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      She was admired by women and desired by men, until jealousy and past secrets took center stage. Help Cleo and her friends solve the murder of one of London’s leading actresses.

      When a hotel guest’s mistress is found dead in the stalls of the Piccadilly Playhouse, a verdict of suicide is given. Convinced his lover didn’t kill herself, Lord Rumford wants the truth uncovered. Against his better judgement, he hires Cleo Fox to find the murderer. Cleo needs to solve this case if she wants to make a living from being a private detective.

      But she quickly learns that the truth is buried beneath years of secrets; secrets that powerful people want desperately to keep. With the help of her friends from the Mayfair Hotel, Cleo exposes the bitter rivalry and jealousy of London’s West End.

      But can she find the killer before the final curtain closes on the Playhouse?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          London, January 1900

        

      

    

    
      “That was marvelous!” Flossy applauded loudly as the lights in the Hippodrome’s auditorium came on. “I don’t know which act I enjoyed more.”

      Floyd blinked into the sudden brightness. “I liked the acrobats.”

      “Of course you did. The girls wore little more than their underthings.” Flossy suddenly clasped her mother’s elbow and thrust her chin in the direction of two women trying to get their attention. “Oh look, there’s Susannah and her mother.”

      Aunt Lilian had already spotted their friends and begun to move off. “We ought to speak to them. Come along. Everybody follow me, now. Try not to get crushed.”

      Flossy lost her grip on her mother’s arm. “You’re going against the crowd,” she whined. “We’ll never reach them.”

      “Fiddlesticks. We can make it.”

      Flossy appealed to her father. Uncle Ronald seemed to agree with his daughter’s opinion that it was hopeless. The audience was simply too thick and they were all heading in one direction—out.

      “We’ll see them in the foyer, my dear,” he said to his wife.

      Aunt Lilian waved him off and plunged into the stream of people, moving up the aisle. “Excuse me, excuse me,” she said as she battled her way to her friends, three rows down.

      “I’m not going that way,” Floyd said. “See you all in the foyer.”

      Flossy and I followed him, but Uncle Ronald waited in our row for the tide to deposit his wife back up the aisle to him.

      If my hand hadn’t been held tightly by Flossy, I might have lost her, but we made it safely to the foyer with Floyd. He ordered us not to move while he fetched our coats from the cloakroom, and we kept an eye out for their parents. While some of the audience left straight away, many remained behind to talk with friends, and the foyer quickly became crowded.

      Now that we had a moment to catch our breaths, Flossy wanted to discuss the show again. “I think my favorite part was the polar bears sliding from the stage into the water. What was your favorite, Cleo?”

      It was difficult to choose just one item from the evening’s program—printed on silk, no less. I’d never seen anything like tonight’s performance. Flossy might be one of the most excitable people I knew, but tonight I felt just as giddy after watching London’s newest venue’s opening night show. Indeed, to call it a show wasn’t doing it justice. It was a spectacle. A large area in front of the stage had been left bare with no audience seating. Performers had used both this arena and the stage to full advantage. As with any circus, there were contortionists, acrobats, and high-wire acts, as well as trained dogs, ponies and lions.

      But the second half of the show was even more thrilling. The arena floor sank and was flooded with water, streaming from brass nozzles. A theater show was performed on the lake with more circus animals, singing, dancing, comedic routines, and swimmers in figure-hugging costumes. Brightly lit fountains spouted water in time with the music. Boatmen rowed actors from one side to the other, and even deliberately pushed them in, much to the delight of the audience.

      The entire production was wonderful, and the brand new venue itself was just as spectacular. I’d grown used to seeing luxury at every turn at the Mayfair Hotel, but the opulence of the Hippodrome’s auditorium was more vivid. The gilded trimmings and red, blue and gold ceiling wouldn’t have looked out of place in a palace.

      “I can’t choose,” I told Flossy. “I enjoyed it all. Thank you for inviting me.”

      “Why wouldn’t you come along? You’re family. We were terribly fortunate to secure five tickets. It’s a shame they weren’t for the dress circle, but Floyd said Mr. Hobart did his best.”

      If the Mayfair Hotel’s manager couldn’t obtain dress circle tickets then I doubted anyone could. According to the staff, Mr. Hobart could get guests and the Bainbridges whatever they desired.

      Aunt Lilian and Uncle Ronald found us, dragging a group of friends in their wake liked salvaged flotsam. We ladies waited while the gentlemen fetched coats, chatting about the grand evening we’d had. I recognized some of the group from the New Year’s Eve ball, and they claimed they remembered me. Thankfully none knew what I’d got up to that night and the danger I’d faced when a murderer revealed himself as the clock struck midnight. If they ever found out, they would probably never look at me the same way again. It was better this way, with them not knowing, and Aunt Lilian was also being kept in the dark.

      I was glad my aunt didn’t know. She’d be horrified to learn that I’d been in danger, and even more horrified to learn that I was getting my hands dirty by investigating a murder. Bainbridge women were not supposed to do anything more than look pretty and socialize with the guests.

      I’d frequently protested that I was not a Bainbridge woman, I was a Fox, but it had fallen on deaf ears. In truth, I didn’t want to push the point and test the boundaries of my aunt and uncle’s goodwill. They had set aside old family wounds and given me a home after my grandmother died, when I had no one else in the world. I would always be grateful.

      Aunt Lilian was in one of her energetic moods tonight. She was as excitable as Flossy and just as talkative. Her moods seemed to oscillate between highs and terrible lows. During the lows, she remained in her room and did not accept visitors. She also suffered from dreadful headaches. The only thing that helped was her doctor’s new medicine.

      The men returned and handed out cloaks and other winter accoutrements to the ladies. The audience had thinned, and there was a little more breathing room in the foyer, but we only stayed long enough for Uncle Ronald to invite their friends back to the hotel for a drink.

      I eyed Aunt Lilian carefully, worried she might be growing tired, but she seemed enthusiastic to play hostess to a late evening party. Dressed in navy velvet, with cream lace trimmings, she was at her most elegant. When she was happy and well, she reminded me of my mother. My memories of her were some thirteen years old, so it was bittersweet to see her likeness in the form of her sister. Some people mistook me for her daughter, not Flossy, as I’d taken after my mother in appearance and, according to some, her character too.

