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      As fashion designer to London’s elite, she had an eye for detail and a flare for the dramatic. But there’s nothing stylish about her cold-blooded murder.

      With the social season just around the corner, the women in Cleo’s family are having new outfits made by the most sought-after designer in the city. Madame Poitiers is bold, self-absorbed and not French, despite her claims.

      When Cleo stumbles on her dead body in the salon, she is in a unique position to gather clues and speak to witnesses. But she doesn’t expect to find Harry Armitage’s business card in Madame’s possession. What is the alluring private detective’s connection to the victim? And why is he avoiding Cleo?

      As she peeks behind the veil of lies, Cleo uncovers the secrets Madame Poitiers tried to hide. But which secret led to her murder? And which one of the suspects turned the fashion icon into a fashion victim?
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          LONDON, MARCH 1900

        

      

    

    
      Flossy flitted around Maison de Poitiers like a butterfly in a cottage garden, her attention captured by one delicate fabric or gown after another. The smile hadn’t left her face since we entered, and she didn’t mind that we had to wait for Madame Poitiers and her assistant to finish serving another customer.

      The dressmaker had asked us to take a seat and begged our forgiveness for the delay before turning back to the sour-faced woman who looked displeased that we’d occupied Madame Poitiers’ attention for a mere moment. Aunt Lilian and I sat on one of the blush-pink velvet sofas and watched Flossy lovingly stroke a pale blue silk muslin dress with roses painted on the skirt and a cloud of chiffon gathered at the bosom.

      “Isn’t this one positively beautiful?” Flossy cooed.

      The sour-faced woman’s lips pursed harder. She needn’t be so annoyed. Her daughter had the undivided attention of Madame Poitiers’ assistant in the adjoining changing room.

      “It is the latest fashion in Paris,” Madame Poitiers was telling the woman in a strong French accent. “I return to my home city at every opportunity and meet other designers. We exchange ideas, but of course I keep the best ones to myself.” Madame Poitiers smiled as if she’d made a joke, but the woman didn’t respond. She appeared not to be listening. That didn’t stop Madame Poitiers from prattling on. “I source only the finest fabrics, and employ only the most talented seamstresses and embroiderers. Ah! She is ready. Oh! What a vision!”

      A girl of no more than seventeen or eighteen emerged from the dressing room wearing an ivory chiffon gown overlaid with black lace at the bodice and hem. The assistant darted around her, adjusting the sleeve and flattening a tiny wrinkle on the skirt.

      Madame Poitiers lightly clapped her hands. “C'est magnifique!”

      The girl stood on the raised dais and smiled at her reflection in the mirror before turning to her mother. The smile slipped off. “Mama? What do you think?” She bit her lip as she waited for her mother’s verdict.

      “Oh, Cleo, that would look lovely on you,” Flossy said. “The black lace makes it suitable for half-mourning.”

      The girl’s mother stiffened and she eyed me up and down coolly. “Your gowns are one-offs, are they not, Madame Poitiers?”

      The dressmaker placed a hand to her considerable chest. She looked offended. “But of course! I assure you, Lady Davenport, no two are the same. There will be no one at any of the balls you attend in exactly the same Colette Poitiers dress.”

      Lady Davenport turned her back to us. “I don’t think we have to worry about appearing at the same events.”

      Beside me, Aunt Lilian stiffened.

      Flossy didn’t seem to notice the slight and continued to make her way around the room. The salon resembled a small but sumptuous drawing room. The pink color scheme of the sofa, armchairs, cushions and drapes was a little too much for my taste, but it suited the feminine space. A life-sized portrait of a younger, slimmer version of Madame Poitiers wearing a gown in the tight-fitting princess line style, fashionable at the time, reigned over her salon, while the remainder of the walls were covered in floor to ceiling mirrors in gilt frames. Wan morning light reflected in the mirrors, brightening the interior but not so much that the customers noticed every blemish when they studied themselves outfitted in one of Madame Poitiers’ splendid creations.

      Flossy fingered the white fringing at the waistline of a dress on the headless mannequin beside the counter then moved on to a display of silk fans. I stood to admire the combs arranged under glass on the counter, but didn’t set my heart on any in particular. I was here because I’d agreed to attend some parties and dinners during the upcoming social season, but I wasn’t going to be put on display myself. Flossy was the main feature. This appointment with London’s most sought-after dressmaker was for her benefit.

      Madame Poitiers continued to talk to Lady Davenport while her assistant pinned the hem to the correct length for the girl. Lady Davenport appeared not to be listening. I could hardly blame her. Madame Poitiers prattled on about a party she’d attended in Paris years ago where she’d sung all night. According to the story, which she wove in a rather erratic pattern, she’d been forced to give up singing opera, her first love, when she caught a disease of the throat. By the time the assistant finished and stepped back to gain perspective, Madame Poitiers had mentioned the name of every important person who’d attended the party, which arias she’d sung, and given an account of every conversation she’d had and with whom. She’d just begun to list the refreshments when Lady Davenport announced she’d wait for her daughter in the carriage.

      Undeterred, Madame Poitiers turned to us with a bright smile. “Now, Lady Bainbridge and Mademoiselle Bainbridge.” She clasped her hands. “What a delight it is to see you again. And who is this jolie fille you bring to me?”

      The assistant ushered Lady Davenport’s daughter into the change room while Aunt Lilian introduced me to Madame Poitiers. The dressmaker wore a simple gown in burgundy that fit her figure in such a way that at first glance, her waist appeared smaller than it was. A white lace necktie was the only decoration. The outfit was designed to not distract the customer from the beautiful pieces on the mannequins.

