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Dedication

For my own Lady Constance!

Your  wit  is  my  favourite  melody,  your  resilience  my  greatest lesson.

To our little adventurers, who remind me that the truest treasures are not found in tombs, but in laughter. And to the alchemists of my  soul:  my  mother,  for  the  precision  of  a  well-aimed  quip,  and my father, for the fortitude of a well-defended keep. From you, I learned to write with both.

This story is my waltz through the storm you taught me to dance in.

— Friedrich Gestein
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Foreword

To  read  a  tale  by  Friedrich  Gestein  is  to  receive  a  crisply  sealed  invitation  to  a world  of  perilous  glamour,  where  a  lady’s  reputation  is  a  fortress  perpetually under  siege  and  a  scandal  sheet  can  be  a  more  potent  weapon  than  a  cavalry charge. One might well ask what qualifies a historian to so vividly reconstruct the delicate machinations of a Mayfair drawing room or the treacherous whispers of a Gravesend dockside. The answer lies in the fact that Gestein’s own life has been a  masterclass  in  navigating  the  very  cultural  encounters  and  social  tightropes that define his heroine’s world.

Gestein was forged in a crucible of contrasting traditions his father’s unyielding Yorkshire pragmatism a counterpoint to his mother’s meticulous Teutonic order. From  this,  he  developed  a  dual  perspective,  an  innate  understanding  that  the polished surface of society, like the creamy facade of a Mayfair townhouse, often conceals  a  labyrinth  of  complex  foundations.  He  approaches  history  not  as  a chronicler  of  dead  events,  but  as  an  investigator  of  live  passions,  much  like  his own Lady Constance sifting through gossip for a thread of truth.

This  pursuit  of  the  human  story  behind  the  official  record  led  him  from  the hallowed  halls  of  Glasgow  University  to  the  vibrant,  challenging  landscape  of South Africa. There, he found not only a deeper understanding of resilience but also his own North Star in his wife, Nomsa, whose grace and strength provide the ballast to his intellectual voyages. Their family is his most cherished narrative, a living testament to the beautiful alchemy of blended worlds.

The global interlude of the pandemic, like an uninvited guest at a salon, saw him return to Germany, where he turned his full attention to the page. In the quiet of his study, surrounded by the ghosts of history and the echoes of his own journey, he began to pen the adventures of Lady Constance Belmont a woman who, like her creator, understands that to survive in a world of exaggerated elegance and hidden  daggers,  one  must  wield  both  a  scalpel-sharp  wit  and  an  unshakeable moral compass.

In  Lady  Constance  and  the  Gravesend  Ledger,  Gestein  proves  himself  the ultimate  conductor  of  this  intricate  social  orchestra.  He  moves  with  effortless authority  from  the  shimmering  chaos  of  a  duke’s  ballroom  to  the  ink-stained clamour  of  a  Fleet  Street  coffeehouse,  from  the  rational  sanctuary  of  the  Royal Society to the shadowy backrooms of the black market. He knows that a stolen ledger can topple a lord, and a well-timed quip can be a more effective defence than a squadron of barristers.

So, dear reader, prepare your wit and steady your resolve. You are about to step into  a  world  where  every  smile  is  a  strategy  and  every  whisper  a  potential scandal.  The  curtain  is  rising,  and  Lady  Constance  awaits,  ready  to  lead  the dance.




Chapter 1

 

The Morning Scandal




Cultural Encounter and Identity

In the heart of Mayfair, where the cobblestones gleamed like polished  silver  under  the  morning  sun,  Lady  Constance Belmont’s  townhouse  stood  as  a  monument  to  elegance.  Its facade,  all  creamy  stone  and  towering  windows,  seemed  to whisper,  “Here  dwells  refinement.”  Inside,  the  drawing  room was a symphony of silk and sunlight, the curtains swaying like dancers  caught  in  a  gentle  breeze.  A  silver  tea  service gleamed  on  a  mahogany  table,  its  curves  catching  the  light like  a  winking  conspirator.  Constance,  perched  on  a  velvet settee,  was  the  room’s  undisputed  queen,  her  auburn  hair coiled  in  an  intricate  chignon,  her  emerald  gown  a  quiet rebellion  against  the  garish  reds  of  the  season.  She  held  a porcelain teacup with the precision of a fencer, her hazel eyes scanning  the  world  with  a  gaze  that  could  charm  a  duke  or freeze a footman.

 

This was her domain, a sanctuary of taste in a London gone mad for “mummy powder” that absurd Egyptian relic peddled as  a  cure  for  everything  from  gout  to  melancholy.  To Constance,  it  was  a  vulgar  fad,  as  unfit  for  her  circle  as  a street hawker’s cry at a royal ball. She had heard the whispers at soirees, seen the vials of gritty dust passed like forbidden sweets among the peerage, and dismissed it all with a flick of her fan. “Cosmic energies?” she would scoffed to a simpering viscount. “I’d sooner trust a gypsy’s palm.” Her identity poised, influential,  the  arbiter  of  Mayfair’s  trends  stood  in  defiant contrast  to  this  cultural  hysteria,  this  foreign  fever  that  had no place in her ordered world.




Yet the world, as it often does, had other plans

Constance  reached  for  the  morning’s  Gravesend  Daily  Mail, its pages crisp as a butler’s bow. She expected the usual fare gossip  about  a  baron’s  mistress,  a  critique  of  last  night’s opera, perhaps a droll letter on the price of silk. Instead, the headline  screamed  like  a  street  crier  with  a  megaphone: “Mummy  Madness:  Scandal  Rocks  the  Peerage!”  Her  teacup paused mid-air, hovering like a startled bird. The by-line bore the  name  Alex  Crossby,  that  ink-stained  gadfly  whose  pen was sharper than a duelist’s blade. The article’s words danced before her, each one a tiny explosion: Lord Percival Grimsby… illicit  trade…  mummy  powder…  exclusive  soirees…  whispers of  government  ties…  Lady  Constance  Belmont’s  own attendance noted.

She blinked, her composure a mask as fragile as the porcelain in  her  hand.  “Percival?”  she  murmured,  her  voice  a  velvet blade. “Peddling Egyptian dust in my circle? Preposterous like serving ale at a ball.” Yet the accusation stung, a pinprick to her carefully curated world. Grimsby, her friend of a decade, with his walrus mustache and guffawing laugh, was no saint, but a smuggler? Moreover, her name her name tangled in this muck? The paper trembled in her grip, its rustle a faint echo of the chaos beyond her walls.

