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            ABOUT MURDER AT THE POLO CLUB

          

        

      

    

    
      The sport of kings is the backdrop for a game of murder where one player loses more than the match. Can Cleo solve the case, or will the murderer win?

      Summer has arrived along with a plethora of social events that keep Cleo and her cousins busy. Between balls, dinners, concerts and picnics, they attend the final match between two proud polo clubs. When the winning team’s captain is found murdered in the stables, everyone assumes the opposing team’s captain killed him. After all, he was found holding the murder weapon, and everyone knows they hated each other.

      But Cleo isn’t convinced. She sets out to prove his innocence alongside Harry Armitage, who was employed to investigate the accused man’s family. With their cases overlapping, it makes sense to work together.

      The more they get to know the victim, the more they realize the handsome athlete sported a dark side that few people saw. Those who did had a reason to kill him. Which suspect struck the victim with his own polo mallet? His wife, lover, friends or colleagues?

      Or did the rivalry between two opposing captains spill over to their personal lives, and lead to murder?
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          LONDON, JUNE 1900

        

      

    

    
      Flossy and Floyd waited in the foyer of the Mayfair Hotel with as little patience as five-year-olds before an outing to the circus. The reason for their restlessness was different, however, even though all three of us were heading off to the polo together. In Flossy’s case, it was because she didn’t want to be late and our mode of transport was supposed to collect us fifteen minutes ago. In Floyd’s case, it was because he was full of excitable energy in anticipation of riding in an automobile borrowed from a guest.

      Flossy tugged her brother’s watch out of his waistcoat pocket and flipped open the case. “We’ll miss all the pre-match entertainment.”

      Floyd snatched the watch from her and tucked it back into his pocket. “I told you before, we’ll get there on time. Now stop whining. You’ll spoil the experience.” He glanced over her head as Frank opened the door for two guests entering the hotel. “Anything?”

      “No sight yet, sir.”

      Floyd strode past the doorman and gazed along Piccadilly in the direction from which the automobile should arrive, given it was housed in the hotel’s stables. He then checked the other direction before returning to the foyer. Frank had held the door open the entire time without complaint, although his smile tightened as his employer’s son passed him again. Knowing Frank was a curmudgeonly sort, I was surprised he managed to hold the smile for as long as he did.

      Not that Floyd noticed. “Perhaps the mechanic discovered a problem when he started it.”

      “I knew we should have gone by horse and carriage.” Flossy tucked her closed parasol under her arm and pulled a fan from her bag. “Horseless carriages are too unreliable.”

      “You enjoyed the ride last time.”

      She fanned herself more vigorously than was necessary, given it was pleasant inside the hotel. “We were driven around a circuit by the manufacturer’s driver that day. We had no destination and no schedule.” She closed the fan with a snap and poked her brother with it. “Go and see why it’s taking the driver so long.”

      “Mechanic, not driver.”

      “But he’ll be driving us, won’t he?”

      “Yes, but he’s called a mechanic, not a driver.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just what they prefer to be called. I suppose it’s because they’re more than a mere driver. They fix engines when required, too. They’re also called automobiles by those in the industry, not horseless carriages.”

      “Whatever the contraptions are called, if they didn’t break down so often in the first place, mechanical skills wouldn’t be required.”

      Floyd rolled his eyes. “Cleo, tell her the driver of an automobile is called a mechanic before she insults the fellow.”

      I’d been beginning to wonder if my cousins remembered I was waiting with them. They’d seemed so preoccupied with the arrival of the vehicle, or lack thereof. “I like the word the French use. Chauffeur.”

      Floyd nodded, but Flossy dismissed the suggestion with a shake of her head. “It’ll never catch on outside of France. The English prefer English words and English things.”

      “Like the food our chef de cuisine serves in our restaurant?” Floyd asked with a smirk, knowing very well that Mrs. Poole’s dishes had a decidedly French influence.

      Flossy sighed dramatically. “Where is he? All our friends will be wondering where we are.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll still arrive on time. The automobile will go much faster than a horse once we’re out of London.”

      “That’s if it ever gets here at all.” Her shoulders rounded, as if the thought weighed her down. “It’ll be a disaster if we can’t get to the polo today.”

      “There’ll be other matches,” I told her. “I’m sure Floyd’s friends will invite us again.”

      “But it’s the final of the Champion Cup! Everyone who matters will be there today, not next Saturday or the one after. Today, Cleo. There’s a rumor the Prince of Wales will attend.”

      Only members and their invited guests could gain entry to the exclusive Elms Polo Club. Guest vouchers were highly sought after at the best of times, but they were rarer than rubies on the day the final cup match was to be played.

      Flossy’s shoulders drooped even further. “We need to be there, Cleo. After being snubbed by the Duchess of Kirklees, we simply must be at the polo. The success of my season depends upon it.”

      “It’s not as if we will be at a loose end the night of her ball.”

      “Lady Trefusis’s ball is hardly in the same league as the Duchess of Kirklees’s.” She gave me a look that implied I ought to know better.

      I did know better. Flossy made sure of that. She reminded me on several occasions that an invitation to the duchess’s ball was first prize and an invitation to Lady Trefusis’s was the consolation. The only people in attendance at the latter would be those who didn’t get invited to the former. In Flossy’s mind, the snub was a disaster.

      The success, or not, of her social season was in the hands of whichever lady was hosting the latest ball, dinner, party, breakfast, afternoon tea, exhibition, concert or other event. The polo was a welcome variation on the usual round that I’d endured of late. It wasn’t that I found socializing tiring but, rather, tiresome. I craved stimulation of a different kind. The two weeks since the end of my investigation into the murder of a businessman at a dockside tavern had dragged, even though I’d been busy every day doing the rounds with my cousin and aunt. I was looking forward to spending the day watching a sport I’d never seen before. I enjoyed learning new things.

      “I don’t know why we didn’t get an invitation to the duchess’s ball this year,” Flossy went on. “We went last year.”

      “I’m afraid it’s most likely my fault,” I said. “I hear she’s old-fashioned, and the fact that I’m the bluestocking daughter of a Cambridge academic doesn’t sit well with ladies like her.”