      She seemed older than Aunt Lilian, with lines around her eyes that appeared only when she smiled, and a sagging jawline. There was no gray in her hair, however, and her movements were elegant if somewhat drawn out, as if she put thought into each one. She glided rather than walked, keeping her chin raised and her nose in the air as Lady Davenport had done as she strode out of the salon. But with Lady Davenport, the haughty pose seemed natural, as if it was one she’d employed every day of her life. With Madame Poitiers, it was practiced.

      She stood back and studied me, one finger making a little circle, asking me to twirl. “Mademoiselle has a lovely shape. Très elegant. And what a pretty face, the skin so clear, the eyes so green! She is more like you than your own daughter, non?”

      Aunt Lilian nodded, smiling. “So they say.”

      Madame Poitiers turned her attention to Flossy. “And Mademoiselle Bainbridge, how you have blossomed since you were last here. Your hair is the color of the Arabian sunset! And your figure…” The dressmaker turned her attention to Flossy’s chest with the discerning eye of a woman who knew the size without measuring. “There will be no need for the embellishments the other girls must use.” She indicated the blue dress with the gathered chiffon on the bodice, positioned to subtly disguise a flat chest.

      Flossy giggled.

      “So I am to outfit both girls for the season, oui?” Madame Poitiers spoke to my aunt, not Flossy or me. “And you, Lady Bainbridge? Are you to have new clothes too?”

      “Just the one,” Aunt Lilian said. “Florence requires four new ball gowns, another four evening gowns. Cleo is still wearing half-mourning for her grandmother, but I think just the two evening gowns, one in a very light shade of gray and the other deep purple. She’ll also require four new ball gowns and another two evening dresses in the latest colors and styles. She’ll be out of mourning altogether soon.”

      “I don’t think I need quite so many,” I said. “I won’t be attending all the events with Flossy.”

      “Of course you will,” Flossy said with a pout. “Tell her, Mother.”

      “We agreed,” I told Aunt Lilian.

      Aunt Lilian gave me a small but triumphant smile. “We agreed you wouldn’t be presented at court. That was all.”

      My aunt and cousin had tried to convince me to do my debut along with other girls coming out this season. I had refused. For one thing, I felt as though I was too old at twenty-three, and for another, I simply didn’t want to. The idea of partaking in an outdated tradition that mattered only to snobs like Lady Davenport sounded like the least enjoyable way to spend a day. I’d expected my aunt to dig her heels in and insist, but she’d given up without much of a fight. Flossy was more disappointed than her mother, but I suspected that was because she wanted to host a ball for me at the hotel.

      I leaned closer to my aunt and kept my voice low. “I can’t afford all these new gowns and it’s not fair that Uncle Ronald pays for it.”

      “Nonsense. He won’t mind.” She took my hands in both of hers. “He will want his niece to be as elegantly outfitted as his daughter. Trust me, Cleo. I know my husband.”

      I didn’t doubt her on that score. I was an ornament on the family tree, a representative of the Bainbridges at every event, just as much as Flossy and Floyd. If I were to attend balls and parties alongside my cousins, aunt and uncle, then I must look as though I belonged. It was just that I hadn’t expected to be attending as many functions as them.

      I had no more opportunity to protest as Aunt Lilian and Flossy launched into descriptions of the outfits they wanted. Madame Poitiers wrote nothing down but listened attentively until Lady Davenport’s daughter emerged from the dressing room. The assistant carried out the dress behind her.

      Madame Poitiers excused herself and opened the door for the girl who hurried out to join her mother in their waiting conveyance. Once the door was closed, she turned back to us.

      “If you admired that gown so, would you like something similar?” She snapped her fingers at the assistant, hovering near the door to the change room, the gown with the black lace draped over her arms.

      “I thought all your dresses were unique,” Flossy said.

      Madame Poitiers laughed, the sound throaty. “I say similar, not the same.” She plucked at the lace overlay on the bodice. “A different pattern here, a change of base color, a bow at the shoulder, and voila! No one will recognize it. Mademoiselle Fox will be one of a kind.” She signaled to her assistant with a wave of her hand and the young woman hung up the gown. “First, we measure.”

      She stood aside while her assistant took our measurements and wrote them in a book. The young woman had not been introduced to us nor had Madame Poitiers addressed her by name. The only words she spoke were directions to lift our arms, or turn, or be still, and she didn’t make eye contact. She couldn’t have been older than me, but she was the picture of an obedient shop girl. She was efficient, and needed no direction from Madame Poitiers.

      Indeed, the dressmaker took no notice of Flossy and me as she told Aunt Lilian all about the time she’d met Russian jeweler Peter Fabergé in Saint Petersburg and how his designs had influenced her more elaborate jeweled gowns.

      “It was a wonderful time for artists like us.” Her eyes became dreamy, her husky voice softening. “So many ideas! He adored my collection that year. So elegant, he would say, so modern and fresh.”

      “Which year was that?” Aunt Lilian asked.

      Madame Poitiers shrugged in a gesture both graceful and nonchalant. “I do not recall. I was young and life was amusing and exciting.” Her eyes shone, and her secretive smile hinted at more stories that were quite possibly scandalous.

      The assistant completed our measurements and, after a nod from Madame Poitiers, disappeared through another door into a back room. I caught a fleeting glimpse of several seamstresses, some concentrating at sewing machines, others standing at the cutting table, and another pinning pieces of cloth over the wooden torso of a dress form.

