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        Bollocks - dismay or disbelief

        Boot (of a car) – trunk

        Cupboard – closet

        Cuppa - cup of (usually tea)

        Daft - a bit stupid or silly

        Fancy - a verb expressing desire ("do you fancy some dinner?")

        Flat - apartment

        Fringe (hair) – bangs

        Garden - yard

        Ground floor - first floor

        Holiday - vacation

        Jumble sale - yard/lawn/garage sale

        Lorry - truck

        Post - mail

        Sweets - candy
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      Rosemary Lillywhite bit her lip, pushed a lock of golden hair off her forehead, and frowned as she assessed the canvas perched on her easel. Somehow, no matter which shades she used or how meticulous were her brushstrokes, she couldn’t seem to bring the colors of Cyprus to life in front of her. Not, at least, as vibrantly as she remembered them.

      She’d been trying now for the two months since she’d returned to the London flat she had shared with her late husband, Andrew, who had died nearly a year before. Rosemary glanced at the stacks and rows of canvases already covered with images of what was supposed to have been a relaxing, cathartic holiday on the Isle of Love.

      The vacation hadn’t gone off as planned. Instead, she’d returned with more grief in her heart than when she’d left, and even though her friends had helped her solve a murder during their stay, finding Cecily’s killer hadn’t eased the shock of losing another person close to Rosemary’s family.

      “If only,” she said aloud, wishing vehemently that she could capture the image of a golden sunset against a cerulean sea that swam behind her eyes. It seemed that if she could manage that, she might be able to put the whole sordid affair behind her.

      Rosemary paced the room—the office Andrew had used for his private detective business and which she was contemplating turning into an art studio—shuffling her bare, paint-splattered feet across the cloth protecting the plush oriental rug underneath. She supposed she had turned it into a studio, if only a makeshift one, though her thoughts kept wandering back to the nameplate tucked into Andrew’s top desk drawer. It read ‘Rosemary Lillywhite, Private Investigator,’ but whether she was going to remove it from its hiding place and display it prominently on top of the desk was a decision yet to be made.

      Doing so would mean declaring to the world—a world where women weren’t expected to do such things—that she was a true detective. She wasn’t certain she was ready to take that on, though it would be considered a boon for the equal rights movement still raging even after the fairer sex had demanded the ability to vote.

      There were, Rosemary decided, limits to her willingness to further the cause.

      “Madam,” came a voice from the doorway, “your tea.” Wadsworth, the butler, looked for a clean place to set down the tray and, finding none suitable enough for his tastes, raised an eyebrow at his mistress.

      Rosemary pulled the protective cover off a small table and settled in to enjoy a quiet cuppa. “Wadsworth?” she said thoughtfully, a question in her voice. Unable to bring herself to actually ask it, she waved a hand. “Never mind.”

      Nodding once, the butler turned and left the room, closing the door softly behind him. Whatever was on his mistress’s mind, it wasn’t his place to pry, and so he didn’t. When he was forced to return a few moments later, he found her sitting in the same position she’d been when he left, the full cup of tea going cold in her hand.

      “Madam,” Wadsworth said, rousing Rosemary from her reverie, “you have a phone call waiting in the parlor. It’s Mrs. Woolridge.” His tone indicated she ought to put a spring in her step, for her mother wouldn’t appreciate being kept waiting.

      Quickly, Rosemary hurried up the stairs from the ground-floor office and reached for the receiver before sitting down in front of the telephone. “Hello, Mother,” she said and was treated to an earful in return.

      “Are you there, Rose?” Evelyn spoke loudly as if unsure she could be heard. “Is that you?”

      “Yes, Mother. Who else were you expecting?”

      “It’s a disaster. All is gone to rack and ruin! I can’t believe your father is so daft. How will I ever show my face again? Your father. I gave him one simple task,” Evelyn Woolridge spouted, her words becoming tangled in her irritation. “You will come, won’t you?”

      Rosemary sighed. “Slow down. I can’t understand a thing you’re saying.”

      “Whatever do you mean?” Evelyn cried. “I’ve been perfectly clear. It’s a disaster. When can you get here?”

      “What is a disaster, exactly?” Rosemary demanded, recalling the last conversation she’d had with her mother and attempting to put the scattered pieces of Evelyn’s ramblings into a sensible order.

      Speaking slowly, as though Rosemary was a child, Evelyn explained. “The tea, Rosemary. The tea. You do remember me telling you about the Society for the Protection of Euphorbia Villosa, don’t you?” Without waiting for an answer, she continued. “I’ve been put in charge, and this is the first event I’m to host. I asked your father to post the invitations two weeks ago. They were all tied up in two parcels, and he’s managed only to post one. The rest he left in the boot of his car. I can’t imagine what he must have been thinking!”