      Ever since my aunt’s social circle learned I was better educated than their sons, some had given us a wide berth. Fortunately, those who did weren’t close friends, so it mattered little to Flossy and Aunt Lilian, and not at all to me. Missing out on the duchess’s ball was different, however. It cut Flossy deeply.

      She looked pained by my apology. It hadn’t occurred to her that I was to blame. She stumbled over herself to assure me that wasn’t the case. “Don’t be silly, Cleo, it’s not you. That business was forgotten weeks ago. No, no, I’m quite sure it was simply a matter of numbers. Too many ladies and not enough gentlemen. Don’t you agree, Floyd?”

      “For once, my sister is right,” Floyd said with too much bluster to be convincing. “It’s either because of the numbers, or the fact that our family are in trade. You said so yourself—she’s an old-fashioned snob.”

      It was kind of him to try, but we all knew that wasn’t the reason, since they’d been invited to the ball last year. Aunt Lilian’s father—my maternal grandfather—may have been in trade, but he’d been wealthy and, these days, wealth mattered. It helped that Uncle Ronald was the son of minor nobility, so his wife’s connections were overlooked, as was the fact he owned a hotel. Well, they were usually overlooked.

      The conversation had taken an awkward turn, one that had the three of us seeking a distraction. Flossy flapped her fan in an attempt to hide her embarrassment, while Floyd strode outside again to look for the automobile. I was about to send one of the porters to the stables to see what was holding up the mechanic when Peter entered the foyer from the direction of the senior staff offices. He craned his neck to peer over the heads of the guests milling about and, spotting us, made his way towards us, smiling and greeting guests as he went.

      The smile slipped when he joined us. “I’ve been sent by Mr. Hobart to tell you that your driver has been delayed.”

      “Mechanic, not driver,” Flossy said.

      Frank opened the door again and Floyd returned to the foyer. Peter repeated the announcement for his sake. “The automobile will be here as soon as Mr. Hobart resolves the dispute between the, er, mechanic and the coachmen and grooms. Hopefully that won’t be long.” He didn’t look entirely confident, however.

      “What dispute?” Floyd asked.

      “The grooms and coachmen say the smell of the automobile is unbearable and that it should be stabled elsewhere.”

      “They’re complaining about the smell?” Floyd scoffed. “They work with horses all day!”

      “The noise also makes the horses jittery. I’m sure Mr. Hobart will resolve the issue quickly and without fuss.”

      Not even Mr. Hobart’s diplomatic efforts could resolve it in a brief space of time, if at all. Lord Dunmere, a guest at the hotel, had arrived in his automobile two days ago. The only place to house it had been in the hotel stables in the nearby mews. He was the first of our guests to bring his own automobile, but I doubted he would be the last. The vehicles were becoming quite popular with those who could afford them. Although few were seen in London, I suspected it was only a matter of time before the streets were clogged with them, pushing out the slower, more cumbersome horse-drawn carriages. It didn’t bode well for the future livelihoods of coachmen and grooms.

      “Bloody hell,” Floyd muttered. “I’ll sort it out.” He walked off, his purposeful strides getting him to the door before Frank.

      Frank attempted to atone for his laxness by doffing his cap and wishing Floyd a “very pleasant day at the polo.”

      Floyd ignored him. Flossy followed her brother out, while I turned to Peter.

      “I’d better go, too. Thank you for passing on the message.”

      “My pleasure, Miss Fox. You can exit the back way if you want to get there faster.”

      “It’s all right, I’ll go with my cousins.”

      I slipped past Frank, still holding open the door, albeit with a scowl on his face for me instead of the smile he sported for my cousins. He never bothered to butter me up like he did them. I preferred his real grumpiness to his false courtesy, anyway.

      “You look a little warm, Frank. Perhaps you should go inside and rest in the staff parlor for a while.”

      He bristled. “I can manage. Don’t go replacing me with a machine yet.” Clearly he sided with the coachman and grooms when it came to the question of progress.

      “No machine could replace you, Frank. It could never capture your attitude.”

      He puffed out his chest. “Thank you, Miss Fox.”

      I trotted to catch up to Flossy, some distance behind Floyd. We passed the hotel’s new restaurant, opened a mere two weeks ago with a triumphant dinner. It had been a roaring success ever since. The reservation book was full until the end of July.

      Just past the restaurant was the arched entrance to the mews that contained stables and coach houses, some of which belonged to the Mayfair Hotel. Unlike most London hotels, the Mayfair had its own stables where it kept two carriages and four horses for the use of our family and special guests. Where other luxury London hotels were purpose-built, the Mayfair had once been a private mansion home. After my uncle inherited it, he poured my aunt’s money into renovations after their marriage. The building’s past as a home afforded the benefit of the equine accommodations. Accommodation that was now doubling as a stable for Lord Dunmere’s motor vehicle.

      The voices of the mechanic and coachman filled the narrow passage of the mews as they rose to be heard over each other. Mr. Hobart looked small as he stood between them, his hands up in an attempt to calm tempers.

      “What am I supposed to do?” the mechanic shouted.

      “I don’t care,” the coachman shouted back. “Take it away, anywhere but here!”

      Mr. Hobart’s response was drowned out by the mechanic’s. “I already told you. I’ve got permission—”

      “And I told you, I don’t care! Take it away!”

      “What do you think I’m trying to do? I’ve got passengers to collect from the hotel.”

      “I meant, take it away and don’t come back!”

      The mechanic crossed his arms over his chest. “No.”

      The coachman followed suit. He stood in front of the wide coach house entrance. The automobile was parked inside. The mechanic must have driven it in while the coachman was absent.

      One of the horses in the adjoining stables whinnied. The coachman stabbed a finger in its direction. “See! The horses hate it.”

      “The engine’s not even running.”

      “They can smell the oil. It disturbs them. Tell him, Mr. Hobart.”

      The mechanic looked at Mr. Hobart for the first time. “Who are you?”

      “The manager of the Mayfair Hotel,” Mr. Hobart said evenly. “I assume you are Lord Dunmere’s mechanic.”

      The mechanic touched the brim of his cap in greeting. “That I am, sir. Can you tell this horse-brained idiot that I have permission to stable his lordship’s vehicle here?”

