



[image: Cover Image]









[image: image]


[image: image]







Copyright © 2020 Caroline Dunford


The right of Caroline Dunford to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in 2020 by Headline Accent


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


First published as an Ebook in Great Britain in 2020 by Headline Accent


An imprint of Headline Publishing Group


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


[COVER CREDIT]


eISBN: 978 1 7861 5 7577


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




 


Having previously worked as a journalist and then a psychotherapist, Caroline Dunford enjoyed many years helping other people shape their personal life stories before taking the plunge and writing her own stories. She has now published almost thirty books in genres ranging from historical crime to thrillers and romance, including her much-loved Euphemia Martins mysteries and a brand-new series set around WWII featuring Euphemia’s perceptive daughter Hope Stapleford. Caroline also teaches creative writing courses part-time at the University of Edinburgh.




 


Praise for Caroline Dunford:


‘A sparkling and witty crime debut with a female protagonist to challenge Miss Marple’ Lin Anderson


‘Impeccable historical detail with a light touch’ Lesley Cookman


‘Euphemia Martins is feisty, funny and completely adorable’ Colette McCormick


‘A rattlingly good dose of Edwardian country house intrigue with plenty of twists and turns and clues to puzzle through’ Booklore.co.uk




 


Also by Caroline Dunford


Euphemia Martins Mysteries:


A Death in the Family


A Death in the Highlands


A Death in the Asylum


A Death in the Wedding Party


The Mistletoe Mystery (a short story)


A Death in the Pavilion


A Death in the Loch


A Death for King and Country


A Death for a Cause


A Death by Arson


A Death Overseas


A Death at Crystal Palace


A Death at a Gentleman’s Club


A Death at the Church


Others:


Highland Inheritance


Playing for Love


Burke’s Last Witness




 


It is 1939 - World War II is looming, Oswald Mosley has awoken fascist sympathies among the British aristocracy and, in London, socialites are gathering for the start of the Season.


Enter astute, Oxford graduate Hope Stapleford, whose quick wit, love of books and keen observations set her apart from her peers. Her rebellious friend, Bernadette, has persuaded her to take part in the Season, and Hope expects little more than a round of dull engagements and dreary introductions. But when an innocent, young debutante goes missing from their very first house party, feared to have been kidnapped or worse, Hope's curiosity is piqued. With Bernie and their new acquaintance, the amiable rogue Harvey, Hope soon finds herself thrust into a web of political intrigue that threatens the very heart of the nation . . .
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Chapter One


‘I think, if you really must do this,’ said my mother, ‘that you would be far better off accepting Amaranth’s offer to present you at court rather than letting your grandmother do it.’


She was arranging flowers in a tall Chinese vase with a certain abruptness at the time. We were in the drawing room and neither of my parents had yet lit the fire. Their many years of living out in the Fens had accustomed them to a level of cold that I had quite forgotten during my warmer years up at Oxford. Several red and golden petals had already scattered onto the polished marquetry table. My father brushed them off with the edge of his sleeve and edged his chair closer to the unlit fire.


At home, on their country estate of White Orchards, my parents, as ever, presented an extraordinary picture. My mother, though of average height, always seems tall. Her wavy chestnut hair has recently begun to grey. She wears it long, the complete opposite of the current fashion, so it tumbles around her shoulders. This bohemian look was at odds with her fitted straight line blue dress that reached to her calves and onto which she had insisted her dressmaker sew large pockets – pockets which are forever stuffed with everything from string to crumpled notes (once, when I was little, I was almost sure I saw the butt of a handgun protruding, but my mother has always denied this).


My father sat there sucking the stem of his empty pipe. My mother had forbidden him to light it as the smell ‘got into everything’. He is very pleased with himself that he has finally been able to grow a beard – albeit a white and fluffy one, in striking contrast to his hair, which remains dark. It makes him look like an owl.


He wore an elegant velvet crimson smoking jacket complete with an embroidered yellow dragon. On his head he sported a fez with a golden tassel, which, when he thought we weren’t watching, he liked to swish from side to side like an elderly cat would its tail. Being round-faced, on the short side, and definitely comfortable of body, the fez doesn’t suit him in the least, but it is a recent present from my Uncle Hans and he loves it dearly.


Even as we spoke the large central pane in the main window of the drawing room rattled. Momentarily diverted, my mother said, ‘Bertram, have you not got Andrews to attend to that yet?’


‘Poor beggar’s still working away on the window of the second guest bedroom. Said it was fit to bust. Can’t have that happening to a guest, don’t you know?’


