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To Deb,

who loves a good story and a fabulous party.
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Chapter 1
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It was the pounding on the door that woke me from deep sleep. One minute I was being chased through the halls of Endmere by a giant squid with a blonde bob and the face of Winston Churchill, and the next I lay blinking at the old water stain on the ceiling that was shaped just like Italy, complete with Sicily off the tip of the boot. 

Mr. Woodward—my great-great-aunt’s solicitor and now my boss—had assured me the roof had been fixed ages ago before Aunt Euphegenia’s passing, and the ceiling simply needed a lick of paint. However he’d kept me so busy with undercover work lately, there hadn’t been time to clean my aunt’s things out of the old cottage in Meres Reach, Devon, England. Never mind paint anything. And believe me, the room needed painting. The currently wallpaper was an impossibly ugly mustard yellow sprinkled with tiny pink flowers. It clashed horribly with the lilac curtains.

The pounding came again, and Tippy—my aunt’s Cardigan Welsh corgi—gave an annoyed doggy groan from somewhere near the foot of the bed. He was possibly the worst guard dog ever. I squinted at the glowing green dials on Aunt Euphegenia’s little brass clock. Nine. Based on the light sneaking in around the curtains, it was not nine at night. I’d overslept again. I’d meant to be up by seven, but my aunt had marvelous taste in detective fiction, and I’d found myself engrossed in the adventures of Josephine Tey’s Inspector Alan Grant until 3am.

I felt very much like someone had stuffed cotton balls in my head, but I managed to stagger out of bed and grab my worn chenille robe—the one I’d brought with me from America. I’d a new silk one, but I saved that for my undercover work; I frequently posed as a rich heiress. Ha! Nothing could be further from reality.

“Coming!” I shouted to whomever was pounding on my door, Tippy trotting at my heels. 

I yanked open the door to find Penny standing on the stoop, her ginger hair springing from her head like dandelion fuzz—she’d forgotten her hat again—and her freckled face sporting a broad grin. Her teal box coat swung open, showing off her gray and white uniform. “Morning, Miss Sugar. Cook sent down fresh muffins.” She strode into my house like she belonged there, pausing only to scratch Tippy behind the ears before striding into the kitchen, shouting back, “They’re still warm. Got butter?”

Tippy and I both stared after her, blinking slowly like very confused owls. We exchanged glances of confusion, for once in complete agreement. Morning people were not to be trusted.

Shutting the door, I trudged into the kitchen to put the kettle on and give Tippy his breakfast. I needn’t have bothered. Penny had already yanked open the back door so His Highness could commune with nature, lit the gas stove, put the kettle on, and was in the process of filling Tippy’s robin’s egg blue dish from with tinned dog food.

“Sit down,” she said cheerfully. “Let me get Tippy his food, and then I’ll get you a muffin. You want tea or coffee?” She made a moue as she mentioned the latter. Clearly my American penchant for coffee was beyond her.

“Penny, you don’t have to do this,” I said, plucking a reddish leaf from her hair before sitting as ordered. “You’re not my maid.” 

She was, in fact, a maid—just not my maid. She was a maid up at Endmere, the manor house overlooking the sea on the cliffs above the village of Meres Reach. We’d met during a house party there in which I’d sent her boss, Lord Chasterly, to prison. Although I’d have loved to hire her, I couldn’t afford her. Fortunately, arrangements had been made so the staff didn’t lose their jobs while the property was being sold to pay for Lord Chasterly’s legal expenses.

“Oh, I don’t mind. It’s my day off, and I couldn’t wait to see Tippy.”

“Ah.” I didn’t need further explanation. Penny was a Dog Person, and she and Tippy had hit it off instantly. Tippy and me, not so much. We more or less tolerated each other.

You see, Tippy was the dog of my aforementioned late Great-Great Aunt Euphegenia, for whom I’d been named. And because of that fortuitous decision on the part of my parental figures, my aunt— whom I’d never met—had decided to leave me an inheritance. That inheritance being the care of her pooch. It was the dog who’d inherited everything else... the cottage, her money. I was simply the caretaker until he died of natural causes. Then I would get the lot, but only if Mr. Woodward decided I’d done my best to care for Tippy. Otherwise I’d have foisted him on someone like Penny who’d have been delighted, no doubt.

As it was, I was the one who’d inherited the mutt. I am clearly not a Dog Person. I don’t dislike them. They’re alright. I’m simply not a pet person at all, having never grown up with them. I am, perhaps, a tad too independent. Maybe that’s why Tippy and I were beginning to get on rather well. He was independent. And possibly not a People Dog. Other than Penny, who he adored. It was hard not to adore Penny.

On the other hand, Tippy’s arrival had led to a whole new life and career for me. BT—Before Tippy—I was living in a tiny apartment in my hometown of Portland, Oregon and had just been relieved of my latest secretary position. Apparently, punching one’s co-worker in the nose for groping one’s posterior is frowned upon, especially when that co-worker is of the male variety.

Now I lived in a cute little cottage in a cute little village in England. I had the prettiest dresses from the top London fashion boutiques. No longer was I a humble—and truly awful—secretary, but an undercover detective for Mr. Woodward. Well, he didn’t term it quite as exotically, but that is essentially what I was. Whenever he needed information for a case he couldn’t get on his own, he’d send me in to suss things out. It was fun and exciting, except when there were dead bodies involved. Which, fortunately, wasn’t often. 

Even better, I now had friends. Real, genuine friends. Penny being one of them. Although, I think she liked Tippy better than me, but that was okay. You can’t win them all. And Tippy was cuter than me, no doubt about that.

Finished with serving His Highness breakfast, and with the kettle whistling a merry tune, she got busy slathering the muffins with butter and filling the teapot. I guess I was having tea whether I liked it or not.

I nibbled a slice of buttered muffin. It was nothing like American muffins, instead being round, flat, and sort of... yeasty. More like bread. But it was delicious. “How are things up at the manor?” 

“Oh, you know, same as ever,” she said, shrugging out of her coat and dropping into my only other kitchen chair. “Johnson is determined to keep up appearances until we have a new lord in residence or the Crown throws us out.”

“Still no takers?”

Endmere must be a pain in the patootie to maintain. One of Lord Chasterly’s excuses for being a thieving, murdering so-and-so was that he didn’t have the money to keep the place up and was worried about losing the place. It had been in his family for yonks—Toni’s word, not mine. Now that he was in prison and would likely hang, well... Let’s just say the property would not be staying in the family.

“Lady Antonia’s been around to look at it. Twice,” Penny said cheerfully, glopping marmalade on her muffin.

“Really? This is the first I’ve heard of it.” Although Toni and I got along famously and were often together, she was very close-mouthed about financial matters. Something English people in general seemed to have in common. Or at least those of a certain social ranking. “Is she going to buy it?”

Penny shrugged. “Don’t know, but Johnson hopes not, which is why I hope she does!”

I laughed. “Johnson is an old stick in the mud.”

“You said it, Miss!”

I rolled my eyes. “I told you to stop calling me miss. We’re friends. And I’m nobody special. I have to work for my bread and butter, same as you.”

“I know, but it’s so odd, if you don’t mind me saying. I still see you as that fancy lady I met this spring.”

It had been several months since the house party, summer had passed, and fall was in full swing. It was still occasionally warm enough I kept the windows open at night, risking an invasion of bugs. It seemed the British were either unacquainted with window screens, or they simply couldn’t be bothered with them. It was hard to tell as it could go either way.

Today, however, was on the chilly side and as soon as Tippy came sniffing for his breakfast, I flung the door shut behind him. “What are you up to today, Penny?”

“Oh, I thought I’d get the bus to Plymouth and catch a film,” she said. “My cousin, Lily, lives there. She says that Fort Apache is showing. John Wayne is so dreamy, don’t you think?”

“Uh, sure.” I’d never really considered John Wayne dreamy. I was more a Cary Grant sort of girl.

“How about you?” She hopped up and began clearing the table.

I rose to help her. She tried shooing me away, but this was my house and she was my friend, not my maid. “No big plans. I suppose Tippy and I will take a walk along the promenade. Maybe pop in at the Post Office for a chat with Mrs. Johnson.” Mrs. Johnson was Johnson the butler’s sister-in-law and opposite him in all ways, being a marvelously cheerful person and generous with local news. 

“That doesn’t sound very exciting.” She gave me a sly look. “Maybe you ought to go up to London. Check in on Jack.”

“Jack is supposed to be checking in on me. Or rather, Tippy,” I said dryly. Jack Chambers was Mr. Woodward’s nephew and employee. It was his job to ensure I was meeting the terms of my aunt’s will. He also helped out occasionally with my investigations and, while I found him increasingly... interesting, he did not appear to feel the same way about me. “Besides, he isn’t interested.”

“Get on with you.” She gave me a look of disbelief. “’Course he is.”

I laughed. “He hasn’t shown even the slightest interest in me other than as a colleague of sorts, and a reluctant one at that.”

“I think you’re wrong.”

I shook my head as I rinsed out the teapot. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Want to bet on it?” She gave me an arch look.

I opened my mouth to tell her I wasn’t in the habit of betting when there was a pounding on the front door. “Good grief, I’m popular this morning.” I rushed to open it.

On the stoop stood Antonia, Lady of Netherford, dressed to the nines in a cream trench over a red peplum dress with black t-straps, huffing and puffing as if she’d just run in the Olympics. She held her side with one gloved hand and clutched a black patent-leather handbag with the other. Her wool pancake hat was slightly askew, and her eyes were wide and beseeching.

“Sugar, you simply must help me. It’s an emergency!”

“Come in before the neighbors see you.” I grabbed Toni and practically dragged her into the house.

“Are you ashamed of me?” she said, almost laughing.

“Of course not, but they’re terribly nosey.” I slammed the door behind her. “Now what’s this about an emergency?”

“Well— Oh, hullo, Penny.”

“Morning, my lady.”

I turned to see Penny leaning against the door frame, all aquiver. It was almost as if she could smell gossip in the air. 

“This involves you, too, Penny,” Toni said.

“Now I really am curious,” I said, leading her into the kitchen. “Tea?”

“No. No. I haven’t any time. You see, Netherfield Park has been let at last!”

I gave her a blank look, completely confused. “Why are you quoting Jane Austen?” I distinctly remembered the quote from Pride and Prejudice. I should. I’d been obsessed with it in the seventh grade. Read it at least half a dozen times that year.

She giggled. “Because it’s fun. And also true. Only in this case Netherfield is Endmere. And I’ve bought it. Lock, stock, and barrel as you Americans say.”

Penny’s mouth rounded and so did mine. “You’re kidding me.”

“I never kid, darling, not about matters of money. Penny, don’t worry, I plan to keep you and the others on. Anyone who wants to stay.”

Which explained why Penny needed to know. Toni was her new boss.

“Oh, thanks, my lady, that’s ever so kind,” Penny gushed. Then she frowned. “Only you know it’s my day off, don’t you? I’m off to the pictures.”

“Go on with you,” Toni said happily. “Tomorrow is soon enough.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow then, my lady.” Penny shrugged into her coat, gave Tippy an ear scratch, and waved us a cheerful goodbye, slamming the door behind her with a bang.

“She’s such a delight,” Toni gushed.

“Why did you buy Endmere?” I asked. It was surprising to me that she’d want to buy a place where there’d been a murder. Not to mention it had belonged to a friend of hers. Former friend, I guess.

“The views, darling.” She sashayed into the kitchen. “I’ve always loved the views. In fact, I loved the whole house. So why not? Not to mention, we’ll practically be neighbors! We can visit each other whenever we like.”

“Whenever Mr. Woodward isn’t sending me out on undercover missions, you mean,” I reminded her.

“Well, yes, there’s that. What was the last one you went on? Something up in York?”

“One of his clients was convinced her staff was stealing from her. I went undercover as a maid.”

Her eyes widened, and then she burst out laughing, her bright red lips curved in mirth. “No offence, darling, but I’m certain you made a terrible maid.”

“If I’d been a real one, I’d have been sacked,” I admitted. “Though I did discover, and quite quickly, that it wasn’t her staff that was stealing, but her good-for-nothing son. Now, I repeat, what’s this emergency?”

“I’m throwing a gala.”

“A gala? A gala is your emergency?”

“Yes, to celebrate my purchasing Endmere. Well, and it’s autumn, which is a delightful time for a garden party, don’t you think?”

Not really, seeing as how the weather was unpredictable, but she didn’t give me time to say so.

“It will be a garden gala. Black tie. The works. And I need your help.”

“Why?” I asked as I set a cup of tea in front of her and took my place at the table.

Despite having said she didn’t want any, she promptly took a sip and made an approving hum. “Honey. It’s so nice in tea, don’t you think? Now the gala, yes. Well, I thought you could help me arrange things. I’m really dreadful at organization, and you’re so good at it.”

She was actually rather wonderful at organization. She simply sat around drinking cocktails while telling other people what to do. And almost as if by magic, things got done.

“I wouldn’t know the first thing about planning a gala. You know my background,” I reminded her.

Not only was I American and a working-class girl, but I’d been broke when I’d gotten the letter about Aunt Euphegenia’s will. Frankly, I was still broke—just with a slightly better wardrobe and a roof over my head. And an actual job. So I suppose I wasn’t totally broke. In any case, organizing fancy parties was so outside the realm of my experience, I wouldn’t have any idea where to start.

“I simply haven’t the time,” she explained. “I only just got back from Paris—”

“Again?”

She gave a tinkling laugh. “Yes, again. You simply must go. It’s fabulous, darling.”

“One of these days,” I muttered. England was the first place I’d ever been outside the state of Oregon. Wanting a trip to Paris might be pushing my luck. “Point is, I would mess it up, and you know it.”

“Fine.” She pursed her lips in annoyance. “But you could at least help me. I really could use some input.”

“That I can do.” I finished pouring tea, buttered the remaining muffins, and took my seat next to her. “What do you need?”

“Well, I was thinking an outdoor garden party, but how shall I decorate? I’ll have to bring in some flowers, of course, since nothing is left in bloom except a few mums. Do you think those paper Japanese lanterns are too much?”

“For that garden? I doubt it.” The gardens at Endmere were ornamental and gorgeous. Oh, there was a small English cottage style garden off to one side, as if somebody remembered they were in England and should give a nod to the local tastes, but mostly it was all neatly trimmed hedges and perfectly manicured lawns. A bit of whimsy would go a long way toward a party atmosphere. “What if the weather turns?”

“Marquees, darling. They’ll fix everything.”

I was unclear how a marquee would fix anything. In my experience they were barely big enough to keep the rain of a restaurant entrance. Once Toni explained it was a large tent meant to keep the rain off things, it made more sense.

“What about music? We could put out a record player. I wonder if it’ll be loud enough?”

She snickered. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m hiring a live band, of course.”

“Of course.” I would never get used to this whole life of luxury thing. “What sort of band?”

“Jazz, I think. Swing maybe. Or that new style... bob something.”

“Bebop,” I said.

“Yes, that. It would be fun, don’t you think?”

“Sure, marvelous. And what about food?”

“Canapes of some sort, I imagine. I’ll leave that up to Cook. He’s such a gem. I’m glad he agreed to stay. Pimms cups for drinkies, of course. Plus whatever other cocktails Johnson can manage.”

I’d never had a Pimms cup and said so.

“Oh, darling, they’re divine. It’s not an English summer without a Pimms cup,” Toni assured me, completely ignoring the fact it was no longer summer. “Now promise you’ll come.”

“What’s the dress code?”

“Black tie, of course. Surely you have a ball gown in that wardrobe of yours.”

“Er, no. None of my adventures have involved anything that fancy. I have a couple nice cocktail dresses,” I said hopefully. The idea of spending money, and probably a lot of it, on the sort of party Toni would throw had me breaking out in a cold sweat.

“Don’t worry about it. I have just the thing. Brought it back from Paris only to find out it doesn’t suit my coloring at all. Can you imagine? But it would look simply marvelous on you.”

“Well, I—”

“It’s settled then,” she said before I could make up another excuse. “You’ll come to the gala. After that dead body business the last time, you deserve a little fun.”

I sighed. “Fine. I’ll come.” After all, what’s the worst that could happen?
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Chapter 2
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The day of the gala proved bright and sunny, almost unusually so for autumn in England. I hoped for Toni’s sake the weather held.

My aunt’s old Lucite radio was tuned to a music program. Something sweet with a bit of swing to put me in the mood for dancing.

I was just putting the finishing touches on my coif—I’d decided on a simple updo that looked nice, but I could manage without too much effort—when there was a pounding on my front door. Tippy let out an excited yip, and his nails made little scratchy tippy-tapping sounds on the polished wood floor. 

Throwing my robe around me, I padded barefoot after him. I flung open the door to find Jack Chambers standing there in a black tuxedo complete with top hat. He looked... well, quite handsome. 

He had a nice face, with sandy hair that had been fashioned into a respectable quaff that would have been more stylish a few years ago. His eyes were bright blue, and if his nose was overly large and his lips a bit thin, well, that just made him more interesting.

I cleared my throat and blurted rather rudely, “What are you doing here?”

He shifted from foot to foot. “Toni said you might need an escort.”

“Oh.” It sounded lame, but I wasn’t sure whether to be annoyed Toni thought I was desperate for a date or pleased that it was Jack who’d come to get me. “I mean, that’s great. Thank you. Come on in.” I held the door open.

He gave me a once over, taking in my undressed state. “Are you certain?”

“Well, it’s that or stand here on the step looking like a loon. I don’t mind, but the neighbors will talk.”

He flushed. “I’ll come in then.” 

I stepped back to give him room. He removed his hat, hovering—rather nervously I thought—just inside the door. “I’ll wait here, shall I?”

I sighed. “Whatever you want. I’ve got to finish getting ready. Give me five minutes.”

He nodded and leaned down to give Tippy a scratch behind the ears. Tippy gazed up at him in adoration. Jack was Tippy’s second favorite person. I hope I was getting points for keeping him alive and well fed. Tippy. Not Jack.

I hurried into my bedroom and shut the door. The ballgown Toni had given me hung from the back of the door. The sleeveless bodice fit snugly to my bust, nipped in at the waist, and then flared out into a full, frothy skirt that skimmed the floor. It was made of luxurious pink satin covered over in pale pink Chantilly lace. Little pearls and rhinestones clustered around the waist and neckline to add sparkle. I absolutely loved it. Unfortunately, I was struggling to zip it on my own. 

At last I gave in and shouted, “Jack, can you come here?”

There was a very long pause. Then finally, “Er, coming.”

The door swung open hesitantly and Jack cleared his throat. “You decent?”

“More or less.”

He popped his head around the half-open door and blushed when he saw the zipper gaping. “Er... ah...”

“Would you stop dithering and help me get into this thing?” I snapped, equally annoyed and amused by his embarrassment. 

He eased around the bed—the room was impossibly cramped, and he made it feel even smaller—and gingerly fumbled with my zipper. At last he managed to get me properly zipped in. He eased back, eyes darting everywhere but at me.

“That all?”

“Sure. You can go. Be out in a minute.”

He ran like the hounds of Hell were after him. Trying not to laugh, I checked my hair and makeup, added a pearl necklace and matching earrings which I’d found in my aunt’s jewelry box, then plucked a pink ribbon from the dresser.

In the living room—sitting room, whatever the darned thing was called—Tippy was still keeping Jack company. The minute the dog saw me with the ribbon, he let out a low growl.

“Don’t blame me,” I said. “It was Toni’s doing. She’ll be very hurt if you don’t wear it.”

Tippy let out a gusty doggy sigh but let me tie the ribbon around his neck.

“Toni does realize he’s a boy dog?” Jack said.

“So?”

“Boy dogs shouldn’t be forced to wear ribbons.”

I rolled my eyes as I collected my purse, gloves, and wrap from the side table. “Don’t be daft.” That was one of my favorite new British phrases, and I was glad to have a chance to use it.

Jack gritted his teeth and checked his wristwatch. “You ready to go?”

“What’s the rush?” I asked, checking my reflection in the mirror about the fireplace as I wrapped the length of velvet around my bare shoulders. I had to look smart. All sorts of highbrow people would be at this shindig. It wasn’t that I cared much what they thought about me, but I didn’t want them thinking badly of Toni. She’d been so kind to me over the last few months. Other than Penny, she was my only friend. You could hardly count Tippy. He was a dog and merely put up with me. And Jack... well, Jack was Jack.

“We shouldn’t be late,” he said, tugging his earlobe. “It’s bad manners.”

I sniffed. “Fat lot you know. All these people show up late so they can make a grand entrance. Bet nobody’s there until after the sun goes down. Just you wait.”

“Shouldn’t you be there to support your friend?” he said, tugging on my sense of responsibility.

“Fine. I’m ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s go.” I tried not to pout about him not mentioning my dress or my hair or how I looked at all. Not a single blessed complement. Would that have been so hard? Weren’t British men supposed to be the height of chivalry and good manners?

And golly, why’d I care anyway? He was just some guy I had to work with, not... not Cary Grant. I didn’t give two figs whether he thought I was pretty or not.

I stumbled to a halt when I saw Jack’s car, a lumbering slate-gray Ford Prefect two-door saloon. An early one, possibly 1938. 

“What happened to the Bentley?” I blurted.

“The Bentley is my uncle’s vehicle,” he said, opening the passenger door for me. “This is mine. Bought it brand new before the war. It’s treated me well. Is there a problem?” His voice, like his gaze, was cool. 

