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Chapter One
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HER DAY WASN’T GOING well at all. It was just past ten o’clock and Penelope Stone had already chipped a nail. That simply wouldn’t do. She was late for a shopping spree with her best friend, Constance, and now she couldn’t find her prized earrings. What else can go wrong? she worried. Little did she know.

Penny, as she was known to her friends, was slightly spoiled, but in the nicest of ways. While she expected lovely things, sterling friends and cultured activities, she also had a heart of gold for others less fortunate.

Her expectations from life were not entirely her own fault. Her mother was a true upper-cruster with royal connections, (though all the influential ones had died some centuries earlier.) Not that it mattered to her mother, Maude. “Blood was blood,” she often reminded her daughter.

Penelope’s father was an altogether unique creature. Wealthy by any standard, Winston Stone was what could only be described as eccentric. While he had never worked for anyone but himself, he was a genius at inventing things. He used the proceeds from his work to import goods from around the world. Many of his creations had little practical value, but occasionally, something spectacular occurred. 

At the moment, he was puzzling how to make a device that would automatically tie up a woman’s corset. He hadn’t considered what such an achievement might mean to ladies in service, whose job was to do just that. His current dilemma was how to not squeeze the intended lady to death, and how to undo the garment later, assuming she survived. 

It was a pleasant spring day. A slight breeze fluttered through Penny’s chic bob haircut. Naturally, it was the latest fashion in the early months of 1920. She spotted her childhood friend, Constance Marshall, waiting for her just outside Harrods Department Store. Waving wildly, Penny dashed to greet her. “Aren’t you just the cat’s meow,” Constance said. “What a wonderful dress. Is it new?”

After a kiss on each cheek, Penny said, “And who wants to know? Come, let’s hurry inside. I can’t wait to try on the new corsets I saw in Gazette du Bon Ton. They’re so chic, don’t you think?”

“Truth be told,” Penny smiled. “Neither you nor I really need such contraptions. I’m just glad we can move freely without gasping for air. Dancing is so much more fun that way.” 

The girls made their way to the lingerie section. While they were both ‘au currant’ in terms of fashion, they were thrilled at some of the newest designs on display. The boudoir was definitely coming of age. Constance held up a Step-in Chemise of silk crêpe de Chine with creamy laces, and an embroidered applique. Penny was drawn to the same, but with Step-in pantaloons.

“How short a dress do you think my mother would tolerate with these underpinnings?” Constance asked.

“If she had her way, you’d be lucky to show your ankles,” Penny giggled.

After two hours of trying on new party dresses, they realized their stomachs were rebelling. Beckoning to a saleslady, Constance asked her to hold their selections while they headed to the store’s restaurant. “Shopping certainly brings out one’s appetite,” Penny smiled.

“You’ll have to chase the men away with that slinky number you chose near the end,” Constance said with a wink. 

“So will you, chum. Billy Choate will hound you for every dance at our next party. How do you feel about him, anyway?” Penny asked. 

“He’s all right. Lots of fun and a superb dancer, but my heart doesn’t go tickety boo, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“He seems serious to me, so you’d better not break his heart. His brother is a friend of mine, and I’ll never hear the end of it if you leave him pining away,” Penny added. “But on to other matters. Now that our families have moved from the country into London, do you miss the old haunts?”

Constance laughed. “I miss our rides together and the snowball fights we had in the fields at Christmas, but city life is so invigorating. And there are a lot more eligible men to see. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“If your mother could hear you, she’d lock you in the attic and throw away the key,” Penny smiled.

“And you along with me, Miss Innocent,” Constance laughed.

The two nineteen-year-olds made their purchases, then took a cab home to Penny's in Mayfair. They were just in time for afternoon tea and later, Constance stayed for dinner. It was a frequent occurrence.

“From the looks of your boxes and bags, I shall have to create a new invention just to pay the bill,” Penny’s father, Winston, chuckled. “How can there be anything new that differs from last month? You’re certainly doing your share of keeping dress makers in business.”

“So, how is the automatic corset tying machine?” Penny asked to change the subject.

