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      Top hats and tails. Mink and murder . . .

      November, 1923. An invitation to a house party at the estate of Parkview Hall is a welcome respite for Olive Belgrave, a newly minted working girl who’s become the solver of high society’s trickiest problems.

      But when the sumptuous black tie event turns deadly, Olive’s cousin Peter becomes the main suspect. Olive must unmask a sophisticated killer before an innocent man takes the blame . . . because murder doesn’t RSVP.

      Murder in Black Tie is the fourth standalone installment in the High Society Lady Detective series. If you like mysteries with elegant settings, charming characters, and a whodunit that will keep you guessing, you’ll love USA Today bestselling author Sara Rosett’s series of delightful historical mysteries.
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      NOVEMBER, 1923

      The slash of red stood out against the brown and beige of the November countryside. I tightened my gloved hands on the steering wheel and squinted through the window screen of the Morris Cowley to get a better view, but I lost sight of the bright splash of color as the road dipped.

      I navigated around the sharp bend near the bridge outside the village of Nether Woodsmoor. The river reflected the graceful stone arches along with the gloomy gray clouds. Normally, I would have slowed down at the river, maybe even stopped for a few moments to admire the view, but today I drove on toward the red gash among the trees.

      It wasn’t too far ahead, almost near the gates to Parkview Hall, which was my destination. My aunt, Lady Caroline, and my cousins, Gwen and Violet, had recently returned from an extended holiday in the South of France. To celebrate their homecoming, Aunt Caroline had extended invitations to a select group of family and friends to stay for a few days.

      I slowed. It was a motor, a sleek Alfa Romeo the color of holly berries, its nose in the ditch and tires spinning deeper into the mud. I brought the Morris to a stop and hooked my arm over the door as I leaned out to call, “Everything all right?” My breath made little white puffs.

      I could tell from their brightly colored hats that the driver and passenger were women, but they were both turned away from me, and the noise of the engine drowned out my voice.

      I gave the horn a sharp blast. The tires stopped turning, and the women twisted to look over their shoulders. “Olive!” My cousin Gwen climbed out and picked her way across the mud. She leaned into my motor and gave me a quick hug. “What perfect timing. You came along at exactly the right moment. Didn’t she, Deena?” Gwen turned toward the young woman who had remained in the driver’s seat of the Alfa Romeo. “Olive can give us a lift to Parkview, and we’ll send Ross to retrieve your motor,” Gwen called.

      In one of her letters about the upcoming party, Gwen had listed the guests, but I didn’t remember Deena’s name being on the list.

      “Is that Deena Lacey?” I asked Gwen in an undertone. “From Charles Manor?”

      Gwen nodded an affirmative.

      “I haven’t seen her since—oh, I don’t know. It must have been sometime early on during the war.” Charles Manor was thirty miles to the north of Parkview Hall. Deena had lived there with her uncle, who was her guardian after her parents died, until she came into her inheritance. When we were children, our paths had crossed occasionally, but since she was four years older—a great gulf when one is a child—we didn’t have much in common. “I thought she lived mostly in London.”

      “She does. She’s only recently returned from town,” Gwen replied in an equally low voice. “It’s a long story.”

      Deena glanced at the dark gray clouds. “But it looks as if it’s about to rain—or snow—and that will only make it worse. I know I can get back on the road. The salesman assured me this motor has excellent handling.” Deena revved the engine.

      Gwen said to me, “I don’t know about that, but I’m sure it was the most expensive one.”

      “Trying day?” I asked. My cousin Gwen had the sweetest and most long-suffering temperament. If she was out of sorts, then the situation had to be rather dire.

      “Deena and I went into the village to shop.” Gwen gave her glove a sharp tug. She seemed about to say more but stopped herself.

      “So Deena’s here at Parkview for the party?”

      My last words were drowned out as Deena revved the engine of the Alfa Romeo. Wheels spun, flinging mud that splattered onto the road near the back of the Morris. Gwen took a few quick steps, moving nearer the Morris’s bonnet. I let the Morris roll forward a few feet, out of the range of the mud.

      Gwen looked as though she’d like to call Nanny and have her take charge of Deena, but she drew a breath and shouted between the roars of the engine, “Deena, it’s only getting worse. Come away. I promise we’ll have your motor back at Parkview before dinner.”

      Deena cut the engine. “Oh, all right. I suppose we’d better. I do hope they’re quick about it, though.”

      “I’ll see to it,” Gwen said as Deena climbed out of the low motor and slammed the door.