      It didn’t come as much of a shock to Rosemary, though now that she understood the situation, her mother’s irritation made more sense.

      “Perhaps you should have asked one of the maids or your butler to attend to the posting,” Rosemary mused. “You know how absentminded Father can be. He’d forget to eat breakfast if you didn’t remind him.”

      Evidently, that wasn’t the response Evelyn was looking for because she began to rant once more, and this time her ire was directed at Rosemary. “Absentmindedness is no excuse. He’s a grown man; he ought to be able to remember the simplest of instructions. I find your soft spot for his shenanigans infuriating. The worst part is he obviously made it to the post office because he sent out half the invitations. Now, as chairwoman, it’s on me to fill the empty seats.”

      Evelyn had, indeed, mentioned her newest protective endeavor in weekly missives that Rosemary had scanned cursorily as they’d gone on for quite some length. She’d declined reading through lists of the ladies who’d joined the society—most of whom Rosemary considered quite frivolous and downright silly—but she couldn’t—and wouldn’t—say as much to her mother.

      “Now,” Evelyn demanded, “I need you to fill a seat—several, in fact—so bring as many people as you can. Your brother intends to invite Vera, of course, so she can’t count for you.” The name Vera came out sounding like a slur, and to that, Rosemary did take great offense.

      “Mother,” she sighed, “would it kill you to be nice to Vera? She’s been my most trusted friend since we were children, you’re close to her mother, and now she and Freddie are a couple.” Rosemary ticked off several good reasons why Evelyn’s attitude was inappropriate, to say the least. “She’s part of the family in more ways than one already. What could she possibly have done to deserve this sudden spate of animosity?”

      Evelyn balked. “Nothing whatever, dear. Vera’s a lovely girl. Whether she’s right for your brother is another matter altogether, but I’ll try to keep an open mind.” Her tone had taken on a lightness Rosemary recognized not as acquiescence but an attempt to end the conversation.

      She sighed again and, realizing there was no getting out of a trip to Pardington, vowed to further defend Vera when she had her mother’s full attention.

      “I’ll be there as soon as possible, of course, and I’ll see what I can do about filling some of your empty seats,” she promised.

      “Thank you, dear,” Evelyn said as if there were ever a question that, when faced with a family crisis—no matter how immaterial Rosemary thought it might be—she wouldn’t rise to the occasion. “Your sister is here, and little Nelly, of course. Leonard will arrive in time for the fête, or so I’ve been told. I’ll put her on seating charts, and you can handle the rearrangements … or perhaps—” Evelyn continued to think out loud, for once, evidently, forgetting her strict rule about keeping all telephone calls to under five minutes.

      Evelyn would change her mind twelve times before Rosemary arrived anyway, so she tuned her mother out and began making a mental list of people she could invite to fill those empty seats. The Redberrys from next door, of course. Abigail was the type to enjoy an afternoon among the hoity-toity country set, even if her husband, Martin, would be bored silly.

      Long after Evelyn disconnected the line with a parting demand to “Get here as fast as you can,” Rosemary racked her brain for more friends who might be willing to travel all the way out to Pardington. Unfortunately, she realized, she’d lost touch with so many of the couples who only served to remind her that she was now without a husband of her own.

      “I’m really very sorry, Rose.” Abigail Redberry’s reply had come out on a sigh. “Martin is attending some sort of symposium to do with his work, and I’m to tag along. I do wish you and your mother good luck with the Euphorbia … whatever it was.”

      Her surest bet out of the running, Rosemary opened her address book and scanned through the list. Agatha Bainsbury, she remembered, had taken to clucking her tongue and shaking her head every time her eye fell on the new widow. For that reason, Rosemary decided she would continue to avoid the woman at all costs. Besides which, Agatha’s husband was possessed of a wandering eye.

      Two minutes too late, she remembered Pansy Dalrymple’s penchant for mindless prattle and her obsession with detailing her every vagrant thought. Strike that couple off the list.

      Maybe there had been other reasons besides her tragic loss for letting go of some friendships. With finality, Rosemary closed her address book and stashed it back in the drawer.

      Despite her reticence, Rosemary knew Evelyn expected her to deliver, and she thought for a moment that perhaps Max might be a willing participant, but then shook her head decidedly no. “I think it’s best to learn a lesson from Pandora and leave the lid on that particular box,” she said aloud.

