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      The staff in high society households are expected to be unobtrusive, but a dead butler in the dining room tends to get noticed. Did he die of natural causes, or was he poisoned?

      Cleo is hired by the housekeeper at a Mayfair residence after the police rule the sudden death of the butler was the result of natural causes. Not convinced by the verdict, she wants Cleo to prove foul play was involved. Considering the victim was acting mysteriously around some of the guests, and they were equally mysterious when they saw him, murder is a possibility.

      When the investigation leads Cleo to another decades-old murder and the sudden disappearance of the primary suspect, she’s even more determined to uncover the truth. But the rich and powerful don’t like airing their dirty laundry, and her efforts are thwarted at every turn. Enlisting Harry Armitage to assist her, Cleo matches wits with her suspects in an effort to discover the secrets they’re trying desperately to hide.
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          LONDON, JULY 1900

        

      

    

    
      Miss Hessing and Mr. Liddicoat were blissfully unaware of the disaster that threatened to derail their engagement dinner party. They sat side by side at the main table in the Mayfair Hotel’s restaurant, stealing glances at one another when they thought no one was looking. To most, it appeared to be a romantic scene. A couple clearly in love, candlelight flickering in the soft breeze coming through the open windows, the array of silverware glinting like stars against the black tablecloths, and dozens of white chrysanthemums filling the vases. If anyone thought the traditional flower used for funerals was an odd choice, they were polite enough not to say so, or perhaps they thought the flower had a different meaning in the bride-to-be’s home country of the United States.

      One person who did notice every altered detail was her mother. Mrs. Hessing asked Mr. Chapman, the hotel steward, why the pink roses she’d requested weren’t on display.

      He apologized profusely. “I’m afraid my order wasn’t given due attention, and it failed to reach the florist on time.”

      Whether that was true, or an excuse to cover his own tardiness in submitting the order, I didn’t know, but I doubted Mr. Hobart, the hotel manager, would have failed to sign off on the order on time if he’d known what it was for. On the other hand, he had been somewhat absent of late. He wasn’t even attending the engagement dinner this evening.

      Mrs. Hessing accepted Mr. Chapman’s excuse with a purse of her lips and further scrutiny of the flowers. “At least they can’t really be seen with the poor lighting in here. Is that so we won’t be able to see what we’re eating?”

      Mr. Chapman laughed off the suggestion. “You will be delighted by the menu, Mrs. Hessing. Our chef is a marvel.”

      His assurance did nothing to wipe away her scowl, but at least she left him alone. She marched off, the end of her walking stick stabbing the floorboards with military precision. Mr. Chapman glared at her back with a sneer on his usually smooth features.

      “Cheer up,” I quipped. “You’re right. Mrs. Poole and her team will make tonight’s dishes taste like they came directly from a restaurant in the heart of Paris, despite everything.”

      Everything being another word for disaster. The lack of light Mrs. Hessing referred to was caused by a kitchen fire that had burned through the electrical wiring. Candles had to be sourced from the hotel’s storeroom moments before the diners arrived. Fortunately, candles gave the occasion the romanticism it deserved. Unfortunately, the lingering scent of smoke did not. As to the last-minute change of menu, as insisted upon by Mr. Chapman, it remained to be seen if the cooks would live up to the praise I heaped on them.

      The black tablecloths and chrysanthemums were courtesy of a local funeral home, due to the fact that a deceased’s family had failed to pay the deposit on time. Our usual florist couldn’t fulfil Mr. Chapman’s order for roses, but she had enough of the mourning blooms ready. The funeral director was also willing to loan us his tablecloths, since he no longer needed them this evening.

      The steward didn’t seem to appreciate my attempt at reassurance. His rigid spine stiffened even more as he looked down his thin nose at me. “You should take your seat, Miss Fox. You know how Sir Ronald dislikes you fraternizing with the staff.”

      I wasn’t quite sure if it was a threat or not. He knew I chatted to some of the staff during their time off, and that it would indeed anger my uncle to have his niece mingling with employees. But was he threatening to tell my uncle, and, if so, why? Although he’d been rude to me when I first arrived at the hotel, I thought we had an understanding now, albeit an unspoken one.

      Perhaps he was snippy because he knew that I knew these disasters were not only his fault, but they could have been avoided if he’d accepted Harmony’s offer to help him organize the party. He’d undertaken the task alone, determined to prove to Sir Ronald that he was capable. I’d wondered if he’d been upset to be overlooked in favor of Harmony when Floyd required an assistant to organize the opening of the new restaurant; his jealous guarding of the engagement party arrangements these past two weeks proved he was.

      Mr. Chapman slipped away while I was still trying to decide if his comment was meant to threaten me. But I did as he suggested and found my seat between my cousins. Flossy was chatting with a guest on her other side, while Floyd surreptitiously admired his own reflection in the silver candlestick.

      “You look as dapper as always,” I assured him.

      “I know.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t they look happy?” I nodded at Miss Hessing and Mr. Liddicoat, chatting to his cousin the polo player.

      “She’s happy because she’s a month away from being free of her mother, and he’s happy because he’s marrying into one of America’s wealthiest families.”

      “Don’t be so cynical. They’re happy because they’re in love.”

      He snorted. “Don’t pretend you believe in love, Cleo. You and I think alike on that, at least.”

      “I’ve never said I don’t believe in love, just that I don’t want to marry. Those are entirely different things. A woman can be in love but not want to lose her independence.”

      “Now who’s being cynical? Marriage doesn’t have to end a woman’s independence. She just needs to choose her husband wisely.” He tapped his chest. “I, for example, would allow my wife to do as she pleases. She can own property, have opinions contrary to my own, and spend all my money on frivolous things if that makes her happy.”

      “Can she work?”

      He made a face. “Don’t be absurd. Nobody wants to work if they don’t have to.”

      “Floyd, please do the entire female half of the planet a favor and don’t marry until you’ve matured.”

      He picked up his empty glass. “If I had a drink, I’d raise my glass to that.” He signaled to the waiter and accepted another flute of champagne.

      Flossy turned to us and tugged at one long white glove, attempting to pull it higher. “It’s getting cool in here. Someone ought to close the windows.”