      Before Mr. Hobart could answer, Floyd spoke. “It’s true, he does. Cobbit, step aside. Let the mechanic take out the automobile.”

      “But sir!”

      “Hobart will relay your complaint to my father and a resolution will be found. But right now, we have a polo match to get to. Step aside.”

      The coachman’s ruddy cheeks turned even redder and, for a moment, I thought he’d disobey Floyd. But he spun on his heel and headed into the stables, his fists clenched tightly at his sides. He brushed past the two young grooms flanking the door who exchanged glances before following.

      The mechanic reached for long linen coats hanging from hooks inside the stables and handed one to each of us along with goggles. A few minutes later, I could see why the coat, goggles and thick veils we’d been advised to wear were necessary. We would have been covered in oil smuts by the time we reached the Elms Polo Club if we’d not worn suitable outerwear.

      The drive out of London was slow as horse-drawn vehicles held us up, but once we left the city behind, I could see why travel by automobile was all the rage with those who could afford one. It was positively the best way to drive on country roads. We passed horse-drawn carriages with ease, and even the wind whipping at our faces ceased to bother me after a while. As we picked up speed, Floyd let out a whoop from the front seat.

      In the back seat of the Peugeot, with a picnic basket stocked by the hotel’s kitchen staff between us, Flossy and I exchanged grins.

      “She can reach speeds of up to twenty miles an hour!” the mechanic shouted at us over the noise of the engine.

      “Marvelous,” Floyd shouted back. “May I have a go at driving?”

      “Sorry, sir, not without his lordship’s permission.” The mechanic turned the handlebar rising out of the floor. The vehicle responded by turning the corner, albeit a little too quickly. Floyd ended up almost in the mechanic’s lap, but with the basket wedged tightly between us, Flossy and I had nowhere to go and managed to stay seated on our respective sides.

      Flossy clamped a hand to her hat, although it was held firmly in place thanks to the veil secured beneath her chin. “Isn’t this thrilling, Cleo? What a shame it can’t go faster.”

      Until they built an automobile with doors and a roof to stop me being thrown onto the road if it overturned, the pace was fast enough for me.

      We arrived at the Elms in a little over twenty minutes. Floyd was the envy of several of his friends who witnessed our arrival. The mechanic obliged their curiosity by answering their questions about the vehicle, while Flossy and I dispensed with our protective outerwear.

      When the men had finished ogling the glossy black paintwork and shiny brass lamps, Flossy directed her brother to collect the picnic basket. We headed through the gate and found a position on the lush lawn under one of the eponymous elms in front of the palatial Georgian-style clubhouse. The lawn rolled gently to the edge of a lake where small sailboats drifted lazily past. Some of the younger gentlemen participated in boat races to show off their skill, and several ladies indulged them by watching on from the shore, broad hats shielding their eyes but not their smiles. Everyone was in a sunny mood to match the fine weather.

      The Elms Polo Club was as much a social club as a polo playing one, so naturally Flossy and several other girls of marriageable age were on the hunt for eligible bachelors. One of those girls was my friend and a guest at the Mayfair Hotel, Miss Clare Hessing. She spotted us and waved, but did not leave her mother’s side beneath the large umbrella they shared with two other ladies. Miss Hessing seemed happy. Considering she was in the company of her mother, that was unusual indeed. I suspected it had more to do with the fact that she would be able to rendezvous with her paramour, Mr. Liddicoat, at some point today. He would be here somewhere. His cousin was the captain of one of the teams playing for the Champion Cup.

      It would be difficult for the lovers to find each other among the sea of picnickers spread across the lawn, but the crowd would also provide coverage. With Mrs. Hessing planted on her chair for the day, they could do as they pleased without worrying the matriarch was scrutinizing her daughter’s every move.

      At the end of our last investigation, I’d suggested she use the services of Armitage and Associates to look into Mr. Liddicoat, but I didn’t know whether she’d hired Harry Armitage. As curious as I was to find out, I stayed away from his Soho office. Staying away from Harry when we weren’t investigating was the best for everyone, including me. Especially me.

      I grew drowsy after our picnic of pies, jam tarts, salads, sandwiches and ginger beer. The hotel’s cooks had packed more than the three of us could possibly eat and drink, which Floyd’s friends found most agreeable as they finished off what we left. The soporific combination of the warm air and a full stomach would have sent me to sleep if it wasn’t for the loud angry voices coming from the clubhouse steps.

      Heads turned to watch the two men arguing, but we were too far away to hear what they said. Either they thought no one noticed or they didn’t care. Both wore the riding outfits of players, although in different team colors. The one on the higher step towered over the other, two steps down, but the fellow wasn’t intimidated and held his ground.

      “What handsome specimens,” Flossy murmured.

      “How can you see their faces from here?” I asked.

      “I can tell by their physiques. Look at those broad shoulders, Cleo. And those riding breeches are hugging their thighs in a most pleasing way. Hopefully they’ll turn around soon so we can see their b—”

      “Flossy!”

      “I was going to say backs, but now I know where your mind is wandering to.” She giggled and ignored her brother’s raised brows as he questioned what she found so amusing.

      “I wonder what that’s about,” I said, nodding at the two men. “Who are they?”

      “The captains from the teams competing today,” Floyd said. “The taller one in the light blue jersey is the captain of the Elms team, Rufus Broadman, and the other man is Vernon Rigg-Lyon from the Polo and Gun Club. Today’s his last match. He’s retiring. They’re fierce rivals both on and off the field, apparently.” His smirk implied there was an interesting story behind their rivalry.

      Before I could ask, the argument escalated. They pointed aggressively at one another, then Mr. Rigg-Lyon pushed Mr. Broadman. Mr. Broadman tripped up the step behind him but regained his balance without falling. He retaliated by shoving the other man in the chest.

      Mr. Rigg-Lyon fell backward onto his rear. The only thing that was injured was his pride, however. He refused the assistance of a third man who’d hurried up to them, arriving too late to be of any use. The newcomer must have said something to both men as the two captains suddenly looked towards the crowd who were paying them more attention than their picnics.

      The two captains parted, striding off in opposite directions, leaving the third man on his own. He tugged on his cuff before lowering his head and returning to the picnicking onlookers. It was Mr. Liddicoat, the cousin of Rufus Broadman and paramour of Miss Hessing.