      Deena was dressed head to toe in gold. Her hat was the same shade as a sovereign and covered every strand of hair, which highlighted the fact that her face was a long narrow oval. She’d always reminded me of the illustrations in Father’s books of Byzantine saints with their elongated faces and mournful expressions. I recognized Deena’s hat as one of Madame LaFoy’s priciest creations. I’d briefly considered working in the haberdashery, and I’d seen the beautiful cloche with its trailing feathers and embroidery in that establishment. Deena’s mink-collared wool driving coat was of the same shade of gold.

      She took a few steps on her tiptoes in an effort to keep her gold T-strap shoes out of the mud, but then she stopped and swiveled back to the motor. “Mr. Quigley! We mustn’t forget him.”

      “Mr. Quigley?” I asked Gwen. “Who’s Mr. Quigley?” I didn’t remember a guest named Mr. Quigley either.

      Gwen let out a tiny sigh. “A parrot.”

      I wasn’t sure I’d heard her correctly, but Deena leaned over the side of the motor and lifted out a birdcage. It rocked to the accompaniment of squawks and flapping wings as she minced across the mud. “Don’t worry, boy. I’ve got you.” Deena climbed up the bank of sodden grass. A moment before she reached us, her foot slipped, and she pitched forward. Gwen caught her elbow and an edge of the birdcage.

      Deena said, “Whoops! Thank you, Gwen.”

      Inside the cage, the bird rotated its head and fixed an eye on Gwen’s fingers. She jerked her hand back.

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about Mr. Quigley. He never bites.” Deena propped the cage on the edge of the door at my eye level. “Hello, Olive. Isn’t he just the most gorgeous thing you’ve ever seen?”

      Mr. Quigley rocked on his perch. “He’s not brightly colored,” I said.

      The feathers fluffed up around his head and neck, as if he were displaying the gradual transition of color from nearly white at his head to a pearly gray at the tips of his wings. His tail feathers were a bright red. “No, he’s an African Gray—an extremely expensive parrot. And the most intelligent too.”

      Clearly, Deena rated the intelligence of the parrot as of secondary importance compared to the cost. “How did you come to have a parrot?” I asked her.

      “I wanted a pet to keep me company, but simply everyone has a dog or a cat. I had to have something unusual, something memorable.”

      “Mr. Quigley certainly is that,” I said. Even with his muted coloring, which resembled the clouds today, he looked exotic and out of place in the English countryside. “How long have you had him?”

      “Six days. I simply couldn’t leave him at Charles Manor. Parrots need plenty of interaction.”

      Gwen said, “Deena thought Mr. Quigley should see the village.”

      Mr. Quigley let out a high-pitched whistle that pierced the air.

      “Goodness,” I said. “What does that mean?”

      Deena smiled like an indulgent parent. “He’s saying hello.”

      Gwen said, “He’s been doing that for the last hour.”

      “I see.” That sharp noise within a short distance of one’s ear would become irritating. “Does he say anything?”

      “Oh yes. He’s quite chatty. His previous owner spoke to him all the time and trained him to say many things.”

      “Is it salty language?” I glanced at Gwen. Aunt Caroline wouldn’t be happy to have a parrot spouting naughty words during her party.

      “Oh no. His former owner was a missionary.” Deena addressed the cage. “Say something for us, Mr. Quigley.”

      Mr. Quigley rocked on his perch, then tucked his beak under his wing.

      A wrinkle appeared between Deena’s thin brows. “Actually, he hasn’t said anything yet. I do hope the man wasn’t lying to me about Mr. Quigley being able to speak.”

      “I doubt it, especially if he was a missionary,” Gwen said.

      “Well, perhaps Mr. Quigley will talk to us later,” I said. “Let’s see if we can all get in the Morris. It’ll be a crush—”

      Deena looked back at her motor. “I do hate to go off and leave the Alfa Romeo. It’s lonely out here. Do you think it will be all right?”

      “Of course. No one will bother it,” Gwen said.

      Deena gripped her mink collar with one hand and drew it closer around her neck. “Perhaps I should stay while you two go and get help.”

      “Don’t be a goose,” Gwen said, her voice firm. “It will be perfectly fine. Now let’s get out of this cold.”

      “I suppose we should—” Deena looked beyond Gwen’s shoulder and asked, “Look, isn’t that Inspector Longly and Captain Inglebrook? There, moving through the shadows of the trees. The shoot must be over.” Deena waved. “Yoo-hoo!”

      I knew Detective Inspector Longly from Scotland Yard. I recognized his silhouette with his empty sleeve pinned against his jacket. The other man was taller with broader shoulders. As they came out from under the trees, I could see he had a pencil mustache and dark hair.