      “The windows are open to release the lingering smell of smoke,” I said.

      She sniffed the air. “It’s all but gone. Do you think any of the guests noticed?” She looked around at the small private gathering, most of whom were family members and friends of Mr. Liddicoat. The Hessings had no family in England and few friends. “This wouldn’t have happened if Mr. Hobart oversaw the event,” she said as she turned back to us. “Where is he, anyway? I haven’t seen him all night.”

      Floyd shrugged. “He ought to be here. Cleo, you must know where he is.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because you seem to know more about his private life than either of us.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “No?” he asked, innocently. “Doesn’t Armitage discuss his family with you?”

      “Rarely.”

      Talking about Harry brought up the memory of how we’d last parted, after a kiss in his office. He’d instigated the kiss, but I’d liked it very much. Too much. Even so, I’d ended it before it developed into something I couldn’t walk away from, something I’d later regret when the implications had sunk in.

      I’d hurried out of his office, my mind whirling. I couldn’t recall if I even said goodbye. I walked for hours before returning to the hotel, hot and bothered by both the summer heat and the kiss. I tried to push all thoughts of it from my mind afterward. At night, when I couldn’t sleep, I picked up a book and read until exhaustion overtook me. I avoided all mention of him, and even avoided speaking to his uncle, the hotel manager. And I’d avoided going anywhere near Harry’s Soho office.

      In the weeks since, he had avoided me, too. There’d been no correspondence from him, not even a brief note. I was grateful for that. It made it easier to forget the kiss, and him.

      Thankfully, I was saved from dwelling on it now by Mr. Chapman announcing the first course. A train of waiters emerged from the kitchen with bowls of turtle soup, one of Mrs. Poole’s signature dishes. Next came poached trout and deep-fried whitebait, another of her regular offerings. It would seem she would not attempt anything unfamiliar, after all, despite what Mr. Chapman wanted. Or perhaps her suppliers hadn’t been able to accommodate the last-minute changes. From the look on Mrs. Hessing’s face, she was pleased. It wouldn’t surprise me if Mrs. Poole cooked the dishes she knew one of the hotel’s fussiest guests would enjoy, despite instruction from Mr. Chapman to the contrary. Her professionalism and willingness to accommodate her diners’ tastes were part of the reason she was an excellent chef.

      The rest of the evening was just as much a success. The food was heavenly, the speeches eloquent, and the bride-to-be’s mother not too overbearing. Before she left the restaurant, Miss Hessing clasped my hands and squeezed. She thanked me profusely, although I wasn’t really sure why. I’d merely suggested the hotel restaurant as a venue for the engagement dinner; the staff had done the rest.

      Once she departed with her mother, only my family remained to see that the staff had it all in hand before we also retired. Before passing through the doorway that led directly to the hotel, I overheard my uncle tell Mr. Chapman that he wanted to see him in his office first thing in the morning.

      Floyd had also overheard. He leaned closer to me. “I wouldn’t want to be in Chapman’s shoes tomorrow.”

      “Cleopatra!” Uncle Ronald barked. “Wait there.”

      “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes now,” Floyd muttered before hurrying ahead.

      I smiled as my uncle strode up to me. It was clear from his scowl that he would not be thanking me for suggesting the engagement party be held in the restaurant. To be fair, he often scowled for no particular reason. It didn’t always mean he was annoyed.

      This time, however, it did. “Where’s Hobart?”

      “Why would I know where he is?”

      “Because you two get along.”

      “Perhaps he had a personal matter that required his attention at home.”

      “Home?”

      “Yes. He has one outside of the hotel, and a wife.” It was a little acerbic of me, but I couldn’t help it. Sometimes my uncle took Mr. Hobart for granted and it needed to be pointed out to him.

      He grunted. “Tonight was important. Mrs. Hessing is a great supporter of the hotel, but now that her daughter is to marry, there’s a danger she won’t return. We needed to be out in full force to show her why she ought to come back here, even if her son-in-law can comfortably accommodate her during her future visits to London.”

      While I couldn’t defend Mr. Hobart, I could allay my uncle’s fear. I looped my arm through his and strolled with him along the corridor to the hotel foyer. “I have it on good authority that the guest bedrooms in the Liddicoats’ marital home will be in a state of renovation whenever Mrs. Hessing visits.”

      “I thought they hadn’t chosen a new home yet. How can Miss Hessing know the guest bedrooms will require renovation?”

      I winked at him.

      He finally understood. Indeed, he even chuckled, proving he had a sense of humor, after all. He patted my arm. “Well done with Miss Hessing, Cleo. You have been a good friend to her.”

      “They would have found a way to be together if Mrs. Hessing didn’t approve of Mr. Liddicoat, but I do credit myself with playing a part in convincing her he was worthy.”

      “I meant by suggesting the engagement party be held in our restaurant. There’s not a finer venue in the city!” He patted my arm again. Then, spotting Mrs. Short waiting at one side of the corridor, gave her his full attention.

      The hotel’s housekeeper didn’t want to speak to him, however. “May I have a word, Miss Fox?”

      Uncle Ronald bowed out and headed across the foyer to where Aunt Lilian was waiting at the lift.

      Once he was out of earshot, Mrs. Short clasped her hands in front of her and regarded me with lips pinched slightly less sternly than usual. “I’m sorry to bother you at this hour, but I find it’s best to broach unpleasantness as soon as possible to get it over and done with.”

      “Speaking to me is unpleasant?” I asked mildly.

      “That’s not what I meant, Miss Fox, which I’m sure you are aware. What I should have said was the topic I need to discuss with you is unpleasant. I’d ask you not to infer meanings when you know them not to be true.”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Short.”

      Mrs. Short had a way of making me feel like a naughty child. She was excellent at her very demanding job, but rudely abrupt when she wanted to be, even to members of the Bainbridge family. Most of the hotel maids were afraid of her. I knew of at least six who’d been dismissed since her appointment as housekeeper in January, for offences ranging from smoking to being lazy. Even Harmony was careful not to do something that would attract negative attention.