      She sat with her head also bowed on the rug near her mother’s feet, her hands twisting together in her lap. Mrs. Hessing pinched her lips as she gossiped with her friends, no doubt voicing her displeasure at seeing her daughter’s paramour’s cousin in a physical altercation. Poor Mr. Liddicoat, the victim of guilt by association. I hoped it didn’t color her opinion of him too greatly.

      With the match due to start shortly, Flossy and I retreated to the pavilion, a grandstand overlooking the field with a terrace promenade out the front and tearooms on the ground level. It was far too crowded to stay inside, so we abandoned the idea of taking tea and found a spot in the stand to watch the match. She tried to explain the rules of polo to me, but it became clear that she was no expert when she couldn’t answer even simple questions.

      When Floyd joined us with his three friends, I soon learned that the sport of kings was something only the very wealthy could afford to participate in. Horses were bred and trained specifically for the purpose. The animals were magnificent, with their muscular flanks pushing them to incredible—and dangerous—speeds, although Floyd was convinced they could go faster. The horses had steady nerves, too, as others drew close, and riders swung their mallets.

      The players were even more magnificent, none more so than the two captains. They were as commanding as generals as they directed their teammates, and as fearless as warriors as they drove their mounts to their limit. It was Mr. Rigg-Lyon who came out on top in such contests, however. Much to Mr. Broadman’s frustration, he couldn’t keep up. His team lost two to nil.

      Afterwards, the riders shook hands. All except Mr. Broadman and Mr. Rigg-Lyon. They exchanged glares but not a single word. So much for polo being a gentleman’s sport.

      Mr. Broadman’s animosity was nowhere in sight when he gave his speech congratulating the winning team. He even smiled graciously when Mr. Rigg-Lyon thanked the Elms team for playing well and in good spirit.

      “Lastly, I want to thank my good friend, Barnaby Hardwick, the best vice-captain a fellow can have,” Mr. Rigg-Lyon finished. “We all wish him and his magnificent horse, Leopard, well on their retirement. The sport will miss them enormously.” He waited for the round of cheers to fade, before adding, “As to the expected announcement about my own retirement, I want you all to be the first to know that I’ve decided to play on with my loyal mount, Panther. We’ve both got a few good years left in us, and we can’t possibly retire now that we have the Champion Cup to defend!”

      Barnaby Hardwick’s jaw dropped. He stared at his captain, standing beside him. He was the only one of the team not to pat Rigg-Lyon on the back.

      Cheers erupted around me as Mr. Rigg-Lyon held the cup aloft in triumph. Many of the women in the crowd applauded enthusiastically as they tried to catch his attention from behind the wooden fence. Only one was allowed onto the field with the players, however. A red-haired woman approached him, smiling. She placed her hands to his chest and he leaned down to plant a kiss on her cheek. She spoke in his ear, her smile having vanished. His own smile tightened before he turned away.

      “His wife,” Floyd said to me as we continued to applaud. “She’s French.”

      “He’s married? That must be a disappointment for half the crowd here today.”

      “Even more of a disappointment if they knew the position of his mistress is also taken.”

      I looked sharply at him and he grinned back.

      “Have I shocked you, Cousin?”

      “Not at all,” I said smoothly.

      Floyd chuckled. “The pinkness of your cheeks must be due to the heat then.”

      “Entirely.” He would never speak to Flossy with such wicked candor, but it no longer surprised me that he treated me like one of his male friends. I knew more of his secrets than his sister did, and I’d helped him out of some difficult situations. I also appreciated and enjoyed this easy acceptance he had of me. Our relationship was unique to us and that made it special.

      I watched as Mrs. Rigg-Lyon looped her arm through her husband’s and clutched him tightly. It was to no avail, however. He extricated himself and turned his back to her to speak to one of his teammates.

      “Does she know about the mistress?” I asked Floyd.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It’s common knowledge. Rigg-Lyon is a popular fellow with the lads.”

      “Young men do like their sporting heroes,” I muttered.

      He didn’t hear me. He was too busy cheering along with the rest as Mr. Rigg-Lyon and Mr. Hardwick raised the large silver cup in triumph again.

      The players of the losing Elms team were the first to depart, leading their horses back to the stables beyond the mounting yard. Before he entered the building, Mr. Broadman kicked over a barrel. One of the grooms rushed to right it before taking the horse’s reins and leading it inside. The players all headed to another group of buildings closer to the clubhouse.

      The Polo and Gun Club team soaked up the celebrations for a little longer before they also left. Mr. Hardwick strode ahead of the others, his back stiff. Mr. Rigg-Lyon called out to him to wait, but the vice-captain ignored him.

      Spectators lingered for a while, enjoying the sunshine and good company. Once refreshments dwindled, the crowd began to thin. We collected our picnic basket and headed to the area set aside for vehicles. With our coats and goggles in place and the picnic basket on the back seat between Flossy and me, we were all set to go. Unfortunately, the automobile wouldn’t co-operate. The engine hissed then spluttered before going silent.

      The mechanic opened the engine compartment’s doors at the rear of the Peugeot and quickly stepped back as steam billowed out. He thrust his gloved hands on his hips. Going by the frown on his brow, it was clearly going to take a while to fix the problem.

      Flossy and I left him and Floyd to their mechanical problem. We strolled across the lawn to the lake, enjoying the club’s gardens without the crowds. As busy as the place had been earlier, it was now quite empty except for a handful of ground staff stamping down the divots on the playing surface.

      I was contemplating dipping my toes in the water when we heard a shout.

      “Help! Somebody help!” The voice was a man’s and it appeared to be coming from the stables.

      I picked up my skirts and ran.

      “Cleo!” Flossy cried. “Wait! It could be dangerous. Leave it to the men.”

      I ran towards Mr. Broadman, who was furiously waving a hand above his head to attract attention. In his other hand, he held a polo mallet.

      It was stained with blood.

      I reached him at the same time as one of the grooms. “Sir? What’s the matter? Is it Hercules?” A look of panic came over him, but it was nothing compared to Mr. Broadman’s ashen face.