      “I’m anxious to meet Captain Inglebrook,” I said, giving Gwen a significant glance.

      She’d written to me several weeks ago in a state, which wasn’t like her at all. She had a calm methodical nature and wasn’t given to flights of fancy or emotional upheaval, but the idea of the two male houseguests, Inspector Longly and Captain Inglebrook, had her flustered.

      She’d met Captain Inglebrook in France. The holiday was an effort to help Violet recover her equilibrium after a rather horrifying incident at Archly Manor, which was where we’d met Inspector Longly. I’d thought there was an attraction between Gwen and Inspector Longly, but then Gwen’s letters from France had frequently mentioned Captain Inglebrook while Longly’s name had been largely absent. Upon their return to Parkview, Violet, fully recovered from her trauma and back to her usual mischievous ways, had engineered invitations for both men, causing Gwen endless amounts of distress. At this moment, Gwen didn’t look eager to speak to either man. I couldn’t wait to get her alone and see what had happened.

      “Captain Inglebrook’s gaze is positively smoldering,” Deena said. “It makes me feel like I’m going to swoon every time I’m near him.” Deena shoved the cage into Gwen’s arms and hurried down the road to the men.

      “She certainly doesn’t look as if she’s about to swoon now,” I said. “More like she’s running a fifty-yard dash.”

      “She has quite the sturdy constitution,” Gwen said. “If only she had as much sense as she has money and energy.” Mr. Quigley inched toward Gwen’s fingers. She set the cage down and stepped back.

      “Didn’t Deena say he doesn’t bite?”

      “I’m not taking any chances,” Gwen said. “My only experience with pets is rather mundane, dogs and cats and a few horses. I don’t know what to do with an exotic bird.”

      The men and Deena strolled up to us. She had her arm through Captain Inglebrook’s elbow and looked as if she’d won a prize at the village fete. Both Inglebrook and Longly were dressed in tweed and their cheeks were bright red from the cold.

      The captain disengaged himself from Deena as Gwen introduced me. Captain Inglebrook had raven black hair smoothed back from a handsome square face. His dark gaze fastened on me as if I were the only woman for miles around as he shook my hand then placed his other hand on top of it. “Good afternoon, Miss Belgrave. It’s a delight to meet London’s lovely lady detective. I’ve heard about your illustrious career.”

      “Captain Inglebrook, I see already that you tend to exaggeration, and I shouldn’t believe a word of what you say.”

      “On the contrary. Everyone is talking about you. You’re brilliant.”

      “Hardly. I’m sure Inspector Longly would disagree,” I said lightly to draw the inspector into the conversation. He stood a few steps back from the others. Longly’s posture was more suited to a parade ground and didn’t go with the casual atmosphere of the group gathered around the Morris. I’d only encountered Longly when he was working, and I’d expected his manner to be less restrained here at Parkview while he was off duty.

      “Miss Belgrave does indeed have some interesting insights.” Longly’s tone was matter-of-fact and seemed at odds with Inglebrook’s teasing banter.

      Inglebrook didn’t seem to take notice of Longly’s flat tone and transferred his attention to the birdcage. “Did Mr. Quigley enjoy his trip?”

      “He charmed everyone we met, didn’t he, Gwen?” Deena said.

      Gwen made a noise that could possibly be construed as agreement.

      Deena gripped Captain Inglebrook’s arm and pulled him down the slope to the Alfa Romeo. “You must help. My poor motor. I hate to leave it out here in such a lonely place.”

      Captain Inglebrook surveyed the scene. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Deena said. “We were going along just fine, then suddenly we were in the ditch.”

      “It’s a shame.” Inglebrook ran his gloved hand over the red paint. “It’s a fine machine. Any damage?” Deena and Inglebrook walked around to examine the bonnet.

      Inspector Longly said, “Ladies,” put on his hat that he’d removed when he approached, then went over to Deena’s motor. He climbed in and motioned for Inglebrook to crank the engine. Once the motor was running, he called out for Deena and Inglebrook to stand aside. Instead of trying to reverse through the gouges in the mud that Deena had made, Longly inched the motor forward until it was on slightly drier ground. He made a sweeping turn, accelerated up the slope, and bumped onto the road.

      Deena clapped her hands. “Brilliant, Inspector Longly! I never thought of going forward.” Deena took Captain Inglebrook’s arm and tugged him up the incline to the road. “Let’s all ride back to Parkview together.” Longly began to climb out, but Deena waved him back. “No, stay. We can all squeeze in. You must drive. I’m too flustered.” Deena called to Gwen and me over her shoulder, “Take good care of Mr. Quigley.” Once they were settled with Deena seated between the two men, the red motor accelerated away.