      A thought occurred to me, one that had me scrambling to think of an excuse that would explain why Harmony, a maid, and one of my closest friends, joined me for breakfast each morning.

      What was said next couldn’t have surprised me more if the stout woman before me had ridden naked through the hotel foyer on horseback. “I need your help, Miss Fox.”

      “Oh…uh…in what way?”

      “My sister is upset.” Mrs. Short unclasped and re-clasped her hands in front of her. “I don’t like seeing her upset. She’s a good woman.”

      “How can I help her?”

      “I was about to get to that, if you’d only be a little patient.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      “My sister is the housekeeper for a family here in Mayfair. Their butler died recently, just as he was overseeing a dinner party for the family and their guests.”

      “How dreadful!”

      Mrs. Short glared at me for interrupting. “It was. My sister likes order in her house, and I’m sure you can appreciate the chaos that ensued. Not only did he fall into a footman carrying a tureen of soup, spilling it on the carpet and creating a stain she can’t get out, but the staff are still in a flutter, days later. They say they’re too upset to work, that the house is cursed, and that he was murdered.”

      I gasped, but didn’t interrupt again.

      “My sister tends to agree with them. Not about the curse, about murder. She told me the police concluded he died of natural causes, but he was only aged in his mid-forties and fit as a fiddle. She also thinks he was afraid in the days leading up to his death. When she tried to speak to her employers about her concerns, she was told not to meddle and that if she took her concerns to the police, she would be dismissed.” She paused and arched her thin brows. “Well, Miss Fox? Will you take the case?”

      “Me?”

      “Don’t pretend innocence. I know you investigate from time to time as Mr. Armitage’s assistant.”

      “We’re associates. I work alongside him, not as his assistant.”

      “My sister thinks she can scrape together a little money from the other staff to pay a fee, but it won’t be much. Hence why I’m asking you and not Mr. Armitage. They can’t afford him.”

      I sighed. My hope when I began as a private investigator was that I would save up enough money to one day move out of the hotel and no longer rely on the allowance my uncle paid me. Alas, although I’d received a little income so far, it was nowhere near enough to enact my plan. Harry’s business, on the other hand, was going from strength to strength. According to Mr. Hobart, Harry was very busy. He’d gained himself a reputation for solving complex crimes, some of which I’d investigated alongside him. Some of those had made it into the newspapers. The free publicity had proved a boon. So much so that he was too busy to even write a note to me after we’d kissed.

      Not that I wanted to receive one, but it was the polite thing to do. I think.

      “Miss Fox?” Mrs. Short prompted. “Do I need to ask someone else?”

      “No. I’ll investigate.”

      Her shoulders relaxed and I realized she’d been eager for me to take the case. “I’ll send Miss Cotton to your room in the morning with my sister’s details. Goodnight, Miss Fox.”

      I crossed the foyer to take the stairs up to my fourth-floor suite, nodding at the night porter as I passed him. He was the only front-of-house staff member available this late. The rest had gone home or to the residence hall if they lived there. I realized I didn’t know if Mrs. Short had moved into the residence hall after her room in the hotel was demolished to make way for the restaurant, or whether she rented a place elsewhere.

      I met Floyd as he trotted down the steps, whistling a tune.

      He doffed his hat as he passed me. “Goodnight, Cousin. Don’t wait up for me.”

      “I won’t. Don’t lose what you can’t afford.”

      He paused on the step below me and gave me quite a serious look. “I no longer gamble, you know that.”

      I felt a twinge of guilt for suggesting that he’d not learned his lesson after a recent dreadful experience. “In that case, I’d like to change my advice to don’t do anything foolish.”

      “I suspect your idea of what’s foolish differs from mine.” He tossed his hat in the air and caught it by the brim, then settled it on his head in one smooth move. “If I promise not to do anything illegal, will that suffice?”

      “It’ll have to do, I suppose, although try to steer clear of doing anything where Flossy or I have to provide an alibi when your father asks where you’ve been.”

      “All right, but if you do find yourself in that predicament, try to think of something more convincing than ‘He went to the museum.’ Just because it worked when you used to sneak out to investigate with Armitage doesn’t mean it works for the likes of me. It’s quite unbelievable.” He kissed my cheek. “Don’t look so annoyed with me, Cleo. Or are you annoyed that I mentioned Armitage? I noticed you two haven’t seen each other the last two weeks, which is a good thing, in my opinion. Not that I dislike the fellow, just that I dislike him for you.”

      I crossed my arms. “Don’t you have opera singers to annoy?”

      “A dancer, actually, and she finds me irresistibly charming.”

      Something he’d said finally sank in. I frowned. “How do you know I haven’t seen Harry for two weeks? Have you been following me?”

      He waved and trotted down the steps. “Must dash.”

      “Floyd!”

      He was halfway across the foyer when he turned around and tossed me a grin. “Goodnight, Cousin.” He clapped the night porter on the shoulder as he opened the door for Floyd.

      With a sigh, I continued up the steps. I suspected Floyd guessed I hadn’t seen Harry for two weeks based on the simple fact that I hadn’t investigated a crime in that time. He wasn’t following me or spying on me. He didn’t get up early enough to see me leave the hotel. It would seem he still didn’t believe me when I said I had no interest in Harry, however. It was quite irritating, but then my cousin was an irritating person. Loveable, sometimes, but most definitely irritating.
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        * * *

      

      Harmony usually greeted me with a hearty “Good morning” when I let her into my suite with the breakfast tray each day, but not this morning. “Why did Mrs. Short ask me to give you this?” She nodded at the folded piece of paper on the tray.

      I removed it and read the name and address while she carried the tray through to my sitting room. “She accosted me after dinner last night. Her sister wants to employ me to investigate a murder that she believes occurred at the house where she works.” I passed her the note.

      She studied the address before handing it back. “That’s not far from here.”

      “Do you know the family?” I checked the piece of paper. “Sir Ian and Lady Campbell?”

      “No. If they have a London house, it’s unlikely they’ve stayed here.”

      I would ask my aunt later. She had a wealth of knowledge when it came to the upper-class families of London.

      Harmony removed the domed lid on the platter to reveal scrambled eggs arranged into a heart shape. She quickly messed it up with a fork.