      Mr. Broadman pointed the mallet into the stables. “He’s dead.”

      “Hercules?” The groom pushed past him.

      “Vernon Rigg-Lyon.”

      The groom stopped just inside the door. “Sir?”

      A middle-aged man strode towards us just as Flossy caught up. “I heard shouting. What is it? Broadman? Something wrong?”

      Mr. Broadman swallowed heavily. “He’s dead. Rigg-Lyon. In the back.”

      The newcomer charged past him, the groom on his heels. I followed.

      “Cleo!” Flossy cried. “You shouldn’t go in there.”

      “Stay here if you don’t want to come in,” I said over my shoulder.

      I plunged into the depths of the stables, passing horses contentedly munching on feed in their stalls. I glanced back to see that Flossy hadn’t followed. She stood in the doorway, the sun silhouetting her figure.

      I found the two men in an end stall, empty except for the body of Vernon Rigg-Lyon. The men I’d followed were on their haunches, checking the body for signs of life. But I could see without testing for a pulse that he was dead. The captain of the Polo and Gun Club team lay sprawled awkwardly on the straw-covered floor. There was a lot of blood. It matted his hair and streaked the back of his team jersey and the straw.

      The older gentleman shook his head. “He’s gone.”

      The groom stood, his back to us, and rested a hand against the wall. He lowered his head and sucked in several breaths.

      The gentleman rose to his feet. “Broadman, what in God’s name happened here?” Then his gaze dropped to the blood-stained mallet, still clutched in Mr. Broadman’s white-knuckled grip.

      Mr. Broadman’s somewhat vacant stare cast down. His fingers sprang apart, and he dropped the mallet. He stumbled backwards, hands in the air. “It wasn’t me! I swear to you, I didn’t do it!”

      The gentleman straightened his shoulders and finally addressed me. “Miss, send someone to fetch the police. Tell them we have a suspect in custody.”
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      I could hear Mr. Broadman protesting his innocence as I instructed Flossy to ask someone at the clubhouse to telephone the police. She hesitated, and I suspected she was about to insist I leave with her, but one glance at my face changed her mind. She hurried away and I returned inside.

      “He was already dead when I came in! I swear to you.” Mr. Broadman could run off and none of us would be able to stop him. He was athletic whereas the groom had a slight limp and the middle-aged gentleman and I were very unlikely to be as quick. “I entered the stall, saw the body and picked up the mallet.”

      “Why?” the gentleman demanded.

      “I don’t know.” Mr. Broadman tugged on his tie to loosen it. “Good God, Major. Surely you know me well enough to know I wouldn’t kill a man. Not even him.”

      The major’s bushy gray moustache moved as he pursed his lips.

      “He didn’t do it,” I said. “Not unless he was in the stables earlier.”

      All three men looked at me.

      “Miss, you shouldn’t be in here.” The man known as Major moved to block my view of the gruesome sight. His tone wasn’t protective, however. It was condescending. “This isn’t a scene young ladies should witness.”

      “Let her speak,” Mr. Broadman said. “Go on, Miss…?”

      “Cleopatra Fox.”

      “Why do you know I’m innocent?”

      “The blood has dried, so he died earlier. I assume you are telling the truth and did just arrive here, because your hair is a little damp and you’re wearing a suit, not the uniform you wore when playing. You’ve just come from the changing rooms, haven’t you?”

      He nodded with no small measure of relief. “Yes. It’s true. You can ask one of the attendants.”

      “Why were you back here?” the major asked. “Hercules is in one of the stalls near the front.”

      “I wanted to speak to one of the grooms, but none were about.” He frowned at the groom. The young man studied his feet. “I checked every stall. When I got to this one, I found…” He closed his eyes. “God, it’s awful.”

      “Where had the grooms gone?” I asked.

      “To the tack and equipment room,” the groom said. “We’ve all been in there for at least the last forty minutes.”

      “Surely someone should be seeing to the horses.”

      “They have everything they need, miss. I made sure of that before I left. I’d never leave any of them before they were settled.”

      “Bert knows his business,” the major assured me.

      Mr. Broadman nodded. “I know you care for the animals, Bert.”

      The groom looked relieved to be believed.

      “Cleo? Are you still in there?” Flossy entered the stables but remained near the door. A handful of staff streamed past her, all talking at once.

      The major approached them, hands in the air. “No further. This is a crime scene.”

      The distraction allowed me the opportunity to inspect the body and the stall. Vernon Rigg-Lyon seemed to have fallen where he’d been struck. A spray of blood covered the straw approximately two feet from the body. Some of the blood may have ended up on the killer after such a violent attack. The victim still wore his playing uniform which meant he hadn’t gone to the changing rooms with the rest. He’d come here after the grooms left. Why?

      I glanced behind me to check that no one was looking my way, then quickly inspected the body. I hazarded a very brief glance at his face, but that was quite enough. His features had frozen into an expression of surprise. A chill skittered down my spine.

      I drew in a fortifying breath. Thankfully the smell of horse overrode the smell of death.

      I looked again. The blow had struck Mr. Rigg-Lyon on the back of the head; he either hadn’t seen his assailant or he’d turned his back to them before he was struck. There was nothing in the stall except straw, so it was unlikely he was attending to anything. So why was he there? Was he meeting someone? His killer?

      I was about to stand when a hint of color against his beige breeches caught my eye. It was the corner of a coral-colored ribbon, about the length of my hand.

      “Miss Fox? Are you all right?”

      I tucked the ribbon back into the victim’s pocket before standing and facing the major. His bushy brows were drawn together like tufts of gray wool, but it was from concern not irritation.

      He held out his arm to me. “Allow me to escort you away. This must be very distressing for you.”

      I accepted his assistance. “Thank you. That’s very kind, Major…?”

      “Leavey, of the 12th Lancers. I’m club manager.”

      “Oh? So you’re in charge of the entire operation.”

      “I’ve been the manager for four years.”

      “I suspect you’ve been very busy today. There would have been staff meetings before and after the match.”

      “Before, yes, but I’ve been in my office going over a few things since the presentation. I was just leaving the clubhouse when I heard Mr. Broadman’s shout.” From the way he eyed Mr. Broadman, I suspected he didn’t like him or didn’t trust him.