      When the assistant re-emerged, and the door closed behind her, the sounds of the whirring sewing machines was blocked out completely from the salon. The assistant walked carefully towards us, her vision obscured by fabric samples stacked in her arms.

      Madame Poitiers directed her to place them on the counter beside the large catalog book. She flipped through the thick pages of hand painted designs until she came to the series she wanted.

      “Ici, these will look très elegant for Mademoiselle Bainbridge with her full bosom. This one is for her, I am certain, and in this shade of green.” She touched a bolt of delicate chiffon. “Feel it, Mademoiselle. It’s so soft, delicate. And the color is not of grass.” She pulled a face. “But pretty, soft.”

      Flossy pointed to one of three designs on the page. “With rosettes down the front like this.”

      Madame Poitiers squinted at the image then clasped her hands together as if in prayer. “You have such style, Mademoiselle! Are you sure you are not French?” She laughed that throaty, sensual laugh. “I knew a girl just like you in Paris. She was a model for Pierre Benoit, the designer who took me under his wing. Her hair was like spun gold too, and she had an adorable little puppy nose. Oh, the gentlemen did admire her, very much, as they will admire you when you enter the ballroom dressed in a Madame Poitiers gown.”

      We spent a long time choosing fabrics and designs. By the end, Aunt Lilian had begun to flag. She kept herself upright on the sofa while Flossy and I looked through the design book, but I suspected it took enormous effort. Her eyelids drooped, her shoulders sagged, and she hardly took any notice of the dressmaker and her assistant as they made a great fuss of Flossy and me.

      It wasn’t until the front door opened and a woman and her young charge entered that Aunt Lilian rallied. She smoothed her hand down her lap and smiled at the newcomers, although not the smile of recognition.

      “Ah, Madame and Mademoiselle Enderby, I do apologize but I will not be much longer.” Madame Poitiers briefly looked the young girl up and down and praised her on such a fine figure and pretty face before returning to the counter where the assistant was adding up the cost of our order with the same quiet efficiency she’d shown all morning.

      “You are wise to come to Maison de Poitiers early,” Madame Poitiers said to us as her assistant worked. “Every year I get busier and busier! So many favorite customers return to the humble designs of Madame Poitiers. You saw the old article in The Queen?”

      She indicated a page neatly cut from a magazine framed and positioned on a stand at the end of the counter. The paper had yellowed but the type was still clear. One of two color illustrations on the page depicted a younger Madame Poitiers smiling enigmatically. The other was of the famous actress, Myrtle Langford, wearing a pink and white off-the-shoulder gown with pearls and either beads or jewels sewn across the bodice in a diamond pattern, and a hemline in a more flowing fabric. Even illustrated, the elegance of the gown was unmistakable, although the style was out of date.

      Madame Poitiers picked up the frame and studied the article. “They called me an ‘extraordinary designer.’ Isn’t that amusing? Such high praise for a humble dressmaker. Of course, my creations have graced beautiful women all over the world, not just Miss Langford. Actresses, singers, dancers, duchesses and even princesses!” She sighed, deeply satisfied. “They wrote about my past as an opera singer, too. They say I could have sung with Dame Nellie Melba herself if the disease in my throat had not cut my career short.”

      The assistant closed the order book without showing Madame Poitiers or my aunt the final cost. I suspected that was how these sorts of places worked, unlike the larger department stores. The final bill would be sent to my uncle at the hotel and he would pay after our purchases were delivered. It was all very discreet.

      “Ah, we are finished. Bon.” Madame Poitiers smiled at Aunt Lilian as she rose. “It has been a pleasure, as always, Lady Bainbridge. You grace my little shop with your elegance and style, as do your daughter and niece.” She smiled as she opened the door for us and bade us goodbye.

      Flossy was the first to comment on our morning as the carriage set off for the Mayfair Hotel. “Good lord, she hasn’t changed from last year. If I have to listen to the story about Peter Fabergé one more time, I’ll cover my ears and scream.”

      “Such a trying woman,” Aunt Lilian agreed. “How she prattles on and on. I always leave her salon with a headache.” Aunt Lilian’s headaches had more to do with her medicinal tonic wearing off than Madame Poitiers, but neither Flossy nor I pointed that out.

      “She is quite a unique character,” I said. “Her designs are truly beautiful, though. She’s extremely talented. It’s no wonder they’re so sought after.”

      “We were fortunate to get an appointment,” Aunt Lilian said. “It was only because of a cancelation that we could. Everyone wants to wear a Poitiers design.”

      Flossy smirked. “As she so helpfully pointed out.”

      “She’s simply proud of her achievements, as she has a right to be. Although I doubt she’s French.”

      “Do you speak French, Aunt?” I asked.

      “A little.” She bestowed a wistful, sad smile on me. “Your mother took to her French lessons better than me. I tried to speak to Madame Poitiers in her native tongue once, and she refused to answer me in that same language. She insisted we speak English, claiming it wasn’t fair on her assistant. It was the most attention she paid the poor girl during our entire appointment. Mind you, she was a different girl than the one there today.”

      Flossy clicked her tongue as she stared out of the window at the shops along New Bond Street. “Is anybody who claims to be French actually from that country? Lady’s maids, chefs, artists, dressmakers…all say they trained in Paris. I don’t believe them, personally.”

      “I do believe our last chef was a genuine Frenchman,” Aunt Lilian said. “And his replacement doesn’t claim to be anything other than English born and bred.”

      “Father knew her when she was younger,” Flossy pointed out. “It’s too late to pretend a French heritage.”