      Max was Maximilian Whittington, a handsome CID detective who had been Andrew’s dearest comrade. Now, he was the man who threatened to wake Rosemary from her mourning period. Guilt at the thought of betraying Andrew’s memory had tamped that hope back down to the bottommost places of her heart, and she’d been forced to tell Max that their relationship—if there were ever to be one—would have to be put on hold until she’d fully healed.

      As if that hadn’t been enough for her to deal with, Max wasn’t the only one vying for her affections. There was Teddy Barton to consider, and Frederick’s longtime chum Desmond Cooper, towards whom Rosemary had fostered an unrequited childhood crush. As her brother Frederick’s best mate, Desmond would likely attend the party at Woolridge House, and having all three men there would make things more awkward than they already were. If that’s even possible, Rosemary thought to herself as she placed another phone call.

      “I need your help.” Rosemary echoed her mother’s plea so convincingly she grimaced in chagrin.

      “And so you shall have it,” Vera Blackburn replied without hesitation, somehow managing to sound as though doing whatever Rosemary asked would be the highlight of her life. “What’s happened? You sound tense.”

      Leave it to Vera to notice her melancholy even over the phone. “You’re not going to like it,” Rosemary said, expecting to take the shine off Vera’s generous mood. “It involves a heaping dose of the incomparable Evelyn Woolridge.”

      “Oh, you must be talking about the SPEV tea party. I’ve already been told I’m expected to attend. You know, your brother has become quite presumptuous,” Vera said, not seeming the least bit bothered by the fact. Quite the contrary, actually. Ever since sharing a long-anticipated kiss in Cyprus, Vera and her new beau had become inseparable despite Frederick having to spend most of his time in the country, running the family business alongside Rosemary’s father.

      That he took his position seriously was a testament to how much he’d grown up from the careless boy he’d once been, and Rosemary was prouder than he knew. She simply couldn’t voice her opinion to Frederick, or he’d balk and protest, claiming he was only doing his familial duty. It was more than that, but Rosemary knew she’d have to let him come to that conclusion on his own.

      “Perhaps I’ll be able to impress your mother,” Vera continued, a tinge of worry in her voice.

      “Since when have you cared for my mother’s opinion of you?” Rosemary asked, knowing full well the reason for her friend’s change of perspective.

      With a harrumph, Vera retorted, “Don’t be daft, Rosie dear. I may have been a staunch supporter of the suffrage movement, and yes, I enjoy thumbing my nose at authority, but that doesn’t have to mean I should be thrilled that my beau’s mother can’t stand the sight of me.”

      “I don’t think her feelings have changed towards you,” Rosemary said, “so much as I think she simply hasn’t accepted it’s not Lionel you’ll be marrying.”

      Neither her friend nor her brother had mentioned marriage thus far, so Rosemary held her breath while she waited to see what Vera might say on the subject.

      Vera paused momentarily, swallowed the lump in her throat, and replied, “Well, there isn’t anything I can do about that, now is there?”

      There wasn’t, and the subject quickly changed, as it always did when Rosemary’s other, deceased brother’s name came up in conversation. Had he survived, he and Vera would have been wed long ago; instead, Vera had rejected the idea of tying herself to any man and had spent the last few years as a single woman.

      “I can put on a show and pretend to get along; I’m an actress, after all. Nevertheless, I intend to win her over this weekend. Now, who are you inviting and what are you going to wear? Never mind, I know you haven’t given that a bit of thought. I’ll take care of it, and I’ll pick you up. We’ll go together,” Vera said and, without waiting for Rosemary’s reply, hung up the phone.
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      A mixture of pleasure and pain washed over Rosemary’s senses when the car turned in at the drive leading to Woolridge House. She hadn’t been home since the mix-up at the Bartons’ anniversary party, when she’d had to solve a murder for which Frederick was the prime suspect. Just as it had then, the sight of her childhood home brought forth a plethora of emotions that crashed over her like ocean waves.

      She heard Vera’s quick intake of breath and noted that her friend had stopped the incessant chattering that had filled the hour-long drive. Even this far from the house, there was evidence of Evelyn’s touch. Not a single rut marred the drive, and the lawn had been ruthlessly trimmed into submission. “The grounds look lovely, wouldn’t you agree?” she murmured to Vera, who merely nodded.

      When Rosemary turned to peer at her friend, it was to find a mere shell of the vibrant, self-confident woman who usually stared back at her. This Vera was practically shaking, biting her lip so hard it was a wonder she didn’t break flesh. “Relax, it will all be fine in the end. I promise.” Rosemary patted Vera’s hand and smiled encouragingly.