“Not at all. Great car,” I said cheerfully. And not at all how I’d imagined showing up to Toni’s swanky party. But I settled myself into the seat while Jack made his way around to the driver’s side. “My father has a Ford.”

He raised a brow as the motor rumbled to life. “Does he?”

“He says it’s the most reliable car on the market,” I said. “And he should know. He spends enough time in his shop tinkering with it.”

Jack smiled but didn’t respond. I sighed internally. Yes, I’d offended him. I shouldn’t have expected the Bentley was his. Just because he was Mr. Woodward’s nephew didn’t mean he was rich. 

And that was the whole problem with Jack. Not his wealth or lack thereof, but the fact I knew next to nothing about him. Yes, he’d helped me with the Chasterly case, and yes, he checked in on me and Tippy now and then to ensure I was meeting the terms of my aunt’s will, and yes, I sometimes wondered if he wasn’t attracted to me on some level, but that, as they say, was that. He’d never made any advances or indicated in any way that he saw me as more than his uncle’s employee and his own burden. It was annoying.

The car rumbled through the seaside village of Meres Reach where I now made my home. It was still bright out, giving me a good view of the turquoise blue waters as we climbed up through the narrow, cobblestone streets before winding our way up the hillside where Endmere perched on the edge of a cliff overlooking the sea. Its many windows sparkled like jewels in a glowing cream-colored seashell. Thick shrubbery lined the narrow lane all the way up before spilling onto a circular gravel drive where a fountain played, and Johnson, the butler, overlooked things with a grim eye.

One of the young men from the village had been roped into playing parking valet. Jack reluctantly handed over his keys before escorting Tippy and me up the steps and into the house where Johnson took my wrap and Jack’s hat, and Penny, a grin splitting her face, handed us cocktail glasses filled with a frothy pink concoction that matched my gown.

“Is this the Pimms cup?” I whispered, remembering Toni’s declaration.

“Pink Lady,” she whispered. “I tried one. They’re ever so tasty.” She put a finger to her lips. “I’ll bring the Pimms around later. Who woulda thought? Pimms this time of year.”

I sampled the drink. It was sweet and tangy and surprisingly delicious, being so pink. It tasted like... strawberries and cream with just a hint of juniper. Obviously, Toni had been raiding the gin cupboard.

Penny set her tray down, reached into her pocket, and—much to Tippy’s delight—pulled out a treat. “Don’t worry, boy. I haven’t forgotten you.”

He gobbled down the treat and gave her a woof in appreciation. Or perhaps it was a request for another treat, knowing him.

“The party is out on the terrace, Miss Martin,” Johnson said in a pained tone. He did not approve of me. Too common. Especially now he knew I wasn’t rich. Old snooty britches.

Jack offered his arm to escort me out onto the terrace, while Tippy trotted alongside looking impressed with himself. Gone was any sneering over his pink bow, and instead he preened under the cooing of the lady guests.

The veranda had been decked out in true Toni fashion, from the colorful Japanese paper lanterns strung from tree to tree, glowing softly, to the copious amounts of crystal glittering on the many white draped tables. Enormous vases were stuffed with colorful flowers which had been brought in from London.

Surprisingly, the expected marquee was absent. I suppose because the weather was so nice. And if Toni had anything to say about it, it would stay that way.

I was surprised to see both Alex—Alexander Malburn—and Lil—Lady Fortescue—there. I would have thought they’d want to stay away from the sight of our previous misadventure. Not to mention Toni and Lil didn’t exactly get along. Although with Lord Chasterly out of the way, perhaps their conflict had gone by the wayside. You see, Lil had once had a crush on Lord Chasterly while Lord Chasterly carried the torch for Toni. Toni, on the other hand, gave him the brush off while he did the same to Lil. Of course, the truth of the matter was something else entirely, but that’s another story and nobody needs to hear it right now.

I didn’t recognize anyone else except for Vivien Moreton—a gorgeous platinum blonde—who I’d never met but who was a well-known English actress. And her date, of course, was the very handsome and popular race car driver, Jerry Miles. He’d just won some race or other and was the toast of the society pages. Not that I read them, but Mrs. Johnson insisted on going over them in detail every time I visited the Post Office.

“Oh, I say, that Miss Moreton is divine, isn’t she?” Jack murmured, his jaw a little slack.

I shot him a glare. “If you like blondes, I guess.” 

My own hair was a dark, nut brown and tended toward frizziness. It had taken me nearly an hour to beat it into submission, hence the simple updo. Meanwhile, Vivien’s pale locks were long, smooth, and glossy. The deep side part mimicked Veronica Lake’s long, dramatic iconic hairdo, just as Vivien’s silver gown was very similar to one Lake had worn in a magazine recently.

“Oh, Sugar, you’re here!” Toni swooped out of nowhere to give me air kisses near each cheek. “And Jack. Brilliant!” She gave him similar treatment before bending to scratch Tippy behind the ears and tell him what a good boy he was. She rose elegantly, the midnight black of her gown studded with white crystals like shooting stars falling into place with a slight whoosh. “This is Lord Peter Winstead.” She indicated the handsome man hovering behind her.

He was tall—though not quite as tall as Jack—with light brown hair, slightly receding, and a large, prominent nose. His tuxedo was simple, but well-cut and clearly expensive, and he wore a little gold pinkie ring. It was his large eyes that turned him from ordinary to attractive. They were a rich golden hazel, rimmed in lush, dark lashes. He could have given any number of heartthrob movie stars a run for their money.

“Just Pete, please,” he said, bowing over my hand before giving Jack’s a vigorous shake.

Toni laughed. “How silly of me. The three of you have never met! Pete, this is my dearest, darling friend, Sugar Martin.” 

I thought she was laying it on a bit thick, but who was I to argue? I gave Pete a smile I hoped was darling.

“And, of course, the delightful Jack... uh... Jack...” She blinked in confusion, having clearly forgotten Jack’s last name. Toni rarely remembered anything she deemed not useful. It wasn’t that she thought herself above Jack, but he simply didn’t run in her circles so therefore remembering anything about him was too taxing in her estimation. Or so she’d told me. Not speaking of Jack in particular, but people in general. She only filed away what she thought would be important later.

“Jack Chambers,” Jack offered, apparently taking no offence over Toni’s gaffe. “James Woodward’s nephew.”

“Ah, yes?” Pete’s eyebrows lifted. “I believe my sister does business with him. Excellent solicitor. And who is this lovely creature?” He turned to give Tippy a charming smile.

Tippy’s ears perked up and he gave a soft, “Woof.”

“This is Tippy.” Toni reached down to give him another scratch which sent him into ecstasy.

“My aunt’s pet,” I explained. “Well, mine now, I suppose. I sort of inherited him.”

Pete laughed. “Now that sounds like a delightful story—”

The band struck up a chord.

“One that will have to wait,” Toni said, rising again. She took Pete’s arm. “You promised you’d help me start the dancing. Catch you later, toots.” She giggled as she sashayed away on Pete’s arm, hips swaying hypnotically. Clearly, she’d been watching American films again.

“She’s quite a dame,” I murmured.

“Isn’t she just,” Jack agreed.

I glanced up at him to find his gaze glued on my friend. I sighed internally. Tippy sighed externally as if he could read my mind. Although I doubted it. Dogs weren’t known for their telepathic powers, and it was unlikely Tippy would ever sympathize with my unrequited crush on Jack Chambers.

There. I said it. I had a crush on Jack. How do you like that?

Toni and Peter took their places on the makeshift dancefloor set up in the middle of the veranda. The conductor tapped his wand, lifted his arms, and then waved them around vigorously. The band played a slow, jazzy tune, perfect for lots of twirling and dipping. And twirl and dip Toni and Peter did.

They were both marvelous dancers, elegant and poised, attuned to each other’s movements. I was betting they’d danced together many times before. They swirled across the floor dramatically as the crowd let out delighted gasps. The more the crowd cheered, the bigger Toni’s smile got.

I wondered what sort of relationship Toni had with Pete. I was fairly certain it was nothing serious or she’d have mentioned it, but the way they danced made me think that somewhere in the past at least, there’d been something between the two.

It would have been wonderful to join them, but Jack made no move, and I was suddenly nervous about asking him to dance. I wasn’t particularly good at it, though I’d learned a few steps for my undercover work. I didn’t want to embarrass myself or Jack. Or Toni, for that matter.

Vivien Moreton tried to drag Jerry Miles onto the dancefloor, but he wasn’t having it. He was more interested in his Pimms cup and ogling Toni. Vivien shot him a glare which he ignored, so she stomped to the edge of the gathering and pouted.

An elderly couple—Jack informed me they were Lord and Lady Olivander—got up and tottered along the edge, nearly crashing into the musicians more than once. Every now and then one of them would shout something over the music. “No, not like that,” or “You’re out of step, Winifred.” Meanwhile, Lil and Alex twirled around them, not quite as elegantly as Toni and Peter, but close.

The music reached a crescendo as Peter whirled Toni out and then back and into a deep dip backward. It was at that precise moment that I swear I felt something whoosh by my cheek. Tippy must have felt it, too, for he let out a disconcerted “Woof.” We both turned to look behind us, but it was too dark by now to see anything.

The crowd gasped, though this time it was not in excitement, but in horror. A woman screamed. I whirled around to find Toni, still in Pete’s arms, staring up at him in horror. Meanwhile he was looking down at his chest. At the feathered shaft imbedded there.

Blood seeped onto his white shirt, staining it crimson. Toni slid from his hands and thumped onto the veranda with a shriek. And Pete, poor Pete, crumpled to the ground stone cold dead.
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Chapter 3
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Without thinking about the fact that someone could easily send more arrows shooting into the crowd, I dashed up the steps and onto the veranda, dropping to my knees next to Toni. The pink fabric of my dress puffed up around me, so I had to bat at it wildly just so I could see her. “Are you alright?”

“Y-yes.” Her face was sheet white. “B-but Pete...”

I turned to glance at Pete’s still form, the arrow poking up like a macabre flagpole. Jack was already checking for a pulse. He glanced up and shook his head.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

Toni let out a wail. Tippy threw back his head and howled at the moon in his strange, throaty way that sounded more like a human voice than a dog’s. Next thing I knew, everyone else was sobbing and wailing and carrying on. I honestly don’t know why I wasn’t panicking, but it just seemed like a ridiculous thing to do under the circumstance. The man was dead. The police must be called!

“I have rung the police, madame.” Johnson appeared as if by magic, apparently having read my mind.

“Thank you, Johnson,” I said, since Toni seemed incapable.

He bowed low. “Perhaps we should move the guests to another location?”

“Good idea. Is there a room big enough?”

“I shall place some in the dining room and some in the sitting room.”

“That sounds perfect.” It was a relief to have someone as capable as Johnson around, even if he did look down his prominent nose at me most of the time.

While Johnson shepherded the guests inside and Jack stood watch over the body, Tippy and I got Toni into what had once been Lord Chasterly’s study. I suppose it was hers now, though it looked exactly the same, right down to the liquor cabinet which someone—no doubt Johnson—had locked.

“Do you know where the key is?” I asked Toni.

She stared at me blankly.

“The key? To the booze cabinet.”

She shook her head, her gaze hazy and vague. Some of her mascara had crept down under her eyes, but instead of looking like a startled raccoon, she looked like a dramatic heroine from a Charlotte Bronte novel.

Poor thing. She was in shock. I dug around in the desk for the key. No dice. And since I couldn’t pick locks—not exactly part of my skill set—I did the next best thing. I tugged off my right sandal and used the chunky sole to bash the flimsy lock to pieces.

Tippy stared at me accusingly.

“Don’t you look at me that way,” I muttered. “It’s an emergency.”

He sniffed.

“It’s for Toni,” I said.

That seemed to satisfy him, and he wandered over to nuzzle her.

With the liquor set free, I pulled my sandal back on and rummaged around to see what Lord Chasterly had left us. It was mostly whiskey, a bit of rum, and one unopened bottle of gin.

“Sherry,” Toni said, her voice sort of breathy and strange as if she was in the middle of a dream.

“What?” 

“Sherry is good for shock,” she said, blinking. “That’s what I’ve got, isn’t it? Shock?”

“I’d say so, yes. Afraid we’re all out of sherry. Whiskey will have to do.” 

“Yes,” she agreed, still in that weird, dreamy voice. “That will do.”

I pulled out a crystal decanter and poured her a large glass. Then I poured myself a glass, although with a lot less in it. I still hadn’t got used to the English penchant for drinking alcohol from dusk ‘til dawn. Well, perhaps that was a bit of an exaggeration, but not by much.

I handed Toni her glass, and she downed the stuff in three gulps. I winced in sympathy, but she didn’t seem phased by it at all. She just held out her glass. I took that to mean she wanted more. I wasn’t sure I should give her any. After all, the police might want to question her. Then again, it was probably better if they waited until she wasn’t so... well, out of it. I poured her another stiff one.

Tippy sat down next to her feet and she gave him an absentminded pat. In his own doggie way, he was trying to comfort her.

There was a rap at the door, and Jack poked his head in. “The police are here. How is she?” He whispered it sotto voce as if she wasn’t sitting right there.

“She’ll be fine. Eventually.” I said, taking a sip of my own whiskey. It burned like holy bananas. “She won’t be able to talk to them tonight, though.”

“Fair enough. And you?” He raised a blond eyebrow. His equally blond wave had fallen over his forehead giving him an almost rakish look. Which was amusing since he was about as far from rakish as they came. That was one of the things I liked most about him. His complete lack of rakishness.

“I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “But golly, this is wacked out. Like something out of a Raymond Chandler novel.” I was starting to think I read too many detective novels. My life was turning into one.

He slipped in and closed the door behind him. “A bit more exciting than your old job, eh?”

He was referring to my former profession in the secretarial arts. I’d never been good at it. Or perhaps he meant my days as a welder at the port in Portland, Oregon where I’d grown up. That had been during the war, and while I’d been better than any man, they’d let me go once the war was over and the menfolk came back.

But now I worked for his uncle, posing undercover as anything from an American heiress to a chamber maid in order to uncover secrets and reveal criminal activities. Only this time I hadn’t been undercover, and the criminal activity had happened right under my nose. It was embarrassing and infuriating all at once.

“Is Cobblepot here?” I asked.

Detective Chief Inspector Cobblepot was the local homicide detective. Well, in actuality he investigated any major crime in the area, seeing as how the police force in these parts was small, but the last time I’d run into him had been in this very same house but for a different murder.

“Afraid so,” Jack said, knowing Cobblepot wasn’t my favorite person.

Tippy let out an annoyed growl. The detective wasn’t his favorite person either.

Toni crooned to him wordlessly and scratched him under the chin. His growl turned to a whine of ecstasy. Oh, for a dog’s life.

“I’ll tell him Toni can’t talk,” Jack said softly.

“Thank you.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll be fine. I’ve only had a couple sips of this firewater.” I set the tumbler down on an end table. 

He gave me a funny look but nodded. “I’ll let him know.”

“I can’t believe somebody shot Peter with a bow and arrow.”

“Does sound like something out of a Hollywood film,” Jack agreed.

“But why? Who would do that?” I mused.

“Jerry Miles,” Toni said, the dreaminess gone from her tone. “Jerry Miles did it.”

We both turned to face her.

“Why?” Jack asked at the same time I said, “That’s not possible.”

“Because Jerry threatened to kill Peter in public.”

“Why would Jerry kill Peter in public?” Jack wanted to know.

“Oh no,” she waved the hand with the whiskey, nearly sloshing half of it on the carpet. “They were in public when Jerry made the threat.”

“That makes more sense,” Jack said. “But I still don’t see why Jerry would want to kill Peter at all. Weren’t they mates?”

She snorted inelegantly. “Hardly.” 

We both waited for her to continue. When she didn’t, I said, “Come on, Toni. Spill. Why did Jerry threaten to kill Peter?”

“Because Peter stole his fiancé.”

––––––––
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I WAS ABOUT TO ASK Toni about this stolen fiancé business, but there was a banging on the door. Cobblepot had demanded our presence, and while Toni got out of it—seeing as how she was not only in shock, but three sheets to the wind—Jack and I had no such luck.

In typical fashion, Jack insisted that ladies should go first, which is how I found myself ensconced in the library with my favorite person (Ha!), DCI Cobblepot. Tippy sat at my feet, unusually protective. Normally he couldn’t care less, but apparently in this instance, Cobblepot was more offensive to his senses than I was. Bully for me.

For his part, Cobblepot ignored Tippy. Which was probably for the best.

“We meet again, Miss Martin,” Cobblepot sneered. Clearly he hadn’t forgotten me. Neither had he forgiven me having solved his case for him. Wonderful. Nothing like a bruised male ego.

“Detective Chief Inspector,” I said politely, hoping to smooth things over. “How have you been?”

“This isn’t a tea party, Miss Martin. It’s a murder investigation.”

“I’m painfully aware of that, Detective.” My tone was as tart as Mama’s gooseberry pie. Which, believe me, is exceptionally tart since the one and only time she made it, she misread the recipe and put in half a cup of sugar instead of one and a half cups of sugar. If you’ve ever had gooseberry pie, you know what a mistake that is. My lips didn’t unpucker for a week.

Cobblepot made a harrumphing noise. “Let’s get down to it, shall we?” 

“Swell.” My tone was bone dry.

His pencil was poised over his tiny little notepad. “How do you know Lord Winstead?”

“Who?”

He glared at me. “The victim.”

“Oh, Pete. I don’t.”

His bushy eyebrows went up so high they nearly crawled off his face. “Don’t you? Funny that. You call him by his first name.”

I nearly rolled my eyes. Tippy actually did. 

“He told me to call him Pete.” My tone may or may not have implied he—Cobblepot—was an idiot. “We only met for the first time tonight. I’d never even heard of him before.”

Which was funny since Toni and I were supposed to be friends and she’d never even mentioned his name. You’d have thought she’d have told me about him, seeing as how he was her escort. Then again, Toni went through men like most people go through hankies. I don’t mean that in a bad way, just that she has no interest in keeping one around on a permanent basis, so the minute one gets clingy, she’s off to the south of France or something.

Cobblepot’s look said he didn’t entirely believe me. “And what time did you arrive at the festivities tonight?”

“You’d have to ask Jack—John Chambers. He drove me, you see. I think we got here around eight, but it could have been earlier or later. I wasn’t paying attention.”

“I see.” His tone implied I was an empty-headed ninny.

“Do you.” My tone implied he was a jackanapes.

He harrumphed again. “Tell me precisely the events of the evening.”

I gave him the rundown from our arrival, to the start of the dancing, to the arrow in poor Pete’s chest. I finished up with Johnson telling me he’d called the police.

“Why didn’t you try to offer the victim assistance?” He eyed me accusingly.

“Because he was dead,” I said. “I have many skills, but raising the dead isn’t one of them.”

“And how did you know he was dead?” 

Was the man truly that dumb? “Because Jack said he was dead. The arrow went straight through his heart.”

“Oh, really? Are you a doctor?” he asked snidely.

I barely refrained from doing something unladylike. Like poking him in the eye. “No, but I have been to school and understand basic biology. Plus, my father is a hunter.”

“Oh?” I could practically see the thoughts churning in his head.

“Not with bows.” I burst his bubble as quickly as possible. “He uses a rifle. And before you ask, I’ve never shot a bow and arrow in my life. Besides, if I whipped out a bow and arrow at the gala, it would have been more than extremely obvious.” I didn’t mention I was a crack shot with a rifle. He didn’t need to know that.

Cobblepot almost seemed disappointed that I likely couldn’t be the shooter. But not only did I not have the experience with such a weapon, I had been on the veranda with everyone else anyway. So he could stuff a sock in it as far as I was concerned.

“Have you found the murder weapon?” I asked.

“Not yet but give us time.” He puffed out his chest. “We’ll solve this crime right quick.”

I had my doubts. My previous encounter with the DCI hadn’t led me to trust his detecting abilities. Still, better to catch bees with honey, so I murmured, “I’m sure you will.”

He eyed me cautiously as if searching for sarcasm, but I gave him a sweet, ditzy smile. He settled back, confident that he was dealing with an idiot female. That’s the upside of misogyny, I suppose. A girl can fly under the radar of someone like Cobblepot as long as she doesn’t let on she’s brighter than he is. 

I considered for a moment telling the inspector about Toni’s accusation of Jerry Miles but decided not to. After all, he’d been sitting right there next to the dancefloor. He couldn’t have done it. I was almost positive. 

Giving Cobblepot a vacuous smile, I said, “Is that all, Detective Chief Inspector?”

“For now,” he said gruffly. “But don’t leave the area.”

“Oh, never fear about that,” I said. “Didn’t you hear? I live in Meres Reach now.”

The horrified look on his face made my day.
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Chapter 4
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After Cobblepot finished questioning him, Jack drove Tippy and me home. Since I lived in the village, Cobblepot couldn’t prevent me leaving Endmere, though from the look on his face as he dismissed us, he wanted to, if only to be contrary.

Jack was staying at the village pub, The Sullen Oyster, which had four rooms above the bar. I couldn’t imagine staying at a place like that. It was awfully loud and smoky. But Jack said it was comfortable, not to mention it was the only place in the village to stay since Meres Reach didn’t have a hotel or anything. 

The guests that lived in London—or at some distance—were staying at Toni’s. Which was why, the next morning when I walked Tippy up to Endmere and cut across the lawn toward the back of the house, I found them all lounging around the veranda, wrapped up against the slight morning chill, drinking tea and wearing sunglasses as if they’d been up partying all night instead of being questioned by the police. No one seemed particularly perturbed by the fact that a man had been killed inches from where they were sitting.