“So far, it’s just a bust,” her father said with a straight face.

“Winnie, that’s too distasteful for words,” Maude said. She tried to hide a smile behind her napkin, but with little success.

Dinner was unceremoniously interrupted when Henry, the head butler, entered the dining room. “Sorry to interrupt, sir, but there is someone at the door who insists on seeing Miss Penelope right away. Shall I admit her or send her away?”

Penny jumped up from the table and followed Henry to the front entrance. He opened the door and nodded to a distraught woman Penny knew well. “You may come in, miss. I shall leave you two to discuss matters in private.” The man strode away with a purposeful gait.

The girl in question was Agatha Martin. She lived with her widowed mother, just four houses from the Stone’s residence. She was clearly upset. “Agatha, please come to the parlor, where we can speak. Whatever is wrong?” Penny asked.

The two girls sat on a silk-covered sofa, and Penny took Agatha’s trembling hands in hers. “Take your time. Whatever it is, I’m sure we can help.”

Agatha wiped tears from her eyes and began. “We’ve been robbed, Penny. All my mother’s jewels are missing, and the house is in shambles. Every drawer and cabinet was open when we came home from the opera tonight. Mother is beside herself, and I don’t feel safe in the house. What should we do? You’re always so calm in the face of calamity.”

Penny didn’t know where that thought came from. She couldn’t think of anything calamitous that had ever befallen her, but it was a kind comment.

“Have you called the police?” Penny asked.

“We’re too upset to deal with that right now, but if you think it’s wise, then I will have to.”

At that moment, Winston joined the two girls and asked what was so troubling. Agatha repeated what she told Penny. He agreed that calling the authorities was the best course of action. “However, I shall accompany you and Penny back to your home and make sure you and your mother will be safe. That is the least we can do, dear girl.” With that said, the threesome left the parlor and headed down the street to Agatha’s home. 

“I see what you mean,” Penny said. “What a mess.”

“Where is your mother?” Winston asked.

“Upstairs. It would be all right if you went to see her. She could use a friendly face.”

Winston knocked on the bedroom door, and hearing no answer, gently opened it and stepped into the room. Martha Burton was sitting on the edge of the bed and gasped when she saw him enter. “Oh, Winston, it’s you. You’re very kind to come. I’m afraid I’m a bit shattered.”

“You’ve every right to be, Martha. If you don’t mind, I’d like to look through all your rooms to make sure you are completely safe. I’ll also call the police for you, if you don’t mind.” Winston said.

Wiping the tears from her cheeks, Martha nodded her assent and then lay back against two propped up pillows. “I’m afraid they took my jewels, Winston. They were quite valuable, and very sentimental. My late husband, Sterling, gave them to me over the years.”

“I’m sure the police will do everything in their power to retrieve them. I’ll leave you alone while I survey the rest of the house.”

As expected, the upper rooms were empty and Winston made his way downstairs. Penny had preempted her father, and was on the phone speaking to the police when he arrived. “Thank you, officer,” Penny said. “We’ll see you shortly.”

While they waited for the police to arrive, Winston assured Agatha that her mother was safely upstairs and was resting. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to have a look-see in the rest of the downstairs. I know that would make you feel better.”

“Thank you. It certainly would. I feel so violated.” Agatha answered.

Winston searched several rooms and ended up in the kitchen. “Penny,” he called. “Would you mind making some tea for everyone? Maybe some extra for the police, if you can?”

“Certainly Father. Agatha, could you help and show me where you keep things?” Penny asked.

“I’m glad to. It will help me take my mind off things.” When the tea was ready, Agatha took a cup upstairs to her mother. In her absence, Winston beckoned to his daughter. 

“Let’s survey the scene and see if there are any clues that might help the police with their investigation.”

“Whatever for?” she asked. “What could we possibly find that the authorities wouldn’t find on their own?”

“We won’t know that unless we look, will we?” he smiled.

The scene before them, while quite chaotic, struck Winston oddly. He noticed two photographs lying on the floor with their glass shattered by some blunt object. He picked up one of them, just as there was a loud knock at the front door. “That will be the police. You’d better not be found handling evidence.” Penny said. 

