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        A high-society murder. A spirited lady detective. Can she out-class the killer before an innocent person takes the fall?

      

      

      

      London, 1923. Olive Belgrave needs a job. Despite her aristocratic upbringing, she’s penniless. Determined to support herself, she jumps at an unconventional job—looking into the background of her cousin’s fiancé, Alfred.

      Alfred burst into the upper crust world of London’s high society, but his answers to questions about his past are decidedly vague. Before Olive can gather more than the basics, a murder occurs at a posh party. Suddenly, every Bright Young Person in attendance is a suspect, and Olive must race to find the culprit because a sly murderer is determined to make sure Olive’s first case is her last.

      Murder at Archly Manor is the first in the High Society Lady Detective series of charming historical cozy mysteries. If you like witty banter, glamorous settings, and delightful plot twists, you’ll love USA Today bestselling author Sara Rosett’s series for Anglophiles and mystery lovers alike.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I didn’t intend to become a lady detective, but when one’s relative is swept into a police investigation and the outcome looks rather grim—well, one can’t stand aside. One must do something.

      

        

      
        The tragic death at Archly Manor was widely reported in the newspapers. The coverage wasn’t surprising. A murder in high society always draws attention. Unfortunately, the articles were a combination of exaggeration and innuendo, which is why I felt I must set down the facts . . .

      

      

      
        
        London, Summer 1923

      

      

      One might suppose a well-bred young woman with a good education wouldn’t have any difficulties finding employment. At least, that’s what I’d supposed, but I discovered those assumptions were wrong—quite wrong.

      On an overcast morning in late July, I had stepped off the train from my little village of Nether Woodsmoor into the bustle and busyness of London, confident that within a few days I would be one of that fascinating breed, the working girl, striding off to put in a day’s work, knowing a paycheck was not long off.

      My view of the situation had been quickly brought into line. It had been a rather abrupt descent from the heights of my expectations to the depths of reality. I had become familiar with the shallow veneer of apology that accompanied the words, “Sorry, but we don’t have anything for you.”

      But today would be different. I was seated on the other side of the desk from a newspaper editor as he looked over my article. His closed office door barely muted the clacking typewriters and the loud conversations from the newsroom. I realized I was twisting my handbag in my lap, causing the decorative beads to strain against the threads that held them in place. I released my grip and pressed my gloved hands against the folds of my skirt.

      Mr. Clark, editor of The Express, hadn’t even bothered to perch his pince-nez on his nose to read the sample article I’d labored over the night before. Holding his glasses in the air a few inches in front of his eyes, he skimmed down my handwritten story that described the Duchess of Seton’s ball. The fact that his lips didn’t twitch meant he didn’t even get to the incident involving Barbara Clairmore’s sash, Kippy Higgenbotham’s nearsightedness, and the melting ice sculpture.

      He raised his head and extended the paper across the desk. “I’m sorry—”

      I scooted forward to the edge of the chair. “I’ll work for you for a week for free.”

      He rattled the paper. “The last thing I need is another society girl reporter.”

      Despite the mugginess of the day that made the room stuffy, a chill twisted through me. The newspaper was my last resort. I hadn’t contacted Mr. Clark at The Express when I first arrived in London. I’d applied for other jobs. Father would not be too pleased if I became a reporter. And Sonia—I could hear her strident voice. “So unladylike! So unseemly. So beneath one of our class.” Yet, it was work I could do. I could write. If Essie Matthews, who never wrote one of her own essays at boarding school, could write a society column for The Hullabaloo, then I should be able to land a job at The Express.

      Mr. Clark shook the paper at me again. “You’ll only clutter my desk.”

      I kept my hands in my lap and leaned forward. “A fortnight. Give me two weeks to prove I can do it. You won’t regret it.”

      He swept his pince-nez over his desk, nearly toppling a pile of papers several inches high. “Do I look like I need more articles?” His tone became more severe. “I did a favor for Sir Leo. I spoke with you. Now I need to get on with my work.” He tossed down the paper.

      I stood. He remained seated, his attention already fixed on a typewritten page from one of the stacks. I was tempted to snatch up my article and tell him exactly what The Express would miss out on, but Mum’s words rang in my ears. “Good breeding always shows.”

      I picked up the article and resisted the urge to crunch it into a ball. I folded it neatly. “Thank you for seeing me. I’ll tell Uncle Leo what a pleasure it was to meet you.”

