
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Lady Rample Box Set One

Lady Rample Mysteries – Books 1-3

––––––––

Shéa MacLeod


Lady Rample Box Set

Lady Rample Mysteries – Books 1-3

COPYRIGHT © 2019 by Shéa MacLeod

All rights reserved.

Printed in the United States of America.

Cover Art by Amanda Kelsey of Razzle Dazzle Designs

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.



  	
	    
	      Also by Shéa MacLeod

	    

      
	    
          
	      Aunt Butty Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Espionage at the Estate

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Deepwood Witches Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Poisons, Potions, and Peril

          
        
          
	          Wisteria, Witchery, and Woe

          
        
          
	          Magic, Moonlight, and Murder

          
        
          
	          Dreams, Divination, and Danger

          
        
          
	          Alchemy, Arsenic, and Alibis

          
        
          
	          Crystals, Cauldrons, and Crimes

          
        
          
	          Deepwood Witches Mysteries

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Edwina Gale Paranormal Investigator

          
        
          
	          Day of the Were-Jackal

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Intergalactic Investigations

          
        
          
	          Infinite Justice

          
        
          
	          A Rage of Angels

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lady Rample Mysteries

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample's Cocktails and Cake

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample Steps Out

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample Spies A Clue

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample and the Silver Screen

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample Sits In

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample and the Ghost of Christmas Past

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample and Cupid's Kiss

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample and the Mysterious Mr. Singh

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample and the Haunted Manor

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample and the Parisian Affair

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample and the Yuletide Caper

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample and the Mystery at the Museum

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample and the Lady in the Lake

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample Box Set Collection One

          
        
          
	          Lady Rample Box Set Collection Two

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Season of the Witch

          
        
          
	          Lifestyles of the Witch and Ageless

          
        
          
	          In Charm's Way

          
        
          
	          Witchmas Spirits

          
        
          
	          Battle of the Hexes

          
        
          
	          If the Broom Fits

          
        
          
	          As the Spell Turns

          
        
          
	          Cupcake Goddess

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sugar Martin Vintage Cozy Mystery

          
        
          
	          A Death in Devon

          
        
          
	          A Grave Gala

          
        
          
	          A Christmas Caper

          
        
          
	          A Riviera Rendezvous

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sunwalker Saga: Soulshifter Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Haunted

          
        
          
	          Soulshifter

          
        
          
	          Fearless

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Viola Roberts Cozy Mysteries

          
        
          
	          The Corpse in the Cabana

          
        
          
	          The Stiff in the Study

          
        
          
	          The Poison in the Pudding

          
        
          
	          The Body in the Bathtub

          
        
          
	          The Venom in the Valentine

          
        
          
	          The Remains in the Rectory

          
        
          
	          The Death in the Drink

          
        
          
	          The Victim in the Vineyard

          
        
          
	          The Ghost in the Graveyard

          
        
          
	          The Larceny in the Luau

          
        
          
	          A Viola Roberts Cozy Mystery Collection Box Set One-Three

          
        
          
	          A Viola Roberts Cozy Mystery Collection Books 4-6

          
        
          
	          A Viola Roberts Cozy Mystery Collection: Books Seven - Nine

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Write Novels Fast

          
        
          
	          Write Novels Fast: Writing Faster With Art Journaling

          
        
          
	          Write Novels Fast: Down and Dirty Draft

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Angel's Fall

          
        
          
	          A Historical Christmas Cozy Collection

          
        
          
	          The Complete Christmas Cozy Collection

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Shéa MacLeod’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Lady Rample Steps Out

Lady Rample Mysteries – Book One

––––––––

[image: ]


Shéa MacLeod

LADY RAMPLE STEPS OUT

Lady Rample Mysteries – Book One

COPYRIGHT © 2017 by Shéa MacLeod

All rights reserved.

Printed in the United States of America.

Cover Art by Amanda Kelsey of Razzle Dazzle Designs

Editing by Alin Silverwood

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

With gratitude to Dame Agatha Christie, 

who inspired a young girl to follow her dreams. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1


[image: ]




If Sir Eustace didn’t stop yammering on about his adventures in Africa, there was bound to be a murder. His. And the authorities wouldn’t have far to look to find the killer. “Sorry, officer, it was him or me. Self-defense and all that. I was bored out of my skull. You understand.”

“There I was, face to face with the king of beasts, nothing on me but my pipe. What a to-do!” Sir Eustace gave a belly laugh, his monstrous, white sideburns—in defiance of all current modes of fashion—bobbled wildly. It might be 1932 London, but Sir Eustace was firmly entrenched in tales of the high planes of Africa sometime well before George V took the throne. 

I took a sip of my highball and made a moue, disappointed. I am inordinately fond of highballs, being my cocktail of choice, but the ginger ale was altogether too spicy. It zinged up my nose making my sinuses itch. Anyone who knew anything about mixing beverages knew that ginger ale in a highball should be sweet and sparkly, not spicy. At least they hadn’t used club soda, I suppose. I’d had it made that way once or twice. Vile.

Reluctantly, I set my glass down on the side table, not much caring if I left water rings on the polished, dark wood which smelled faintly of lemon and wax. After all, Sir Eustace deserved a little furniture destruction, boring me to tears as he was. Really, the man had probably spent all his time in Africa indoors. And I was certain he’d never faced down a lion, no matter what he claimed. I cast a longing glance at the dark amber liquid teasing me from within the cut-glass tumbler. It looked better than it tasted. Most unfortunate since I was in dire need of a drink—or several—if I were to survive Sir Eustace.

If only this unutterably dull affair had been scheduled a week earlier. I could have bowed out, thanks to the appropriate yearlong grieving period. Not that I had been grieving, to be perfectly frank. I’d actually been quite busy with business matters and visiting my newly inherited properties. It just gave me an excellent excuse to get out of ridiculous parties such as the one I was currently attending. Alas, the year was up, and I was forced back into society against my will. Not that I minded society for the most part. I like a good party as much as anyone else. The operative term being “good.”

I stifled a yawn behind my white satin glove, not much caring if anyone saw. Maybe Sir Eustace would get a hint, unlikely as that was. The man was thick as a brick.

Once upon a time, I had the great good fortune to meet and marry Lord Rample, a gentleman quite senior to me in both age and rank. It had all been my Aunt Butty’s doing, of course. The woman was an irrepressible matchmaker and thoroughly convinced that wealthy husbands were the way to go. Lord Rample had the great good fortune to be not only enormously wealthy, but without much in the way of heirs. She decided he was perfect. Not for her own husband number four, but for my husband number one.

The result had been a séance—Aunt Butty was obsessed with spiritualism regardless of it having fallen out of style—in which Queen Victoria’s ghost had appeared and ordered him to marry me. Fortunately, Lord Rample had taken it in stride. He didn’t marry me immediately, but he did ask me on a carriage ride in Hyde Park during which the horses bolted, forcing poor Lord Rample to play hero and take over the reins, bringing us to a safe stop. I’d have blamed Aunt Butty for arranging that, but I can’t see how she could have done it seeing as she was in Cairo at the time.

In any case, Lord Rample had seemed quite sophisticated and heroic and eventually I’d agreed to marry him. Aunt Butty had been overjoyed.