My mother sniffed. ‘Your language, darling! We have been socially isolated too long. We must have a party.’


My father’s eyes widened in alarm. ‘You don’t mean you’re going to take this bally thing on, do you, Euphemia?’ He cleared his throat and turned to me. ‘I say, Hope, why do you want to do this wretched thing? I mean . . . of course, you can, if you want to. But all those balls and parties and things. Not quite your style, hmm?’


He blinked at me, looking like a cross between a startled bird of prey and a fakir. I winced slightly. My father likes to keep up with things; things in the press, things in the world, and things young people say and do. However, he infinitely prefers the world to stay at arm’s length. He might be up with the world, but it is not to be up with him.


‘Nonsense, Bertram,’ interrupted my mother. ‘It will do the girl good. It’s about time she started thinking about what her place in the world will be.’


‘You mean marrying,’ said my father gloomily. ‘I suppose London might be the place to find a husband. As long as she doesn’t get involved with Fitzroy. He’s still working down there, isn’t he?’


My mother ignored the latter half of my father’s statement, instead latching on to the part that challenged her views on women’s rights. ‘That is not the only option open to a modern young woman,’ she snapped.


‘Yes. Yes. I know,’ said my father, ‘but it’s not as if she did particularly well at university.’ He glanced over at me. ‘Sorry, Hope.’


‘To allay your fears, Bertram,’ said my mother, ‘we will not be involved. A girl can’t have her mother as a sponsor.’


‘But you said Bernie’s mother is presenting her,’ objected my father.


My mother ignored him, as she always did when he made a point that contradicted hers. ‘Besides,’ she said. ‘I was never presented.’


‘Ah, now I see why your mother has stirred all this up,’ said my father. ‘She never got to do the circuit – or whatever they call it – so this is her hour to shine!’


‘Did you not hear me suggest that Hope avoids her grandmother as her sponsor?’ said my mother.


I felt the conversation was leaving my control and with it any hope of a resolution, so I broke in.


‘You are quite correct, Father,’ I said. ‘My degree is acceptable, but not of the calibre to suggest my future is in academia.’


‘Such a pity,’ said my mother. ‘When I think of the opportunities that could have been opened up for you . . .’


‘Being a ruddy mathematician,’ said my father with some force. ‘Don’t see much fun in that.’


‘If you are going to speak of my friend, and your daughter’s Oxford sponsor, with such disdain . . .’


‘I never said a bally thing about her . . .’


‘Will you stop using that idiotic word. It doesn’t even mean anything!’


‘What are you talking about, Euphemia?’


‘You know exactly . . .’


I withdrew quietly from the room. I knew from long experience that an acerbic and passionate row was brewing. My parents adored each other, but they did so loudly, quarrelsomely, and with their total attention focused on each other. It is the reason they have been able to live in rural desolation for so long. It suits my father, but my mother prefers company. However, she makes do with the occasional party as long as my father indulges her with enough contradictions.


Their voices rose in happy disharmony. I doubted they would recall my presence again before supper. I hoped that I had made my wishes clear enough that next time we spoke it would be considered a ‘done deal’ that I was to be presented at court. How well I might fare on the marriage front I had no idea, being brunette rather than fashionably blonde, and while I am fit enough, I have never been as thin-as-a-rail as is de rigueur among the flowers of the Beau Monde. Quite unforgivably, in the eyes of any editors of the popular fashion magazines, I have curves. I had no qualms about having to fend off unwanted proposals.


My godfather, Uncle Eric, who has known both my parents for a long time, had been strongly advising me by letter to find a separate way to establish myself. What he actually wrote was, ‘My dear girl, if you don’t get away from the pair of them, you will disappear utterly.’ Uncle Eric is one of the few people who are aware of the services my parents have rendered for the country in the past. It has been alluded to in my presence, but never explained. I have long suspected that they miss the excitement of that time – and that, in some small way, I was meant to make up for it. I haven’t. I was born on the last day of the Great War. I once overheard my mother describe me to my father as ‘disappointingly accommodating’. Then my father’s health declined a little more and their activities were curtailed even further. My father writes for the newspapers now, although he uses a different name, and my mother . . . I’m not entirely sure what she does, but she is often in her study with papers, writing letters and talking on the telephone that she had specially installed there. I don’t believe they are unhappy unless, of course, you count the problem of what to do with me.


The whole idea of being presented at court had been brought up by my grandmother, who had discovered, through some diabolical power, that my great friend Bernie Woodford was to be presented this year despite being, like me, in her early twenties and also an Oxford graduate. The idea that it wasn’t too late for me had caused her to condescend to pay us a visit. She had even ventured beyond the safe confines of her second husband’s residence, a Bishop’s Palace, which she rarely left as the Bishop was now extremely old and rather forgetful.