      I don’t know whether or not he picked up on the sarcasm in my voice. I didn’t wait to see his reaction. I swept through the racket of the newsroom but slowed when I reached the quiet of the wide staircase. Disappointment weighed down my shoulders and worry gnawed at my insides. I could put on a good show for Mr. Clark for a few moments, but the reality was rather bleak.

      What was I going to do? Even with careful management, I could only stretch my funds for a little over another week. Soon I’d have nothing to pay Mrs. Gutler, and she’d been clear—she didn’t provide charity. “That’s for the church, not working women,” she’d said when I’d taken her poky little attic room.

      Two men hurried up the stairs to the newsroom, their faces intent. They both raised their hats, and I managed a brief nod as I continued down the stairs. Until I’d seen Mr. Clark’s disinterested face, I hadn’t realized how much I had been counting on working as a reporter. I had canvassed every relative, friend, and acquaintance I could think of who might be able to help me find a job. Since Mr. Clark of The Express hadn’t come up to snuff, I had no other options. No one had inquired about the Position Wanted advertisement I’d been running since I’d realized finding a job wouldn’t be easy. I could only buy a newspaper and scour the Positions Vacant section again, something I’d done without fail for more days than I could count.

      As I rounded the landing and continued to the ground floor, I realized I still clutched my sample article in my hand. You could always go home. The thought whispered through my mind. It would be so easy to go back to Nether Woodsmoor. I considered it for two steps, then I stuffed the article into my bag. The beads swayed, and I shook off the thought of returning to Derbyshire.

      I wasn’t going home. It wasn’t home. Not anymore, not with Sonia pushing her way in and trying to erase every trace of Mum’s existence at Tate House. I would just have to keep at it. I squared my shoulders and marched across the lobby, my heels clicking over the mosaic of a sunrise. I’d keep at it until my last shilling was gone, at least.

      I pushed through the heavy glass door into the stuffy afternoon. A thick layer of dark clouds trapped the heat like a lid on a jar, sealing the humid air around the city. I trotted down the shallow steps and turned in the direction of the tube station, wishing that it would rain even though I’d forgotten my umbrella. A shower would clear the air.

      My steps checked as I passed a tea room. A hunger pang twisted in my stomach as I looked through the window at a table spread with scones, clotted cream, little cakes, and delicate sandwiches. I forced my feet to move. Threepenny worth of buns would have to do until the morning, when Mrs. Gutler would serve breakfast and helpfully remind me how many days were left until rent was due.

      I bought a newspaper from the boy at the corner, then continued down the street toward the tube entrance, which was several blocks away. A few fat drops of rain plopped onto the sidewalk. Within a few steps, they increased to a patter, and a crack of thunder split the air. The drops became an all-out deluge, and I scurried toward a fruit stand awning, using the newspaper to shield the bit of ribbon and two ostrich feathers on my side-rolled hat. Rain splashed onto the back of my neck, and the white ties on my bow collar fluttered as I ran.

      Other pedestrians were also scurrying to cover, and I bumped into a dark-suited chest in the crush as I rushed under the edge of the awning.

      “Pardon me.”

      “Excuse—” I looked up into familiar gray eyes under hooded lids. “Jasper! I didn’t know you were in London. I thought you were in . . . somewhere foreign. I can’t remember where. Africa? Or was it South America? Don’t you recognize me? It’s me—Olive Belgrave.”

      His face cleared. “Olive! I haven’t seen you in an age. You look so different with your hair chopped off.”

      We shook hands, and I said, “It’s so good to see you. You’re looking well.”

      “And you.”

      As more people joined the crowd, I was pushed up next to Jasper with my nose nearly in his chest. I hadn’t seen him for years—not since before the war. When my cousin Peter came home to spend the holidays at Parkview Hall, he’d always brought Jasper along. Jasper’s parents were in India, and Jasper said he preferred Parkview to shuttling between his “various dotty aunts” as long as Aunt Caroline and Uncle Leo didn’t mind him visiting, which they didn’t. When I was fourteen, I’d had a tiny and short-lived crush on him, but he’d treated me exactly like he treated my other cousins, Gwen and Violet.