When Lord Rample had the generosity to die a mere four years into our marriage, he had left me not only with the title of Lady Rample, but also with more money than God Himself would know what to do with. Only the country manor up in the wilds of North Yorkshire—still entailed under a ridiculous ancient British law—had gone to a distant cousin by the unfortunate moniker of Buck-toothed Binky (His real name was Alphonse, so you can see why he might prefer the moniker). Frankly, I had been glad to see the back of it. The place was drafty, in poor taste, and a bottomless money pit. I was quite satisfied with the London townhouse, a few properties abroad, and enough money to swim in.

A loud guffaw jerked my attention back into the room. What a lot of dull people! Every one of them had a title—some multiples. Most of them had money—though not as much as I did, which amused me no end since they tended to look down their collective aquiline noses at a mere vicar’s daughter. And all of them were wrapped up entirely in the social mores necessary to maintain whatever status they clung to. Frankly, I was tired of it.

I slid a sideways look at a plump woman swathed in an unfortunate amount of peach satin. Lady Chatelain had been the first to dub me a “merry widow.” Which was ridiculous. I had been rather fond of my elderly husband. He was a dear and often bought me nice presents and paid me lovely compliments and ushered me about proudly. I’d found no fault with him as a husband. I simply hadn’t had any passion for him, nor he for me. We’d been more like affectionate roommates, which was precisely what each of us had wished when we got married. And thus, parading around in black felt...false. Felix—Lord Rample—would have detested it. So I had chosen dark colors such as plum and navy which both suited my complexion and spoke to mourning without being showy about it. I felt strongly that Felix would approve.

Now that a year had gone by, however, I had thrown off my widow’s weeds and stepped out. Even the snobby le beau monde couldn’t disapprove of that. Well, they could, but it would be churlish of them.

Sir Eustace, God love him, had launched into yet another dull tale, this time of his adventures in Constantinople. Istanbul, I guess they call it now. You'd think that tales of such a place would be exciting, thrilling, exotic. You would be incorrect. Sir Eustace had the ability to turn the most interesting story into a downright yawn. Too bad. I'd always wanted to travel. Perhaps now I would. Maybe I should buy a ticket on the Orient Express. Get out of London for a while. Have an adventure. Then I'd have my own tales with which to bore the aristocracy.

My name is Ophelia, Lady Rample. If you ask anyone in the room, they will tell you I drink too much, drive too fast, and have a tendency to be seen in the company of unsuitable men. If I were a lesser woman, I’d be ostracized from polite society. Not that it would be any loss, frankly. Polite society is ridiculously dull. However, seeing as how I am—as the Americans so cheerfully refer to it—loaded, I am forgiven a great multitude of sins and deemed an “original.” Or sometimes the less kind term of “eccentric.”

At last I could stand no more of Sir Eustace’s prattering on. I quietly slipped from the stuffy drawing room and made as if to take advantage of the powder room. No need to offend my hostess. Lady Mary was a sweet woman and hardly to blame for her husband’s distinct lack of talent in storytelling. 

The corridor was empty save for a hideous wooden statue holding a spear, so instead of turning left for the powder room, I veered right toward Sir Eustace’s study where I knew he kept an excellent scotch. Felix had told me about it once. The two of them used to hide out, drink, and smoke cigars together. I make it a habit to never forget the location of good booze.

The study was, fortunately, empty, with only a low fire burning in the grate. It was a manly sort of place redolent of leather and old books. The view of the street outside was blocked by heavy velvet curtains of an indistinct color—possibly blue or green. A massive and ill-advised painting of a hunt—overly decorated in blood—hung above the fireplace. Leather bound books sat untouched on shelves. Sir Eustace wasn’t much of a reader, according to Felix. Much preferred shooting things.

A stunning art deco bar cabinet sat in one corner, wood gleaming softly in the firelight. I smiled to myself as I strode across the room, my heels silent on the thick carpet. I carefully opened the rich, walnut panels and eyed the copious bottles within. Sure enough, there was a vintage scotch that must have set Sir Eustace back a pretty penny.

I poured two fingers of the stuff into a crystal tumbler and eyed myself in the mirrored lid. My golden-brown locks, carefully waved by my maid, were still perfectly in place and my gray-green eyes were still neatly rimmed in smoky kohl. However, my raspberry lipstick could use a bit of attention. I touched it up a tad before shutting the bar. Hopefully, Sir Eustace wouldn’t notice. Stealing a man’s scotch was not the done thing. 

I would have preferred ice—very un-British of me—but there wasn’t any. Straight up would have to do. Drink in hand, I sauntered out into the hall and made my way to the back of the house and the veranda overlooking the garden overflowing with wisteria and hollyhocks. During the day, it would be a place of stunning beauty. Even at night, it wasn’t without its charms. White lilacs glowed softly in the moonlight while the scent of narcissus perfumed the air. Mary had a way with plants. No doubt the garden was an escape from her dreary husband. Personally, I’d have drunk his scotch.

“I wondered where you’d got to.” The voice was rich and rumbly, smooth as fresh churned butter and accompanied by the scent of cedar wood and sweet pipe tobacco. 

I gave the new arrival a sidelong glance, marveling for perhaps the hundredth time at what a singularly handsome fellow he was. Not a hair out of place and every article of clothing just so. The modern-day Beau Brummel. Too bad I wasn’t his type. Still, we had a jolly good time together. “Don’t tell me you were enjoying the ramblings of Sir Eustace.”

“Good lord, no.” His tone was hearty. “It’s a good deal Sir E keeps a well-stocked bar.” He jiggled his own tumbler back and forth. He’d apparently come by his honestly as it held ice.

“Do you think we can get out of here? I’m afraid if I stay here another minute I shall do something drastic. Throw myself off the veranda, perhaps.” It was all of a four-foot drop, the ground below soft from spring rains. The worst I’d do is end up with grass stains on my gown and a slightly damp posterior. Any additional mar to my reputation would only amuse me. I had better things to do with my life than worry about whether or not I was being gossiped about.

He chuckled. “We can’t have that now, can we? Drink up. We’ll find somewhere a little livelier.”

Charles “Chaz” Raynott the Third was what one might term my best friend, if he were a woman. I wasn’t sure it was the done thing to have a man best friend, but the done thing never stopped me from doing precisely as I pleased—boring soirees aside. He was also the perfect escort, being ridiculously good looking, perfectly manicured, and of the proper pedigree to boot. In fact, if I’d been in the market for a new husband, he’d likely have made an excellent one of those, as well. Except for one teeny factor: Chaz was what some would politely term “light on his feet.” Seeing as how that was illegal—ridiculous nonsense, if you ask me—having a female friend to squire around kept him safe from wagging tongues, not to mention a prison sentence. 

Of course, spending so much time together led to a few rumors. Frankly, none of them bothered me. Those that mattered knew the truth. Those that gossiped didn’t matter. Wagging tongues were fine as long as they didn’t wag the truth.

Chaz and I had been friends for years, ever since he was injured during the Great War and found himself under my dubious care. We’d both been impossibly young, but perhaps less naive than we should have been. We’d met again years later, and a strange friendship had been born. Felix had adored Chaz almost as much as I did, and Chaz’s proclivities never seemed to bother him, though he didn’t mention it, so perhaps he simply ignored reality for my sake. 

One of the brilliant things about Chaz was that he always knew the most interesting people. Sometimes the places he took me to skirted decency, but they were never unsafe, and we always had a spiffing time.

I downed the scotch fast enough to make Felix wince—he was of the opinion that good scotch should be savored over a lengthy period of time and possibly a pipe—and left my tumbler sitting on the balustrade. “Where to, darling?”