Someone had put a record player in the window of the sitting room, and the melodious voice of Nat King Cole drifted out across the garden. The air was redolent with the scent of crisp autumn leaves mixed with the yeasty aroma of freshly baked bread wafting from the kitchen and the faintest hint of smoke from an open fire.

Alexander Malburn, handsome as ever, sat on the low stone balustrade, smoking a Turkish cigarette. His pomaded dark hair gleamed in the morning sun, and his olive skin was even darker than it had been that spring. His eyes were covered with dark glasses, giving him a mysterious and dangerous air, and his dark wool suit was perfectly tailored. He was near my own age of twenty-eight and was a professional gambler. Or, according to Toni, a professional cheat at cards. He was set to inherit a fortune on the death of his uncle, so between that and his good looks, no one minded that he was occasionally broke.

Lil—aka Lady Fortescue—on the other hand, while not exactly a beautiful woman, was not exactly ugly either. Her face was a little too long and horse-ish, her teeth a tad too prominent, and her bottle-blond hair a touch too brassy. Her skin was smooth and alabaster, probably her best feature, but her crimson lipstick was a little on the orange side and clashed with her coloring. She should have worn pink or peach. Lil wasn’t a bad sort, just... edgy and a bit snooty. She was, after all, titled. Although she was poor as a church mouse and everyone knew it to her eternal shame.

The rest were new to me, although I recognized Jerry Miles, the handsome racecar driver Toni had accused of wanting to murder Peter. And, of course, the famous actress Vivien Moreton, whose blond hair looked far more natural than Lil’s and who could give Toni a run for her money in the looks department.

An older, well-heeled couple—the Olivanders—sat, chairs scrunched close together, eyeing the rest like someone might make off with the family silver at any minute. The final guest was a middle-aged gentleman, thinning on top and thickening around the middle, wearing a burgundy smoking jacket and matching Jaipur embroidered bedroom slippers. He puffed away at his pipe, eyes twinkling as if he found the whole situation amusing.

“Ah, if it isn’t our own Sugar Martin, Girl Detective,” Alex drawled from his spot against the rail. “Come to solve the Mystery of the Murdered Marquess?”

“Peter was a marquess?” I blurted. I actually didn’t know what a marquess was, exactly. Just that it was right up there with a count or a duke or something like that.

“Son of a marquess, actually,” Alex clarified. “His grandfather was Viceroy out in India and got awarded the title back in the day. Peter would have inherited. Now it’ll go to his younger brother.”

Peter had a younger brother? Now that was interesting. Had he been at the party? And would he be the type to kill in order to inherit the title? I made a mental note to ask Toni.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Alex said amiably. “Are you here to shine up Cobblepot?”

“Please say you are,” Lil interjected over the rim of her teacup. “I loathe that man.”

And for good reason. He’d arrested her for murder when she’d been totally innocent. It would sour a person. But I wasn’t here for that. “Afraid not. I’m just checking on Toni. Is she up?”

“In her room,” Lil said, slathering butter and marmalade on a thick slice of bread. “Won’t come out.”

“Ever the drama queen,” drawled the man in the smoking jacket.

Lil sniffed at him. “Don’t be a prat, Ruben. She’s had a shock.”

So this was Sir Ruben. I’d never met him, but I’d seen his name on a list during a previous investigation. He’d had several items stolen during various house parties. I knew some had been found and returned, but I wasn’t sure if all of them had been. Based on his appearance, I doubted he missed them. According to Jack, Sir Ruben was rich as Croesus with far less taste. Personally, I liked his style.

After chatting for a little longer with Lil, I entered the house where Penny appeared out of nowhere to take Tippy. The minute he saw her, he wagged his tail so hard I was afraid he might dislocate it. I swear, she was his favorite person. Maybe the only person he actually liked. Myself included.

“Did she drag you up here, you poor thing?” she crooned, giving him a scratch. “Come with me, and I’ll give you a treat.” To me she said, “Still on for Tuesday?”

“Of course.” I grinned. “Can’t wait.”

Penny had promised to teach me how to make proper British scones. I was never the cook my mother was, but I’m not bad in the kitchen. I figured fresh scones would be a way to win over my neighbors and other stand-offish villagers. Mrs. Johnson, the post mistress, had been the one to suggest it. She’d even told me that Penny was particularly skillful with scones. And so the plan had been hatched.

While Tippy toddled off with Penny, I made my way upstairs to Toni’s room. I rapped softly but didn’t wait for an answer before entering.

Toni sat in a cozy armchair next to the open window. Her dark hair hung in loose waves to her shoulders, and she wore a pair of pale blue cotton man-tailored pajamas over which a matching bed jacket hung open. One bare foot was braced on the windowsill. A teacup with pink flowers painted on it sat on the table, next to it a matching teapot, still steaming. Voices drifted up from below, but I couldn’t make them out.

“There you are,” she said as if she’d just been sitting there waiting for me.

“How are you doing?” She’d been awfully calm through this whole business. Which had me worried. I half expected her to have a mental breakdown any minute.

She gave me a lopsided grin. “I feel terrible about poor Pete. He was a dear. Always game for anything.” She sighed and stared morosely out the window.

“Eavesdropping?” 

She laughed. “You never know what you’ll hear.”

I winced. “I met Sir Ruben. Sort of.”

She slid me a glance. “Don’t worry. He’s said worse. To my face.”

I took a seat in the other armchair. “Why do you put up with him?”

“Because he’s mad fun. Why else?” She pointed at the pot. “You want some? I can ring Johnson to bring up another cup.”

I shook my head. I still hadn’t quite gotten used to the taste of tea, although I drank it every morning out of sheer desperation. 

“No one seems that upset about Pete’s death,” I said.

She shrugged. “I guess because no one particularly liked him.”

“Is this about the whole fiancé stealing thing?”

“Pretty much.”

I leaned back. “Tell me about it.”

“Not much to tell. Jerry Miles met this French girl, Mathilde, while racing in Monaco a couple years ago. He was mad for her. Gave her a ring, brought her back to England, set her up in a swell little cottage. The minute his back was turned, she hopped in bed with Pete.”

I winced. “Ouch.”

“Indeed. Jerry wasn’t thrilled, as you can imagine. Called the whole thing off. I think Mathilde thought Peter would marry her and she’d get a title and everything, but Peter wasn’t the marrying type.”

“What happened to her?”

“Went back to France. Lyon, I think. I don’t remember. In any case, Jerry threatened to kill Peter. Peter laughed in his face. The two of them got into a blazing row. Fists flying. Very exciting.”

Not exactly what I would consider exciting. “Where was Jerry during your dance?”

“I’ve no idea. You’d have to ask him.” She sighed and took a sip of tea. “What a mess. I really should call Pete’s father.”

“That would be nice of you,” I said a little lamely. “Speaking of, Alex said Peter has a younger brother.”

Toni eyed me. “You sly minx. You are going to show Cobblepot up!”

“I was just curious,” I protested. “I can’t get involved.”

“Why not? You’re a detective now.”

That was a bit of an exaggeration. I was an investigator, sort of. I went undercover, collected information, then passed it on to my boss, Mr. Woodward. I didn’t actually solve anything. Well, not usually. “Because at any minute, Mr. Woodward could call me off to some lordly manor to pose as a garden gnome.”

She burst out laughing. “Very well. Then I shall hire you.”

I blinked. “What?”

“It’ll be perfect. I’ll call old Woodward and tell him I want you investigating Pete’s death. He’ll have to do it.”

“Uh—”

“Leave it to me. You are officially hired.”

And that, as they say, was that. There was no arguing with Toni when she got an idea in her head.

“Okey-dokey,” I said. “Now tell me about Pete’s younger brother. Was he at the party?”

“Dicky? No. He wasn’t invited. He’s what you Americans might call a putz. Absolute worthless dissolute idiot. Drinks too much. Gambles too much. No doubt once he inherits, he’ll burn through the family fortune in a fortnight.”

“But would he kill his brother to get it?” I pressed.

She eyed me thoughtfully. “I would have said no, but—”

“But?” I urged.

“You never can tell what a person will do when money’s involved.”

“Then I’d better question him. Do you have his address?”

“Well, that’d be difficult, darling. He’s in Brazil.”

I gaped at her. “You just inferred he might be involved in the murder!”

“I said no such thing, darling. How could he have done? He’s been in Rio—or was it Sao Paulo?—for months.”

I held back a groan and made a mental note to have Jack check on Dicky’s alibi. I wasn’t letting him off the hook that easily, Brazil or not.
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ON THE WAY HOME, I decided to poke around the garden near the veranda where the archer had likely stood. See if I could find anything. Probably the police had already hauled off the murder weapon and any other evidence they’d found, but you never knew. They might have missed something.

When I went to collect Tippy from the kitchen, Penny was all aflutter. “Please let me come with you. I don’t want to be pressed into peeling potatoes again.” She threw a dirty look at the chef’s ample backside. 

Apparently, the one former employee Toni had gotten rid of was Lord Chasterly’s French chef when he’d made some snide remark about working for a woman. Which was ridiculous as Toni had informed me that all household cooks ultimately reported to the lady of the house regardless of who paid their wages. So she’d hired Mrs. Baker, a solid English woman and distant cousin of Mrs. Johnson, whose figure and name could attest to her wizardry in the kitchen. I had certainly approved of her canapes the previous evening before everything had gone to Hell in a proverbial handbasket.

Before sneaking out, Penny filched a couple cookies from right under Mrs. Baker’s nose, and the three of us—Tippy included—scuttled outside. Penny handed me one while taking a big bite of the other.

“This is delicious!” I said, taking a large bite of buttery, gingery cookies. “What is it?”

“Gingernut biscuit. Aren’t they marvelous?” 

Of course. Biscuit. I never could get used to biscuits being cookies instead of fluffy things meant solely for the delivery of either butter and jam or sausage gravy. 

She gave Tippy a bite, and he went into ecstasy. You’d think I never fed him.

“Did the police mention they’d found any clues?” I asked as we made our way through the kitchen garden overflowing with herbs, root vegetables, and squashes, down a narrow brick path until we neared the pond stocked with goldfish.

“Not that I heard,” she said around a mouthful. “In fact, Cobblepot was right put out they didn’t find the bow.”

That wasn’t a surprise. After all, any self-respecting murderer would have taken it with them. Although I’d been hoping that, if the killer was a guest at the party, they’d hidden it to retrieve it later. Which would have left us a chance at finding it. “They didn’t find the actual weapon?”

She shook her head, her bright red hair blending into a background of red and gold leaves. Toni didn’t make her wear her mobcap. Said it was old fashioned and an insult to her sense of style.

“Just the arrow,” Penny said, brushing crumbs from her uniform. 

The killer had probably taken the bow with him. Or her. I wasn’t sure what kind of strength would be required to use it. I didn’t have a lot of experience with bows and arrows. If it had been a crossbow, I was betting anyone could have done it, but the thing that killed Peter had definitely belonged to a regular bow, complete with feathers on it. 

“Do you know much about archery?” I asked.

“A bit. My uncle is a fletcher.”

“A what?” That was a new term for me.

“He makes arrows. The feathers on the end of an arrow are called fletching. So... fletcher.” She grinned at me. “That’s my family name, see? Fletcher. I come from a long line of ‘em.”

I was suddenly embarrassed I hadn’t known that about Penny. We were friends, after all, but we only called each other by our first names. I’d never thought to ask her last. What a terrible friend I was.

“Don’t feel bad.” She slid me a sly look as if she knew exactly what I was thinking. “I hate it anyway. I used to tell people at school my real name was Chasterly, but that I had to hide my identity. I always thought Chasterly was a better name than Fletcher.”

“Guess you learned your lesson there,” I said dryly.

She laughed. “I guess. Rather be the niece of a simple fletcher than an axe-murderer.”

“It wasn’t an axe,” I reminded her as Tippy toddled off to sniff around the bushes.

She ignored me. “What is himself up to now?”

“You know how he is. Does what he wants. Tippy, come here!”

Tippy ignored me, disappearing behind a tree. A moment later he let out a woof.

Penny and I exchanged glances before hurrying after him. He was half buried in a shrub beneath one of the large oaks surrounding Toni’s garden. His tail wagged with excitement and he made little happy growling sounds in his throat.

Ignoring her pristine uniform, Penny dropped on all fours and crawled in after him. “What have you found, boy?”

But for once, Tippy wasn’t interested in Penny. Backing out of the bush, he made a beeline straight for me and dropped whatever he’d found on the ground in front of me. I leaned down and picked it up.

It was the broken shaft of an arrow. The fletching on the end perfectly matched the arrow I remembered protruding from Pete’s chest. “This belonged to the killer.”

Penny popped out of the shrubbery, brushing off twigs and bits of leaf. “Are you sure?”

“Positive. These feathers are red with green tips, just like the one that killed Lord Winstead.”

“Ghastly.” Although her tone and expression were more excited than horrified. “Do you suppose he lost it? The killer I mean?”

“Or threw it away. Either way, he probably figured no one would find it inside that prickly bush.” Obviously, the cops hadn’t looked too hard. Probably didn’t want to get scratched up.

“Didn’t count on Tippy,” she said proudly.

Tippy preened.

“No, they didn’t.” I stepped around the bush to the tree and glanced up at the house. I’d a perfect view straight to the veranda. But would someone see me?

“Penny, why don’t you go stand up there and see if you can see me.”

“Sure thing.” She jogged off, Tippy hot on her heels. She dashed up the stairs and stood almost on the same spot where Peter Winstead had danced his last dance. Ignoring the stares of the guests, she shouted, “I can see you, but only just.”

I could see her perfectly. Which meant the killer had also had a clear shot at Pete. Had they known that beforehand and chosen this spot? Or had they simply lucked out? “Okay, thanks!”

She hurried back, Tippy along with her. He flopped at my feet and promptly fell asleep.

“What does it mean?” Penny asked.

I bit my lower lip. “I’m not sure. You said you could just see me?”

“Yes. Your body was mostly hidden by the bush, but I could see your head easy enough. And your dress is a bright color, so I could see that.”

I was wearing red. Not a usual color for me, but it was one of the dresses Mr. Woodward had provided for an undercover job, and I was fond of it. However, if a person was wearing dark clothing...

“Imagine it’s dark out and the lights are in your face,” I said.

Penny closed her eyes. “Got it. Go on.”

I hadn’t expected her to play along so thoroughly. “Now imagine I’m dressed in black. Maybe even wearing something to darken my face...”

She opened her eyes on a gasp. “I’d have never seen you.”

I nodded. “As I thought. But how would the killer clean up and return to the party?”

“If he was even at the party,” she pointed out. 

“We’re on a promontory,” I reminded her. “Sneaking onto the property would be difficult.”

“True,” she admitted. “There is a back way up, but it’s scary as anything and most people don’t know about it. Only the locals.” Her expression brightened. “Maybe he wore a balaclava!”

“What’s that?” It was another term I’d never heard before.

“Um, a wool thing. Like a knit hat, but it covers your whole face. Only leaves your eyes showing.”

“Oh! We call that a ski mask,” I said. “Yes, that could have worked. Then he pulls it off, fixes his hair, returns to the party. Assuming that it was a man. It could have been a woman.”

“Could have been,” she agreed, “but I doubt it.”

“Why?”

“Based on the distance from here to the veranda, the killer would have needed to use a longbow.”

“So?” I knew absolutely nothing about bows of any sort.

“Well, a longbow takes quite a lot of muscle to use. And some top skills to hit a mark at that distance.”

I eyed the veranda, then the broken arrow bit. “So the killer was a man.”

“More than likely. And one who’s had a lot of experience shooting.”

“Who amongst our guests would meet that description?” I mused.

“Well, any of them could have the experience,” she admitted. “Archery is a real sport with the upper classes. Sure, they like to hunt with guns, too, but they love any sort of sport. Nearly all the big houses have archery ranges.”

“Blast. I’d hoped it would narrow things down.” I turned the arrow over. “Alright, what about strength? You said it would take a lot?”

“Sure. Serious muscle for that shot.”

“Which guests could have that sort of strength?”

She twirled a long strand of ginger hair around her finger in thought. “Well... Lord Winstead, of course, but he couldn’t have shot himself.”

“No,” I said drily. “Probably not.”

“Mr. Malburn maybe.” She sounded hesitant. “He’s awfully slim, but he’s got nice shoulders, so he could probably manage, but he was on the veranda dancing, wasn’t he? Lord Olivander is far too old. And Sir Ruben is a bit... well, I don’t think he spends much time on archery ranges.”

Which ruled out all the men save one.

Jerry Miles, the race car driver. Jerry Miles who was tall and fit and muscular.

Jerry Miles who no doubt had the strength to pull a longbow and shoot a man through the heart.
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Chapter 5
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I was in the midst of wiping Tippy’s muddy paws—much to his disgust—when my aunt’s Bakelite telephone rang. It took me a moment to realize that’s what it was. Unlike American phones which make a brrring brrring sound, English ones make a harsher brrr wrrr sound. You wouldn’t think that phones in different countries would sound different, but they do. I suppose phones have regional accents, just like people. Strange, I know. I still jump half out of my skin when I hear one.

Leaving Tippy to his own devices, I dashed through the living room, dodging my aunt’s overlarge antique furniture. Arriving in the kitchen at last, I scooped up the receiver, panting from my sudden exertion. “Hello?”

“Miss Martin, is that you? Are you quite alright?” It was Mr. Woodward, my employer.

“Yes, Mr. Woodward. Perfectly fine. I just got back from Endmere.”

“Ah, yes, I’ve had a call from Lady Netherford. Seems there’s been a bit of a kerfuffle.”

“You could say that,” I said dryly. “There’s been a murder.”

His heavy sigh crackled down the line. “Not another one.”

Just that spring, an author had been killed by a blow to the head with a poker. It had been an attempt to frame him for several robberies. Yours truly solved the crime and uncovered the criminals. I may have had a little help. 

“Afraid so,” I said apologetically. Although I didn’t know why I was apologizing. I wasn’t the one who killed poor Peter. I gave Mr. Woodward a quick rundown of what I knew so far. Which wasn’t much.

“Jack was there?” He sounded surprised.

“Yes. Toni invited him, but he played escort for me and Tippy. Very nice of him.”

Pregnant pause. “Er, rather.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, so I chose to ignore it. “I assume you took the job.”

“Of course,” he assured me.

“How would you like me to proceed?” It wasn’t like I could go undercover. Everyone already knew who I was.

“The usual. Ask questions. Poke about. Obviously you are limited since those involved know you work for me and that you’re a detective, but do what you can.”

Detective? There was a wash of giddy pleasure at the thought that Mr. Woodward considered me a detective. How exciting! “Will do, sir.”

“And do be careful, Miss Martin. I’d hate to have to face your mother should anything happen to you.”

That was a sobering thought. My mother was a woman to be reckoned with. And she knew how to wield a rolling pin. “Of course, Mr. Woodward. I’ll be cautious.”

“See that you do.”

“Oh, Mr. Woodward, I was going to ask... do you know anything about Lord Winstead’s younger brother, Dicky? I thought he might know something, but Toni said he’s in Brazil.”

“Yes, for some months now. I’ll double check his alibi. Jack will be around if you need him.” And he hung up without even a goodbye.

I replaced the receiver slowly. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Jack being around. On the one hand, it was irritating to think Mr. Woodward thought I needed a babysitter. On the other, it was comforting to think I’d have someone there to watch my back. Not to mention Jack wasn’t exactly hard on the eyes.

Tippy padded into the kitchen and checked his bowl, which was empty.

“Well, Tippy,” I said, sinking into one of the rickety chairs, “it’s official. We’re on the case. What do you think about that?”

Tippy gave me a look, then wandered over to the refrigerator. Clearly what he thought was that it was time for a treat. Oh, for the simple life of a dog.

I got up and dug around until I came up with a bit of raw liver. I’d never been a fan of any sort of liver, raw or otherwise, but Tippy seemed to think it was dynamite.

As for myself, I dug around in the cupboards and came up with a box of Weston Wagon Wheels. The package was yellow and had a picture of an old Conestoga wagon on the front. I doubted any of my ancestors had ever had such biscuits in their lives. According to Penny, they were a brand-new treat on the market. Personally, they reminded me of s’mores, which Penny claimed to have never heard of. Two biscuits with marshmallow filling sandwiched between them and then the whole thing covered in a chocolate-flavored coating. They were deliciously decadent, and I’d have to be careful or I’d go broke buying them. Not to mention bust out of all my new dresses.

“You know, Tippy,” I said as I munched on a Wagon Wheel, “I think we ought to go talk to Mrs. Johnson.”

Tippy perked up and let out a happy whine. Tippy was fond of Mrs. Johnson. She was always feeding him homemade dog biscuits.

“She knows things,” I told him. “Maybe she’ll know something about Jerry Miles or Lord Peter Winstead. Maybe she’ll know something about the murder.”

Tippy didn’t seem so sure about her knowledge of murder, but he was all for a visit.

“And maybe while we’re there, we’ll see Jack. He did say he was staying down at the Sullen Oyster.”

Tippy gave me a look that was a little too sly for a canine.

––––––––
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THE POST OFFICE WAS just a half block from the sea front in a little stone cottage with a red door and shutters and window boxes overflowing with petunias. The counter sat at the back of the dim, low-ceilinged room, while the front was taken over as a sort of convenience shop with shelves crammed full of sweets, biscuits, tins of something called golden syrup, tea, fizzy drinks (What any self-respecting Portland girl would call pop, but that word got a lot of blank stares), Birds Custard Powder (surprisingly delicious when reconstituted and poured on cake), toilet paper, and sundry other items. A rack against one wall held postcards, newspapers, and magazines.