      Gwen watched them for a moment, then murmured, “Something’s wrong.”

      “Inspector Longly seemed a bit withdrawn,” I ventured.

      “Yes, he is.” A combination of irritation and puzzlement infused Gwen’s tone as her gaze tracked the car. “But it’s more than that. There’s an atmosphere—a tension—” She shook her head, which caused the tendrils of her fair hair that had escaped from her bun to shift about her face. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean?” This was more than Gwen being irritated with a trying houseguest, and she wasn’t the sort of person who worried needlessly, fretting over minor details and blowing up little incidents into phantom problems.

      The Alfa Romeo disappeared through the Parkview gates, and Gwen’s brow lowered into a frown. “I can’t describe it, except to say the atmosphere is rather fraught.” She shrugged. “Perhaps you’ll be able to figure it out. You’re much better at these intuitive, under-the-surface things.” Returning to her normal good-natured manner, she looked down at the birdcage. “It appears Mr. Quigley and I have been abandoned. Can you give us a lift?”

      “I think I can squeeze you and Mr. Quigley in,” I said as Gwen picked up the birdcage and went around to the passenger side.

      “Goodness. What’s all this?” Gwen’s gaze ranged over the passenger seat of the motor, which was stuffed with my luggage. The dickey seat was packed as well with my trunk and more boxes. “What’s happened?” A smile lit up her face. “Are you moving back to Nether Woodsmoor?”

      “No, far from it. At least, I hope not—as much as I’d like to be near you, living with Father and Sonia is just too grim to contemplate. Climb in and I’ll explain all.”
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      We shuffled my belongings around to make room, then Gwen settled into the motor with a valise on her lap. As I put the Morris in gear, she looked over Mr. Quigley’s cage, which was positioned between us. “So if you’re not moving back to Nether Woodsmoor, what’s happened? Don’t tell me you’ve been kicked out of the boardinghouse.”

      “Essentially, yes. Mrs. Gutler is getting married. She’s been seeing a very nice bachelor who also owns a house. They decided to put her boardinghouse on the market, and she’s moving in with him as soon as they’re married. So I no longer have a place to live in London—well, after next week I don’t. I hoped I could store some of my belongings at Parkview until I sort out new living arrangements.”

      “Of course. This is something you want kept quiet, I take it?”

      “Heavens, yes. Please don’t mention it to Father or Sonia.” My father was a retired vicar and had been a widower for over a decade, but then Sonia came along and changed everything.

      “They won’t hear a word from me. Have you looked for other lodgings?”

      “Yes, but no luck there. I do have a bit of money saved, and I thought I could afford a small flat.”

      “You can’t?”

      “The absolute best place I’ve seen is a basement flat only slightly larger than a wardrobe with the wallpaper curling away from the wall because of the damp.” I navigated the motor through Parkview’s gates, then turned to the right onto the road that branched off the main drive and looped around the wooded grounds of the estate, which would give us time to chat. We rolled along the long tree-lined road, the bare limbs of the oaks and elms creating a stencil against the gray sky.

      Mr. Quigley let out a squawk followed by a stream of clicking sounds. I jumped, and the steering wheel vibrated as the motor drifted to the edge of the lane, churning up gold, red, and yellow leaves. I adjusted the wheel, bringing the Morris fully back onto the road. Mr. Quigley trotted back and forth on his perch and spread his wings.

      “I think he likes my driving,” I said. “Enough about me. I’m sure I’ll sort out something.” I ignored the throb of worry that had grown stronger as I fruitlessly searched London for a new room. I pushed away those thoughts. “So what’s this about the atmosphere at Parkview?”

      Gwen shifted on the seat and gripped the valise tighter. “I don’t know. Everyone seems so . . . on edge is the only way to describe it. There’s tension between Inspector Longly and Captain Inglebrook.”

      I cut my gaze to her. “I can tell you why that is.”

      She gave a little laugh. “It’s not me, if that’s what you think.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely. From the moment he arrived, Inspector Longly has made it clear he’s not interested in me at all.” Her voice caught on the last words. She looked away out the window.

      “Are you sure?” I asked over Mr. Quigley’s clicking sounds. “When I saw Inspector Longly at Blackburn Hall, he was anxious for any details I could share about you. Men generally don’t act like that unless they’re interested in a lady.”

      “Perhaps he was interested at one time, but that’s certainly not the case now. He’s made that abundantly clear, despite all his letters.”

      “Letters?”

      “We wrote to each other while I was away.”

