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1 - The Darkened Study

	 

	25 October 1880

	 

	The old man upstairs was dead, and the servants had all been sent away, so there was no reason to be quiet. But Jack was conscious of the fact that he really didn’t belong there at Naedre Manor, and he went quietly downstairs to the study to commence his search. The papers must be there. They had to be.

	He began at the desk, which was piled with contracts, books, and maps. The items on top were covered with fine dust, testifying to the fact that George Soffitt had been unwell for some time, and unable to enjoy his usual hobbies. Jack cautiously blew off the top layer of dust, which formed a cloud in the murky air. The windows can’t have been opened in here for months. Since the servants were all from an agency, rather than attached to the house or its owner, it was obvious no one had been assigned to tend to the study. 

	Lighting the lamp carefully so as not to cause a conflagration with the papers, Jack decided to be methodical. The top drawer was locked. He’d get to that in a minute. The deep side drawer was piled to the top. Obviously, whatever filing system Soffitt had used was either extremely esoteric, stashed in his brain, or non-existent. Jack pulled over a chair, pulled the stack out of the drawer, and placed it carefully on the desk. He began thumbing through the top pages. 

	The grandfather clock out in the hall struck two. There were still at least six hours before the undertaker came, so no reason to rush. The first stack and the top of the desk took about half an hour. He set those papers aside. Time to see about that lock. 

	It was a rather ordinary lock, but the drawer was solid. He used the penknife that was lying on the desk next to some unopened letters, and started to pick the lock.

	Then he heard a scratching near the window. Quickly extinguishing the lamp, he peered toward the drapes, heavy damask curtains running from floor to ceiling. There was no movement yet, but he heard the creak of hinges and dived under the desk.

	He listened to the intruder climb over the sill to enter the room, then a bump followed by a distinctly female voice saying, “Bloody hell!” Then there was a noise that sounded like a boot on one foot, hopping across the room toward the desk. He stilled his breathing as much as he could. There was a flap, flap sound on top of the desk. The intruder must be looking for matches.

	With the lamp lit, Jack was able to look up toward the mirror on the wall behind the desk. It was a large, extravagant mirror with a carved gilt frame. It must have been intended to intimidate whoever was sitting in front of the desk to do business. They would feel exposed seeing themselves in a mirror, groveling for money or a better deal or whatever Soffitt’s victims did when they came to call.

	The figure he saw in the mirror wore a long cloak and hood, but no gloves. Her hands shone white in the light of the lamp. What was a woman doing here? Could Soffitt have had a paramour? It seemed unlikely. He’d been ninety-two.

	The intruder moved toward one of the cabinets in which Soffitt liked to display his collections, holding the lamp over each glass case and leaning over to peer in. This was no paramour, and no ordinary burglar, either. She was looking for something in particular, and the lack of gloves meant that when she found it she’d leave fingermarks everywhere. An amateur. A female amateur who swore like a hostler. Intriguing.

	Having perused the cabinets, she came around the desk and put the lamp down on its surface. He saw her boots, sturdy boots of nice leather. Not expensive, but not cheap either. The hem of the gown, which looked to be a light gray, was soiled with mud. 

	“Ah!” she mumbled to herself, and he saw her hand reach for the drawer. Well, it couldn’t be helped. 

	“It’s locked,” he said. 

	She gasped and jumped back suddenly, almost falling against the bookshelf. He took that moment to exit quickly and gracefully from under the desk. 

	She stared at him, her hand at her throat and her feet apart to balance herself.

	He was about to say something about how it was good she had put down the lamp, but for a moment he couldn’t speak. Her expression was shocked rather than afraid, but underneath he saw a curiosity. One dark eyebrow was raised, and her brown eyes were open wide, magnified by the spectacles she wore. And somehow she looked, no, she seemed, familiar. 

	“Do I know you?” he said.

	“Goodness, I hope not,” she said, her eyebrow lowering. “I am not in the habit of keeping company with burglars.”

	She stood up a little prouder and he couldn’t help it. He started to laugh.

	“Hush!” she said, looking around. “You’ll wake the whole damn house.”

	He considered for a moment. 

	“Quite right,” he whispered. “I am sorry.”