 

Constance set the teacup down with a clink, the sound sharp as a gavel. She rose, her gown whispering against the parquet, and crossed to the window. Outside, Mayfair bustled with its usual parade: a phaeton clattering past, a flower girl hawking violets,  a  gentleman  tipping  his  hat  with  exaggerated  flair. Now she saw it differently, as if the 

mummy  powder  had  dusted  the  streets  with  its  madness. Was that vial in the flower girl’s basket? Did that gentleman’s pocket  bulge  with  contraband?  The  craze,  once  a  distant absurdity,  had  infiltrated  her  world,  its  exotic  allure  a challenge to her identity as Mayfair’s tastemaker.

She returned to the settee, the newspaper now a battlefield. Crossby’s  words  were  relentless,  painting  Grimsby  as  a profiteer  who  “flaunted  vials  of  the  mystic  powder  at  Lady Belmont’s  own  gatherings,  his  boasts  of  ‘pharaoh’s  secrets’ met with her discerning eye.” Discerning eye, indeed! She had laughed  off  Grimsby’s  tales,  assuming  his  “mummy  powder” was  another  of  his  theatrical  jests,  like  the  time  he  had claimed  to  wrestle  a  bear  in  Brighton.  However,  the  article hinted at darker truths: a black market, elite backers, perhaps even  a  minister’s  hand.  In  addition,  her  name,  a  glittering thread  in  this  sordid  tapestry,  threatened  her  reputation  as surely as a misstep at a quadrille.

 

Constance’s mind spun, a silent film of memory flickering to life.  She  saw  Grimsby  at  her  last  salon,  his  moustache twitching as he brandished a vial of dun-coloured powder, its glass  catching  the  chandelier’s  glow.  “From  the  tombs  of Giza!” he had bellowed, eyes gleaming like a carnival barker’s. The  room  had  tittered,  half-enchanted,  half-mocking,  and Constance  had  raised  an  eyebrow,  her  quip  “I  hope  it  cures your  penchant  for  exaggeration,  Percival”  drawing  laughter. Had she misread the room? Had those titters masked greed, not  mirth?  The  thought  was  a  jolt,  like  a  Chaplin  tramp stumbling into a lord’s banquet.




She paced, her slippers a soft patter on the rug, each step a beat  in  her  internal  monologue.  “If  Percival  is  entangled,  I must  know  how  deeply,”  she  mused.  “And  if  my  name  is splashed across Crossby’s rag, I must act before the scandal spreads  like  smallpox.”  Her  resilience,  honed  by  years  of navigating Mayfair’s intrigues, surged to the fore. She was no wilting debutante; she was Constance Belmont, who had once outwitted  a  French  diplomat  with  a  smile  and  a  well-timed sonnet.  This  mummy  powder,  this  foreign  fad,  would  not unmake her.

The  door  creaked,  and  her  house  cleaner,  Eliza,  entered,  a tray of correspondence balanced in her hands. Eliza, with her freckled  cheeks  and  knack  for  gossip,  was  a  barometer  of London’s  mood.  “Morning,  my  lady,”  she  chirped,  setting  the tray  down.  “The  town’s  all  aflutter  about  that  powder.  They say  it  makes  you  young  as  a  lamb  or  mad  as  a  hatter, depending on the dose.”

Constance’s lips twitched a flicker of her trademark wit. “And what  do  you  say,  Eliza?  Shall  I  sprinkle  it  on  my  toast?”  The house cleaner giggled, but her eyes darted to the newspaper, betraying a servant’s knack for reading the room. Constance waved  her  off,  her  tone  brisk.  “Fetch  my  writing  desk.  I’ve letters to pen before this ‘flutter’ becomes a storm.”

 

Alone again, Constance opened the Daily Mail once more, her fingers  tracing  Crossby’s  words.  The  journalist  was  a  thorn, but  a  clever  one,  his  prose  laced  with  a  populist  zeal  that could  sway  a  mob  or  topple  a  lord.  If  Grimsby  was  guilty, Crossby might hold the key or at least a map to the truth. She recalled  meeting  him  once,  at  a  charity  ball,  his  ink-stained cuffs and sardonic grin a stark contrast to the powdered wigs around him. 

He  had  called  her  “the  queen  of  Mayfair’s  chessboard,”  a compliment laced with mockery. Perhaps she could turn that sharpness to her advantage. Her gaze drifted to a bookshelf, where  a  leather-bound  volume  on  Egyptian  antiquities caught  the  light.  She  had  bought  it  years  ago,  charmed  by tales of pyramids and pharaohs, but never cracked its spine. Now,  the  mummy  powder’s  origins  tugged  at  her  curiosity. Was it truly ground from ancient bones, as Grimsby claimed, or mere resin, as a skeptical physician had whispered at her salon?  The  cultural  encounter,  once  dismissed,  now demanded  her  attention,  its  exotic  mystique  a  puzzle  she could no longer ignore.

Constance sat at her writing desk, the quill’s feather bobbing like a conductor’s baton. She drafted a note to Grimsby, her words  a  dance  of  diplomacy  and  steel:  “Dear  Percival,  the papers paint you a merchant of mummies. Pray, enlighten me —jest  or  truth?  I  await  your  reply  at  my  salon  tomorrow.”  A second note, to her cousin Lady Margaret, a gossip with ears in  every  drawing  room,  sought  whispers  of  the  powder’s trade.  A  third,  bolder  still,  went  to  Crossby  himself,  care  of the Daily Mail: “Mr. Crossby, your pen stirs the pot. Might we discuss your sources? Name the hour, and I shall host.”

 

The  quill  paused,  ink  pooling  like  a  tiny  scandal.  Constance imagined  Crossby’s  smirk,  Grimsby’s  bluster,  the  powder’s gritty allure. She saw herself as Chaplin’s tramp might bowler hat askew, cane twirling, stepping into a fray with a grin and a plan.  The  mummy  powder  craze,  with  its  whispers  of pharaohs and profiteers, had breached her world, challenging her  identity  as  Mayfair’s  untouchable  star.  However, Constance Belmont did not crumble; she strategized, her wit as sharp as her fan’s snap.

She  sealed  the  letters,  each  wax  stamp  a  declaration  of  war on  the  unknown.  The  drawing  room,  once  a  haven,  now  felt like a stage, its curtains poised to rise on a drama of scandal and  truth.  Outside,  London  hummed  with  the  powder’s madness, its elite chasing miracles in vials of dust. Constance stood,  her  reflection  in  the  mirror  a  study  in  resolve:  the poised  aristocrat,  the  cunning  reformer,  the  woman  who would unravel this craze or wield it to her ends.