‘Hope Rose must be presented at Court,’ she had declared in her formal way. She has always hated the name Hope, describing it as ‘frivolously modern’. ‘If those Germans are about to do the dirty on us again, this may be her last chance.’


Of course, the conversation had then devolved into politics and I had quietly withdrawn.


Bernie had been adamant that it would be a great lark to do the whole season together. She had raised the idea a few days before our finals. ‘Think about it, Stapleford,’ she’d said, ‘parties, boys, adventures and maybe even meeting the Right One. Something to look forward to after all our hard work!’ I gave her a stern look. ‘Oh, all right, after all your hard work. Please!’


She was sitting on the end of my narrow bed in college, waving her arms about so wildly as she spoke that she knocked a whole sheaf of papers off my desk. Being Bernie, she ignored this completely. When I went to retrieve them, she said, ‘When will you learn? That is what your maid is for. Sit down.’


Bernie has champagne blond hair that in the right lighting positively glows. She pins it up into haphazard curls and waves that results in a style that reminds me of my struggles with geometry, they are so full of curvy complexity. She looks fashionable, if not downright sultry. She is tall and thin and wears a signature bright red lipstick that clashes with her hair. This, coupled with her faintly American accent, ensures she stands out from the crowd. She gazed at me with her large violet-blue eyes. ‘We get to meet the King,’ she said.


‘He’s already married,’ I said.


‘I know,’ said Bernie, sniffing, ‘and, by all accounts, not the kind of man to take a mistress. Besides, he stammers.’


I couldn’t help pressing my hand to my forehead. ‘Woodford, you cannot talk like that. If anyone heard you . . .’


‘Pooh!’ said Bernie. ‘It’s only you I’m talking to. I know you’d never say anything. Mouth tighter than a clam.’


I sighed. ‘Why on earth would I want to go through such a charade?’


‘We’d get to spend more time together,’ said Bernie.


‘Tempting,’ I said, ‘but one sniff of a handsome man and you’ll be off.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Bernie, ‘but I’m more liable to behave if you’re around.’


‘Has your mother told you that you can only do the season if I do it too?’ I asked.


Bernie went a little paler under her powder. ‘I do think this ability of yours to leap ahead is a bit spooky. It won’t make you popular, you know.’


‘Who says I want to be,’ I said. ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’


Bernie dropped her head. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Stapleford, how else am I going to meet the Right One?’


‘By kissing a lot of frogs?’ I said.


Bernie reached out a hand to me. ‘Please, Hope,’ she said, breaking with college tradition, ‘with the war coming this is liable to be the last chance for me to meet him. Mommy will only let me do this if you’re there to keep me out of trouble.’


‘I never keep you out of trouble,’ I said. ‘I only clear up the messes you make.’


‘As long as Mommy never knows, that’s good enough,’ she said. Then she gave me her best tear-laden smile. ‘I don’t want her to send me across to the States. She’ll demand I’m married off in a month.’


‘Stop it,’ I said. ‘I’m not one of your lovelorn suitors.’


‘No, you’re my friend. My best friend. My one true friend. You’re more like a sister to me.’


‘Stop,’ I begged, ‘you’re making me sick to my stomach.’ I sighed. ‘I’ll think about it.’


But in the end, it was Uncle Eric who convinced me. ‘You might as well,’ he wrote. ‘It’s more than time you began to know the right people. As you doubtless realise, it’s also liable to be a last waltz, if you follow me. I find there’s something about being at these crucial little moments of history that can be quite enlivening.’


I took this to mean that Uncle Eric knew something interesting was going on. Uncle Eric always includes at least three levels of meaning in anything he says or writes. But I doubt even he could have foreseen what was to come.


I suppose, for posterity, I should record the actual presentation, though I have to say that for me the best bit was the Lyons’ spread that was laid on afterwards. I wore a hideously expensive gown that Uncle Joe – my mother’s younger brother, the Earl – had bought me. It was all white and lacy. With my pale skin and dark hair, I feared I looked as if I had been dead for a week or so. While I’m perfectly comfortable with my unfashionably curvy figure, it had been squeezed and moulded to appear socially acceptable and, as a consequence, I was deeply uncomfortable. Bernie with her violet-blue eyes and champagne locks looked every bit a fairy princess.