      Even though I only knew my mother while I was a young girl, and I’d only recently met Aunt Lilian, at times like this, when Aunt Lilian held court, I knew she must have been the more vivacious of the two. My mother had a more subdued character. Not serious but not someone who liked to be the center of attention, although she had a witty sense of humor.

      We headed into the cold night air and spotted the Mayfair Hotel carriage in the long line of conveyances waiting to collect their masters and mistresses. We five piled inside and headed home. Flossy and Aunt Lilian talked about the show, while Uncle Ronald, Floyd and I found it unnecessary to interject. Uncle Ronald and Floyd stared out of different windows, seemingly distracted by the lights.

      Indeed, there were so many lights, it was as bright as day. All the street lamps were on, of course, but light also streamed from the windows of the theaters and concert halls. Powerful lights illuminated advertising signs, and a river of carriage lamps stretched as far as I could see. It made the darkness shrouding the Piccadilly Playhouse seem out of place; a missing tooth ruining a bright smile.

      “Was there no show tonight at the Playhouse?” I asked.

      Floyd seemed grateful for something to talk about while his sister and mother continued their lively chatter, unaware I’d spoken. “Cat and Mouse was supposed to be on.” He peered past me to the darkened theater. “How odd that it’s not playing. I believe it’s been very popular.” He sat back as the theater passed out of view. “I’ll ask Rumford. He’ll know.”

      “Lord Rumford? Is he a lover of the theater?” His lordship was a guest staying at the hotel. While I didn’t know all of the guests by name, I made a point of learning the important ones and making myself known to them.

      Floyd’s smile looked wicked in the dimness of the cabin. “You could say that.”

      “Floyd,” his father barked, proving he was listening to us, after all.

      The sharp tone silenced Aunt Lilian and Flossy and nobody spoke for the remainder of the short journey.

      The carriage deposited us at the hotel’s front door. The night porter greeted us in order of importance, beginning with Uncle Ronald and ending with me. The chandeliers in the foyer blazed, and a small number of guests passed through on their way to the lift or stairs after an evening out at one of London’s theaters.

      The new assistant manager said something to the man he was talking to and approached us. Mr. Hirst wasn’t nearly as handsome or as young as Harry Armitage, the man he’d replaced, but he was just as charming. He was a quick learner, according to the manager, Mr. Hobart, and had already settled into the Mayfair’s way of doing things after ten days. Having worked as assistant manager at another of London’s luxury hotels, he was familiar with the role and expectations. No doubt Mr. Hobart and Uncle Ronald had chosen him for that very reason, to ensure the transition was as smooth as possible. With the hotel being only half full, now was the best time to hire new staff and train them, so Floyd told me. That way there would be no hiccups when spring saw society flock to the city for the opening of parliament and the many entertainments the social season brought.

      “Good evening, Sir Ronald, Lady Bainbridge,” Mr. Hirst said.

      “Who is that fellow you were talking to?” Uncle Ronald asked, squinting at the other man. He had his back to us now as he walked quickly to the staircase, but I’d caught a glimpse of his beak-nosed profile before he turned.

      “A guest,” Mr. Hirst said as the man disappeared up the stairs.

      “Who?”

      “Mr. Clitheroe.”

      Uncle Ronald’s frown cleared. “Didn’t look like him.”

      Aunt Lilian patted her husband’s arm. “Your eyesight’s not what it used to be, Dear.”

      Mr. Hirst signaled to the night porter to help us with our coats. “How was the show?” Mr. Hirst asked as we handed them over.

      “Marvelous,” Aunt Lilian said on a breath. “Simply wonderful.”

      “Were the seats in the stalls adequate?”

      “Adequate, yes.” Uncle Ronald all but grunted. “The dress circle would have been better.”

      Mr. Hirst looked pained. “I’m sure Mr. Hobart did his best and would be deeply upset to hear you were disappointed.”

      I frowned. He was twisting Uncle Ronald’s words. Not that Uncle Ronald leapt to Mr. Hobart’s defense. He must still harbor some anger towards the hotel manager and what he saw as a betrayal for hiring his nephew, Mr. Armitage, years ago, despite knowing Mr. Armitage had been a thief in his childhood. It had been my fault my uncle discovered the truth, and it was my fault that Mr. Armitage subsequently lost his job. My heart still pinched every time I thought about it.

      “We weren’t disappointed at all,” I felt compelled to say. “The seats were perfect. We were very close to the arena, but not too close.”

      Mr. Hirst bowed his head in acknowledgement. Uncle Ronald and the others didn’t seem to have heard me. They were welcoming their friends to the hotel.

      Once coats were taken away and evening finery was again on display, Uncle Ronald suggested the gentlemen disperse to the billiards room, while the women enjoy the comfort of the small sitting room. While both sitting rooms were located in the left wing of the hotel, the larger one was reserved for afternoon tea, whereas the smaller one offered intimacy for more private functions.

      “Once we’re settled, you may retire,” Uncle Ronald said to Mr. Hirst.

      Mr. Hirst bowed. “Thank you, sir. And goodnight.”

      Mr. Hirst lived in the hotel, as did the other unmarried senior staff. The only married one among them was Mr. Hobart and he lived off-premises with his wife. The rest of the staff lived in a nearby residence hall. While the night porter and a skeleton staff remained on duty overnight, including in the kitchen, most would start before dawn.

      The gentlemen headed to the smoking and billiards rooms in a raucous humor, while Aunt Lilian led the women to the small sitting room, flapping her program to usher us along.

      “My program!” I said, stopping. “I left it in my coat pocket.”

      “It’ll be there in the morning, Cleo,” Flossy said.

      “I want to read through it again.”

      She smiled. “You are so provincial.”

      I refrained from reminding her that I was from Cambridge, not the country. It wouldn’t matter to Flossy. Anything outside of London was “provincial” to her and therefore dreadfully dull. Only London and its endless amusements could satisfy her zest for life.

      Aunt Lilian joined us and asked Flossy to fetch her bottle of tonic from her dressing table. Flossy hesitated.

      “Now,” Aunt Lilian snapped.

      Flossy bowed her head and hurried off.