      I watched Aunt Lilian carefully for any sign that it bothered her that the hotel’s new chef de cuisine knew Uncle Ronald many years ago. But she seemed as serenely distant as always as she too turned to peer out of the window at the passing shops and traffic.

      The hotel’s coachman deposited us at the front door of the Mayfair Hotel where Frank assisted each of us down from the carriage, all smiles and warm greetings. The friendly doorman act didn’t fool me, but Flossy and Aunt Lilian were taken in by it. As soon as their backs were turned, however, he scowled at the workman exiting the building next door, pushing a wheelbarrow laden with rubble. He called out to his colleagues standing on the back of a cart, waiting to toss the wheelbarrow’s contents onto the growing pile of bricks.

      “Is something the matter?” I asked Frank.

      “I’ve asked them time and again to keep their voices down. We’ve got distinguished guests staying here and they don’t want to listen to those idiots all day.”

      “You can’t hear them from inside the hotel.”

      My reasoning didn’t wipe the scowl from Frank’s face. Nothing I could say would cheer him, so I left him to join Flossy and Aunt Lilian who hadn’t waited for me.

      Guests and staff couldn’t hear the workmen talking from inside the hotel, but they could hear muffled sounds of sledgehammers knocking down internal walls. The building next door was being converted from three shops into one large restaurant for the hotel. There was bound to be some disruption for the next few months, and I suspected it would get much worse before it got better. Uncle Ronald had hoped to have the restaurant opened by the height of the social season, but I doubted it would be ready in time.

      Society was already beginning to trickle back into the city, although many stayed in their own houses where they would remain throughout spring and part of the summer before returning to their country manors. Those who didn’t come from quite the same heights, or who’d had to sell off their London houses as the cost of keeping them rose, stayed at hotels like the Mayfair when they visited the city. They didn’t stay as long but came and went as required. A lady and her daughters might stay for a few days to shop and have dress fittings, while her husband attended to business matters. They would return for a ball here and there, but wouldn’t stay for the duration of the social season.

      International visitors were also increasing, eager to rub shoulders with titled noblemen. American heiresses and wealthy widows in particular were checking into the hotel every day. According to my cousin Floyd, some would stay for three or four months before returning home, hopefully just for a fleeting visit to pack up their belongings and return to England to marry the impoverished lord they’d snared. That was how Floyd described it, with a heavy dose of sarcasm in his voice.

      One of those Americans was now complaining in a loud voice to Peter. He’d been recently promoted from the front desk to the position of assistant manager and was still learning everything required of him. Peter was usually very good at placating annoyed guests, but from the way the woman’s pitch rose with every word, he was having no luck this time.

      “I want to speak to the owner!” she snapped. “If not him, then that Hobart fellow, the manager. I assume he still works here?”

      “He does, madam,” Peter said. “But I’m afraid Mr. Hobart and Sir Ronald are in a meeting.”

      “Then get them out of the meeting.”

      The young woman next to her said something to the older woman only to receive a scold for her efforts. The young woman shrank away, quite a feat considering she was taller than every woman in the foyer. They were clearly mother and daughter, going by the similarity in their appearances. Both were tall with sunken chins and narrow faces, but they sported quite different styles. The mother wore a bold moss-green gown, a pearl necklace, large emerald ring, and almost an entire spring garden of silk flowers and leaves on her wide-brimmed hat. Her daughter wore no jewels whatsoever and her outfit of off-white lace would have cost a great deal but it was demure with its high collar. She also wore a simpler hat with just a large bow at the front and not a flower in sight.

      “Well?” the woman demanded. “Off you go. Fetch your superior. I want to speak to someone with authority.”

      Peter glanced around the foyer, his gaze desperate. Flossy and Aunt Lilian were nowhere to be seen. The lift must have been waiting on the ground floor and already taken them up to the fourth floor to their rooms. It was up to me to rescue poor Peter.
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      With a look of relief, he introduced me to Mrs. and Miss Hessing from New York. Miss Hessing gave me a shy smile, but Mrs. Hessing looked me up and down, a deep vertical crevice forming between her brows.

      “The niece, you say?” She grunted. “You’re a little young to have any influence. Where is your uncle? I want to speak to Sir Ronald about our appalling treatment.”

      “Mrs. Hessing usually has one of the large suites on the fourth floor,” Peter said quickly. “But none become available until tomorrow. They will be accommodated in smaller rooms until then, when we’ll move their belongings over as soon as possible.”

      “My secretary made the reservation weeks ago! Why wasn’t I told then?”

      “Our records show a letter was sent, explaining the situation. Perhaps your secretary failed to pass it on.”

      Mrs. Hessing pulled herself up to her considerable height. “This is my third year at the Mayfair, and we plan to stay for ten weeks this time. Surely we have a right to expect the best treatment. Or has the Mayfair lost some of its shine?” She settled her stance and regarded Peter critically. “It wouldn’t surprise me, since Mr. Armitage no longer works here. He was always so accommodating, so welcoming. He was one of our favorites, was he not, Joan?”

      Miss Hessing muttered something under her breath and, rather astonishingly, blushed.

      “We’ll miss seeing his lovely smile as he greeted us of a morning.” Mrs. Hessing sighed. “Which hotel does he work for now?”

      “He left the hotel business altogether,” I said. “I assure you, Mr. Armitage couldn’t have accommodated you on the fourth floor tonight, either.” Aware of the curtness of my tone, I forced myself to smile and my voice to soften. “I know nothing can make up for the inconvenience of staying in an inferior room tonight, but if you have no other plans, perhaps you would like to join the Bainbridge family at dinner this evening? It will give us an opportunity to tell you all about our new restaurant. We like to inform our favorite guests of exciting developments and even ask the most discerning for their opinion. I can see you are a lady of style. Your advice on décor would be greatly appreciated.”