Reluctantly, Winston put the photograph back on the floor where he found it and joined Penny as she welcomed three uniformed men inside. “Are you the aggrieved party?” the ranking officer asked abruptly.

“No,” Penny answered. “I was the one who called you on behalf of my friend. She and her mother are upstairs. I’ll fetch them for you.”

“And who might you be, sir?” 

“I’m Winston Stone, and this is my daughter Penelope. We are neighbors. Agatha is a dear friend of Penelope. She came to our home a short while ago with the news that she and her mother’s home had been burglarized while they were at the opera this evening.” Pointing to the topsy-turvey room. “You can clearly see the results.”

“You have touched nothing, I presume?” the officer asked. 

“Of course not,” Winston dissembled. At that point, Martha and Agatha came downstairs and introduced themselves. 

“I don’t know what we shall do. The thief or thieves took all of my valuable jewelry. It is priceless to me,” Martha said, while wringing her hands.

“I am DI Collingsworth,” the man said. “We hear that all the time, madame,” he said dismissively. “Why don’t you show us where the jewelry was located and we can search for fingerprints? Though I must warn you, that may not yield any results. If the thief was wearing gloves, it’s unlikely that you will ever see them again.”

His uncaring attitude rubbed Winston and Penny the wrong way, but they kept their feelings to themselves. “I’m afraid I will have to ask you to leave,” DI Collingsworth said, pointing to father and daughter. “I can’t have you contaminating the crime scene.”

With that rude dismissal, Penny and her father were escorted out the front door. Agatha was aghast at their departure and called to them as they were leaving. “Please come see us tomorrow when you can,” she pleaded.

“I don’t have high confidence in the investigation,” Winston rumbled. “They seem more interested in getting home to bed than finding the intruder and the jewels.” 

“They could at least have shown some sympathy,” Penny said irritably. “With that attitude, I think you and I could do a better job.”

Winston gave his daughter a curious look. “I couldn’t agree more, if you really mean that.”

“I think I do. What a rubbish way of dealing with Martha. He didn’t even seem to care how upset she was. Let’s go back in the morning and see what she and Agatha have to say.”

“Let’s,” Winston agreed.
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“UTTER NONSENSE,” MAUDE declared. “I just happen to be on a committee with the police commissioner’s wife. If these rude officers don’t perform to the highest standards, they will have a rude awakening.”

“Now mother, don’t make things worse. If they’re reprimanded because of your interference, they just might ignore the case altogether. We don’t want them mad. Martha Burton may take the brunt of it. Father and I are going over this morning to see if we can help,” Penny said calmly.

“Capital idea, dears. I knew I could count on you to make things right,” Maude said.

“What have we gotten ourselves into?” Winston asked his daughter on the way out of the house. “You mother is a dear, of course, but it’s not like she can call Henry VIII and have some heads chopped off.”

“She would if she could,” Penny laughed.

The scene was much as they had left it the night before. Agatha had up righted some furniture that had been tossed about, but otherwise things were still in disarray. “What did the police conclude?” Penny asked her friend. 

“To be honest, after you left, we got more of a scolding than any real help. They said there were no fingerprints and told us that mother’s description of the stolen jewels was too vague. They promised to look at pawnshops on the off chance some items might show up.”

“Why on earth did they blame you?” Penny asked in dismay.

“They said we should have had a safe if the jewelry was so valuable. I suppose they had a point, but it’s too late now.”

“Where did your mother keep them?” Winston asked.

“I didn’t even know where,” she answered. “Apparently she kept them inside the Victrola,” pointing to the ornately carved doors where records were stored. “She hid them in a large box inside, marked lingerie. Sadly, it didn’t fool anyone,” Agatha said.

“Would you mind if we looked around before you complete cleaning up?” Penny asked.

“Of course,” Martha said, as she came out of the kitchen. “I have little faith in the police at this point.”