	She listened intently, but heard no suspicious sounds. 

	“Now,” she said quietly, taking a deep breath. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?”

	This is preposterous, he thought.

	“Jack Strawman,” he answered with a bow. “Burglar and general miscreant. And which fellow burglar do I have the pleasure of addressing?”

	She frowned. “I am not a burglar, Mr. Strawman.”

	“And yet you are burgling, madam.”

	“And I am not a madam.” She pulled back her hood, showing brown curls pulled back from her face and falling past her shoulders.

	“Forgive me, miss,” he whispered gallantly. “In this light, you looked older than a maid.”

	“How dare you?” she hissed. Then she peered at him. “I am twenty-seven. Not, I see now, as old as you.”

	“Not nearly.” Her face, he had to admit, was plain, but her hair was glorious. Not thinking, he reached out to touch it. She stepped back and raised her hood. 

	“Forgive me, Miss . . . ?”

	“Goodwin. Amanda Goodwin.”

	“And what are you doing here, Miss Goodwin? I am clearly robbing the house. Is that your intention also?” He had trouble keeping the amusement out of his voice.

	“Not at all,” she said. “I am retrieving something that belongs to me.”

	“What might that be? Perhaps I have stolen it already and could return it to you.”

	She answered immediately. “It’s a miniature of a woman with chestnut hair and a blue gown. She’s my grandmother. Have you seen it?”

	He shook his head. “I am sorry to say I have not. I assume that, since you believe it to be here, the owner of the house must have taken it from you?”

	“He took it from my grandfather in payment for a debt. But the debt was a lie. It was a swindle, sir, a calculated swindle, and I intend to have my property back.”

	Jack knew well about Soffit’s swindles, particularly the one that caused outrage in the Bank of England. It had even gone to Parliament for angry and recriminatory discussion. Surely that couldn’t be the same swindle?

	“Was it in 1856?” he asked. “The Lesgus Scheme?”

	She nodded firmly. 

	Lesgus had been the South American country that Soffitt had invented out of whole cloth. He’d attracted investors to a place that didn’t exist, inventing trade relations, a national constitution, and reports of minerals waiting to be exploited. Some upstart composer had even written Lesgusian traditional music. But it had all been a ruse, and many had lost their fortunes. It made Jack angry just thinking about it. 

	But he had work to do before dawn. He jumped and looked toward the study door as if he’d heard a sound.

	“Did you find the miniature?” he hissed.

	Amanda shook her head.

	“No,” she said, glancing toward the door, “but we should get out of here.”

	He blew out the lamp and escorted her to the window where she had entered. He climbed out first, regretting that he was in house shoes as his feet squelched into the lawn. He turned back to hold out a hand to assist, but she shook her head and used the window frame, then sprung ahead of him down to the road. 

	Jack caught up with her. “Miss Goodwin, if I can be of any assistance in the future, I rob houses, clean stables, and do a passable job of reading aloud. I am also an excellent lover.”

	She spun toward him and he caught her arms. Without thinking, he kissed her mouth. A second later, he felt his body pushed upward and his left leg kicked out from under him. He was lying on his back on the wet ground, looking up at the sky.

	He heard himself cry out. The world was spinning. Amanda looked down at him.

	“Goodnight, Mr. Strawman. We will not see each other again.” She turned and disappeared into the bushes that lined the road. 

	Jack rose slowly and limped back to the house. His feet were wet and his back cold and filthy. He recalled that the front door was unlocked, but instead went back through the window into the study. 

	“I doubt that, Miss Goodwin,” he said to himself. “I doubt that very much.”

	 


2 - The Miniature

	 

	Amanda found Vesta, the mare she was allowed to ride whenever she wished, tethered to the tree where she’d left her. She stroked her muzzle. 

	“My apologies, Vesta. I know it’s cold. And I’m afraid I have failed.”

	She swung up into the saddle and headed across the fields for Heddington Hall, the home of her employer Lady Constance Brandon. Although cloudy earlier, the sky was now clear and the half moon helped light her way. 