One of the most interesting and perhaps unusual things about the Post Office was the small bookshelf full of dogeared paperbacks tucked in a corner behind the door. This was Meres Reach’s version of a library. Anyone could borrow a book as long as they returned it, and anyone could donate books simply by sticking them on the shelves for others to find. I myself had left a couple of mysteries I’d already read.

Tippy let out a happy “woof” the minute he spotted Mrs. Johnson at her perch behind the counter. She glanced up from the book she was reading. It was a well-worn copy of Vera Caspary’s Laura. I hadn’t read it, though I’d heard good things, and there’d been that movie starring Gene Tierney.

“If it isn’t himself. I’ve got a treat for you.” Mrs. Johnson reached under the counter and pulled out one of her dog biscuits. She fed it to Tippy, a smile wreathing her broad face.

“You spoil him.” 

Mrs. Johnson grinned at me, flashing the slight gap in her front teeth. “Hard not to. Now, what can I do for you, young miss? Mailing another letter?”

“Not today,” I said. “I thought perhaps you could help me with a little project.”

She gave me a knowing look. “One of your special projects?”

“What do you mean?” I should have known playing dumb was useless.

She cackled and pulled a tin of peppermint sweets out of the pocket of her dress. I took the one she offered me before she popped one into her own mouth. She sucked on it a moment. “Everyone ‘round here knows about your work with Mr. Woodward. Now don’t worry.” She waved off my rising panic. “Ain’t none who would speak of it. Not to outsiders, mind.”

It was still surprising to me that I wasn’t considered an outsider. That was probably Penny’s doing. Her and Mrs. Johnson. They made sure that not only did everyone in the village know who I was, but that they considered me “good people.” It meant that while they may occasionally refer to me as “that foreign woman” or “the American,” instead of being an outsider, I was merely one of the villagers—and an eccentric one at that. Which was pretty hilarious, considering.

“Okay, then, yes. It’s one of my jobs for Mr. Woodward. You heard about what happened up at Endmere?”

She clucked, somehow managing to avoid spitting out the boiled sweet. “Poor man. Shot through the heart with an arrow. Heard they never did find the weapon.” She eyed me closely.

I knew my role. I leaned on the counter, closing the space between us. In a low voice I said, “No, indeed. Although Cobblepot had his men out searching the grounds for hours.”

“But you found something,” she said. 

The woman was either a witch or a psychic. Or maybe she’d got Penny to blab.

“Actually, it was Tippy,” I admitted. “He found a bit of...” What was that Penny called it? “Fletching.”

“Ah! Colors?”

“Red and green.”

She frowned. “Don’t know that one.”

“You mean the colors mean something besides just a matching set?” I asked.

“’Course they do. Surprised Penny didn’t tell you, her uncle being a fletcher and all. See, each archer has his, or her, own colors. Generally speaking. Up the manor house, his lordship always had bright yellow tipped with orange. Said it made ‘em easier to spot.”

She must be referring to Lord Chasterly. “How interesting.”

“Aye. But the grounds man, he has plain white with brown. Natural color of the bird.”

“So you could tell who shot the arrow based on the color of the feathers. I mean fletching.”

“Indeed. Or leastwise, who owned the arrow, which might narrow things down some. Red and green though.” She shook her head. “That I can’t help you with. Jonas might.”

“Jonas?”

“Jonas Fletcher. Penny’s uncle. Lives out in the woods base of the cliff. Old Tom can take you. Bit of a way to walk.”

Old Tom being the village’s excuse for a cabbie. He was a jovial man, but a terrible driver. “Thanks very much. I’ll ask him. Did you know Lord Peter Winstead?”

“He’s the one got himself killed, right? Can’t say I ever met the man. Name’s familiar, like maybe I saw him in the paper, but I don’t believe he was from around here.”

Which begged the question, why would someone come here to kill him? Why not just kill him in London or wherever he was from?

“What about Jerry Miles?”

She frowned and handed Tippy another biscuit, which he happily gobbled down. “Now that’s a name I know. He’s that race car driver. Very handsome.” She waggled her eyebrows. “But handsome is as handsome does.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Before she could answer, the bell above the shop door jingled and in came Margaret. No last name. Well, I was pretty sure she had one, but I didn’t know it, and now we’d spoken several times at the Post Office and out on the street, I felt like a prize idiot asking. 

Margaret was middle-aged like Mrs. Johnson. Perhaps forty-five or so. But where Mrs. Johnson was plump and cheery, Margaret was lean and gaunt and wore faded clothes that bagged on her figure as if they’d been made for a larger woman. Maybe they had, for the navy shirtwaist dress she wore had clearly been made during the war with its plain lines and bias cut, meant to take up less fabric. 

“Hello, Mags,” Mrs. Johnson said cheerfully. “Lovely day.”

“Betsy,” Margaret said pleasantly, if a little stiffly. “Miss Martin.”

I nodded, avoiding the impolite usage of her given name. Although I’d asked Margaret to call me Sugar, she’d refused, which meant I had to call her by her proper form of address, too. So I simply avoided calling her anything.

Mrs. Johnson offered Margaret a boiled sweet.

Margaret refused the peppermint candy. “Thank you, but no. Got to watch my figure.”

Mrs. Johnson rolled her eyes. “We were just talking about the excitement up at the manor.” 

That piqued Margaret’s interest. “Really?” Then she caught herself. “Father Thorne says we oughtn’t gossip.”

Father Thorne was the vicar of the C of E—Church of England—parish church in the village. I had it on good authority—Mrs. Johnson’s—that Father Thorne was actually very fond of gossip.

“Ain’t gossip if you were there,” Mrs. Johnson said stoutly. “And Miss Martin was.”

Tippy let out a slight huff as if to remind Mrs. Johnson that he was there, too. Mrs. Johnson, knowing her place, handed him another treat. If I didn’t watch her, his belly would droop lower than his legs.

“You were there?” Margaret’s eyes widened. “How ghastly for you.”

“It was a bit,” I admitted. “Quite a shock, I’ll admit. And now that Cobblepot is constantly popping up with strange questions.”

“Strange questions?” Margaret was hooked.

“Yes. Like he wanted to know how I knew everyone. Then he wouldn’t believe me when I said I didn’t. Well, I know a couple of them, but take Jerry Miles for instance. Never met the man before. Wouldn’t know him from Adam.”

“He’s that devilishly handsome race car driver,” Mrs. Johnson offered. “Whizzes through the village in that little red coupe.”

“Isn’t he the one that nearly ran over Mrs. Potts’s prized chicken?” Margaret asked.

“The same,” Mrs. Johnson said.

“I thought Tommy Tilbury stole Mrs. Potts’s prized chicken,” I said, trying to keep up.

“Oh, he did,” Mrs. Johnson said, “but that was months ago. Davy Swell—that’s the local constable—made him give the chicken back and let him off with a severe warning.”

“Tommy’s mother made him help Father Thorne,” Margaret said. “Cleaning the church and the like. The boy could use a good lesson in proper behavior.”

“At least Mrs. Potts got her chicken back,” I said lamely.

“In time it nearly got run over by that hooligan race car driver,” Margaret said tartly. “Handsome is as handsome does.”

“Mrs. Johnson said that, too,” I murmured. “What do you mean by it?”

“Only that rumor has it he got a young village girl in the family way,” Mrs. Johnson said. “Not our village of course, but one down the way... St. Cyres Bay. He spent a bit of time there at the rest home recovering from one of his crashes. He does that a lot, apparently. Crash.”

If Jerry Miles had got a girl pregnant, that might explain why someone would want to kill him, but not why they’d kill Peter Winstead. 

“Didn’t he have a fiancé?” I blurted. “Jerry Miles, I mean.”

“I wouldn’t know about that,” Margaret said a little snootily.

“But of course!” Mrs. Johnson declared. “Don’t you remember, Margaret? It was in all the papers. She was ever so pretty, and such a romantic story.”

“Really?” I prodded.

Tippy, realizing we were in it for the long haul, heaved a sigh and flopped on the floor in front of the counter. Margaret looked askance at him while Mrs. Johnson fed him another biscuit.

“Way I heard it,” Mrs. Johnson said, brushing crumbs from her fingers, “she was some society lady from France. Very hoity toity. He nearly ran her over with his car one day on the streets of Paris.”

“Ghastly place,” Margaret murmured.

We ignored her.

“Apparently,” Mrs. Johnson continued, “he pulled over to make sure she was all right and they fell in love right then and there. So romantic.”

“I didn’t see her at the party,” I said, playing dumb.

“That’s because, not six months later, she dumped him for Lord Peter Winstead!” Mrs. Johnson seemed to savor that juicy piece of gossip. “That’s where I knew that name!”

“Served him right, you ask me,” Margaret muttered darkly. “Got his just desserts.”

“Maybe so,” Mrs. Johnson agreed. “But so did she. Winstead ditched her not a month later. Of course, Miles wouldn’t take her back, so off she went back to France.”

Margaret shuddered. “Horrible.”

I wasn’t sure if she was talking about Jerry’s Miles’s ex-fiancé or France in general. “It sounds like a real mess.”

“Oh, it was, and an exciting one, too. You don’t suppose Jerry Miles offed Lord Peter Winstead because of that woman, do you?” Mrs. Johnson appeared intrigued by the idea.

“Who knows?” I gave her a vague smile. “Could be. Or there could be another reason.” Although such a reason escaped me at the moment. “His younger brother inherits everything, which makes for a really good motive, but he wasn’t at the party.”

“Who else was at the party?” Mrs. Johnson asked.

I listed off the rest of the guests, but she unfortunately didn’t have much on any of them, except for Lil and Alex who’d both been to the village during the previous kerfuffle. I guess the rest of them didn’t make it into the gossip columns much. 

Since I could get nothing more out of them, Tippy and I bid our goodbyes and headed out into the unseasonably warm day. Tippy did not approve. His tongue lolled out and he gave me a dirty look.

“Sorry,” I said. “If I’d have known it would be this hot today, I’d... well, never mind. I don’t have a car, so we’d still have had to walk. And it’s no good saying we could have stayed home. We’ve a job to do, you and I.”

Tippy scowled in a way that made it clear he didn’t have a job and this whole thing was beneath him. Which maybe it was, but I couldn’t just leave him shut up in the cottage all day. That wouldn’t be nice. And Jack would have my hide for being a bad dog guardian.

“Walking is good for you,” I said lamely.

Tippy snorted.

We were halfway back to the cottage when a little red car tore out of a side street, nearly plowing us over. If it hadn’t been for Tippy suddenly surging toward the open door of the butcher, I’d have been killed for sure. Or at least badly injured.

“You alright, Miss?” the butcher asked, having obviously seen the whole thing.

“Fine,” I managed to gasp, but one thing was clear in my mind.

Jerry Miles had just tried to run me over.
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Chapter 6
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I stormed into my cottage and thwacked my purse onto the couch. Tippy whined, clearly upset by my fury.

“Sorry, Tips,” I said, “but that man... oh, I’m steamed! You know what? We’re going to go up there and confront him.”

Tippy let out a satisfied grunt as if he thought it was a brilliant idea. 

I considered calling Toni first. Seemed the polite thing to do, but then she might mention it to Jerry. I didn’t want him prepared. I wanted to catch him off guard. 

It was nearly five in the evening, which meant cocktail hour up at Endmere. In Toni’s world, cocktail hour was any time after breakfast. By the time dinner was served at eight, they’d all be three sheets to the wind, so now would be a good time. They might still be sober enough to talk.

Jerking open the wardrobe doors, I perused the offerings inside. My favorite blue taffeta A-line was just the ticket. It had a snug bodice which flared at the waist into a fuller skirt. The little cap sleeves and square neckline were flattering. I paired it with the gold plate jewelry Mr. Woodward had purchased for my first mission and a pair of strappy gold sandals with low heels. Last thing I needed was to break my ankle walking up hill.

Tippy and I started out at a brisk march, but it was still warm, and the air was thick and soupy. It wasn’t long until I felt damp and wilted. Fortunately, at just that moment a horn tooted from behind me as Old Tom came rumbling up the cobblestone street in his ancient green pickup. The window was down, and he leaned out as the vehicle slowed.

“Want a ride?”

“Thank you. You’re a life saver.” Our meeting was fortuitous as I wanted him to take me out to see Penny’s uncle. I hoisted Tippy into the cab before climbing in myself.

Old Tom put the truck in gear, and it lurched forward, rattling over the cobblestones until we hit the main road, which was paved. He swung through the gate and past the groundskeeper’s cottage before hitting every pothole along Toni’s drive. I made a note to remind her to fix it. Somebody was bound to break an axel.

“I was wondering if I could reserve your services for tomorrow,” I said through gritted teeth as we lurched over yet another pothole. “I want to visit the fletcher. Er, Mr. Fletcher?”

“Sure thing, Miss Martin. What time shall I collect you?”

“Would nine be too early?”

“Not in the least, miss.”

The truck lurched to a stop in front of Endmere’s front door. Dust rose in a cloud, coating everything.

“Here you are,” Old Tom said cheerfully. “Let me come ‘round.”

“Oh, no, I can manage,” I assured him, pushing open the heavy door. I stared at the long drop and my delicate shoes. “Well, maybe not.”

Before Old Tom could exit the truck, a zippy little black Triumph Roadster pulled up behind us and Alexander Malburn stepped out. He was looking devilishly handsome as always, his hair perfectly oiled and coiffed, his white shirt under his dark suit setting off his tanned skin perfectly. He strode rapidly to my door and gave a little bow, holding out his hand.

“My lady.”

I laughed and accepted his help before turning around to thank Tom. Once Tippy was safely on the ground, the green truck sped away, and Alex and I strolled to the front door.

“Fancy seeing you here,” he said, eyes perusing my figure in the snug blue dress. It was clear he appreciated what he saw. “I had to pop ‘round to the chemist for some headache powders for Lil.” He patted his jacket pocket.

“I thought I’d drop by for a visit,” I said. Funny how, despite how ridiculously handsome he was, I wasn’t at all moved by his attention. It was like chatting with one of my cousins. He didn’t give me those odd flutters Jack did.

“Have you come to investigate us?” he teased as the door swung open before he could ring the bell.

Johnson stood on the threshold, eyeing us with disapproval. “Miss Martin. Mr. Malburn. The rest of the guests are on the terrace. Cocktails are being served.” He shut the door on our heels and spun to stride stiffly into the depths of the house, leaving us to find our own way to the veranda.

Tippy’s nails made little clicking sounds on the marble floor. I was surprised Penny hadn’t appeared to take him. She always seemed to know when he was there.

Alex shook his head. “I swear that man was born with a stick up his—”

“Toni!” I cried, catching sight of my friend. 

Toni paused halfway down the stairs. Her lush figure was shown off in a red wiggle dress. She tossed her dark hair, a smile curving red-painted lips. “Sugar! I didn’t know you were coming.”

“Nor did I,” I said, greeting her with appropriate cheek kisses. It was still a strange custom to me, but I managed to not look like a total idiot. “But I need to have a word with one of your guests.”

Her brow went up. “Do tell.” She leaned down to give Tippy a scratch, revealing acres of plump bosom.

I glanced at Alex who gave me a knowing smile. “I’ll just take the powders to Lil.” 

As he strode off, I turned back to Toni. “I was taking Tippy for a walk in the village when Jerry Miles nearly ran over us with his car.”

Her perfectly lined eyes widened. “Surely it was an accident.”

“I don’t think so. He actually sped up when he saw us.”

“And you’re sure it was him?”

“Not a hundred percent,” I admitted. “But it was definitely his car.”

She bit her lip. “Oh, dear. I would hate to think... well, come on out. He’s with the rest of them. We’re having cocktails.”

“So I heard. More Pink Ladies?”

“Oh, no, darling. Sidecars. I do love a sidecar, don’t you?”

I didn’t answer since she didn’t seem to need one. Besides which, I’d never had a sidecar. I had the vague impression that cognac was involved, but that was about it.

Out on the terrace, Sir Ruben had made himself at home fixing drinks. Today’s ensemble was a peacock blue smoking jacket and gold-embroidered Jaipur slippers. He gave us a little wave. “Hullo, darlings! You must try these.”

Toni and I took the proffered cocktail glasses, while Tippy turned his attention to Penny who was taking a tray of hors d’oeuvres around to the guests. She let out a delighted squeal, and I let him run to her. 

Jerry Miles was at one end of the long dining table that had been set up, lounging back in his seat, cocktail in one hand and cigarette in the other. He completely ignored me, instead watching Penny with an interest that made my skin crawl. He’d better not try and cozy up to my friend. The man was a womanizer and possibly a murderer. Not to mention he’d tried to kill me and Tippy. No sir. I was not having it.

I set down my glass marched straight over to him and planted myself in his line of sight. “I demand an explanation.” I said it loud enough that it brought all conversation to a halt.

Lady Olivander gasped while Lord Olivander shouted, “What’d she say?”

Jerry looked me over coolly. He didn’t give on at all that he found my confrontation uncomfortable. “Whatever are you talking about, ducks?” His tone was amused, which I found annoying.

“This afternoon. In the village. You tried to run me down with your car.”

Everyone else gasped, but Jerry let out a bark of laughter. “Don’t be ridiculous. I would never risk damaging my car.”

“You really are a gem, Jerry,” Toni said dryly as she sank into a nearby seat and sipped elegantly at her cocktail. 

“Broken bones can mend. Damaged vehicles can’t.”

“Damaged vehicles can be fixed,” I countered. “The dead can’t rise again. Is that what you wanted? Me, dead?”

All eyes were fixed on Jerry. Even Tippy’s and Penny’s.

“Don’t be absurd. I don’t care a whit about you. Besides, I never left the manor today. Whoever you saw, it wasn’t me.”

I eyed him, unsure if he was telling the truth or not. “It was your car.”

He snorted. “Couldn’t have been.”

“It was a brand new, bright red, drophead coupe. I’m not familiar with the make or model.”

“Sunbeam-Talbot,” Toni supplied.

“Yes, that’s right,” I said, remembering the emblem on the side of the vehicle.

He bolted straight upright. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not.”

He jumped from his seat, dropping both cocktail glass and cigarette before charging off in the direction of the garage bellowing for Marks, the chauffeur. Almost as one, the entire company got up and followed. The only ones who didn’t were the elderly Lord and Lady Olivander, the former of which kept shouting, “What the devil is going on?”

Halfway to the garage, we met up with Marks who’d obviously heard Jerry yelling. He doffed his cap and spoke to Toni. “Is something amiss, my lady?”

“I’ll say,” Jerry blustered. “Somebody was driving my car this afternoon, and it wasn’t me.”

“That’s impossible, sir,” Marks said. “I’ve been in the garage all day working on the Bentley. No one has taken any cars out.”

“I saw it,” I said. “It was definitely Jerry’s car. No one else around here drives a red coupe like that.”

Marks scratched under his head. “I suppose it could have gone while I was up at the house for my lunch. Cook wouldn’t let me bring the dishes out here, so I ate inside.”

Jerry stormed toward the garage, the rest of us trailing behind. Toni was looking amused, Marks worried.

“Sorry, my lady, but I didn’t think anything would happen to it. Who would take a car right out of the garage?”

“Don’t you worry about it, Marks. We’ll get to the bottom of it. In any case, it’s not your fault,” she soothed.

That didn’t reassure Marks. His face was beat red, and he twisted his cap in his hands over and over. Guilt or anger? Could go either way, it was impossible to tell.

As a group, we marched to the garage, trailing along like so many peacocks on parade. Sir Ruben was still holding his cocktail glass, occasionally sipping from it like we were at a garden party. Lil had pulled a fancy painted hand fan out of who-knows-where and was vigorously fanning herself while carrying on a never-ending conversation with no one in particular.

“I do think this place is cursed. This is the second time—the second—that things have gone dreadfully awry. Well, I didn’t do it last time, and I didn’t do it this time.”

She was, of course, referring to the spring’s adventures when I’d been on the tail of a thief and ended up stumbling across a dead body. Poor Lil had been accused of the crime. I could understand her trepidation.

“I couldn’t have tried to run you over, Sugar,” she continued. “I don’t know how to drive.”

Which I thought was a pity. All women should know how to drive. My dad had taught me as soon as I could reach the pedals. It took some doing to crank the steering wheel, and I’d nearly taken out Mrs. Hardy’s rose bushes, but I’d gotten the hang of it. And cars were much easier to drive nowadays. Frankly, there was no excuse for an independent woman not to drive, although there are plenty of men who would argue with me and likely a few women, too. Still, I figured if Princess Elizabeth could do it, why couldn’t the rest of us?

At last we made it to the garage, and Marks flung open the door, revealing Jerry’s little red number. It sat, innocently gleaming as if freshly polished.

“There, you see. It’s parked exactly as it should be. It hasn’t been out of this garage since I arrived,” Jerry said snippily.

Not one to accept what a person said simply because he said it, I marched around to the front of the car and laid my hand on the hood—or bonnet, I suppose I should say. “Still warm.”

“What’s that mean?” Lil said.

“Means someone’s driven it, doll. Recently, too,” Sir Ruben drawled in an amused voice. “Looks like you’ve been caught out, Miles.” 

Jerry’s face turned an interesting shade of puce. If ladies hadn’t been present, I’m sure he would have used some blue language. As it was, he merely stormed off without a word.