For the next hour, Penny and her father examined every detail of the scene. Penny wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be looking for, but eventually she spotted what she thought could be a clue. “Father, I don’t know if this is significant or not, but I found what looks like lipstick on the glass near the corner of this picture frame.”

“Let’s have a look,” Winston said. “I see what you mean,” as he studied the photo itself. “Is that a standard color or something more distinctive?”

“It’s more peach colored than most women wear. Let’s see what Agatha and her mother use.” While her father engaged in conversation with Martha, Penny slipped upstairs and did a quick survey of the makeup in each woman’s dressing room. All she could find were red hues, nothing that matched what was on the frame.

“Can we help you clean up, Martha?” Winston asked.

“Oh, certainly not. You’ve already done too much. Have you found anything of interest?”

“When we return home, Penny and I will compare notes and let you know if there are any clues that might help. In the meantime, I suggest you change your locks and check the windows. That reminds me, did the police determine how the intruder gained entry?”

“That’s a mystery, I’m afraid. I could have sworn we locked the front door when we left for the opera. But there was no sign of forced entry. DI Collingsworth blamed us for being careless,” Martha said.

Penny joined in the discussion and suggested it was time for her and her father to head home. “I’m sure you’ll be safe from now on. It looks like the thief got what they wanted and wouldn’t have reason to come back,” Penny said.

On their way home, Winston asked why Penny didn’t just ask the women about the lipstick question rather than looking upstairs? “I just had a feeling it might not be the best thing. Just an instinct, I suppose.”

Around the kitchen table, Winston and Penny discussed the matter further. “I don’t think this was a random burglary,” her father said.

“What makes you think that?”

“Remember those two broken photographs on the floor? Both of them were smashed with some blunt object. Each were pictures of Martha and her husband Sterling. I think that there’s something quite personal about that. In addition, the photo in the frame with the lipstick was a portrait of Sterling without his wife.”

Penny stared at her father, slowly making the connection. “You think the burglar was a woman, don’t you?” 

Winston smiled. “That’s at least a possibility. And a woman bearing a grudge. I’m afraid we need to do a little snooping into Sterling’s private life if we’re going to help solve this case. One thing is certain. The police won’t pursue this matter with any enthusiasm.”

“Are you certain we should go digging around in personal matters? Maybe we should just leave it alone. It might cause more pain for Agatha and Martha in the long run, if your suspicions are correct,” Penny said.

“We’re a long way from proving anything,” Winston said. “But you’re probably right. Let’s not mention this to the Burtons. Sterling was a member of my club before he passed, so I think I can make some discreet inquires without upsetting Agatha and Martha. In the meantime, why don’t you spend some time with Agatha and try to keep her spirits up? I know she could use a friend right now.”

“Do you know anything about Mr. Burton’s finances?” Penny asked.

“What are you thinking?” Winston asked.

“I’m just concerned about how much of a financial blow the stolen jewelry could be for Agatha’s mother? Maybe she was depending on them to help her through the years ahead.”

“I know Sterling was an excellent businessman, but his premature death could indeed have unforeseen consequences for Martha’s financial future. I think I can suss that out at the club as well. His banker is a friend of mine,” Winston added.

Two days later, Winston went to the Athenaeum Club, where accomplishment was more important to its members than social or political status. Known as the “brainiest club” in the world, it was a place where men of differing backgrounds and opinion could mingle and share ideas. Charles Dickens and Charles Darwin were former members. 

Winston fit in like a glove with his eccentric ideas and socially gracious manners. It was not, however, for men of poor means. The interior of the club was grandly opulent. Hundreds of famous paintings graced the walls. Seemingly, entire forests had been felled to create the vast gleaning wood paneling and polished floors. 

Winston spotted his friend Reginald Corley reading “The Times,” smoking a fine cigar. “Reggie, old man,” Winston declared. “Escaping one of your lovely wife’s luncheon parties, I see.”

“Come join me,” his friend smiled. “It’s been too long. How are Martha and your lovely daughter Penny? You’re one lucky man.”

“All’s well on the home front,” Winston said, while shaking Reginald’s hand. “If that’s a bourbon I see, I think I’ll join you. It’s a little early, but I won’t tell if you won’t.”