      “Victor’s working the breakfast shift?” I asked.

      “He needs to be more careful. Someone could see that and think he’s sending you a message.” She sounded cross, but the tilt of her lips gave away her true feelings. She and Victor were getting on very well lately. “Tell me what you know about the butler’s death.”

      I did, but it only took a few moments. There was so little to tell. “I’ll call on Mrs. Short’s sister after breakfast and see what more I can learn.”

      Harmony placed toast on her plate and scooped scrambled egg onto it. “Well?” she asked as she stabbed a rasher of bacon with her fork.

      I picked up the coffee pot but didn’t pour. I blinked at her. “Well, what?”

      “How was last night’s party?”

      “Oh. That. It had the potential to be a disaster, actually, but I don’t think any of the guests noticed.”

      She lowered the bacon to her plate. “I heard about the kitchen fire and the lights going out.”

      I told her about the black tablecloths and the chrysanthemums. “I thought Mrs. Hessing was going to make a scene. Mr. Chapman did, too, by the worried look on his face. If she had, he’d only have himself to blame. He shouldn’t have changed everything at the last moment. It threw everyone out, and now Mrs. Poole is probably annoyed. My uncle is definitely annoyed. And Mr. Hobart…well, who knows where he is or what he thinks. Do you know why he wasn’t there last night?”

      “He’s not in the habit of confiding in the maids.” Harmony accepted the coffee cup from me and sipped thoughtfully. “So Mr. Chapman made a botch of it, did he?”

      “I feel a little sorry for him. I know he was simply trying to make it all grander to impress my uncle, but it failed. If only he’d enlisted your help. Or better still, if only you’d taken charge of the entire event from the beginning.”

      Harmony smiled into her cup.

      “The wedding is next month,” I went on. “I’m concerned that if it’s left in Mr. Chapman’s hands again, he might not be up to the task.”

      “Perhaps that’s why Sir Ronald is currently having words with him in his office.”

      “You know everything that goes on here.”

      “I overheard his raised voice before knocking on your door, although I couldn’t hear his exact words.”

      “You have to press your ear to the door for that.” I gathered toast, eggs, and bacon onto my plate and picked up my knife and fork. I pointed the fork at Harmony. “You should be in charge of the wedding. You did all the work with the restaurant opening and look how well that turned out.”

      “Mr. Bainbridge was in charge of the guest list.”

      “The guest list was the easiest part. We both know Floyd did little else. You did it all. My uncle knows it, too.”

      “He gave me bonus wages, Cleo. I didn’t do it for nothing.”

      “My point is, you should organize the wedding. I’ll mention it to him.”

      She bristled. “You’ll do no such thing.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t want any favors.”

      “But—”

      “No, Cleo. Thank you, but I’d rather you didn’t.”

      I didn’t push the point further. Instead, we spent the rest of breakfast discussing what the ladies wore to the engagement party.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Although Mrs. Turner pointed out that she was two years younger than her sister, Mrs. Short, they could have been twins. There were many similarities, from their stout frames to the gray hair arranged into a tight bun at the back of their heads. Mrs. Turner’s thin eyebrows formed a shallow V as she scrutinized my appearance in an almost identical manner to her sister. I used to think Mrs. Short was scowling at me, but came to realize her brows were always in that position and she regarded everyone the same way, even my uncle.

      “You’re prettier than I expected.” Mrs. Turner turned away and strode down the corridor in the basement service area, the bunch of keys at her hip jangling with every step.

      Assuming she wanted me to follow, I hurried after her. We passed the open door to the kitchen. A cook looked up from the central bench where she was chopping vegetables. Her young assistant stirred a pot on the range, humming softly to herself. A footman and maid seated at the table in the staff dining room also looked up from their mending. Mrs. Turner gave me no opportunity to study them in return as she bustled onward, past the larder, pantry and servants’ staircase.

      “Mrs. Short tells me—”

      “Hush.” Mrs. Turner used one of the keys to unlock a door. Inside was a small office without so much as a pen out of place on the desk. “Walls have ears. You ought to know that given your profession and where you live.”

      “Right. Yes.” I waited until she’d closed the door and sat behind the desk, then I sat, too. “Your sister tells me you don’t believe the butler died of natural causes, that he was relatively young and in good health. He was also fearful in the days leading up to his death.”

      “Not fearful. Merely…different. He’d been an even-tempered fellow, not overly stern with the staff. But before his death, he ceased to have idle conversations and seemed more introverted, reflective. It was unlike him.”

      “Did he simply drop dead in the dining room? There were no outward signs of murder?”

      “Poison doesn’t necessarily leave obvious signs.”

      “No, but poisoning is not the usual conclusion to jump to, even if someone has been acting oddly in the days before their death. People do die suddenly in their forties from natural causes, Mrs. Turner. However, I can already tell that you and Mrs. Short are alike, and I know Mrs. Short would not jump to the conclusion of murder without good reason. So tell me, what reason do you have for assuming the butler was murdered?”

      She leaned forward a little, causing the chair to creak, and locked her gaze with mine. “Because Mr. Hardy, the butler, started acting oddly after old friends of the Campbells came to dinner one evening. The couple acted oddly, too, upon seeing him, according to the footman who was also present in the dining room. He said they looked startled. Then, on the day of Mr. Hardy’s death, someone snuck into his room upstairs. He mentioned it to me, saying things had been moved. One thing in particular that he mentioned having been moved seems relevant now, in light of his death.”

      “What was it?”

      She unlocked the top drawer and removed a dark brown glass bottle of seltzer salts. She set it down with a thud on the desk between us. “I removed this before the killer could come back and destroy the evidence. I believe if you test the contents, you’ll find the poison that killed Mr. Hardy.”
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      I removed the cork stopper and sniffed the bottle’s contents. It smelled like ordinary bicarbonate of soda. “Why do you think the poison is in here?”

      “Where else could it be? Mr. Hardy ate and drank the same as the rest of us and we’re all well. The seltzer was beside his bed. He suffered from headaches, and a dose of the powder was the only thing that gave him relief.”