A rather nervous princess, as it turned out. As the car drove up to the Palace she completely ignored the crowds who had come to watch the debutantes and wave at them. Although, considering the state of the economy, they would have been justified in throwing rotten fruit at us. But there you go, we of these lonesome isles do love our pageantry and tradition. One of my French friends believes this explains our national cuisine. (I doubt she meant this as a compliment.)


Bernie was repeating Miss Vacini’s instructions over and over, as if they were some mantra. ‘Approach the sovereign, two curtsies, and retreat.’ We both had decent trains on our dresses, so we needed to take care when reversing, but honestly, one could instruct a dog to do it (provided one had enough biscuits). It was hardly a challenging manoeuvre, but all debutantes had to attend classes to practise curtsying.


When we arrived at the Palace it was all long marble staircases and red and gold corridors, lined with so many footmen that I wondered if it had been a reserved occupation during the war. I feared that seeing so many young men together in one place would be overly intoxicating for Bernie.


Buck House, as the younger set like to call it, is not to my taste. Decorated for Queen Victoria, it is very overdone in that showy Victorian way. And it was cold enough to rival White Orchards. I don’t suppose one is meant to mention something like that, but we were all shivering in our thin dresses. I thought the whole place had a melancholy air and I didn’t envy the princesses growing up here. There was a tedious preciseness about the furniture and ornaments that weighed down every surface and which shouted that everything had to be just so – though this was the ceremonial chambers. Perhaps the royals themselves have more cosy sitting rooms somewhere, with nicely stuffed settles and blazing fires. I will have to ask Uncle Eric. He has doubtless been in them. I know he was very tied up with the business of the last King’s abdication. But I digress: the Palace was also, despite the huge windows, strangely dark, but that may just have been my mood.


We queued to be presented like lambs about to enter an abattoir, or rather fledgling young maidens about to be shoved out of the nest in the hope of finding a suitable match. The Season, on which we were all about to embark, was designed to train us to be good hostesses, demure wives of diplomats and the like, and to learn to observe and keep to the rules of our own set. It might be dressed up as parties and frolics, but there was a serious agenda underneath. We were being made into the ‘right sort’. Also, though no one would be so vulgar as to mention this, we were being auctioned off as breeding stock. It’s rumoured the Queen is absolutely bonkers about bloodlines and, as always, whatever the sovereign favours filters down through the ranks to become imperative. And of course the season has to begin with us debs being presented to the King. No presentation, no entry to the season; that is the unbreakable rule. I doubt the poor King remembers any of our names or even welcomes his duty. He’s had three years to enjoy his reign, and while his stutter is reduced, he never looks especially happy, poor man. No one ever imagined he would be the monarch, least of all he himself. The Queen, though, is a different matter: certainly from where I got occasional glimpses of her, I think she’s rather enjoying it.


When it came to my turn to be presented, my grandmother’s influence somehow overcame the court official who announced me as ‘Rose Hope Stapleford’ instead of ‘Hope Rose’. But it all passed very quickly. The King looked kindly, if a little nervous, while the Queen watched over him like a hawkish mother hen. She also gave a slight smile to each girl, but it was accompanied with a piercing gaze that ran up and down each of us with an intelligent scrutiny that surprised me. The King was undoubtedly the milder of the two. Then came the Lyons’ spread, with their particularly lovely lemon cake that I still remember. I’ve never tasted anything quite as good since.


Bernie was terribly excited. She barely ate a thing. I had not yet lost my interest in the buffet when she dragged me out to the garden, so she could show off her jade cigarette lighter and a pack of Abdullah’s in a jewelled case that she had secreted in her little silver link bag.


‘Oh my,’ she said. ‘That was heavenly.’


I was spared the necessity of thinking up something suitable to say – there were footmen everywhere – when I heard a small sob coming from the bushes. We had been very strictly warned against venturing off into the gardens on pain of ruining our reputations, and our shoes. So, of course, Bernie and I dove off in search of the curious noise.


‘Do you think someone has been ruined?’ whispered Bernie to me, as we ambled down some decidedly mossy steps. Despite it being a Royal Palace, we had been warned by our chaperones that unsuitable activity often happened in the shadows of the gardens.


‘Only if they were surprisingly quick about it,’ I said.


Bernie smothered a laugh. The muffled sobs continued. We traced them around the shrubbery and towards a small copse. A small, dark-looking copse.


‘I wonder if we should get someone to escort us?’ I said hesitantly. I’m not exactly the fearful sort, but the thought of having to explain a social faux pas to my grandmother can unsettle even the Bishop.