      That was news to me. Gwen hadn’t mentioned she was corresponding with Longly. “How often?”

      “A few times a week.”

      “I see.”

      “And he was so different when we met in London for tea.”

      “You met in London?”  That was interesting as well. Apparently, things between her and Longly had progressed much farther than I’d realized.

      “Yes, Mother had several appointments in town, and I went up with her. I’d mentioned I’d be there, and Inspector Longly suggested tea.” Her voice softened. “We met at a little tea shop in Piccadilly and strolled in the park afterwards. A few days later he invited me to dinner. We had a lovely time.”

      I was pleased for her. “So you have a sweetheart.”

      “Don’t be cross that I didn’t tell you. I didn’t tell anyone.”

      “Not even Aunt Caroline?”

      “Especially not Mother. I would have told you, but—I know it sounds silly—but I thought if I told anyone I’d jinx it. It all felt exactly right. I didn’t want to spoil it, but somehow it’s all gone wrong.”

      “Have you and Inspector Longly argued? Had a disagreement?”

      She shook her head. “He’s hardly spoken to me since he arrived.”

      “I’m sorry, Gwen.”

      She lifted one shoulder. Her throat worked up as she swallowed. “It’s fine. Really, it is,” she said in a choked voice.

      Clearly, it was far from fine. It was just like Gwen to keep her growing fondness for the inspector to herself. The fact that she hadn’t told me about it meant she did indeed care about him. “He’s an imbecile if he doesn’t want you.”

      Mr. Quigley chirped, then announced, “Foolishness of fools is folly.”

      After a startled second, we both giggled. Gwen said, “So Mr. Quigley does talk. Was that a quote?”

      “From Proverbs, I think.”

      “Deena did say he was owned by a missionary.”

      “Perhaps Mr. Quigley knows heaps of Bible verses?” I asked in a leading tone as I glanced away from the road to the parrot.

      He fixed his small eyes on me but remained silent.

      Gwen put her hand to her chest. “Oh my. What if he’s a scripture-quoting parrot? I think that’s much more exotic than Deena wanted.”

      We tried to coax another phrase out of Mr. Quigley, but he twisted his head around and gave his attention to grooming the feathers on his wing, so I said, “Tell me about Captain Inglebrook.”

      “He’s as charming as ever,” Gwen said, her voice flat.

      “Perhaps a little too charming?” I asked, thinking of the captain’s lingering gaze when we were introduced and the way he’d held my hand, almost caressing it. “Bit of a Don Juan?”

      “More than a bit. A legendary one, I believe.” She ran her finger along a seam on the valise. “When we met him in France, he was so amiable and entertaining, but now . . . he seems—oh, this is terrible to say, but—he seems shallow. He’s all surface and gloss. No depth.”

      “I see.” Gwen wasn’t the sort of woman who wanted a dalliance. “Well, perhaps Inspector Longly will come around. It’s possible he’s worried about something to do with his work. A case might be bothering him.”

      “Perhaps,” Gwen said, but she sounded unconvinced.

      Irritation at Violet flared inside me. Her matchmaking had gone awry. “I’m surprised Violet didn’t go to Nether Woodsmoor with you.” I’d never known Violet to pass up a shopping expedition, even if it was only to the village.

      “She’s not here. She’s visiting James’s family.”

      “Oh my. So it is serious.”

      “Yes. I thought she’d forget all about James in France, but she wrote to him almost every day. He replied just as often, and his letters always cheered her. When we arrived back, she and James picked up exactly where they left off. I think we’ll be planning a summer wedding.” Gwen said this without any jealousy or envy.

      “You really are too sweet-tempered sometimes,” I said. “You should be at least a little upset with Violet for putting you in this awkward situation. I wish she hadn’t fixed it so that both Inspector Longly and Captain Inglebrook received invitations.”

      “Oh, I’m not pleased about that,” Gwen said quickly, but then her expression softened. “But I do want to see Violet happy. That’s more important than a little”—she swished her hand back and forth—“tension in the air for a few days.”

      “You may feel like that, but I want to have a little chat with Violet. She needs to stop interfering.” I shook off the exasperation I felt because this conversation wasn’t cheering Gwen up. She still had the worried furrow between her brows. “Tell me, who’s here? Has everyone arrived?” I asked, hoping to distract her.

      Gwen touched her fingers as she ticked off  names. “Inspector Longly. Captain Inglebrook. Gigi—although I haven’t seen much of her. She didn’t come down until two o’clock today.”

      “That sounds like the Gigi we know.” Gigi—Lady Gina Alton—had been at finishing school with us. Gigi skated along the surface of life, her focus on fashion, makeup, and her own comfort, but she was great fun. Except for our paths crossing for a few moments at parties, I hadn’t seen her in ages.