      I had a lot of questions but didn’t have the opportunity to ask any of them. Flossy was waving at me from the door, trying to get my attention. She and the other onlookers were blocked from entering by two staff members. Suddenly Mr. Liddicoat burst through.

      He rushed towards us. “Rufus, are you all right? What’s going on?”

      “Someone bashed Rigg-Lyon’s head in with his mallet. I found the body.”

      “Good God! That’s dreadful. You need a stiff drink. Come into the clubhouse.”

      “He can’t leave,” the major bellowed.

      Mr. Liddicoat jumped. He adjusted his glasses to get a better look at the major. “He’s not a suspect, surely.”

      “He was the first to discover the body and was holding the murder weapon. He also had a very public disagreement with Rigg-Lyon before the match.” From the stern look the major gave Mr. Broadman, it was clear the public nature of the incident displeased him.

      Mr. Broadman laughed off the accusation, but given the gravity of the situation, his attempt at levity fell flat. “That was nothing more than a healthy rivalry fueled by nervous energy. It provided atmosphere—a spectacle, if you will. The crowd lapped it up. Anyway, Miss Fox already declared me innocent. The blood is dry. He died some time ago, when I was in the shower.” He beckoned to one of the staff members. “Sid. Come in. Tell them I was in the changing room for at least thirty minutes or so before I left.”

      An elderly attendant with a stoop shuffled towards us. He squinted up at the major. “That’s correct, sir. It was a great honor to assist Mr. Broadman today.”

      The major brushed him off. “Very well, thank you, Sid. I’m sure the police will have more questions for you.”

      “There you are, then,” Mr. Liddicoat said as the attendant shuffled away. “It can’t have been Rufus.”

      “Nor was it one of my staff,” the major said.

      From what I could see of the large group gathering outside the stables, he couldn’t possibly know every staff member personally, let alone know them well enough to make such a declaration.

      “There were hundreds of people here today,” Mr. Broadman said. “It could have been any of them.”

      I shook my head. “The grooms were in here immediately after the match and would have noticed someone who didn’t belong in the stables, or even if one of their own attacked Mr. Rigg-Lyon.”

      “It wasn’t one of us!” Bert piped up. “We left here at three-fifty.”

      “Then it was committed in the time between the grooms leaving the stables for the tack room and some time before Mr. Broadman arrived. I’m not sure how long it takes for blood to dry in weather like this, but I suspect a pool that size would take at least twenty or thirty minutes.” I removed my watch from my bag and checked the time. “The murder was committed after three-fifty, when the grooms left, and no later than ten-past-four, which is approximately twenty minutes before Mr. Broadman shouted; long enough for the blood to dry.”

      “A twenty-minute window for which I have an alibi.” Mr. Broadman pointed to Sid, standing beside the groom.

      We all turned towards the door where someone was shouting to be let through. Mr. Hardwick, the retiring vice-captain of the winning team, entered the stables. His breathing was ragged and his brow shiny. “Someone said Vernon is dead.” He peered past us. “Is it true?”

      The major clasped Mr. Hardwick’s arm. “He’s been murdered.”

      Mr. Hardwick covered his mouth with his hand. He stared wide-eyed at the major and shook his head over and over.

      “Is Mrs. Rigg-Lyon still here?”

      “She didn’t want to wait and went home straight after the presentation.” Mr. Hardwick winced as a painful thought struck him. “I’ll call on her now. It’s going to be dreadful.”

      “Go inside and have a snifter of brandy first. I’ll join you when the police get here.” Major Leavey made a shooing motion. “In fact, I think everyone should get out. I’ll stand guard to make sure the scene isn’t disturbed. Broadman, take Hardwick inside. You there!” he shouted at the staff. “Back to work. This isn’t a show.”

      I joined Mr. Liddicoat as we followed Bert, Mr. Hardwick and Mr. Broadman out of the stables. The groom stopped at one of the stalls to check on a black horse. I recognized it as the one the victim rode in the match. It paced the floor and tossed its head, snorting loudly.

      Bert opened the stall door. “Easy, Panther.” He tried to get close enough to stroke the horse, but Panther was too restless. “It’s all right, boy. It’ll be all right.”

      “Poor thing,” Mr. Liddicoat said as we continued. “He must know. They say animals sense these things.”

      Mr. Hardwick ran his hand through his hair and muttered, “I can’t believe it. Who would do such a thing?”

      Mr. Broadman handed him a handkerchief since Mr. Hardwick wore no jacket or hat. Mr. Hardwick used it to wipe his brow.

      “I can’t believe it either,” Mr. Liddicoat said to me. “Were you nearby, Miss Fox? Is that how you got here so quickly?”

      “I wasn’t far away. And you? Did you hear your cousin’s shout?”

      He nodded but seemed distracted. He suddenly stopped. “I saw someone in the vicinity during that window of opportunity. I remember him, because he didn’t seem to be staff, a player or a spectator. He wore a long coat, you see, and a bowler hat rather than a boater. Who wears a long coat in this weather, Miss Fox?”

      Someone who didn’t want to be identified.

      Someone who didn’t want their clothing covered in blood when they bludgeoned a man to death.

      “Were there any distinguishing features? His height? Gait?”

      “The coat was brown and there were black patches on the elbow.”

      Floyd had joined Flossy and they both waited for me. Flossy took my hand when I reached them. “Are you all right, Cleo? Did you see him?”

      Sometimes a little white lie is better for everyone. “I stayed well away.”

      She eyed me skeptically.

      “The automobile is ready,” Floyd announced.

      “Just a moment.” I’d spotted Sid, the elderly changing room attendant, walking slowly away from the stables on his own. Everyone else was ahead of him, so I could ask him a question without being overheard.

      I approached him and introduced myself, even going so far as to say I was a private detective. His only reaction was to remove his cap and scratch his balding head.

      “Are you the only attendant in the changing rooms?” I asked.

      “Aye, miss.”

      “That’s eight players whose needs you must see to.”

      “Seven. Mr. Rigg-Lyon wasn’t there.”

      I glanced towards the back of the stables. “Even so, seeing to the needs of all seven must keep you busy.”

      “It does, miss.”