	Lady Brandon had no idea she was out at this hour, of course. She’d be very unhappy if she knew. But she had shared gossip with Amanda that George Soffitt was very ill, that a doctor had been summoned and then a priest. Once he died, everything he owned would surely be divided up. Relatives would make their claims, and items would be sold. The miniature would become impossible to find. 

	Amanda had made it her business for years to know what Soffitt was doing, even though she knew this just fed her hatred. Her grandfather had urged her to ignore him, had told her over and over that nothing could be done about what happened. 

	“You must be your own woman,” he had encouraged her many times. “It is no use carrying bitterness through your life. I have done so, and have been a poor example to you, my dear.”

	But now he was ill too, and on her last visit he had talked to her again about the miniature. These days he had only been happy talking about her grandmother Emily, the woman of his life.

	He had recalled more of their adventures as he’d gotten older, and when Amanda visited him now, their evenings were often spent in reminiscences. She loved listening to him talk about their younger years, how they had travelled to Egypt for their honeymoon, against everyone’s advice, and had returned with the desire to travel even more. Lufstow Farm had earned enough that they could do so even once they had a child, Amanda’s father, Edmund. Then when the crisis had happened, when they’d lost everything they’d invested, it was Emily Goodwin who found them caretaking jobs nearby so they could feed the family. And they’d been so proud of Edmund, who had become a botanist and taught at a grammar school. It was Emily who’d encouraged him to follow his passion. 

	“If I could just see her, one more time,” Grandfather would say to Amanda. He had carried that miniature with him for years, so pleased that he could see Emily’s face whenever he wanted. But then it had gone, sold in a packet of valuables to repay the investment debt to George Soffitt. At the time, Emily had just died, and he was tearfully ridding his house of everything that reminded him of her, trying to make his own way. But as he aged, he missed her so, and wanted the miniature so he could see her again.

	Amanda had said nothing to him, but had vowed to herself to get it back.

	She gazed up at the sky. It must be past three, she thought. She would be tired tomorrow, but luckily Lady Brandon had no plans. It should be a quiet day at the manor. Perhaps they would do some embroidery together, then Amanda would read to her when her eyes tired. The role of a companion was complex, Amanda had learned, but Lady Brandon was kind and paid her well. 

	She had failed tonight at Naedre Manor, she berated herself. Surely her failure was because of that man. Who was he? Jack Strawman, he’d said. Amanda scoffed to herself. A straw man? Very likely. And a burglar. A burglar in house shoes. She must remember that if she ever needed to sneak around a house at night—it seemed quite practical, at least once inside the house. He’d looked rather daring with his cravat almost undone and that perfect mustache next to the imperfect scar down his cheek. In fact, she had to admit, he had been quite attractive. The lamplight had made his eyes look green, and the lines near his mouth showed a willingness to laugh. And he’d certainly been nimble enough when he’d burst out from under the desk, and again when he kissed her. She felt bad about taking him down with a leg sweep, but it had been a case of pure instinct. 

	Goodness, she was thinking like a green girl, she thought. Her childhood was sheltered, growing up in Haslemere, living with her parents and visiting her grandfather at Lufstow Farm, her grandmother having died when she was three. But when Amanda was nineteen, her parents had died in a boating accident while visiting a cousin in Scotland. She decided to visit an aunt in London to learn about city life. Her grandfather assured her he could tend the farm himself.

	Aunt Sophronia had been eccentric and not well-equipped to chaperone a young woman. She was bohemian in her tastes and thought that youth should be given free rein. She had friends among the well-connected gentleman and ladies, which Amanda thought would be educational. In the evenings, however, Sophronia’s Camden Town house would be open for social occasions, parties where young men might bring the latest gins or light rums and upstairs rooms would sometimes be found unlocked.  

	One horrible night, Amanda had been accosted in her own bedchamber by a drunken guest, a man she had liked and trusted. By the time her aunt died from a fatty liver, Amanda was no longer naïve, and had happily returned to Lufstow Farm.

	She’d met men like Jack Strawman, she thought, and their attractiveness could be a lure. Even the most pleasant of them could become bestial, the veneer of civilization dropping at the first temptation.

	“That way madness lies,” Amanda murmured to Vesta as they approached the stable. She put away the tack and saddle, brushed Vesta down, put the blanket on her, and kissed her muzzle. 