      I studied the bottle, but the label didn’t list the ingredients. “Where do you keep the household poisons?”

      “We don’t have any. I refuse to have them in the house.”

      “Not even for mice control?”

      “We don’t get mice,” she said snippily. “I run a tight, clean ship, Miss Fox.”

      I removed my notebook and pencil from my bag and flipped to a blank page. “Tell me about Mr. Hardy. How long had he worked here?”

      “A month.”

      “And before that?”

      “I don’t know. He avoided answering questions about his past.”

      “Lady Campbell didn’t tell you?”

      “Why would she? It’s none of my business.”

      “You mentioned Mr. Hardy’s character changed after friends of Sir Ian and Lady Campbell came to dinner one evening. Was it the same dinner as the one during which he died?”

      “No, it was earlier. Lord and Lady Whitchurch live not far away, although they also have an estate in the country. I forget where. No children, just his elderly mother who lives at the estate.”

      “What was their behavior like on the night they were served by Mr. Hardy?”

      “I can’t say for certain as I wasn’t in the dining room. I did see them arriving and leaving, and all I can say is they seemed on good terms with the Campbells. It was all very cordial.”

      “But you said the footman noticed them looking oddly at Mr. Hardy.”

      “He did. You should speak to him before the Campbells return home. He’ll be busy when they arrive, having to do Mr. Hardy’s duties as well as his own now.”

      “I’d like to speak to the other staff, too.”

      “Of course.”

      “How much time passed between the two dinner parties, the one at which Lord and Lady Whitchurch were present and the one where Mr. Hardy died?”

      “Only a few days.”

      “Tell me about the guests who were present at the fateful dinner.”

      “I don’t think they’re suspects. Both couples had seen Mr. Hardy on earlier occasions, and there was no change in their behavior before or his after those meetings. They were all very shocked when he collapsed. One of the ladies wouldn’t stop screaming.”

      She gave me their names, although her account convinced me they were unlikely to be involved in the butler’s demise.

      Mrs. Turner led the way back along the corridor to the kitchen and adjoining staff room. She introduced me to the footman, maid, the cook, known simply as Mrs. Cook, and her assistant, a quiet girl of about fifteen who Mrs. Cook bluntly stated was simple and unable to answer any questions.

      “I’m also unable to answer your questions,” she went on.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Well, I don’t know anything, do I?” She picked up a large knife and sliced through a potato with more aggression than the humble vegetable deserved. “I knew nothing about Mr. Hardy or the dinner guests.” She pointed the knife at the ceiling. “They all ate the same thing upstairs, and we ate the same thing, too, well beforehand, so it wasn’t my food that done him in.”

      “You believe he was poisoned, too?”

      “I suppose he must have been. He was hale and hearty, but he wasn’t himself lately. Not ill, just…different. Almost like he was thinking something through, ever since the night of that dinner party with the Whitchurches.” She scooped up potato pieces and placed them into a large pot. “Fill this with water, Birdy, and place it on the range.”

      The footman snatched a slice of uncooked carrot from the pot before the assistant, Birdy, removed it. He winked at her and she giggled.

      “Leave the girl alone, Davey,” Mrs. Cook chided.

      Davey popped the carrot into his mouth. “You’ll want to question me, Miss Fox. I was in the dining room the night Mr. Hardy died. He fell right into me, and I was carrying the soup tureen. Made a real mess, it did. All over the carpet. Betty here can’t get the stain out, can you, Bet?”

      The maid named Betty shook her head without looking up from her feet.

      “Did he clutch his chest or throat before he fell?” I asked. “Did he vomit?”

      Betty gulped loudly, then covered her mouth and ran from the room.

      Mrs. Turner clicked her tongue. “Sensitive girl. Go on, Davey, answer Miss Fox.”

      Davey scratched the side of his face where many young men his age grew sideburns. As with most household footmen and butlers, however, he was clean-shaven. He was tall and quite good-looking, which seemed to be other features common amongst footmen. “His face went a little red just before he collapsed,” Davey went on. “He seemed confused, too, like he didn’t know where he was. But it was over in a blink. Then he just crumpled to the floor and sort of shook all over before going still.”

      “Did the seizure last long?”

      Davey shrugged. “I’m not sure. One of the ladies started screaming, the men were shouting at each other and me, the soup was all over the carpet…it was chaotic.”

      I jotted notes in my book. I wasn’t very familiar with the symptoms of different poisons, but disorientation and seizures were certainly symptoms of some, but could also point to natural causes, too. “How well did you know Mr. Hardy, Davey?”

      “Not at all. He gave the orders and I followed them. We never discussed anything other than work, but I liked him. He didn’t often get cross, unlike the butler before him.” He pulled a face.

      Mrs. Cook pointed her knife at him. “That’s not true. I heard you two arguing in his office. The day before he died, it would have been.”

      “We weren’t arguing. He was scolding me.” Davey rolled his eyes. “I lost a button. He found it and gave me a talking-to about how I had to maintain standards, that my missing button was a poor reflection on Sir Ian and Lady Campbell and that I needed to do better in future. It was the only time he scolded me. Most of the time we got along fine.”

      Being scolded for a missing button sounded a little excessive to me. I tried to imagine Mr. Hobart getting cross with one of the porters for poor presentation, but couldn’t. He would take them aside and tell them quietly to fix their attire at the earliest opportunity. He wouldn’t raise his voice. Mr. Chapman, on the other hand, would certainly have stern words with his waiters in front of the other staff, so perhaps Mr. Hardy’s scolding wasn’t all that unusual, after all.

      “Tell me about the night Lord and Lady Whitchurch dined here,” I said to Davey. “Did you notice Mr. Hardy acting oddly after meeting them?”

      “Before.”

      “Pardon?”

      “He started acting strangely before meeting them. I don’t know how long before, but it was definitely before. When I asked him what was wrong, he told me to mind my own business. Then when they came, he seemed tense. He always acted stiff when speaking to Sir Ian and Lady Campbell, but that night he was stiffer, not making eye contact with anyone. But they couldn’t stop staring at him. Both Lord and Lady Whitchurch seemed to recognize him, but I reckon they couldn’t place him. They kept frowning as if they were searching their memories.”

