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IT TURNED OUT THAT the portly gentleman she’d been following for two nights was not the philanderer his wife had assumed. This night, she observed him walking furtively down a London alley. He came to a door to his left, knocked three times, and waited. A minute later it opened, and he went inside. She followed the man and put her ear to the door he had entered, only to pull back. What’s that bloody noise? It sounded like screeches from Borneo or some other exotic location. Surprisingly, the door was unlocked, so she snuck inside. The noises came from the rear of a large warehouse. Walking close to the wall, she used a long series of crates stacked high as cover. 

Looking between the wooden slats, the mystery was solved. Over a dozen wire cages housed a colorful assortment of South American macaws, who were clearly not happy with their imprisonment. Black market imports of the birds were a lucrative business. Queen Victoria had made a variety of parrots popular among the upper classes before her reign ended in 1901. It was 1922 at present, but the intelligent creatures were still in vogue. Soon, the culprit would be in a cage of his own.

This was not a case that Blaze Stanton would normally undertake. Her usual fare involved much more wealthy clients, and the matters she investigated were often of significant importance. It this case, she accepted the assignment as a favor to her employer, Reginald Mosby. ‘Employer’ was not quite an accurate description; in that, it was Miss Stanton who brought important cases to Reginald’s attention. 

Blaze, whose actual name was Charlotte, gained her unusual appellation from her insatiable appetite for riding fast horses across the green acres of her parent’s country estate. Her long blond hair trailed in the wind, especially when she flew over hedges and fences dotted across the property. Blaze was the name she would keep forever, especially among her wealthy female friends. 

Her persona could be a Jekyll and Hyde proposition, but only in the nicest of ways. She was bohemian in spirit, but could be quite conventional when the occasion required. The lively social scene in London allowed her to be as untethered by social custom as she desired. It was the Golden Age, where flapper dresses, jazz bands and flowing champagne were the order of the day.

Honestly, when Blaze purchased a home in Mayfair with her friend, Sandra Martin, it was a bit of a relief to her parents. They loved her dearly, but they were quite traditional and out of step with the times. Better not to know what their daughter was up to was their rationale. Blaze and Miss Martin were not the only residents of their extravagant row house. Millie Baker, the daughter of a shop lady in London’s East End, seemed an unlikely match for her upper-class roommates. 

While Blaze and Sandra were more than aware of their social class, they were the opposite of snobs. Perhaps it was the social conscience their parents had drummed into them at an early age, which shaped their views. 

The girls spent many hours feeding the poor in London’s worst slums, and then attending glamorous parties at night as they grew older. Millie was one child their efforts had helped. 

Blaze’s mother, Victoria, found Millie’s mother a position in a dress shop. She proved quite capable, and the income she earned helped take her and her daughter out of their dangerous and unhealthy neighborhood.

Blaze, Sandra, and Millie became fast friends. When the two wealthy young ladies moved to Mayfair, they immediately invited Millie to join them. One unforeseen circumstance of their living together proved to be wonderful. 

When Blaze found an intriguing case for The Reginald Mosby Agency for Discreet Inquires, she often recruited Millie and Sandra to help. Millie was especially useful when a case took them to the less affluent parts of the city. She could blend in and gather information, whereas Sandra and Blaze would stand out like a sore thumb.

“I hear that Mr. ‘Paunch,’ as you named him Blaze, was associating with ‘birds,’ as his wife suspected,” Sandra laughed. “She just didn’t know they were of the feathered variety.”

Millie looked puzzled as she took a bite of the Italian pasta Blaze had brought home for dinner. “I’ll tell you all about it, Millie. Shall we have another glass of this delicious Chianti?” After they had finished the last of the bottle, Blaze had an announcement to make. 

“Beckett has invited us all to a party at his place tomorrow night. The only problem is that it’s supposed to be a real pea souper, and you know how our driver hates getting the rig out in those conditions. I just hope the horses can see better than he does,” she smiled.

Beckett Avery had made his fortune, rather than inherited it. That appealed to Blaze. He was a textile broker, comfortable in his own skin, whether meeting friends in Parliament or talking with the blokes at the docks, where his ship sent and received their valuable cargo.

“I don’t really have anything to wear,” Millie said. “The toffs at the party might not like it if I came in my everyday dress.”

“Don’t you worry, Millie,” said Sandra. “You and I are just the same size and I have a dress for you that will have all the eligible men chasing you all night long,” she laughed. 

“And some who are already attached, I’ll wager,” added Blaze with a grin.

“So, what does our week look like, starting tomorrow?” Sandra asked. “I’ll start. Mother has asked me to take her place at a charity event near Grosvenor Square. Then, I have a meeting on Wednesday with the Darby committee for this year’s race. Other than that, I might go shopping or visit a museum or two.”

“I wish you were both more supportive of me getting a job,” Millie said. “I’m used to hard work.” 

“You can’t slave away all day and have any energy to spend with us,” Blaze countered. “Besides,” she smiled, “Reginald told me yesterday that he could use your help at the office, three days a week, until half two.”

“You tease,” Millie laughed. “That would be perfect. I love you.” 

“We love you too, Millie.”

“What about you, Blaze?” Sandra asked.

“Mopsie needs a good grooming, so I’ll take her into town. She’s almost out of treats, too.” At hearing her name, Mopsie lifted one ear and at the word treats, the little white cloud of a dog sat on her haunches on full alert. “Oh dear, that was the wrong thing to say,” Blaze laughed. “In a minute, Mopsie, you’ll just have to be patient.”  

All three women loved Mopsie or ‘Mop’ when she was a bad girl. The dog shared her affections equally, even though she was owned by Blaze. 

“Also, I need to keep my ear to the ground for any interesting new cases. I’m not doing Reginald any more favors by looking through bedroom windows. The last case I brought to him unearthed a German spy at the Home Office. That was worth the effort.”

The next night was clear as a bell. So much for the forecasters, Blaze thought.

Sandra and Blaze each wore the latest fashion. Blaze’s dress was a shimmering silver number with copper tassels at the hem, which hung just above the knee. The sleeveless dress had an art déco pattern across the bust of matching copper sequins. Sandra wore a cobalt blue cocktail dress with an even higher hemline.

Neither of them was prepared for the vision that came down the stairs. Millie, wearing Sandra’s new dress, made a little curtsy at the landing. 

“So, how do I look?” Millie smiled.

“I think you already know,” Blaze smiled.

While Millie might be common, her figure wasn’t. The backless white dress and low-scooped front would turn heads in any company. She wore elbow-length gloves in the same material. Sandra also loaned Millie a beautiful diamond necklace and matching earrings, which completed the picture. “Keep away from Dickey,” Blaze cautioned Millie. “He can’t resist a pinch on your bum if you let him.”

After they arrived at Beckett’s home, Millie was nervous when one of his friends asked her to dance when the party got into full swing. Sandra had been giving her lessons at home for just such an occasion. It went reasonably well, but Millie didn’t appreciate that her partner kept looking down her dress the entire time. 

Beckett and Blaze were the envy of the party. They danced superbly well together, and at one point, a small crowd gathered around and watched the pair in action. Later that evening, Blaze and Sandra were talking to other single women when the topic turned to the misfortune of a friend, Bethany Collins.

“My parent’s home was broken into last week and some cheeky burglars made off with my mother’s diamonds. The safe was opened, and she lost at least twenty thousand pounds. The police are ham-fisted, and Scotland Yard has been little help either. Mother was just gutted.”

Blaze’s pulse quickened at the news. She knew that Bethany’s father was a diplomat, just returned from a post in India. Besides his wealth, he was a personal friend of King George. Reginald will certainly be interested in this, Blaze decided.

“Have you tried offering a reward?” Sandra asked.

“Daddy will pay three thousand pounds to anyone who can recover the diamonds,” Bethany affirmed. 

“Perhaps that will help,” Sandra said sympathetically. Blaze returned to Beckett’s side a few moments later. Blaze had been friends with Beckett for three years. They both realized that their relationship was rapidly turning from the friend’s column into something more serious. That night, Beckett pulled her close while they swayed to the sounds of gentle jazz. 

“I’ve been waiting months to do this,” he said, and kissed Blaze gently on her lips. She responded intensely and with more urgency than she could have imagined.

“I guess I’ve been wanting you to do that for just as long,” she said breathlessly.

Millie witnessed the event out of the corner of her eye and turned to give her friend Blaze a quick wink and a knowing smile. 

The party was over about one in the morning. Their coachman walked to the stand where his livery was parked and pulled it up in front of Beckett’s house. The girls jumped in, but not before the couple exchanged one more kiss at the curb. This time, Millie and Sandra looked on with a touch of envy.

The next morning, the roommates all slept in. It was almost eleven before they had a spot of tea and croissants liberally smothered in strawberry preserves. “Millie, before you go see Reginald about the job, I need to talk with you,” Blaze said.

“Of course. What’s on your mind?” Before she could answer, Sandra said goodbye and rushed out for her appointment at Grosvenor Square, already late for her appointed task. Punctuality was not her best attribute.

Returning to the conversation, Blaze told Millie what she had learned the previous night about the jewelry theft at Bethany Collins’ parents’ house. “I’ve been giving it some thought,” Blaze said. “It would be unlikely for someone from Mr. Collins’ class to steal his wife’s diamonds. That might point to a thief or thieves who might live in your old neighborhood, Millie. After you’ve spoken to Mr. Mosby, would you mind terribly going there to see if there are any rumors about a significant nick last week?”

Lapsing back to her former vernacular, Millie said, “As you wish, m’lady. We aims to please. I might need to show me wares to find out anythin’ from them cheeky blighters.”

“Just enough to loosen a tongue or two,” Blaze laughed. “Find someone on a bender. They talk the most.” Millie ended the conversation with a deep curtsy.

The Mosby agency was on Bond Street. Millie made herself comfortable while waiting on her potential employer to come back to the office. She brought a change of clothes for her trip to the East End.

Reginald Mosby was in his early sixties and full of energy. He had become quite prosperous through the services he provided to a mostly wealthy clientele. His success was evident by his ever-increasing girth. He enjoyed a fine port or three in the evening, along with generous portions of the fine cuisine his French chef prepared each night.

Despite his newfound social status, Reginald remained a kind man, pleased to help others improve their station in life, thus, his meeting with Millie Baker.

“My dear Millie,” Mosby said, ensconced in the leather wingback chair in his office, “I have been impressed on the occasions you when you have helped Blaze with her cases. In order to allow you to continue with that help, I’d like you to come to work for me on a part-time basis. I need someone to help me keep up with things here. You would assist Margaret Thompson, my office manager, with her duties. However, if your work with Blaze requires it, you can adjust your hours to suit.” he gestured expansively, “Besides what I pay you for your work, you will also receive a percentage of any reward money we collect for the successful conclusion of our case.”

Millie was truly gobsmacked by Mr. Mosby’s offer. “That’s overly generous,” she replied. 

“It’s the only fair way to handle the matter, so let’s not speak of it any further,” Reginald replied.

“Then, I accept. When do you wish me to start?” Millie asked. 

“Tomorrow, and two other days per week. Your hours will be from eight o’clock to half two, if that agrees with you.” 

“Quite,” smiled Millie. “Thank you again, sir. Is there somewhere I can change my clothes?” Reginald raised an eyebrow, which prompted Millie to say, “I’m afraid my current attire is much too posh for the East End. Blaze asked me to do a listen for a case she might bring you soon.”

That peaked Mosby’s interest. “You can ask Margaret for a room with privacy,” he replied. “What case might that be, Millie?”

Millie just smiled and answered. “Too soon to say, Mr. Mosby. Too soon to say.”

Millie exited the spare office, dressed in a cheaply made plaid outfit, and she tousled her hair. She carried a black brolly to protect from the storm that seemed headed her way. “Thank you, Mrs. Thompson. I’ll pick up my other clothes when I see you in the morning.”

Her journey east was an unpleasant reminder of her poor start in life. While she was more than glad to have escaped the slums, she had fond memories of the friends she had made. A few of the boys from her childhood had bettered themselves, but mostly, her girlfriends became pregnant at an early age and never escaped. It was a vicious cycle.

Millie stopped in at a rundown tavern and saw two young men she instantly recognized. “Why, if it ain’t me old pals Jimmy and Ross,” she smiled. “Budge up and buy a girl a drink, why don’t cha.”  

“If it ain’t Millie the curtain tickler, here for more bloody information,” Jimmy grinned. “You just set your pretty little bum down next to me and tell me what yer doin’ back with the likes of us? Hey Bart, bring the lady a pint, will ya? Make it yer best brew, cause she’s payin’ for it,” he laughed.

“It’s good seein’ you. Are you keepin’ outta trouble?” Millie asked.

“You knows us,” Ross said. “Never been bett’r, if I says so meself.”

After Millie took a few drinks of her pint and some more light conversation, she put her toe in the water. “I heard a rumor that someone with real cheek made a big score last week robbin’ some toff’s big house outside the city. Either of you heard somthin’ about it?” Millie asked.

Normally, the boys were eager to show their connections with thieves higher up the food chain from their own petty crimes. At Millie’s mention of the recent theft, Jimmy grew sullen and didn’t say a word. Ross seemed scared and offered, “We don’t know nothin’ about that. Best we be done here.” Jimmy nodded. 

Millie slid over and let him out of the bench seat. Neither of them even looked back to say goodbye. Millie got similar reactions when she questioned old friends in two more pubs. Clearly, everyone was too afraid to talk about it. She made it home by five o’clock in the pouring rain. Thank goodness for the brolly, she thought.

Once inside, she had a quick bath and changed to something more comfortable. She wandered into the living area, toweling her hair dry, when Blaze and Sandra came in after a full day. Sandra hadn’t taken her umbrella and was soaked to the bone. About half an hour later, the three friends sat on comfy chairs and drank some sherry. Millie had just adapted to her new living quarters. At first, she didn’t quite know what to think about Blaze’s décor. 

Their new residence was as eclectic as one could imagine. Dark purple Oriental silk was gracefully draped across one wall as a backdrop for a large bookcase they had imported from India. Oriental rugs covered almost every surface of the floor. Low sofas mixed well with several comfortable wingback chairs. Egyptian camel saddles were used as footstools. An occasional incense burner was found in various rooms. It was initially quite an alien environment for Millie. “So, how was your job interview?” Blaze asked Millie. 

“Mr. Mosby was so nice to me. I start in the morning and he only needs me three days a week, which is perfect. The best thing is, he promised me a percentage of any reward money we make on cases that Blaze and I work together. I couldn’t believe me ears. Oops, I mean my ears,” she corrected herself.

Besides dance lessons, Sandra and Blaze were each helping Millie with diction lessons. Nothing gave away one’s social background more than how one spoke. Purging Millie’s East End vocabulary and pronunciation was going rather well. She rarely made many noticeable faux pas.

“As for the rest of my day, I learned one important thing about the jewel theft at Miss Bethany Collins’ parents’ house,” Millie said.

“What was that?” Blaze said with immediate interest.

“Everyone was too afraid to talk about it. One Irish lad said I should keep my nose out of it, if I knew what was good for me.”

“We’d best tread lightly, then,” Blaze agreed.
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Chapter 2
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THE NEXT MORNING, SANDRA bought the morning addition of the Times just steps from their front door. She opened to the front page and quickly scanned the headlines. “Blaze, you and Millie need to see this,” she said, and spread the paper out on the coffee table.

BOMBING IN EAST END—SEVERAL DEAD

Millie went white as she read more of the account.  

Damage at two local pubs caused eight customers to lose their lives last night near Brick Lane in the East End. The bomb material was identical to that used by militant Irish Republican groups in the past. No apparent reason for the attack has been discovered. The names of the dead are being withheld until family members are notified.

Millie began to tear up. She reached down and pulled Mopsie into her arms and received eager kisses that consumed the drops running down Millie’s face.

“I have to see if my friends are all right. The location in the paper is where I met them yesterday,” Millie told her friends.

“We’re going with you,” Blaze offered. “Let’s get the carriage and leave within the hour,” Sandra suggested.

They arrived at the scene of the bombing. It was as Mollie had feared. The pub where she had met with Jimmy and Ross was a burned-out remnant. There were several constables on the scene. Blaze approached one of them, with Millie in tow.

“Please pardon the interruption, sir,” Blaze began. “You do such a wonderful job protecting all of us. My friend here believes that two of her friends may have been inside the pub last night. Have you identified any of the casualties yet?”

The officer blushed at Blaze’s compliment. A kind word from a woman of Blaze’s obvious social standing was not an everyday occurrence. “Yes, Miss. Four so far.”

“Would you kindly tell Millie, here, if Jimmy Caster or Ross Mayberry are among those four?” Reading the names he had on his notepad, the officer nodded. 

“I’m sorry for your loss, ladies. They are among the dead.”

Millie nearly crumpled to the ground before Blaze caught her by the arm and held her steady. “I’m so sorry. It’s not your fault. You know that, don’t you?” Blaze whispered.

“If I hadn’t asked them about the theft in such a public place, they’d still be alive. They were clearly terrified, and someone must have overheard our conversation. Thank God, the other pubs I went to were spared. I need to go to work and tell Mr. Mosby why I’m late on my first day.”

“I’ll explain for you, Millie,” Blaze promised. “Clearly, this is now a case he will want us to investigate together.” Blaze was correct. Once Reginald heard about the theft of diamonds and the pub bombing, he told Millie how sorry he was and asked if she wanted to work with Blaze to investigate. The three-thousand-pound reward to recover Mrs. Collins’ diamonds made taking on the case well worth the effort. Before the pair could even begin working on the assignment, they announced more robberies in the Times. 

THREE ESTATES ROBBED IN ONE NIGHT, the headline said. 

The story was eerily similar to the theft of the Collins’ diamonds.

In a brazen manner, three Cotswold estates were broken into on the same night. Safes containing valuable jewels and a significant number of British pounds were stolen. Coincidence or not, all three homes were unoccupied, and the owners were each at the same conference at a nearby retreat. The local police and Scotland Yard are cooperating in the investigation.

“Let me see if I can find out who the families are,” Sandra suggested. “My father is a respected friend of the Times’s editor.”

“Thank you. It’s likely that between the two of us, we may know some victims. If so, they may be more willing to talk to us than the police.”

It turned out that was the case. Blaze and Sandra knew all three families. The daughter of one was a good friend of Blaze. All of them were very private people and would not want the press to know much about their affairs. The police were not very good at keeping their lips shut with members of the press. There was a symbiotic relationship between the two. 

“What do you want me to do?” Millie asked.

“Come with us while we make our calls. Sandra can call ahead
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