	“Thank you, Vesta. I will put you out to fresh grass tomorrow.”

	Yawning her way to the house, she carefully brushed her boots outside and went quietly up the stairs. It wouldn’t do to have anyone see her, especially Timothy. The groom had gotten bolder with her as he’d gotten older, and she didn’t fancy encountering him alone at this hour. It was far too late to pour a bath, and the new boiler would wake Lady Brandon, whose rooms were down the hall. Amanda contented herself with washing her feet in cold water, braiding her brown tresses, and folding the trousers she had worn so she could secure them at the bottom of her trunk. They’d been a gift from her grandfather on her 16th birthday, given with a wink and a smile out of sight of the rest of the family. They would shock anyone here at Heddington Hall.

	Amanda’s mind was still spinning as she fell into bed, where Maxie the orange cat had been for hours, curled up on her pillow. How could she obtain the miniature? And who was Jack Strawman, really? She closed her eyes and could see him reaching out to touch her hair, and instead of taking him down, she was stepping forward—

	Suddenly she sat upright, causing Maxie to meow and jump off the bed. That man had thought she was a burglar. She had stupidly given him her name, and told him why she was there. Why couldn’t she keep things secret? He’d asked and she told him, as she would with anyone. But he had never said why he was at the house or what he was looking for, and she sincerely doubted that Strawman was his real name. Would he betray her? Tell the police she was there? Laugh about her with his robber friends? There must be a way to find him, to beg him not to tell anyone. She stared at the circle of plaster roses on the ceiling, and worried until dawn.



	
	

3 - An Uninvited Guest

	 

	“I want Louis’ birthday party to be the event of the season,” said Lady Brandon, “even if the real season happens in London.”

	“I’m sure it will be, Lady Brandon,” said Amanda. “Shall we look at the menu from Lafitte’s?”

	Lady Brandon’s nephew had spent years in France, and he’d named his son Louis, so Lady Brandon wanted French food. She looked at the list.

	“I think escargot may be a bit esoteric for those who are coming,” said Lady Brandon with a frown. At sixty-eight, she was still a lovely woman, with a round bright face and eyes that missed little. 

	“And the birthday boy won’t touch it,” added Amanda. Little Louis was only four.

	“We’ll need a different menu for the children. How many are coming?”

	“Six, I think,” said Amanda. “Perhaps Cook can manage dinner just for the little ones?”

	“Yes, please ask her. Where should we set up the band? Last time we did a party it was summer. A brass band is a little loud for inside the hall.”

	“If we put them in the corner of the ballroom, perhaps the opposite wall might attenuate the sound?” 

	Lady Brandon smiled. “Amanda, you always have the best ideas.” She reached out toward her cane, which was leaning on the table, and wiggled her fingers. Amanda handed it to her.

	“Penelope will take care of the guest list and replies to the invitations,” said Lady Brandon. “She’ll also make sure rooms are ready for my friend Marjorie, who will be staying till Monday. Would you help me up to my room, please?”

	Amanda took Lady Brandon by the arm and helped her up the stairs, step by step. She had no nursing duties to speak of. Lady Brandon was in excellent health, except for tiredness and a touch of arthritis. Her mind was quick and she was always better after a rest. Amanda helped her to the chaise, took off her shoes, and put the woolen blanket over her.

	“Shall I close the drapes?” she asked.

	“No, thank you,” said Lady Brandon, shifting herself further up on the pillow. “I do not want to sleep all day. Please awaken me at one, if you would. We should be at Emma’s by two.”

	Amanda promised and went down the hall to her own room. Maxie was in the window, chattering at doves sitting in the tree outside. Amanda sat down at her writing desk to finish the letter she’d begun to her grandfather. She couldn’t tell him about the robbery or Jack Strawman. She wanted to fetch the miniature and present it to him once she had it, not worry him about how she might obtain it. But so far, she was no closer to her goal.

	So instead she wrote him about the planning for Louis’ party, and Maxie the cat, and the way the leaves were falling from the trees at Heddington Hall. She promised to visit him soon, to bring Cook’s best shortbread—after all, West Sussex was not far from Sandhills. One could even go to Petersfield and catch a train on the South Western Railway. Grandfather’s doctor had said it would be months before he was seriously ill, perhaps even a year. But she missed him. Heddington Hall was wonderful, but Lufstow Farm was home.