      “Here goes nothing,” Vera said, taking a deep breath and arranging her face into a neutral expression when the car finally rolled to a stop outside the front door.

      Before Rosemary could reach for the door handle, it opened, and Bertram, the Woolridges’ butler, ushered the women inside. “Miss Rose, Miss Vera,” he greeted them, without the usual twinkle in his eye. “Your sister is in the dining room. I recommend you join her,” he said, his eyes flicking to the closed parlor door with unease.

      A maid scuttled past, her arms loaded with bolts of cloth, and kept her gaze to the ground. A rustle from the parlor had her picking up the pace, and she disappeared down the corridor leading to the service staircase.

      “We’ll do that, then,” Rosemary replied, and headed towards the dining room. “Oh dear,” she said to Vera on the way. “Mother must be in a right state.”

      “But Papa,” Rosemary’s sister, Stella, pleaded as Rosemary entered, “you’ve got to do something. I’m bored to absolute tears, and every time I rearrange the seating chart to Mother’s specifications, she changes her mind and I have to start all over. It’s an exercise in futility, I tell you!”

      “Oh, wonderful, your sister is here,” Cecil Woolridge said, turning his attention away from his youngest daughter without replying to her complaints. “She’ll know what to do.” He kissed Rosemary on the cheek and then repeated the gesture with Vera.

      “It’s lovely to see you, dear,” he said warmly. “I’m off to the office, but I’ll tell Frederick you’ve arrived.” He winked at her, bringing a flush of color to Vera’s cheeks. Rosemary noted that her spine straightened infinitesimally, as though the approval of at least one Woolridge was enough to bring back a shred of her usual confidence.

      “Thank you, Mr. Woolridge,” Vera replied, pleased.

      “Cecil, dear, is good enough,” he said. The way her father skulked out of the dining room and beat a hasty retreat through the front door, Rosemary suspected he was keen to get away without his wife’s notice. She could hardly blame him and turned to Stella for answers.

      “What on earth is going on?” Rosemary embraced her sister. “I’ve never seen the house in such a state of disarray.” It looked as if Evelyn were preparing for a siege. One table held at least thirty silver candlesticks, and Rosemary wondered what on earth her mother could be thinking. “Isn’t this an afternoon event? You could light up half of London with those.”

      “That’s what I said, but do you think she listened? She’s finally decided they’re unnecessary and must be returned—just like most of the rest of what’s stuffed in here. Father has done his level best to avoid her for the past few days, and she’s relegated Nelly to the nursery because she’s afraid he’ll make a mess. Irony never was Mother’s friend. He’s dying to see you, by the way,” Stella said, a twinkle in her eye. “He says you’re the best auntie in the whole world.”

      Rosemary grinned. “I suspect that has something to do with the boxes of chocolates I always remember to carry with me.”

      “It’s more than that,” Stella said, her lips twitching.

      “What is it?” Rosemary’s eyes narrowed. “You know you can’t fool me, and you’re grinning like the Cheshire cat.” She appraised her sister carefully, noted the way she held her hand over her abdomen, then exchanged a glance with Vera who raised an eyebrow and nodded. “You’re going to have another baby, aren’t you?”

      “Yes!” Stella exclaimed, her face lit with happiness. “Isn’t it grand?”

      Of course it was, and Rosemary wouldn’t begrudge her sister a moment of glee, no matter how much it made her realize just how far off track her own life had got. “Congratulations, dear sister,” she said, embracing Stella. “I do hope this one is a girl,” she whispered into her sister’s hair, “and if it is, I think you’ll find yourself simply swimming in little pink dresses. Right, Vera?”

      “More than she could ever possibly wear, I’d wager.”

      “Speaking of wagers,” Stella replied, “I’ve just won ten pounds from our fool of a brother. I bet him you’d guess my news within ten minutes of your arrival, and you did! Now, as long as this ridiculous tea party goes off without a hitch and Mother calms down a bit, I’ll be the happiest woman in the world. You know, she won’t let me do anything except sit here, even though the doctor said I should carry on as usual.”

      “That sounds just like Mother,” Rosemary mused. “Tell me, what has put her and the house into such a state?” she asked, once more looking around at the condition of the dining room.

      Stella rolled her eyes. “It started when she decided to turn the tea into a fancy luncheon and we had to talk her out of the notion. That took three days and a lot of weeping. Finally, Mother called Mrs. Shropshire, and they’ve decided to do a traditional high tea.”