“Egyptian dust,” she murmured, a smile curling her lips. “Let’s see if it’s fit for my dance.”




Resilience and Adaptation

The  Gravesend  Daily  Mail  lay  sprawled  across  Lady Constance Belmont’s mahogany table like an uninvited guest who  had  kicked  off  their  boots  and  demanded  tea.  Its headline  “Mummy  Madness:  Scandal  Rocks  the  Peerage!” screamed with the audacity of a street crier, each letter a jab at  her  carefully  curated  world.  The  article,  penned  by  Alex Crossby,  that  ink-stained  gadfly  of  London’s  press,  had  not only implicated her friend Lord Percival Grimsby in peddling the  mummy  powder  but  had  dared  to  weave  her  own  name into the sordid tapestry, hinting at complicity among “certain ladies  of  Mayfair.”  Constance  stood  rooted,  one  gloved  hand clutching  the  paper,  the  other  frozen  mid-reach  for  her teacup, as if the porcelain might shatter under the weight of her shock. Her reflection in the silver tea service flickered, a grimace  darting  across  her  face  like  a  shadow  in  a  Chaplin film brief, human, and swiftly masked.

The drawing room, with its silk curtains swaying like hesitant dancers and its parquet gleaming under the morning sun, had been  her  sanctuary,  a  stage  where  she  played  the  poised aristocrat,  Mayfair’s  untouchable  star.  However,  Crossby’s words had stormed the proscenium, their venom as sharp as a duelist’s rapier. She forced herself to reread the article, her hazel eyes narrowing as she traced each line. The journalist’s tone was biting, almost theatrical, his prose painting Grimsby as a “mustachioed profiteer, parading vials of pharaoh’s dust under Lady Belmont’s chandeliers.” Worse, the phrase “certain ladies,  whose  salons  glitter  with  secrets,”  hung  like  a guillotine, suggesting she was either a fool blind to the trade or a conspirator winking at its profits. “As if I’d trade my silks for  a  pinch  of  tomb-dust,”  she  muttered,  her  voice  a  velvet blade, indignation flaring like a struck match.

The  accusation  was  a  snake  in  her  embroidery  basket, charming until it bared its fangs. Her reputation, that delicate edifice  of  wit  and  grace,  teetered  like  Chaplin’s  tramp  on  a tightrope,  one  gust  from  tumbling  into  scandal’s  mire.  She imagined  the  peerage’s  whispers,  their  arched  brows  at Almack’s or the opera, murmuring, “Did you hear about Lady Belmont?  Tangled  in  that  Egyptian  nonsense!”  Each  syllable would  chip  at  her  standing,  a  slow  erosion  of  the  influence she  had  wielded  since  her  debut,  when  a  single  smile  had swayed  a  duke’s  vote  on  a  trade  bill.  Panic  surged,  a  wave threatening to drown her composure, her heart thudding like a drumroll before a film’s climax.

However,  Constance  Belmont  was  no  shrinking  violet,  no damsel to faint at a journalist’s quill. She set the paper down, its  rustle  a  faint  defiance,  and  straightened,  her  shoulders squaring as if to shrug off the Daily Mail’s weight. Resilience, honed by years of navigating Mayfair’s intrigues, rose within her like a curtain lifting on a new scene. “Let them whisper,” she thought, her lips curling into a defiant half-smile, the kind Chaplin’s tramp might flash before outwitting a bully. She had faced  worse  French  diplomats  with  barbed  compliments, dowagers with venomous gossip and emerged unscathed, her wit  sharper  than  their  slights.  This  mummy  powder  craze, this  foreign  fad  sweeping  London’s  elite,  would  not  unmake her.

She paced, her emerald gown whispering against the parquet, each step a metronome to her racing thoughts. The drawing room’s elegance its silver candelabras, its bookshelf lined with unopened  tomes  on  Egyptian  antiquities—felt  suddenly fragile,  as  if  the  powder’s  mystique  had  dusted  its  surfaces with doubt.  

Crossby’s article was no mere gossip sheet; it bore the weight of 18th-century journalism, where printers like those on Fleet Street  churned  out  broadsides  and  dailies  that  could  topple lords  or  spark  riots.  She  recalled  a  coffeehouse  debate  she had  overheard,  where  a  printer  boasted  of  selling  ten thousand copies of a scandal rag in a day, each reader a spark in a powder keg of public opinion. Crossby, with his populist zeal and ink-stained cuffs, was such a spark, his Daily Mail a weapon wielded against the elite she embodied.

Her  gaze  drifted  to  the  window,  where  Mayfair’s  morning parade unfolded: a phaeton clattering past, its driver tipping his  hat;  a  flower  girl  hawking  violets,  her  cry  sharp  as  a newsboy’s  shout;  a  gentleman  twirling  his  cane  with  the swagger  of  a  man  unburdened  by  scandal.  Now,  each  figure seemed  complicit  in  the  powder’s  madness.  Was  that gentleman’s  pocket  bulging  with  a  vial?  Did  the  flower  girl’s basket hide a smuggler’s stash? The craze, once a jest she had dismissed  with  a  flick  of  her  fan,  had  woven  itself  into London’s  fabric,  and  Constance,  for  all  her  disdain,  was caught in its threads.

She stopped pacing, her slippers halting with the precision of a  dancer’s  mark,  and  rang  the  silver  bell  by  the  tea  service. The chime was crisp, a director’s clapboard signaling action. The door creaked, and Eliza, her maid, bustled in, her freckled cheeks  flushed  from  some  kitchen  errand.  Eliza  was  a whirlwind  of  nervous  energy,  her  apron  askew  like  a  flag  of cheerful  chaos,  her  eyes  bright  with  the  gossip  that  flowed through  London’s  servants’  halls  as  freely  as  ale.  “Yes,  my lady?”  she  said,  bobbing  a  curtsy  that  nearly  knocked  a porcelain shepherdess off its perch.

Constance  fixed  her  with  a  look,  one  eyebrow  arched  like  a question  mark  in  a  silent  film.  “Eliza,  you’re  a  barometer  of the  streets.  What’s  this  I  hear  about  mummy  powder  in  the markets? Surely your ears have caught the whispers, flitting from stall to scullery.” Her tone was light, a velvet glove over steel, coaxing truth without betraying her own alarm.

