jotting down the score on a notepad. I recognized her as Lady Caldicott, husband to Uncle Ronald’s banker. “Good afternoon, Miss Fox. Will you sit with me?” She signaled to the footman I’d failed to notice standing by the sideboard. He brought over a spare chair. The women shuffled around and he placed the chair beside Lady Caldicott.

      “I’m afraid I can’t stay,” I said. “I have to meet Flossy.”

      My aunt frowned. “Flossy is having luncheon with the Druitt-Poores. Are you sure you’re supposed to meet her?”

      “Perhaps I’ve got my days mixed up,” I muttered as I sat.

      Lady Caldicott smiled. “Do you know how to play bridge?”

      “Yes, but I don’t want to intrude on your game. We can’t play with five.”

      “Then you can help me. I could do with some assistance.”

      The woman shuffling the cards to my right huffed out a breath. “Don’t believe her, Miss Fox. She plays perfectly well and wins often, just not today.” She stopped shuffling and put out her hand to me. “I’m Mrs. Helen Digby.”

      Aunt Lilian introduced me to all of the ladies at both tables before play resumed. I observed, which meant I quickly became bored. Bridge was only interesting if one had stakes in the game. I couldn’t see any purses close at hand, but that didn’t mean they played only for the glory of winning.

      “It’s been an age since I’ve had friends here for a bridge party,” my aunt said after the second round. “The winter has felt particularly long this year.” Several women nodded or murmured their agreement. “Some of my friends are filtering back into the city now, which is absolutely marvelous. I’ve been desperate for a day of cards with them all. We have so much to talk about.”

      Mrs. Digby’s smile was sly as she dealt. “So much gossip to impart, you mean.”

      A light round of laughter drifted up from both tables. I laughed with them then angled my chair closer to the table. I might not enjoy the game, but I could get something out of this party and it wasn’t a husband. These women were precisely the sort I needed to speak to. Isobel Warrington might move in the same social circles as my aunt’s friends. Perhaps one of them knew her.
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