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        Bill - check (like at a restaurant)

        Boot (of a car) – trunk

        Chemist's - drugstore/pharmacy

        Chuffed - to be very pleased or happy about something

        Coat cupboard - coat closet

        Cupboard – closet

        Daft - a bit stupid or silly

        Diamante – rhinestone

        Dolt - a fool

        First floor - second floor

        Flat - apartment

        Fortnight - two weeks

        Fringe (hair) – bangs

        Garden - yard

        Ground floor - first floor

        High street - main street

        Holiday - vacation

        Jumper/pullover - sweater

        Lift - elevator

        Loo - the toilet

        Pinch - to steal or accuse of something

        Post - mail

        Queue/queue up - a line/to stand in line

        Rubbish - garbage

        Sweets - candy

        Timetable - schedule
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      Rosemary Lillywhite kicked off her patent-leather T-strap heels, brushed a lock of honey-colored hair out of her eyes, and pushed on the corner of the desk with all her might, letting out a harrumph when it refused to budge even an inch.

      “Wadsworth!” she called, straightening the bodice of her dress while soft footsteps descended the stairs. By the time the butler entered the room, she’d set herself back to rights—or, at least, what accounted for rights to Rosemary. According to her mother, she’d become far too comfortable with her staff. Evelyn Woolridge would never be caught bare-footed in front of her butler!

      “Madam?” Wadsworth bowed slightly towards his mistress, his expression unwavering, but with an effort. “Are you in need of assistance?”

      Rosemary glanced back at the desk and then again at Wadsworth, suddenly uncertain whether the task was beyond a man of his years. “I’ll need a crate for Mr. Lillywhite’s things, and then we’ll discuss the furniture.”

      “Yes, of course, madam. Right away.” He appeared to have an opinion on the subject but wisely kept it to himself as he strode back out the door, closing it softly behind him. He needn’t have commented anyway because his expression indicated the direction his thoughts had taken.

      Maybe Wadsworth is right, Rosemary thought. Perhaps I’m not quite ready. It had been less than a year since her husband, Andrew, had passed away, and still, the shock had yet to dissipate. Each time she left the townhouse, she was forced to walk past the sign out the front reading Lillywhite Investigations, and each time it was a knife to the heart. The ground-floor office would be better used as an art studio and would carry far fewer memories of Andrew.

      That was precisely why Rosemary couldn’t make up her mind. Forgetting Andrew himself was not the goal, only leaving behind the pain of his loss. At a mere twenty-five years of age and still in possession of her youthful beauty, Rosemary was unlikely to remain a widow for long. However, the idea of moving on with her life made the hole in her heart throb miserably. No other man could ever live up to Andrew.

      Stalwart and true, her late husband had been a rose among the thorns. He supported the suffragette movement, encouraged Rosemary in any endeavor to which she aspired, and had rarely met her with so much as a harsh word. In fact, he’d seen the potential in her artistic ability and bucked tradition by insisting she take part in his work as a private investigator.

      Andrew had been a man who appreciated a woman’s unique perspective.

      The hours they’d spent discussing cases—he sprawled on the chaise longue in one corner and she sketching away at her easel in the other—were some of Rosemary’s happiest memories, and part of why redecorating the office presented such a conundrum.

      She circled the room now, seeing ghosts in every corner until her gaze alighted on a large clock placed above the door. The audible click it made with each ticking of the second hand had always irritated Rosemary, and it was the one item in the room she would not be sad to see removed.

      Biting her lower lip, Rosemary glanced at a ladder-backed chair positioned against the wall adjacent to the door. Making up her mind this was the place to begin the transformation, she pushed the chair against the door and gathered her skirt around her knees. With a jerk, she heaved herself onto the chair and reached up towards the casing.

      The tips of her fingers reached only the lower rim of the clock, and it took considerable effort to wrench the piece free of the nail on which it hung. With impeccable timing, Wadsworth attempted to reenter from the other side, knocking the door into the chair and sending Rosemary to the ground with a grunt.