Chaz grinned, flashing perfect white teeth. How he got his teeth so white, I’ll never know. “Follow me, old bean. It’s a surprise!”

We slipped past the open doors of the drawing room where Sir Eustace droned on. Easy enough. Convincing the maid to bring our outerwear without notifying her mistress, Lady Mary, was another matter, but Chaz was ready as always with a saucy wink, a smooth compliment, and a couple of clinking coins. In no time at all, I was wrapped in my mink stole, Chaz had on his wool overcoat, and we were climbing into his Bentley. Black and sleek, like his wardrobe.

The tires hummed against wet pavement. It had been raining for positively weeks. Well, days, anyway. Typical English spring weather. I was getting quite tired of it. Perhaps a trip to the south of France was in order. I could visit the villa in Nice. I did so love the French Riviera. Felix had taken me there shortly after we married. It was my first trip abroad, and I was smitten.

While most of my compatriots lounged on the beaches or on the deck of some yacht or other, I roamed the cobblestone streets and quaint little shops. I was determined to find the very best croissant in all of France. Or at least in the Riviera. That meant a trip to every patisserie between Marseille and Nice. Felix had never complained once, and we’d both put on half a stone.

The car drew up in front of a plain, brick building on the edge of Soho—West London’s famed entertainment district. A neat, neon sign perched above a simple door. I squinted slightly against the rain streaking the window and made out the words in red lights: Astoria Club.

“You’re taking me to a club?” An evening of boredom stretched in front of me, men smoking cigars, women nattering inanely. Yawn-worthy music picked out on a grand piano. “You should have left me at the mercy of Sir Eustace. It would have been kinder.”

“This isn’t any old club. Be a good sport.”

I grimaced. Being a good sport usually got me into trouble where Chaz was concerned. Not that I minded. Trouble could be fun. Felix always said I had a nose for it. He wasn’t entirely wrong.

Chaz gallantly wielded the umbrella while I extricated myself from the car. I clutched his arm as we darted toward the door of the club, rain drizzling around us in a fine mist. 

The door opened on a blast of warm air, and we were ushered into a tiny vestibule by a red-jacketed doorman. He looked ridiculously young, cheeks still childishly chubby and not enough fuzz to make a proper moustache. A small, red fez perched jauntily at an angle on his baby-fine hair. “Welcome, sir. Madam.” 

The vestibule was carpeted in deep red to match the wallpaper, a counter to the right manned by a young woman with elegantly Marcel-waved platinum blonde hair and a mole above her upper lip. I wondered vaguely if it were real or painted on. She took our outerwear in exchange for a gold token which Chaz tucked away in the pocket of his tuxedo trousers.

The doorman bowed elegantly and opened a second door which opened on a set of stairs, dimly lit, leading down into Heaven knew where.

“Ready, old bean?” Chaz offered his arm again.

I took a deep breath and his arm. “Why not? In for a penny, in for a pound.”

“That’s the spirit!”

And down we went, into the belly of the beast.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2


[image: ]




At the bottom of the stairs stood a forbidding set of double doors. They were thick oak wood, stained dark and bound in iron, like something out of a dungeon. The Tower of London, perhaps. With skeletons of little princes locked away behind them. Good lord, I was maudlin.

From the other side, I heard muffled music, but I couldn’t quite make out the melody. A red-jacketed bouncer stood guard. He was less chubby and more muscular than the doorman, his handlebar moustache at odds with his shiny bald pate.

He opened the door for us, and out swirled the sweet wail of a saxophone along with a heady cloud of cigarette smoke tinged with something almost floral. A wide grin spread across my face and made my cheeks ache. I was instantly giddy. Not because of the smoke—I’ve never gotten the hang of it (filthy habit)—but because of the music.

“Jazz. You brought me to a jazz club.”

“Best in the city,” Chaz said, proud of himself. “Very hush-hush. Only those in the know, darling.”

“Well, don’t I feel the bee’s knees.” I chuckled, listening with delight, my toes already tapping to the beat. “The band is spiffing.” As we moved inside the club, the doors swung shut behind us. I noted the inside of the doors were heavily padded and quilted in wine colored velvet, which explained why we hadn’t heard the music outside.

The club wasn’t terribly large. There were only about half a dozen small, round tables scattered about the edges of the dance floor where a handful of couples danced a lively Balboa, bodies pressed up against each other in a way that would have scandalized most of the attendees of Sir Eustace’s party. Along the walls were padded booths—mostly occupied with canoodling couples—in the same wine velvet as the doors. In front of us was a raised dais where the band—dressed in black tails and ties—played with enthusiasm. To the right was a long marble bar, smoothly polished to a high gloss. It matched the ceiling from which dripped several small crystal chandeliers. Behind the bar, bottles glowed softly in the dim light. 

A short, round man with a thin, black moustache and the most amazingly bushy eyebrows toddled over to us. He wore the same black tails and tie as the band, but his waistcoat was wine to match the upholstery, and he wore a white carnation in his lapel. He looked for all the world like a well-dressed penguin.

“Mr. Raynott, good of you to grace our humble halls once again.” The little man beamed from ear-to-ear. He bowed to me. “Welcome, Madam. Please, follow me.”

He waddled ahead of us to a corner booth set at the perfect angle for watching the band, while being out of the line of sight of the other patrons. Heavy, wine velvet drapes held back with gold tassels graced either end of the booth. I wasn’t sure if they were for show, or if one could actually pull them closed for privacy. It seemed a little...obvious, if that was the case.

Once we were seated, a black-suited waiter appeared, as if by magic, to take our drinks order. Then he whisked away almost as abruptly as he’d arrived, leaving us to our own devices.

A candle flickered in the center of the table, accompanied by the smell of hot wax. It cast eerie shadows across Chaz’s face, emphasizing the devilish in the handsome. I turned my attention to the band. I was astonished to realize that all of the musicians were black. 

“They’re from America,” Chaz spoke over the music. 

“The entire band?” Usually one or two American jazz players would be accompanied by English musicians. To see an entire band from America was a treat. Just wait until I told Aunt Butty! She’d be gutted to have missed it. Aunt Butty was enamored of all things American.

“Indeed. Here for a couple weeks before they head off to Paris. Very in demand. Aren’t they spiffing?”

“Spiffing,” I agreed, as the Balboa finished, and the sounds of W. C. Handy’s St. Louis Blues spilled out into the club. I had a record of Louis Armstrong playing it while Bessie Smith sang. He was better, of course, but this band was astonishingly good. 

My gaze was snagged by the pianist. Although dressed identically to the rest of the band, there was something about him—an energy that was almost palpable—that made him stand out from the rest like a tiger amongst house cats. 

It was hard to tell how tall he was, but I was guessing tall. His shoulders were broad and straight, filling out his suit rather nicely. His skin was a rich, deep brown, and his dark hair, cut close to a rather nicely shaped skull, was pomaded within an inch of its life, revealing only the tiniest bit of curl. 

Maybe it was the heat in his gaze or the slight lift of his full lips as he caught me staring, but there was something about him that sent a shiver right to my toes. A flush rose to my cheeks and I resisted the urge to fan myself. I hadn’t blushed like this since I was sixteen.

Fortunately, the waiter arrived at that moment with a highball for me and a sidecar for Chaz. I was tempted to down it in one; instead I sipped it like a proper lady while ordering a second drink.