After exchanging the usual pleasantries, Winston dove in. “I rarely involve myself in the private lives of my friends. However, recent circumstances cause me to ask you about our recently departed friend, Sterling Burton.”

“Do you mind if I ask why?” Reggie inquired.

Winston took a deep breath. “Martha’s home was recently burglarized and her jewelry was stolen. I’m trying to help her find out what happened, and to ascertain if it was a random event or not. Can you think of anything in his personal life that could account for this unfortunate turn of events?”

“Such as?”

Leaning closer to his friend, Winston whispered. “Could there have been another woman in his life?” From Reggie’s reaction to the question, Winston knew he’d hit the mark.

“As Sterling is no longer with us, I can tell you that there were certainly rumors to that effect, but exactly who it might have been, I can’t say. I’m not sure what that could have to do with Martha being robbed, but there it is.”

“All I can tell you is that the scene at her home gave indications that there was something personal about the matter. Is there anyone at the club who might know who the woman was?” Winston asked.

“If anyone knows, it would be Jeremy Parsons. He and Sterling were best friends, as far as I know. I doubt he’d tell you flat out, but you can always ask,” Reggie said.

“Is he here by any chance?” Winston asked.

“Actually, he’s giving a talk on philateism in the green room. He’s an avid stamp collector. You can catch him in about twenty minutes, by my guess.”

“Thanks so much, Reggie. Please keep this to yourself, though I needn’t ask.”

Winston excused himself and waited outside a lecture room for Jeremy Parsons. Right on time, Jeremy exited the hall at the tail end of a large group of attendees.

“Jeremy,” Winston called out. “Could I have a word if you can spare a moment?”

While not close friends, Jeremy recognized Winston immediately. “What can I do for you?” he asked while proffering a hand.

Spotting a nearby sofa, Winston led the way and sat down. Jeremy joined him in a chair opposite. “This is a bit delicate to bring up, but I have my reasons to ask,” Winston began. “I understand that you and Sterling Burton were best of friends before his untimely death. Would you by chance know if there might have been another woman in his life besides his wife, Martha?”

Jeremy was instantly on guard. “Why would you ask something like that?”

“Martha’s home was burglarized recently and I’m simply trying to help her find out if there might have been a personal rather than a random reason. All her jewelry was stolen, and she was obviously quite distressed. The police have been no help.”

Jeremy grew red in the face, though not at anger toward Winston. “I told him to be careful,” Jeremy said. “I know Martha well, and she was a wonderful wife. Sterling had some mid-life thing, and I couldn’t make him see how risky and immoral his affair was. I knew Charlotte was angry after he died. He promised to divorce Martha. After he died, Charlotte came to me complaining that he’d made no provision for her in his will. I told her she was crazy, but she felt she was owed. It wouldn’t surprise me if she was behind this.”

“Does this Charlotte have a last name?” Winston asked.

“Clark, Charlotte Clark. I don’t know where she lives. Sterling was my best friend, but he made a terrible mistake. I hope you locate her and that Martha and Agatha never have to find out,” Jeremy said.

“That may be difficult, but I’ll do my best to protect them if this woman is the thief. I promise,” Winston said. 

That evening, Penny and her father sat down together after dinner and discussed what they should do next. “There can’t be too many Charlotte Clarks in London,” Winston said. “The most obvious thing would be to look in the telephone directory, assuming the woman in question has a telephone.”

“I’m afraid there’s bad news on that front,” Penny said. “I took the liberty of checking after you told me her name earlier today. In fact, there’s no one with that last name listed at all. So, it’s back to square one.”

“Then we’ll have to dig a little deeper into Sterling’s life. Why don’t you see if you can find out more about him from Agatha without arousing suspicion? You know, things like his hobbies, where he traveled, and who his other friends were,” Winston suggested. “In the meantime, I’ll do the same at the Athenaeum Club.”

“I’ll do my best with Agatha, but we can’t ever let her find out that her father had a mistress,” Penny said firmly.
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