Bernie gave me what I felt, rather than saw, was a withering look. ‘Buck up, Stapleford,’ she said. ‘For England and King George.’ It sounded remarkably odd delivered with her American twang.


I sighed and stepped into the shadows. It was better if I went first. I didn’t want Bernie to stub her toes through her delicate little slippers and scream the place down.


‘Is there anyone there?’ I called in a low voice.


At that moment a ray of moonlight broke through the parting clouds, revealing a startled female face surrounded by golden curls and with the biggest, deepest blue eyes I have ever seen. Her face was stained with tears and yet she looked heartbreakingly beautiful (I look more like a ravaged beetroot when I cry).


‘Oh,’ said the girl in sweet melodic voice, ‘I am lost.’


Bernie, always the affectionate type, came forward and put her arm around the girl’s shoulders. My eyes were now adequately adjusted to the dark and I could see the girl also wore a presentation dress. However, hers was not complete with all the trimmings and flounces my monstrosity bore, but took an elegant, figure-hugging form. It was an extraordinary match of demure and sexy. She looked quite wonderful in it. I was already more than half way to disliking her.


‘Do you mean that metaphorically or literally?’ I said.


‘I am afraid I do not understand you,’ said the girl with the faintest French accent.


‘That you are lost.’


‘Both,’ said the girl and burst once more into a flurry of tears that never once distracted from her innate beauty.


Damn her.




Chapter Two


If Charlotte Saulier could be said to have one fault (and I considered her to have many) it was that she had no sense of direction whatsoever. When she told us that she was lost, she meant exactly that. She had also been so well brought up that rather than try to work her way back to the Palace, she sat down on a stone bench and cried prettily, waiting for a rescuer to find her.


She seemed particularly wet to me, by which I mean she had as much backbone as the Ritz’s best filleted Dover sole. However, Bernie took to her immediately and I could see she was in the process of adopting her, as one might do with a stray kitten. (Bernie was the only one who fed the pigeons at college, eventually tempting one into her room, with inevitable results. She’d had to pay her maid extra for the rest of the term.)


As Bernie and I were officially doing the season together, I foresaw that Miss Saulier would be much in our company and I resolved to try to like her, or at least show more tolerance, as I would to any of Bernie’s pets.


‘I tore my train retreating from their Majesties,’ said Charlotte. ‘It made such a horrific ripping noise I am sure the whole Palace heard. As soon as I could, I fled from the embarrassment with an intent to fix it. I carry a needle and thread with me always, as advised by Miss Vacini, but I have no idea how to use it. Then when I got outside I got quite turned around. And there was no light to see by.’


‘It being night-time would account for that,’ I said. Bernie frowned at me.


‘Yes, of course. I have been quite stupid,’ said Charlotte. Her golden head dipped, and she shed another tear in quite the most delicate fashion.


‘You must come with us,’ said Bernie bracingly. ‘We’ll find the ladies’ cloakroom and help you sew up your train. At least Hope will. I’m useless at anything domestic.’ She sighed. ‘I’m going to have to find a husband who has a big staff.’


Charlotte dried her tears on a scrap of handkerchief that she produced from goodness knows where, and stood up, ready to accompany us. All trace of her weeping had miraculously subsided.


In the ladies’ washroom – and I have to say the Palace’s are ever so nice, even if they are extremely cold – I sewed up the tear in Charlotte’s train. She stood there like a doll and let me do it.


‘So,’ said Bernie brightly, ‘how come you’re being presented on the diplomatic night? My mother is American, so it was thought best I came tonight, and Hope here – Hope Stapleford – is being sponsored by my mother. Though her uncle is an Earl.’


‘Really?’ said Charlotte, her eyes widening.


‘No, he’s not married, but he hates London,’ I said pointedly. I knew most debs would never be happy with a man who didn’t share their taste for the high life.


‘Oh, poor man,’ said Charlotte with feeling. ‘Unless – is he very rich?’


I shrugged. ‘Rich enough.’


‘He bought Hope an automobile,’ said Bernie, ‘and it wasn’t even her twenty-first birthday.’


‘Gosh,’ said Charlotte. ‘He sounds very nice.’


‘He’s rather dishy too, if you like older men,’ said Bernie. I had a momentary image of Bernie adjusting a Countess’s coronet. I shook my head to dispel the image.


‘He’s not in town even for the season,’ I said. Uncle Joe loved running his estates and hated the party scene, which was why finding a wife was proving so difficult for him. If he wasn’t careful, Grandmother would take him in hand. I made a mental note to keep Bernie and Grandmother as far apart as possible.


‘So, what do we do now?’ asked Charlotte as she twirled and checked her train.