      He’d never given me the easy win when we played croquet on the lawn. He’d never hesitated to cut me out at the tea tray either, snatching the last bit of cake or sandwich just before I reached for it. Worse, he’d mastered the ability to instantly look as innocent as a cherub in a Renaissance painting after swiping it. His wavy fair hair and clear gray eyes had helped create the illusion of blameless innocence, but it was his innate charm that sealed the deal—especially with the women. Everyone from Aunt Caroline down through Cook to the lowliest scullery maid would do anything for him.

      But he was different now. Physically, he’d come through the war unscathed. He had rotten eyesight and had been refused each time he tried to join up. He had spent the war working in the depths of some government building for the Admiralty. In one of Peter’s rare bursts of conversation a few years ago, he’d said he’d had a letter from Jasper. Jasper had been demobbed and was now the gent about town.

      Even if Jasper hadn’t spent time on the battlefield, he’d changed—not as much as Peter, but lines marked his face around his eyes and mouth, replacing that cherub-like quality with something colder and more distant. From the occasional tidbits of gossip I’d heard, Jasper seemed to be living a bit recklessly, running with the crowd of Bright Young People whose names often turned up in the society pages—and not in a good way either. The papers were all too happy to chronicle their excessive drinking and flamboyant displays of wealth.

      A man dashed under the awning and bumped Jasper’s shoulder. We shifted an inch closer to the piles of apples. “Last I heard, you were off in foreign places yourself,” Jasper said. “Your mum’s alma mater in America, wasn’t it?”

      “I was. I’m back now.” Mum had been American. She’d attended a women’s college before she visited England and met my father. Her short visit extended to months and eventually a wedding. She returned to the States for visits, but she’d insisted I should have a “real” education after attending finishing school with my cousin Gwen and coming out. Mum was adamant that there was no better place for that education than her old university. I’d always thought it was just a fond idea of hers, so I’d been surprised when Father had told me that she’d set money aside for my education before her death. It had been tucked away for years gaining interest and would be more than sufficient to fund my travel, tuition, and lodging.

      The familiar simmer of anger burned in my chest at the thought of that fund. It had been so securely watched over for so many years, and then to have it all gone, whisked away in a foolish “investment.” Despite all the chatter about dividends, potential, and interest, Father might as well have tossed it on a bonfire.

      “Didn’t enjoy it?”

      Jasper’s words snapped me back to the present. “Oh, yes. I quite liked collegiate life. Suited me down to the ground, but I had to return.”

      Rain drummed on the canvas overhead, running in rivulets off the edges and splattering to the pavement. I shifted closer to a stack of cabbages to keep the splashes from soaking my beige stockings and panel skirt.

      “Yes, I was sorry to hear about your father’s illness,” Jasper said. “How is he?”

      “Quite well, thank you,” I said, glad Jasper thought I was in England because of my father’s health, not because I couldn’t return to America. The truth about my financial situation was out in the little village of Nether Woodsmoor, but apparently the news hadn’t traveled all the way to London. “Father’s still weak and has to take it slowly, but he’s recovering.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. And I understand congratulations are in order?” The rain abruptly shifted to a light patter, and a few people darted out from under the shelter of the awning.

      I swallowed my true thoughts about my father’s new wife and forced out the appropriate words. “Yes, thank you. I’ll pass your felicitations along.”

      The thought of Sonia always caused me to grimace, and I must not have completely succeeded in hiding it. The corners of Jasper’s mouth turned up and the skin around his eyes crinkled as he smiled, which took away some of the new severity of his face, making him look younger and more relaxed. He tilted his head closer to mine. “You don’t have to pretend with me. Familial discord is a subject I have a long acquaintance with.”

      “I didn’t hide that well. Must work on that.” I looked around, but no one was paying attention to our conversation.

      He saw my glance, and added, “I’m rather good at keeping secrets, too.”

      “As I well know,” I said, thinking of a warm summer afternoon, the drone of bees, and the unexpected slap of cold water when I fell into the river.

      “I’ll add this one to the list,” he said in a confidential tone, and a familiar twinge of warmth glowed in my chest.

      Perhaps I wasn’t completely over that crush. But that was silly. I was a grown woman, not a moony schoolgirl. “It’s not exactly a secret, at least not at Tate House.”

      “Ah, I see. Thus, London,” he said. “The grand city called to you, did she?”

      “With an incredibly loud voice.”