      I returned to the luggage room, which also acted as a cloakroom, and rifled through the pockets of my coat until I found the program. I was crossing the foyer again when the beak-nosed man who’d been talking to Mr. Hirst emerged from the stairwell beside the lift.

      He scanned the area, spotted me, and hesitated. I smiled and he touched the brim of his bowler hat in greeting before heading for the front door.

      On a whim, I said, “Mr. Clitheroe.”

      He kept walking.

      He exchanged glances with the night porter. The night porter did not open the door for Mr. Clitheroe as he ought to do for a departing guest.

      I joined my aunt, cousin and their guests in the small sitting room, but didn’t feel like joining in the conversation. Mr. Clitheroe had got me thinking. It wasn’t just that he didn’t respond when I said his name, or his furtive demeanor, it was also his clothes. He wore a well-made suit that wasn’t out of place during the day, but didn’t belong in a luxury hotel in the evening. All the gentlemen guests were dressed in tailcoats, bow ties, stiff white shirts with winged collars, and low-cut waistcoats with silk top hats, but Mr. Clitheroe wore a single-breasted coat and high-cut waistcoat with a simple necktie. A guest of the sort the Mayfair attracted wouldn’t leave the hotel in the evening wearing his daytime suit.

      Which meant the beak-nosed man was not a guest at all.
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      “Have you seen the papers this morning?” Harmony stood in the doorway connecting my bedroom to the sitting room, a folded newspaper in hand.

      I sat up, blinking away sleep. “What time is it?”

      “Eight.”

      “I asked you to wake me at nine today.”

      “Did you? I don’t remember.”

      I lay down again and pulled the bed covers up to my chin. “Come back later. It was a late night, and I’m tired.”

      “Your breakfast will get cold.”

      My stomach rumbled. I pushed off the covers and picked up the dressing gown folded over the back of the chair. “I suppose you want to know all about the show.”

      “Oh yes, how was it?” Harmony led the way into the sitting room and deposited the newspaper on top of the tray’s flat lid where I couldn’t fail to see it. She proceeded to plump the sofa cushions until I invited her to join me for a cup of coffee.

      She gave up the pretense of tidying and sat on the other chair at the small breakfast table. It was a little charade we went through every morning. She came to wake me, usually at eight, and sat with me while I ate breakfast, enjoying a cup of coffee. She should have been tidying my suite, and as far as the housekeeper was aware, that’s precisely what she was doing, but I kept the rooms tidy myself. After breakfast, Harmony often stayed to do my hair. The morning routine had given us time to become friends, as much as a woman and her maid could be friends. More often than not, we spoke to one another as equals. Harmony had quickly learned that I didn’t put on airs and wasn’t used to an idle, luxurious life like my aunt and cousin, and I’d realized she was clever and had a thirst for knowledge. I’d taken to borrowing books from the hotel library and giving them to her to read on her time off. Not that she had much spare time.

      I handed her the program for the Hippodrome’s opening show and described some of the spectacular acts. While she made all the right sounds, I knew she wasn’t particularly interested. I cut my account short and turned to my breakfast tray and the newspaper she wanted me to read.

      I didn’t even have to turn the page to know what had piqued her interest. It was right there on the front in bold type: ACTRESS FALLS TO DEATH AT THE PICCADILLY PLAYHOUSE.

      “How terribly sad,” I said as I read the article. “That must be why the theater was in darkness last night. It says here the show was canceled following her death in the afternoon.”

      Harmony moved up alongside me. “It says it was suicide.”

      According to the article, Miss Pearl Westwood had thrown herself from the second tier dress circle. Her body had been found by the theater staff preparing for the evening’s performance.

      “The poor woman.” I folded up the newspaper and set it beside the coffee pot and cups.

      “Poor Lord Rumford.”

      “Why?”

      She gave me an odd look. “She was his mistress. Didn’t you know?”

      I stared at her, aware that my mouth had dropped open. “Lord Rumford, the guest currently staying here at the hotel? That Lord Rumford?”

      “The very one.” Harmony sat on the other chair and poured coffee into the two cups. She handed one to me, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “If only Miss Bainbridge could see you now. She’d call you provincial for not realizing gentlemen keep mistresses.”

      I closed my mouth and tucked into my breakfast of a boiled egg and toast. “I’m merely a little surprised. I met Lord Rumford. He seems nice. He even told me how his wife was currently in the country as she no longer liked London’s fast pace.” Lord Rumford must have been in his sixties, while the newspaper article claimed Miss Westwood was only twenty-six.

      “How convenient that Lady Rumford prefers the country manor,” Harmony said with a wry twist of her mouth. “Gives his lordship freedom to see his mistress while he’s in London. Which he is a lot.”

      “She didn’t come here to the hotel, surely?”

      “She did sometimes.”

      I didn’t know why it shocked me. I knew gentlemen guests kept mistresses, and I knew they sometimes brought them here. A foreign count even had his mistress stay with him in his suite as if she were his wife, while his actual wife was at home in Russia. But he’d been from the continent, and they did things differently there. I hadn’t expected an English lord to parade his mistress openly at the hotel where he stayed while in the city.

      Harmony scanned the newspaper article again. “I wonder why she ended it like that? She seemed to have everything she could want. Fame, money, adoring fans and an equally adoring lover.”

      “Those are hardly things that make one fulfilled and happy,” I said. “And how do you know Lord Rumford adored her? Perhaps he was about to end their relationship and she threw herself over the balcony in despair.”

      Harmony shook her head, loosening one of the dark coils of hair she’d tucked behind her ear. It fell in front of her face and she tucked it away again, although I knew it wouldn’t stay. The errant spring never obeyed for long. “I heard from Peter that he’s very upset.”

      “How does Peter know?”

      “He saw Mr. Hobart hurrying back and forth with a very serious face this morning. He was organizing flowers, notices for the paper, and sending little things up to Lord Rumford’s room to show him the hotel cares.”

      “That’s very kind of him.” It was typical of Mr. Hobart to be so considerate of one of his guests. The manager always put them first, and always seemed to know what they needed, even before they asked. It was the sign of an excellent hotel manager, so Floyd told me.

      “I think you should investigate,” Harmony suddenly announced.

      I choked on my final bite of toast. I coughed into my napkin, my eyes watering. When I finally recovered, I lifted my gaze to Harmony’s. She was serious. “What are you talking about? What is there to investigate?”