Eliza’s hands twisted her apron, her eyes darting like a mouse in a cat’s shadow. “Oh, my lady, it’s the talk of every market! Yesterday at Covent Garden, a peddler swore it would cure a broken leg or make you dream of pharaohs, depending on the dose. Said it’s ground from Egyptian kings, shipped in crates marked ‘spices’!” She paused, catching Constance’s frown, and rushed  on.  “But  there’s  darker  talk,  too  shady  folk  in  alleys, selling  it  for  guineas,  and  lords  buying  it  up  like  its  sugar.  I heard…  well,  I  heard  Lord  Grimsby’s  name,  same  as  in  that paper, and some say he’s not alone.”

Constance’s breath caught, though her face remained a mask of  calm,  as  polished  as  the  silver  candelabras.  Eliza’s  words grounded  Crossby’s  accusations  in  the  gritty  reality  of London’s  streets,  where  peddlers  and  profiteers  wove  the powder’s mystique into a web of greed. Grimsby, her friend of a decade, whose moustache seemed to wag with every boast, was  no  mere  eccentric;  he  was  a  name  on  hawkers’  lips,  a player in a trade that reeked of scandal. The revelation was a jolt,  like  Chaplin’s  tramp  stumbling  into  a  lord’s  banquet,  his bowler hat askew and his cane no match for the glares.

“Thank  you,  Eliza,”  Constance  said,  her  voice  smooth  as  a diplomat’s  promise.  “Keep  your  ears  open  at  the  market tomorrow. I want every whisper, no matter how small.” Eliza nodded,  her  curtsy  wobblier  than  before,  and  scurried  out, leaving a faint scent of lavender and nerves.

Alone  again,  Constance  sank  onto  the  velvet  settee,  the cushion sighing beneath her like an audience settling for the next  act.  The  drawing  room,  with  its  ordered  elegance,  felt like a stage set for a drama she had not rehearsed. She picked up  the  Daily  Mail  once  more,  her  fingers  tracing  Crossby’s words:  “certain  ladies…  salons  glitter  with  secrets.”  The phrase  was  a  gauntlet,  daring  her  to  act  or  be  judged.  She imagined Crossby at his Fleet Street desk, his quill scratching like  a  conspirator’s  whisper,  his  sardonic  grin  fuelled  by  the chaos his words could unleash. In the 18th century, journalists like him were printers’ apprentices turned provocateurs, their broadsides  sold  for  a  penny  to  coffeehouse  crowds,  their exposés  shaping  opinion  as  swiftly  as  a  sermon.  Crossby’s Daily  Mail  was  such  a  force,  its  circulation  a  tide  that  could lift or sink reputations.

Her mind spun, a silent film of strategy flickering to life, each frame  a  step  toward  reclaiming  control.  The  article mentioned  a  grand  ball  at  Lord  Haverford’s  estate,  three nights  hence,  where  “the  powder’s  mystique  will  surely dazzle.”  Constance  knew  Haverford,  a  pompous  earl  whose parties were as much marketplace as merriment, where lords traded favours and secrets under the guise of a minuet. If the mummy powder was changing hands, Haverford’s ball would be  a  stage  for  its  players  Grimsby,  perhaps,  or  the  shadowy lords  Crossby’s  pen  pursued.  She  could  attend,  her  fan  and smile as weapons, and observe discreetly, gathering whispers like a collector of rare coins. It was a risk her presence might fuel Crossby’s next article but inaction was a greater peril, a surrender to the scandal’s tide.

She  rose,  crossing  to  her  writing  desk,  the  quill’s  feather bobbing like a comedian’s prop in a Chaplin skit. 

Her indignation, that initial flare of outrage, had cooled into resolve, a fire banked for strategy. “A snake in my embroidery basket,” she murmured, her narration laced with the dry wit that  had  disarmed  dukes  and  dowagers  alike.  “Very  well—I’ll charm  it  or  crush  it.”  She  drafted  a  note  to  Lord  Haverford, accepting  his  invitation  with  her  usual  flourish:  “Dear  Lord Haverford,  your  ball  promises  splendor.  I  shall  grace  it  with my presence, eager for the season’s delights.” The words were a  mask,  hiding  her  true  intent:  to  infiltrate  the  powder’s glittering orbit and unearth its players.

A  second  note,  to  her  cousin  Lady  Margaret,  was  sharper,  a call  to  arms:  “Margaret,  your  ear  catches  every  whisper  in Mayfair’s  drawing  rooms.  What  know  you  of  Grimsby’s dealings or this powder’s trade? Reply before Haverford’s ball, or I’ll assume you’ve joined the peddlers.” Margaret, with her spies in every salon and her knack for gossip sharper than a seamstress’s  needle,  might  unearth  the  threads  Constance needed to unravel the scandal. A third note, bolder still, went to Crossby himself, care of the Daily Mail: “Mr. Crossby, your pen  stirs  tempests.  Might  we  meet  to  discuss  your  claims? Name the hour, and my salon awaits.” It was a gamble, inviting the journalist into her world, but Constance played chess, not checkers,  and  Crossby’s  sources  might  reveal  more  than  his articles dared.

She  sealed  the  letters,  each  wax  stamp  a  beat  in  her counteroffensive, the hot wax hissing like a crowd’s murmur. The drawing room’s silence was broken only by the tick of a mantel  clock,  its  rhythm  a  reminder  of  time’s  pressure. Crossby’s  reporting  would  not  relent;  his  next  article  might name  her  outright,  painting  her  as  complicit  or  clueless,  a footnote to Grimsby’s fall.

She  imagined  him  in  a  smoky  print  shop,  surrounded  by clattering  presses  and  newsboys  clamoring  for  the  latest edition, his words shaping London’s mood as surely as a royal decree.  However,  Constance  was  adapting,  her  shock  giving way to a plan as intricate as the lace on her gown.

She  stepped  to  the  mirror,  her  reflection  a  study  in transformation. The poised aristocrat stared back, her auburn chignon flawless, her emerald gown a quiet rebellion against the season’s garish reds. However, beneath the surface was a reformer  in  waiting,  a  woman  who  would  turn  scandal  into strategy. Her lips twitched, a Chaplin-esque smile of defiance, the  kind  the  tramp  might  flash  before  dodging  a  constable’s baton. She saw herself as he might cane twirling, hat tipped, stepping  into  a  fray  with  a  grin  and  a  gambit.  The  mummy powder  craze,  with  its  exotic  allure  and  elite  greed,  had rattled her world, but it would not break her.

Constance rang for Eliza again, her voice crisp as a curtain’s snap. “Prepare my blue silk for Haverford’s ball, and fetch my almanac  I’ll  need  the  tide  times  for  the  docks.”  The  docks, where  peddlers  and  profiteers  mingled  under  the  Thames’ fog, might hold clues to the powder’s source, a thread to tug before the ball. Eliza blinked, sensing her mistress’s shift from shock  to  purpose,  and  nodded  her  apron  fluttering  as  she darted out.