      “Oh, my lady, are you hurt?” Wadsworth exclaimed, his normally pink, chubby cheeks blushing bright red as he reached down to help his mistress. Rosemary’s shoulders shook as she laid the miraculously unbroken clock down upon the carpet.

      “Do you need me to summon Dr. Barrow?” The butler’s voice wavered with concern, but then his spine straightened and his eyes narrowed. “Have you gone mad, madam?”

      Rosemary nodded, and after another few moments of silent laughter, she reached out a hand and allowed Wadsworth to raise her from the floor. “I’m perfectly fine, though perhaps a tiny bit hysterical.” Another giggle emerged from between her lips and had Wadsworth’s settling into a thin, unamused line.

      “You could have been injured, my lady. Should you have wanted me to remove that clock, you had only to ask.”

      Had even this mild admonishment come from Rosemary’s mother’s butler, she would not have wasted a moment before sending him packing, in search of another post. However, since Wadsworth had been more than just a servant in Andrew’s eyes, Rosemary allowed him a certain amount of leniency.

      To hell with what her mother thought, anyway. Rosemary had long since realized they would never see eye to eye. Though she would do nothing to publicly shame the Woolridge family, she certainly had no intention of betraying her beliefs in the privacy of her own home.

      “Oh, Wadsworth, stop your grumbling. I’m none the worse for wear. But I would like a cup of tea now if you don’t mind. You can thank me later for sparing you the chore of winding that monstrosity.”

      “Of course.” He exited, taking a surreptitious look around before doing so as if searching for any other decorative pieces upon which his mistress might injure herself.

      While she waited, Rosemary busied herself by drawing a sketch of the office as she envisioned it when completed. The room looked smaller than its actual dimensions due to a folding screen she and Andrew had picked out during a holiday to the Amalfi coast. Stowing it in a corner allowed for a proper assessment of the room's potential.

      “Needs more light,” she muttered. “Replace the heavy curtains with sheer fabrics.” Yes, with the proper furnishings and decor, the walls would hold enough pieces to justify the room as a proper gallery.

      Calculating the cost of such an endeavor, Rosemary jotted a list of the necessary changes. Her nose scrunched as she imagined writing out the number of cheques it would take to finance the endeavor. Since there was no one there, she needn’t admit to feeling guilty about the idea of redecorating a room that had been furnished relatively recently and gently used.

      If it means I don’t have to avoid this space, it’s worth it, she thought. The money was not a factor as Andrew had left her with enough to cover her living expenses for the foreseeable future. Even with paying the staff—Wadsworth, her lady’s maid, Anna, the housekeeper, and the cook—Rosemary could live comfortably without using a penny of the stipend her parents had set aside for her. Should she decide to dip into those funds, however, redecorating the office wouldn’t make a dent in the amount.

      Rosemary deeply appreciated being solvent enough to do what she pleased, but would never be one to throw her money around like many of her generation. A penny saved is a penny earned, her late husband had always insisted.

      To ensure she knew how to take care of herself, he’d included her when it came time to choose investments or pay bills. The value of money was something with which Rosemary was well acquainted, and she had no intention of wasting any of hers.

      Where is that tea? Rosemary wondered when a sufficient amount of time had passed, and Wadsworth remained absent. She opened the office door and climbed the short set of stairs leading into a covered hallway housing both an exit to the street and an entrance into the house proper. The fervent sound of a woman’s voice lilted towards her, along with the lower register of Wadsworth’s replies.

      “Miss, I do wish I could help you, but you see, Lillywhite Investigations is closed. Permanently.” The word ‘permanently’ sent grief shuddering through Rosemary’s chest, but what affected her more was the intensity of the woman’s cries.

      “Please, let me talk to Mr. Lillywhite. I’m certain we can work out some kind of arrangement,” she begged.

      “Unfortunately Mr. Lillywhite is …” Wadsworth grumbled, reluctant to say the words neither of them wanted to believe were true.