      “Perhaps it’s not suicide.” She shrugged. “The newspaper doesn’t say why Miss Westwood threw herself from the dress circle.”

      “Probably because they either don’t know what drove her to such a desperate act, or they chose to protect her privacy.”

      Harmony snorted. “No journalist is going to worry about her privacy. She’s a star. The public want to know everything they can about her life, and particularly about her death. The first newspaper to find out and report it will sell thousands more copies than their rivals.”

      “So you think she was murdered?” At Harmony’s nod, I shook my head. “If it is, the police will find the killer.”

      “Perhaps.” She sipped her coffee with such an air of expectation that I knew she was going to say more on the subject. I was proved correct when she said, “But they didn’t prove themselves to be very competent in the investigation into Mrs. Warrick’s murder, right here at the hotel.”

      I opened my mouth to defend Detective Inspector Hobart but shut it again. She was right; the inspector had been rather slow at finding the killer. His determination to be thorough had been something of a hindrance, but on the other hand, it meant he hadn’t accused the wrong man—like I had.

      “Harmony, I’m not investigating Miss Westwood’s death.”

      “But don’t you want to be an investigator?”

      I chewed the inside of my lower lip, regretting that I’d told her I was thinking about entering the private detective business. “I do,” I said carefully. “But this is not the right case to take on. For starters, there is no client, and no client means no payment. And secondly, if it is murder, the police will investigate. I’ll just get in their way, and Detective Inspector Hobart won’t like it. He’s only just forgiven me for getting involved in Mrs. Warrick’s murder investigation.”

      Her eyes gleamed like polished jet as she watched me over the rim of her cup. “Or are you just worried about offending the father of the man you’re sweet on?”

      “I am not sweet on Mr. Armitage! What gave you that idea?”

      “The way you look at him.”

      I sliced the top off my egg with such vehemence it missed the plate altogether and landed on the table. “Every woman looks at him like that. He’s very pleasing to look at. Unfortunately, he has the personality of a man who knows he’s pleasing to look at. He’s arrogant and somewhat rude.”

      “I always found him charming.”

      “He can be.”

      Mr. Armitage certainly turned on the charm when he worked at the hotel. But as soon as he left, the charm slipped and his true nature revealed itself. Of course, that could just be for my benefit. I had cost him his job, after all.

      Harmony glanced at the clock and sprang to her feet. “We better do your hair so I can get on with my work.” She gathered up the dirty dishes and placed them on the tray then ushered me into the bedroom even though I hadn’t finished my egg.

      I sat at the dressing table and succumbed to her ministrations. Afterwards, I dressed while she tidied up the sitting room. When I emerged from the bedroom, she had the tray balanced on one hand and was heading for the door.

      “We’ll talk about Miss Westwood again later,” she said. “Perhaps you’ll change your mind.”

      I was hardly listening, however. A thought had occurred to me. “Do you know what Mr. Clitheroe looks like?”

      “Who?”

      “He’s a guest here.”

      “What room number?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She shrugged. “Sorry. I only know guests by their room numbers not their names. Why?”

      “No reason.”

      Her dark eyes narrowed. She didn’t believe me, but she didn’t pressure me for an answer either.

      I headed downstairs and smiled at Goliath, waiting stony-faced beside a trolley stacked with a large trunk, two cases and three hat boxes. He gave me a fleeting smile, but it withered upon Mr. Hirst’s glare. According to the new assistant manager, porters should be as invisible as possible. I wasn’t sure how he expected someone as tall and well-built as Goliath to be invisible and had once joked to him about it. Mr. Hirst had laughed too, but it had rung false.

      Frank the doorman signaled to Goliath to bring the luggage to the waiting carriage. The guests were still completing their check-out procedure with Peter at the desk as I passed them on the way to the senior staff offices.

      Mr. Hobart’s office door was open and he looked as though he was just about to leave. Unlike Mr. Hirst, the smile he gave me was genuine. We’d not started on a very good footing, after I’d been the cause of his nephew’s dismissal, but he was quick to forgive me, thankfully. No matter how busy he was, he always had time to speak to me and never rushed me.

      Today, however, I sensed his eagerness to get away. “Good morning, Miss Fox. Is there something I can do for you?”

      “I wanted to ask you about a particular guest, a Mr. Clitheroe.”

      His clear blue eyes narrowed ever so slightly and the sense of eagerness vanished. He was very curious about my interest in Mr. Clitheroe but wasn’t sure whether he should ask me why. No matter how much he’d decided to like me, I was still his employer’s niece and not someone he should be demanding answers from. “What did you want to know about him?”

      “What does he look like?”

      The question seemed to catch him off guard. Whatever he thought I was going to ask, that was not it. “Medium height and build, brown hair. Rather typical for a man in his mid to late thirties.”

      “Does he have any distinguishing features?”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as his nose? Is it somewhat beaky?”

      The corners of his mouth lifted slightly before he schooled his features. “Some would call it a little prominent.”

      “But you’re too diplomatic to say it?”

      That got his smile to break free. “Is there anything else, Miss Fox?”

      “That’s all, thank you.”

      We walked out of his office together, and he closed the door behind him. “May I have one of the hotel carriages brought around for you?” At my arched look, he indicated the coat and gloves in my hand. “You appear to be going out.”

      “I’ll catch a cab to the station. I’m heading to Ealing to see your nephew, as it happens.”

      He stopped short. “Well, isn’t that a lovely surprise. I’m sure he’ll be very happy to see you.”

      I doubted that but smiled anyway.

      “You’re unlikely to find him there, I’m afraid. He moved out, much to my sister-in-law’s disappointment. She enjoyed having him home these last couple of weeks. But it was time for him to go. A man his age can’t live with his parents for long, especially when he’s been away from home as many years as he has. If I give you his new address, can you remember it or do you want me to write it down?”

      I hadn’t expected him to give it to me so easily. I hadn’t even told him why I wanted to speak to Mr. Armitage. “I’ll remember it.”

      He gave me the address in Soho, a mere fifteen minute walk from the hotel. “Now,” he said on a heavy sigh, “I have to see a bereaved man about funeral arrangements.”

      “Lord Rumford?”