      His eyes, which could be so lazy and reserved, took on a piercing quality as he ran his gaze over me. I was very aware of my mended cuffs and that my Cuban heels had definitely seen better days. I took in the excellent cut of his suit and the quality of his gloves. Compared to his sartorial splendor, I must have looked down-at-the-heels. “I’m just on my way to tea,” he said. “Will you join me?”

      “That would be lovely.”

      He offered his arm, and we set off down the street. “I passed a tea shop not too far back,” I said.

      “Oh, I don’t think so. Far too plebeian.”

      “Not your style?”

      He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “I do have a reputation to maintain.” He smiled. “No, that’s not it at all. Reestablishing an old friendship calls for something a bit grander. The Savoy, I think.”
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      I savored the last bite of peach Melba and sighed with contentment. Once the food began to arrive at our table at the Savoy, the music and tea dancers and the hum of conversation faded out of my awareness. I didn’t pay nearly as much attention to Jasper as I did to the scrumptious scones and the delicate cakes and sandwiches. I put down my spoon. “That was delicious. So delicious, I’m afraid I haven’t been a good companion.”

      Jasper took a sip of his tea. “It’s perfectly fine. It’s good to see a woman actually eat. I don’t see how you society girls survive. Most exist on tea, champagne, and an occasional cucumber sandwich. And then they dance all night. It’s astounding, really.”

      “It’s these fashions.” I gestured at my narrow dress. “Everyone is reducing now. Of course, when one is hunting for employment, traipsing all over the city and scraping to make every shilling last, it’s easy to fit into a frock like this.” There was no point in trying to hide anything from Jasper now. Even though he lolled in his chair and his hooded gaze roamed over the restaurant lazily, he was astute. After my unladylike consumption of every morsel placed in front of me during tea, he was perceptive enough to deduce my circumstances.

      He asked, “Financial difficulties?”

      “Haven’t got a bean, not really. I thought it would be easy to find a position as a governess, but it was the same every time. When I sent my references and explained my background, it always seemed so promising. But once I actually met the families, everything changed. No one was interested.”

      “I daresay not.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I doubt there are many mistresses who like the idea of inviting a young woman like you into their homes.”

      I lifted my chin. “What do you mean? That I’m not qualified?”

      “No, I meant you’re far too attractive.”

      A blush heated my cheeks, and I toyed with my spoon. “I’m sure that wasn’t it.”

      Jasper laughed. “Oh, I’m sure it was, old thing. Perhaps if you hadn’t cut your hair and were able to scrape it back in a tight bun, and if you wore some dowdy clothes . . .” He tilted his head as he studied me. “No, you’d never be able to disguise those eyes.”

      I raised my eyebrows, surprised. He wasn’t speaking in his usual disinterested tone. He settled back in his chair, and his voice shifted to a lighter note. “That’s where you went wrong, obviously. You should have mentioned it all up front. ‘Attractive female with arresting navy blue eyes seeks governess position.’ It would have saved you hours of bother.”

      “I shudder to think what sort of replies I would get to an advertisement like that.”

      He grinned. “Yes, of course. Totally inappropriate.”

      “Yes. In so many ways.”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t make light of it.” He sobered. “You’ve tried other avenues?”

      I shifted straighter in my chair. “Clerk, shop attendant, cashier. But no one sees a young woman with a classical education and extensive training in how to be a lady as a good candidate for those positions. My eyes are no help to me there either. I even applied to work as a domestic, but I was told it wouldn’t do—that I would cause problems in the servants’ hall.”

      “Indeed, you would.” Jasper leaned over the table. “You’d be wasted polishing silver and answering the door. What you need is something that will let you use that first-class brain of yours. You always ran rings around me and Peter when your father tutored us.”

      “Unfortunately, no one else seems to think my brain is appropriate for their vacancies. If only I had trained to be a typist or secretary. I would enroll in a class to learn Pitman’s shorthand, but that will take longer than I have.”

      “That desperate, is it? Surely you can return to Tate House?”

      “No, I’m not going back there. It’s awfully grim. Sonia—my stepmother—doesn’t want me in the house. She’s decided the local curate will do nicely for me.”

      “Not a good specimen?”

      “He has a huge Adam’s apple that bobs up and down in such a distracting manner that I can hardly think of anything else when I speak to him. And then he’s nervous and—well, to be perfectly honest, he perspires awfully. He’s a nice fellow but not for me.”

      Jasper took a cigarette case from his pocket. “Yes, you need someone other than a sweaty curate.” He held out the cigarette case to me.

      “No, thank you.”

      He snapped it closed. “I’d forgotten your asthma.” He pocketed the case.

      “No, it’s fine. It’s gotten so much better in the last few years. Don’t skip on my account.” Cigarette smoke did sometimes trigger a tightness in my chest. And occasionally being under a strain brought on a feeling of shortness of breath, but I’d had fewer incidents as I’d grown older.

      Jasper shrugged. “I’ll wait until later. So you’re determined to avoid Tate House?”

      “Sonia is such a managing female—she was a nurse. You know how bossy they are. I’m sure that if I returned to Tate House, she’d maneuver it so that the banns—with the curate or anyone else—would be read in a fortnight. And I won’t have that. I won’t be managed.”

      I realized my voice was too strident and a few people had looked my way. I relaxed my shoulders and leaned back in my chair. “I may have to sell the Morris.” My birthday fell a few days after Gwen’s, and for as long as I could remember, Uncle Leo had given us both the same gift. Last year it had been motors, Morris Cowleys. Mint green for Gwen and forget-me-not blue for me. It was far too extravagant. When I’d protested, he’d said gruffly, “Caroline and I feel like you’re one of our own. Let’s not hear anything else about it.” The motor was one of the few things of significant value that I owned. Well, other than Mum’s pearls, but I wasn’t selling those no matter what.

      “You have it in London?”

      “The Morris? No, it’s in Nether Woodsmoor. In dry-dock, so to speak. It’s not running, and I don’t have the funds to fix it.” Father was stony, and I wasn’t about to ask Uncle Leo for the money. It was one thing to give a gift; it was quite another to have to maintain that gift. It was probably fortunate it had broken down shortly before I decided to set off for London. I wouldn’t have had the money to garage it in town.

      “Have you thought of—”

      A shriek sounded behind my right ear, and a thin woman in yellow chiffon swept into view. She pulled up short beside Jasper’s chair. A matching turban covered her head except for a few perfectly formed golden curls that curved against each cheek, framing her aquiline nose. Kohl lined her close-set green eyes, and her lips were bright red. “Jasper, darling. What a treat to find you here.”

      Jasper stood. “It’s a pleasure to see you as well. Lady Pamela, this is a good friend, Olive Belgrave. Olive, Lady Pamela Withers.”

      Lady Pamela barely bothered to turn her head. “Delighted.” She tapped Jasper’s arm. “Now, do tell me you will be at Sebastian’s Silver and Gold party.” She pointed a red lacquered finger at his chest. “And don’t tell me that you didn’t receive an invitation, because I specifically told Sebastian to send you one.”

      “Commanded it, did you?” Jasper asked.

      “Of course. And Sebastian always does what I want. Most men do,” she said in an aside to me.

      “Not I, I’m afraid,” Jasper said. “I have a previous engagement.”

      Lady Pamela’s red lips puckered into a pout. “Break it off. You know Sebastian’s parties are divine. You can’t miss it, darling. You’ll regret it forever if you do. Oh, there’s Thea. I must fly.” She took a half step away, then looked back over her shoulder. “So nice to meet you . . . Olivia.”

      “Olive. Olive Belgrave,” I said, but Lady Pamela was already sailing away, her chiffon rippling.

      I raised my eyebrows at Jasper as he sat down.

      “I have no excuse or explanation,” he said. “That is the infamous Lady Pamela.”

      “I have heard of her.”

      “And probably not in a good way,” Jasper said. “She runs with a fast set.”

      “About your speed, isn’t it?”

      “You ask too many questions, Olive.”

      “On the contrary. We’ve talked about me the whole time. Terribly rude of me. Tell me what you’ve been doing since I saw you last.”

      “Nothing of significance. I totter down to the club then totter home most days. Occasionally I exert myself and go to a frivolous party. I’m frightfully useless. When the Communists take over, I’m sure I’ll be one of the first sent to the gallows.”

      “I don’t believe that for a moment—that you don’t do anything useful. I’ve known you for years. You might look as if you’re lazing around, but your mind is always busy—planning and plotting. Now, tell. I know you must do more than read the newspapers and play cards at your club.”

      His manner changed, and the easy rapport between us evaporated. Even though he didn’t move an inch, it felt as if he’d physically shifted his chair away from me. His voice was light, though. “I assure you I’m a boring old sod now.”

      “I still refuse to believe that. Now, the truth.”

      His eyes narrowed. “All right . . . let me think. You mean something useful, I suppose? Hmm, thought so.” He tapped the table. “Here’s something—I dabble in the arts.”

      “You always were excellent at caricatures.”

      He looked shocked. “Not me, my dear girl. I sponsor artists.” He looked at his watch, which was in the new style, a strap on his wrist. “I’m afraid I must be going.”

      “Have to get to your club for your afternoon snooze?”

      “Wicked girl,” he said. “I should have known you’d make fun of an old man. Have you no respect for your elders?”

      “I do, but you’re far from elderly.”

      As we departed the Savoy a few moments later, Jasper said in a serious tone, “I’m sorry about your . . . difficulties. I will keep an ear to the ground.”

      “For someone looking for a well-read and well-bred young woman with no typing or shorthand skills. Good grief, when I say it aloud like that, it’s a wonder anyone would want to hire me.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short.”

      “Right. I have a first-class brain. I’ll be sure to put that in my Situation Wanted advertisement, right under the line about my eyes.”

      He adjusted his hat. “I can see now that you’re not going to let me forget that, are you?”

      “Never.”

      “Very well. I’ll let it be a reminder not to give unsolicited advice. It rarely goes down well—giving advice, I mean, solicited or unsolicited,” he said, but I didn’t take him seriously because he had a definite twinkle in his eye.

      He walked as far as the tube station with me where we said goodbye. I rode home in a blissfully sated state. It had been weeks since I’d had a proper tea. When I arrived at the boarding house, Mrs. Gutler handed me a small envelope. “I hope it’s not bad news.”

      A cold wash of fear hit me. All I could think of was the telegram I’d received in America from Uncle Leo with the news that Father was seriously ill and I should return to England as soon as possible.

      We had all lived in dread of these little envelopes during the war. The words inside could change the course of one’s life. Thankfully, the one that had arrived about Peter had informed us he’d been injured, not killed. But my cousin Gwen had received one from the family of her fiancé with the news that he was missing. I ripped the envelope open before my thoughts could get carried away.

      It was from Gwen.

      Need your help. Urgent. Return to Parkview soonest.
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      Ross, the chauffeur from Parkview, opened the door of the estate’s saloon motor. “Are you quite sure you don’t want me to wait?”

      I stepped onto the drive of Tate House. “Yes, go on to Parkview with my bags.”

      He closed the door and scratched his hairline. “Are you sure?” Since Parkview’s chauffeur hadn’t returned from the Battle of Loos, Ross had taken on the additional duty of driving the estate’s saloon motor. He’d changed out of his gardening clothes into a pair of faded slacks and a jacket to meet me at the station in Upper Benning, but he hadn’t been able to scrub the dirt from under his fingernails. “I’m happy to wait.” He looked up at the clear blue sky.

      “No, you go on. I’ll enjoy the walk to Parkview after this,” I said, my gaze going to the gabled house, which stood in the shade of the towering trees that surrounded it.

      “All right, miss.” Ross touched his cap, then opened the driver’s door, his tone indicating he thought I was stepping out of bounds. In his mind, guests arriving at Parkview should be driven from the train station in the motor. They shouldn’t traipse through the countryside on their own. His attitude wasn’t the old-fashioned one of unquestioning deference. But things weren’t as they once were, especially not since the war. Of course, Ross had known me since I was a little girl playing with my cousins at Parkview Hall. When we tromped through his gardens, Ross hadn’t had any qualms about yelling at us to get out of his flowerbeds.

      I watched until the motor disappeared around the bend in the steep drive and the trees hid it from view. I turned to Tate House. I would have rather gone directly to Parkview to see Gwen, but I couldn’t arrive in Nether Woodsmoor and not visit my father, which meant I also had to see Sonia. I squared my shoulders.

      The front door was unlocked, and I went inside. The airy landscape paintings were gone from their usual spots in the entry hall. A new flocked wallpaper in a pea green shade covered the walls along with a heavy gilt mirror. A stack of paintings rested on the floor, turned to the wall. I recognized the size of them—they were the landscapes, except for the last, larger one.