      “Miss Miller made her disapproval of Gigi quite clear.”

      “That name sounds vaguely familiar.”

      “She’s a friend of mother’s, a dithery spinster who lived with her brother until he passed away last year. She has a tendency to ramble on. Peter was her partner for bridge last night, and he was marvelously patient. Thank goodness she wasn’t partnered with Father. Nothing irritates him more than someone who hesitates and second-guesses, which is how Miss Miller plays every hand.”

      The road branched again, and I took the left fork, which would wind through the trees and back to Parkview. “How is Peter?”

      “Better—much better. It’s such a relief to Mother and Father. Peter seems—well, almost back to normal. He’s taken an interest in the estate, and Father’s handed off the management of several areas to him. Peter doesn’t seem as nervous as he used to. He’s finally sleeping better too, which is a great help.”

      “I’m pleased to hear it.” Peter had served in the Great War and had come home without a single injury—at least, no visible injuries. It was only after he’d been back for a few months that we all began to realize he was suffering from what he’d seen—nightmares and a mental anguish none of us could understand.

      Gwen continued, “And of course your father and Sonia will be here tonight for dinner, if she’s feeling up to it. They came for tea but had to leave because Sonia wasn’t feeling well.”

      “Not feeling well? Sonia?” That combination of words didn’t make sense. I slowed the motor and turned to Gwen to make sure I’d heard her correctly over the noise of the engine. Sonia had the constitution of a Clydesdale horse and the tenacity of a mosquito. I couldn’t imagine her ill. She’d overpower any sickness with the force of her will—it simply wouldn’t be allowed. She’d been a nurse—Father’s nurse, in fact—before they married. I imagined she bullied her patients back to wellness.

      “I don’t know what was wrong,” Gwen said. “Sonia was very pale. They left shortly after everyone arrived for tea.”

      Sonia was my least favorite person in the world, but I didn’t want her to be ill. Even though I couldn’t imagine what Father saw in Sonia, he was fond of her. If she were ill, he’d be distressed. I hadn’t stopped at Tate House when I drove through the village because I knew Father and Sonia were to be guests at Parkview for a few days, and I’d thought I’d see them there. I’d have to send a note around and check on them once I was settled at Parkview.

      “Who have I forgotten?” Gwen tilted her head as she ran through a mental list. “Oh yes. Mr. Vincent Payne.”

      “Another unknown for me.”

      “For me as well. Father is interested in some maps Mr. Payne inherited from his grandfather. You know Father and his maps.”

      “Yes, like your mother and her painting.” Aunt Caroline spent every free moment painting landscapes of the surrounding countryside—at least that’s what she told us they were. To me, her oil paintings looked like blobs and splotches—something akin to a blotting paper—but I wasn’t artistic. Perhaps her paintings were quite good, and I was just quite dense and couldn’t see it. Uncle Leo, on the other hand, didn’t create. He had two main interests, hunting and collecting maps. Because of his interest in maps, the library at Parkview had nearly as many maps as it did books, and scholars often visited to study them.

      “And is Mr. Payne as old and dusty as his maps?” I asked, thinking he might make a good dinner partner for Miss Miller.

      “Hardly. He’s . . . well, he’s hard to describe.”

      “What is it?” I asked. “I can tell from your tone that there’s something else—something unflattering—and you don’t want to mention it, but it’s bothering you. You can tell me. I won’t pass it on.”

      “Well—” Gwen swiveled so she faced me. “He’s . . . pushy. Father wants to buy his maps. In fact, I know Father will buy his maps, but Mr. Payne keeps going on and on about how rare and valuable they are and how Father must have them. And this morning, I didn’t want to take a stroll in the garden with him, but he insisted.”

      “And you were too nice to make an excuse.”

      “He’s a guest.”

      “A pushy guest. You don’t owe him anything—a walk in the garden or anything else.”

      “I know that, but he looked devastated when I said I had to look over the menus, which wasn’t a lie.”

      “Oh, I know it wasn’t a lie.” Aunt Caroline could be lost in the clouds, especially when it came to her painting, and she left much of the day-to-day running of Parkview to Gwen. “So he’s pushy and manipulative.”

      “Now I’ve given you a dislike of him.”

      “You’ve done nothing of the sort, only given me a bit of a warning. I’ll be perfectly polite to him. Thank goodness I’m not in the market for antique maps.”

      “And then there’s Deena,” Gwen said.

      “Yes. I didn’t know she would be here. You didn’t mention her in your letter.”