      He nodded. “Sometimes this job is disheartening. But you enjoy your day, Miss Fox. No need for such a sorry business to upset you.”

      It was kind of Lord Rumford to organize his mistress’s funeral. Then again, perhaps she had no one else. I hoped his wife didn’t find out.

      That thought had me shaking my head at the direction my own moral compass was pointing. Three weeks ago, it had been straight as an arrow. Now it seemed not to know which way was the right way.

      I accepted an umbrella from Frank at the door and headed off. My thoughts began with the “sorry business,” as Mr. Hobart called it, but moved to the prospect of seeing Harry Armitage again. No doubt he’d be surprised by my visit.

      He’d be even more surprised at my suggestion we should become partners in his new private investigation venture. After he recovered from his surprise, he’d give me an emphatic no.

      But I knew how to convince him it was a good idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      My hopes of convincing Mr. Armitage that I should become his partner in his new enterprise were dashed upon arriving at the address his uncle had given me. It was not Mr. Armitage’s home, but his place of business, and ARMITAGE AND ASSOCIATES: PRIVATE DETECTIVES had already been painted on the door. I wondered how difficult it would be to change it to ARMITAGE AND FOX. Probably as difficult as it would be convincing him he needed a partner.

      Wedged between a barber shop and a café, the door was easily missed. While both shops sported clean windows and seemed respectable, there was a hint of the foreign origins of their owners in the translations below the English. I recognized the Italian words on the café window but not those painted on the barber’s.

      Soho was the poor relation of neighboring Mayfair, and up until a decade ago it had been a slum. Its Bohemian heart and close proximity to the wealthy meant it was the ideal location for the theaters and assorted restaurants and cafés that sprang up on the main streets. There was an energy about Soho that was not present in Mayfair. It was as if the area looked forward to the possibilities of the new century, while Mayfair was too busy looking back at past glories to notice that the world had moved on.

      Mr. Armitage’s office was not located on one of the busy Soho thoroughfares. The narrow street looked as though it was still struggling to leave its slum roots behind. The buildings’ paintwork was either fading or peeling away, and rubbish blew down the street whenever the wind picked up. Yet despite the muck-filled gutters and lack of street lamps, the stoops were swept clean.

      I pushed open the door to Armitage and Associates and climbed the stairs to the first floor landing where another door was painted with the sign for Mr. Armitage’s business. The paint smelled fresh.

      I hesitated a moment before knocking. The door was immediately opened by a smiling Mr. Armitage. The smile vanished upon seeing me.

      “It’s you,” he said flatly.

      “I’m sorry to disappoint.”

      “I hoped it was a potential client.”

      “Perhaps I am.”

      Mr. Armitage’s gaze narrowed, clearly not believing me. He stepped aside, however, and invited me in. I brushed past him, very aware of his closeness. Harmony had been right when she said I found him handsome. I did. With dark hair and chiseled features, coupled with his height and broad shoulders, he was an impressive man.

      A physical attraction was as far as my interest went, however.

      The small office was as masculine as the man himself with its half-wall paneling and bulky furniture. He must have bought the desk and armchair secondhand. Both bore scratches and the leather of the armchair had faded to a mid-brown. Except for a clock, the walls were completely bare. There wasn’t even a bookshelf, although a filing cabinet stood behind the desk.

      “You ought to put up a picture of your parents,” I said. “It’ll make the place a little more friendly. And get a bookshelf and stock it with books. A few knick-knacks wouldn’t go astray too, but don’t clutter the place.”

      He slammed the door, making my nerves jangle. “Did you come here to give me decorating advice?”

      “I’m simply trying to help. If you want clients to feel comfortable, you should add some small touches. You don’t want to intimidate the clients, but you do want to create an air of competence. Your choice of furniture makes it seem as though you’ve been in business a while, which will be good for establishing your authenticity.” I ran my hand over the back of the armchair. “This is nice. It’s very homely.”

      His gaze narrowed further. “Are you angling for a commission?”

      “Pardon?”

      “I’ve heard of ladies offering their services as decorators.”

      “Good lord, no. That would involve shopping, and I’m not terribly good at that. Flossy would enjoy it, but she’d ignore your budget and shop at the high-end stores. Not that she’d be allowed to start such a business venture.”

      “Of course. Bainbridge women don’t work.”

      The way he said it, I suspected he was lumping me in with Flossy. I’d long suspected he and everyone else thought I was wealthy. It was an easy mistake to make, considering my mother and Aunt Lilian were the only children of a wealthy businessman. Few people knew that Aunt Lilian inherited everything after my grandfather cut my mother out of his will when she married my father. My father, an academic at Cambridge University, had not been the sort of man my grandparents wanted their daughter to marry. At first, I wondered why everyone here in London didn’t realize I was quite poor, when I had to move in with my uncle and aunt, but in time I learned they simply assumed I wanted companionship. They weren’t to know that my only income came from the allowance Uncle Ronald paid every month.

      Part of me wanted to set Mr. Armitage straight, but only a small part. My financial situation was my business, not his or anyone else’s.

      Mr. Armitage offered me the guest chair then sat behind the desk. “You said you have a case for me.”

      “No, I said perhaps I’m a potential client.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “So…you’re not?”

      “No.”

      He heaved a sigh. “Then why are you here, Miss Fox? Please be brief. I’m a busy man.”

      “Oh? You have a case already?” Perhaps it was a little cruel, considering he’d clearly just opened for business, but his brusque manner grated me the wrong way. I never thought I’d miss the charming assistant manager I’d first met on my arrival at the Mayfair Hotel, but today I did. As false as that charm might have been, it calmed my fractious nerves.

      “I do, as it happens.” He smiled one of his winning smiles when my face fell.

      I quickly rallied, however. This could work in my favor. “That’s marvelous. You’ll need a partner to help with the case load.”

      “It’s hardly a load yet, but hopefully it will lead to more clients.”

      “I’m sure it will. You ought to prepare for that eventuality now.”

      “By having a partner?” He shook his head. “I’ll learn to walk before I run. Besides, I don’t want a partner.”

      “You will when the right partner comes along.”

      He leaned back in the chair and regarded me. “Miss Fox, do you have someone in mind?”

      “I do, as it happens.”