Chaz raised a brow as the waiter sauntered off. “Plan to get sloshed?”

“If at all possible,” I said tartly. Maybe if I drank enough, I’d forget the look that had passed between me and the piano player. It simply wasn’t appropriate. Not that appropriateness had ever stopped me from doing exactly as I pleased. Within reason, of course. But I’d a feeling there was nothing at all reasonable going on.

“Care to dance?” Chaz asked languidly. 

“But of course.” I held out my hand at a delicate angle, the diamond bracelet on my left wrist flashing beneath the chandeliers. He took my hand and pulled me out onto the dancefloor.

The band switched to something slower and altogether sexier. Chaz was a divine dancer. Naturally graceful and athletic with no care as to what others thought. I, on the other hand, was a passing dancer, able to keep up, but only just. There was a great deal of twirling and I found myself quickly becoming breathless. The entire time, the pianist’s hot gaze scorched me. It was wildly inappropriate, and yet I couldn’t deny the forbidden thrill. What would Felix have said?

Strangely, he’d have likely cheered me on. An oddity for his time, Lord R had never been one to follow society’s rules. He refused to let the gossips dictate who he spent time with or called friend. As such, our home had played host to a hodge-podge of peculiar characters during our short marriage. From tarot card reading spiritualists to drunken novelists, Felix enjoyed meeting interesting people regardless of their station. Being insanely rich had a tendency to buffer one from the fallout of such behavior.

Growing up in a vicarage, you’d think I’d have been taught that all men are equal in God’s sight. However, it was more a thing preached from the pulpit than practiced in actuality. My father, the vicar of St. Oswin the Good in the tiny Cotswold village of Chipping Poggs, had been something of a crusader for the poor children of Africa. Every Sunday, he would guilt the congregation into donating more than they could afford to his pet cause. 

“Even God’s poorest creatures are deserving of our charity,” he’d say, thumping the pulpit for emphasis. It was literally the most riled papa ever got. In all other aspects of life, he was quite laid back and rather fond of a pint of this or a tipple of that. He spent more time in the pub than he ever did writing a sermon.

And then an Indian man named Mr. Patel moved to the village along with his wife and two children. The children were adorable. Mr. Patel was a gentle and kind man from what I could recall. I mostly remembered his wife’s brightly colored silk outfits which shimmered under the watery Cotswold sun. I found them exciting and interesting and wanted to know everything about them and about India. I was certain my dear papa, so enamored of poor African children, would be delighted to meet the Patels and welcome them to our village. For were they not also God’s children?

Instead, papa led the charge to run the Patels out of town. “We don’t need their sort here. Confounded Hinduists!” As if their religion truly had anything to do with it.

Turning to mama for help had been no good. “Your father knows what’s best, dear,” she’d said, patting my hand before returning to her knitting.

That was all she would say on the matter. Eventually the Patels left, and everyone in Chipping Poggs went back to pretending the distasteful incident had never occurred. Except for me. It had left a bad taste in my mouth and an anger burning in my gut. The minute Aunt Butty offered me a place to stay in London, I jumped at the chance. And that was that. I never returned to Chipping Poggs. Nor did I intend to.

“His name is Hale, by the by. Hale Davis.” Chaz’s voice jarred me from my memories.

I blinked. “Who is?”

“The pianist you’re making googly eyes at.” Chaz’s lips twitched in amusement. I made an annoyed sound and ignored his inference. Cheeky sod.

Chaz’s smile widened. “What about Lord Peter?” 

“What about him?”

Lord Peter Varant was about as posh as they come. A peer of the realm and all that. And he’d dabbled at being my suitor for some time now. Oh, he’d never crossed the line—I was in mourning, after all—but he’d made his interest clear in a gentlemanly fashion. Now that the year was up, I expected him to declare himself at any moment. I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about that. Especially since I didn’t know what that would mean for Chaz and me. I was fairly certain Lord Varant was aware of the truth about Chaz, but that didn’t mean he would approve of his wife running around with another man, and I wasn’t going to give up my friendship with Chaz for anyone.

Not to mention I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to be married again. I rather enjoyed my freedom.

“I thought you two had an understanding,” Chaz said meaningfully.

I frowned. “Whatever are you going on about?”

“Seems you’ve caught someone’s eye.” His own gaze strayed toward the stage. 

I fought down a fiery blush. Society matrons—good gosh, was I a matron? —did not blush. “I can’t help if a man looks, can I?”

“No. But you can help if you look back.” He lifted one eyebrow.

I shot him a dirty look and refused to answer. He wasn’t wrong. I was looking. There was a lot to look at and it was very pleasant.

“Doesn’t Lord Peter have first dibs?”

“I’m not a race horse. Beside which, I’m not entirely sure I will ever marry again.” And Lord Peter was definitely the sort of man who’d insist on marriage. 

“Really? You plan on being a nun the rest of your life?” Chaz guffawed at that.

“Heavens, no. Perish the thought. But this is 1932. Not the dark ages. Women can vote now and everything.”

He whirled me around to get a good look at the pianist again. “And you plan to start your liberation with him?” There was no shock or censure in his tone. Simply mild curiosity. Which was exactly what I expected of Chaz. The world might judge us for our uniqueness, but we always accepted each other exactly as we were. 

“Oh, I don’t imagine it’ll come to that.” Despite the heat between us, I couldn’t imagine the man would risk his livelihood. Not if he was smart. And I wasn’t going to put him in harm’s way. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy the view. He clearly is.” If his steamy gaze was anything to go by. 

It occurred to me that the man might be a lady-killer with a woman in every port. For all he knew, Chaz was my husband, and yet here he was making eyes at me across an increasingly crowded dance floor.

The song came to an end, and I dragged Chaz back to the table. I felt flushed and bothered and was in desperate need of another drink. Fortunately, the wait staff was well trained, and I had another highball in my hand before I’d had half a chance to sit down.

“Chaz, darling. How lovely to see you again.” The woman who appeared beside our table was tall, willow thin, with golden brown hair that fell in elegant waves to her shoulders. Her face had been done up in “Gardenia,” that shockingly pale, waxen look that was so the rage. Her lips were a Chinese red that matched her lacquered nails, and her eyelids were painted a blue which shimmered in the dim light. Her satin evening gown was flesh-colored with a daring V-neckline that very nearly displayed her assets, were she not so nearly flat chested. A multitude of pearl bracelets encircled her left wrist, but she wore no other jewelry.

“Helena!” Chaz rose from his seat and bowed over her hand. “How lovely to see you. Have you met my friend, Lady Rample? Ophelia, this is Helena Fairfax. She owns the Astoria Club.”

Helena’s eyes widened a fraction. “We’ve never met, but I’ve heard of you, of course, Lady Rample. Lovely to make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise.” I’d heard of Helena Fairfax, of course. Who hadn’t? Born an Earl’s daughter, she’d married beneath her. A mere mister. Well, technically he was the second son of a mere viscount, but as his brother had sired enough brats to start a cricket team, it was unlikely Mr. Fairfax would ever inherit. What was shocking was that Chaz said she owned the club. Not her husband. A woman owning a club of any kind was almost unheard of, never mind a jazz club. A woman who was the daughter of a peer was astonishing, to put it mildly.

After assuring herself that we were well taken care of, Helena sauntered off. I might have gawked at her a bit before turning back to Chaz. 

“She owns the club?” I felt equal parts admiration and glee at the scandal. “How is that possible?”