	Lady Emma Tentrees’ house was less than half a mile away, and Lady Brandon insisted on walking. Amanda had to hurry to keep up with her, carrying the basket of oranges.

	“Poor Emma does not have a heated conservatory, so we bring oranges,” she had explained, but Amanda had a sense that the real reason was to show which of them had more money. Afternoon calls, she had learned, were partly for sharing gossip, partly for showing one’s good taste, and partly for displaying one’s superiority. They were the worst part of being a lady’s companion, as far as she was concerned. 

	On this occasion, however, Lady Brandon and Lady Tentrees wished to speak in private, so Amanda was able to stroll in the garden, then sit and think. She did not want to think about Jack Strawman, but it was difficult to put him out of her mind. She had felt threatened, certainly, both when he’d reached toward her in the study and when he had kissed her. It was inherent in her behavior, she thought, and she couldn’t be faulted for that. Her mind cast back to her own history to explain why, to go over what had happened to her when she was nineteen. That horrid man had expected her to want his attentions, to just let him touch her. She still had nightmares about what he’d done, and had told no one except her grandfather. He had understood, and asked Li Jing to teach her how to defend herself. 

	Li Jing had been her grandfather’s loyal servant and friend since 1839, when as a merchant to the British in Canton at the start of the first Opium War he had come to England for his safety. Even as an old man, Mr. Li remembered several fighting techniques from his homeland and had been willing to teach them. Amanda had been an avid pupil.

	Amanda had become accustomed to creating a shell around herself and not letting people through, especially men. But in this case, she regretted her actions. Even as she pushed Jack Strawman up and knocked him down, she had felt a different instinct. What would it have been like to accept his kiss? She closed her eyes and turned her face to the sun, imagining his eyes and his touch on her arm, then his lips on hers. If she ever saw him again, she would try to view things differently. 

	 

	It was only the first hour, but many guests had arrived on time and the party was clearly a success. Laughter could be heard from the room where the children were gathered with the nursemaids, and couples were listening to the band in the ballroom. Amanda had at first been rushing about to check arrangements, but Lady Brandon had told her she was expected to join the party and enjoy herself. It was here that she found her role as companion most awkward. She was not elite enough to exchange pleasantries with the aristocrats, but nor was she lowly enough to socialize with the servants. At such occasions she often found herself with a child or an animal, but the children were all together and Maxie was, as usual, asleep upstairs on her bed.

	Amanda wandered into the library, closing the door, and took a deep breath. The fire had not been lit in here, and it was chilly. But she felt best in this room, with its endless shelves of knowledge and diversion. She was often here to select a book to read to Lady Brandon, but perhaps today she would find one for herself. She might want to read Robinson Crusoe again, and she remembered there was a copy here of On Liberty, that radical work by John Stuart Mill. As she started to look, she heard the French doors to the garden open. A cold draft blew into the room, and Jack Strawman stepped in, his coat thrown over his shoulders.

	He stopped as soon as he saw her, his expression turning from surprise to pleasure. Yes, she thought: those lips, that mustache. It took her a moment to remember she had wanted to speak with him.

	“Mr. Strawman,” she said, with a tiny curtsey.

	He bowed ridiculously, extravagantly. “Miss Goodwin.”

	“I had been hoping to speak with you.”

	“You had? So you could knock me down again?” He grinned.

	“I didn’t knock you down. It was a leg sweep,” she corrected.

	“I seem to recall finding myself on the ground.”

	“I do apologize for that. You took me quite by surprise.”

	“And you took me quite by surprise. Where on earth did you learn to do that?”

	She had no intention of telling him about Li Jing. 

	“A woman must defend herself.”

	“I see.”

	This was not going well, she thought. He seemed to think it all so amusing, and she felt at a distinct disadvantage.

	“Mr. Strawman, I would like to know whether you told anyone of my presence at Mr. Soffitt’s house last Thursday?”

	“Well,” he said, drawing himself up. “I certainly would not have told anyone about your so-called leg sweep. That would have embarrassed me greatly.”