‘Now the main event is over,’ I said. ‘I imagine we find our sponsors and go home.’


‘Oh,’ said Charlotte, ‘my sponsor had to leave. I wonder if someone could call me a taxi cab?’


‘You could try asking a footman,’ I said, trying to keep a straight face as I imagined the driver trying to get past the sentries.


‘Nonsense,’ said Bernie, ‘we’re all going on to the Hillfords’. They’re holding the biggest after-party. Mommy will join us for the first little bit, but she’s a good sport and will leave after half an hour or so. Then we can let our hair down!’


‘I’d love to do that,’ said Charlotte. ‘I have so many pins sticking in my scalp.’


I looked closely at her in the hope this was a sign of a subtle sense of humour, but she merely blinked her big eyes at me.


‘It’ll be a bit of a squish, but I’m sure we can all get in the Bentley,’ said Bernie ‘Come on, troops, let’s find Mommy. She’s going to love you, Charlotte. You’re so the perfect English Rose. The kind of girl she utterly approves of.’


Bernie linked arms with Charlotte and led her out. I followed behind, feeling like a once favourite doll that’s been ousted in the nursery by the arrival of a newer and shinier one. ‘She has a funny accent for an English Rose,’ I muttered under my breath. ‘But then I suppose one European is like another to an American.’ If Bernie heard me, she didn’t respond.


As Bernie had predicted, her mother took to Charlotte at once and asked her a dozen questions about who her people were. I stopped listening and leant my head against the automobile’s window. The cold against my forehead began to shift the headache I hadn’t even known was building.


Amaranth, being an honorary American by marriage, had decided it would be delightful to sit up front with the chauffeur. (Usually it’s the British going after American heiresses. How Amaranth turned it around and found a wealthy American I have never been told. I suspect she has an interesting past. If so, she’d never tell Bernie, who would regard it as a challenge to do something worse.) She kept turning around to ask more and more questions of our new friend. However, she never gave Charlotte time to answer properly. Bernie and Charlotte were somehow sitting comfortably while I was squished against the door. It rattled alarmingly, so for several minutes I was more concerned with gripping the underside of my seat, in case I was suddenly ejected onto the pavement, than in paying attention to what promised to be a rather inane conversation.


Although the weather remained warm, a light summer drizzle was streaking across London’s dark stony face. The lamps were all lit, fuzzy white moons littered among the sturdy monuments of our capital. As our chauffeur drove through the city streets the inside of the automobile was cast alternatively into light and shadow. Amaranth continued talking nineteen to the dozen, hardly letting Charlotte get a word in edgewise. I found myself fascinated by the older woman’s mouth. She favoured the sort of bright red lipstick that, in shadow, becomes almost black. Her teeth flashed bright white as she talked and talked and talked. She is a kind woman, but somewhat besotted with how the English are all connected to one another. ‘And do you know the Lipton-Smythes?’ she asked Charlotte, who replied quietly, ‘I think Mummy does,’ to the majority of these enquiries.


I looked at Bernie. She was sitting back in her seat, an unlit cigarette in her holder held at a jaunty angle and watching her mother talk. A smile played around the corner of her lips and I realised she was laughing internally, not at Charlotte, but at her mother. There’s a side to Bernie that I dislike seeing. She mentioned once that her childhood hadn’t been the best. I knew she had been expelled on a couple of occasions from boarding schools whose rules had proved too confining for her. Now, I wondered for the first time if her home life had been the bad part. In a strong departure from her usual loquaciousness and open manner she always clammed up tight when I asked for any details of her childhood.


We joined a procession of automobiles that were crawling along. Amaranth’s conversation deteriorated further, to ‘How long does it take someone to get out of a vehicle?’ and ‘Are we even moving?’ I saw no point in joining in and sat back in my corner, staring out of the window and wondering if my father had been right and I had made a great mistake in taking on the season. It was absolutely clear to me that Bernie, and even Charlotte, were the right type of ‘gals’ to do this. Uncle Eric had said it would be good for me to meet the right people, but if this group was a subset of those, my inclination to do so was quickly waning.


I chided myself mentally for being unkind. There was nothing wrong with any of the three women. I even counted Bernie as a friend – or was it that Bernie had counted me as a friend and I had got swept along? But I was bored to tears. I longed for a decent book. I had discovered early in life that you are never alone with a novel. In fact, it was my habit of indulging in reading that had made my mother insist I studied something practical like mathematics. I would rather have read English Literature – but then, as I had quite rightly assumed, it was all about being up at Oxford rather than what one was reading . . .