      “What my butler is trying to say,” Rosemary said, circling around Wadsworth’s back and veritably shoving him aside, “is that my husband, Andrew Lillywhite, is no longer with us. So you see, there’s no Lillywhite Investigations without him.” She kept her tone matter-of-fact while she surveyed the woman occupying the doorstep.

      Beneath a fresh application of powder, her nose was red and blotchy, her eyes ringed with a touch of kohl that failed to hide the evidence of her misery. Aside from that, the woman appeared to be about Rosemary's age and wore a drop waist dress that did nothing to detract from an enviably slim waistline.

      “My apologies, Mrs. Lillywhite, I had no idea. I’m so sorry to have bothered you.” The woman turned and bustled down the steps, and Rosemary nearly raced to follow before she realized she still wasn’t wearing any shoes.

      “Wait, Miss—” she called. The woman turned and returned to the doorstep with an uncertain look upon her face.

      “It’s Barton. Grace Barton.” The name Barton struck Rosemary as vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place it from memory.

      “Hello, Miss Barton. Would you please come in and join me for a cup of tea?” Rosemary pierced Wadsworth with a pointed glance, indicating that not only ought he to retrieve the tray but also provide the ladies with some privacy.

      With some hesitation Grace nodded and trailed Rosemary into the office where she deftly sidestepped Andrew’s chair and took a spot next to Grace on the client side of the desk.

      “Would you like to tell me what’s got you so upset?” Rosemary asked conversationally.

      For a moment, she wondered if Grace would refuse to confide in her, but eventually, the words tumbled from her lips. “It's my father. I—I think his life is in danger. I didn’t know where else to turn, so I came here. You see, I met your husband on a train back from Lyon. He gave me his card, which I never imagined I’d have reason to use. He was a good man. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “He was, and thank you.” Rosemary was grateful she hadn’t had to ask Grace how the two had met, and vaguely remembered him telling her about a woman on the train a few weeks before his untimely death. Not that she’d suspected anything untoward; Andrew had been a proper gentleman in every way.

      It was more that meeting someone who had known her husband made her feel closer to him, and yet somehow even further away. The notion that people were walking around with stories about Andrew that she would never hear made her sad—and, at the same time happy, for that meant he lived on in memory.

      Rosemary choked back her emotions and found herself asking all the important questions just as he would have done. She prodded Grace until she had all the details, even while wondering why she felt compelled to go through the motions given the investigative business was closed for good.

      “I found a letter; an anonymous note addressed to my father.” Grace gulped, but explained, “It was written in red ink and said you’ll pay in blood.” She shook her head to erase the memory, but Rosemary merely nodded. As far as death threats went, this one was fairly tame.

      “Was there a request for money in the letter?” she asked curiously. Blackmail would be a simple solution; it usually was, because the blackmailer often succumbed to greed and gave himself away.

      Grace sighed. “No, that's the odd part. It was just a threat, which is even worse. If they wanted something, Father could just give it to them, and this whole thing would be over. What kind of person does something like this?” she wailed.

      Rosemary pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and passed it to the sobbing woman. “This type of thing happens all too often. Sadly, it’s quite likely someone close to him. A business associate, possibly.”

      Or a family member, Rosemary thought to herself but didn’t say out loud. “Did you happen to bring the letter with you?”

      “No,” Grace said. “I wouldn’t dare remove anything from Father’s desk drawer.”

      Yet you have no qualms about snooping, thought Rosemary. Out loud she agreed, “That was probably for the best,” though she would have liked to examine the letter. One could tell a lot from analyzing handwriting and, as an artist, the study of loops and whorls was something of a specialty of hers.

      “Whatever shall I do?” Grace asked, the panic in her voice fading to resignation. “I felt as though coming here was my only hope. Father would either skin me alive or cut me off if he were to find out I’d gone behind his back like this.”

      That was a sentiment Rosemary could wholeheartedly understand. Some men felt that women were meant to look attractive and keep their mouths shut; feats Rosemary frequently found herself unable to manage. It seemed deferring to a man wasn’t one of Grace’s strengths, either.