	“Of course, and I apologize again. I mean about me being there at all.”

	“Ah, I see, Miss Goodwin. You do not wish it to be known that you were there searching for the miniature. Be assured I have told no one. I am a gentleman.”

	She almost laughed at that. “A gentleman would never be so forward with a lady.”

	He stepped toward her, and she did not step back. If he were trying to intimidate her, she would make sure he wouldn’t succeed. He was so close she could see the individual hairs of his mustache. Just a few were gray.

	“I could not resist the animal attraction,” he said softly.

	She was about to retort regarding who was playing the animal in this scenario when they heard voices outside in the corridor. Amanda went over to close the door fully. By the time she looked back into the room, Jack Strawman had gone.

	 


4 - A Theft

	 

	Amanda looked out the garden door, but could see no one. Where had Mr. Strawman gone, leaving the cold night air coming in? She closed the door and left the library, her mind full of what had transpired. She hoped she could trust him not to reveal her nighttime activities at George Soffit’s house. The voices outside the library door were getting louder.

	“Stolen? What do you mean, stolen?”

	“What was it?”

	“From here?”

	“Have the police been called?”

	The small group in the corridor didn’t notice Amanda as she made her way to find Lady Brandon. What could have been stolen, and from whom?

	She found her employer deep in conversation with Forsythe, the butler, and she seemed very grateful to see Amanda.

	“What on earth has happened?”

	“It’s Marjorie, Lady Vance,” Lady Brandon whispered urgently. “She went up to her rooms to fetch her fan and discovered her necklace has been stolen.”

	“Her necklace? Was it valuable?”

	Lady Brandon looked shocked. “Of course it was valuable, Amanda. We should call in the police, although it will disturb the party. First, I’m asking Forsythe if it would be advisable to have the staff search the house.”

	“And?” asked Amanda, looking at Forsythe.

	“I have recommended against it, Miss Goodwin.”

	“Send for the police,” sighed Lady Brandon. “But quietly, and not too soon. Everyone will go home after dinner, I’m sure.”

	“I’m sorry, milady, but the police may want to talk with the guests.”

	“Absurd. I won’t let that happen. Send for the police at eight o’clock, please, Forsythe. I will go up and placate Lady Vance.”

	Amanda touched her arm. “I’m afraid the Morgans and Miss Blythe already know. I heard them talking in the corridor,” she said.

	Lady Brandon sighed. “Then I’ll placate them first. Forsythe, please send Penelope up to Lady Vance with some smelling salts and a cup of tea. I’ll be up shortly.”

	When dinner began, Amanda found herself seated with the lady’s maids and nursemaids, none of whom she knew. As she ate, she listened to their conversation, which at one point turned to George Soffitt.

	“He died alone, they say,” said a trim woman with her fair hair plaited in a circle around her head. “That would be awful, wouldn’t it?”

	“Alone, in that big house?” said a young, dark-haired girl. 

	“Well, I wouldn’t work for him. Who would?”

	“I hear,” said a large woman with a watch pinned to her dress, “that the only reason the cook stays is because she has nowhere else to go.”

	“She’s left, too.”

	“Whatever happened to his son?”

	“Left long ago. Changed his name, they say.”

	“Even more interesting,” said the fair-haired woman, leaning forward as if in confidence, “have you seen his solicitor?” The other women shook their heads.

	“Oh, he’s a delight to look at. Handsome as the day is long!”

	“Do tell!”

	“He came to the house with some papers for Lady Vance. Taking over for his uncle, who can’t get about much anymore. Tall, blond, eyes of periwinkle blue.”

	“Oh, Clara, you do go on!”

	“I swear it’s true! He gave me just a little smile, and my heart—” Clara fanned herself with her hand, then held it up as if to stop her own prattling. “But I must go up to milady. She’s in her room taking a rest.”

	The others groaned that she wouldn’t finish her story, but their conversation turned to other things. Amanda rose, walked past the parlor, caught Lady Brandon’s eye and raised an eyebrow, but her employer just nodded, meaning she could be excused.  