The vehicle finally stopped. I tried to get a good view of the house. Having spent a lot of my time in the Fens with Mama and Papa, and then at Oxford, I have not seen as much of the country as I would like. But a well-meaning umbrella thrust in my direction and the pop flash of a camera ensured I did not get to see the outside of our destination.


‘Gosh,’ squealed Bernie, ‘how lovely. Our pictures in the papers.’


‘Oh, I wonder which,’ said Amaranth. ‘We must buy copies.’ She ventured away from us towards the photographers. ‘Chaps, where are you from?’ I heard her say. But Bernie and Charlotte were jostling me to get out of the rain and into the party. That was the last we saw of Bernie’s mother. It’s possible that Bernie even said, ‘Tally-Ho’ as her mother disappeared, but there are many things said by Bernie that it is better not to hear. Comparing her mother to a hunter after a fox did, I admit, adequately describe the startled look on the reporter’s face that she had chosen to target. Rather than a tail, I wondered idly if she would bring back a notepad and pen as a trophy.


These thoughts were cut short by Bernie pushing me aside. ‘Don’t get between a girl and a set of dashing beaus!’ she cried. She ploughed forward ahead of me. Charlotte gave me a quivering smile as she was towed past, Bernie’s fingers wrapped in a steely vice-like grip around her wrist.


Before any more eager debs could assault me, I walked up the shallow steps and onto a serious amount of foyer acreage. Flagged with black and white tiles and with Ionic columns and Grecian statues dotted about, it was quite the largest entranceway I had ever seen. However, I soon discovered it was not completely unlike my own home; fierce draughts from the ever-opening doors gusted across its length unchecked. A huge fireplace, more than twice my height, stood temptingly a third of the way in, but before that was an official who took my card, whispered to the owner of the house, and presented me to a line of people whose hands I was supposed to shake. I had no idea who any of them were.


I observed the girl ahead of me dip a curtsy in front of certain ladies in the line and I copied her, hoping she had more of a clue than me. By the time I reached the end of the line I was shivering from cold. No one had said anything more meaningful than ‘Welcome’ or ‘I hope you have a lovely evening’. To be fair, one of the ladies I curtsied to told me I had a lovely dress – but as she was looking all around her at the time, I didn’t take it much to heart.


When the girl ahead of me had finished the line, a handsome young man had whisked her off on his arm. No one was waiting for me. I wondered if Bernie had thought to provide for herself. However, I am a Stapleford and, more importantly, my mother’s daughter, so I held my head up so high it was perfectly clear that even if there had been a dozen young men awaiting my attention, I would have snubbed them all.


The problem with raising your chin that aloft is that it obscures your view of where you’re walking. Still, fortune favours the brave, and so the waiter I collided with only had two empty glasses left on his tray. These performed balletic spirals in the air before succumbing to the effects of gravity.


‘Oh, gosh, I am ever so sorry,’ I said. I stood there helplessly. I wasn’t sure of the etiquette of helping him retrieve the debris, but even if I was supposed to, I couldn’t bend too well in that dress.


‘No problem, miss,’ said the waiter. He bent down and, with a practised air, flicked the shards from the floor onto his tray with the cloth he had had over his arm. ‘These aren’t the first and they certainly won’t be the last.’


‘Good,’ I said not knowing what else to say.


‘It is for the suppliers,’ said the waiter. ‘You wouldn’t believe what they charge for a glass.’


‘Oh dear, should I offer to pay?’


The waiter stood up and looked me in the eye. I noted he was reasonably handsome, having a certain affable flair and a twinkle in his eye. ‘No, don’t you be doing that, miss,’ he said. ‘Even if another waiter tells you different later in the evening.’ He leant forward slightly. ‘Some of them, believe it or not, try to take advantage of their betters as the evening wears on and the bottles pile higher, if you get my meaning.’


‘Oh,’ I said.


‘Course, if you wanted to give anyone a small gratuity for steering you in the direction of the most eligible attendees, that’s another matter entirely.


‘Where I’d really like to go is the library,’ I said with sincerity.


‘Really?’ said my waiter, raising an eyebrow. Then he winked. ‘Good choice. You and your beau are hardly likely to be disturbed there.’ Raising his voice, he said, ‘Of course, miss. I’ll show you where you can clean up your dress. I’ll have one of the housemaids brought to you in a jiffy. If you’ll follow me.’ He led me around the back of one of the columns and unhooked a rope that had been laid across a small staircase. ‘We’d better hop to it, miss,’ he said softly. ‘If we’re not to be caught.’