      “Did they speak to him?”

      “No.”

      Betty re-entered the kitchen. She looked pale, drawn, and Mrs. Turner ordered her to sit on the stool in the corner. She signaled to the young cook’s assistant, Birdy, to make her a cup of tea.

      “Buck up, Child,” Mrs. Turner chided. “You’ve got floors to scrub.”

      Betty nodded quickly. “Yes, Mrs. Turner. I’ll be all right. It was thinking about poor Mr. Hardy that made my stomach turn. I can’t believe he’s gone.” She pressed a hand to her middle, but fortunately didn’t need to rush off again. “Why would that lord and lady poison him?”

      “We don’t know if they did,” I assured her.

      “But Miss Fox will find out,” Davey said brightly. “I have a feeling she’s very thorough.” He winked at me.

      “According to Mr. Hardy, someone entered his room on the day of his death,” I went on. “Did any of you go into his room and move his things?”

      They all shook their heads. Mrs. Cook and Mrs. Turner protested vehemently. “It wasn’t any of the staff,” Mrs. Turner said. “None have permission to enter Mr. Hardy’s room. He cleans it himself.”

      I refrained from telling them that not having permission wouldn’t stop anyone. Not even locked doors could. “Did any of you see someone else that day who shouldn’t be in the house?”

      They all shook their heads.

      I closed my notebook and slipped it back into my bag. “Thank you. Mrs. Turner, I’d like to see the dining room before Sir Ian and Lady Campbell return, then I’d like to look around Mr. Hardy’s office and bedchamber, please.”

      She marched toward the door. “Follow me, Miss Fox.”

      The dining room was a sumptuous statement of the Campbells’ wealth. Masterful artwork in gilded frames decorated the deep red walls, and tall silver candlesticks stood proudly on the black marble mantelpiece. The large table and sideboard were polished to a sheen, and the velvet-covered chairs looked comfortable for a long evening chatting with friends. The only thing missing from the scene was the rug, which Mrs. Turner informed me had been thrown away since it couldn’t be cleaned. They were waiting for a new one, which Lady Campbell was yet to purchase.

      There was nothing more to see, so we headed up the stairs to the servants’ quarters, housed on the top floor. The butler’s bedroom contained a single bed, dresser, wardrobe, and a chair positioned by the window.

      “It’s as he left it, except for the seltzer bottle,” Mrs. Turner said. “He was a neat and tidy man, with never so much as a loose button.” She pointed to the bedside table with the lamp and a copy of an old Sherlock Holmes mystery. “That’s where the seltzer salts bottle was kept.”

      I ran my hands over the bedspread then checked under the mattress, inside the pillow slip and other places for hidden objects, all under the frowning gaze of Mrs. Turner. She remained by the door, however, and didn’t say a word as I moved to the dresser. Finding nothing of note, I opened the cupboard door. To see the highest shelf, I stood on the chair. Tucked into the corner was a sturdy metal box, the sort used to keep money or valuables. The padlock was still in place, locked, but the lid had been pried open. Whatever tool had forced it had scratched and dented the metal. I lifted the lid. The box was empty.

      I showed it to Mrs. Turner. “Do you know what he stored in here?”

      She shook her head.

      I returned the box and checked the rest of the cupboard. Mr. Hardy kept a selection of neatly pressed suits, two pairs of polished shoes and a woolen coat. Other items were conspicuous by their absence. “Where are his underthings?”

      “When my sister told me you were a young unwed lady, I removed them. Your virtue must be protected.”

      My virtue wouldn’t be lost by seeing a man’s underclothes, but I bit my tongue. I checked the jacket and coat pockets, then inside the shoes. My fingers touched cool metal near the toe.

      I removed a fine silver watch. It was very shiny and there wasn’t a scratch on it. I held it up by its chain to show Mrs. Turner. Like me, she knew immediately it was a quality timepiece of the sort a wealthy gentleman would wear, not a butler.

      “Where did he get that?” she murmured.

      I checked the case, inside and out, but there were no initials or other way of telling whether Mr. Hardy owned it or had stolen it. “You’ve never seen him wear it?”

      “No.”

      “It doesn’t belong to Sir Ian?”

      “No! Mr. Hardy wasn’t a thief, Miss Fox. I hadn’t known him long, but he struck me as a fine fellow of good moral fiber.”

      I didn’t point out that if he’d come by it using legitimate means, he wouldn’t have kept it in his shoe. The question was, why in his shoe and not the metal box? Unable to think of a good reason, I placed it back into the shoe only to discover another object tucked into the toe.

      I removed it and laid it flat on my palm. It was a gold gentleman’s tiepin shaped like a sword with small diamonds inlaid into the pommel and a sapphire the size of my smallest fingernail in the center. I didn’t bother to ask Mrs. Turner if she’d seen it before. I knew by the shocked look on her face that she hadn’t, and that she was as confused as me as to why Mr. Hardy had it and why he kept it in his shoe. I returned it along with the watch to its hiding place.

      “Did he have family?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t find any correspondence when I came in here after he died. Lady Campbell will have his details in her writing bureau listing his next of kin.”

      “The day of his death, when he told you his things had been moved, did he mention which things?”

      “The bottle, his pillow, some items in the top drawer of the bedside table. His bedcovers were wrinkled, too. He couldn’t abide wrinkles.”

      I smoothed my hand over the bedcover when searching. If the intruder had left wrinkles, it would seem they’d been searching for something, too. The question was, what? And had they found it in the metal box?

      “I’d like to see his office next, please, Mrs. Turner.”

      She locked the butler’s bedchamber door and led the way downstairs to the basement. She was in the process of unlocking the butler’s office when Davey the footman hurried past, adjusting his collar as he went.

      “They just arrived home,” he said over his shoulder before disappearing up the stairs. “Nice meeting you, Miss Fox. Pity we can’t chat longer.”

      I waited until he was out of earshot before I asked Mrs. Turner my next question. “Will he be made butler now?”

      She opened the door and indicated I should go ahead of her. “It’s unlikely. He doesn’t have the experience or the…how shall I put it? There’s a foreign sounding word that starts with g…”

      “Gravitas?”