“Do you suppose he’s telling the truth about not being the one driving?” Toni murmured.

“Hard to say.” I turned to Marks. “The only time you were away was at dinner?”

“Yes, Miss. Gone no more’n thirty minutes.”

“And what time was that?”

He scratched his chin. “Went up there ‘bout four forty-five.”

Which meant he’d have had to be back by a quarter after. If he was telling the truth. Yet it had been four thirty when the car had nearly hit me. “Are you sure about the time?”

He pulled out a pocket watch. “Yes, Miss. This old thing is more reliable than the sun.”

I doubted that but didn’t say so. “And you’re sure the car was here when you left?”

“Well, I didn’t check of course, but it was here this morning and, like I said, I never left the garage ‘cept to get my dinner.”

I strolled around the car, eyeing it closely. Maybe it had been an identical car? But no. This was definitely the car. No one else in the village could possibly afford a brand-new car like this. I laid my hand on the hood and sure enough, it was warm. I sighed. It was a conundrum. Marks was so certain, but someone somehow had gotten this car out of the garage and nearly run me over with it.

“How did he do it?” I muttered aloud.

“Never mind, darling,” Toni soothed. “You’ll figure it out. Come on up to the house for another sidecar. It’ll take your mind off things.”

“But I don’t want to take my mind off things,” I protested. “I need to figure out what happened.”

“And the best way to do that is to simply forget everything and enjoy yourself. The rest will come to you,” she said with maddeningly illogical logic.

I allowed myself to be pulled toward the house, but the rest of the evening my thoughts were on a little red car and my own near-death experience.

––––––––
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THE NEXT MORNING, I woke unusually early for me. I am not, nor have I ever been, a morning person. More than ever, I wished desperately for a cup of coffee, but such things weren’t to be had in the little village of Meres Reach. I’d likely have to go to London for that.

I put the kettle on, let Tippy out the back door for his morning constitutional, and was just getting a cup out of the cupboard when there came a knock at the door. I scowled. It was just past eight. Far too early for anyone to be calling, and Old Tom wasn’t expected until nine.

Jack stood at the threshold looking far too chipper for this hour. He swept his hat off, revealing mussed blond curls which I had the sudden urge to run my fingers through. Instead I snapped, “What are you doing here?”

He eyed my chenille robe. “I have news. Let a fellow in?”

I sighed. “Might as well. I just put the kettle on.”

“Marvelous.”

I padded to the kitchen, Jack hot on my heels. The kettle was boiling, so I got another cup down, dropped in a tea bag, and poured us both a cup. “You might as well know, Jerry Miles tried to kill me last night. Now, what’s the news?”

“What the devil?” he all but shouted. “Sugar!” There was a lot of sputtering.

“Stop fussing. I’m fine.” I quickly told him about nearly getting hit by Jerry’s car, and Jerry’s claim he wasn’t the one driving, plus the chauffeur’s claim the car had never left the garage. “It obviously had, but it’s a mystery.”

One of the chairs creaked as Jack took a seat, placing his hat on the table. “Maybe we should tell my uncle. This is getting dangerous.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m fine. Everything is under control.” At least I hoped it was. “Now, your news?”

He grimaced. “First off, my uncle rang me back about Dicky Winstead. He’s off the hook. Definitely still in Brazil.”

I sighed. “Well, that’s disappointing.”

“You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?” he chuckled. “And you heard about Peter Winstead stealing Jerry Miles’s fiancé?”

“Of course.” I placed one of the cups in front of him then went rummaging in the fridge for milk.

“I’ve found her.”

I turned around so fast I almost bashed my skull in on the fridge frame. “Isn’t she in France?”

He grinned. “That’s what I thought, but no. She’s not.”

“Wait!” I held my hand up. “I need tea before I can process this.” I thumped the milk on the table. “And maybe something to eat. I think I have crumpets.”

Sure enough, there were crumpets in the bread box. I didn’t bother to toast them, but simply slathered on a bit of butter and placed them in reach so he could help himself. After sinking into the other chair, I took a fortifying sip of tea. “Go on.”

“Right. Juliette Devereaux did indeed return to France after the kerfuffle with Peter and Jerry. However, she returned to England six months later.” He flipped open a notebook. “She lives not far from Covent Garden and works in a women’s clothing boutique on Oxford Street.”

“Have you spoken to her?”

He shook his head. “I was thinking you’d want to do that in person. Fancy a trip to London?”

“Absolutely, but first I’ve got a date with a fletcher.”
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Penny’s uncle lived in a ramshackle cottage. It was crammed into a narrow meadow that was somehow wedged between the promontory on which Endmere perched and a lush, forested area which Old Tom informed me was referred to as “Meres Wood.”

“He’ll be out back in his workshop,” Old Tom said. “I’ll wait here.”

“Thank you.” I climbed from the truck, leaving Tippy snoozing in the seat next to Old Tom, and picked my way through the overgrown weeds that made up Mr. Fletcher’s yard.

Sure enough, at the back of the house was a wobbly building that looked like it might have once been a stable but was now clearly meant for the crafting of bows and arrows. A large man with a shock of red hair and an enormous beard was neatly whittling at a bit of wood. Next to him sat a barrel filled with arrows with fletching in various bright colors. None matched the one found at Endmere.

“Mr. Fletcher?” I called out.

He jerked—startled—and glanced up. A frown creased his heavy brow. He looked nothing like Penny.

“I’m Sugar Martin. Your niece Penny’s friend.”

The frown cleared. “Any friend o’ Penny’s is a friend o’ mine. How can I help, miss?”

“I was wondering... are you familiar with a fletching that’s yellow tipped with orange?”

He leaned back and stroked his beard. “Well, there’s a yellow tipped in green, but don’t suppose that helps you.”

“No, afraid not.”

“And there’s a solid orange, but that ain’t right.”

“No, it isn’t.”

He scratched his head. “I do all the fletching ‘round these parts. You’re sure about the colors?”

“Yes. Quite sure.”

“Well, then, weren’t of my doing,” he assured me. “And not from these parts.”

Which meant the killer wasn’t local and had brought his own arrows. The plot was turning thicker than pea soup.

––––––––
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TIPPY SEEMED EVEN MORE excited than I was to climb onto the afternoon train to London. As it pulled out of the station with a lurch and a chug, he jumped up onto the seat—actually, it was more of an undignified scramble—and placed his paws on the windowsill. Pressing his nose to the glass pane, he stared out giving a soft, eager “woof” now and then.

“He sure loves trains,” Jack said. I’d rung him after Old Tom dropped Tippy and me at the station.

“I think my aunt must have taken him with her a lot,” I said, giving Tippy a scratch behind the ears. He did have such soft fur. “Sometimes I think he doesn’t realize he’s a dog.”

Jack laughed. “Oh, I think he does. He just considers himself superior to us.”

“No doubt about that. So what did you find out about Juliette?”

“Not much other than what I told you and what’s in the papers,” he admitted. “We’ll have to get what we can from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.” He picked up the paper he’d brought with him, effectively ending the conversation. 

I had a novel in my handbag, but I somehow didn’t feel like reading. Instead, I stared out at the passing scenery while Tippy curled up for a nap. The trees blurred as the train picked up speed, its whistle mournful. Thoughts and ideas raced round and round in my mind like little red race cars. An arrow flying through the air. A tray of colorful cocktails. Penny shouting a chipper “hello.” 

“Sugar, wake up.”

I startled awake to find Jack’s face inches from mine. We stared at each other for the longest moment. His breath was warm on my cheek, his gaze latched to mine, his eyes such a stunning blue. My breathing hitched.

“Was I asleep?” I finally muttered lamely.

Tippy let out a snort.

Jack leaned back. “For most of the trip. Did you know you snore?”

“I do not!” I sat up, patting my hair down and swiping my fingers under my eyes to remove any smudges.

He grinned. “Very light snores. It’s... cute.”

This time my snort joined Tippy’s. “Nonsense.” I popped open my handbag and fished around for my compact. “Are we there?”

“Ten minutes.”

The train had slowed quite a bit, and the scenery had changed from rolling green hills and thickets of trees to grim brick townhouses and the occasional pile of rubble left over from the bombings. London was still a city very much under reconstruction.

I flipped open my compact and got a good look at myself. Sure enough, my hairdo had gone awry and I looked like a racoon, plus my lipstick was gone. I did a quick reapplication of Elizabeth Arden Radiant Peony, managed to swipe off the mascara which had taken up residence below my eyes, and fluffed out my hair so it didn’t look like such a rat’s nest.

At last the train came to a shuddering halt. Jack, Tippy, and I disembarked. Waterloo Station was teeming with people running this way and that attempting to catch their trains, collect their luggage, or snag a taxicab. Tippy strolled along, ears perked, completely unfazed by it all, but I felt a little overwhelmed. London is such an enormous place. 

As if he read my mind, Jack placed his hand gently at my elbow and steered me through the crowds toward the nearest exit and into a waiting taxi. I gave him a smile of gratitude, but he was busy giving the driver directions. Tippy gave me a knowing look.

“What do you know about it anyway?” I muttered.

“What’s that?” Jack asked, leaning back.

“Nothing. Is Covent Garden far?”

“About ten minutes if traffic is good. Which it hardly ever is.” He tipped his hat lower on his forehead. “Just relax and enjoy the view.”

We arrived twelve minutes later at an older brick building several stories high. It was undamaged from the war and had a little sign in one of the lower windows that read: Rooms for Rent - Inquire Within.

There was no doorman nor any lock on the door. It simply swung open. It didn’t seem secure or safe to me. In Portland, nobody would have batted an eye at such an arrangement, but in a city as big as London? Surely it was asking for trouble.

The door opened into a dim hall lined with doors, and each was marked with a brass number. A narrow set of stairs led up, and that’s where Jack went. Tippy and I exchanged glances and followed slowly, Tippy struggling a bit with the steps. I’d have picked him up and carried him if he’d let me, but even the suggestion of it had him baring his teeth. Fair enough. I didn’t like people hauling me around either. It was undignified.

Juliette Devereaux lived on the second floor—or what we in America would have referred to as the third floor—all the way at the back of the building. I was betting she had a lovely view of the alley.

Jack rapped on the door marked 2C and we waited. And waited. No one answered, so Jack tried the door. It was locked.

“Now what?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I guess we try her at her place of work.”

“I thought she came from an upper-class family.”

“She does,” he said. “Unfortunately for her, it’s not a wealthy family.”

Which meant another trip down the stairs and out onto the sidewalk where Jack flagged down a cab. The trip took nearly fifteen minutes and wound past shops and theaters, through the heart of Chinatown, and between increasingly narrow roads before spilling out onto Oxford Street where we alighted.

We found the shop where Juliette worked easily enough. It was just past the gorgeous edifice of that famous department store, Selfridges. A sign above the door read: M’me Virginie, Dressmaker. The mannequin in the window wore an elegant off-the-shoulder rose taffeta evening gown with a full, sweeping skirt and an embroidered bodice.

I handed Jack Tippy’s leash.

“What’s this?”

“I can’t take him inside,” I said. “And I think I’ll get much more out of Juliette if I talk to her by myself.”

He sighed heavily. “Fine. We’ll wait over on that bench.”

I nodded before pushing my way inside. The shop was decorated in varying shades of white, from the thick cream carpet to the delicate eggshell white curtains. The faint smell of floral perfume and an expectant hush both hung in the air.

A woman about the same age as me with honey blonde hair in an updo and perfectly painted red lips approached me with a business-like smile plastered on her face. “May I help you?” Her accent was ever so slightly French.

“Are you Juliette Devereaux?”

She glared at me suspiciously. “Who are you?”

“Sugar Martin. I’m friends with Lady Antonia Netherford.”

That perked her up. “Welcome, Miss Martin. How can I help you? Perhaps you need a new frock? A pair of Oxfords?”

“Actually, I’m here because of Lord Peter Winstead.”

She paused, her expression frozen. “What of him?”

“I’m sorry to say he’s dead.”

“Oh.” Her expression didn’t change, but her throat worked wildly as if she was trying to hold something back. Tears, perhaps? 

Was she that upset about a man she’d ditched? Or who’d ditched her? I was still vague on the details.

“I’m so sorry to spring it on you like this, Miss Devereaux.”

“I-I...” Her hand went to her throat and the neat string of pearls. “How did it happen?”

Oh, dear. “Um, he was shot. With an arrow.”

Her eyes widened and she clutched the pearls so hard I thought she might break them. “An arrow!”

Several heads swiveled our way. She gave the other patrons a tight smile, grabbed my arm, and hauled me toward the back of the shop through a door marked Private.

I found myself in an open storage room with racks of merchandise to be added to the shop, a desk in the corner overflowing with paperwork, and a tiny kitchenette where the employees could make tea or take their afternoon meal.

Juliette whirled to face me. “What happened?” Her voice was tight, angry, demanding.

Where to begin. “My friend Toni—Lady Netherford—invited a number of people to a gala. It was while Lord Winstead was dancing with Lady Netherford that he was shot. I’m afraid he died instantly. I’m so sorry.”

She plopped into a chair, looking a bit shocked. “I can’t believe it.”

I glanced at the kettle. “Would you like a cup of tea?”

“Cup of tea? You bloody English and your cups of tea! No, I do not want a cup of tea. I want a brandy.”

“First, I’m not English,” I said. “And second...” I pulled a flask out of my handbag. It was a recent addition. I often found that a drink helped loosen lips. “Will whiskey do?”

She nodded sharply. “It will do.”

Juliette managed to nearly empty my flask before getting to the point. She was surprisingly less drunk than I would have thought she’d be. If it was me, I’d be under the table. Then again, I’m not much of a drinker. The odd cocktail up at Toni’s and that’s about it. Juliette was made of stronger stuff.

“I was only with Jerry for his money,” she said at last, leaning back in her chair with a creak.

“Oh?” I wasn’t sure what else to say. It wasn’t every day a woman admitted to being a gold digger.

“My family was wealthy once,” she admitted. “But that was a very long time ago. Before the war. My grandpere made bad investments and lost most of it. Papa lost everything else.” Her lips twisted. “I think it is so stupid the men inherit everything. Men cannot be trusted to make good decisions. Do not you agree?” Her accent had become stronger as she talked.

“Er, I certainly wouldn’t trust one with my money,” I told her. Which was easy to say. I didn’t have any. My aunt had left all her worldly goods to Tippy. I was only the caretaker. 

“Just so. Mama and me, we had to work then. My mama made lovely dresses for those who wanted couture but couldn’t afford it. I helped. We made a good enough living, but then the war came, and nobody could afford new dresses.”

“And after the war?” I prodded.

She shrugged delicately. “Many, many of our clients were dead or had moved elsewhere. It was hard, getting back on our feet. Papa was useless, and Mama, she was unwell. It seemed things would go very badly for us. And then I met Jerry.” She sighed and drained the last of her whiskey. “He was so handsome. So dashing. He promised me the moon and the stars.”

“And so you agreed to marry him,” I guessed.

She nodded. “Just so. Unfortunately, once we arrived in London, I realized he had exaggerated about the money. Not only that, but he was a cad.”

“He cheated on you?”

“Many times.”

I found it shocking that a man would cheat on a woman as beautiful and exotic as Juliette. It seemed... stupid. And if she couldn’t keep a man faithful, what hope was there for the rest of us? “Is that when you left him?” It was a guess but an educated one.

“Yes. I left him. Not so much because of the cheating. Men cheat, you know.”

I didn’t know, and I wasn’t sure she was completely correct about that, but I didn’t say anything.

“I left because there was no money. How can I take care of Mama without money? Of course, he told everyone Peter stole me, but that was a lie.”

“What really happened?” I asked.

She gave me a sly smile. “Peter wasn’t as handsome, but he was rich. It wasn’t a lie, like Jerry. We met at one of Jerry’s races. When I left Jerry, I latched onto Peter quick. Didn’t want that big fish getting away.”

“But he did,” I pointed out.

“Oh, yes, but that wasn’t my fault, you see,” she leaned forward. “He was a bit funny, if you see what I mean.”

I stared at her. “You’re sure? He, ah, batted for the other team?”

She rolled her eyes. “But of course. I didn’t mind. Would have made a good cover for him, and I would have gotten what I wanted, too, but he was too noble. Didn’t want me wasting my time. Idiot.”

She very clearly was less interested in a husband than a meal ticket. “Jerry could still have been jealous. Which would have been a good motive for murder.”

She laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous. Jerry knows all about Peter.”

“How?”

She winked. “Let’s just say that Jerry might have murdered me out of revenge, but he’d have never killed Peter.”

“Oh.” If she was saying what I thought she was saying, then Jerry and Peter had been an item at some point. Maybe still were, at least until Peter’s death. It was hard to say. Although if that were the case, Jerry had hidden it well. “So Peter and Jerry were, ah...close?”

She nodded and gave me a knowing wink. “Very much so, oui.”

I tried to hide my surprise. I knew such things happened, even though it was illegal, but she was so blasé about it. 

We chatted a few minutes more, but since Juliette either didn’t know anything else, or didn’t want to talk about it further, I bid her goodbye and made my way back through the shop. The one person who must have done it now had no motive. Which put me exactly nowhere.
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“She was sure about that?” Jack asked, looking a little uncomfortable. 

We were sitting in the back seat of the taxi, headed back to the train station. This time, I barely noticed the gorgeous architecture or fashionable pedestrians. My mind was completely focused on the mystery.

“She seemed so,” I assured him.

He rubbed his forehead. “That rather puts Jerry out of the frame, doesn’t it?”

“If she’s right, then I’m afraid so. And if he’s not the killer, who else would have had a motive to kill Pete?”

He rifled through his paperwork, frowning. He was cute when he frowned. And I was an idiot. Jack was my supervisor of sorts. I did not need to go all swoony over him.

He looked up just then and caught me staring at him. We both flushed crimson and stared out opposite windows.

You are a sap. Stop mooning over the man like he’s a scone fresh out of the oven.

I cleared my throat. “Do you have any ideas?”

“What?”

“About people with motives to kill Pete?”

“Oh, ah, well. Yes.” He shuffled more papers. “I mean no.”

I gave him a look. “Which is it?”

“As far as I can see, no one attending the gala had the sort of connection with Peter that might have given them motive.”

Just then the taxi drew up to the station. We clambered out and made a dash for our train, just catching it before it lurched its way out of the station.

Once we were in our seats with Tippy curled at my feet, I picked up where we left off. “All right, what connections did the gala guests have to Peter?”

He flipped open his notebook. “Toni, of course, has known him a long time. Friends of the family, apparently. That’s why she invited him. Do you suppose she knows? About his, ah, relationship with Jerry?”

“Probably. And she couldn’t have killed him because she was dancing with him.” Something about that statement, the image of Peter dipping her, niggled at my mind, but I shoved it aside. I had work to do. “What about Lil and Alex?” They were the only guests I knew, though not well.

“They don’t run in the same circles. Alex spends most of his time abroad, and Lil is, as you know, skint. She doesn’t get out much. They probably know each other in passing, but they’ve no real connection. Vivien Moreton, on the other hand, was in a film recently which Peter financed.”

“Peter financed movies?”

“This was the first. According to my uncle, Peter wanted to diversify the family’s interests. He felt that films were the wave of the future.”

“He’s not wrong there.” Even during the worst of financial times, the American film industry still made a killing. “Would his financing of the film affect her in any way?”

“Only in that he insisted that a young man named Marius Earlen star opposite her. She threw a tantrum because she thought he wasn’t good enough. It was all over the papers. Nearly got kicked off the film, but the director went to the mat for her.”

“And was he good enough? Marius Earlen, I mean.”

He shrugged. “I’ve never seen the film, but from a money standpoint, it did alright.”

“There could be a motive in there somewhere,” I pointed out. “It may not be monetary, but it could be revenge for threatening her livelihood.”

“But can you see her shooting someone with a bow and arrow?”

“No, not really,” I admitted. “How about the Olivanders?”

“They’re friendly acquaintances with his parents.”

Not to mention there was no way either of them would have the strength to pull a bow without toppling over and breaking a hip. “I feel fine leaving them out of it for now. Vivien though... she knows a lot of people. She could have hired someone.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

I sighed. “I’m not.”

“And then there’s Sir Ruben. I couldn’t find anything about he and Peter being in each other’s company.”

“Except that I think Sir Ruben might, uh, lean the same way as Peter. Maybe he knew.”

“But how would that be motive to kill Peter?” Jack said.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe Peter threatened to tell someone?”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “And risk exposing himself?”

“No. You’re right. It’s silly.” I sat bolt upright. “Wait!”

“What?”

“Exposed himself... that’s exactly what happened!”

He blinked. “Afraid you’ll have to explain.”

“When Peter and Toni were dancing, Peter dipped her.”

“Yes?”

“At precisely the moment he was shot.”

Jack shrugged. “The killer probably lay in wait. Saw his opportunity.”

“But what if he didn’t? What if that shot was never meant for Peter?”

Jack’s eyes widened. “What if that dip saved Toni’s life?”

“We need to get to Endmere. Fast!” 

––––––––
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I CLOSED MY EYES AS we rounded another bend. Old Tom’s rickety truck was getting far too close to the edge and a plummeting death to the ocean below. The ocean I couldn’t see, but I knew it was there.

Jack, Tippy, and I had arrived back at Meres Reach just after dark. Lucky for us, Old Tom had just dropped someone off at the station, and we were able to hitch a ride up to Toni’s.