      Mrs. Shropshire owned a tearoom in Pardington and was possessed, to Rosemary’s way of thinking, with precisely the right sensibility to counteract the worst flights of fancy upon which Evelyn would inevitably embark.

      “Meanwhile, she had borrowed warming pans and serving dishes from … well, quite frankly, I’m not certain where, and has had to hire a driver and lorry to return everything from whence it came.”

      Stella seemed to take undue delight in her mother’s discomfiture. Probably, Rosemary supposed, a direct result of withstanding Evelyn’s unwarranted disapproval all these years.

      “Then, there was the matter of the seating. Once committed to inviting all and sundry, it became clear our supply was woefully short. Mother called your mother, Vera, and they’ve pulled what they can from her house, and also from Barton Manor. Mrs. Barton is still so grateful for your part in solving the murder investigation that she’d probably loan Mother the Hope Diamond should she be so lucky as to have it in her possession.”

      Having been called upon to prevent the murder at Barton Manor and failing to do so, Rosemary felt Mrs. Barton’s gratitude was misplaced. Her frown at the thought went unnoticed.

      “Thankfully,” Stella said, reaching up to pick at the collar of her dress, “between the three households, there are enough formal dining chairs to seat a small army. Let me tell you, that was the most dreadfully boring day of my life, but we finally managed to put together a quaint sort of mismatched look that coordinates perfectly with Mrs. Shropshire’s collection of vintage teapots. Most of this”—Stella motioned to the mess—“is waiting to be picked up, but the lorry hasn’t arrived, and now Mother is tending to her pack of hens in the parlor, hoping against hope that they’ll be gone before the hired help comes to retrieve the unnecessary supplies.”

      Looking around to make certain Evelyn was firmly out of hearing, Rosemary had to ask, “What is Euphorbia villosa, and why is Mother so determined to protect it?”

      Stella’s eyes lit up brightly with humor. She pulled Rosemary and Vera into the far corner of the dining room where she could explain without fear of Evelyn overhearing, and still she spoke in a stage whisper.

      “A month or two ago, there was a young man traveling hereabouts, called himself a botanist. That’s the study of plants.”

      Rosemary waved a hand. “Yes, I’m familiar with the concept.”

      “He made quite a stir around these parts. Handsome fellow, and fervent in his pursuit of science. Turned more than a few heads.”

      For the first time since arriving, Vera showed a ghost of her former self. “This is all on account of a man? Fancy that!”

      “Oh no, he was merely the catalyst.” Stella grinned and spoke a little more loudly. “Round the neighborhood he went, knocking on doors and asking permission to roam the gardens and borders looking for Euphorbia villosa, a herbaceous plant, he said, that was on the verge of extinction.”

      Rosemary snapped her mouth shut, as it had dropped open in surprise. “A plant? She’s doing all of this for a plant?”

      “A plant better known by its common name,” Stella announced. “We’re throwing a tea party for the Society for the Protection of Hairy Spurge.”

      Vera snorted, and Rosemary gave in to the urge to giggle. “Hairy spurge?”

      “That’s the common name, and it grates on Mother’s nerves when I call it that. It’s not just Mother, either. We have a whole contingency of hairy spurge protectors on our hands. Most of the younger set have entered the fray, and that’s what has Mother whipped into a frenzy. She’s concerned they’re planning to stage a coup in order to take control of the entire endeavor.”

      “A hairy spurge coup.” Vera fell into another fit of laughter. “Only in Pardington.”

      Stella went on to mention that the project had grown to include more than just saving an endangered plant, but was interrupted when the parlor door opened, and the sound of shuffling feet in the corridor wafted into the room. “I’d better go and say hello,” Rosemary said, and strode towards the door.

      “Go around the other way, and hurry. She won’t want those women peeking in here,” Stella warned. “They’re unaware of just how far ‘round the bend’ this whole affair has gone.”

      Rosemary and Vera left Stella to her lists, then bustled into the kitchen, where the mess had also intruded, and down another corridor until they found themselves back in the entrance hall surrounded by the oddest assortment of women to ever enter Woolridge House as a group.

      Half the protection society seemed to be made up of women closer to her mother’s age; the other half were Rosemary’s, though they weren’t dressed anything like the twenty-somethings of London she’d grown accustomed to. Some sort of hybrid sect, they wore drop-waist dresses and cloche hats, but each one sported a mane of long hair rather than the cropped bobs most of the bright young set had adopted. No sheer stockings on this bunch, either, and not a knee in sight, though they all appeared to have impeccable taste in shoes.

      Recognizing a few of the younger set from her school days and
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