      “So you fetch towels, prepare their clothes and help them dress. Anything else?”

      “I collect their uniforms while they shower and take them to the laundry.”

      “Is the laundry attached to the changing room?”

      “No, miss, it’s on the other side of the courtyard.”

      I suspected the door to the changing room wouldn’t be visible from the laundry. He wouldn’t notice anyone leave then return a few minutes later, covered in blood.

      I thanked him and rejoined Flossy and Floyd, waiting patiently for me.

      “Any idea who did it yet?” Floyd asked as we walked.

      “She’s not investigating,” Flossy said. “She doesn’t have time. We have a full week of social engagements coming up.”

      Floyd snorted. “You underestimate our cousin.”

      I glanced over my shoulder towards the stables where the major stood in the doorway, guarding it. He wouldn’t let me back inside now, even if I begged. As frustrating as it was to leave, I had no reason to stay. No one had hired me to investigate. With a sigh, I continued to the automobile.

      The mechanic sat in the driver’s seat with the engine purring nicely. “Hop in, folks. I’ll have you back at the hotel in no time.”

      Floyd held out his hand to assist me up to the back seat. His fingers closed tightly around mine to get my attention. “At least this investigation will have nothing to do with Armitage. I know Father allowed you to investigate together, but I think if he’d known how often you were in Armitage’s company, he wouldn’t have allowed it in the first place. I still can’t believe he did, considering—” He cut himself off.

      “Considering what?”

      “Considering how well you get along.”

      I tried to tug my hand away, but he held on.

      “Don’t push your luck, Cleo.”

      “You seem to think I’m going to try to solve the murder.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      I was about to tell him that his concerns were unfounded. Even if I did investigate, there was no reason to involve Harry. But a carriage pulled to a stop alongside us before I could respond. Three uniformed policemen spilled out of the cabin, followed by a detective in plain clothes. They paid us no mind, not even bothering to ask us for our names and a statement. Harry’s father, a former Scotland Yard detective, would never have been so lax.
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        * * *

      

      Frank stifled a cough as the automobile drove off, leaving a trail of fumes in its wake. A shake of his fist would not have been out of place when accompanied with the glare he gave it, but he kept a professional composure and changed the glare to a welcoming smile.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Bainbridge, Miss Fox, Mr. Bainbridge. How was the polo?”

      “The captain of one of the teams died,” I said.

      “Bloody hell.” Realizing he was still on duty and my cousins were within earshot, he quickly apologized for his language. “Did he fall off his horse?”

      “He was murdered with his own mallet in the stables.”

      “Murdered!”

      Flossy flapped her fan in front of her face. “I’m going upstairs to lie down. It’s been a tiring day. Cleo, are you coming?”

      “Soon,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t stay down here too long, if I were you. It’s going to take you a while to clean up.”

      “Why?”

      “Come along, Sis.” Floyd took her arm and they headed for the lift. The wicked gleam in his eye made me curious, but I quickly forgot about them as Frank peppered me with questions. Seeing us talking in earnest, Goliath, the hotel’s porter, and Peter approached. I told them everything I knew about the murder.

      “Are you going to take on the case?” Goliath asked.

      “There is no case,” I said. “No one has hired me to investigate.”

      “That hasn’t stopped you before.”

      Frank tapped the side of his nose. “A client will come out of the woodwork, Miss Fox, don’t you worry. I have a good feeling about this one.”

      Goliath arched his brow at him. “A good feeling about a murder? I knew you were odd, Frank, but I didn’t think you bloodthirsty.”

      “I’m not. Idiot.”

      “Me, an idiot?” Goliath snorted. “I’m not the one who thought automobiles would never catch on when we saw our first one a couple of years back. There are more now than ever. Miss Fox even rode in one today.”

      Frank gestured at my face. “And look at what it did to her! No lady will want to ride in those bloody contraptions after the initial curiosity dies down.”

      I rounded on him. “What did it do to me?”

      Goliath thrust out his hand to Frank. “Want to have a wager on it?”

      Frank rolled his eyes. “How will we determine a winner? Count the number of vehicles that pass by?”

      Goliath shrugged his hulking shoulders. “Why not? I reckon Victor will want in on this bet. He agrees with me. Motorized vehicles will increase in number, not decrease.”

      Frank made a scoffing sound in his throat. “Not here at the hotel, they won’t. Sir Ronald won’t replace the carriages with those unreliable machines.”

      “He does what the guests want, and if the guests want to be collected from the station in a hotel motor vehicle rather than a horse-drawn one, then he’ll buy one.”

      “I heard he told Cobbit he won’t.”

      “He just said that to shut the old codger up. Cobbit’s negative about everything, even more so if it means he needs to learn a new skill.”

      “I like the fellow,” Frank said defensively.

      “That says everything a person needs to know about both of you.”

      I cleared my throat. “Will someone tell me what’s wrong with the way I look? Do I have smuts in my hair? My hat moved in the wind, dislodging the veil.” I touched my hair and discovered it had come out of its arrangement.

      “You look as pretty as always,” Peter said quickly.

      “Frank?” I prompted. Of the three men, he was the only one who’d give me an honest answer.

      “Harmony’s going to need to be at her best to get you ready for dinner,” he said.

      Peter glared at him, but Frank didn’t care. He spotted a gentleman walking towards the door and hurried to reach it before him. He smiled at the man as he passed then followed him outside.

      “Ignore him,” Peter said to me. “He’s been in a mood since speaking to Cobbit earlier. Apparently the two of them have decided that automobiles represent everything that’s wrong with this country. They’re thinking of going on strike if Sir Ronald decides to replace one of the carriages.”

      “Surely things aren’t that dire.”

      “You know what Frank’s like,” Goliath said. “He hates change. Cobbit is just as bad. Put the two of them in the same room and it’s one complaint after another. They feed off each other’s negativity.”

      Frank opened the door and beckoned to Goliath. “Two new guests just arrived. You’ll need a trolley.”

      Goliath went to fetch a luggage trolley while Peter smiled and greeted the new arrivals as they passed us on their way to the check-in desk. He then turned to me.

      “Harmony was looking for you.”