      Mrs. Hessing’s frostiness melted into a smile that attempted to be self-deprecating but failed when she said, “My friends do say I have a unique sense of style.”

      Beside her, Miss Hessing drew in a rallying breath.

      “I suppose we will make do for one night.” Mrs. Hessing turned to Peter. “See that our things are moved while we’re out tomorrow morning. We leave at ten-fifteen sharp.”

      Peter assured her it would be done and even gave a little bow before mother and daughter strode towards the lift.

      “Are all the American guests like her?” I asked.

      “Most are very nice, generous too. Mrs. Hessing is rather a unique individual.”

      “As is her style, so her friends—and that hat—say.”

      Peter chuckled. “They come every year since Miss Hessing came of age. She’s searching for a titled English husband. The moment she catches one, they’ll no longer need a hotel. They’ll stay at his estate, I suspect.”

      “I wonder if Mrs. Hessing will live with them or return to New York.”

      “If she plans to live here too, maybe that’s why Miss Hessing hasn’t secured a husband yet.”

      I shook my head but couldn’t help my smile. “You are wicked sometimes, Peter.”

      He watched the lift door open and Floyd step out with his friend, Jonathon. “The daughter seems pleasant enough, although it’s hard to tell. She fades away beside her mother.”

      Floyd greeted the Hessings and introduced Jonathon. The lift operator held the door open while they exchanged pleasantries then the men walked off. Mrs. Hessing rapped her knuckles on her daughter’s arm and said something to her. They watched the men for a few moments more then stepped into the lift.

      I was about to leave too but hesitated. “Did you notice Miss Hessing blush when Mr. Armitage’s name was mentioned? Why do you think that is?”

      “He probably paid her more attention than she’s ever had from a man before. He was good like that, always making sure he spoke to the quiet ones as much as the loud. It made them feel special. I’ve got to remember to do that.”

      He spoke in the past tense, as if Harry Armitage no longer charmed women. I knew first-hand that he still did. Not because he employed that charm on me. Quite the opposite; I seemed to bring out the ill-tempered side of him. Rather, I’d seen him gather information from reluctant or shy female suspects. He had a way of making them feel as though they mattered.

      I nodded a greeting at my cousin and his friend, expecting them to bypass us and head for the front door. Floyd started in that direction but had to divert his course when Jonathon approached me.

      Peter melted away before I could ask him if he knew my uncle’s plans for the evening. Now that I’d invited the Hessings to dine with us, I didn’t want to be left alone with them with only Flossy to assist me. My aunt wouldn’t feel up to joining us and Floyd wouldn’t be in if his father was not.

      “Good morning, Cleo,” Jonathon said, all smiles. He had the careless good looks of an idle youth with too much money and not enough responsibility. He’d gone to Oxford with Floyd, but he seemed to have no occupation and no cares. I suspected he would inherit wealth one day without having to lift a finger.

      Floyd, however, had to work for the hotel, although he spent a great deal of his time out with his friends. My uncle grumbled and berated him for being lazy, but he didn’t give him more to do.

      “It’s afternoon, actually,” I said. “Have you two just risen?” Sometimes Jonathon stayed overnight, sleeping on the sofa in Floyd’s room. Sometimes they didn’t come home at all until dawn. The night porter was given strict instructions not to breathe a word to Uncle Ronald on those occasions.

      “We’ve been up for hours,” Floyd said with a wink. “Now we’re going out for lunch.”

      “Want to join us?” Jonathon asked.

      Floyd gave his friend a curious look, but Jonathon didn’t seem to notice. He smiled back at me, his blue eyes twinkling. With his blond hair flopping over his forehead, he would have passed for a sweet youth, but the small scar on his cheek added a measure of ruggedness that enhanced his good looks. I suspected the women loved the effect.

      Not me, however. At least, not to the extent that I wanted to accept his lunch invitation. I didn’t want to give Jonathon a reason to expect more than conversation and a friendly smile.

      “Not today,” I said and turned to Floyd. “Is Uncle Ronald dining in the hotel tonight?”

      “He is. Why?”

      “Mrs. Hessing was upset that her usual room wasn’t available until tomorrow. To appease her, I asked her to join us for dinner. Will you be there too?”

      Jonathon hooted a laugh. “Of course he will be. But you’d better watch out, my friend. That Hessing woman has her eye on you. If you’re not careful, you’ll find yourself married by the time she leaves England.”

      “Me? Ha!” Floyd clapped his friend on the shoulder. “You’re the one the mother covets for her daughter.”

      “The daughter? No, I meant the mother.”

      Floyd rolled his eyes. “Very amusing. But I wouldn’t be so confident of escaping her clutches if I were you.” He gave his friend a smug smile. “I’m not in line to inherit a title. You are, and that makes you far more attractive.”

      “True.” Jonathon jerked his head, flicking his hair out of his eyes. “Does that make you want to join us for lunch, Cleo?”

      A bubble of laughter rose up. “No.”

      He sighed theatrically. “So you’re condemning me to an afternoon of dull conversation with this lout. That’s cruel.”

      Floyd shoved his hand in his jacket pocket. “If you’re finished flirting with my cousin, I’d like to join the others before they order without us.”

      Jonathon grinned at me before slapping his hat on his head and following Floyd out of the hotel.