Chaz gave me a languid smile as he rolled a cigarette. “It’s complicated and top secret.”

I gave him a look. “Spill.”

“Helena has always been an individual. Like you, she’s determined not to allow the mores of society to dictate her behavior. Nor will she allow herself to rely on a man. At least, not entirely.”

“What does that mean?”

He shrugged and took a sip of his cocktail. “It’s well known that Fairfax has little money and is an inveterate gambler. When Helena married him, she was afraid he’d gamble away the money she’d inherited from her mother. She got none from her father, you can imagine. In any case, she invested in this club. Hard to lose money in a place like this. Now she holds the purse strings. Best for all.”

“But you said, ‘not entirely.’ So, she owns the club with someone else.”

“Very astute.” He nodded toward a dark table in the corner as he blew out an elegant curl of smoke. “Alfred Musgrave. Part owner of the club and front-man. Made his money through... less than savory means. But he’s smart and determined to make this place even more successful than it already is. Hence the band all the way from America.” His gaze drifted back to the sexy pianist. “I must say, I admire his taste.”

I tried exceedingly hard not to look, but it was a useless endeavor. Those dark eyes and that cheeky smile drew me back. I imagined those nimble, dark fingers running over my skin. I was suddenly hot and flustered, an emotion I rarely experience.

I cleared my throat. “Yes. Very talented.”

Chaz gave me a knowing look. Which I pointedly ignored. Instead I downed my drink. Chaz held out his hand. “Come, my darling. Let us dance the night away.”

“Sounds fabulous, but I need to check my lipstick first.” 

I found the water closet tucked in the back next to the performers’ dressing rooms. After attending to business, I exited the claustrophobic closet only to take the wrong turn down the warren of back halls. I had just discovered my mistake and started to turn around when I heard voices from one of the rooms nearby. 

“I’m telling you, I don’t like it.” The male voice was obnoxiously strident with a nasal twang that was rather common. 

“I can’t help it if you don’t like it, Mr. Musgrave, but I assure you the books are in perfect order.” The second voice was female, cultured, very upper crust. It had to be Helena Fairfax.

“Then you won’t mind an audit, “Alfred Musgrave bellowed. I picture his unpleasant face twisted in anger with those beady little eyes snapping beneath beetling brows.

“Of course not. Whenever you like. Perhaps tomorrow evening?”

“Very well. We’ll meet during the first set.”

How interesting. Chaz had said the club was doing well, but Musgrave wanted an audit. Did that mean things weren’t going all that well?

I turned to leave and noticed I wasn’t the only person eavesdropping. A reedy little man with mousy hair and a prominent Adam’s apple hovered near the doorway. His protuberant eyes bulged with fear and his long fingers worried a handkerchief to near threads. The minute he saw me he darted away, as if he didn’t want anyone to know he was there.

I wondered vaguely who he was. An admirer of Helena’s, perhaps? Likely not. His suit was cheap and his shoes old and scuffed. Not her style. Maybe he worked for the club. A bookkeeper or some such.

With a mental shrug, I made my way back to Chaz. I had reached the opening, ready to step through, when I barreled into a broad chest. 

“Whoa, there, little lady.” The voice was intrinsically masculine. The hands that grabbed my shoulders to steady me spoke of strength. I glanced up to find myself staring straight into the face of the pianist. Good gosh, why was it so hot all of a sudden? “You all right?”

Was I? “Quite. Thank you,” I said in my most British Upper Crust. I stepped carefully away and strode through to the dance floor, my thoughts of the conversation I’d just overheard completed erased by my brush with the pianist.

For the rest of the evening I pretended the pianist was of no interest whatsoever. I’m not entirely sure Chaz believed me. 

It was nearly sunrise by the time we staggered up the stairs, bursting into the gray dawn, buzzed on exhaustion and alcohol. The drizzle had stopped, but the air held a distinct chill.

“So, what’d you think, old bean?” Chaz asked, wrapping an arm around my shoulder as we strolled toward the car. 

“Brill!” Happiness fizzed inside me. “Jolly good fun. We should come again.”

“Wotcha? That you, Chaz?” The words were slurred as the man staggered out of the alleyway running between the Astoria Club and the café next door. 

Chaz frowned, stepping slightly in front of me. “Leo. That you? You should be at home.” His tone was firm.

The man—Leo—was dressed in stylish evening wear. Not as expensive as Chaz’s, but definitely bespoke. His eyes were red rimmed, and he staggered slightly as if drunk. Beads of sweat decorated his upper lip. 

“I’m fine.” He waved Chaz off and leaned heavily against the brick wall. “Jus’ here to meet my wife.” He cackled as if he’d told a joke. Frankly, I didn’t find the situation amusing in the least. 

“Let me help you home, Leo,” Chaz insisted, ever the gentleman.

Leo said something extraordinarily rude. Without another word, Chaz marched me toward the car.

“Who was that?” I asked.

“That was Helena’s husband, Leo Fairfax.”

“Whatever is wrong with him?”

Chaz’s expression was pinched. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Which only made me more curious. And suspicious. I grabbed his arm. “Come, Chaz. We’ve been friends far too long for you to pull that sort of nonsense.”

He paused next to the car with a heavy sigh. “We used to...run in the same circles.”

I frowned, thinking it over. Being familiar with Chaz’s preferences and past, there could be more than one. “Which circles specifically?”

“Ones that involved certain substances.”

“Oh.” What more was there to say? 

“Yes, just so.”

“Why would you bring me here if you knew Leo’s wife owned the club?” Why didn’t he stay far away? Why would he put himself in the way of temptation?

“Because I can’t let the past control my life, now, can I?”

A stab of guilt hit me. After all, it had been me who’d first administered laudanum to an injured boy. How could I know that the next time we would see each other—a good eight years later—he’d be a disaster, addicted to opium, in debt to his dealer, and afraid his wealthy father would find out? That it would be me—with assistance from my Aunt Butty—who would help him through it all. And now his demons reared their ugly heads again.

“Don’t.” He gripped my shoulders. “It isn’t your fault, Ophelia. None if it was. You were the one who saved me.” His eyes were soft.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. I struggled for something meaningful to say and came up with, “Why don’t we go to my place for a cup of tea?”

“Not tonight. I’ll be fine, old thing. No worries here. Right as rain.”

I cast a glance back at Leo’s huddled form, barely discernible in the shadows. I reminded myself that Chaz had come a long way in the last eight years, but his words felt forced and worry nested inside me, burrowing its way to my stomach. 

With a bright smile, albeit a bit forced, I rejoined Chaz, determined to bury the ghosts of the past and end this evening on a high note. “Come on, darling,” I shouted as we clambered into the car, “let’s have a jolly tune.”

Chaz beamed. “Don’t mind if I do, old bean.”

We sang Mad About the Boy loudly and off-key all the way home. By the time we reached my doorstep, I really believed everything would be aces.   
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Chapter 3
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Light stabbed at my eyes. Who the blue blazes was playing kettle drums inside my skull? I pulled the duvet over my head with a groan. 

“Maddie, what are you doing at this ungodly hour?” My voice was muffled by a pile of pillows.

“Sorry, m’lady.” Maddie’s young voice squeaked alarmingly. “Only it’s gone ten and her ladyship says I ought to wake up your ladyship.” She sounded as confused as I was.