	Rather than go to her room, Amanda paced the corridors. She’d hidden it well, but she was very disturbed by Lady Vance’s necklace being stolen. Was it Jack Strawman who’d taken it? Is that why he was here, to rob the house? Certainly she hadn’t seen him before or after their sudden encounter in the library. He was obviously not an invited guest. 

	The police would come and might want to question her. She should tell them about him. All about him. Except that then she would have to say how she’d met him when she had broken in to Soffitt’s home. Honest to a fault, Amanda felt her stomach clench at the idea of lying, especially to the police. She wished she could disappear, just vanish until the police left. But that would be highly suspicious. She could lose her position if she didn’t answer questions, and the same would happen if she answered honestly. Suddenly, the beef soup, roast duck, and almond pudding were not settling so well in her stomach. 

	She’d walked the gallery, the terrace, and the hallways several times before she heard the guests taking their leave. She should go see whether Lady Brandon needed anything; she must be exhausted and would need help if police were going to extend the evening. It would be a good time to bring her a tonic. Amanda accordingly went to Lady Brandon’s rooms to fetch the pink bottle. As she entered the dressing room, she felt an odd feeling. Everything looked to be in place, but she could sense that someone had been here. Taking the tonic, she went into the boudoir and had the same sensation. Had Jack Strawman been in here? Had he stolen anything? 

	Quickly checking the jewelry boxes on the dressing table, she noted with relief that nothing appeared to be missing. And certainly if things had been moved, they had been carefully replaced. It was just a feeling, she told herself. It’s entirely possible no one had been in here at all. It had been an odd evening, and her nerves were surely to blame.

	Lady Brandon was waiting on the blue settee in the parlor to meet the police when they arrived, and was grateful for the tonic. Forsythe was in attendance in the hall. Penelope, as a secretary who lived out, had left shortly before dinner, and most of the staff were working in the ballroom, dining room, and kitchen. 

	“Where do you wish me to be during the interview, Lady Brandon?” she asked. 

	Lady Brandon looked closely at Amanda. 

	“You look a bit overwrought, Amanda,” she said kindly.

	“I am a bit tired,” Amanda agreed. “But I am happy to do whatever you need me to do.”

	Lady Brandon sighed. “I do wish Lord Brandon were still alive. He was much better with this sort of thing.”

	Amanda refrained from asking why that would have been the case and simply nodded in sympathy.

	“You will do very well, Lady Brandon,” she said. 

	“Very well,” she repeated. “Yes, I suppose I shall. Please do ask Lady Vance’s maid to help her come downstairs, and then just stay in your room until I send for you. I anticipate needing help to retire for the night.”

	“Yes, Lady Brandon,” Amanda said with relief. She went upstairs, found Lady Vance’s maid unpacking her ladyship’s attire, and gave her the message. The letter to her grandfather remained unfinished, and she sat down to complete it but was unable to keep still. She began pacing the room, wondering what was being said downstairs. 

	She took the back stairs so that she could hear from the servant’s door to the parlor. Sleepy servants were busy or on their way to bed, and no one paid the least attention as she passed. She crouched down at the door to listen.

	“Inspector Hawk, I am so pleased that you are taking on this case personally,” Lady Brandon was saying. “I knew your father. Portsmouth is quite a journey, and I appreciate you coming yourself.”

	“Of course, Lady Brandon,” said a deep voice. “My father spoke highly of you. Now, Lady Vance, if I could have a description of precisely what was stolen?”

	Lady Vance sounded haughty, as if she did not appreciate having to speak to a policeman. 

	“It was a necklace, Inspector, with a gold chain and three sapphires, each surrounded by small rubies. It was a gift from my husband, and was made for me at Mappin and Webb in London.”

	“And how much would you say it was worth, your Ladyship?”

	“I have not had it valued recently, but I would think at least three hundred pounds.”

	She heard a gasp.

	“Lady Vance,” said the Inspector. “You brought a necklace worth three hundred pounds to a birthday party?”

	“I bring it if I’m away from home overnight,” said Lady Vance’s high-toned voice. “What business is it of yours where I choose to bring my jewelry?”

	She heard an intake of breath, and then Lady Brandon said smoothly, “I’m quite sure the Inspector is not questioning your actions, Marjorie. I myself had no idea you carried it with you, or I
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