      I smiled all the way up the stairs until I reached Uncle Ronald’s office. I could have sent one of the hotel footmen to deliver a message, but it had been some time since I’d been alone with my uncle and it was probably about time that I talked to him. If nothing else, it would break the ice that had formed after he’d warned me to stay away from Harry Armitage. Uncle Ronald had taken a firm dislike to Harry after he’d learned about his criminal record. It didn’t matter that Harry had been a child living on the street at the time. In my uncle’s book, Harry was not to be trusted as assistant manager or as a friend to his niece. He’d been fired from his position and warned to stay away from both me and the hotel.

      Harry obliged. I did not. Since my uncle paid me a generous allowance each month, I agreed to attend family outings and gave my opinion on his plans for the hotel when asked, but I would not allow him to choose my friends for me.

      Fortunately, he seemed to want to forget about our argument once he’d calmed down. While I knew the issue simmered below the surface, ready to boil over at the first sign of provocation, it was better for everyone that we moved on as quickly as possible. My uncle was a stubborn, proud man, so it suited his nature to pretend the argument never happened. I also suspected I was the first person in the family to stand up to him and he wasn’t quite sure what to do about it.

      I sat in his office and waited while he finished what he was doing. Uncle Ronald gave the papers spread out before him his full attention. He may be a descendent of nobility, but perching on a minor branch of the family tree meant he’d not inherited a title. He had inherited a London mansion, however. Armed with a strong work ethic, and his wife’s fortune, he’d turned that mansion into a luxury hotel. I couldn’t help but admire his business acumen.

      When he finally slotted his pen into the stand, he sat back and placed his clasped hands over his stomach. He considered me as if I were as important as his paperwork. That put me quite high up in his estimation.

      “Did you enjoy your morning at the dressmaker’s?” he asked.

      “It was very pleasant, thank you.”

      “How many new gowns have you ordered?”

      Was he asking because he was worried about the cost? It was difficult to tell. “Only the number Aunt Lilian thought best.”

      He twiddled his thumbs. “A very diplomatic answer. I’m sure Lilian ordered you as many as she did for Florence. We both want our niece to look her best this season, after all.”

      I thanked him for his generosity and his features softened.

      “You and Florence will be very popular at all the parties, I’m sure.” He sat forward and stroked his moustache, pinning me to the seat with his steely stare. “You will be attending quite a number of events, so your aunt tells me. And I’m sure you’ll be…amenable.”

      My heart stilled. “Amenable?”

      He waved his hand. “You’ll dance, of course, and make new friends.”

      So that was the price of his generosity—my cooperation.

      What if I refused the gowns or refused to attend all the parties? Would he get angry and throw me out? The contrarian in me wanted to try it and see. The sensible part of me did not. I liked living at the hotel. I had a comfortable life and friends among the staff. My two cousins treated me like a sister, which was more than I’d ever hoped for. I didn’t want to be thrown out. Not for refusing some beautiful gowns that I wasn’t even paying for. I wasn’t the sort of person who cut off her nose to spite her face.

      “I like to dance,” I assured him. “And I enjoy intelligent conversation. If I can’t find the latter, I’ll resort to the former.” There. It was acquiescence but not a promise to court young men of his choosing.

      “Speaking of friends, I’m glad to see you’ve cut ties with some old ones,” he went on.

      He meant Harry. I kept my features schooled and my mouth shut. I simply met his gaze across the desk.

      He held it for a moment before looking away. He pushed the ink stand a few inches back and cleared his throat. “If you go shopping with Florence, be sure to have the bills sent here. No doubt she’ll take you to the finest shops.”

      My heart lifted. Not because I wanted to go shopping, but by not mentioning my aunt, it meant he expected Flossy and me to go out alone and unchaperoned. While we’d done it in the past, my frequent mysterious absences from the hotel during investigations had raised his ire. He’d even hinted that he would assign one of the hotel maids as my chaperone. Thankfully he’d never followed through with the threat. It was yet another sign that he believed I’d put my acquaintance with Harry behind me.

      Perhaps I had, but not because I wanted to. Harry’s response to the letters I’d sent had been short and formal, without a hint of familiarity. Knowing the predicament I would be in if my uncle discovered we were still friends meant he was reluctant to see me. I could have gone to his office to see him, but I stayed away. I simply had no reason to go.

      But staying away wasn’t easy.

      “I wanted to let you know that the Hessings from America have arrived,” I said.

      “Ah, the indomitable Mrs. Hessing and her unfortunate daughter.”

      “Unfortunate?”

      “To have an overbearing mother dragging her half way across the world to find a husband she has no hope of catching.”

      “She might have hope,” I said, taking offence on Miss Hessing’s behalf.

      “You haven’t been a part of the social scene here for long, so you don’t know what it’s like. If Florence couldn’t find herself a husband after being out for an entire year, what hope does a meek girl like Miss Hessing have when there are a dozen American heiresses also in London? Her lack of character wouldn’t matter if she were a beauty, but unfortunately I’ve heard her compared to a horse by Floyd’s friends.” He shrugged. “Her mother brings her back again and again, attaching more and more money to the hook in the hope of catching a duke or, at the very least, a baron. She should have settled for the plain Mister who showed some interest last year. Could have saved herself a fortune.”

      And her poor daughter the humiliation.

      “Her usual room wasn’t available until tomorrow, so I invited her to dine with us tonight. I hope that’s all right. I couldn’t think of any other way to placate her.”

      His smile began slowly then grew wider and warmer. “It was precisely the right thing to do, Cleo. Thank you.” He spoke softly. “You have a good head for the hotel business. It’s a pity you’re not a man. You’d make an excellent assistant manager.”