The drawing room settled into stillness, but Constance’s mind was a whirlwind of action. She glanced at the Daily Mail, its headline now a challenge, not a threat. The mummy powder was a riddle, its cultural grip a test of her tenacity.




She  would  attend  Haverford’s  ball,  charm  its  guests,  and watch for the powder’s players Grimsby, perhaps, or the lords Crossby’s  pen  pursued.  She  would  sift  Margaret’s  gossip, probe  the  docks’  whispers,  and,  if  need  be,  parry  with Crossby himself, turning his quill to her advantage.

Her hand brushed the Egyptian antiquities book on her shelf, its  leather  cover  cool  under  her  fingers,  a  reminder  of  the powder’s mystique she had once dismissed. Now, it beckoned, a  puzzle  tied  to  her  identity  as  Mayfair’s  tastemaker. “Resilience,”  she  thought,  “is  not  standing  still  it’s  dancing through  the  storm.”  In  addition,  Constance  Belmont,  with  a twirl of her metaphorical cane, was ready to lead the waltz.

She  moved  to  the  window,  the  sunlight  streaming  through the silk curtains like a spotlight on a Chaplin stage. Mayfair’s bustle unfolded below the phaeton’s clatter, the flower girl’s cry,  the  gentleman’s  swagger.  Each  was  a  player  in  the powder’s drama, a thread in the scandal’s web. Nevertheless, Constance  was  no  mere  spectator;  she  was  a  conductor, orchestrating  truth  from  chaos.  The  Daily  Mail  had  rattled her, but it had also awakened her, sparking a resolve as fierce as the tramp’s defiance in a hostile world.

She  turned  back  to  the  room,  her  gaze  falling  on  the  sealed letters, their wax stamps gleaming like medals of intent. The ball,  the  docks,  Crossby’s  pen—all  were  pieces  on  her chessboard, and she would move them with the precision of a grandmaster. The mummy powder craze, with its whispers of pharaohs  and  profiteers,  had  challenged  her  identity,  but  it had  also  revealed  her  strength.  She  was  Lady  Constance Belmont,  arbiter  of  Mayfair’s  trends,  and  she  would  not  be undone by a pinch of dust or a journalist’s ink.

As the mantel clock chimed noon, Constance’s smile widened, a flicker of Chaplin’s impish charm. The Morning Scandal had begun, and she, with her wit, her resilience, and her plan, was ready to steal the scene.




 The Quest for Meaning 

The  Gravesend  Daily  Mail  lay  folded  on  Lady  Constance Belmont’s  mahogany  table,  its  headline  “Mummy  Madness: Scandal Rocks the Peerage!” no longer a blaring trumpet but a persistent  murmur,  like  a  guest  who  had  overstayed  their welcome  and  begun  whispering  secrets.  The  article,  penned by  Alex  Crossby,  that  sharp-quilled  provocateur  of  London’s press, had struck a blow, implicating her friend Lord Percival Grimsby  in  the  mummy  powder  trade  and  daring  to  tangle her  own  name  in  its  web,  hinting  at  complicity  among “certain ladies of Mayfair.” Constance stood by the window of her  drawing  room,  the  silk  curtains  framing  her  like  a proscenium arch, her emerald gown catching the sunlight as if  to  defy  the  shadow  of  scandal.  Her  hazel  eyes,  sharp  as  a Chaplin tramp’s glance before a dodge, stared out at Mayfair’s bustle, but her mind was elsewhere, probing deeper waters.

The initial shock of Crossby’s words had settled, replaced by a restless curiosity, a quest for meaning that tugged at her like a  loose  thread  in  a  tapestry.  Why  had  this  mummy  powder, this  gritty  relic  peddled  as  a  cure  for  all  ills,  captivated  her peers? How had it ensnared her social circle, slipping past her discerning  eye  to  taint  her  salons?  Her  identity  as  Mayfair’s tastemaker, the arbiter of trends who could make or break a season’s fashion with a single quip, felt challenged not just by the  scandal  but  by  the  powder’s  allure  itself.  “If  dust  can topple lords,” she murmured, her voice a wry lilt, “what else hides  in  its  grains?”  The  question  was  a  spark,  igniting  a determination  to  uncover  the  truth  behind  the  headlines, both to safeguard her reputation and to understand the fever gripping London’s elite.

Constance turned from the window, her slippers whispering against the parquet like a soft cue in a silent film. The drawing room,  with  its  silver  candelabras  and  velvet  settee,  was  a sanctuary  of  elegance,  yet  it  felt  altered,  as  if  the  mummy powder’s  mystique  had  dusted  its  surfaces  with  questions. She crossed to the bookshelf, her fingers brushing a leather-bound  volume  on  Egyptian  antiquities,  its  spine  uncracked since she’d bought it on a whim years ago, charmed by tales of pyramids and pharaohs. Now, the book seemed to beckon, a key to the powder’s origins ground from ancient bones, as Grimsby claimed, or mere resin, as a skeptical physician had whispered  at  her  last  salon?  The  cultural  encounter,  once dismissed as a vulgar fad, demanded her attention, its exotic allure a puzzle she could no longer ignore.

She  sank  onto  the  settee,  the  Daily  Mail  within  reach,  its folded pages a silent challenge. Crossby’s prose, with its blend of populist zeal and biting wit, was no mere gossip; it was a product  of  18th-century  journalism,  where  Fleet  Street’s presses clattered day and night, churning out broadsides and dailies  that  could  sway  a  mob  or  topple  a  minister.  She recalled a coffeehouse she’d passed, its air thick with tobacco and  argument,  where  a  printer  boasted  of  selling  thousands of  scandal  sheets,  each  reader  a  spark  in  a  powder  keg  of opinion. Crossby, with his ink-stained cuffs and sardonic grin, was such a spark, his Daily Mail a weapon that could reshape reputations as swiftly as a royal decree. His article hinted at a larger scheme government ties, elite backers and Constance sensed  the  truth  lay  not  just  in  Grimsby’s  boasts  but  in  the machinery behind them.