      “Shouldn’t she be resting at the residence hall?” Her cleaning duties would have finished at two and she wouldn’t be starting her rounds as personal maid for another hour.

      “She wanted to hear how your day went. I think she’s bored.”

      I’d come to the same conclusion about Harmony. Ever since her role as assistant to Floyd ended, and she’d returned to her duties as maid, she seemed listless. She never complained, but I could see the dissatisfaction in her eyes. They no longer lit up when we ate breakfast together in the mornings. Cleaning rooms wasn’t enough stimulation for her. She’d liked being involved in the opening of the new restaurant. She’d been good at it, too. Floyd had made a few key decisions, and had been influential in getting the right people to attend opening night, but Harmony had organized it all.

      I found her on the sofa in my suite, reading a book I’d borrowed from the hotel library. Her feet were tucked up under her and she was absent-mindedly twisting a curl of hair around her finger.

      “You’ll never guess what happened at the polo today,” I said as I unpinned my hat.

      She put her feet on the floor and closed the book. “A horse attacked your hair.”

      I sat beside her and touched my hair. “No.”

      “You fell over and got dirt on your cheek.” She rubbed my cheek then inspected the smudge on her thumb. She sniffed it. “It’s not dirt.”

      “It’s probably oil from the automobile smuts. I’ll clean up in a moment. But first, listen to this. There was a murder in the club’s stables.”

      She sat up straight. “Good grief! Are you a witness?”

      “I was second on the scene after the fellow who discovered the body.”

      “Then you are in a unique position.” She retrieved a pencil and notepad from the desk and returned to the sofa. “Tell me everything.”

      By the time I needed to get ready for dinner, we had two full pages of notes, questions, and information about the victim and potential suspects. Talking it over with Harmony helped consolidate my scattered thoughts and decide what to do next. While I hadn’t declared it in so many words, I knew I would investigate. Starting in the morning, I would find out all I could about Vernon Rigg-Lyon.

      I was unable to escape talk of the murder that evening. It was the topic of conversation at dinner, particularly after our fellow diners discovered we were at the polo.

      Aunt Lilian and Uncle Ronald had invited several American guests to dine with us in an attempt to garner favor with the wealthy travelers. Some were coming to the end of their stay in England and he wanted to ensure they would return to the Mayfair Hotel next year. The personal touch from the city’s last remaining family-owned luxury hotel was the Mayfair’s best attribute and he was aware of that more than anyone. To make them feel special, he’d asked Mrs. Poole to add several American dishes to the menu. Alongside canvasback ducks, terrapin, clams, oysters, and green corn were seasonal vegetables, all accompanied by her own unique sauces and seasonings.

      I was disappointed to find I wasn’t seated with Miss Hessing. My aunt had chosen the traditional arrangement of alternating the sexes which placed me between two men, only one of whom was under thirty. The other was his uncle, a contemporary of Mrs. Hessing. After the requisite exchange of pleasantries, he turned to her on his other side and found himself stuck for the remainder of the evening. I was left with his nephew, Marshall Miller. Fortunately, the younger Mr. Miller was rather pleasing to look at with his dark hair and warm brown eyes. Unfortunately, we got off on the wrong foot.

      “The Mayfair is spectacular,” he said in his American drawl. “I hear it was once your uncle’s manor house and he converted it to a hotel after he married your aunt.”

      My heart sank. He was interested in me only because of my connection to the hotel and the Bainbridge family. The wealthy Bainbridge family, distantly related to nobility.

      “I wish I lived in a luxury hotel,” he went on.

      My disappointment at being seen as nothing more than an object in the Bainbridge orbit meant my next words were bitter ones. It was a poor excuse, however, and I regretted them the moment they were out of my mouth. “Why? Don’t you already have your laundry done for you, room service at your beck and call, maids to clean for you, and a fine menu at your disposal every evening?”

      His lips parted and a strangled noise escaped. He recovered quickly, however, and laughed. “You mistake me for my uncle. I simply meant you’re fortunate to meet a variety of people from all over the world. I suspect every day is different to the one before it.”

      My heart sank even further. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me. I was…” I couldn’t think how to get out of it with my dignity intact. I really ought to have learned my lesson about not jumping to conclusions by now, but it seemed I hadn’t. I’d made a dreadful mess.

      “You were too distracted by my handsome face?” he teased. He tilted his chin and turned to the side. “They say my profile is my best feature. Although that could be because the straight-on view is hideous.”

      It was a relief to learn I hadn’t offended him, and that he was offering me a dignified way out. “Who is this ‘they’ you speak of, and do they know they need glasses?”

      He grinned. “They’re work colleagues at my uncle’s office. They’re the only people I associate with back home. I’m too busy to have friends and my cousins are all dribbling idiots. They’re aged under four, though, so there’s hope for them yet.”

      I laughed. “It’s good of your uncle to bring you with him on holiday.”

      “We’re not on vacation. He’s here for business, and I’m here as his assistant.”

      “Then you won’t have time to see the sights.”

      “Very few, I’m afraid. My uncle wants to see Buckingham Palace, and I want to go to the museum, but we don’t have much free time between meetings.” He leaned back in the chair, looking relaxed yet confident in a way that only men comfortable in their own physicality did. He reminded me of Harry. “There is talk of extending our stay if business goes well.”

      I raised my glass of wine in salute. “Then I hope it does. There’s quite a lot to see in London.”

      He smiled warmly. “I may need a tour guide.”

      “Then I’ll loan you my Baedeker.”

      He laughed. It was so infectious that I couldn’t help joining in. When he finally sobered, he settled that luxurious gaze on me. “I didn’t know Englishwomen were so funny. We’ve always been led to believe you’re aloof.”

      “And we’ve always been told American men are forward.”

      He saluted me with his glass. “Here’s to dispelling cultural myths.”

      We both sipped.

      I enjoyed my evening and forgot all about the murder until I spotted Miss Hessing watching her jellied dessert wobble when she poked it with her spoon. Although the Hessings had left the Elms before the murder, she must have heard that Mr. Liddicoat’s cousin discovered the body and worried for her paramour.

      I made a point of speaking to her after dinner as we crossed the hotel foyer together. “Mr. Liddicoat was a rock for his cousin today when the club manager accused him of murder.”
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