      I bit my tongue but it was no use. It wouldn’t remain silent. “You hired a female chef.” There were no women employed as head cooks in any of the exclusive London restaurants, so it had come as a surprise when my uncle hired her. Even though Mrs. Poole’s reputation was exemplary, she’d not been in charge of a kitchen quite as large as the Mayfair’s before.

      “Elizabeth Poole is an exception. She’s the most sought-after private chef in all of England. She has cooked for princes and dukes. Her cuisine is delicious and the presentation artistic. She teaches cookery classes, writes for cooking journals, and has a reputation second only to Escoffier.” His eyes brightened when he spoke about her many achievements. “She is also not here on a permanent basis, as she likes to remind me. There’s a task for you, Cleo. See if you can convince her to stay on. I don’t want to continue the search for another chef when I have an excellent one already working for me.”

      It seemed to me that Mrs. Poole had quite a lucrative career and didn’t need to work at the Mayfair. “It’s fortunate you two are old friends.”

      “And that she took pity on me.” He chuckled. “I hadn’t seen her in years, so I wasn’t sure she’d accept. I thought she might have forgotten me.”

      “You are not easy to forget, Uncle.”

      He chuckled again, but it quickly faded. “Are you telling me you want to be assistant manager? Is that why you’re reminding me that I hired a woman in a position of authority?”

      The rapid flip of topic had me in a spin for a moment. “No! I just don’t want you to close your mind to the idea of hiring women for positions they wouldn’t usually be considered for. Peter is the right choice for assistant manager.”

      “He’s no—” His lips pinched, cutting off the end of his sentence.

      “You’re right, he’s no Harry Armitage,” I said quietly.

      It was a response that could have failed miserably and stoked my uncle’s temper again. But I’d wanted to remind him how good Harry had been as assistant manager. I wanted him to feel regret for dismissing him.

      He snatched the pen out of the stand and pulled a stack of papers closer. I was dismissed.

      I headed to my suite, where a maid’s cart laden with clean towels, sheets and supplies was parked near the door. Harmony dusted the window sill in my sitting room, but she stopped upon seeing me. She tucked the duster under her arm.

      “I hoped you’d be back for lunch,” she said, taking a seat on the sofa. “I ordered sandwiches.” Indeed she had. Enough for two.

      Harmony should only be half way through her shift at this time. She rarely joined me for lunch, but we almost always had breakfast together before she styled my hair.

      “This is a treat,” I said, choosing a sandwich of cucumber and ham. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “No reason.” She picked up a newspaper and handed one to me then retrieved a second for herself from the small stack. She read as she nibbled a sandwich.

      It had become our breakfast ritual to scour the newspapers for potential clients—victims of burglary, kidnappings, that sort of thing. I’d hoped Harry would pass on more clients to me, but so far, he’d sent none my way since the Warrington divorce case that had turned into a murder investigation. The lack of co-operation was further evidence that he wanted as little to do with me as possible.

      This morning I’d hurried out after breakfast for the appointment at Maison de Poiters so we hadn’t finished reading through the papers. I’d assumed we’d leave it at that, but Harmony clearly wanted to read all the copies front to back.

      I flipped the page and scanned the columns. “A shop burned down in Whitechapel.” I tapped my finger on the headline. “Arson is suspected after witnesses saw a man run away. I could approach the shopkeeper and offer to find the arsonist.”

      “No shopkeeper in Whitechapel has enough money to hire a private detective, and there’s a good chance the building’s owner started the fire himself to claim the insurance.”

      Harmony’s opinion of people was generally harsher than mine, but it wasn’t surprising, considering our different upbringings. Mine had been thoroughly upper middle class, raised by an academic father and a mother whose wealthy family had cut her off upon her marriage. Harmony lived in a slum all her life until she moved into the Mayfair’s staff accommodation. She’d once told me she’d seen the worst of humanity, as poverty made people desperate and desperate people did terrible things to survive. I used to subscribe to that opinion too until I started investigating murders and saw first-hand how cruel and devious folk in the middle and upper classes could be. There were good and bad in all walks of life.

      Harmony folded up the newspaper she was reading and reached for another sandwich. “I should resume my chores.” She didn’t rise, however, and continued nibbling her sandwich, lost in thought. When she finished, she offered the plate of sandwiches to me. “You should call on him.”

      “Who?” I asked, oh-so-innocently.

      “You know who. Go and visit him and see if he has a case for you. Tell him you’ll take anything, even the unhappy spouses.”

      Harry had vowed he wouldn’t investigate the numerous cases that came across his desk where husbands and wives wished to employ his services to catch their spouse with a lover. Proving adultery was the easiest route to divorce, but I’d been surprised at how many couples wanted to formally end their marriage. Harmony wasn’t.

      “If Harry wishes to pass them on to me, he’ll send them my way,” I said. “He hasn’t. I have no interest in going to his office, cap in hand. I’m above begging.”

      Harmony gave me an arched look. “For now.”

      She had a point. I couldn’t go on like this much longer. It wasn’t so much the money I needed—although the dream of moving out of the hotel got further and further away the longer I was without work—but I had to do something with my time. There was only so much shopping and afternoon teas I could take before I went mad. I’d visited all the museums and art galleries several times, and I took walks most days, even in the rain. That was more than my cousin ever did.