      “That’s it. Mr. Hardy had gravitas. He was the perfect butler. Very knowledgeable, discreet and calm in a crisis. We all liked him.” A shadow passed across her face before she cleared her throat and shook it off. “I once asked him if he’d worked in a grander place than this one in his last employment, but he didn’t answer me. I could hazard a guess, though.”

      “Please do.”

      “I’d say he worked in the country, in one of those manors where they have large dinner parties and house parties that last for weeks. I could picture him butlering in one of those places with dozens of staff under him.” The shadow returned. At the very least, she’d admired him. I wondered if there’d been more than admiration between them, hence her decision to investigate his death.

      I scanned the contents of the desk. “The Campbells don’t have a country property?”

      “No. Sir Ian’s father lost it some years ago.”

      She made it sound like he’d merely misplaced the estate. “How unfortunate.”

      “Quite.”

      “Are there any more staff here?”

      “Just the five of us, now that Mr. Hardy’s gone.”

      It didn’t seem like many to me, but I wasn’t an expert on the service requirements of Mayfair households.

      Mrs. Turner unlocked the silver cabinet and watched me like a hawk as I looked through it, making sure I didn’t tuck a napkin ring up my sleeve before leaving. She also unlocked the sideboard cupboard where the liquor was kept. There weren’t many bottles inside, but I wasn’t sure how much wine and spirits a butler usually kept close to hand and how much was stored in the cellar.

      The desk drawers contained nothing out of the ordinary, just the most current ledger listing household expenses, a box of receipts, and spare stationery.

      When I completed my search, Mrs. Turner followed me out of the office and locked the door. “Well? What are your thoughts?”

      “It’s difficult to say. There’s very little evidence that he was murdered.”

      Her top lip twitched. “My sister tells me you’re very good at solving murders. She doesn’t offer praise lightly, so I’m inclined to believe her. If you think no crime has been committed, well, that will suffice, too.”

      “Suffice?”

      “The staff are unsettled, particularly Betty. She’s anxious and upset. Davey, too, despite outward appearances. He says he’s going to leave, that he doesn’t feel safe here anymore. I don’t want either of them to go. It’s hard to find good staff. So either find the killer, Miss Fox, or find out for certain that Mr. Hardy died of natural causes. Either result will assuage their fears.”

      “I’ll do my best.” I looked to the stairs. “I’d like to talk to Sir Ian and Lady Campbell. Can you announce me, please?”

      For a woman who’d shown a limited range of emotions so far, she became positively animated with disapproval. “No, Miss Fox, I cannot just announce you.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’ve not been invited.”

      “But I’m investigating the death of their butler in their own house.”

      “They don’t believe a crime has been committed. They won’t talk to you.”

      I huffed out a frustrated breath and once again glanced at the service staircase that led to the upper floors. It felt as though I’d asked to be let into Heaven without going through due process at the gates. “Very well. Try to convince them. If you do, contact me at the hotel at any time, either by telephone or in writing. A message will reach me.”

      “I will try my best, but I cannot be sure that Sir Ian or Lady Campbell will agree to a meeting.” She glanced up the stairs and leaned closer to me. “It would be quite awful for them if the investigation into Mr. Hardy’s death was reopened.”

      “I understand. But do try.”

      She escorted me to the front door of the service area. As we passed the kitchen, I spotted Mrs. Cook standing with hands on her hips as she studied a recipe book, while Birdy licked a wooden spoon behind her back. Betty the maid sat hunched over her sewing at the table again, a cup of tea within arm’s reach. She looked up as we passed. The tea had done little to return the color to her cheeks.

      I thanked Mrs. Turner at the door, then climbed the steps to the pavement. I was just adjusting my hat and gloves when a familiar voice greeted me.

      “If it isn’t the greatest female sleuth in the city. Nay, the country. Perhaps even the world!”

      My heart leapt into my throat, but I knew if I hesitated, it would open a crack through which all the emotions I’d bottled up over the last two weeks could escape. And I did not want him to see that the kiss had rattled me. “You mean greatest sleuth, female or otherwise. Hello, Harry. How have you been?”

      “Fine, although I could be dead for all you care.”

      “I would have heard if you were. Don’t worry, I’d have come to your funeral and cried.”

      “Sobbing or merely a few silent tears slipping down your cheeks?”

      “The latter. I’m an ugly sobber. Besides, silent tears are both beautiful and intriguing.”

      He grinned. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you.” I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed his company until seeing him standing there on the steps of the neighbor’s townhouse, looking like he belonged here, in one of the city’s most exclusive streets. It was that innate confidence he had, the effortless charisma, that made him fit in everywhere. The handsome face and broad shoulders helped, of course.

      He joined me on the pavement. “What are you doing here?”

      I nodded at the Campbells’ front door. “The butler died. It was deemed natural causes, but the housekeeper has her doubts. She thinks he was poisoned. She mentioned her doubts to her sister, who happens to be the hotel’s housekeeper, and she suggested I look into it.”

      “Are they paying you?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t mention it wasn’t much. I wasn’t sure why.

      We both started walking without either of us suggesting we continue on. It seemed we needed to go in the same direction, so it made sense to walk together. To avoid a small puddle, I stepped to the side, bumping him. I quickly put distance between us again. To distract from my reddening face, I tugged on the hem of my waistcoat, smoothed the fabric over my middle, then touched my hat to ensure it was still in place.

      Harry laughed softly. He seemed quite unaffected by our meeting after more than two weeks without a word passing between us. Whereas I couldn’t look at him without thinking of the kiss we’d shared last time, he was his usual unruffled self. It was annoying, not to mention a little deflating. While I’d purposely avoided him, it hadn’t been easy. I’d told myself it was the right thing to do, the best thing, despite going against my instincts. He, on the other hand, seemed to take it in his stride. I supposed he was more experienced at kissing than me, but it would have been nice if he felt as tortured as I did about what to do next.

      “Tell me about your investigation,” he said. “If you want to, that is. I won’t help you unless you ask.”

      “Why wouldn’t I want your help? Your insights are valuable.”