      “It was a last moment thing. Mother and I were at Lady Smith-Wentworth’s card party a few days ago. I went to the withdrawing room to retie my sash, and Deena was crying in a corner. She was engaged to Mr. Cathcart, you know.”

      “Cathcart? Eddie Cathcart, who I heard last week is engaged to Miss Felicity Knight?”

      “Yes, that Eddie Cathcart. The news of his engagement to Miss Knight came out during the card party.”

      “How awful for Deena,” I said. “That explains her sudden return to Charles Manor.”

      “Yes, she wanted to escape the rumors and the speculation and the pitying looks, I’m sure. Of course, after a slight delay, the news did reach Nether Woodsmoor.”

      “One would suppose someone of her fortune wouldn’t have trouble holding onto a fiancé,” I said.

      “Miss Knight’s fortune is even larger than Deena’s.”

      “I see. Then it’s sad that Mr. Cathcart is a cad and a fortune hunter. At least that’s something we’ll never have to worry about—fortune hunters, I mean. Me, less than you.” Except for my small bit of savings, I was penniless. While Gwen would have a nice dowry, the estate of Parkview was entailed and would go to Peter.

      “Thank you for pointing out a blessing I didn’t realize I had.”

      “It’s good to see you smile,” I said in reply to her joking tone. “In all seriousness, though, Deena’s had a lucky escape if that was the only reason Mr. Cathcart was marrying her.”

      “You and I can see that, and I think she’s coming around to that view, but that wasn’t how she felt at Lady Smith-Wentworth’s card party. I do feel sorry for her. She spends so much time trying to be fashionable and—well, to be like Gigi—but she doesn’t quite . . .”

      “No. She doesn’t have Gigi’s flair. Deena is trying too hard. If she’d relax and be herself, I’m sure it would all be fine.”

      “Yes, I suppose so,” Gwen said as I turned the wheel, bringing the motor around a gradual curve. Woods spread out on each side of the road, dense thickets of trees and drifts of fallen leaves.

      Several yards ahead of us, a woman in a full-length fur coat emerged from the trees at the side of the road. She didn’t glance in our direction as she stalked down the road away from us in the direction of Parkview.

      “That’s Gigi,” Gwen said, surprise in her tone. There was no mistaking Gigi’s petite frame and gorgeously cut designer coat. “What’s she doing way out here?”

      Gigi wasn’t one for long rambles. The only type of strolling she did was along Bond Street as she went from shop to shop. I eased my foot off the accelerator as I pulled alongside Gigi and called a greeting.

      Gigi came over to the Morris. Two midnight black curls peeked out from under her hat brim and lay against her cheeks. “Oh, hello! I was lost in my own little world and didn’t hear the motor. It’s lovely to see you, Olive.”

      Gwen leaned over the birdcage. “Gigi, what are you doing?”

      “I’m out for a walk. It’s what one does in the country, isn’t it? One wanders around in the bracing air, admiring the trees and shrubbery and such.”

      A man hurried out of the trees, his suit jacket flapping as he ran, exposing a bit of a paunch that pressed against his waistcoat. Gigi turned away from him and resumed her quick pace up the road. I let the motor roll forward alongside her. “Do you want a ride? I’m not sure where we’ll put you, but—”

      “Gigi!” the man called as he jogged up to us. “Please, wait a moment.”

      Gigi whirled to face the man, who looked to be in his early thirties and had light brown hair and brown eyes that matched the tweed he wore. “Yes, Mr. Payne?”

      I stepped on the brake. From her sharp tone, it was obvious Gigi was displeased with Mr. Payne, and I wasn’t about to speed away and leave her alone with him.

      “Gigi—please—” Winded from his run, Mr. Payne drew in a deep breath, his face perplexed. “I didn’t realize—”

      Gigi turned to Gwen and me. “Mr. Payne suggested a walk through the grounds.”

      “Yes, because there was a break in the drizzle” —he gulped air— “and I thought we should take advantage.”

      “Yes, you certainly did.” Her words were soft, but I caught them. Gigi had the look of a teacher who’d just cracked a ruler against the knuckles of a naughty student.

      Payne looked away from her steady gaze, turning the other side of his face to me for a moment. His left cheek was bright pink. As he swiveled back to Gigi, his expression transitioned, a contrite look replacing puzzlement. “If I’ve offended, I apologize.”

      Gigi gave a sharp nod as a breeze stirred, rippling her mink coat. The bare tree limbs overhead rattled, and leaves skittered across the ground.