This was just the kind of situation my mother had feared I would get myself into. However, rather than feeling afraid, I felt my spirits lift. I was fairly certain this man was taking me to a library and not luring me away for salacious purposes. Besides, he seemed to think I already had an assignation awaiting me. I felt a little thrill that someone thought I looked like the kind of girl who had assignations. I scanned the waiter from behind. He was thin, but wiry. However, I was completely certain that should he try anything I could deal with him, so I moved quickly up the steps behind him.


We traversed the stairs past the first floor and onto a mezzanine level between the first and second. ‘There’s a bigger library further up and in,’ he said, ‘but it’s a long way from the ballroom.’


‘This one will do,’ I said. I blushed. Something I don’t often do. I gave a slight smile. ‘I mean, I’m sure that’s the one my, err, suitor meant.’


The waiter didn’t exactly look me up and down, but he did frown. ‘You sure about what you’re doing, miss?’


‘I do believe you’ve taken me under your wing,’ I said. ‘How much do I owe you?’


The waiter gave me a pained look. ‘Why nothing at all, miss.’


I arched an eyebrow. ‘Really? You’re not some Earl in disguise looking for his true love, are you? Without your tray, you could pass for one of . . .’ I tailed off. I had been about to say ‘us’ and that sounded all too rude. I dipped my head. I felt a fiery flush across my face. My blush had deepened so much I would have to take care not to get too near the drapes lest I set them aflame. Really, how could one waiter discommode me so easily? I thought I was made of sterner stuff.


‘Ah now, miss,’ said the waiter. ‘No need to blush. You’re quite right. This is that kind of event. Us and them.’


I raised my face bravely. ‘I don’t like those much,’ I said.


The waiter frowned, but gave a slight nod. ‘Each to his own,’ he said. Then he pulled an odd expression. He pulled his lips back wide without opening his mouth. He looked like a cross between a cheerful duck and someone who had swallowed a difficult secret. I’m afraid I can’t explain it any other way. Then he said, ‘Would you mind if I gave you a spot of advice?’ and I realised he had been deciding whether to keep his mouth shut. Immediately I was intrigued.


‘On principle I never refuse to listen to advice,’ I said. I could have added that I was all for an easy life and that listening to advice before doing exactly what I wanted was my default modus operandi, but as nice and oddly thoughtful as this waiter appeared, I felt that would be over-sharing.


‘If you do decide to join the ball downstairs, don’t stay past midnight,’ said the man. ‘And don’t let anyone talk you into going anywhere else. No matter how respectable they seem.’


I knew exactly where my heart was in my chest, and I had attended enough biology lessons to know its position was a fixed one. And yet, I had the distinct impression that it tumbled suddenly into my shoes. ‘Oh dear, is the whole season going to be like this?’ I sighed. I knew I was unlikely to be persuaded otherwise. Oh, Bernie, how much trouble she could find!


‘A first night ball tends to have quite a lot of bets placed on it.’


‘Bets?’ I said and this time it was the waiter who blushed. It took me a good thirty seconds before I understood his meaning. This is an enormous length of time when both you and your conversation partner are embarrassed. The waiter even resorted to rearranging the debris on his tray as he waited for me to catch up. ‘Oh, men are disgusting,’ I exclaimed when I did. The waiter muttered something that could have been, ‘Not all of us’, but I was already proceeding down the inevitable line of thought. ‘Good heavens,’ I said, ‘I must warn Bernie.’


‘If that was the girl who pushed you aside on the steps,’ he said, ‘I’d say she knows all too well what she’s up to.’


‘If only,’ I said with feeling. ‘She’s a disaster on two legs trailing a cyclone of calamity in her wake—’


The waiter, who I suspected now regretted ever talking to me, interrupted. ‘I have to have to get back, miss.’


‘Wait a minute – you spotted me outside?’ I asked. I leant in and I picked a small glass shard off his sleeve. He went rigid with embarrassment.


‘Can’t help but notice the real gems among the paste,’ he said and, with that, hastily departed down the stairs. I watched him going, thinking he was an interesting sort and wondering if he would realise it was me that slipped a ten-bob note into his pocket while I distracted him by pulling at his sleeve.


The fire in the library had burnt low. I found a shawl someone had carelessly cast over the back of a settee and appropriated it. Checking the shelves, I deduced this was not one of those old libraries that had been bought by the yard, but that the owner was unfashionable enough to like novels. I picked a copy of Gaudy Nights, curled up in a wingback chair that stood close to the fire, and lost myself in rereading some of my favourite passages by Ms Sayers.
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