I risked exposing an eyeball to the blinding light of day. Sure enough, hot pokers stabbed my brain. Why did I let Chaz foist that last highball on me? Oh, right. I’d needed something to cool me down after watching that sexy pianist all night. By gosh, that man could tickle some ivories. I repressed a shiver of delight.

And then I remembered the Leo incident. I hoped Chaz was alright. I really should ring him. Only later. Much later. If I called at this hour, he’d have me drawn and quartered. 

Then what Maddie had said penetrated my fogged brain. “What ladyship, Maddie?”

“Her ladyship wot is your aunt, m’lady. She was most insistent.” Maggie’s tone conveyed just exactly what she thought about that. 

My aunt. Oh, yes. Aunt Butty. The aunt upon whom I could place the blame of my entire existence. Well, perhaps not entire. I’m certain my parents had something to do with it at some point. But it was Aunt Butty who rescued me from the tedium of the vicarage and whisked me off to the bright lights of London and, eventually, the arms of Lord Rample.

“You did bring tea?” Dear God, I hoped so.

“Yes, m’lady. And also, a glass of water and some headache powders. They’re on the nightstand.”

How efficient. “God bless you, Maddie.”

“As you say, m’lady.”

Cheeky minx. I managed to struggle into a sitting position so I could down the foul headache powders followed by an entire pot of Assam tea, liberally sweetened. Meanwhile, Maddie dug around in my wardrobe as though searching for buried treasure, her bony backside stuck up in the air. As a lady’s maid, she was an odd one, her accent was pure London, but there was something about her way. Something vaguely...foreign. She was small and dark with shrewd eyes, despite being easily flustered. Still, she made an excellent cup of tea and did wonders for my hair. I could hardly complain.

“What are you looking for?” I asked her.

“The green afternoon dress, m’lady.” Her voice was muffled by swath of fabrics. “The one wot her ladyship gave you.”

Damnation. Yes. Aunt Butty had gifted me a ghastly olive-green number recently. It did not at all go with my skin tone, which was ivory with pink undertones—very “English rose.” Instead it made me look jaundiced. It was, however, one of Aunt Butty’s favorite colors. Apparently, that made it a fitting gift for her favorite niece. Although, technically, I was her only niece. I say technically because my mother’s brother, my uncle Gerry, is rumored to have more than one family tucked away in the wilds of the English countryside. Bit of a philanderer, that one.

“Good choice, Maddie. For this occasion, anyway. By the by, did my aunt say what occasion this was?” Aunt Butty was generally no more a morning person than was I. Arriving at one’s abode anywhere near ten of the clock was unheard of. In fact, she rarely arose before noon. Sad when one’s aunt has more of a social life, but then I had an excellent excuse. Or rather, I had an excellent excuse. I really needed to get a life. An evening with Chaz was an excellent start.

“No, m’lady.” Maddie popped out of the wardrobe with the ghastly gown in hand, thin cheeks flushed so that the faint scar under her right eye stood out. “But she was quite excitable.”

That wasn’t saying much. Butty’s state of being was excitable. So much so that no one commented on it unless the excitement became more pronounced than usual.

“Oh, dear.” I downed my cup of tea and stared longingly at the nearly full pot before pushing it away. “I guess we’d better hurry, then.” 

Maddie helped me into the dress and removed the silk scarf from around my head. The scarf had done its trick and kept my golden brown, shoulder-length waves in place, so after a quick sprucing up and smoothing a few flyaways, I was on my way to hear whatever disaster Aunt Butty had gotten herself into. Not that she would claim a disaster. More likely she’d consider it a Grand Adventure.

Like the time she’d fallen from a camel, broken her leg, and ended up the guest of some sheik or other. Most people would consider it an Unfortunate Incident. Aunt Butty considered it an Opportunity. Aunt Butty spin a much better tale than Sir Eustace.

I found my aunt perched on the edge of a blue velvet settee looking for all the world like she was about to take flight. And I don’t just mean the fact that she literally had a bird stuck on her head. 

“Aunt Butty, darling, whatever are you wearing?” I asked as we exchanged cheek kisses.

She touched a purple feather that dipped dangerously low. “Like it? Marcel’s latest creation.”

“It... makes a statement.”

The wide, straw concoction was more suited to the reign of the late King Edward than to 1932. Someone had divested a bird of its feathers, dyed them puce, and rammed them back into a vague semblance of an exotic fowl, complete with curled ostrich feathers in a violent shade of lime. It was beyond hideous and clashed with my aunt’s ultra-modern, belted crepe de chine in eye-searing yellow. On the other hand, some clever minx had managed to design the garment so that its slim lines somehow suited Aunt Butty’s plump waistline and ample bosom. I was going to have to bribe her for the name of her dressmaker. My own figure was far more similar to my aunt’s than fashion currently dictated. A fact that Lady Chatelain and her ilk were quick to point out. I was just as quick to remind them that I, at least, had a personality more interesting than wet paste. 

I slouched onto the slipper chair opposite my aunt, hoping she’d notice my dress. She didn’t. Nor did she glare at me for slouching. Something was most assuredly up. 

Abandoning my slouch, I poured tea, dropping in the three lumps of sugar she preferred. Aunt Butty had always been there for me. The least I could do was listen to whatever silliness she’d been up to.

“What’s wrong, Auntie?” I asked, handing her a teacup hand-painted with adorable little blue flowers.

“What makes you think something is wrong?” She took the cup and sipped delicately, giving a smile of satisfaction. Maddie really did make an excellent pot of tea.

“You’re in my townhouse before noon,” I said dryly.

“Oh, that.” She waved airily. “I am, perhaps, a tad overstimulated, but nothing is wrong, per se.”

Butty was a bit... eccentric. As were many of the wealthy Upper Crust. In her younger years, she’d been something of a Bohemian. The tales she used to tell of her sojourns in Paris... delightful. Wicked. 

“Do tell,” I murmured around my own cup. With the induction of a second dose of tea, I was starting to feel almost human.

She carefully selected a biscuit and eyed it before announcing, “I’ve had intimate relations with a man.”

I nearly spat my tea. “Well...” I had nowhere to go. Butty’s lovers were numerous. Or they had been. She’d slowed somewhat in her advancing years—her words, not mine. She was only twenty years older than my own thirty-five. “I’m certain that’s... true.”

She lifted a beringed hand, soft and powdered, to tuck a lock of graying hair behind her ear. The scent of roses always clung to her. I could never pass by the flowers without being reminded of my aunt. “It’s not what you think, dear. He’s...” She leaned forward as if parting a dreadful secret. “American.”

I nearly burst out laughing. Until I remembered the smoldering, midnight gaze of Hale Davis, the jazz pianist. He was American. Surely not...

“Where, ah, did you meet this... American?”

She settled back into the settee and took a delicate sip of her tea followed by a nibble of cream biscuit. “I met him at Bertram’s.”

Couldn’t have anything to do with the jazz people, then. Bertram’s was very posh, very upscale, very expensive. Pheasants under glass. That sort of thing. Definitely not the sort of place for jazz. Or musicians. They’d likely turn up their noses at Beethoven himself.

“I was with Louise.”

“Well, that explains it.”

She gave me an arch look. “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

“Louise Pennyfather gets you into more trouble than anyone I know.” As if Aunt Butty needed help. She and her bosom friend were a constant breath away from scandal. And they reveled in it. I supposed that at the advanced age of fifty-something, they had a right to it.

Butty snorted. “Be that as it may, she introduced me to this gorgeous man. Friend of her husband’s. Horace Bronson. From some place called Texas. It’s in America.”