Her  mind  flickered  to  past  salons,  those  glittering  evenings where  her  drawing  room  became  a  stage  for  Mayfair’s  elite. She  saw  Grimsby,  his  walrus  mustache  twitching  like  a vaudeville  prop,  brandishing  a  vial  of  dun-colored  powder under  the  chandelier’s  glow.  “Restorative  powers!”  he’d bellowed,  eyes  gleaming  like  a  carnival  barker’s.  “Straight from  Giza’s  tombs,  my  dear  Constance  drink  it,  and  you’ll dance till dawn!” The room had tittered, half-enchanted, half-mocking,  and  she’d  raised  an  eyebrow,  her  quip  “I’d  rather dance with a mummy than trust your dust, Percival” drawing laughter.  Had  she  underestimated  the  powder’s  influence? Had those titters masked greed, not mirth? The memory was a jolt, like Chaplin’s tramp stumbling into a lord’s banquet, his cane no match for the glares.

Constance’s  quest  for  meaning  mirrored  the  philosophical inquiries  of  Lord  Ashworth,  whose  own  entanglement  with the  powder  had  sparked  musings  on  cosmic  energies  and human folly. However, where Ashworth chased grand ideals, Constance  was  grounded  in  social  pragmatism,  her  goal  not just to ponder but also to act. She needed to know why the powder  held  such  sway  its  allure,  its  trade,  its  backers  to protect  her  standing  and  unravel  the  scandal’s  roots.  Was  it mere novelty, like the tulip mania of her grandfather’s tales, or something darker, a scheme woven by lords and ministers? The thought was a thread, pulling her toward action, her wit and resilience as tools to untangle it.

She  rose,  crossing  to  her  writing  desk,  the  quill’s  feather bobbing like a comedian’s prop in a Chaplin skit. Her fingers itched  to  map  her  thoughts,  to  pin  the  scandal’s  chaos  to paper.  She  scribbled  a  note  to  her  cousin,  Sir  Henry Whitmore,  a  minor  official  in  the  Customs  Service  whose ledgers tracked London’s trade like a hawk eyeing prey. 

Henry,  with  his  pinched  face  and  penchant  for  port,  was  no hero,  but  his  access  to  dockside  records  might  reveal  the powder’s path. Her pen danced, the words a blend of charm and steel: “Dear Henry, the papers buzz with talk of mummy powder,  a  trade  that  taints  even  Mayfair.  What  know  you  of its  shipments  crates,  merchants,  or  lords?  Your  insights, however small, would light a cousin’s path. Reply swiftly, lest I haunt  your  office  with  my  fan.”  The  note  was  a  gambit, probing  for  clues  to  the  larger  scheme  Crossby’s  article hinted at, a step toward the truth behind the headlines.

Constance paused, the quill hovering like a bird caught mid-flight. She imagined Henry’s sigh, his spectacles slipping as he sifted through manifests, perhaps uncovering a crate marked “spices”  that  hid  vials  of  dust.  The  powder’s  trade,  she suspected, was no mere fad but a network, its threads linking peddlers to peers, docks to drawing rooms. Her wry quip “If dust can topple lords, what else hides in its grains?” echoed in her mind, a spark of humour  that steadied her resolve. Like Chaplin’s tramp, who found meaning in the chaos of a hostile world,  Constance  saw  the  scandal  as  a  stage,  its  players Grimsby, Crossby, perhaps unseen lords hers to outwit.

Her  gaze  drifted  to  the  Daily  Mail,  its  words  a  map  of  the battlefield.  Crossby’s  reporting  was  relentless,  each  article  a salvo  in  his  crusade  against  the  elite.  She  recalled  meeting him at a charity ball, his ink-stained cuffs a stark contrast to the  powdered  wigs,  his  comment  “the  queen  of  Mayfair’s chessboard” a compliment laced with mockery. His pen could amplify  her  ruin  or,  if  she  played  her  pieces  right,  her redemption. 




The  thought  planted  a  seed  for  their  later  confrontation,  a chance  to  steer  his  quill  or  glean  his  sources.  For  now,  she needed allies, threads to pull, and Haverford’s ball, mentioned in  the  article,  loomed  as  a  stage  to  observe  the  powder’s players.  The  ball,  three  nights  hence,  would  be  a  glittering chaos,  Lord  Haverford’s  estate  a  marketplace  of  secrets  as much  as  merriment.  Constance  knew  Haverford,  a  pompous earl  whose  parties  drew  lords  and  ladies  eager  to  trade favours  under  the  guise  of  a  minuet.  If  Grimsby  was  there, flaunting  his  vials,  or  if  other  lords  whispered  of  the  trade, she  could  watch,  her  fan  a  shield,  her  smile  a  weapon.  The prospect was a thrill, akin to Chaplin’s tramp stepping into a fray,  his  cane  twirling  with  defiant  charm.  However,  the  ball was a risk Crossby’s spies might note her presence, spinning her  attendance  into  complicity.  She  needed  more  than observation; she needed knowledge, a foundation to counter the headlines.

Her thoughts turned to Dr. Edmund Hargreaves, the natural philosopher whose skepticism of the powder had reached her ears  via  a  minor  baron’s  note.  Hargreaves,  with  his  dry  wit and rigorous experiments, might offer a scientific lens on the powder’s  allure,  a  counterpoint  to  Grimsby’s  mysticism  and Crossby’s  sensationalism.  She  made  a  mental  note  to  attend his  next  lecture,  a  step  toward  the  alliance  foreshadowed, where  his  rational  approach  would  bolster  her  quest.  For now,  Henry’s  reply  and  the  ball’s  whispers  would  guide  her, each a piece in the puzzle of the powder’s truth.

Constance  returned  to  her  desk,  the  quill’s  feather  swaying like  a  metronome.  She  drafted  a  second  note,  to  Lady Margaret,  her  gossip-hungry  cousin  whose  spies  rivalled  a spymaster’s:  “Margaret,  the  powder’s  scandal  taints  even  my salons. 

What  whispers  reach  you  of  Grimsby  or  his  trade?  Speak before  Haverford’s  ball,  or  I’ll  assume  you’ve  joined  the peddlers.”  Margaret’s  reply  might  reveal  the  social  currents behind  the  powder’s  rise,  complementing  Henry’s  official insights. A third note, to her modiste, was practical: “Prepare my  sapphire  gown  for  Haverford’s  ball  something  to  dazzle, not distract.” Appearance was armour, and Constance would wield it as deftly as her wit.

She sealed the letters, each wax stamp a declaration of intent, the  hot  wax  hissing  like  a  crowd’s  murmur.  The  drawing room’s silence was broken only by the tick of a mantel clock, its  rhythm  a  reminder  of  time’s  pressure.  Crossby’s  next article could name her outright, painting her as complicit or clueless, a pawn in the scandal’s game. She imagined him in a smoky  print  shop,  surrounded  by  clattering  presses  and newsboys clamoring for the latest edition, his words shaping London’s  mood  as  surely  as  a  sermon.  However,  Constance was  no  pawn;  she  was  a  queen,  her  moves  calculated,  her quest for meaning a fire that burned brighter than panic.