      “Please inform him I’m not looking for a partner. If I find I need help as I get more cases, I’ll contact you for his details and I’ll interview him. I can’t promise anything, however, since I don’t know his qualifications.”

      “She’s very qualified. She solved a murder.”

      “She?” He laughed, but it quickly faded. “Are you putting yourself forward as an employee?”

      “No. As a partner.”

      He laughed again, then stopped, then barked another laugh for good measure. I shifted in my chair, willing my face not to flame. Unfortunately it betrayed me.

      I gathered my wits about me and forged ahead. I was here now, and it was too late to turn back. “Why do you find it so amusing? You can’t possibly know anyone more qualified than me who is willing to work with you for no pay until the client settles the account.”

      He tilted his head to the side and studied me. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      “Would I subject myself to your humiliating reaction if I weren’t?”

      He gave the smallest wince and put up his hands. “I’m sorry. My reaction was uncalled for.” It was nice to see that he could still act the gentleman in my presence. He did spoil it somewhat when his lips twitched as he tried not to smile. “Please allow me to explain why I can’t accept you as a partner, even if I were looking for one. First of all, we don’t get along.”

      “We could if you forgave me for getting you dismissed from the hotel.”

      “I have forgiven you for that. I have not forgiven you for putting my uncle through the distress of losing a job that’s very dear to his heart.”

      It was my turn to wince. I regretted every moment of the meeting in my uncle’s office when he’d dismissed both Mr. Hobart and Mr. Armitage for keeping the secret of Mr. Armitage’s arrest. “I helped get him re-employed by putting in a good word with my uncle.” It sounded pathetic. I swallowed and looked down at my lap.

      Mr. Armitage sighed. “And for another thing, your family would not approve.”

      I lifted my gaze to his. “That’s for me to worry about.”

      “I don’t want my fledgling business blacklisted by a man as powerful as Sir Ronald Bainbridge. Not when I plan to use his hotel as a source for my clients, at least initially. And finally, I will never have a partner.”

      “Then let me be an associate.”

      “No.”

      “But you already have ‘Associates’ painted on the door. Why put it there if you don’t plan to hire staff?”

      “I do plan on it, just not yet. There isn’t enough work. And may I point out again, that I wouldn’t hire you.”

      I chose to ignore the latter part of that statement and latch onto the former. “There will be enough work when I tell you about a potential case for a paying client. That will mean two cases. You can’t possibly work them both at the same time.”

      He simply smiled, but there was a brightness to his warm eyes now that hadn’t been there before. I’d piqued his interest. “What’s the case?” he asked.

      “I’m not telling you unless you hire me.”

      “Blackmail, Miss Fox?” He clicked his tongue. “What would your family say?”

      “My uncle would congratulate me on sticking to the course I’ve mapped out. He is a businessman, after all.”

      He watched me from beneath those long dark lashes of his, the warmth in his eyes having vanished. It was difficult to know what he was thinking. The steady gaze unnerved me, and I lowered mine to the desk. It was a very clean surface. There were no notes, no files, just a blank notepad, pencils, pens and ink.

      I lifted my gaze to see him still studying me. I tried not to show how much it disarmed me. “There isn’t a case, is there?”

      He blinked, breaking the spell. “Pardon?”

      “If I open the drawers of that filing cabinet, I’ll find it empty except for the lease agreement to this office. Is that correct?”

      It was his turn to look away.

      “You don’t have a case yet, do you?” I pressed.

      He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. I’d dented his masculine pride by calling out his white lie, but to his credit, he wasn’t going to let that defeat him. “Two can play that game, Miss Fox.”

      “What game?”

      “The guessing game.”

      So I was right. He had lied about having a case. “And what are you going to guess about me?” Perhaps he’d used his powers of deduction and realized I couldn’t possibly be as wealthy as my Bainbridge family, considering I’d arrived at the hotel dressed in the out-of-date clothes of an ordinary woman.

      He crossed his arms and sat back with a satisfied look on his face. “Your client resides at the hotel. Or perhaps the hotel itself is the client.”

      “How do—” I cut myself off, but his smile widened. “What makes you think that?”

      “You’re new to London and have no friends here outside your family and their circle. Your entire life revolves around the hotel. Where else would you have learned of a case requiring an investigation?”

      I remained still so as not to give anything away.

      That only made him smile more. “Since I’m right, I don’t need you to bring me the case, Miss Fox. I simply need to ask my uncle. He knows everything that’s going on at the Mayfair.”

      I gasped. “You’d steal my case from me?”

      “It’s not stealing. You can’t investigate it. You’re not a private detective. I am.”

      “Anyone can be a private detective, including women. One doesn’t need a license or even an office.” I stood. “And your uncle doesn’t know about this situation. If he did, he would have done something before now.”

      I strode to the door, opened it and left without so much as a goodbye. The man didn’t deserve it. The fleeting glimpse I’d caught of the disappointment on his face before closing the door was satisfying, and probably explained why my anger quickly dissolved. By the time I’d reached the street, it had gone altogether and reason returned.

      Mr. Armitage was right. I wasn’t a private detective. I couldn’t ask for money from Mr. Hobart to investigate the beak-nosed man’s presence in the hotel. Indeed, I wasn’t even sure if there was something illicit going on at all.

      I glanced along the street just as a gust of wind blew a newspaper sheet into my skirts. I kicked it away and watched it turn end over end before running out of steam outside a leather shop. This really wasn’t the best address for a detective agency hoping to attract a well-to-do clientele.

      I sighed. Mr. Armitage needed the money more than me. He needed this career to work more than I did. I had a lovely roof over my head and an income from my allowance. He had nothing, and that was thanks to me. I owed him this first case.

      I turned back to the door just as it burst open and Mr. Armitage rushed out. He barreled into me, and I was only saved from being knocked off my feet by his two strong hands gripping my arms.

      “Miss Fox!” He was as surprised to bump into me as I was at being bumped into. “You’re still here.”

      “Yes,” I said, somewhat breathless. “Yes,” I said again, louder.

      His thumbs skimmed over my arms before he released me. “I’m sorry. Are you all right? Did I hurt you?”

      “I’m fine, thank you. I can see you’re in a hurry, so I’ll be quick. I have something to say, which is why I haven’t left.”