      Harmony left to resume her duties, and I spent the afternoon reading newspapers and writing letters, pausing to have afternoon tea in the hotel’s large sitting room with Flossy. We’d just finished and were about to leave when Aunt Lilian hurried in. She looked as though she’d just woken up after a restless night. Her eyes were hooded, the eyelids dark and ribbed with veins. Her hair was flat on one side and messy on the other, and the top button of her collar was undone at her throat. She searched the room and a look of utter relief washed over her face when she spotted Flossy and me.

      She rushed forward, hands outstretched. “Florence, Cleo, there you are.”

      I took one hand and Flossy took the other. “What is it, Mother?” Flossy asked. “Are you unwell? Shall I send for the doctor?”

      “I don’t need a doctor, just my tonic.” She blinked back tears. “I can’t find it. I think it fell out of my purse at Maison de Poitiers.”

      “You took it with you?”

      “I thought I might need it, but I didn’t take any, even though I felt a headache coming on. I know you don’t want me to, but I carried it with me anyway. Just for an emergency, you understand.”

      The tonic had been prescribed by her doctor to cure her melancholy disposition. It achieved that rather well. Whenever she took a dose, she always cheered up. It gave her energy and vitality. She was a different person when she took it, not faded and frayed like a flag left out in the weather too long.

      But the tonic also made her condition so much worse when it wore off. Not only did she suffer from crippling headaches, but her moods also became very low. And the more she took of it, the more often she needed the next dose and the next, and the worse she felt in between. Flossy and I had tried to tell her it was making her sicker, so some days she agreed not to take it at all. But on those occasions, she kept to her bed in her darkened room, as even the wan London sunlight hurt her eyes.

      “Can you return to the salon to see if it fell behind the sofa cushions?” Aunt Lilian asked.

      “It’ll be closed by the time we get there,” I said. “I’ll go tomorrow, first thing.”

      “But it’s all I have left, and I need it for tonight.” Her voice thinned to a whine. “I hear we’re dining with Mrs. Hessing, and I ought to be there. She’s one of our best guests.”

      Her desperate plea had caught the attention of three women seated nearby. One pursed her lips in disapproval.

      I steered my aunt out of earshot. “Flossy and I will be hostesses in your stead. Mrs. Hessing will understand.”

      Flossy tried to give her mother a reassuring smile. “Do try not to worry.”

      Aunt Lilian chewed her lower lip, leaving behind teeth marks. “Even so, I need my tonic. What time is it, Cleo? Perhaps you can make it before the shop closes, after all. Our carriages are very swift.”

      “Not with the end of day traffic.” I grasped her hand again, feeling it tremble before she snatched it away.

      She rubbed her temple. “I’ll send for the doctor. He can bring me another bottle.”

      “It’s not an emergency, Mother.” Flossy gripped Aunt Lilian’s elbow, only to be shaken off. “You can go without for tonight.”

      Aunt Lilian bared her teeth in a snarl. “Don’t speak to me like that.” She turned and rushed out, brushing past Mr. Chapman the steward without responding to his greeting.

      Beside me, Flossy sniffed. “I wish she wouldn’t rely on it so much.”

      “Do you think she’ll call the doctor?”

      “She doesn’t know how to use the telephone, but that might not stop her asking Mr. Hobart to call on her behalf.”

      Aunt Lilian didn’t join us for dinner. It was a long evening with Mrs. Hessing dominating the conversation, criticizing everything from the weather to the prime minister. Her daughter sat mostly silent, despite my efforts to draw her out. Despite her silence, or perhaps because of it, her mother spoke about her as if she weren’t there. At one point or other, she managed to mention all of Miss Hessing’s good qualities as well as the amount of her inheritance. My uncle looked interested. Floyd did not.

      The following morning, after breakfast, I walked to Maison de Poitiers. I planned my journey so I’d be there when Madame Poitiers opened the salon. I wanted to be back at the hotel before my aunt awoke. It wasn’t far, but my aunt and cousin had insisted on taking one of the hotel carriages yesterday. As Flossy put it, only those who can’t afford private vehicles walk, even short distances.

      As I approached the shop on New Bond Street, Madame Poitiers’ assistant approached from the opposite direction. She didn’t see me as she dug through her bag. She pulled out a key and inserted it into the lock.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      She jumped at the sound of my voice. “Oh! Miss Fox. You surprised me. Did you forget something yesterday?”

      “My aunt thinks she dropped her medicine here. Did you happen to find a small bottle of tonic caught in the sofa cushions?”

      “No, but come in and we’ll look together.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know your name,” I said apologetically.

      She smiled as she opened the door. “It’s Anna Newland.”

      She had a warm smile and a pleasant face with almond colored eyes and dark brown hair fixed in a simple bun high on her head. A straw hat sat in front of the bun, the brim decorated with yellow and orange ribbons arranged to look like a sunburst. It was simple yet stylish, much like the woman herself. She couldn’t have been more than my age. She wore no jewelry and a plain black dress, but like Madame Poitiers’ dress, it was well made and fit her frame perfectly.

      Yesterday, I’d thought her shy, but her easy manner this morning made me think she was simply staying quiet to counter-balance her exuberant employer. Inside, she opened the curtains, flooding the salon with light. I crossed the room to the sofa on which my aunt had sat but stopped before I reached it.

      The sight of two legs had me clutching my throat as bile rose. The rest of the body was hidden by the sofa.

      I rounded it cautiously, reluctantly, and gasped. Madame Poitiers lay on the floor, her blood-red eyes staring sightlessly up at the ceiling, a white strip of lace wrapped around her throat. I didn’t need to feel her pulse to know she was dead.

    

  

OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/matds_ebook_final.jpg
SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS





