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“Do you have your passport, Ophelia?”

I turned and faced my aunt, my expression no doubt as baffled as I felt. “Aunt Butty—”

The blast of a nearby train whistle interrupted. King’s Cross was the usual hubbub of mildly organized chaos.

I tried again. “Aunt Butty, we’re going to Yorkshire, not the Continent. We don’t need passports.”

“Oh, heavens above,” she sighed, touching her hat as if to ensure it hadn’t been knocked out of place. It was a somewhat subdued—for her—creation: black straw with a preponderance of very large pink and orange silk flowers. “I’ve done so much traveling of late, not to mention this whole business with Binky, I can’t remember if I’m coming or going.”

It was true. Over the past few months, we’d been to both France and the Lake District, and Aunt Butty had made noise about a trip to Cairo. I myself was considering a retreat in Italy, but such had not yet come about.

As for the Binky business, I’d no idea why she was so aflutter about that. He’d invited us to a house party at his Yorkshire estate. Nothing sinister about that. At least I hoped not. We were, after all, family of a sort.

“Very well, no passport. But what about champagne, darling?” Aunt Butty said, patting her elegant trench coat as if there might be bottles hidden on her person.

“Of course there’s champagne, Aunt Butty. I would never travel without it.”

Honestly, I had traveled without it many times. When one is traveling Le Train Bleu or the Orient Express, one knows there will be excellent champagne provided. However, when one is traveling on ordinary trains across Britain, such things cannot be promised, and so I made sure to take a bottle or twelve with me.

“Just keep Flora away from it,” I muttered, glancing over at Aunt Butty’s maid who tromped along behind us in her usual unwieldy gait, a folded umbrella over her shoulder like a soldier’s rifle. Everyone we passed ducked for cover, trying to avoid losing an eye to the end of her brolly.

“I wouldn’t dream of letting that girl anywhere near it,” Aunt Butty agreed with no little exasperation. “Can you imagine? It’d be a catastrophe of epic proportions.”

She wasn’t wrong. She may disparage my maid, Maddie, and her bossy ways, but Flora was... Well, Flora was a walking disaster. She’d once started a kitchen fire trying to boil water for tea, yet somehow my aunt hadn’t the heart to get rid of her. She insisted she could turn Flora into a decent maid. Hope springs eternal, as they say.

“Mr. Singh picked up treats from Fortnum & Mason’s,” Aunt Butty continued. “We shall not starve at least.”

I was fairly certain that, snacks or no snacks, we wouldn’t starve. The train had an excellent dining service for First Class, but I was glad she was bringing them, nonetheless. For some reason, I grew inordinately hungry when travelling, and Aunt Butty’s butler, Mr. Singh, had excellent taste when it came to refreshments.

Another ear-shattering whistle blasted, followed by a bellow of smoke. Simon—Aunt Butty’s chauffeur—­trundled along behind us, pushing our pile of luggage on one of the station’s trolleys and whistling off-key as if the noise and hustle didn’t bother him one whit. Of course, he’d served during the Great War, so I doubted a busy train station would bother him after that. Nor did he seem particularly put off by Flora, simply ducking his head from time to time as she swung this way and that. 

We boarded the train and found our berth while Simon managed to get all our various bags and trunks onto the train. Flora carried the basket of treats from Mr. Singh to our compartment before shuffling off to Third Class, still wielding her umbrella like a weapon.

We settled onto the comfortably upholstered benches, and I pulled a card from my handbag. Hale Davis, my paramour, had left early that morning and so wasn’t able to see me off. Instead, he’d left me a note. In the rush to get out of the house and to the station on time, I hadn’t had a chance to read it.

I unfolded it now. Along with the usual I love you and so forth, he’d written, Good luck surviving the aristocracy, and then signed his name with a flourish and an inordinate number of Xs and Os.

Cheeky bugger. 

I couldn’t help the smile that teased over my lips. I adored that man, and while I was a very independent sort of woman, I simply couldn’t imagine my life without him in it.

Hale was an American jazz player originally from New York but had lived for a number of years in New Orleans. He’d played at all sorts of famous places like the Eagle Saloon and the Cotton Club before heading to London where we’d met. He was frequently away, touring the Continent with his band, but he’d been in town lately playing at The Rhythm Club. I’d been able to see more of him than usual, but unfortunately, he had to stay behind in London while I went off to the wilds of Yorkshire.

Still, I was looking forward to seeing my friend Phil. It had been some time since I’d seen her last, but she had assured me she would be at Bucktooth Binky’s party.

Binky—real name Alphonse—was my husband’s cousin. When Felix—my husband, Lord Rample—died (God rest his soul), Binky inherited the title and a moldering pile of bricks and mortar in the wilds of Yorkshire. I had inherited the money.

Binky was not at all thrilled about that, and we’d had quite a bit of animosity between us. But things had eventually sorted themselves out—or rather, Aunt Butty had sorted Binky out—and now we were, if not friends, at least reasonably well-behaved when in each other’s company.

Philomena Dearling—Phil to her friends—was Binky’s cousin on his mother’s side of the family. The moment she and I met, we became fast friends, and even though we couldn’t see each other often, we did frequently write.

Her last letter was full of excitement about this upcoming party at Binky’s manor up in Butterpot, Yorkshire. There would be a real duke—her emphasis, not mine—in attendance, as well as some other interesting guests. She had begged me to accept the invitation, and of course, I did. I might have accepted it anyway, but there was no way I was going to miss it if she was there.

“Have you heard of the Duke of Mowbray, Aunt Butty?” I asked as she perched on the seat across from me. “According to Phil, he’s meant to be a guest at the party.”

“I can’t say as I know anything about the current duke, Thomas Banyon,” she said. “However, I do recall his father, John. He was a bit of a rake.” She said the last like it was a delightful accomplishment rather than a point of embarrassment. I got the funny feeling, if her expression was anything to go by, she had taken advantage of his reputation. 

“That seems to be par for the course.” I’d met more than one duke in my time, and they’d all been on the lecherous side.

“Not always, but yes. Quite a lot more of them than ought to be are terrible reprobates.”

The whistle of the train blasted, interrupting our conversation, and the train lurched as it chugged slowly forward, pulling out of King’s Cross Station, heading north.

Aunt Butty clapped her hands, clearly delighted by the upcoming adventure. “Here we go! Yorkshire better brace itself.”

No truer words were ever spoken.
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“Is that Phil?” Aunt Butty poked her head out the window of Binky’s somewhat decrepit estate car as we rounded the curve in the drive and caught sight of the manor house.

I peered out the front window. Sure enough, a small figure in black wide-legged trousers, a red-and-white striped shirt, and a red tam was jumping up and down, waving her arms.

“Looks like,” I said, leaning back against the seat. 

“She really shouldn’t overstimulate herself,” Aunty Butty mused, nearly knocking her hat out the open window as she sat back down. “One should save one’s energy for the party.”

“I’m fairly certain that Phil has enough energy for both enthusiastic greetings and the impending party,” I assured her. 

Aunt Butty mumbled something about youth being wasted on the young. Admittedly, the older I got, the more I understood that phrase. The irony being that Aunt Butty, despite being over six decades in age, had more energy than most people in their twenties. 

The car came to a halt, and Flora popped out of the passenger’s seat while the driver came around to open the doors, first for Aunt Butty, then myself. The slim, middle-aged man didn’t utter a word but instead made a slight bow and hurried to unload our bags with Flora’s rather dubious assistance. Based on his calloused hands and awkward presence, he looked like he’d be more at home working a farm than driving the gentry around. I wondered if Binky had roped in the gardener to act as chauffeur for the party. 

“Ophelia!” Phil shouted as I shook out my skirt. “You’re finally here!” She launched herself at me with an enthusiastic hug that probably would have knocked me clear to the ground if the car hadn’t been behind me.

“Heavens, girl,” Aunt Butty said. “Your joy runneth over.”

“I know, I know!” She practically danced in place. Totally inappropriate behavior for a lady, but much like myself, Phil had grown up in humbler circumstances than her present situation would indicate. Therefore, she wasn’t shy about showing her emotions from time to time. “Come here, Aunt Butty!”

She gave my aunt an equally enthusiastic hug, knocking her hat askew and flustering her no end. Seeing as how Aunt Butty’s hat was essentially a velvet cone with more feathers on it than a goose, it was none the worse for wear.

While Flora and the driver brought in the luggage, Phil linked arms with Aunt Butty and me and escorted us to the arched double front doors of the red brick manor house. I paused to look back just as Flora dropped one of Aunt Butty’s cases, sending her unmentionables spilling across the drive. Flora let out a high-pitched wail and dropped to her knees, scrambling to collect the items before they got too dirty. Meanwhile, the driver kept his eyes straight ahead, pretending he’d seen nothing.

Aunt Butty let out a small sigh but otherwise didn’t bother to look. Which was probably a good thing. I probably should have brought Maddie, but she needed the time with Simon and Flora really needed the practice. God save us all.

I’d been to Butterpot Manor once before, shortly after I married Felix. According to him, the original hall was built during the Jacobian era with four towers situated around a rectangular building, each capped with an ogee dome. I didn’t know what an ogee dome was, so I’d headed straight for the library and discovered it was an extended S-shape. Why they didn’t just say that was beyond me.

During the 1800s, gothic revival was all the rage, and the mistress of the house had added two entire wings devoted to it, turning a seriously dark and spooky house even more so. Its gothic did not need revived in my humble opinion. 

I imagine it must have been something back in its heyday, but its grandeur had been softened by time and decay. An entire wing was shut off due to the holes in its roof—never a good thing unless one wanted to sleep with a bucket on one’s head to catch the drips. One of the towers had crumbled during a storm and never been fixed, although someone had stacked the fallen bricks neatly against the manor wall.

Two male staff exited the house, followed by a severe-looking woman dressed in black who ordered them about in stentorian tones that would have made the king himself shake in his riding boots. That ramrod stiff spine and lemon-sucking expression reminded me of the headmistresses from my school days. I repressed a shudder.

“How can Binky afford so many servants?” I asked as Phil led us inside. “He has no money.”

Phil’s laugh was bright. “He’s still as poor as a church mouse, but he has a very important guest this weekend. I imagine he wrangled some funds from somebody—I don’t even know who, and I don’t want to know—to hire a few locals.”

“That’s probably for the best,” Aunt Butty said wisely. “Binky tends to get his fingers on money through rather questionable means.”

It was true. Lord Rample—Felix— told me he once had to rescue Binky from a Sicilian loan shark who’d threatened to break both his kneecaps and dump him in the Thames. Only it turned out the Sicilian was actually from the East End and one hundred percent English, seventy years old, and myopic. And while Binky did owe the man money, the whole thing had been a scam to get money out of Felix’s tight fists. 

“Forget I asked.” I decided a swift change of topic was appropriate. “Tell us more about the guest of honor for this party of Binky’s. The Duke of Mowbray, is it?”

“Yes, that’s the one,” Phil said. “He’s famous for car racing and adventuring, or so I hear. Apparently, he’s done everything from sailing the Amazon to scaling Mt. Everest. He’s been abroad for the last few years. Just came back, and Binky got his bony fingers into him.”

How interesting. As of yet, no one had scaled Mt. Everest successfully. Or at least no Englishman. Had this duke deliberately told false tales, or merely embellished his accomplishments?

The fact that Binky got his hands on a duke, regardless of his veracity, was astonishing, to be honest. Binky loved to rub shoulders with the upper crust, but he wasn’t exactly high on the list himself. He had a rather annoying personality and the most irritating, braying laugh I’d ever heard. It was worse than Louise Pennyfather’s—Aunt Butty’s best friend—who had a laugh like a horse and a face like one, too. Poor woman.

Phil glanced over her shoulder before herding us quickly toward the stairs. “The harridan is busy with your luggage, so let me show you to your rooms.”

“You don’t need to do that. We can wait for the housekeeper.” I assumed the harridan was the woman dressed in black. I did not want to get on her bad side. I wondered where Binky had dug her up.

Phil waved a dismissive hand. “She won’t show it, but believe me, she’ll appreciate it. She’s not particularly enthusiastic about the descending hordes.”

“I didn’t know Binky had a housekeeper,” I admitted as we climbed the stairs to the second floor. Up until Felix’s death, the place had been shuttered, watched over by the eagle eye of the grounds man, George Daly, and his wife, Sybil. 

“He didn’t. He only hired her after Sybil Daly got fed up with him and refused to step foot in the manor.”

“So George is still the grounds man? Felix would be pleased. Those two got on like a house afire.” During our one and only visit, I’d caught them playing cards and drinking whiskey out in the potting shed more often than not. 

“Nope,” Phil said cheerfully. “He got an offer from some landed gentry or other and took off for greener pastures.”

“That’s too bad.” George and Sybil had been lovely people. I was about to ask Phil if Binky had hired anyone to replace George when Phil stopped.

“Here are your rooms,” she said. “I’m afraid you’ll have to share a bathroom. But Aunt Butty, you’re here in the Rose Room, and Ophelia, you’re over here in the Blue Room.”

The Rose Room was, to put it politely, overly pink. In fact, it looked rather like a rose garden had exploded. There were cabbage roses on literally everything from the bedding to the carpet to the wallpaper. Even the furniture was carved with roses.

Fortunately, my room was a little less exuberant, if a bit old-fashioned, with heavy Victorian furniture and all the soft furnishings in various shades of blue. I counted at least seven different blues from the palest pastel blue to a navy so dark it looked black.

Aunt Butty stayed in her room to supervise Flora while she unpacked, and Phil curled up on the bed in my room to watch me unpack my own things. Usually it wasn’t done, a lady unpacking for herself, but I hadn’t been brought up in a wealthy household and was quite capable of doing for myself. Besides, there was no way on this green Earth that I was letting Flora touch my things.

“I can’t believe Aunt Butty brought that walking disaster,” Phil said as I hung up a rather lovely Madeleine Vionnet gown. 

“Flora means well,” I reminded her. 

“Does she?”

“She’s a good egg, really. She does her best,” I said. I least, I thought she did. Although, if I was honest, if we ever did go to war with Germany, we could send her over as a secret weapon. Her sheer clumsiness alone could topple kingdoms.

“Why didn’t you bring Maddie?” Phil asked, pulling out a bag of boiled sweets from heavens knew where and popping a Pear Drop in her mouth.

“With Aunt Butty and me away, it gives her time to spend with Simon. I do like to make sure they get as much time together as possible. I know it’s difficult when they’re working. I half expect the two to be engaged by the time we return.”

“That’s really sweet of you,” Phil said. “You’re not at all like I would have expected a lady to be.”

“I was a vicar’s daughter, remember?” I’d grown up in the small village of Chipping-Poggs in the Cotswolds. Not only did we not have money for servants and such, but my father considered it improper for a man of the cloth to hire such help when he had a perfectly good wife.

“Yes, but your mother is Aunt Butty’s sister. And aren’t they related to some Earl or something?”

“That didn’t mean much when I was growing up,” I said with a laugh. “My mother never approved of Aunt Butty’s lifestyle, and Aunt Butty never approved of my mother’s. They’re very different people. My mother rarely talked about her side of the family.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re with Aunt Butty now, because I would have never met you otherwise.” She dug around in the bag, crowing with delight as she came up with a Rhubarb and Custard.

“Me too,” I said, giving her a sunny smile. “Now tell me everything. What’s the hot gossip? Are you seeing anyone?”

“No, not me,” she said with a sigh, rolling onto her stomach and propping her chin on her hands. “I’m too high up the social ladder to marry anyone who isn’t at least gentry, and I’m too far down for anyone with money or title.”

“Maybe you need an American,” I suggested, having snagged my own American. “They don’t much care one way or the other about social status. At least Hale doesn’t.”

“Ah, wouldn’t that be swell,” she said with another sigh, flopping onto her back. “Those American men are so handsome. Have you seen Cary Grant? He’s a real dreamboat.”

“Cary Grant is English,” I reminded her. “He was born in Horfield.”

“Oh, right. Well—Gary Cooper. He’s a dish and he is very definitely American.”

“Maybe we can find you your own Gary Cooper,” I said, hanging my favorite blue Elsa Schiaparelli dress in the wardrobe. “There might be someone interesting here this weekend at Binky’s party.”

Phil snorted delicately. “Don’t be ridiculous. The most handsome man here is the duke, and trust me, when you see him, you’ll understand why he’s no catch. Handsome is as handsome does, after all.”

“That’s such a cliché.” I put aside one of my skirts for ironing and fished out a pair of wide-legged trousers.

“Clichés are clichés for a reason,” she pointed out.

“You have me there.” I flopped down into a lavender blue velvet slipper chair. “I’m exhausted. I could kill for a cocktail.”

“You’ve hung precisely two dresses,” Phil pointed out with a glance at the wardrobe doors which still hung open.

“Yes, and now I remember why I have a maid.”

Phil rolled her eyes then glanced at her wristwatch. “Well, lucky for you, cocktails are in half an hour.”

“It would be better if Chaz were here,” I mourned. “He makes the best cocktails.”

“Binky’s not so bad, especially if you tell him exactly how to make it. He might argue, but he does what you tell him in the end.”

I smiled. It was true. Binky always did what I told him in the end. I think he was afraid of me. That happens when you threaten to get someone arrested for murder.

***
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I STEPPED INTO THE drawing room, where Binky was shaking cocktails and passing them around with forced bonhomie. His buck teeth were unusually prominent tonight, and his eyes were so wide it gave him the appearance of a startled jackrabbit.

I eyed the startlingly green drink he offered me. “What the deuce is this?”

“A stinger,” he said, giving it a baleful look. “I’m assured it’s all the rage.”

“All the rage where?” I demanded, giving the concoction a sniff. It smelled very strongly of cognac and spearmint. Not two things that went together particularly well, in my most humble opinion.

He shrugged. “Do you want it or not?”

“I’ll take it, I suppose. It’s alcohol, after all.” I gave him a side-eye. “It is alcohol, isn’t it, Binky?”

“Of course it is, you daft woman.” He thrust the glass into my hand and went back to his mixing.
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