The truck careened around another bend, and I wished desperately for something to hold onto. Instead I was squashed between Old Tom—who smelled ever so slightly of alcohol—and Jack. If I wasn’t careful, I’d be grabbing onto him.

Now there was a thought.

I told myself not to be ridiculous. Instead I closed my eyes and sent out a prayer to anyone who was listening. If we didn’t make it to Toni’s in one piece, she might not make it either. 

Tippy was in the truck bed, occasionally letting out a howl. It was clear he wasn’t any more impressed with Tom’s driving than I was.

I would have told Tom to slow down, but for one thing: we were in a hurry. And for another, I think my tongue was frozen with fright.

At last we plunged through the gates, and it was a straight shot up the hill to the manor. I nearly wilted with relief. 

The house loomed in the darkness, stark black against a midnight blue sky dotted with tiny pinpricks of light. The stars were out in full force, but I didn’t have time to enjoy them. I had to get to Toni!

There was only one light on somewhere upstairs. Probably the servant’s quarters. I was surprised Toni would be in bed this early. It was only eleven.

I nearly shoved Jack out of the vehicle the minute it screeched to a halt and dashed straight to the front door. Unfortunately it was locked, so I alternately pounded on it and rang the bell shouting, “Toni! Toni!”

It seemed like forever before I heard the bolt slide back and the door creak open. Johnson poked his nose out, looking every bit the stiff he always did. Apparently, he hadn’t been to bed yet.

“Miss Martin,” his tone was rife with disapproval, “do you know what time it is?”

“Don’t care.” I shoved past him and dashed toward the stairs. “Toni’s in danger.”

“Impossible!” 

I ignored his affronted protest and took the stairs two at a time, clutching the rail like a lifeline. If I’d had more air, I’d have shouted for Toni, but I was already panting with exertion and terror. What if the killer had got to her already?

At last I made it to the top and rushed down the corridor, breath heaving from my lungs. Tippy trotted beside me—either Jack or Tom had got him out of the truck—tongue lolling, sides heaving. He looked every bit as concerned as I felt.

Doors on either side of the hall opened. Heads popped out. Voices shouted questions at me, but I ignored them.

I shoved open Toni’s door and froze. A figure loomed over her, bed pillow clutched in its hands. I couldn’t tell if the figure was male or female, but I knew it meant my friend ill. Tippy growled low in his throat.

“You there!” I meant to shout aggressively, but it came out a little wimpy. “Get away from her!”

The figure whirled toward me, dropped the pillow, and ran straight at me. It hit me hard, knocking me into the doorframe before running toward the back of the house, feet thumping heavily on the servants’ stairs. My head reeled from the knock. I wanted to rush after the attacker, but I needed to make sure Toni was okay.

Tippy had no such qualms. He darted after the intruder, barking up a storm. He’d have woken the neighborhood if there’d been one.

I strode over to the bed and snapped on the table lamp. Toni slept peacefully, hair fanned out around her head, mouth slightly open, delicate little snores escaping. Even while she slept, she was astonishingly beautiful. But why was she asleep? All the noise should have woken her up.

I leaned over and gave her a good shake. “Toni, wake up. Toni!”

She stirred a little and muttered something incomprehensible before snuggling under the blanket. Another snore escaped her.

I stared down at her in consternation. What was going on? 

An empty teacup sat next to the bed, the dregs of tea coating the bottom. I gave it a sniff. Alcohol. No surprise there. Toni frequently spiked her tea. I dipped a finger in and gave it a taste. Tea, whiskey, and something else... something bitter and not right. I grimaced. Somebody had doctored her tea. She’d been drugged. No wonder she hadn’t woken up.

My blood froze. If I hadn’t walked in her room when I had, she would have never woken up. The intruder would have smothered her to death!
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Chapter 9
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Tippy returned, looking smug, with Jack at his side. They joined me in the sitting room. Jack flopped into an armchair, and Tippy trotted over to me, something in his mouth.

“What’s this, Tip?” I held out my hand, and he dropped a slimy wad of dark-colored fabric in it. “Cloth. Feels like from flannel trousers. Did you take a bite out of the bad guy? Good boy! Too bad I don’t have a treat for you.”

At the word “treat” his ears perked up. When none was forthcoming, he glared at me before sinking down into a crouch with a whine.

“Sorry, boy.” I gave him a scratch behind the ears. “Maybe Penny will find something for you, but right now she’s taking care of Toni.”

“How is she? Toni, I mean,” Jack asked.

“Still asleep. Somebody drugged her. Johnson has Penny standing guard with a fire poker while he rings the police and the doctor. What did you find?”

“Not much,” he admitted. “A back window was broken. That’s how he got in. Tippy gave chase and took a bite out of him, but he got away.”

“He pushed me you know. Right into the door frame. We were close enough to... well, kiss.”

“Then you saw him!” He leaned forward eagerly.

“Afraid not. It was too dark, and I think he was wearing a mask. In fact, I couldn’t even tell you if it was a man or a woman. All I know is we got here just in time.” I felt my throat thickening, but I refused to give in to my emotions. Time enough for that later. Maybe. “I get that he snuck in to smother her, but how did he know she’d be out cold? He couldn’t have drugged her, could he?”

Johnson cleared his throat from the doorway. “As to that, Miss, Lady Netherford drugged herself.”

We both stared at him. Well, all three of us if you count Tippy.

“What?” I finally managed.

“Her ladyship usually takes a sleeping draft at night,” he explained. “She says she is too light a sleeper otherwise. Prone to bouts of insomnia. Hence the nightly dose.”

“Maybe she got an extra dose tonight.” I frowned. “Who takes the tea to her?”

“Penny or I take her tea, and she stirs in the powders herself.”

“Plain black tea?” Jack asked.

“Yes, sir,” Johnson affirmed.

“Why is that important?” I asked.

“Because there’d be no way to mask the drug in plain black tea. Toni would have noticed right away. Which means it was likely her usual dose,” he explained.

The thought that whatever she took made her sleep that deeply made my skin crawl a little. I couldn’t imagine being so... vulnerable. “Whoever tried to kill her must know her well enough to know she takes sleeping powders every night.”

“Or whoever it was could have just gotten lucky,” Jack pointed out.

The doorbell rang.

“If you will excuse me?” Without waiting for a reply, Johnson made his way to the door with slow, measured steps.

“That’ll be Cobblepot,” Jack murmured.

Sure enough, the detective’s strident tones echoed down the hall. “Hear there’s been a bit of a kerfuffle, Johnson.”

“You could say that, sir.” Johnson’s tone was dry as week-old bread. “Dr. Grey.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “Maybe Dr. Grey can do something.”

I’d never met the doctor, though I’d glimpsed him around the village. He was an interesting looking man with sandy hair going gray at the temples and overlarge ears that prevented him from being what I’d called distinguished. Mrs. Johnson had told me he’d grown up in St. Cyres Bay, which I suppose made him more suited to village life than the big city of London.

While the doctor went past the door and up the stairs, Cobblepot made a beeline for Jack and me. Tippy gave the policeman a dirty look and turned his back on him. Corgis, I’ve found, can say a lot from behind.

“Well, you two, at it again, I see.” Cobblepot tucked his hands into the pockets of his pleated suit pants and rocked back on his heels. He’d a pipe clamped between his teeth, but it wasn’t lit.

“You know very well we had nothing to do with this,” Jack snapped, standing to loom over the shorter police detective.

“I know no such thing,” Cobblepot insisted, stretching like he might suddenly gain four inches. “All I know is someone attempted to murder the lady of the house just days after her boyfriend was murdered.”

“And Sugar stopped him,” Jack said, not bothering to correct Cobblepot’s misassumption.

Cobblepot turned gimlet eyes on me. “Is that so?”

“Yes, it is,” I replied. “And Lord Winstead was not Toni’s boyfriend.”

Cobblepot heaved a sigh, pulled out a notepad, and sank into the nearest chair and pulled out a book of matches. “Might as well start from the beginning.”

So I told him everything, or nearly everything. I sort of left out Jack and me questioning Juliette, though I did mention our trip to London, and how I’d mulled things over and eventually realized that Toni could have been the intended victim. I concluded with our rush back to the manor, my saving Toni from an early demise, and my run-in with the killer. Or attempted killer.

“And you didn’t see anything? No features?”

I shook my head. “Too dark, and they were wearing a mask and gloves. I don’t know if it was a man or a woman.”

“Got to be a woman,” Cobblepot said. 

I blinked. “Why’s that?”

“Men don’t go ‘round smothering people in their sleep.” He sucked on his pipe, a cloud of fragrant blue smoke swirling around him.

I opened my mouth to protest, but Jack interrupted. “Have you found the murder weapon yet?”

“No.” Cobblepot shot him a glare and turned back to me, clearly not to be deterred. “And who would want to kill Lady Netherford?”

“I don’t have any idea,” I admitted. “I don’t suppose it was Lord Chasterly? He could be sore about what happened.”

“Not unless he can be in two places at once,” Cobblepot said. “He’s locked up tight in prison.”

“He could have hired someone,” Jack pointed out, getting up to pour himself a dram of whiskey. 

He tilted his head toward the decanter in question, but I shook mine. I needed to stay sharp. What I really wanted was coffee.

“Doubtful,” I said. “Whoever it was seems to know a lot about Toni. I doubt Lord Chasterly would know that much. Same goes for Mary.” Mary Parlance had been his partner in crime and was also currently in prison.

“Well, who else?” Cobblepot was obviously frustrated. 

Apparently, I had to do his job for him. “Toni and I are friends, but fairly new ones. She’s never mentioned any enemies. She isn’t currently seeing anyone.” At least not that she’d mentioned, though with Toni it was hard to tell. “I suppose someone could be after her money, but we’ve never talked much about it.”

“You know who her heirs are?” Cobblepot glared at Jack.

“Afraid not. That’s my uncle’s business.”

I hadn’t realized Mr. Woodward was Toni’s solicitor. I supposed I should have.

Cobblepot stood up. “Well, I can’t say the two of you have been very helpful. If you think of anything else, let me know.” And he strode from the room, pausing at the foot of the stairs just as the doctor descended. “Anything, Doc?”

“Best thing to do is let her sleep it off,” Dr. Grey said smoothly. “She’ll wake in the morning as usual. You can question her then.”

“Late morning,” Johnson intoned from behind the doctor. His tone brooked no argument.

Cobblepot grimaced. “Fine. I’ll be back at ten. Make sure she’s ready.” And with that he stomped out.

Dr. Grey paused and gave us a warm smile. “She’s lucky you got here in time.”

“She’ll be okay, though, right?” I asked.

“She’ll be just fine. If you need me, you know where to find me.” He gave me and Jack a nod, then walked calmly to the front door where Johnson showed him out.

I let out a sigh of relief. “I was really scared there for a minute.”

Jack leaned over and squeezed my hand. It was such a shock my brain went fuzzy for a moment.

An even bigger shock was that Tippy set his chin comfortingly on my knee. I stroked his soft, fuzzy ears.

“We’re going to figure this out Sugar. We will,” Jack assured me. “You’re good at this.”

I gave him a dopey smile, then straightened my shoulders. I did not have time to moon over Jack Chambers. “But the stakes are higher. This time it’s my friend in danger.”

––––––––
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I WOKE SLOWLY TO THE singing of the birds outside my window. Well, Endmere’s window. Surprisingly, Johnson had insisted that Jack and I stay over in two of the guest rooms. Neither of us had argued. It was late and neither of us wanted to leave Toni. Just in case.

I’d thought I’d never go to sleep, but I had dropped off faster than I would have thought. Still, I felt a little fuzzy-headed and tired. I’d give anything for a good cup of coffee.

Tippy was gone, but I figured Penny had rescued him for breakfast and a walk. I couldn’t thank her enough for letting me sleep.

I climbed out of bed and stumbled into the attached bathroom to wash my face and make sure my hair wasn’t a total fright. Penny had loaned me a nightgown, probably one of Toni’s or maybe they just had extras around, and a brand-new toothbrush.

Once I’d finished, I hurried back to my room to change. At some point, Penny had freshened my clothes and pressed my dress. The dress hung from the door of the wardrobe, and the cardigan and underthings were folded neatly on the chair, my newly polished shoes placed carefully beneath it.

With gratitude, I quickly dressed and hurried downstairs to the dining room in search of breakfast. It was half-past-nine and Cobblepot would be there soon. 

Jerry was the only one at breakfast. He sat reading the morning paper with a cup of tea steaming away at his elbow and a bit of toast half-eaten on a plate.

“Morning, Jerry,” I said breezily as if I wasn’t immediately thinking about how to confront him with the information I’d heard from Juliette. After checking the sideboard for coffee—there wasn’t any—I helped myself to eggs and toast, then I sat in the chair across from him. I reached for the tea pot. “Toni up yet?”

“Haven’t seen her.” He eyed me suspiciously. “You’re looking chipper.”

“I met Juliette Devereux,” I said, pouring myself a cup of tea before slathering jam on a slice of toast. 

He cleared his throat and shifted nervously. “Did you?”

“Yes. She told me something very interesting about you and Peter.” I eyed him carefully over the rim of my cup.

His skin went milk white. “Juliette has a tendency to exaggerate.”

“Does she? Funny. She seemed quite sincere.” I took a sip and grimaced at the bitter taste. I dumped extra milk and sugar in it and gave it a stir. “If you’re worried about anyone finding out, they won’t hear it from me.”

He was quiet for a long moment. “Let’s just say I had no reason to kill Peter. I... cared for him.”

“You just couldn’t show it. And neither could he.”

He nodded. “Just so.”

That crossed Jerry off my list.

“Good morning, everyone!” Toni swanned in, dressed in a silky negligee that was more suited to her own boudoir than public. Although I supposed we weren’t actually in public. “What are you all doing here?” She sank into a chair and poured her own cup of tea, but she didn’t bother with anything to eat.

Jack was hot on her heels, wearing the same suit he’d worn yesterday and somehow looking divine anyway.

“Didn’t Johnson tell you what happened last night?” I asked Toni.

“Well, he claims someone tried to murder me, but it’s all nonsense, of course.” She gave a tittering laugh.

Jack and I gave her matched looks.

She blanched. “It’s not true, is it?”

“Afraid so,” Jack said gruffly. “Sugar stopped whoever it was.”

“And woke the whole house doing it,” Jerry muttered. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to... take a walk.” After shooting me a look, he strode from the room.

Toni leaned back, the wind knocked out of her. “I can’t believe it. What happened?”

Once again, I recited the story, only this time I told her everything about us questioning Juliette. I finished up with, “Cobblepot will be here any minute. Keep mum about the Juliette angle, will you? I sort of didn’t mention that to him.”

Toni gaped at me. Before she could answer, there was a pounding at the door.

Jack and I groaned and in unison said, “Cobblepot.”

As if he’d heard us, the detective appeared in the doorway looking rumpled and irritable, his pipe trailing smoke. So business as usual then. Without asking, he made a beeline for the teapot, then he paused as if suddenly realizing his gaffe. “You mind? 

Toni nodded graciously. “By all means. Make yourself at home, Detective.” 

“Detective Chief Inspector, if you don’t mind.” With a sigh, he sank into one of the available chairs. Dark bags hung under his eyes, and his cheeks were scruffy as if he hadn’t shaved in a day or two. He poured himself a cup of tea, added a generous amount of sugar (considering Britain was still rationing), and leaned back, eyeing Toni. He took a deep sip, nodding approvingly, then said, “I’m glad to see you’ve come to no harm, Lady Netherford.”

She gave him a grim smile. “As am I.”

“Now,” he patted his pockets until he came up with a notebook and a pencil nub, “I want you to tell me the events of last night as you remember them.” He glanced from me to Jack. “If we could have some privacy.”

“You’re the interloper here, Detective Chief Inspector.” Her tone held an icy bite. “Jack and Sugar will stay and finish their breakfasts you so rudely interrupted.”

His cheeks were crimson, and his eyes snapped with anger, but Cobblepot wasn’t a total fool. Instead of protesting further, he harrumphed a bit before getting down to business. “What did you do yesterday evening?”

“As you well know, I have several guests staying,” Toni said.  “We had cocktails at seven. Supper at eight—early, but we keep country hours here—and then port and cards after.”

“And all the guests were here the entire time?”

“Yes. Well, except for the Olivanders who went to bed at eleven. They’re quite elderly, you know.”

He scribbled something in his notebook. “What time did you go to bed?”

“Oh, it must have been around one. Everyone else was still up, but I had a bit of a headache.”

He scribbled some more. “Go on. What next?”

“I got ready for bed as per usual, then took my tea along with my sleeping powders and just a drop of whiskey. Medicinal of course.” Her eyes danced with humor.

“Who brought the tea?” Cobblepot demanded.

“Penny, of course. She always brings my tea. Her or Johnson.” 

More scribbling. “Are you absolutely certain the tea was unaltered when it was brought to you?”

She laughed. “But of course.”

“How can you be sure?” His eyes narrowed.

“First of all, Penny would never harm me. The very thought is ludicrous,” she said with assurance. “And secondly, the tea was black and on the weak side. Just about anything added to it would have stuck out like a sore thumb. I simply took my usual whiskey and powders and went to sleep. Nothing suspicious there, Detective.”

He grimaced but didn’t bother correcting her again. “You slept through the night? You heard nothing?”

“I never do,” she assured him. “The draft knocks me out quite thoroughly, I’m afraid. I’d no idea what had happened until Penny woke me this morning with my hot chocolate.”

It seemed awfully decadent to have a maid wake a person, hot chocolate in hand. I was pretty sure I could get used to it, though. 

“How about enemies?” Cobblepot pressed. “Threats?”

“No threats, I’m afraid. That would wrap it up neatly, wouldn’t it?” Her tone was teasing and Cobblepot blushed crimson. Toni had that effect on men when she wanted to. “As to enemies, well, no one that would want to smother me, though Lady Terry was rather upset with me for wearing the same dress as she did to the last soiree we attended. I wore it better, of course.” She winked, and Cobblepot grew even redder. “Still, she wouldn’t bother killing me over it.”

“Who else knows your nightly routine?” he pressed.

She shrugged and sipped her tea. “Only the household. Johnson, Penny, Cook. How did they get in?”

“Smashed in a back window,” Cobblepot said.

“Johnson’s having it fixed,” Jack assured her. 

Cobblepot cleared his throat. “Anything else you can add?” 

“I’m afraid that’s it,” she said.

He drained his cup and stood. “Well, I’m off then.”

“Aren’t you going to investigate?” I demanded. “Take fingerprints or something?”

“From what? You said the intruder wore gloves.”

So I did. Still, it seemed like he should do something.

Clearly, Cobblepot had other ideas, for he stomped out, leaving us to our tea and toast. Really, I was going to have to figure this out myself, or my new friend would be toast herself.
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Chapter 10
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Once breakfast was finished, Toni dressed in a pair of navy-blue wide-legged trousers and a knit sweater with horizontal red-and-white stripes. She looked swell, as always. The two of us took a walk along the cliff. There was an excellent view of the sea, and it was the chance to get a bit of sun before the weather remembered it was fall. Plus, there’d be no one to overhear us.

Tippy trotted alongside, for once happy to be out for a walk. He moved from one patch of grass to the next, sniffing in delight and occasionally letting out a yip.

“About last night,” I began.

“Oh, do let’s talk of something else,” Toni begged. “I really don’t want to think about it.”

“Not thinking about it won’t make it go away,” I reminded her. “Someone tried to kill you, and they’d have succeeded if Jack and I hadn’t arrived in time. It was only sheer luck that we did.” 

She took my arm in hers. “More like genius. You’re the one who figured out it was me the killer tried to shoot, not Peter. Poor Peter.”

“Yes, well, that’s fine and dandy, but it doesn’t get us any closer to figuring out who the killer is. Are you sure you can’t think of anyone who would have a grudge against you? Not even Lady Terry?”

She giggled. “Lady Terry is plump, short, half deaf, and over sixty. Trust me, she’s not involved in this.”

Since the intruder had been neither plump nor short and had moved much faster than a woman of sixty probably would, it was very unlikely it was Lady Terry. Although, she could have hired someone. I grimaced. “No one else? Are you sure?”

“My only enemies are your enemies,” she reminded me.

“Lord Chasterly and Mary Parlance. Yes, I thought of them, but Cobblepot assured me they’re both locked up tight.”

“They could have hired someone,” she pointed out.

“True, except our friendly neighborhood DCI also insisted that they couldn’t have hired anyone as they didn’t have access.”

“Well, that’s a bother,” she said. “What about Simon Parlance?”

I watched a sailboat bob at anchor in the bay. “Mary’s brother would definitely have a motive, but wouldn’t he be more likely to go after me?” 

“I suppose so. You are the one that put his sister away.” She shook her head, glossy waves shining. “It’s really too bad about Mary. I always rather liked her. She was fun.”

Personally, I thought she was snooty, but I supposed in Toni’s world the two weren’t mutually exclusive. I was surprised she enjoyed my company as much as she seemed to. I was a veritable stick in the mud compared to many of her fellow socialites. I barely drank (at least until I moved to England), had never dated anyone famous or rich, and had to work for a living. I only had a fancy—if limited—wardrobe and got to go to glamourous parties and fashionable places because of my job. Most nights, when I wasn’t working, I was at home with Tippy, reading a book or listening to a radio show.

Toni bent down and picked up a stick which she tossed. Tippy stared at her, then the stick, then back at her as if to say, “What do you expect me to do about that?”

“Fetch!” she ordered.

Tippy snorted and plopped down among the daisies.

“Are you certain he’s actually a dog?” Toni asked.