She  stepped  to  the  mirror,  her  reflection  a  study  in  resolve. The  poised  aristocrat  stared  back,  her  auburn  chignon flawless,  her  emerald  gown  a  quiet  rebellion  against  the season’s  garish  reds.  However,  beneath  the  surface  was  a reformer,  a  seeker  of  truth  who  would  turn  scandal  into strategy. Her lips twitched, a Chaplin-esque smile of defiance, the kind the tramp might flash before outwitting a constable. She saw herself as he might bowler hat askew, cane twirling, stepping  into  a  fray  with  a  grin  and  a  plan.  The  mummy powder  craze,  with  its  exotic  allure  and  elite  greed,  had challenged  her  identity,  but  it  had  also  awakened  her purpose.

Constance rang for Eliza, her voice crisp as a curtain’s snap. “Fetch my almanac and a map of the docks. I’ll need tide times and  routes  before  Haverford’s  ball.”  The  docks,  where peddlers  and  profiteers  mingled  under  the  Thames’  fog, might  hold  clues  to  the  powder’s  source,  a  thread  to  tug alongside Henry’s insights. Eliza nodded; her freckled cheeks flushed  with  the  weight  of  her  mistress’s  shift,  and  darted out, her apron fluttering like a flag of urgency.

The drawing room settled into stillness, but Constance’s mind was a whirlwind of action. She glanced at the Daily Mail, its headline now a call to arms, not a threat. The mummy powder was  a  riddle,  its  cultural  grip  a  test  of  her  intellect  and  will. She  would  attend  Haverford’s  ball,  charm  its  guests,  and watch for the powder’s players Grimsby, perhaps, or the lords Crossby’s pen pursued. She would sift Henry’s and Margaret’s replies, probe the docks’ whispers, and, if need be, parry with Crossby, turning his quill to her advantage.

Her  hand  brushed  the  Egyptian  antiquities  book,  its  leather cover  cool  under  her  fingers,  a  reminder  of  the  powder’s mystique she’d once dismissed. Now, it was a beacon, tied to her quest for meaning as Mayfair’s tastemaker turned truth-seeker.  “Truth,”  she  thought,  “is  not  found  it’s  chased,  like  a star in a storm.” In addition, Constance Belmont, with a twirl of her metaphorical cane, was ready to pursue it.

She  moved  to  the  window,  the  sunlight  streaming  through the silk curtains like a spotlight on a Chaplin stage. Mayfair’s bustle unfolded below the phaeton’s clatter, the flower girl’s cry,  the  gentleman’s  swagger.  Each  was  a  player  in  the powder’s drama, a thread in the scandal’s web. 

However, Constance was no spectator; she was a conductor, orchestrating  truth  from  chaos.  The  Daily  Mail  had  sparked her quest, and she, with her wit, her resilience, and her plan, was  ready  to  steal  the  scene.  As  the  mantel  clock  chimed, Constance’s  smile  widened,  a  flicker  of  Chaplin’s  impish charm. The Morning Scandal had begun, and Lady Constance Belmont, with her quest for meaning, was ready to rewrite its ending.




A Lady’s Wit in Crisis

The  Gravesend  Daily  Mail  lay  on  Lady  Constance  Belmont’s mahogany table like a wayward actor who had forgotten his lines  but  insisted  on  stealing  the  spotlight.  Its  headline “Mummy Madness: Scandal Rocks the Peerage!” had lost its initial sting, now more a comedic prop than a dagger, though its  words,  penned  by  that  ink-slinging  rascal  Alex  Crossby, still  rankled.  The  article  had  implicated  her  friend  Lord Percival  Grimsby  in  peddling  the  mummy  powder  and,  with audacious  cheek,  hinted  at  her  own  complicity  among “certain  ladies  of  Mayfair.”  Constance  stood  by  her  writing desk,  her  emerald  gown  catching  the  sunlight  like  a  defiant banner,  her  auburn  chignon  as  flawless  as  her  poise.  Yet beneath  her  aristocratic  mask,  a  wry  humour  bubbled,  her hazel  eyes  glinting  with  the  mischief  of  a  Chaplin  tramp plotting a prank amidst chaos.

The  scandal  was  absurd,  a  farce  worthy  of  a  Drury  Lane comedy. London’s elite, those powdered peacocks of Mayfair, chasing  a  pinch  of  Egyptian  dust  as  if  it  held  the  key  to eternal youth or a wittier repartee? Constance could almost laugh,  imagining  Grimsby,  with  his  walrus  moustache  and bombastic swagger, defending his vials like a peacock caught in  a  henhouse,  feathers  ruffled  and  squawking.  “Restorative powers,  my  foot,”  she  muttered,  her  voice  a  velvet  quip,  her lips  twitching  as  she  pictured  him  blustering  before  a magistrate. “He’d sooner restore a pigsty than my faith in his judgment.” The image was a spark of humour, a lifeline in the crisis that threatened her carefully curated reputation.




She crossed to the settee, her slippers whispering against the parquet like a soft chuckle in a silent film. The drawing room, with its silk curtains swaying like shy debutantes and its silver candelabras gleaming like stage lights, was her sanctuary, yet it  hummed  with  the  scandal’s  absurdity.  She  sank  onto  the velvet cushion, the Daily Mail within reach, its folded pages a testament  to  Crossby’s  gall.  In  the  18th  century,  journalists were rogues with quills, their broadsides sold for a penny to coffeehouse  crowds,  their  words  as  potent  as  a  preacher’s sermon or a hangman’s noose. She recalled a printer’s boast at  a  Covent  Garden  stall,  claiming  his  scandal  sheet  had sparked a duel between lords. Crossby, with his populist zeal and ink-stained cuffs, was such a rogue, his Daily Mail a stage where reputations danced or dangled.

Constance’s  wit,  honed  by  years  of  deflecting  dowagers  and charming  dukes,  was  her  shield,  but  it  was  her  humanity those  relatable  quirks  she  hid  beneath  her  poise—that grounded her now. She glanced at the teacup she had nearly upended when she first read the headline, a faint tea-stain on the saucer betraying her shock. “A near miss,” she mused, her narration laced with self-deprecating charm, “though I’d have gladly  baptized  that  rag  in  Darjeeling.”  The  admission  was  a flicker  of  vulnerability,  a  nod  to  the  readers  who  would  see not just the aristocrat but the woman, flustered for a moment before her wit took the reins.