      Rosemary suspected, also, that Mr. Barton would prefer to handle his own affairs without his daughter’s interference. She’d no intention of inserting herself into the equation, and instead offered a platitude that did nothing to calm Grace’s nerves. “Perhaps your father has the situation under control. Is it possible the threat is merely a harmless joke?”

      Without pausing to consider Grace replied, “Father can hardly be described as whimsical, and even if he could, there was something sinister about that letter. I’m sure of it.” She spent a moment in quiet contemplation and then declared, “I shall simply return to Pardington and pray that nothing terrible happens before I gather the nerve to talk with Father.”

      “Pardington? Are you one of the Bartons who lives at Barton Manor?” Rosemary asked, suddenly realizing why she had recognized the name.

      Grace nodded. “Yes, I am.”

      “Well, then the saying about this being a small world has once again proved to be true. My maiden name is Woolridge,” Rosemary explained.

      The other woman appeared somewhat flummoxed and cast an odd look at Rosemary. “Your family is on the guest list for my parents’ wedding anniversary celebration this weekend. I do not, however, know the status of their RSVP.”

      Weighing the pros and cons of getting involved even marginally, particularly with a case adjacent to her parents’ home, Rosemary made a quick decision. She had to admit she was intrigued, and it couldn’t hurt to take a quick trip to Pardington and poke around a bit.

      Should she feel there was a legitimate threat to Mr. Barton’s life, she would advise Grace to alert the police and wash her hands of the whole affair.

      “I’ll help however I can. But remember, I’m not licensed and I can’t get involved in any official capacity.” She found herself making a promise she’d never intended to make, but since she’d given it, she’d uphold it if for nothing more than to honor Andrew’s memory.

      “Thank you, thank you so much.”
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      Nervous, Rosemary paced back and forth across her bedroom while Anna bustled about, packing a case for the weekend in Pardington. Despite enjoying the soft feel of thick carpet beneath still-bare toes, Rosemary took a seat at the dressing table that matched a set of art deco drawers on the opposite wall.

      She slid on a pair of thick stockings even though spring had turned the weather from rain and dreariness to a comfortable warmth that was a promise of the summer heat to come.

      “Which dress are you wanting to wear to the party, my lady?” the maid asked, gesturing to a wardrobe filled to bursting with sensible black frocks. Anna’s guarded expression held a smidgen of doubt that annoyed Rosemary no end, if for no other reason than it being justified. Her wardrobe was in serious need of a change, as she’d continued to don her mourning garb for months longer than the current custom.

      “Pack a selection, and I’ll choose one when I arrive,” Rosemary replied. Anna still appeared at a loss, and her mouth opened and shut while a slight blush crept into her cheeks.

      “Out with it, Anna,” Rosemary gently prodded.

      The girl raised an eyebrow but responded nonetheless. “Perhaps you ought to call on Miss Vera. She might have something more…appropriate for a party.”

      Rosemary grinned, “You know perfectly well giving Vera free rein over my wardrobe will result in my attending this party looking like I belong in a brothel. However, I need a buffer, and Vera more than qualifies. Mother will have a fit, but that’s half the fun.”

      “Shall I send word?” Anna asked with a small smile. The young girl had been in Rosemary’s service since the beginning of her marriage to Andrew and had provided much comfort to her mistress in the months following his death. Rosemary didn’t know what she’d do without Anna and treated her accordingly.

      “Yes, please do. Tell Vera to hurry, and to pack for all contingencies. She’ll know exactly what to do,” Rosemary instructed and sent Anna off to make arrangements.

      While the maid was gone, Rosemary finished readying herself and slipped a framed photograph of Andrew into the inner pocket of her case along with a sketch pad and a few pencils. Trusting Anna to take care of the rest upon her return, Rosemary exited to the corridor. She avoided the direction that led to her late husband’s rooms and instead descended the stairs and settled herself in the dining room.

      As soon as she’d taken a seat, a tray of toast and tea appeared at her side almost silently. She absently thanked the housemaid, who responded with a clipped “Madam,” as was her custom. Of all the servants, Rosemary cared the least for Helen, whose veneer she had as yet been unable to crack.