      He adjusted his tie and stretched his neck out of his collar. “Let me speak first, please. I’m not on my way out.” He cleared his throat. “I wanted to catch you, as it happens.”

      “Oh?”

      He glanced up at the gray sky. “I, uh—I wanted to apologize for my behavior in there. I don’t know why, but you bring out the worst in me. I’m not usually so…”

      “Unkind? Arrogant? Condescending?”

      He laughed softly. “I was going to say ungentlemanly.”

      “There’s no need to apologize. I’m just as much to blame. It seems you bring out the worst in me too.”

      He indicated the door behind him. “That’s your worst?”

      “I don’t usually storm out of offices when I don’t get my way. I like to think I’ve grown out of such childish petulance.”

      He gave me a tight smile. “Well then. I’m glad we cleared the air. Good day, Miss Fox.” He turned to go inside.

      “Wait a moment. I want to tell you about the case.”

      “You mean your case.”

      I shook my head. “It’s yours now. That’s if it is a case at all. I’m not yet sure if there is something requiring investigation, but you can talk to your uncle to see what he thinks. I promise not to interfere. The investigation is entirely yours.”

      “Why the change of heart?”

      He might get offended if I told him I felt sorry for him. Since I couldn’t come up with a different reason quickly, I ignored his question altogether. “Let’s talk about it in your office.”

      “I have a better idea. Luigi brews great coffee.”

      He opened the door to the Roma Café and the delicious smell of roasting beans enveloped me. The two men sitting on stools at the counter looked up. Both had the craggy faces of men well past middle-age with the swarthy complexion of Italians. They nodded at Mr. Armitage, who nodded back.

      The man behind the counter threw his hands in the air and smiled broadly. “Harry! Come in, come in.” His Cockney accent was at odds with an appearance that was as tanned as the two customers. He was much younger, however. I guessed him to be no more than thirty-five.

      Mr. Armitage introduced him as Luigi, the café owner. Luigi reached across the counter and clasped my hand between both of his. “Bella signora. Benvenuti nel mio caffè.”

      “Grazie, signore. Il caffè ha un profumo delizioso.”

      Luigi and his two companions stared at me. “You speak Italian?”

      “Just enough to get by as a tourist in Italy.”

      “Have you been?”

      The notion that I could ever afford to go to Italy seemed so absurd that I laughed. “No.”

      He sighed. “I ain’t been either, but I will one day.” He indicated the table in the window laid out with a red and white checked tablecloth. “Take a seat and I’ll bring you the best coffee you’ve ever tasted.”

      Mr. Armitage pulled out the chair for me. “Did your mother teach you Italian?”

      “My father.”

      “I thought he was a professor of mathematics.”

      I was surprised he knew that much. We’d not talked in great depth about our parents. “He was, but he had a lot of other interests. He taught me a little Italian, among other things.” It was fortunate I’d remembered as much as I did. My education in foreign languages had mostly ended with my parents’ deaths. I’d tried to continue alone but found it too difficult when there was no one to converse with.

      “You had an unusual upbringing.”

      I blinked at his comment. My upbringing had been ordinary compared to his. “Only if by unusual you mean cerebral. If there’s one thing my parents had in common it was their love of learning about anything and everything. They instilled that love in me, and my grandparents continued my education after my parents’ deaths. I’m afraid I’ve spent much of my life with my nose in a book or attending lectures.”

      “At the university?”

      “Occasionally, and only those women were allowed to attend. I also belonged to several societies and women’s institutes that had guest lecturers presenting on all manner of subjects."

      “I would have liked to attend university,” he said. “But I needed to work and the hotel was as good a place as any.” There was no bitterness in his tone, no regret, merely a statement of fact.

      “What would you have studied?”

      He thought about it a moment. “Engineering. Ever since watching Tower Bridge being built I’ve been fascinated by construction.”

      Luigi deposited two cups of coffee in the smallest cups I’d ever seen outside of a doll’s house. I closed my eyes and breathed in the aroma. When I opened them again, Mr. Armitage was watching me, a curious expression on his face.

      “I wonder if this is what Italy smells like,” I said.

      Mr. Armitage picked up his cup. “You should travel there one day and find out.”

      “If only it were that easy. Now, about the case.” I sipped. “I do hope it comes to fruition, for your sake. But I also hope it doesn’t. You see, it involves your replacement, Mr. Hirst.”

      Mr. Armitage lowered his cup with a frown. “What about him?”

      I told him how I’d seen Mr. Hirst talking with a fellow who didn’t seem to belong in the hotel. “He told Uncle Ronald it was Mr. Clitheroe, a guest, but my uncle seemed unconvinced, although he didn’t press the point. Later, I got a better look at the fellow and it struck me that he was not dressed the way a gentleman guest would usually be in the evening. Even more strangely, after having a word with the night porter, the night porter didn’t open the door for him.”

      “Was James or Phillip on duty?”

      “James. This morning I asked your uncle for a description of Mr. Clitheroe. The man I’d seen the night before had a very prominent nose, you see. Your uncle said Mr. Clitheroe’s was merely somewhat prominent.” At Mr. Armitage’s shrug, I added, “You’re right, I could be seeing suspicious behavior where there is none. I’m sure Mr. Hirst wouldn’t lie. He has an excellent reputation, after all.”

      “And yet he was eager to join the Mayfair even though it wasn’t a promotion.”

      “Perhaps he simply wanted to gain experience under a different owner and manager.”

      Mr. Armitage tapped the side of the cup with his finger then suddenly picked it up. “Finish your coffee, and I’ll accompany you back to the hotel. I’ll question my uncle first and see if there is a potential case here.”

      “Have him point out the guest named Clitheroe to me. I’ll know immediately if he was the same man or not.” I opened my purse to pay for coffee, but Mr. Armitage refused.

      “You gave me the case, Miss Fox. The least I can do is pay for your coffee.”

      The walk to the hotel was brisk, and I was a little out of breath by the time we reached it. But instead of going through the front door, Mr. Armitage merely greeted Frank and kept on walking.

      I raced after him. “Where are you going?”

      “Down here.” He pointed to the side street. “I prefer to use the staff entrance.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not a hotel guest.”

      I followed him when he turned into the side street.

      He stopped. “You can’t come this way.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re not staff.”