“I’m familiar. Cowboy?” 

“Hardly. More like cow owner.” She frowned. “What do they call them?”

“Rancher, I believe.” I practically saw dollar signs dancing in Butty’s eyes. “Sounds... intriguing.”

“Indeed.”

“What’s the problem then?” I asked. 

She sighed heavily and downed the rest of her tea. “He’s married.”

“Since when has that ever stopped you?” Aunty Butty had been married thrice. Each husband had died leaving her richer than ever. And not a one of them had ever suspected she had a tendency to dally with whatever handsome gent roamed too close, up to and including the Irish gardener. Not that I blamed her. The man had been wickedly handsome and those blue eyes...

Besides, none of her husbands had been particularly faithful. The most recent one had cast off this mortal coil in the bed of a chorus girl. 

“I have made it my personal rule to never get involved with happily married men,” Butty announced piously.

“He couldn’t have been too happily married if he hopped into bed with you.” And it wasn’t like she needed his money or his hand in marriage. Aunt Butty was nearly as rich as I was and had sworn off marriage for good.

“True.” She mulled it over. “His wife did sound awful.”

In my experience, married men who wished to cheat always made their wives sound awful. “Well, then, I don’t see what the problem is.”

She thrust out her wrist dramatically. “He gave me this.”

A bauble of gold and diamonds sparkled on her left wrist. I eyed it carefully. “Stunning. Expensive.” Certainly a costly gift for a woman one had only just met. Butty had that effect on men. A French count had once given her an entire sarcophagus. I think she still had it at her country estate. 

She sighed. “And not my taste in the slightest.”

It was true. Aunt Butty much preferred enameled whatsis from the Far East. Lots of color and exotic geometry. “Well, he’ll probably go back to Texas soon enough and you can be rid of the thing.” It was a bit ostentatious. 

She stared at it a moment longer. “I would have preferred a Bentley.”

“You can’t drive,” I reminded her. I was usually the one who had to chauffeur her about in my own Mercedes Roadster. I didn’t mind. I loved to drive.

“Regardless, it would have been much more fun. Although, I must say, what I did to get it was vastly fun. These Texas men have such large—.”

“More tea, Auntie?” I interrupted. Lord knows I did not need a detailed run down of my aunt’s sexual exploits.

“What did you get up to last night, dear?” she asked, holding out her cup. 

I told her about Sir Eustace’s boring party and how Chaz had rescued me. “My first time at a jazz club. It was...” The pianist popped into my mind. “It was an adventure,” I finished lamely.

“Your father would not approve.” She said it with glee rather than censure. She was right. The vicar would not at all approve. In fact, he’d be scandalized. The thought gave me almost as much glee as it did my aunt. “Is that the place Helena Fairfax runs?”

I lifted a brow, only partially surprised. Aunt Butty seemed to know everything that went on in London. Even some of the seedier aspects. “You know about that?”

She chuckled. “A woman in business? Naturally.”

I realized perhaps Aunt Butty could assuage my curiosity about Helena’s husband without having to involve Chaz. “Have you met her husband, Leo?”

Aunt Butty made a face. “Nasty man. She could have done better. Although he is rather handsome.”

I’d been so wrapped up in his behavior, I hadn’t noticed. “Is he... Does he have an opium problem?”

She snorted. “Understatement. I believe he’s what they call a dope fiend.” No doubt she gotten that from one of those Hollywood films she was so fond of. “The one time I tried opium in Paris, I admit it was rather relaxing, but that was in my younger days. It was all the rage. Everyone was doing it. But I know too many who have lost years and fortunes to the rot. Let’s just say I shall never try it again.”

“How exotic.” I wasn’t certain how else to react. I knew opium was popular among a certain type of person, but that wasn’t the crowd I chose to surround myself with. And fortunately, now, neither did Chaz. “After what Chaz went through, I’ve no intention of trying it.”

“Which is very intelligent of you. It’s terrible stuff, as you well know. Word is, Leo’s got some Chinese connection or other. He’s spent half the last decade addicted to the stuff. Such a shame. Why do you ask?” 

I told her about our run-in with Leo the previous evening. “Chaz was... displeased.”

“Well, that’s because he is a gentleman. The boy has very delicate sensibilities.” Aunt Butty was one of the few people who knew the truth about Chaz. “Not to mention, well, you know about his past. Poor thing. Hope this doesn’t upset him too much.”

“I think I boosted his spirits enough by the end of the night. And I’ll be sure and check in on him.” Just in case.

Our conversation turned back to the evening at the club. I thought about mentioning the pianist, but I didn’t. That was my little secret. Instead I described the décor, the music, and who among the upper echelons of society had been in attendance.

Aunt Butty sighed. “It reminds me of this one time in Cairo. I met the most divine man at a nightclub. That man could kiss! You would never believe the things he could do with his—.”

Just then Maddie barreled through the door. Alas, I was never to know what Butty’s man in Cairo could do.

“This came fer y’r ladyship.” Maddie slapped a stack of envelopes in my hand and marched out. I had no idea if she was in a huff because she found our conversation shocking, or if she was simply being herself. One never knew with Maddie.

Aunt Butty stared after her askance. “You know, you really could afford better help.”

“Of course, I could. But they wouldn’t be as interesting, now, would they, darling?” I gave her a sly smile. “Besides, your Flora isn’t exactly the best trained maid I’ve ever seen.”

She shook her head, ignoring my jab. “Well, I must be off. By the by, I’m having a small dinner party tonight. Be there.”

I sighed. “Truly, Aunt, would it have hurt you to give a bit more notice? What if I were attending a party this evening?”

“Pish posh,” she said airily as she wrapped herself in her fox stole. The orange hue clashed hideously with the rest of her outfit. “Be there. Lord Varant will be.” She had the audacity to wink on her way out the door.
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Chapter 4
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After Butty took her leave, I eyeballed the stack of post Maddie had so unceremoniously dumped on me. No doubt invitations to more tedious soirees where another Sir Somebody would drone on about his so-called adventures. I dumped the lot onto a pile of other, similar envelopes which still needed opened. I had no intention of doing so any time soon.

So, Lord Varant would be at Butty’s soiree. I was oddly nervous about facing him. We hadn’t seen each other in some time and I both wanted to make an impression and equally wanted him to know I didn’t care what he thought. What to wear? Something devastating, that was for sure.

I paced the sitting room, restlessness stirring my soul. That strange agitation that is half boredom and half something else. I couldn’t sit still, and yet I didn’t want to do anything, either. And there were several hours yet until Aunt Butty’s dinner party. I needed to get out of the house. 

I dashed upstairs and quickly divested myself of the green tragedy. I didn’t bother calling Maddie. No doubt she was nipping the sherry by now. I decided upon a pair of black, wide legged trousers paired with a cherry red, short sleeved jumper and matching pumps. Feeling quite chic in a new trench, I yelled down into the kitchen that I was leaving and hustled out to my Mercedes parked at the curb, its top up in deference to the drizzly weather. 

Although Felix had left me a stable full of cars, the Mercedes 710 SSK Roadster was far and away my favorite. It was a delicious cobalt blue with a top speed of 120 miles per hour! The fastest car of its day. Alas, I could rarely crank it up to top speed as London roads were a bit tight for that, but on my occasional trip out to the country, I’d open her up and let her go. 

