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      A missing author and a sleepy English village rife with secrets . . .

      

      September, 1923. Despite closing her first case, high society lady detective Olive Belgrave hasn’t found a new client. She’s taken a job as a hat model to pay for her poky boarding house room. But then a job offer comes her way—make discreet inquiries about a famous author who’s disappeared. Olive travels to the English countryside to hunt for the missing mystery author. But soon after she arrives in the sleepy village, a body is discovered. A second murder focuses the police’s attention on Olive, and she must clear her name before the murderer pens a plot that frames Olive.

      

      Murder at Blackburn Hall is the second book in the High Society Lady Detective series, a lighthearted cozy historical mystery series set in 1920s England. If you love novels that take you back to the Golden Age of detective fiction with interesting plots, posh settings, and twisty mysteries, you’ll love the High Society Lady Detective Series from USA Today bestseller Sara Rosett.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Madame LaFoy gestured to the chair across the desk from her in the small office at the back of her hat shop. “Please have a seat, Miss Belgrave.”

      I perched on the edge of a chair upholstered in pale peach and folded my hands in my lap as Madame LaFoy gave my hat a critical look. I’d done my best to freshen up the cloche with two feathers and a new ribbon, but her lips turned down. She didn’t bother to suppress a sigh as she transferred her attention to her desk, where she searched among the ledgers, scraps of fabric, ribbon, and flowers. She extracted a letter from under a cluster of peacock feathers. She skimmed the wrinkled pages. “Gwen Stone has given you a character.” Her attention switched from the letter to my face. “A relative?”

      I shifted on the chair. “Yes.” I’d hoped with the difference in our last names, that fact would be overlooked. It seemed rather sordid to rely on family connections for an entrée to the working world, but jobs were extremely hard to come by. I’d had to swallow my pride and ask my cousin for a reference.

      Madame LaFoy nodded. “I see the resemblance.”

      That would be a first, I thought but kept silent. My tall, elegant cousin Gwen had dark eyes and blonde hair. I was shorter with dark blue eyes and bobbed brown hair. Not to mention the differences in our temperament. I liked to be on the move, while Gwen was quiet and steady.

      “Something about your bone structure,” Madame LaFoy murmured, then added, “Miss Gwen Stone has excellent taste, and she’s a good customer.” She dropped the letter onto the desk. “You do understand the position is a hat model?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’d be able to . . . fulfill the requirements of the position, Miss Belgrave?”

      Daughters of the gentry, even impoverished gentry, weren’t supposed to work. Madame LaFoy might have hoped employing me would draw in some customers from my set. Unfortunately, many of my friends had also landed in situations like mine, finding themselves among the new poor, as the newspapers called us.

      Madame LaFoy said, “Most likely, some of my patrons will be friends of yours or of your cousin. It could be awkward—”

      “It won’t cause a problem,” I said. “I’ll be very professional.”

      A frown wrinkled Madame’s forehead. “Do you have any experience?”

      I smiled. This question had always tripped me up in my previous job interviews. For once I could answer in the affirmative. “Yes, I’ve worn hats all my life.”

      Madame LaFoy’s frown deepened. “Do you have any experience working in a shop?”

      So Madame LaFoy was not the lighthearted sort who laughed at little jokes. I rearranged my features into a serious expression. “Well, no, but I’m a quick learner.”

      The downward curve of Madame LaFoy’s lips became more pronounced.

      I sat straighter. “I can start as soon as you’d like. Even as early as tomorrow.” It was Friday afternoon, and I knew the millinery was open on Saturday. I doubted Madame had more interviews lined up today. If she really needed someone, then she might take a chance on me if I could start right away.

      Madame LaFoy stood, and the silk of her skirt whispered around her calves as she moved to the office door. “I’ll give you a week’s trial, beginning tomorrow morning. Eight o’clock sharp. Not a moment later.”

      My heels sank into the rug as I walked to the door, weaving through peach-colored settees and occasional tables topped with fresh roses. I couldn’t quite believe it had come to this, applying for jobs again. After what had happened at Archly Manor, I’d been so sure I was on my way.

      I’d taken a job and completed it successfully. I was the first to admit the route to the conclusion had taken a few unusual turns—hairpin turns, to be completely accurate. But I’d done it. And I’d been paid too. I’d returned to London with enough money to pay the rent on my poky room and even repair my motor, a dear little Morris Cowley, and garage it at the edge of Belgravia, not far from my boarding house.

      But my funds were dwindling at a rapid rate. My choices were to either go back to the job search or return to live in Tate House with my father and Sonia. I’d rather model hats for every snobbish high society matron in London than live under my new stepmother’s thumb.