      “That’s ridiculous. You once said family can go wherever they wish in the hotel.”

      He crossed his arms and arched his brows at me. “The staff will feel uncomfortable if you use their entrance.”

      “But the staff like me.” I winced at the whine in my voice.

      He gave me a benign smile, as if to say the staff were being polite as their employment depended upon it. I sighed. He was probably right.

      “Thank you for your help so far, but this is my investigation now.” He lowered his arms and continued on. “Goodbye, Miss Fox,” he tossed over his shoulder.

      I trudged back the way I’d come, entering the hotel through the front door, which Frank held open for me. “You like me, don’t you, Frank?” I asked.

      “Of course I do, Miss Fox,” he said smoothly.

      “You’re not just saying that because I’m Sir Ronald’s niece.”

      “Not at all. You’re one of my favorite people.”

      I sighed and headed inside. If Frank had instilled a little more sincerity into his response, I might have believed him.

      I paused in the foyer, but decided not to go in search of Mr. Hobart. Mr. Armitage was right and it was his investigation now. I’d done my part.

      I went in search of Flossy instead and found her coming out of her parents’ suite. She looked troubled.

      “Is something the matter?” I asked.

      “My mother’s headache is dreadful today. I knew last night would be too much for her. She shouldn’t have had that second dose of tonic.”

      “I don’t understand. Doesn’t the tonic make her feel better, not worse?”

      “It does, temporarily, and then the headaches return, crueler than ever.”

      She looked so sad. Flossy was such a bright, happy spirit that I hated seeing her like this. I clasped her hand and squeezed. “Is there anything I can do?”

      She gave me a weak smile. “No, thank you, Cleo.”

      “Perhaps I can sit with her later. We can have a quiet talk while you go out for some air, with a maid as chaperone, of course.”

      She nibbled her lower lip and glanced at her mother’s door. “I suppose I could go to the dressmaker’s and milliner’s on Bond Street.”

      “I’m sure the air on Bond Street will do you some good.”

      “It will, won’t it?” She kissed my cheek. “Thank you, Cleo.”

      Harmony emerged from the stairwell and jerked her head towards the door to my suite. I excused myself and joined her there. She slipped into my suite behind me.

      “We’re in luck,” she announced with a level of excitement I’d usually associate with Flossy, not Harmony. “Miss Westwood was murdered.”

      “That doesn’t sound very lucky for her.”

      She gave me an arched look. “This is no time for jokes.” She reached up to unpin my hat. “You ought to see Lord Rumford while he’s in his suite. Room four-fifteen, just down the hall.”

      I relinquished my hat and gloves when she asked for them too. “Why do you think Miss Westwood was murdered? And are you suggesting Lord Rumford is her murderer?”

      “He’s the one who thinks she was murdered. He doesn’t believe she killed herself. He says she had far too much to live for and was a very happy person. But the police don’t believe him and are refusing to investigate further. They’re too lazy, if you ask me. Suicide is the easy verdict and saves them the trouble of finding out what really happened.”

      “Detective Inspector Hobart isn’t lazy.”

      “He might not be the investigator on this case. There must be many other detectives in Scotland Yard.” She shooed me towards the door.

      I planted my feet on the floor, refusing to budge. “I don’t know.”

      She thrust a hand on her hip. “If it is murder, he or she should be uncovered for poor Miss Westwood’s sake.”

      “I suppose.”

      “And if the police won’t do it, who else is there?”

      “Harry Armitage is a private detective now.”

      “Mr. Armitage can find his own clients. Besides, I don’t know if Lord Rumford will pay. He made no specific mention of hiring anyone.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “I have eyes and ears.”

      “You’ve been eavesdropping?”

      She remained silent, which was probably wise. That way she couldn’t be accused of anything.

      I sighed. “Very well, but only because I have nothing better to do.”

      “Very true.”

      I eyed her sideways. “And if Miss Westwood was murdered, her family should have justice.”

      She beamed. “Excellent. I’m so glad you agree.” She gave my shoulder a little shove. “Let’s do it now before he heads out again.”

      “You’re coming with me?” I asked as she followed me along the corridor.

      “Of course. You need a chaperone. We can’t have your reputation ruined.”

      I swallowed my laugh when she gave me a sharp glare. Sometimes Harmony could be more censorial than a parent.

      Perhaps she was right to be protective. Although I was used to going where I wanted without being accompanied, I was now part of the Bainbridge household, and they lived by different rules than my middle class grandparents.

      Lord Rumford looked like a man in need of sleep. Dark shadows circled his eyes, the whites of which were webbed with tiny veins, and his gray beard and hair were in need of a comb. While he didn’t smile in greeting when he opened the door on my knock, he didn’t bark at us either. He simply sighed and said, “Yes?”

      “My name is Cleopatra Fox and this is Harmony Cotton.” At his blank expression, I added, “I’m Sir Ronald Bainbridge’s niece.”

      He shook my offered hand. “Very pleased to meet you.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say next. “I’m going to uncover your mistress’s killer” sounded presumptuous.

      Harmony came to my rescue. “Miss Fox is going to investigate Miss Westwood’s death and wishes to ask you some questions. May we come in?”

      A spark lit Lord Rumford’s eyes. “You are not what I was expecting.”

      “You were expecting someone else?”

      “Someone a little older and…”

      “Male?”

      His smile was kind. “Admittedly, yes.”

      “Miss Fox is very experienced,” Harmony said. “She solved the case of the hotel’s murdered guest a couple of weeks ago.”

      “The Christmas Eve Killer?” he asked, citing the name the journalists had dubbed Mrs. Warrick’s murderer. “You weren’t mentioned in the papers.”

      “Miss Fox is Sir Ronald’s niece.” Harmony didn’t need to say more. Lord Rumford understood that it was unseemly to associate the Bainbridge name with the solving of a murder, particularly when the sleuth was a female member of the family.

      “You won’t want to attract attention to yourself then,” he said to me.

      “I don’t.”

      “Good. Because I don’t want to attract attention to myself either. Not in relation to Pearl’s death.”

      “Or her life?”

      “Precisely.” He glanced up and down the corridor then, seeing it empty, stepped aside. “Do come in. I’d be very happy to hire you as long as my name is kept out of it.”
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