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"Penny for the Guy, Miss?"

I stared down at the small, slightly ragged child with some startlement. He’d a smudge of what I could only assume was soot across a chubby cheek. "Good gosh! Is it Bonfire Night already?" Where had the days gone?

Bonfire Night—or Guy Fawkes Night—was a celebration of Guy Fawkes’s failure to blow up Parliament back in 1605. Children ran around with effigies, begging for money while the adults lit bonfires and fireworks and drank too much. It was a truly bizarre reason for a celebration, one which I didn’t particularly understand. But any excuse for a cocktail, I always say!

"Yes, Miss." The child held out his metal bucket which already had at least a dozen coins. Behind him, two chums held what I could only assume was an effigy of Guy Fawkes between them. It was a ghastly thing made of burlap stuffed with straw, a face painted on in boot black. Impatient, the child rattled his bucket. "Penny for the Guy?"

His angelic expression undid me. I'm not usually so soft, but what is one to do when a chubby-cheeked cherub begs one for a penny?

I fished around in my gray felt handbag until I found a copper and tossed it in his bucket. "There you go. Now get on with you."

The three children scampered off giggling, dragging their effigy behind them. A few stray wisps of straw scattered in their wake. I repressed a shudder—personally, I do not approve of Bonfire Night, though I do enjoy the food and drink that goes with it—and marched on.

It was early November—the fifth, to be precise—and the air had turned crisp with the autumnal chill of oncoming winter. A rusty oak leaf floated from a nearby branch and landed light as a feather on the pavement in front of me. Had it truly been less than a month since I'd been basking in the golden sun of the south of France?

I buttoned the top button of my claret merino wool coat. It was full length with the perfect sable collar, the height of fashion for the winter of 1932. I'd found it at Harrods shortly after my return to London and had to have it immediately. I refused to consider that my need for shopping was in any way connected with the loss of my paramour, Hale Davis. Ridiculous nonsense. I was an independent woman and not the sort to mourn the loss of any man. 

Or so I told myself.

Speaking of Harrods, I was currently bound there on a mission to meet my aunt who had just returned from Paris. She'd rung me the previous night to inform me that she had a "Marvelous Idea." I repressed another shudder. Aunt Butty and her ideas were a dangerous combination.

My name is Ophelia, Lady Rample. I am not what you call “to the manor born,” but rather married into it. My late husband Felix—God rest his soul—left me with a title and an enormous amount of wealth. For which I am forever grateful. It's amazing what one can get away with in life if one has money. It gave me a great deal of amusement to stick it in the faces of the aristocracy who liked to turn their collective noses up at anyone they deemed less than themselves. Which would be me, except I could probably buy most of them, so they let me be. 

Harrods loomed ahead with its elaborate terra cotta facade. The Queen Anne Revival architecture was something to behold. And it ought to be. The royal family shopped there, though I’d never come across them. I imagine they had everything delivered. Personally, I like the hands-on approach to shopping. 
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