      I stepped out of the shop into the lingering summer heat and made my way across Mayfair toward the Savoy, where I had an appointment with Jasper Rimington for tea. He’d sent me a message yesterday. He was back in London after a trip and wanted to hear how my new venture was going. Jasper was an old family friend. We had gone for years without seeing each other, but a few months ago we’d met again by chance. It was before the Archly Manor incident, and my financial situation had been rather dire. Jasper had spotted it straightaway and suggested tea, which I’d desperately needed.

      My bank balance wasn’t as grim as it had been then, but I wasn’t about to turn down tea at the Savoy. I didn’t even consider the extravagance of hailing a taxi. I walked.

      Jasper was lounging in a chair in the opulent lobby, looking dapper and slightly bored as he surveyed the room with his hooded gray eyes, a book held loosely in his hand. When he spotted me, he tucked the book under his arm, then came my way, drawing the attention of two women strolling through the lobby. Jasper didn’t notice. “Hello, old girl.” He removed his hat, revealing his blond hair. He was fastidious about his clothing and fussed over every seam, but that attention to fashion didn’t extend to his wavy fair hair.

      “Hello, Jasper. Given up on hair tonic?”

      “It’s a losing battle. I’ve conceded to the curl.”

      “I’m sure the ladies are thrilled.” I’d heard more than one deb rhapsodize about Jasper’s hair.

      A hint of grin turned up the corners of his mouth. “I couldn’t say. Grigsby, however, is mortified. Looks as if I’ve personally run him through with a saber every time I leave my rooms.”

      “Your valet does have rather strong opinions.” He disapproved of me and didn’t bother to hide it. “Can’t say I agree with him.” I tilted my head. “It suits you.” I tucked my hand through his arm. “It is good to see you.”

      “Missed the old mug, did you?”

      “Actually, yes. I’m glad to know you’re back in town. Where were you again?”

      He waved his walking stick as we set off toward the restaurant. “Here and there. Too boring to recount.”

      “Really? I’d think Bebe Ravenna would be rather entertaining.” I’d glanced over a woman’s shoulder on the Tube a few weeks before and had seen Jasper’s picture in the newspaper. The willowy blonde actress had been draped over his arm.

      Jasper waved a languid hand. “I met her at a party where I’d been invited to make up the numbers, nothing more.”

      I didn’t doubt the truth of the statement. With so many young men lost in the Great War, hostesses had to scramble to balance their tables and dance floors. “Well, Miss Ravenna looked pleased to have you there.”

      “She was a pleasant companion,” Jasper said in an offhanded way. “But I’m sure my activities are nothing as exciting as what you’ve been doing.”

      “Hardly.”

      Once we were seated and our tea arrived, Jasper said, “Now, don’t puncture my bubble. During my dull sojourn to the continent, I passed many a tedious train ride picturing you having the grandest of adventures. I refuse to believe you’re living the quiet life. Found any more stray murderers?”

      “Nothing is as exciting as that. Far from it, in fact.”

      “No commissions from your newspaper advertisement?”

      “A few. So far, the inquiries have been from elderly ladies with missing pets.”

      “Pets?”

      “In the last fortnight, I’ve recovered a pug, a tabby, and a rather high-strung Chihuahua.”

      “Aren’t all Chihuahuas high-strung?”

      “My experience is limited. This one certainly was.”

      Jasper set down his teacup. “So, not what you were expecting?”

      “Not at all. I’ve decided I must draw the line and refuse any more of these animal cases. Otherwise, I’ll become known as the pet detective. Yes, I know it’s funny, but it’s not at all what I hoped for.”

      “Of course. I’m sorry I laughed, but you do have to admit there’s a certain humor there.”

      “I’m sure I’ll think it’s hilarious—years from now. It’s to the point that I’ve become one of the gainfully employed.”

      Jasper paused, teacup halfway to his mouth. “You’ve found a regular job?”

      “You don’t have to sound so shocked,” I said.

      “It’s not a slight against you, old thing. It’s just that there are so few jobs to be found.”

      “I realize that. I’m fortunate to have found an opening,” I said. “I have a week’s trial at Madame LaFoy’s Millinery.”

      “Mayfair. A good address.”

      Trust Jasper to know the best hat shops in London, I thought as I savored my peach Melba.

      “So you have no other prospects?” Jasper asked.

      I shook my head. “I had to tell Mrs. Forsyth there was really no hope of tracking down her parakeet. It flew out of her drawing room window last week.”

      Jasper cleared his throat. “I can see how that would be an impossible case.”

      “Quite. And since that’s the only other inquiry I’ve had—”

      “Thus, the hat shop. I understand.” Jasper looked away for a moment as he drummed his fingers on the table, then he took a card from his waistcoat pocket. “If you’re not interested in pursuing a future in millinery, you should consider telephoning Vernon.” Jasper placed the card on the table in front of me. “He’s in a spot of bother.”

      Vernon Hightower, Owner was printed under the words Hightower Books. I ran my finger over the embossed letters. “My. You do have friends in high places.” Copies of mystery releases from Hightower Books were on display in bookstalls all over London. “Is this the source of your lurid fiction?”

      “Some of it. Speaking of that . . .” Jasper reached for the hardback book he’d been carrying. When we’d been seated, he’d placed it on the seat of one of the empty chairs at our table. “I promised I’d share my library of crime fiction with you. This one isn’t from Hightower Books, but I think you’ll enjoy it.”

      I read the title aloud, “The Secret Adversary. The cover is . . . interesting.” It featured a bear dressed in a suit, removing a theatrical mask of a man’s face. “You’re sure this is a mystery?”

      Jasper laughed. “Yes. Mystery and adventure and a love story.”

      I ran my hand over the cover. “If only that were my life instead of hat shop girl working to make ends meet.”

      Jasper raised his eyebrows as he tilted his head toward the business card. “Then give Vernon a call.”

      I placed the book to the side of my place setting. “What’s his spot of bother?”

      “It’s not my story to tell. Hightower mentioned it at the club—only the barest outline and in strictest confidence, of course. A delicate matter. It’s not really in my line, but you might find it of interest. That’s all I can say about it. I floated the idea of you taking it on.”

      “Your Mr. Hightower sounds interesting, but I have a job lined up.” Jasper didn’t press the issue, and we moved on to other topics.

      Jasper and I had a lovely tea. We parted at the door of the Savoy, he to go to his club, and me to my room at Mrs. Gutler’s. On my way, I passed a telephone box, and my steps slowed. I’d tucked the business card and the book away in my handbag as I left the Savoy.

      During tea with Jasper, I’d dismissed the idea of calling Mr. Hightower, but perhaps I should contact him. After all, Madame LaFoy was only giving me a week’s trial. If she wasn’t satisfied, I could be looking for work again next week. It couldn’t hurt to telephone Mr. Hightower.

      I did an about-face and retraced my steps. I telephoned Hightower Books and was put through to Vernon Hightower’s secretary, who seemed reluctant to let me speak to his boss until I mentioned Jasper’s name.

      A few seconds later, a smooth masculine voice came on the line. “A friend of Jasper Rimington’s, are you?” The accent wasn’t as polished or exact as someone’s from the high society set, but it wasn’t a rough working-class accent either.

      “Yes. Mr. Rimington didn’t give me any details. He only said I should contact you about a delicate matter, as he phrased it. I might be of help to you.”

      “What’s your name again?”

      “Olive Belgrave.”

      The line was silent for a few beats. “Be here tomorrow morning, eight o’clock.”

      I hesitated. Did I want to become a hat shop girl—steady employment and a measly paycheck, but a paycheck nonetheless—or did I want to take a chance on something else, something I knew absolutely nothing about?

      “Are you still there?”

      “Thank you, sir.” I tightened my grip on the earpiece. “I’ll be there.”

      I ended the call, then asked to be connected to LaFoy’s Millinery. Madame herself answered.

      I swallowed, then plunged in. “This is Olive Belgrave. I’ve had a change of circumstance. I’m terribly sorry, but I’m afraid I cannot be there tomorrow morning.”

      Madame LaFoy’s voice managed to convey the iciness of a winter breeze. “I see.”

      “Again, I’m very sorry. Perhaps Monday—”

      “No, Monday is out of the question. In the future, I’ll be delighted to receive you as a customer but not as a job applicant. Goodbye, Miss Belgrave.”

      Heart beating fast, I replaced the receiver. Well, I’d done it now. Either I was embarking on a new adventure, or I had a bright future as a doggie detective.
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      At half past nine that evening, I was pressed into the crush of a Mayfair townhouse, looking for my finishing-school chum, Gigi, more formally known as Lady Gina Alton. It was her birthday, and Gigi was having a little party. I was glad I had the party to attend. Otherwise, I’d have spent the whole evening wondering if I’d done the right thing when I cancelled with Madame LaFoy.

      I’d returned from the Savoy and changed out of my day dress into one of my cousin Gwen’s cast-off evening gowns, a sleeveless, V-neck frock in black that fell in a straight line to my calves. The simple lines of the dress emphasized the beautiful scalloped beading that spread across the material in a blooming silver sunburst.

      I danced with Monty Park, a man who’d been at Archly Manor. So far, I’d managed to avoid another of the guests from that party, a man I knew as Tug. He tended to overindulge in drink and become too friendly. Dancing was going on in one room, cards in another, and a spread of food was displayed buffet style in a third. I stared at the tables piled with salmon, sponge fingers, tiny frosted cakes, and puff pastry.

      What a pity Gigi’s party fell on the same day as my tea with Jasper at the Savoy. If the party had been on another day, I could have indulged in scrumptious food on two separate occasions. I normally dined on threepenny buns and weak tea in the evening as a matter of economy. The sight of all the luscious food made me wish I’d brought a larger handbag. The salmon was out of the question, of course, but the sponge fingers were a definite possibility. If I could tuck a few of them in my handbag, they’d make for a decadent teatime tomorrow.

      “Olive! It’s been positively forever since I’ve seen you.”

      “Hello, Gigi. Happy birthday.”

      “Thank you. I’m so glad to see you.” Gigi’s midnight-black hair was cut in an Eton crop. Trimmed short in the back like a boy’s cut, the sides barely skimmed the tips of her ears. On someone else, the hairstyle might have been boyish, but with her long lashes and delicate features, she oozed femininity. A cigarette smoldered at the end of a holder, which was clamped against the edge of the cocktail she held. She was even shorter than I was and popped up onto her tiptoes to survey the area behind me. The fringed hem of her dress danced as she moved. “Did Gwen come with you?”

      “No, she and Violet and my aunt have gone on holiday to the South of France.”

      “And no wonder. After what happened at Archly Manor.” Her scarlet lips split into a smile. “Scandalous . . . but so thrilling too!”

      “It sounds that way, doesn’t it?” This was especially true in the case of the articles written immediately after the arrest of the guilty party. Some of the stories had been so far from the truth that I’d given another finishing-school chum, Essie Matthews, an interview. Essie was a society reporter for The Ballyhoo, and I expected to see her tonight. “Is Essie here?”

      Gigi waved a languid hand, sloshing her cocktail and leaving a trail of cigarette smoke floating upward between us. “Somewhere about.”

      I stepped back from the smoke. I’d always had issues with asthma. It had been much worse when I was younger. As I’d grown, I’d had less frequent episodes, but I’d found breathing cigarette smoke directly could bring on one of my attacks. So far, the high ceilings of the townhouse’s rooms along with the open windows and doors had kept the air fresh.

      Gigi’s gaze, which had drifted over my shoulder, sharpened. “Oh, I must fly. There’s Daphne, and I haven’t seen her in an age.”

      Gigi flitted off, and I moved away from the food, deciding to raid the table immediately before I left.

      I ran into Monty in the hall, and he asked, “Care to dance again?”

      “Yes, that would be lovely.”

      The townhouse didn’t have a formal ballroom, but the furniture had been removed from one of the large drawing rooms, and the rug had been rolled up. The musicians played the first chords of a foxtrot, and Monty extended his arm. “It seems like all anyone wants to talk to me about is what happened at Archly Manor.”

      I stepped into his arms. “I know the feeling.”

      “I had no idea it would make me such a celebrity.” He maneuvered us to the left, deftly avoiding a rambunctious couple headed our way. “Haven’t dined at home in weeks, but I’m finding the questions tedious. I enjoyed it in the beginning. But, I say, there’s only so many times a chap can answer the question, what’s it like to know a murderer?”

      “I completely agree, but I think your popularity is directly related to matchmaking mothers.”

      Monty laughed. “It’s not that. I’m not even a second son. Third, you know. Hardly an outside chance at the old family pile, not to mention the family funds. No, they don’t want me for their daughters. They only need me to make up the numbers.”

      It was a shame young women were not as in demand for dinner parties. While I’d rather avoid the questions, it would be nice to have a good dinner every once in a while.

      Monty pulled my hand to his chest as another couple twirled by. “Now I refer them to your interview. Nicely done, by the way.”

      “Thank you. Essie did a good job with it. Since it’s a topic that you and I are tired of, let’s talk of something else. What are your plans for the autumn?”

      “Am I going hunting, you mean?” Monty shook his head. “No, not my line. I do have a little golfing holiday set up. I depart in a few days to visit some of the best courses. Do you golf?”

      “No, I haven’t tried it.”

      “You should. It’s a jolly good game.”

      As the dance ended, a couple next to us jostled Monty. They turned to apologize, and the young woman squealed then clamped her hand onto Monty’s arm. “Monty! I haven’t seen you since you came to dinner. Where have you been hiding yourself? We simply must dance.” She looked back at her former partner. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      The other man exited with a gracious bow. Monty gave me a look I imagined a drowning man would give to a passing ship. “Olive?”

      “Oh, I mustn’t get in the way, and I want a breath of fresh air. Enjoy.” I gave him a wink as I moved on. So perhaps being on duty to fill out the numbers at dinner parties did have a downside after all.

      I inched through the crowd at the edge of the dance floor. The room was becoming crowded and stuffy. A pall of cigarette smoke now hung over the whole room, and I moved toward the windows as my chest tightened. As I neared one of the windows, a man passing by me pulled his cigarette out of his mouth and exhaled a puff of smoke directly into my face.

      The weight pressing against my chest increased. I waved the smoke away and made for the door that stood open to the garden. Slowly. Breathe slowly and evenly, I lectured myself as I walked at a steady pace out of the room. Frantic movements only made it worse, although I was itching to break into a run to get into the fresh air. I reached the door and went to the edge of the steps that dropped down to a garden with a towering chestnut tree that blotted out the stars.

      I leaned against the coolness of one of the stone pillars that framed the stairs and supported the townhouse’s next story. I concentrated on breathing slowly in and out. After a few moments, the noise and lights of the party, which had receded as I focused entirely on my breathing, came back to my awareness. The band around my chest eased, and I took a few deep breaths without pain.

      “Olive?”

      Essie Matthews stood at my elbow. Her always ruddy cheeks were now flushed a bright red. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.” I knew I’d be okay now, but I shouldn’t go back into the party, or I might have another episode.

      Essie fanned her face with her hand, ruffling her short brown bob. “It’s so close in there. I couldn’t stand it anymore either.” She reached into her handbag. “And I just absolutely must have a ciggie.”

      She took out a cigarette and lighter. The flame danced, she drew in a breath, then she exhaled toward the garden. She grimaced and examined the end of the cigarette. Even though she was breathing away from me, I still took a step back. She noticed my movement. “I’m sorry. I forgot they set you off.” Essie had seen me struggle with my breathing a few times during finishing school, in particular on the ski slopes. “But don’t worry,” she continued. “These are asthma cigarettes.” She held out the cigarette. “Want a puff?”

      “Thank you, but no.” I’d heard about asthma cigarettes, and once I’d asked the doctor in Nether Woodsmoor about them. “Can’t see how they’d help,” Dr. Miller had said. “From what I’ve seen, smoke irritates, doesn’t soothe. Probably do more harm than good.” Since Dr. Miller suffered from asthma in a worse way than I did, I’d taken his advice and avoided regular cigarettes as well as the medicinal asthma ones.

      Essie drew on the cigarette with a frown. “Not like a real cigarette at all.” She waved it, the red tip jumping in the darkness. “You’re sure? It’s a new brand that’ll be out soon. One of the reporters at the newspaper wrote a story on it and gave me a few.” With the cigarette tucked between two fingers, Essie opened her handbag and dug around with her free hand. She pulled out a small package and thrust it into my hands. “Here, you can have the rest of these. They don’t do the trick for me.”

      I tilted the package toward the light from the open door. “Breathe Easy,” read the biggest line. “For relief of the paroxysms of asthma. A unique blend of herbs. Effective for treatment of asthma and hay fever as well as diseases of the throat. Not recommended for children under six.”

      I held the box out and felt the remaining cigarettes shift inside. “I won’t use them.”

      She pushed my hand back. “Keep them. You might change your mind.”

      Essie was one of those determined people who were difficult to sway from their chosen course of action. The easiest thing would be to keep them and throw them away later. I tucked the cigarettes into my handbag. Essie stubbed out the cigarette on the balustrade, then scanned the crowd at the door. “I must find someone who has a real cigarette.”

      She took two steps away, then spun back. “If you have any more juicy stories, let me know. I’ll be there in an instant.”

      “Of course.” Essie’s society column was never far from her thoughts.

      She hurried away. “George, you always have a cigarette. Might I have one?”

      I left the party by way of the buffet and managed to tuck some sponge fingers and two cakes into my purse.
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      One should not have cake for breakfast. I tried to ignore the slightly seasick feeling as the lift swept me to the top floor of the building where Hightower Books was located.

      I’d intended to save the purloined cakes for tea, but their lure was too strong. I’d eaten one before I set out for my appointment with Mr. Hightower. Now I wished I’d exercised more self-control. I wasn’t used to such a blast of decadence so early in the morning, and it had soured my stomach.

      I flexed my fingers in my gloves, which felt too tight. It couldn’t be that I was nervous. I’d trooped back and forth across the city, meeting with all sorts of people in my search for a job. If Mr. Hightower turned me down, it would be nothing new. I’d just have to return to applying to dress shops while searching for lost pets.

      I assumed I’d have to wait, which would have given me time to tame the butterflies in my stomach, but I was immediately ushered into Mr. Hightower’s office. I suppose I’d expected his office would look similar to a solicitor’s office—a spacious room, a weighty desk with lots of polished wood, and rows of leather-bound volumes. But Mr. Hightower’s office reminded me of my father’s untidy book-packed study, where I’d often spread out on the rug before the fire with a book or a notebook while Father scratched away on his commentary.

      Mr. Hightower’s office was a small space, barely larger than his battered desk. I’d been right about the books, though. They were everywhere, tilting higgledy-piggledy on the shelves, stacked on the carpet at the corners of the room, and balanced on the corner of Mr. Hightower’s desk. However, the books weren’t leather-bound volumes. Row upon row of popular fiction with the Hightower Books logo of a stone tower filled the shelves. The bright colors created a rainbow effect and gave the room a cheerful atmosphere. My stomach settled. I felt at home in the book-stuffed room.

      Mr. Hightower came around the desk, and I shook his hand. “Pleased to meet you,” he said, indicating a chair in front of his desk. He was around fifty, I imagined, with a dark horizontal slash of bushy brows and a receding hairline on either side of a widow’s peak.

      I took a seat, and he returned to his chair, which squeaked as he dropped into it. He linked his hands on top of a stack of typewritten pages centered on his desk. The paper crinkled under his cuffs. “So, Miss Belgrave, tell me about yourself.”

      “Do you want the short version or the long?”

      “Let’s say, give me the short story, not the novel.”

      “Very well. I grew up in Nether Woodsmoor, a small village in Derbyshire where my father was a vicar before he inherited a legacy that allowed him to retire and work on a commentary. I attended boarding school and had a year at a finishing school in Switzerland. My mother, who was American, died when I was younger. She set up a fund for my education. Her wish was that I would return to her alma mater, a university in the United States, and pursue a degree from there as she had. I went to America last year but was called home when my father became ill. Thankfully, he’s recovered, but I’ve decided to stay on.”

      It wasn’t my choice to stay in England, but I wasn’t about to tell Mr. Hightower about my shock on discovering my father had married his nurse or the fact that he’d lost all the funds for my education when he invested the money in a fly-by-night operation. I realized I’d fisted my hands in my lap. I relaxed my fingers and smoothed my skirt. “But that’s not really of interest to you. I imagine the incident at Archly Manor is why I’m here.”

      “Yes, that is the reason I wanted to speak to you. Mr. Rimington told me about it. He also said you’re as tenacious as a terrier after a rat.”

      “Hmm, yes, that’s true, I suppose. Although I’m not sure that’s a flattering comparison.”

      He chuckled. “And he said you have a sense of humor as well as the ability to be extremely discreet.”

      “Well, that’s better.”

      Mr. Hightower stared at me for a moment, then reached for a pair of spectacles and hooked them over his ears. “Miss Belgrave, I may not look like it, but I’m a bit of a gambler. I’m sure I seem to be the very picture of a staid city man to you, but I do love to take a chance. Not on horses or cards, you understand. In business. One has to like risk to be a book publisher. I thrive on hunches. And my hunch is you can help me. I’d like to hire you. Are you interested?”

      A tingle of excitement raced along my skin. This was so much better than modeling hats. “Yes. Very much so.”

      “Good. I’m about to share some information with you. If it were to go outside the walls of this office, it would cause a considerable amount of distress at Hightower Books. It’s a delicate situation. Do I have your solemn promise you will keep this information to yourself?”

      “Yes. I won’t mention it to anyone else.”

      “Excellent.” Mr. Hightower gave a flicker of a smile. “Because you’re a vicar’s daughter, I know I can trust your word.” He pulled a folder from under the stacks of typed pages and removed a photograph from the file. “That’s Ronnie Mayhew. Our readers know him as R. W. May, one of our most popular authors. He’s missing, and I’d like you to find him.”
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      I examined the photograph Mr. Hightower handed me across the desk. It was a studio portrait of a man with curly hair and a full beard. With his abundant hair and flowing beard, he resembled the illustrations of Moses in Father’s religion books.

      R. W. May posed stiffly in a chair, one arm propped next to a stack of books on a table beside him, his bearded chin in his hand. The image itself was dark, which gave it the feeling of a daguerreotype from the last century. “If Mr. Mayhew—or is it Mr. May . . . ?”

      “Mr. Mayhew is who you’ll be searching for, so let’s use that. It’s how I think of him.”

      My excitement fizzled. I wasn’t the right person for Mr. Hightower. He didn’t need a quiet inquiry. He needed someone more official than me. “If Mr. Mayhew is missing, this is a matter for the police, not me.” I handed the photograph back.

      “That’s where the delicacy comes in. Hear me out, then you can turn me down if you like.”

      A frisson of interest bubbled up again. “Sounds reasonable.”

      Mr. Hightower returned the photo to the folder, then picked up a stack of four hardcover books from beside the piles of paper. He came around the desk and handed them to me as he sat down in the matching visitor’s chair next to me. “Take a look at these.”

      The cover on the first book depicted a young brunette with red lips in a bright sleeveless dress. A rope of pearls swayed to the side as she raised a candle high and peered around the corner of a dark tunnel. “Oh, I recognize this one. The Mystery of Newberry Close. The Lady Eileen mystery series. My aunt read it and quite enjoyed it.” The next one on the stack was Intrigue on the Scotch Express and featured a train speeding through the countryside. The third one was titled Murder at Castle Colfax. Its cover was more abstract. A feminine hand hovered over a gun against a bright red background. “I must admit I’m not a connoisseur of detective fiction. Mr. Rimington tells me it’s a wonderful escape.”

      “I highly recommend it.” Mr. Hightower said. “But, of course, I would.” He gestured to the bookshelves lining his office.

      I turned the books in my hands, skimming the back covers as well as the front and back flaps. Many books featured authors’ photographs on the back covers, but these only had text, no images. “You didn’t put Mr. Mayhew’s picture on these books.”

      “No, a marketing decision.” Mr. Hightower reached over his desk for the folder. He took out the photograph, examined it for a moment, then tapped it against the arm of the chair. “When we took on Mr. Mayhew as an author, all the arrangements were made through the post. I haven’t met him in person. Once the contracts were signed and we were preparing the manuscript for printing, we asked for a photograph.” Mr. Hightower held up the photo. “Mayhew sent this one along. The publicity department was appalled.”

      “Why? Mr. Mayhew looks respectable.”

      “And that’s the problem. Since you haven’t read any of Mr. Mayhew’s books, you wouldn’t know it, but the books are about Lady Eileen and her set, Bright Young People doing exciting and interesting things, like becoming involved in murder and mysteries.”

      “Yes, I can see that from the covers. So the author’s image doesn’t match the tone of the books?”

      Mr. Hightower pointed the photograph at me. “Exactly. I had an instinct about you, and this proves I was right. We thought we’d bought a book from one of the Bright Young People. Turns out, we had bought a book from a middle-aged man who could write with the voice of a Bright Young Person. We told Mr. Mayhew there wasn’t enough room on his book jackets for his photograph. He never mentioned it again after the first book, and we didn’t bring it up again either.  You’re probably wondering why I’m telling you about his photograph?”

      “No, you tell a fascinating story. I’m intrigued, and I’m sure this story has a plot.”

      “Yes, that was merely the opening act. Now we come to a turning point. Mr. Mayhew has missed his deadline. The manuscript for his next book, Murder on the Ninth Green, has not arrived.”

      “I thought authors were late with their manuscripts all the time?”

      “Oh, yes, they are. Constant problem.” Mr. Hightower adjusted his tie. “Except for Mr. Mayhew. He’s never missed a deadline. Never. In fact, his manuscripts have always been early. Mr. Mayhew’s deadline was two weeks ago. I received a letter from him last week. He apologized for the delay and said I’d absolutely have the manuscript by Friday of last week. The manuscript still hasn’t arrived.” Mr. Hightower drummed his fingers on the folder.

      After a few seconds of silence, I asked, “And you’ve contacted him?” It was an obvious question, but Mr. Hightower’s flow of words seemed to have dried up.

      “That’s the problem. I have no way of getting in touch with Mr. Mayhew.”

      “Surely you have a postal address?”

      “All his correspondence is handled through his solicitor. I have contacted him. Unfortunately, the solicitor had a bad fall. Took a hit to his head and was unconscious for a few days. He’s come around now, but he isn’t his usual self. He’s still confused and forgetful. In short, he’s in no shape to run his office or answer questions. He’s recovering but must take it slowly—complete rest at home for now. His doctor has forbidden him from returning to his office. I’ve been in touch with his secretary, who looked through the files, but he didn’t find any mention of Mr. Mayhew.”

      “But you’ve had correspondence from the solicitor regarding Mr. Mayhew?”

      Mr. Hightower cleared his throat. “Not on legal matters. Mr. Mayhew signed a five-book contract and used a different solicitor to handle those negotiations. Shortly after it was signed, I received a letter from Mr. Mayhew asking that all correspondence be sent to his new solicitor in Hadsworth, but nothing of a legal nature has come up since then. The solicitor sends the manuscripts to us and forwards our correspondence to Mr. Mayhew.”

      “So he’s essentially a post office.”

      “Correct.”

      “Seems strange.”

      “Which exactly describes Mr. Mayhew. He’s an odd one. From the very beginning, Mr. Mayhew insisted on this manner of doing business. I’ve attempted to entice him to London, offered to take him to dinner and a show, introduce him around the office, but he always refuses. He’s intensely private. In fact”—Mr. Hightower hunched forward—“I wouldn’t be surprised to discover Mr. Mayhew had some sort of agreement with the solicitor to handle his matters off-book. I believe that’s why the secretary can’t find a record of Mr. Mayhew as a client.”

      “So you have no other way to contact your author except by post through the solicitor?”

      “That’s correct, but I do have an idea where Mr. Mayhew might be,” Mr. Hightower said. “Mr. Mayhew and I have had a small exchange of personal correspondence through the solicitor. Christmas cards, that sort of thing. One year, Mr. Mayhew mentioned enjoying an unusually heavy blanketing of snow. A large storm had unexpectedly dumped several inches in Kent at Christmas, and I remember thinking at the time, Mr. Mayhew must live in Kent. The solicitor’s office is in Hadsworth, which is a small village in Kent. I can’t imagine Mr. Mayhew traveling a long distance to engage a solicitor simply to handle the transfer of his manuscript to me and receive our checks. Now, I’d go down to Kent myself and look around Hadsworth, but I’m afraid I’ll cause a stir if I do that.”

      He glanced toward his closed office door. “What I haven’t told you about Mr. Mayhew is . . . well, Mr. Mayhew’s books have become the backbone of our sales for the last three years. The success of Mystery at Newberry Close was . . . well, phenomenal. We’ve never seen anything like it. We’ve been doing print run after print run. Even now, it still sells at a steady pace—a brisk steady pace. The other R. W. May books have done just as well. Our company is rather dependent upon Mr. Mayhew for its future success.”

      “So you’re afraid that if word gets out that his manuscript is late or that it’s—umm—perhaps not coming . . .”

      “Yes. I don’t want to worry anyone here, but I must do something.”

      Mr. Hightower might own the publishing company, but he was an excellent storyteller in his own right. He’d captured my interest, and I was itching to delve into the mystery, but I couldn’t in good conscience barrel along, no matter how intriguing I found the situation. I pushed the words out of my mouth. “I still think this is a matter for the police.”

      “That is my next step if Hadsworth doesn’t pan out,” he said quickly. “I want you to . . . get the lay of the land, you might say. I can’t do it myself—it would raise red flags all over the office, and with our investors as well if word got out. If I hire a private detective, I’m sure he’d stick out in Hadsworth. It’s a small village, and a stranger staying at the local inn asking questions about a man named Mayhew would certainly be noted. But that’s not what I propose.”

      He put the folder on the desk and picked up a letter written on thick cream stationary. “Lady Holt of Blackburn Hall, which is located near the village of Hadsworth, has been pestering me to publish an etiquette guide. She writes a column for The Express about the proper fork to use and how to address invitations. She thinks her guide would be a best seller.”

      Mr. Hightower’s tone indicated he thought that sort of book would stick to the shelves rather than fly off them. He tossed the letter on the desk and settled back in his chair, his gaze fixed on me with a definite speculative air. “If a young woman of your class and status were to visit Blackburn Hall on my behalf to examine Lady Holt’s manuscript, it could be done with a minimum of fuss. I can arrange for you to stay at Blackburn Hall for a few days, during which you can make some discreet inquires and find out if Mayhew lives in Hadsworth and what’s happened to his manuscript. If the original is lost in his solicitor’s office—well, Mayhew seems to be a cautious sort of chap. I imagine he’s got his own copy of the manuscript.”

      “So you want me to find out if Mr. Mayhew lives in Hadsworth. If he does reside there, then you want me to find out what’s happened to the manuscript.”

      “Exactly.”

      Mr. Hightower’s assumptions about Hadsworth sounded as if they’d be correct, but what if they weren’t? “What if I can’t find any trace of Mr. Mayhew?”

      “Then you’ll have had a well-paid holiday in the country.”

      “And what if Mr. Mayhew was in Hadsworth, but he’s gone when I get there?”

      Mr. Hightower said, “My, you do like to cover all the possibilities, don’t you?”

      “I need to know exactly what you expect from me.”

      “That’s fair. All right, if Mr. Mayhew was living there but has done a bunk, try and find out where he’s gone. I imagine he’s been called away unexpectedly—that’s what I hope, anyway. If you can’t get a line on Mr. Mayhew, I will contact the police.” He ran a hand over his forehead. “And then all hell will break loose here at Hightower Books.”

      A short rap sounded, the door opened, and a man leaned in, a swath of his dark hair falling forward over his brow. “Vernon, I need to speak to you about—I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were in a meeting.”

      Mr. Hightower stood and picked up a typewritten stack of pages from his desk. “I suppose you’re after the Brittenham manuscript.” He walked across the room and handed it to the man. “It’s going to need a lot of work.”

      “I was afraid of that.” The younger man looked from me to Mr. Hightower, clearly waiting for an introduction. I gripped the arms of my chair to stand, but before I could move, Mr. Hightower pushed the manuscript into the young man’s hands. “I’ll chat with you about it in a minute.” He closed the door, forcing the man to step back.

      Mr. Hightower returned to the seat beside me. “My executive editor, Busby. Leland Busby. He has no idea about Mr. Mayhew’s manuscript. I’ve been putting Mr. Busby off, telling him it’s on the way.” Mr. Hightower hunched forward in the seat, hands on his knees. “I’ll pay you forty pounds to go to Blackburn Hall and make some quiet inquiries. Twenty pounds now and twenty pounds after you complete the visit. You must report back to me directly. No one else in the office.”

      Mum taught me a lady does not gape, and I managed to keep my mouth from dropping open, but just barely. Forty pounds was extremely generous. And a trip to visit a country home on top of it? I didn’t need even a moment to think it over. “I can do that.” I stood, we shook hands, and then I held out the stack of R.W. May’s books.

      Mr. Hightower waved them back to me. “Keep them. We have a few copies to spare. A little light reading for you. Perhaps you’ll run across something that will help you find Mr. Mayhew.”
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