Lord R had been a strong proponent of women driving, much to the horror of his peers. He claimed to all and sundry that liberated womanhood could only be for the good of all. And, fortunately for me, that meant a stunner of a cobalt motor all to myself. Not much of a driver himself, Felix had his chauffeur teach me to drive. The man used to be a test driver for a motorcar company. Perhaps that’s where I picked up my love of driving fast.

Heads turned as I gunned the engine and took off in a screech of tires. I admit, I enjoyed the attention a little too much as I zipped through the streets of London past white-washed Georgian townhouses and looming Victorian facades. Driving was a favorite pastime, but still it didn’t distract me from memories of bedroom eyes staring at me from over a piano. Maybe I could use my powers of persuasion and convince Chaz to revisit the jazz club tonight. 

I’d parked the car and was headed toward Harrod’s and a new dress when a woman nearly plowed into me. We both stumbled to a stop.

“So sorry,” she mumbled, hardly looking at me. 

I recognized her immediately. “Helena Fairfax?”

She blinked, big eyes rimmed in thick kohl were a little glassy. Did she have a drug problem, too? Or was she merely distracted? 

“Yes? Sorry, have we met?” Her butter-yellow handbag matched her shoes and she clutched it a little tighter. I wondered vaguely if I should be offended.

“Last night at your...” I hesitated. Her ownership of the Astoria Club was a secret. “I’m friends with Chaz Raynott. We met last night. At the Astoria.”

Her brow unfurrowed and something like relief crept into her gaze. “Oh, yes, I remember.” She touched the tips of her fingers to her forehead. “Sorry. I’m... a little distracted.”

“No worries. You look like you could use a good cup of tea.”

“You’ve no idea.” Her laugh was like tinkling glass, bright but a little brittle. It matched her glassy gaze.

“Why don’t you join me, then? Let’s go to Brown’s. We can take my car.” I wasn’t sure why I asked, other than that I was a nosy git. Besides, tea and cakes were always a grand idea.

She hesitated. “Why not?”

“Fabulous!” 

Back in the car we climbed, Helena looking a tiny bit nervous. “You know how to drive?”

“Naturally, darling. Hold on to your hat!” I swung into traffic and gunned it, swerving around cars and pedestrians. Horns tooted in my wake. Helena literally held on to her hat, face pale, lips pressed firmly together. Her eyes lost some of their glassiness. I don’t think she breathed until I pulled the car up to the curb and turned off the engine.

The wood-paneled tea room at Brown’s Hotel was doing a brisk business. In the far corner stood a grand piano gleaming beneath crystal chandeliers. From it elicited the sounds of a classical tune. Something mellow. Chopin, perhaps. A white-jacketed waiter with an impressive red moustache led us to a square table draped in an equally white linen cloth set with two places in silver and bone china. 

“Tea, My Lady? Madam?” He bowed to me and then to Helena. I gave him points for knowing how to address us properly. I wondered if the headwaiter had whispered our identities in his ear. 

“Assam for me.”

“Darjeeling,” Helena said. 

More wait staff arrived with steaming pots of tea and tiered trays loaded with an assortment of delectable delights. Helena took a cucumber sandwich without looking, but I eyed every morsel carefully. As well as cucumber, there was egg and cress, smoked salmon, and roast beef. The second tier held half a dozen plain scones—pots of clotted cream and strawberry jam made their appearance along with lumps of sugar and a jar of cream for the tea. The top tier was overflowing with tea cakes, Seville orange tea biscuits, frosted ginger cake, and an assortment of other goodies. I selected a few items for my plate. 

“I was astonished to discover that you own the, ah, venue,” I said as I poured tea. I didn’t want to embarrass her by blabbing about her connections. After all, it just wasn’t done for women of our class.

She smiled tightly, gaze sliding to the other patrons as she squeezed lemon into her tea. No one paid us any mind. “Oh?” Her tone was entirely non-committal. 

“I think it’s wonderful,” I continued, taking a bite of egg and cress. Truly scrumptious. The perfect amount of mayonnaise-to-egg ratio. Dabbing delicately at the corner of my mouth I said, “A true sign of independence and equality. You should be proud.”

She visibly relaxed, finally nibbling on the cucumber finger. “Not everyone thinks so.”

“Some people are idiots,” I said firmly. “I’m so curious as to how you came to be a business woman. I’ve often considered it myself.” Until that moment, I’d done no such thing, but Helena Fairfax needn’t know that. I bit into a ginger cake. Delightful! Spicy and sweet and so very moist. It melted in my mouth like mana from Heaven!

She shrugged slightly as she sipped her tea. “There wasn’t much choice. I’m sure if you know Chaz he has explained my... situation.”

“Yes. Rather. Men.” I gave an exasperated sigh. Not everyone was so lucky in marriage as I had been. Although Lord R and I may not have had a Grand Passion, we did have friendship and kindness—which stands for a lot, if you ask me. Not to mention, he left me a great deal of money. “Although—and I know this is terribly nosy—I do find your choice of partner... curious.” Alfred Musgrave was decidedly of the lower classes. No two ways about that. Far too rough for a woman like Helena or a place like the Astoria Club, which clearly catered to the upper crust.

She took another fortifying sip of tea. “It wasn’t my choice,” she admitted. Leaning forward she said, “You promise this goes no further?”

I was surprised she would confide in me at all. “Of course.”

“My husband got into debt with this Musgrave person. I would have let Leo deal with it on his own, but Musgrave threatened my club. I had no choice but to bring him in as partner.” Her features were tight. Angry. I couldn’t say as I blamed her. “He is not the sort of person I enjoy associating with. Much too crass. However, he is rather brilliant at this business stuff. We’ve never been busier.”

“Indeed.” I wanted to ask more, particularly after overhearing the conversation of the previous night, but the stiffness of her spine and the tightness of her expression told me it was pointless. She was done talking about her business partner. I switched to a lighthearted tone as I plucked a Seville orange tea biscuit from the tiered tray. “By the way, the band you brought in from America? Divine, darling. So talented. I’ve never heard anything like them.”

“Oh, yes.” She took out a slim, ivory cigarette holder, fit a cigarette to the end, and lit it before drawing in a deep lungful of smoke. “That was Alfred’s idea. Spiffing, aren’t they?” She blew smoke rings at the ceiling from between carnelian lips. Very chic. Very elegant. “Wait until you hear the singer they brought with them. Coco Starr. She had a touch of laryngitis last night, but she’ll be on tonight and tomorrow.”

“I look forward to hearing her.”

“You’ll be there, then?” She feigned disinterest, but there was an eagerness to her which was dashed odd.

“I have a dinner party tonight, but Chaz promised to take me dancing again, so perhaps after.” Chaz had promised no such thing, but I’d no doubt I could convince him without much effort. I pretended my eagerness had everything to do with music and nothing to do with Hale Davis. Dare I ask Helena about him? Probably not. I wouldn’t want her getting the wrong idea. Not that I was sure what the right idea was...

With no clue how to prolong the conversation, we fell into awkward silence, sipping our tea and poking at tiny cakes. Well, Helena poked. Frankly, I’m not one to waste perfectly good cake, regardless of size. Which is, no doubt, why my hips were slightly wider than fashion currently dictated.

We talked about the weather and mutual acquaintances in that vague way English people do when they’re being polite to someone they barely know. Finally, before it got too painful, Helena begged leave and I cheerfully assured her I had my own errands to run. If I was going to drag Chaz to the Astoria Club, the occasion called for a new gown.
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