      “Then it’ll be my pleasure to be a sounding board for the world’s greatest detective, female or otherwise.”

      I would have jabbed him in the ribs with my elbow if I wasn’t afraid of getting too close to him again. I entered into comfortably familiar territory by telling him what I’d learned so far about Mr. Hardy’s demise, and why Mrs. Turner thought he’d been murdered.

      He listened without interruption and didn’t respond immediately. We’d come to an intersection and needed to cross the street. The sweeper spotted us and, sensing a tip, hurriedly cleared away the horse manure to create a wide enough path for us. The lad doffed his cap as we passed and Harry dropped a coin into it.

      “Have a good day, sir, miss.”

      On the other side of the street, we continued walking in the direction of the hotel. It was a warm day and I was a little thirsty, which probably meant Harry was, too. Should I invite him in? Would he accept, given my uncle had vowed that Harry could never step foot in the hotel again? Where would we go if he did accept?

      “The evidence for murder is flimsy,” Harry finally said.

      “I’m inclined to believe it was natural causes, after all, and the housekeeper says she’ll be satisfied with that verdict. She wants to assuage the fears of the rest of the staff, either by catching a murderer or assuring them no murder took place.”

      “They’ll be suspects if it was murder.”

      I proceeded to give him my opinion of each member of staff, even though he hadn’t asked. It seemed natural to confide in him.

      By the time I finished, we were on Piccadilly, almost at the hotel. I realized there was something I hadn’t asked him yet. “Why were you calling on the Campbells’ neighbor?”

      “I had a telephone call from the occupant this morning. She’s a regular client who asks me to investigate one thing or another from time to time. That was my fifth visit to her house.”

      “Fifth! Either she lives in a house riddled with crime, in which case you’re not doing your job properly, or she simply wants to spend time in your company. A merry widow, is she?”

      He grinned. “She is a widow, as it happens, and is also good company. I like her very much.”

      “Do you?” I murmured. I wished I hadn’t brought it up. “And what reason did she give for hiring you for the fifth time?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his lips tilt with his smile. “Her housekeeper thought she heard a noise in the kitchen.”

      “How strange that a large house filled with servants should have noises coming from the kitchen,” I said wryly.

      “There are no other servants. Just the housekeeper. She and my client were in the sitting room at the time.”

      “Did your client hear the noise, too?”

      “She’s hard of hearing, so no, but she gets anxious if her housekeeper is concerned. She’s eighty, you see, and her housekeeper is not much younger.”

      “Eighty!” I blurted out. “Ohhhhh. So she just wants to have tea with you.”

      “Probably.” His lips twitched again. “Why? What did you think she wanted?”

      “To, er, ask you to reach things on high shelves.”

      He laughed. “That and drinking tea have become my main tasks when I call on them. I no longer charge Mrs. Danvers a fee after the last time when I discovered her cat lapping up milk spilled from a bottle it had knocked off the table. The time before that, she tasked me with finding her missing jewelry. I found the necklace under the bed and the earrings in the bathroom. The housekeeper thinks Mrs. Danvers is losing her memory.”

      “The poor dear. It must have been upsetting when she thought she’d lost valuable jewels.”

      “They were paste. I gather she has sold off everything of value over the years. I think she and the housekeeper were more fearful of an intruder being inside. I checked all the doors and windows and assured them they would keep thieves out as long as they remembered to lock them at night.”

      It was good of him to take extra precautions, as well as not charge a lady in reduced circumstances for a false alarm.

      He stopped before reaching the hotel. “I’ll cross the road here.” He paused. “Cleo…” He released a breath and shook his head. “Good luck with your investigation.” He gave me a flat smile, touched the brim of his hat, and looked down Piccadilly for a gap in the oncoming traffic.

      “Wait!”

      He turned suddenly. “Yes?”

      I removed the seltzer salts bottle from my bag. “You’ve got a knack for sciences, perhaps you’ll know the answer to this. Do poisons all have a distinctive smell? Or do some have no smell at all?” I removed the cork stopper and held it out.

      “Some have no smell or taste, so my reading of detective fiction tells me. I don’t know which ones.” He sniffed the bottle’s contents. “It smells like bicarbonate of soda.”

      I replaced the stopper. “I’ll take it to a pharmacist and see what he has to say.”

      “I may have a better idea. When my father left Scotland Yard, I met a fellow at his farewell party who works at St. Mary’s Hospital. My father and his team sometimes took their medical questions to him. He should have the right chemicals on hand to test the seltzer salts for poisons.”

      “Is he a doctor?”

      “More of a scientist. His specialty is dead people, not living ones.” He put out his hand. “I’ll take it to him now.”

      “We both will.”

      “Are you sure you won’t be missed?” He glanced at the hotel where Frank was opening the door of one of the hotel’s carriages as Goliath retrieved luggage from the back.

      “I’m sure. I have nothing scheduled until afternoon tea.”

      “And if your family looks for you before then?”

      “I’ll tell them the truth. My uncle doesn’t mind my sleuthing now, as long as it doesn’t interrupt my social engagements and nobody finds out.”

      “I was worried Sir Ronald had changed his mind. He tends to do that.”

      I couldn’t deny that my uncle could be fickle. For now, he had given his approval, and I wasn’t about to let him forget it.

      Cobbit, the coachman, spotted us and touched the brim of his hat in greeting. The acknowledgement wasn’t for my benefit, I was sure of it. Harry had helped Cobbit and the other mews staff keep their jobs when they threatened to go on strike over the stabling of a guest’s automobile. Harry had suggested a compromise that suited them and Uncle Ronald. Although, if my uncle had known at the time that Harry had a hand in negotiations, he might have dug his heels in. He wasn’t prepared to forgive Harry for lying about his past, even though Harry had been one of his best employees and losing him had interrupted the smooth running of the hotel.

      Uncle Ronald was a stubborn man, and I feared he’d never forgive Harry. He might be allowing me to investigate alongside him, but I suspected that was only because he thought Harry was still courting Miss Morris. If he knew their relationship was over, he’d forbid our acquaintance for fear we’d develop feelings for one another.

      That’s why I was determined he should never know.
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