“I’m pretty sure he thinks he’s a human,” I replied.

She shook her head and reached down to scratch his ear. “Your aunt spoiled him, no doubt.”

“No doubt,” I said drily. 

In fact, I knew that to be the case. And she was still spoiling him from beyond the grave. Thanks to the stipulations of her will, I could afford to keep him in as many juicy bones as his heart desired, while I got by for the most part on beans and toast. This was not a dining experience I’d ever had before coming to England, but I found it was actually pretty good, if a little dull. Especially since I’d had it several times a week. I hoped to go home for Christmas. Mr. Woodward had agreed Jack could watch Tippy while I was gone, but I’d have to pay for my own ticket home, so I was saving like mad even though I had a bad feeling I’d have to wait until next year before I could afford it.

“So if it isn’t Mary or Lord Chasterly, and it isn’t Simon, then who could it be? What about one of the other guests?” I suggested.

She sank elegantly down onto the grass. I joined her, slightly less elegantly. Tippy curled up beside me, and I absently stroked his soft fur.

“Impossible,” Toni declared. “These people are my friends. They’d have no reason to harm me.”

“Even Vivien Moreton?” I asked, knowing the two had some sort of rivalry going on. Probably because when Toni walked into a room, nobody paid attention to Vivien, and Vivien hated that. She was one of those center-of-the-spotlight types of people.

Toni laughed, but it was a bit strained. “Vivien is a pain in the backside, but she wouldn’t kill anyone. Besides, she was standing near the veranda when Peter was shot. I saw her there. She couldn’t have done it.”

“But she could have hired someone, just like Simon could have.”

A line formed between her brows. “I suppose, but I don’t see why she would bother. What would be her motive?”

“I was hoping you could tell me.” I sighed. “Maybe she was in love with Peter and was mad you’d snagged him.”

“You know very well that Peter was my date for appearances only.”

“I know that, but did Vivien?”

She mulled it over. “I’m fairly certain she knew about his preferences because she wasn’t happy about him spending time with Jerry. She was seeing him, you know. Jerry, I mean. Maybe she wasn’t angry because Jerry was neglecting her, but because she was afraid he was cheating on her with Peter.”

I nodded. “That would make sense based on what we know. But then she’d have a motive to kill Peter, not you.”

“Well, Peter is the one who’s dead.”

“As you pointed out, Vivien isn’t the killer, so her motive for killing Peter is moot.”

“As is her motive for killing me.”

I let out a frustrated breath. “This is useless. We’re getting nowhere.”

“Where we’ve got is that none of my guests had a motive to kill me.” She was awfully calm for someone who’d nearly been murdered just the night before.

“What about the staff?” I felt guilty even suggesting it.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She laughed. “The only one who left was the chef, and I didn’t fire him, he quit. The others were happy to stay on. They’re all locals, so they’re close to home and I pay them better than Freddy did.”

Freddy was Lord Chasterly. “So they’re happy then.”

“Yes. They certainly seem to be.”

Penny’s attitude bore that out. She had always been cheerful, but she was especially chipper working for Toni.

“I suppose it could have been someone from the outside. Someone we don’t even know about. They could have heard about the gala, saw their chance, and snuck onto the property.”

“Then lay in wait for the right moment, saw their opportunity, and then bam!” She clapped. “Yes! That must be it.”

It was possible, if a little farfetched. So convenient to blame it on an outsider. Except that, according to Toni, there was no one who’d want to kill her. This was not a crime of opportunity. This had been planned, right down to the last detail. Except there’d been that unexpected moment and the wrong person had ended up dead. Not to mention, the killer had returned in an attempt to smother Toni.

No. I was convinced that the killer wasn’t a stranger or an outsider. The killer was very close at hand. Close enough to strike again.

It may have been a balmy seventy-five degrees, but I shivered.

––––––––
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BACK AT THE HOUSE, we found Jack waiting for us. “I talked to my uncle,” he said once Penny had taken Tippy off for some water and a nap.

“About?” I asked.

“We should talk somewhere more private.” He opened the library door and ushered us both inside.

Toni went straight for the liquor cabinet and poured herself a glass of gin. “Want some?”

I shook my head, as did Jack. 

She shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 

“Now what’s this about?” I demanded, taking a seat in one of the leather armchairs.

Jack leaned an elbow against the elegantly carved mantle. “I asked my uncle to double check that our jailbirds are still safely locked away.”

“And are they?” I asked.

He nodded. “The only person who’s visited Mary is her priest.”

That was a surprise. “Simon hasn’t been to visit? But they were so close.” Weirdly close, in fact.

“When she was arrested, he was furious,” Toni informed me. “Said he couldn’t bear to be in the same country as she was. That she was a disgrace to the Parlance name. I think he was afraid people would think he was somehow involved.”

I’d actually never been totally convinced he wasn’t. Oh, I knew he wasn’t involved in the murder, but the thefts... well, I was suspicious, but there’d been no proof.

“Simon’s gone off to Italy,” Jack informed us. “He’s staying at the villa of the Contessa de Lauria.”

“Ah!” Toni said as if it all made sense.

“What do you mean by ‘ah?’” I asked. 

“The Contessa is a very wealthy widow with a penchant for younger men. I believe our Simon has landed on his feet.” She winked.

“Good for him, I guess, but that definitely puts him out of the running.” I sighed. “What about Freddy? Did he have any visitors?”

“That’s where it gets interesting,” Jack said. He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. “He refused to see a priest, so no visitors. At least not until up to about a week before the gala. That’s when he had a single visitor. One visit. This is the name.” He handed me the paper.

Slowly I unfolded it, my insides quivering. I felt suddenly nervous as if I were about to have the secrets of the universe revealed to me.

The paper was plain, unlined, and had a single name written on it in Jack’s scrawling hand:  Frankie Smith.

I huffed an exasperated sigh. “Frankie Smith?”

“Clearly an alias,” Toni said dryly over the rim of her gin glass.

“And no way to tell if it’s a man or a woman.” I glanced from Toni to Jack and back again. “I have an idea, but you might not like it.”

“Spill,” Toni demanded, setting her glass on the end table.

“I say we draw the killer out.”

“Great idea,” Jack said. “Question is, how?”

“This is the part you won’t like,” I admitted. “We use Toni as bait.”

Jack grimaced. “You’re right. I don’t like it.”

Toni grinned. “Well I do.”
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Despite Jack’s objections, Toni and I sat down immediately to plan another gala. The plan was to invite the same people as had been at the original event—most of whom were still at Endmere. Except for Peter, of course, seeing as how he was unavailable due to being dead. Perhaps by recreating the event, it would draw out the killer, and we’d be able to catch him or her.

Jack muttered a lot about “idiotic ideas” and “utter rot” and “abject nonsense,” but Toni and I mostly ignored him. I was convinced this was the only way to stop Toni getting murdered in her bed—quite literally. 

Penny was over the moon and kept popping in with suggestions for everything from decorations to canapes. When she recommended her mother’s recipe for black pudding, Toni finally sent her out to walk Tippy.

“I’ll go with her,” I said. “I could use a break.”

“And I could use a cocktail,” Toni said, stretching languidly. “Jack?”

“No, thank you. I need to get back to London.”

“I’ll have Johnson ring for Old Tom.” 

While she did that and I searched under the couch for my shoes, Jack muttered for the umpteenth time, “I don’t like this.”

“Tough cookies. This is my investigation, and Toni’s on board, so we’re doing it.”

“I don’t want you putting yourself in danger,” he muttered.

I stared at him. “I didn’t know you cared.”

He flushed scarlet. “I mean the general you. As in the you and Toni you. Not the specific you.”

“Uh-huh.” I fished out my left shoe and scrabbled around for my right. “Of course. The general you.”

“Yes, exactly.” He fidgeted.

“Well, we’ll be as careful as we can, but it’s happening, Jack.” I shoved my shoes back on my feet. “Now I’m off. When will you be back?”

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “For the gala.”

“Excellent. You’ll be my escort,” I blurted. “Have a safe trip.” Before he could refuse, I hurried out.

Penny was waiting for me in the hall with Tippy on his leash. He looked sullen and unconvinced that we should be walking anywhere on a day like this. A day like this being any day that ended in y. One walk was bad enough. A second one was simply unheard of.

This time we strolled toward town, enjoying the gentle breeze and the warm sun. Penny chattered about the upcoming gala and the various guests. I only half listened, my mind turning things over.

“Penny,” I said at last, interrupting something about the vicar being obsessed with Elvis, “what do you know about Lord Chasterly?”

“Quite a lot, I should imagine,” she said with a giggle. “I worked for him four years. All sorts of comings and goings.”

“What about relatives? Lovers? Close friends? That sort of thing?”

She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Well, can’t say as I recall much in the way of relations. He had some distant cousins or other, but they never came ‘round. We all know about him and Mary, of course.” She glanced at me. “Although I swear, I had no idea at the time.”

“Of course not,” I murmured.

“Friends... well, Lady Netherford, of course. They always seemed close friends. And Mr. Malburn, they spent a bit of time together fishing and shooting. But I wouldn’t say there were a lot.”

“How about gossip?” I prodded. “Even old stuff from years ago? Anything... juicy?”

“Not that I know about,” Penny admitted. “But you know who would.”

I grinned. “Mrs. Johnson. Come on then. Let’s go talk to her. She’ll have a treat for you, Tippy.”

Tippy approved of that notion.

––––––––
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“SCANDAL, YOU SAY?” Mrs. Johnson handed Tippy a dog biscuit and gave him a scratch on the head. “Well I do recall something, but it was a long time ago.”

Penny and I exchanged glances. The Post Office was empty and dim, the sun barely filtering through the wisteria vines outside the narrow windows. It was the perfect place and time for gossip.

“How long?” I pressed.

“Let’s see now... oh, must be nearly twenty-five, thirty years ago.” She hoisted her plump posterior onto her stool and smoothed down her apron. “I don’t know as I should be telling it, though. Shouldn’t make much difference now.”

“If it won’t make much difference now, then there’s no reason you shouldn’t tell it,” I urged, propping my elbows on the counter. “It could save a life.”

Her eyes widened. “Really? Whose?”

“Lady Netherford,” Penny piped up. “She’s ever so nice, Mrs. Johnson, but somebody is trying to kill her!”

“Goodness. And you think it might have something to do with that old scandal?”

I shrugged. “Could be. It’s the only lead we’ve got.”

“Right then. I don’t recall all the particulars, but what I do remember is that back in the day, there was a young maid up at the manor. Pretty little thing. Blonde, big eyes, half scared of her own shadow. Not a local, mind. She come down from London, though she weren’t from there originally. Up north, I imagine, what with her accent and all. Anyhow, she was working up there when his lordship came to stay one summer. He was a young man then, and rumor has it he did what young men are wont to do, if you get my meaning.” She wiggled her eyebrows.

I did, indeed, get her meaning, although I wasn’t likely to excuse such behavior, regardless of what the rest of the world did. Gentlemen did not take advantage of young ladies in their employ. I’d had one pinch me on the bottom once, and you know how that went. Call me a feminist if you must, but such behavior is unacceptable. “Let me guess. She got in the family way?”

Mrs. Johnson tapped the end of her nose. “Nail on the head, my girl.”

“Then what happened?” Penny wanted to know. She unwrapped a boiled sweet—rhubarb custard—and popped it in her mouth. 

When Mrs. Johnson gave her a look, she slid a penny on the counter. It was quickly tucked away and Mrs. Johnson continued her story.

“Well, as I recall, she was sent packing. Doubt her family would have had much to do with her after that. Most wouldn’t, but there’s always homes for such girls.”

“She had the baby?” I asked.

“Far as I know. Likely put up for adoption, as such usually are. But no one ever saw nor heard from her again, nor did any child of hers ever show up claiming his lordship as father. Leastways not that I’m aware of.”

“What was her name?” I asked. “The maid, I mean.”

“Mavis. Mavis... Something with a T. Tilcum, I think.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Johnson. You’ve been very helpful.” I made to leave, then paused. “By the way, have you ever heard of a Frankie Smith?”

“Can’t say as I have,” she said almost apologetically. She did love her gossip and hated being out of the know.

“Now what?” Penny asked as we burst once again into the sunshine.

“Now we find out what happened to Mavis Tilcum.”
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Normally when searching for someone, I would start in the village church. After all, as I’d discovered during my time working for Mr. Woodward, that was where every birth, marriage, and death in the history of England was recorded. Sometimes with juicy details. But Mavis wasn’t from Meres Reach, nor had her child, if indeed she’d had a child, been born here. And I very much doubted anyone had married her. Not if she’d gone off to a home for unwed mothers. So the church was out.

Back home, I’d head straight to the library. Old newspaper articles were always useful, but Meres Reach didn’t have a library. The nearest one was at St. Cyres Bay, and I wasn’t sure the paper there would have covered the scandal. I mean, I had no doubt they would have if they’d caught wind of it, but St. Cyres was far enough away that it could have been hushed up before news reached the town. Still, that was the best place to start, so the next morning Tippy and I boarded the train once again and took the short jaunt to the next stop.

Unlike Meres Reach, which sort of spilled down a steepish hillside until it came to a screeching halt at the promenade and seawall that stretched along the water, St. Cyres Bay sprawled out on much flatter land in a semi-circle along a wide, sandy beach. Overhead, gulls screeched, diving into the blue-gray sea for their morning snack. An elderly couple alighted from the next car over, the gentleman nodding as if he recognized me. I realized with a start it was my neighbor, Mr. Carbuncle, though I didn’t recognize the lady with him. Mr. Carbuncle was a widower and—as far as I knew—had no lady friends, though clearly he was chummy with this one. I wondered what my other neighbor, Mrs. Druthers, would think. Despite their endless feud, I had a sneaking suspicion she was sweet on him.

I gave them a little wave and hurried on my way, Tippy trotting beside me. Father Thorne had given me the name of the vicar of the parish church at St. Cyres Bay and promised to ring ahead and smooth the way. “He’s a dotty old dear,” he’d promised me. “I’m sure you’ll have no trouble with him.”

The church was easy enough to find, sitting as it was smack dab in the middle of the village of St. Cyres Bay. Its church tower was impossible to miss as it bonged away the hour. I followed the path past the front gates which creaked heavily as I pushed them open, through the graveyard with its tilted, lichen covered tombstones, and into the dim coolness of the church. 

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust. Once they did, I gave the place a good once over. It wasn’t much different from the church in Meres Reach, though perhaps a little larger and with more plaques on the wall. A black-garbed figure was knelt at the altar.

I left Tippy tied to the back pew and made my way down the aisle, heels clicking loudly on the stone floor. I paused at the front row. The man didn’t turn around. 

Either he didn’t hear me, or he was ignoring me, so I cleared my throat. Still no response. I reached over and tapped him on the shoulder. He let out a gasp and whirled around to face me, clutching his chest, watery eyes behind thick-lensed glasses as wide as salad plates. He looked older than Methuselah.

“Sorry to startle you,” I said. 

“What’s that?”

“Sorry to startle you,” I repeated, a bit louder this time.

“Oh, that’s alright, dear. Hard of hearing, you see.” He yanked on his earlobe. “American are you?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Here for a visit?”

“No, I live in England now.”

“Delightful. I knew an American girl once. Charming thing. Lovely, large—” A look of confusion crossed his face. “Did you want something?”

Part of me wanted him to finish the story about the American. And part of me didn’t. “Yes. Are you Father Thomas?”

“I am.”

“Father Thorne from Meres Reach parish said he would call you?” 

He scratched his head which was mostly bald save for a thick ring of white hair which stood out a bit wildly like a ruff of fur. “Eh?”

I repeated myself, louder this time, finishing with, “He did ring you, didn’t he?”

“Oh, er, I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been in the house. Been busy, you see.” He frowned as if unsure what he’d been busy doing. “Did you want something?”

Oh, dear. “Well, I wanted a look at your records.”

He blinked. “What records?”

This wasn’t going well. “Birth records in particular. You do have those, don’t you?”

He scratched his head and tugged at his earlobe again. “I think... yes, I’m certain we do, but... well, I can’t recall quite where they are. You should speak with Mrs. Shufflebottom.”

I tried very hard not to laugh. “Who is Mrs. Shufflebottom?”

“Eh?”

“Who is Mrs. Shufflebottom?” I nearly yelled.

“No need to yell. She’s my housekeeper.”

I had no idea how a housekeeper was going to help me with birth records, but at least it was better than shouting at the top of my lungs with a man who couldn’t remember what day it was. “Where can I find her?”

“Who, dear?”

“Mrs. Shufflebottom.”

“Why do you want my housekeeper?” His brow creased.

“I’m a friend,” I lied.

“Whose friend?”

Oh, dear heavens above. “Thanks for your help.” I collected Tippy, who was sore at me about being woken from his nap, and strode out of the church, leaving behind a very confused vicar, and made a beeline for the vicarage which sat on the edge of the property. I figured that was the most likely place to find the vicar’s housekeeper.

The vicarage was a sweet little stone cottage half drowned in ivy. A line of black trousers and shirts flapped in the breeze, and every window was open, the scent of freshly baked bread wafting out to tease my nose and rumble my stomach, even though I’d eaten breakfast not that long ago.

I rapped on the thick oak door with a brass door knocker in the shape of a cherub. Seemed like a pretty pagan thing for a vicar to have.

After a few moments, the door swung open revealing a short, stout woman in her sixties with silver hair done up in a bun and her figure swathed in a green and pink ruffled apron. 

She peered at me. “Yes?”

“Mrs. Shufflebottom?” Somehow, I managed to keep a straight face.

“Yes?”

“I’m Sugar Martin.” Maybe people in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones. “I’ve come over from Meres Reach. Father Thorne sent me.”

She propped her hands on her ample hips. “Did he now? I suppose he said he’d ring ahead.”

“Yes, he did, actually. He was going to tell Father Thomas I was coming.”

“That dotty old bird.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s a wonder he can remember to put on his shoes in the morning. I suppose this Father Thorne told you Father Thomas could help with whatever it is you need, and Father Thomas sent you here.”

“Afraid so.”

“Well, come on in. And bring the pooch. Bread’s ready to come out. We can talk in the kitchen.”

I shut the door behind me and followed her into a bright, overly warm kitchen. She sat a kettle on a burner and turned a knob.

“Have a seat. Tea will be ready in half a tick. Got fresh bread to go with it if you can wait until it cools a bit.”

“Thank you,” I said, pretending my stomach hadn’t let out an unladylike rumble just then.

Tippy turned in circles before making himself comfortable directly under my feet. I gave him a look. He ignored me. As usual.

Mrs. Shufflebottom moved around the kitchen with ease. It was clear she had no intention of chatting until the tea had been poured and the bread sliced, buttered, and topped with jam which she assured me was freshly homemade out of strawberries from her own garden. Even Tippy got his own little plate with the crusty end of the bread. He was very pleased with the offering.

At last, she sat down and took a sip of tea. “Now, how can I help you?”

“I’m looking for information on a woman named Mavis Tilcum. She worked as a maid at Endmere in Meres Reach twenty-five or so years ago.” I took a bite of still warm bread and nearly moaned in ecstasy. There is nothing quite like freshly baked bread, and Mrs. Shufflebottom baked a particularly delicious loaf.

“Mavis, eh? Well, yes, I do remember her.”

I perked up, nearly forgetting my bread. “You do?”

“Aye. That I do. Twenty-six years ago it was when she came here.”

“Here? To St. Cyres Bay?” That was a surprise.

“She was meant to be a nursemaid for the Grovenor’s young son. The Grovenors were summer people, you see. They’d come to stay in the big house just on the edge of town and lord it over everyone. Have all sorts of fancy people down from London. I don’t know why here rather than Torquay or Plymouth, but in any case, their nursemaid’s mother had taken ill, and she had to go take care of her, so they got this Mavis down from London as a replacement. Mrs. Grovenor took one look at young Mavis and wouldn’t have her in the house. So she ended up here.”

That was strange to say the least. “What was wrong with her?”

“Nothing at all, save God graced her with more good looks than one person ought to have. Surprised she didn’t go into pictures or something with that face. Anyhow, most women don’t appreciate having lovely young things in their households, if you know what I mean.”

I did. It was stupid, but that was the way of the world, I supposed. “They sent her here and what happened? You gave her work?”

“Only temporarily.” Mrs. Shufflebottom munched on a large bite of bread. “I didn’t have enough work for her, nor could the parish afford it, so I put out word. Sure enough, turned out Lord Chasterly over in Meres Reach needed a maid. So I packed her up and sent her around and she started working for him.”

“Did you hear from her after that?” I asked.

“She wrote a letter a couple weeks later thanking me. Seemed she liked it well enough up there. His lordship treated his staff well, paid ‘em decent. And she liked the setting, if not the work particularly. More tea?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

She poured and then offered me another slice of bread. I probably should have refused it, but I didn’t. It was delicious.

“Was that the last you heard from her?”

She shook her head. “Didn’t hear hide nor hair for months, then she shows up one rainy night on the doorstep. Vicar was at vespers, and I was cleaning up. There was a rap on the door and there she was. I could see it immediately.”

“See what?”

Her gaze darted side to side and she leaned forward, voice lowered. “She’d a bun in the oven, if you know what I mean.”

I assured her I did. “Did she tell you who the father was?”

“She never did, but I wasn’t born yesterday. It was his lordship. He took advantage, then threw her out when she got in a family way.” A scowl crossed her face. “If I ever got my hands on that man... well, but he’s in prison now, isn’t he? So that’s settled.” She smiled smugly. 