      Gwen cleared her throat. “Olive, I don’t believe you’ve met our guest. This is Mr. Vincent Payne. He’s brought some rather spectacular antique maps with him from London to show Father. Mr. Payne, this is my cousin, also up from London, Miss Olive Belgrave.”

      Payne’s face immediately transformed again into a wide smile, which deepened the dimple in his chin as he removed his trilby. “How do you do?”

      It seemed Payne had one of those mobile faces that could shift through expressions, instantly altering his features. “Very well, Mr. Payne,” I said. “I’m glad to be here at Parkview after a long drive from London.”

      “That’s right!” He pointed at me. “You’re the brainy detective lady.”

      I felt as if I were an animal at a zoo as he gawked at me.

      “We’re safe as houses now with you here,” he said as he stared. “I’ve never seen a lady detective. Well, now I don’t have to worry about anyone pinching my maps—they’re extremely rare, you know. If any criminals are around, just the word of your arrival will send them packing.”

      “I’m sure there are no criminals around Parkview,” Gwen said.

      Payne’s grin widened as he scanned the road in an exaggerated manner, his gaze traveling from one end of the lane to the other. “You never know, Miss Stone. That’s one thing I’ve learned—you can never be too careful.” He returned his hat to his head and extended his arm to Gigi. “Shall we continue?”

      “I don’t think so.” Gigi stepped onto the running board of the Morris and hooked her elbow along the door. “You don’t mind if I catch a ride with you back to Parkview, do you, Olive? These shoes aren’t made for tromping around the countryside. I can’t walk another step.”

      “Of course not.” I glanced at Payne. “I’m afraid we don’t have room inside, but you’re welcome to the other running board.”

      Payne opened his mouth, but Gigi said, “Mr. Payne prefers walking. He assured me earlier of his deep love of country walks.”

      Payne said, “Er—I do enjoy the out-of-doors on occasion.”

      “Excellent,” Gigi said. “Then we’ll see you at the house.” She tapped my arm. “Let’s go.”

      I let the motor roll forward, and we left Payne trudging along behind us.

      “That was rather mean,” Gwen said to Gigi.

      Gigi put up her free hand to hold onto her hat as the Morris picked up a bit of speed. “No more than he deserves. I like a little petting as much as the next girl, but he was overfamiliar.”

      Gwen looked scandalized. “I knew he wasn’t a gentleman.”

      “Don’t worry, I can handle men like him.” Gigi’s eyes flashed. “He won’t bother me again.”

      “It’s not you I’m worried about,” Gwen said. “I know you can take care of yourself. It’s the maids.” She leaned back against the seat. “I’ll have a word with the staff and make sure none of the maids are left alone with Mr. Payne.”

      As we neared Parkview, the figures of Longly, Deena, and Inglebrook came into view. The red Alfa Romeo was parked at the foot of the divided staircase that curved to the double doors of the grand house. Deena was still between the two men, her arms linked through theirs as they climbed one branch of the staircase. Even from a distance, I could see the wide smile on her narrow face. “It appears a few days in the country was just what Deena needed,” I said to Gwen.

      “She does seem to be in better spirits, which is good. But Mother’s still upset because the numbers aren’t even. We have one too many ladies.”

      Gigi said, “Your mother is so sweet and old-fashioned. Tell her it’s fine. We’re used to the shortage of men.”

      “Mother won’t be deterred. She’s so relaxed about some things, but she’s adamant about having even numbers. Mother would have invited the curate, but he’s away.”

      “Thank goodness for that,” I said. “Otherwise, I’m sure Sonia—ill or not—would maneuver me in his direction at every possible opportunity.” After Sonia married Father, she’d decided I should also experience wedded bliss and had fixed on the curate as the best local candidate. “What about Mr. Davis?” The bald and rotund estate manager was a pleasant dinner companion.

      Mr. Quigley’s cage rocked as I swept around the circle drive. Gwen gripped the ring at the top to brace it, keeping her fingers clear of the cage itself. “Mr. Davis is attending to some business for Father in London. Mother sent a note off to Jasper to see if he’ll join us to even things up.”

      “Jasper will be here?” Jasper was Peter’s school chum. Because Jasper’s father was in civil service and lived abroad, Jasper had spent most of his school holidays at Parkview. A few months ago when our paths crossed in London, Jasper and I had renewed our acquaintance. We met for tea at the Savoy occasionally. A little burst of happiness filled me at the thought of seeing Jasper so soon. “I thought he was off on a shooting trip to Scotland.”

      “It was cut short for some reason, and he’s back. But he won’t arrive until tomorrow,” Gwen said. “We’ll just have an uneven table tonight with thirteen. It’s unlucky, but what can we do?”
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