      She let a piece of buttered toast melt on her tongue and allowed a satisfied sigh to escape her lips. It had been difficult not to smother her sadness with biscuits and crisps, but she’d listened to her best friend Vera’s advice for once and had managed to maintain her figure.

      Yes, Vera had helped in many ways, and not just over the last year. A force of nature, Vera took every opportunity to thumb her nose at convention. Even as children, when the pair had played endless games of make-believe, there couldn’t have been a better example of two polar opposites.

      Rosemary’s dreams had included a husband, children, and a level of stability Vera described as ‘boring in the extreme.’ While her friend dreamt of excitement and stardom, always demanding to be the center of attention, Rosemary was happy to fade into the background.

      She might not share Vera’s enthusiasm for everything and anything that resembled fun, but she could understand the desire to break out of society’s mold. The problem for Rosemary was that she cared about her family’s approval far too much to be branded an embarrassment in any way. On the rare occasions that Vera talked her into defying custom, Rosemary had always been careful not to stray too far from convention.

      The doorbell chimed as she swallowed the last dregs of her tea. Seconds later, Vera breezed into the dining room looking as though she’d been prepared for an impromptu weekend away long before Anna had summoned her.

      A short crop of coal-black hair fit neatly beneath a stylish cloche hat, setting off a pair of emerald eyes surrounded by thick lashes. Her dress was cut to the most fashionable length, several inches shorter than anything Rosemary owned or dared to wear.

      Rosemary looked enviously at Vera’s lightly covered legs and fought the urge to remove her own itchy, uncomfortable stockings and rip them to shreds.

      Sometimes she wondered how such a creature had any use for her at all. Surely, Vera could find more entertaining friends here in London, but for some unfathomable reason, she preferred Rosemary’s company to that of anyone else.

      “Rosie, you look absolutely invigorated. What’s this about heading off to Pardington? If you wanted to get away, you could have chosen a nice sandy beach somewhere, my love. Going home to visit our parents isn’t exactly top on my list of enjoyable activities.”

      Vera kissed Rosemary on the cheek, taking a break from her diatribe to do so. “You must have something up your sleeve if it means trudging out to the country with practically no forewarning.”

      Rosemary’s eyes clouded over for a moment at the thought of what she was about to do. “I have an ulterior motive, yes,” she hedged.

      Vera let out the tinkling laugh that had beckoned many a man to her side, “I knew it. Do tell,” she demanded, collapsing into the chair across from Rosemary.

      “I had a visitor yesterday. Grace Barton, from Pardington. She was looking for assistance from Andrew, and before she left, I somehow found myself saying I'd come out to the country and see if I could help her.” Rosemary explained Grace's worry about her father, and the letter she'd found in his desk.

      “I was just about to ask Wadsworth to move Andrew’s desk, so I could begin converting the office, and it felt like serendipity when she said she was from Pardington. I know, it sounds like a terrible idea, but I couldn’t seem to help myself.”

      Laughing again, Vera tossed her head and cast her friend an appraising look. “I do believe you have surprised me yet again, Rosie. Each time I start to believe you’re a sad case and maybe there’s no hope for you, you rise from the ashes like a phoenix and take me completely by surprise.”

      Rosemary highly doubted that was the case and chalked it up to Vera’s theatrical nature. She was, after all, an aspiring actress. “I will simply carry out a consultation, and then I’ll recommend the proper authorities.”

      “Whatever you say, darling,” Vera replied, the corner of her lip still curled into a half grin. “We’ll go to Pardington, we’ll attend this party, and I have no doubt you’ll have old Grace squared away before tea on Sunday.”

      “Old Grace?” Rosemary asked, her curiosity piqued. It wouldn’t surprise her to learn that Vera knew Grace Barton; after all, Vera knew practically everyone who was anyone, and a whole host of characters who would, in polite society, be considered nobodies.

      “You must remember her; the Bartons are one of the most prominent families in Pardington.”