“Yes, I was there when he was arrested.”

Her eyes brightened. “Were you now?”

Which led to me telling the entire story. Mrs. Shufflebottom seemed impressed.

“What about Mavis?” I said, finally steering the conversation back. “What happened to her? And the baby?”

“She couldn’t stay here, of course. Small town like this? It would be sure to get around. An unwed mother?” She tsked. “Old school chum of mine runs a home for such young women just outside London. I sent her there. Only thing I could do, really.”

“And after that? Do you know what happened to her or the baby?” 

“I don’t, I’m afraid. I suppose Gertrude would know. Gertrude Small, that’s who runs the home. It’s still around. Always a need for that sort of thing.” She tsked again. “Poor lambs.”

I got the address for the home run by Gertrude Small, and Mrs. Shufflebottom sent Tippy and me off with a care package of freshly baked bread and homemade jam. It seemed we would be heading to London. I wondered if we would have the chance to see Jack.
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Miss Gertrude’s Home for Young Women was exactly as I expected it to be. The Gothic monstrosity built of dark stone loomed against an overcast sky while ravens—or maybe they were crows, I never could tell the difference—circled the single round tower which seemed to tilt slightly to the left. A multitude of windows stared down at me as if in disapproval. There wasn’t a tree or shrub in sight. The small strip of ground which would have been a front lawn had been paved over in grim gray slate. Even the wrought iron fence surrounding the house was graying. 

The thought of being forced to stay in a place like this... I shuddered. I’d left Tippy with Penny, uncertain he’d be welcome at Gertrude Small’s establishment, so I didn’t even have his dour support. Surprisingly, I missed my fluffy companion.

It was the day of the gala, but I figured there’d be time to do what I needed to in London and get back to Devon in time. If I didn’t, our plans would be ruined and Toni would have my head.

Squaring my shoulders, I marched up the walkway and rang the bell. A faint brrrring echoed inside. Moments later there was the sharp tap, tap, tap of sensible heels on hardwood. 

The door swung open, and a woman as dour as the house glared down on me. I’m not short—about five foot four or so—but she was built of Amazonian proportions. She had to be six feet tall at least, with icy white hair scraped back into a severe bun and shoulders as broad as any man’s. I could easily imagine her as a shieldmaiden of old, charging into battle, sword in hand.

I cleared my throat. “Miss Small?”

“Yes. Who are you?”

Well, that was rather blunt. I tried a smile which was not returned. “Mrs. Shufflebottom sent me.”

She eyed me up and down. “A bit old to be getting yourself into trouble, aren’t you?”

I stiffened, not sure if I was more insulted by the reference to my advanced years (I was only twenty-eight! Hardly on the shelf.) or the supposition that I’d gotten myself in “trouble.” 

“I am not here about a place to stay,” I informed her. “I am a private detective in the employ of Mr. James Woodward, Esquire. Mrs. Shufflebottom was of the opinion you could help me with my inquiries.” 

“Did she now? Well, I suppose you’d better come in.” She stepped back to give me room. “Private detective. What young women won’t get up to these days.” It was clear she did not approve of my choice of employment.

She led me down a dim hall, the bare walls of which were covered in dark wallpaper. It was impossible to tell the color. Could be burgundy or navy for all I could tell. I could, however, discern a faint fleur-de-lis pattern. 

She pushed open a door at the end of the hall, and we entered a surprisingly bright kitchen. Two young women, hardly more than girls, were peeling potatoes, their rounded stomachs plain to see. They stared at me, and I tried hard not to stare back. 

“Back to work, you two,” Miss Small barked. “Idle hands are the Devil’s tools.”

Wonderful. She was one of those. I managed to refrain from rolling my eyes.

Behind the kitchen was a small room that had once probably been the butler’s pantry or perhaps the cook’s bedroom. Now it hosted an office. There was nowhere to sit other than the chair behind the desk which Miss Small took, so I stood. She did not offer me tea or any other refreshment.

“I’m here about Mavis Tilcum,” I said, immediately getting down to business. Miss Small didn’t strike me as the sort of woman who appreciated prevarication. “Mrs. Shufflebottom said she sent Mavis here twenty-five or so years ago.”

Miss Small perched a pair of reading glasses on her nose and opened her desk drawer. “Yes, I recall that.” 

“She had a child, didn’t she?”

“Yes, of course, that’s why she was here, but it was a long time ago. I don’t see what anyone would care about it now.” She ruffled through the drawer and pulled out a yellowing file, placing it neatly in front of her. I’d a feeling everything I needed to know was in that file.

“It’s possible that she or the child have something to do with a murder.”

One eyebrow raised. “Murder?”

“Yes. And in order to prevent another murder, I need to know what happened to the child. Was he or she adopted?”

“Of course. All our children are. We make sure of that. Mavis Tilcum’s child was adopted immediately.” She opened the folder slowly. 

“By which family?”

“Normally I would never share such sensitive information, but since this is murder...” She eyed me closely then slid the paper across. 

It was a copy of an adoption certificate complete with the child’s name and the name of the adoptive parents. My heart beat wildly. “And Mavis? What happened to her?”

“She can’t have had anything to do with it,” Miss Small assured me.

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because Mavis Tilcum is dead.”

––––––––
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“FASTER!”

Jack slid a look at me. “I’m going as fast as is safe on this road. What’s the hurry?”

I gritted my teeth, itching to kick him out of the driver’s seat or stomp on the gas or... something. “Just... get there, okay?”

“We will,” he assured me. 

When I’d rung him from the station, there’d been no answer. Frustrated, I’d called the office only to be told he’d already returned to Endmere. So I’d left a message for him at the Sullen Oyster to collect me in time for the gala. That was where we were headed, and we couldn’t get there fast enough as far as I was concerned.

“What did you find out in London?” he asked.

I glanced at him. “Everything. I think.”

“Tell me. Let me help.”

I shook my head. I’d left my hair down, not having time for a fancy do. “I have to be absolutely sure.” Otherwise there might be another death on our hands.

He huffed but didn’t take his eyes off the winding road. “That’s foolish, Sugar. What if the killer finds out what you know and tries to harm you?”

“You think they’ll stop just because you know, too?” I snorted. “More likely we’ll both end up dead. Now step on it.”

We sped through the gates and up the drive, coming to a screeching stop in a spray of gravel. Naturally, Johnson was there to look down his impressive nose at us.

“You’re late,” he said as I stomped past him, Jack hurrying along behind.

I didn’t bother to reply. “They’re on the veranda?”

“Yes,” Johnson said.

“Everything in order?” I’d rung him as soon as I’d got home. He’d not been pleased with my demands, but I’d impressed on him the importance.

“Of course.” He had a pinched look as if my questioning him was an insult to his ability to arrange things. “It wasn’t easy, mind you, but all is in place.”

“Good. Thank you.” Suddenly, I could breathe a bit easier. I turned to Jack. “I need a favor.”

“Of course.” Although he looked a little worried.

“Just as the dance starts, I need you to start a fight.”

He blinked. “Pardon?”

“You heard me. I don’t care who with, and I don’t care what about, but I need a big distraction.”

“I don’t know what you’re up to.” He shook his head. “And I don’t like it.”

“Please, Jack. Trust me.” I tried to bat my eyelashes as I’d seen Toni do.

“Do you have something in your eye?”

Well, fiddlesticks. “Just a bit of dust. I’m fine. Please?”

He grimaced. “Like I said, I don’t like this. But you got it.”

“Thanks, Jack.” I stood on tiptoes and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. 

He stared at me as if I were a rattlesnake that had just stolen his lunch. Suddenly embarrassed and feeling like a dope, I whirled and ran for the veranda, calling myself ten kinds of idiot. It had been stupid and impulsive. 

It was just a kiss on the cheek. Something you’d give your dad or brothers. It doesn’t mean anything. 

And the Thames was just a creek.

Squaring my shoulders, I stepped onto the veranda to be greeted by Penny with a drinks tray. She handed me one, whispering, “Virgin daiquiri.”

“Thanks,” I whispered back. “Anything?”

“Not yet.”

The band was playing something slow and languorous. A few couples were dancing. The usual suspects were scattered around the tables with drinks in hand. Everyone was present and accounted for. 

This was it. The moment of truth. I’d either catch a killer, or someone would end up dead.

“Welcome, everyone!” Toni stood, poised elegantly at the top of the veranda steps. She wore a gorgeous green silk taffeta ball gown that hugged her figure while a dramatic train flared out around her. She looked like a million bucks. “I want to thank you for being here.”

There was a bit of polite clapping. Penny was handing out more drinks.

Jack glanced at me, but I shook my head. Not yet.

As Toni launched into her speech, I circled the edge of the veranda, paying careful attention to who was there and who wasn’t. There was the ruffling of leaves from the bushes at the edge of the patio. I nodded.

“You jackanapes! How dare you!” There was the thud of a punch, followed by a shout, then a scream, then a crash. Chaos erupted.

I dashed up the steps, grabbed Toni, and threw her to the ground. She went down in a heap, and I stood spotlighted by the glowing lamps circling the party. I took a deep breath and dove to the left—

The pain, when it came, was sudden and sharp. Something warm and wet slipped down my arm. I glanced at it to find my sleeve was torn and a line of blood across my upper arm. An arrow stuck straight out of a nearby chair. I clapped my other hand over the wound to stem the bleeding.

“Well, now, Miss Martin, seems you’ve got yourself in a bit of a spot.” Cobblepot suddenly loomed over me.

“Did you get him?”

His smile was almost feral. “Aye. We got him.”
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Chapter 14
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It was sometime later before the police got everyone calmed down and seated. Penny had clucked over me while she bandaged my upper arm. She’d brought Tippy out, and he stood guard over me. The arrow meant for Toni had only grazed me. Hurt like the Dickens, though. Still, I wasn’t going to let Cobblepot take over, even though he’d offered.

Funny, that. He’d been so dead set against my getting involved, and now he wanted me to hand him the solution on a silver platter. Ha! I’d assured him the only way I’d reveal what I’d found was if he’d help me round up everyone and let me present the solution. He’d naturally muttered something about me reading too many detective novels and threatened to clap me in irons. I’d reminded him just who my employer was. When that didn’t work, Tippy had growled at him. Strangely enough, that had done it.

So there we were, gathered around the veranda with me in a comfortable armchair Jack had dragged outside like I was Poirot and the gala guests were the suspects. Which wasn’t far off, except that while I don’t consider myself extravagantly beautiful, I’d certainly like to think I was more attractive and less of a pill than Christie’s titular detective.

“What’s the big idea?” Jerry demanded. “Keeping us here while there’s a madman on the loose?”

“Indeed,” Sir Reuben agreed. “Should I ring my solicitor?”

I waved them both off. “I simply thought, and DCI Cobblepot agreed, that getting everyone together and explaining everything would be... useful.”

Vivien snorted. “Useful to whom?”

“Would you speak up?” Lord Olivander shouted, cupping his ear.

Lil rolled her eyes and leaned closer to me. “He’s a nut.”

That was certainly the pot calling the kettle black. I gave her a wan smile.

“Have you finally figured out who wanted to kill poor Peter?” Toni asked, wringing her hands, playing her part to a tee.

“That’s just the thing,” I said, “no one wanted to kill Peter.”

There was a gasp from the group. Cobblepot looked bored. Tippy thumped his tail.

“You see, this whole thing began because of a mistake.”

“I’ll say,” Jack muttered.

I ignored him. “We all thought that because Lord Peter was the one shot, that meant he was the intended victim.”

“Wasn’t he?” demanded Lil with a frown.

“He wasn’t,” I assured her. “If you recall, at just the moment before the arrow hit Peter, there was a particular rise in the music, and that’s when he dipped Toni.”

“Quite unexpectedly, too,” Toni muttered. “Nearly fell over.”

“Exactly,” I agreed. “The split moment before, the moment when that arrow would have been loosed, Toni was standing with her back to everyone. A perfect target.”

“Then Lady Netherford was the intended victim!” Lady Olivander declared. Clearly, her hearing was excellent.

“Yes, my lady, that is so,” I agreed.

“Heavens above!” She blinked large eyes at me while clutching a substantial set of pearls. “Who would want to kill Lady Netherford? She’s so lovely!”

“Thank you, dear,” Toni said with a gracious smile.

“That was the question,” I said. “There were plenty of people who had a beef with Peter, but once we realized he was an accidental victim, we suddenly hit a wall. Who would want to kill Lady Netherford? As far as we could tell, she has but two enemies in the world.”

“Really?” Sir Rueben was all agog. “How astonishing!”

“Yes, but they are locked up tight,” I assured him. “And they’d want me dead as much as Toni.”

His eyes brightened. “Ah, you speak of Lord Chasterly and Mary Parlance.”

“I do. They have a clear motive to want to kill both of us. After all, we’re the ones who put them behind bars.”

“You more than me,” Toni muttered.

I ignored the compliment, even though I preened inside. “No matter how we went round and round, we couldn’t come up with anyone else with a motive. And then I realized... what if the motive was right, but we’d got the perpetrators wrong?”

Alexander Malburn frowned. “How could that be?”

“When a person or persons are sent to prison for committing crimes, they’re not the only ones affected,” I reminded him. “Their families, friends, and colleagues are, too.”

Alex snorted. “Mary and Freddy don’t have colleagues and their friends have deserted them. The only family either of them has is Simon, Mary’s brother, and he’s distanced himself as much as he could. He’s left the country, for pity’s sake!”

I nodded. “Yes, that’s true, which was what baffled us, and then I realized that Mary wasn’t the only one with family. Freddy, Lord Chasterly, had family, too.”

“No, he didn’t,” Sir Rueben snorted. “He was the last of his line. Well, except for some distant cousin in New Zealand, but he’ll inherit everything so he certainly wouldn’t seek revenge. You did him a favor, ducks.”

“Yes, that’s what everyone thinks.” I gave him a slight smile. “But they’re wrong.”

Another dramatic gasp. This one from Lil.

I repressed a grin. “You see, I discovered that Lord Chasterly had a child.”

“Th-that’s... impossible!” Sir Reuben sputtered. Clearly, his gossip loving soul couldn’t stand the fact that I knew something he didn’t.

“I’m afraid it isn’t. It took me a while, but I dug around and I found that twenty-six years ago, a young woman named Mavis Tilcum came down from London to work at Endmere for Lord Chasterly who was then a man in his thirties.”

“I can see where this is going,” Vivien muttered, taking a long swallow of her cocktail.

“After a time, Mavis was forced to leave Endmere,” I continued. “You see, she was in the family way, so she was thrown out. Lord Chasterly couldn’t have his indiscretion there for the world to see.”

“Of course not,” Lord Olivander muttered loudly. “It’s not proper.”

Lady Olivander shushed him, which was fortunate. If I’d had to shush him, it might have been done with a vase over the head. 

“Who was the child?” Lil demanded.

“That was the difficult part,” I said. “You see, I followed Mavis’s trail from here to St. Cyres Bay, and then on to London, and finally to a home for unwed mothers and the woman who runs it. A woman named Gertrude Small.” If I’d expected a response, I was disappointed. No one so much as flinched. “Miss Small remembered Mavis Tilcum. She told me all about how Mavis died tragically in childbirth, leaving her baby orphaned and alone in the world.”

“That’s so sad,” said Toni softly.

I nodded. “It is. Of course, the reality is that the child wasn’t orphaned. There was a father. A man who refused to take responsibility for his actions. A man who’d thrown the mother out into the cold to die alone and in poverty. And so began the life of an unwanted child, a seed that would grow in time from anger, to hate, to revenge.”

“I’m sorry, but you’ve lost me,” Lil said. “Who is the child and why would he want to kill Toni?”

“I’m getting there,” I assured her. “You see, the thing is, Peter was shot with a longbow, which meant the killer had to be very strong. Also, the person I found in Toni’s room trying to smother her was tall and broad shouldered. I considered the various men of the right age who were at the gala.” I turned to face Jerry Miles. “You were the obvious choice, of course.”

“Why me?” he spluttered, his face going crimson.

“First off, because you are not a member of the upper class. You are an ordinary citizen who is rather cagey about your past. Plus, it was your car that nearly ran me down.”

“For the hundredth time, it wasn’t me driving that car,” he roared. “And I may be cagey about my past, but that’s only because it makes me more... mysterious.”

I nearly snorted. “You’re right. It does give you a certain mystique. Which is why I had Jack look into your background while he was in London.”

“Turns out you’re not that interesting,” Jack piped up. “Father a mechanic. Mother a seamstress. Salt of the Earth types. You were raised comfortably and encouraged at every turn.”

Jerry shrugged. “Yeah, so? I come from humble but decent beginnings. What of it? Doesn’t mean I’m the son of some lord.”

“No, it doesn’t.” I took a sip of my virgin daiquiri. I was glad Penny had thought of it as I wanted to keep a clear head. “Something we proved when we located your birth certificate and had a chat with the priest of your local parish church. You are precisely who you say you are. So while it was your car that nearly ran me over and you are definitely strong enough to have pulled that bow, you don’t have what one would call a motive.”

“See. There you have it.” He leaned back smugly.

“So next, I turned to Alex.” I faced him.

A look of surprised crossed his face. “Me?”

“You’re the right age,” I said.

“Sure, but I’m not illegitimate, nor am I adopted. Believe me, if I were either of those things, my uncle would have cut me out of his will long ago.”

“If it’s not Jerry and it’s not Alex, then who could it be?” Lil demanded. “There’s no one left.”

“Oh, but there is,” I assured her. “Isn’t there, Vivien?”

The gorgeous actress threw back her head and laughed, but there was no humor in her eyes. “You’ve lost the plot now, cookie.”

“But I haven’t. You see, it’s here in black and white.” I withdrew the copy of the paper Miss Small had given me. “The record of your adoption. With Mavis Tilcum as the mother and Lord Peter Chasterly as the father.”

She stiffened. “Lies.”

“I’m afraid not,” Jack said. “I checked vital statistics in London. Mavis Tilcum did indeed have a female child, who was later adopted by Sir Michael Moreton and his wife when they discovered they couldn’t have children.”

“Well, be that as it may, it doesn’t prove anything. I couldn’t have killed Peter. You said yourself it would take a strong man to pull a long bow.”

“Ah, I said a strong person,” I corrected her. “I’m a feminist, you see—shocking, I know—and I happened to notice that you are not only unusually tall for a woman, but particularly muscular. And then Toni recalled a little film you were in at the very beginning of your career.”

“Lady Robin Hood,” Toni supplied. “You played an archer.”

Vivien snorted. “It’s Pinewood, darling. It’s all fake.”

“No, it isn’t,” I said, pulling another bit of paper from my handbag. This one was a magazine clipping. “Toni had this, too. It’s an interview you did for the film. You were very proud of the fact you’d done all your own stunts, and the longbow you used was real.” I placed the clipping next to the copy of the adoption paper.

Vivien went white then flushed red. “This is all nonsense. Why would I care about the father who abandoned me? He meant nothing to me. Less than nothing.”

“It was probably curiosity at first,” I guessed. “Wanting to meet the man who denied you. The man responsible, in a way, for the death of your mother. You probably wondered what your life would have been like if you’d been raised by someone like Freddy Chasterly instead of a simple country gentleman. Then, no doubt, you thought you could get money out of him. Play to his sympathies. But he wanted more, didn’t he? What did he promise you if you helped him get his revenge?”

“Everything,” she spat. “He promised me everything. He wanted the two of you dead. He wanted you to pay. So I promised him I’d make you pay, and then he’d let the world know I was his daughter. Make sure I inherited the lot.”

“But that’s a problem, you see,” Toni said. “There isn’t anything left. He had to sell this place to me just to afford the barrister’s fees.”

“You lie!” Vivien snarled. 

“I’m not. The only thing of value Freddy owned was this house, and it’s mine now,” Toni assured her.

Without warning, Vivien launched herself from her seat and straight onto Toni. Her fingers curled around Toni’s throat, choking the life out of her. Both Jack and Cobblepot rushed toward them, but Tippy and I got there first. Tippy jumped up and chomped down on Vivien’s arm. Vivien let out a screech and let go of Toni. I stuck out my foot and tripped her. She landed with an oomph flat on her back.

Cobblepot loomed over her looking smug. “Vivien Moreton, I’m arresting you for murder!”

Tippy barked in approval.

––––––––
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“LET’S TAKE A WALK,” Jack suggested, offering his arm.

Cobblepot was leading Vivien Moreton away in handcuffs, while Johnson handed out cocktails to the guests. I hoped he made them strong. Some of them looked like they could use a stiff drink.

“All right,” I agreed, tucking my arm through Jack’s, suddenly eager to get away from the hubbub. “Come on, boy.”

Tippy let out a grumpy huff but hoisted himself to his paws and trotted after us, pausing to sniff at a clump of rust colored mums. Jack took us on a leisurely pace through the side garden then up to the cliffs overlooking the sea. The moon glowed large and round, spreading a golden path over the water and the air held the bite of frost. I had a feeling the warm weather we’d been having was over at last. 

“It’s beautiful,” I said, admiring the way a few clouds drifted over the face of the moon.

“Yes, it is.” It was clear he wasn’t talking about the view.

I turned to him. “Jack, about earlier.”

“Earlier?”

“When I kissed you on the cheek. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I didn’t mean anything by it.” My cheeks heated.

“Didn’t you? That’s too bad.”

“What—?”

I sort of forgot was I was going to say after that. Jack was too busy kissing me. And I was too busy kissing him back.

Tippy let out a satisfied grunt. 

The End.
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