The  door  creaked,  and  Eliza,  her  maid,  bustled  in,  a  tray  of biscuits  balanced  precariously  in  her  freckled  hands.  Eliza was a sprite of chaos, her apron askew like a flag of cheerful disorder, her eyes bright with the gossip that flowed through London’s servants’ halls like wine at a banquet. 

“Biscuits,  my  lady?”  she  chirped,  nearly  toppling  the  tray  as she  curtsied.  “Fresh  from  the  oven,  though  Cook  says  the market’s all aflutter with that powder talk. They say it makes lords  sneeze  their  wigs  off,  or  grow  wings,  depending  on who’s spinning the tale!”

Constance’s lips twitched, a rare chuckle escaping like a bird freed from a cage. “A cure for dignity, perhaps,” she quipped, her tone dry as the biscuits Eliza offered. The maid’s nervous chatter, with its blend of market gossip and absurdity, was a comic  balm,  grounding  the  scandal  in  the  human  quirks  of London’s  streets.  Constance  imagined  lords  sneezing  their wigs  into  chandeliers,  their  powdered  faces  red  with indignation,  and  the  image  was  a  burst  of  levity,  akin  to Chaplin’s tramp slipping on a banana peel yet landing with a grin. “Tell me, Eliza,” she said, leaning forward, “what else do the  peddlers  claim?  Eternal  youth,  or  merely  eternal sneezing?”

Eliza’s  eyes  widened,  her  hands  twisting  her  apron  as  if  to wring  out  the  gossip.  “Oh,  my  lady,  they  say  it’s  from pharaohs’ tombs, ground fine as sugar! One peddler swore it would  make  you  sing  like  a  nightingale,  but  another  said  it turned  a  baron’s  hair  green!  And…  well,  they  mention  Lord Grimsby, same as that paper, flaunting vials at grand houses.” She  paused,  catching  Constance’s  arched  eyebrow,  and hurried  on.  “But  it’s  all  talk,  isn’t  it?  Like  when  they  said oysters’ make you fly!”

Constance’s chuckle deepened a warm note that softened the drawing  room’s  elegance.  Eliza’s  tales,  absurd  as  they  were, painted  the  powder’s  allure  in  vivid  strokes,  a  cultural  craze that had ensnared lords and peddlers alike. Yet the mention of Grimsby stung, a reminder of the Daily Mail’s accusations. Her  humour  was  a  shield,  but  her  humanity  her  loyalty  to  a friend, her fear of tarnished repute urged her to act. Like the interplay  in  Lord  Ashworth’s  circle,  where  Carter’s pragmatism  and  Elton’s  idealism  sparked  witty  banter, Constance  and  Eliza’s  exchange  was  a  dance  of  wit  and warmth, grounding her in the crisis.

Before  she  could  probe  further,  a  knock  at  the  door announced an intruder to her morning’s drama. Eliza darted to  answer,  returning  with  Lady  Henrietta  Voss,  a  neighbour whose  gossip  was  as  relentless  as  a  terrier  with  a  bone. Henrietta swept in, her lavender gown a cloud of ruffles; her bonnet  perched  like  a  tipsy  bird.  “Constance,  my  dear!”  she trilled,  her  fan  fluttering  like  a  moth  in  a  panic.  “Have  you seen  the  Daily  Mail?  A  delicious  scandal!  Grimsby,  of  all people, peddling that Egyptian dust and your name, my dear, glittering in the muck! It’s positively operatic!”

Constance’s smile was polished charm, a mask as perfect as a Chaplin  mime’s  expression,  though  inwardly  she  fumed, imagining  the  Daily  Mail  as  kindling  for  her  fireplace. “Henrietta,  you  do  exaggerate,”  she  said,  her  voice  a  silken parry.  “The  papers  thrive  on  shadows,  not  truths.  Grimsby’s more likely to peddle hot air than powder.” The quip drew a titter from Henrietta, who sank onto the settee, her fan still flapping like a signal flag.

“Oh,  but  it’s  thrilling!”  Henrietta  prattled,  her  eyes  gleaming with the glee of a spectator at a bear-baiting. “They say the powder’s bewitched half the peerage! Lady Mortimer swears it cured her gout, though her limp’s worse than ever. 




Moreover, Lord Haverford’s ball three nights hence, mark my words will be a circus of vials and whispers! You are going, of course. The Daily Mail says it’s where the powder shines!”

Constance’s fingers tightened on her fan, the ivory snapping shut like a trap. Haverford’s ball, flagged by Crossby’s article, was  now  a  confirmed  stage  for  the  powder’s  players,  and Henrietta’s  prattle,  though  maddening,  was  a  map  of  the social terrain. “I wouldn’t miss it,” she replied, her tone light as  a  feather,  though  her  mind  raced.  “If  only  to  see  if  the powder  makes  lords  sneeze  their  wigs  off,  as  Eliza  claims.” The  jest,  tossed  with  a  glance  at  her  maid,  sparked  another titter  from  Henrietta,  but  Constance’s  humour  masked  a strategy:  she’d  attend  the  ball,  her  charm  a  net  to  catch whispers of the trade.

Henrietta’s  visit  stretched  on,  a  comic  interlude  that  tested Constance’s patience. The neighbour’s tales of a viscount who would sprinkled powder on his snuff and sneezed through a sermon, of a dowager who’d mistaken it for rouge and glowed “like  a  lantern”  were  absurd,  yet  they  painted  the  powder’s grip  on  Mayfair’s  imagination.  Constance  deflected  with polished  quips,  likening  the  craze  to  “a  masquerade  where everyone is masked as a fool,” but her inward fuming fuelled her  resolve.  Henrietta,  oblivious,  prattled  until  a  footman announced her carriage, and she flounced out, leaving a trail of lavender scent and gossip.

Alone  again,  Constance  exhaled,  her  chuckle  rueful  as  she glanced  at  the  tea-stained  saucer.  “A  morning  of  peacocks and prattle,” she murmured, her narration a blend of wit and weariness.  The  scandal’s  absurdity  Grimsby’s  boasts,  Eliza’s sneezing lords, Henrietta’s operatic glee was a comedy, but its stakes were real. 

Her  reputation,  her  circle,  her  very  identity  as  Mayfair’s tastemaker  hung  in  the  balance,  and  Crossby’s  pen  (Book  4) could tip the scales. She imagined him in a Fleet Street print shop, his quill scratching like a conspirator’s whisper, his next article poised to name her outright.