      Searching her memory, Rosemary came up empty. Perhaps the details would come back to her as she spent more time with the woman. “No, I don’t, but it doesn’t matter. Mother and Father will attend the party—presumably your mother as well—and that gives us an opportunity to poke around without seeming out of place. I’ll need you to act as a distraction and also as an extra pair of eyes.” Vera was nothing if not astute, and she possessed an uncanny ability to read any room she entered within seconds.

      “Of course, of course. Whatever you need. If nothing else, the food ought to be delicious and the drinks bottomless. Besides, if I get bored, there’s always your mother to torture with tales of my more deplorable acting jobs.”

      “Be careful,” Rosemary laughed. “You know her patience only extends so far, and only so long as your mother is around. I swear, if Lorraine Blackburn told my mother that bald heads on women were coming into fashion, she’d turn up having been shorn like a sheep.”

      Vera’s expression turned to one of evil satisfaction. “Wouldn’t that be just the berries?”

      Rosemary imagined her mother without hair, and the thought made her shiver with both amusement and discomfort. “No. In fact, it gives me the heebie-jeebies. Enough about that. Did you bring me something to wear? Something appropriate, I hope.”

      Eyes agleam with delight, Vera nodded emphatically. “I certainly did, and you will look absolutely ravishing. I also brought some jewelry. You must let me do something about that hair though, Rosie.”

      It would have been pointless to argue, and for the first time in a long time, Rosemary found she didn’t really want to. It felt good to have a project, something to work towards. Of course, she’d much rather not be involved with a possible crime, but she would take what she could get.

      “Maybe a nice bob. You could pull it off, with those cheekbones and your beautiful wide eyes…” While Rosemary mused, Vera had risen and crossed the room. With gentle hands, she scooped the honeyed length and scrunched it on top to measure different styles against Rosemary's face.

      “Now wait just a second, I’m not bobbing my hair.” That was where Rosemary had drawn the line. “Andrew always liked it long, and I agree.”

      Vera looked as though she wanted to argue, but resigned herself to bringing up the matter at a later date. “Then how about we put it up like we did the night you met? Those curls suited you nicely.” She held her breath, hoping that had been the right thing to say.

      She sighed when Rosemary responded with a smile. “That’ll do just fine.” Leave it to Vera to bring up a memory that normally would have Rosemary crying into her handkerchief, and yet somehow made everything a little brighter.

      Fondly, Rosemary recalled the evening in question, of the first time she’d locked eyes with Andrew after being dragged to a party nearly kicking and screaming. The whole world had become a little brighter that night, and it was nice to think of it without sadness for the first time in nearly a year.

      Yes, Vera was a good egg—and a good friend—no matter what Rosemary’s mother thought.

      “Wadsworth,” Rosemary called, certain the butler was hovering somewhere nearby, “please fetch Anna and load the luggage into the car. We’re headed to Pardington.”
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      As the car pulled into the drive of Woolridge House, a mild sense of dread washed over Rosemary. Her childhood home carried many happy memories; her parents had taken pride in giving their children the finer things. Still, there was pain associated with the place that only partially had to do with the fact she and Andrew had been married there.

      Vera, always intuitive to Rosemary’s needs, gave her hand a sympathetic squeeze. She had her own demons to deal with, and Rosemary returned the gesture in acknowledgment of them.

      “I’ll see you later on tonight,” Vera promised. She would stay just up the road at her mother’s home, and Rosemary doubted she’d get any closer to Woolridge House than the front garden.

      While Anna and Wadsworth, who had insisted upon accompanying his mistress as her driver, took care of the luggage, Rosemary made her way into the entrance hall. The pitter-patter of little feet met her ears, and a moment later she was nearly knocked over by a towheaded child who launched himself into her arms. “Auntie Rose, where’d you come from?”

      “I came from my home in London, little darling. How’s my favorite nephew?” she asked, kissing the chubby pink cheeks of her sister’s son. “Where is your mother?” she asked, not having expected to encounter Stella, who spent most of her time at her husband’s home in Oxford.

      “In the dining room with Gran, I think. What did you
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