      I flicked through them. I tilted the large one away from the wall, anger bubbling in my chest. I sucked in a breath. It was the painting of Mum. She stood in the garden, a pair of clippers in one hand and a bunch of roses in the other. Her bright smile radiated out from the painting. It had been Father’s favorite and had hung in his study.

      I gently let it fall back against the wall. This was Sonia’s doing, I was sure. I went down the hall to the coolness of Father’s study and inhaled the familiar aroma of aged leather. Underlying the scent of old books, was a new smell—beeswax.

      I stopped short. Father wasn’t at his desk . . . and the desk was clean. Instead of papers scattered across the desk and piles of books teetering on the corners, the desktop was empty except for a desk lamp. In fact, the whole room was tidy. No discarded newspapers littered the chairs in front of the fire, and the usual jumble of magazines and books on the side tables had been cleared away. If I needed more evidence of Sonia’s forceful nature, it was here. From the time Father had received a legacy from a distant uncle, which allowed him to retire from being a vicar and move to Tate House to work on his Bible commentary, he’d never allowed anyone in to clean his study.

      A voice floated through the open French doors at the back of the study. I made my way across the room, circling around the polished desktop where my father had spent so many hours working on his commentary. The terrace was empty, so I walked around the corner of the house to the little grassy enclave tucked up against the south wall, which had been one of my favorite places to spend a summer afternoon. Father sat at the wrought iron table, his papers and books spread in front of him with various rocks, shells, and a bit of amber weighting down the pages.

      He looked up at my approach, and a smile broke across his face. “Olive! Did you tell us you were coming?”

      “No, I had a telegram from Gwen yesterday and came straightaway.” The cost of the train ticket had cut deeply into my meager resources, but I couldn’t ignore a plea from Gwen. I’d reasoned I’d save on food while I was away. And I wasn’t making any headway in London. A couple of days away wouldn’t set me any further back—I was already about as far back as a girl could get.

      I kissed his cheek and drew a chair over to sit beside him. “I’m staying at Parkview for a few days.” I’d sent a telegram to Gwen and arranged it.

      Voices again drifted through the air, and Father looked down to the garden. “The jobbing gardener is here, and Sonia is with him, giving him instructions. I’m sure she’ll be along shortly.” Tate House was situated at the top of the wooded hill that overlooked Nether Woodsmoor. The drive and the front of the house were thickly treed, but at the back of the house, the land sloped down in a series of terraced gardens. Mum had spent many hours in the gardens designing the cascades of flowers that flowed down the hillside.

      “Don’t disturb her on my account.”

      Father’s face was thinner and his cheeks looked gaunt. His skinny neck poking out of his loose collar reminded me of a turtle’s neck, wrinkled and vulnerable, as it cautiously extended its head. Father removed his wire-rimmed spectacles and rubbed his eyes. Without his glasses, he looked more helpless than I liked to think he was.

      The voices moved closer, and I distinguished Sonia’s strident tone. “. . . want those rosebushes moved to the south side of the house . . . espalier . . .”

      I looked at Father. “You’re letting her move Mum’s rosebushes?”

      “Tate House is her home now.”

      Anger sizzled through me. “So you’re going to allow her to wipe away everything, change everything? Remove every trace of Mum? There’ll be nothing of Mum left by the time she’s done. I saw she’s taken down Mum’s portrait.”

      He placed a papery hand over mine. It was light and birdlike, and I felt a pang as I remembered how sick he had been. “We have our memories of your mother. That’s the most important thing. I thought you’d like to have the portrait. Sonia is sending it out to have it cleaned.”

      “Oh.” My flurry of emotion cooled a bit at the thought of owning the painting.

      “Sonia can’t take away the memories we have,” he said. “Those will always be with us. Rosebushes are just . . .” He shrugged his bony shoulders. “Rosebushes.”

      I knew he was right, but I didn’t like the situation. I placed my hand over his. “You make it difficult to argue with you. You’re much too commonsensical.”

      Sonia came up the steps from the garden. As she stripped off her gloves, she caught sight of me, and her steps checked. Her mouth was naturally set in a downturned curve, but now her expression deepened into a frown as she came across to the table and put down her gloves. “Olive, we didn’t know you were coming.” She made it sound like an accusation.

      “No, it was rather unexpected.”

      Father said, “Olive is spending a few days at Parkview.”

      The frown eased slightly. “How nice.”

      A breeze stirred the leaves overhead and ruffled the pages of an open book in front of Father. He reached out to hold the book open at the point where he was reading, but Sonia beat him to it, deftly placing a marker at the page. “It’s time for tea. It should be along shortly.” She closed the book and stacked it with the books on the table. “You mustn’t overdo it.”

      I tensed, waiting for his protest. Father never willingly left his studies. I’d often had trouble coaxing him to come to dinner, even when we were expecting guests. But he only smiled and replaced his glasses. “Of course, my dear.”

      I gave a mental shake of my head, marveling at the changes Sonia had brought about in the short time since she had become mistress of Tate House. Tea arrived, brought by a maid I didn’t recognize. After she left, I asked, “Is she new? I don’t recognize her.”

      “Yes,” Sonia said. “I’m training her up. Susan left for London last week.” Sonia handed me a teacup. “Someone put ideas into her head. No one wants to stay in the country anymore, even in a nice position such as this. They all want to go and become factory girls.”

      This was clearly a barb aimed at me, and I opened my mouth to defend myself. Father cleared his throat. “And how do you find London, Olive?”

      “Yes, have you found anything?” Sonia asked in a tone that indicated it would be beyond the bounds of believability for me to say anything other than no.

      “Nothing firm, but I have several possibilities.”

      Sonia’s eyebrows flew up. “Oh, you’re so much in demand that you can’t decide which job to choose?”

      I lifted my chin. “I’m sure I’ll have some exciting news in a few weeks.”

      Sonia focused on passing a slice of seed cake to Father, and I shot a look at him as guilt pricked me. He was the most easygoing and usually absentminded of men, but there were certain things that he simply could not and would not abide, like lying, hypocrisy, and cheating. But he was taking the piece of cake and didn’t notice what I’m sure was a guilty look on my face.

      Sonia selected a sandwich. “I only hope you find a respectable position. Something in an office or a bank. Since you insist on working, you must consider your position and how it reflects on your father.”

      Father said, “Olive always makes me proud. I’m sure whatever she finds to do will be perfectly suitable.”

      Sonia adjusted the elaborate lace cuffs at her wrists. She wore a long-sleeved white shirtwaist with a high neck. It was tucked into a skirt that fitted tightly about her waist, an ensemble that was stylish a decade ago. With her puffy hair piled upon her head and gathered into a bun, she looked positively Edwardian. Perhaps that’s exactly what she wanted. She was only ten years older than me. Possibly her clothes and hairstyle were a deliberate choice, an effort to convey her maturity.

      Sonia inspected the sandwich and plucked off a bit of crust that hadn’t been cut away. “Perhaps you can stay for dinner tonight? The curate is coming. I’m sure he would be delighted to see you again.”

      “No,” I said. “I’m afraid Gwen has something arranged for this evening.” I didn’t know if she had or not, but I wasn’t about to allow myself to be maneuvered into sitting beside the sweaty curate with his bobbing Adam’s apple. “In fact, I should be going. Ross picked me up at the station in Upper Benning and has taken my bags on to Parkview. I’m sure Gwen will be wondering where I am.”

      “That will work out well. It’s time for your father’s afternoon rest.” Sonia couldn’t disguise the relief that shaded her words.

      Father said, “No need to fuss, Sonia. I can rest here just as easily.”

      She placed a hand on his arm. “You mustn’t overtax yourself. You get wrapped up in your books and lose track of time. Before you know it, you will have done too much.”

      I expected Father to shake off her hand, but he sent her a look of fondness, which she returned.

      I set down my cup with a snap. “I really must be going.”

      I gave Father a kiss on the cheek, said goodbye to Sonia, then went back through the house. I set off down the path through the trees that would take me over the bridge and into Parkview’s grounds, the sun hot on my hat and warming my shoulders. That look that they’d exchanged had cut through me. It was as if they’d drawn a circle around themselves, leaving me on the outside.

      For over a decade it had been Father and me. Sonia had wormed her way into that pairing and pushed me right out. I increased my pace, trying to slough off the hurt of being excluded. I turned my thoughts to Gwen. She was capability itself. Aunt Caroline was a sweet woman, but she had little interest in household management. Gwen oversaw the day-to-day running of Parkview and enjoyed the task enormously. What Gwen could want my help with, I couldn’t imagine.
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