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"Penny for the Guy, Miss?"

I stared down at the small, slightly ragged child with some startlement. He’d a smudge of what I could only assume was soot across a chubby cheek. "Good gosh! Is it Bonfire Night already?" Where had the days gone?

Bonfire Night—or Guy Fawkes Night—was a celebration of Guy Fawkes’s failure to blow up Parliament back in 1605. Children ran around with effigies, begging for money while the adults lit bonfires and fireworks and drank too much. It was a truly bizarre reason for a celebration, one which I didn’t particularly understand. But any excuse for a cocktail, I always say!

"Yes, Miss." The child held out his metal bucket which already had at least a dozen coins. Behind him, two chums held what I could only assume was an effigy of Guy Fawkes between them. It was a ghastly thing made of burlap stuffed with straw, a face painted on in boot black. Impatient, the child rattled his bucket. "Penny for the Guy?"

His angelic expression undid me. I'm not usually so soft, but what is one to do when a chubby-cheeked cherub begs one for a penny?

I fished around in my gray felt handbag until I found a copper and tossed it in his bucket. "There you go. Now get on with you."

The three children scampered off giggling, dragging their effigy behind them. A few stray wisps of straw scattered in their wake. I repressed a shudder—personally, I do not approve of Bonfire Night, though I do enjoy the food and drink that goes with it—and marched on.

It was early November—the fifth, to be precise—and the air had turned crisp with the autumnal chill of oncoming winter. A rusty oak leaf floated from a nearby branch and landed light as a feather on the pavement in front of me. Had it truly been less than a month since I'd been basking in the golden sun of the south of France?

I buttoned the top button of my claret merino wool coat. It was full length with the perfect sable collar, the height of fashion for the winter of 1932. I'd found it at Harrods shortly after my return to London and had to have it immediately. I refused to consider that my need for shopping was in any way connected with the loss of my paramour, Hale Davis. Ridiculous nonsense. I was an independent woman and not the sort to mourn the loss of any man. 

Or so I told myself.

Speaking of Harrods, I was currently bound there on a mission to meet my aunt who had just returned from Paris. She'd rung me the previous night to inform me that she had a "Marvelous Idea." I repressed another shudder. Aunt Butty and her ideas were a dangerous combination.

My name is Ophelia, Lady Rample. I am not what you call “to the manor born,” but rather married into it. My late husband Felix—God rest his soul—left me with a title and an enormous amount of wealth. For which I am forever grateful. It's amazing what one can get away with in life if one has money. It gave me a great deal of amusement to stick it in the faces of the aristocracy who liked to turn their collective noses up at anyone they deemed less than themselves. Which would be me, except I could probably buy most of them, so they let me be. 

Harrods loomed ahead with its elaborate terra cotta facade. The Queen Anne Revival architecture was something to behold. And it ought to be. The royal family shopped there, though I’d never come across them. I imagine they had everything delivered. Personally, I like the hands-on approach to shopping. 

Just before I passed through the doors, the blast of a motor horn startled me. Not that it was an unusual occurrence, even in the rarified air of Knightsbridge, but something tickled at my senses. Almost an impending sense of doom, I suppose. I turned and scanned the street, remembering with alarming clarity how I’d very nearly been run down on a similar street not that long ago. Fortunately, the police had captured the culprit with a little help from yours truly.

On the other side of Brompton Road stood a man dressed in an olive trench, battered fedora pulled low over his eyes. Though I couldn’t see much of his face, there was something about his form, the way he stood, that jogged something far back in the recesses of my mind. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but my unease grew.

Was he watching me?

Surely not. This was a busy street filled with people bustling about. One lone man standing several paces away meant nothing.

Turning purposefully, I nodded to the uniformed doorman and passed through to the inner sanctum. My low heels clicked against the marble floor as I made my way toward the escalator. As it worked its way upward, I found myself surrounded by marvelous Art Deco artwork in the Egyptian style. A bit over the top for my taste, but right up Aunt Butty’s alley. I was surprised she hadn’t turned her flat’s sitting room into an Egyptian temple.

The escalator arrived eventually at the fourth floor, spilling out onto a wide marble foyer directly opposite the tea room which was situated under a massive stained-glass window set in the ceiling. A string quartet played a soothing number while diners nibbled on tea cakes and murmured in appropriately low voices.

"Ophelia!" A buxom woman with waved, gray hair and a garishly orange cloche hat from a decade ago half stood and waved wildly, her ample bosoms nearly diving into her tea. "Yoo-hoo! Over here!"

The maître d' flushed crimson as he scampered to my side. I couldn't tell if it was from embarrassment or anger. Frankly it could go either way. Aunt Butty had that effect on people.

"I see my aunt," I murmured softly to him, as he helped me out of my overcoat. "I'll just make my way over."

The maître d' sketched a bow, his pencil moustache twitching ever so slightly. He seemed most grateful as he hurried off to hang up my coat.

I made my way between the tables toward Aunt Butty. I was dying for a cup of tea and a biscuit. Who was I kidding? Half a dozen biscuits.

I barely had time to sit down before Aunt Butty was upon me. "Ophelia, I have had the most Marvelous Idea." She gazed at me expectantly.

"So you said." A waiter leapt to help me into my seat. 

"Christmas."

I lifted an eyebrow. "What about it?" I went about pouring my tea and helping myself to a handful of biscuits from the tiered tray. It appeared there were spiced ones and lemon ones. Lemon were my favorite, but spice would do just as well in a pinch. If only there were chocolate.

As if reading my mind, the waiter disappeared, only to reappear with a second tea tier loaded with chocolate biscuits, scones, and little cakes covered in icing. Glorious!

"I fancy a proper old-fashioned English Christmas this year," Aunt Butty informed me as we tucked into our treats. "You know the sort. Cozy cottage in the countryside. Smoke curling from the chimney. A proper Christmas tree and all the trimmings..."

"Yes, yes. I know what a proper Christmas looks like.” I had, after all, grown up in the tiny country village of Chipping Poggs. Proper English country Christmases abounded in my youth. That didn't mean I enjoyed them. "What's the point?"

"The point is, I have rented a cottage." She beamed at me as if she’d just done something spectacular.

"A cottage?" It wasn't exactly Aunt Butty’s style. She was more likely to take over Buckingham Palace than a small cottage in the middle of nowhere. "Where exactly have you taken this cottage?"

Her smile grew wider. "In this marvelous little village called Sheepswick Hill. Doesn’t it sound delightful?"

“Delightful.” I set down my tea cup with a clatter. "Where precisely is this village located?”

"It’s in the Cotswolds," she admitted. "But it’s nowhere near Chipping Poggs. I assure you. I have it all planned. Mr. Singh has his marching orders. You will be there."

I sighed and took a fortifying bite of lemon biscuit. "You know how I feel about the country." And the Cotswolds in particular.

She sipped her tea beatifically. "Yes, I know. And it's high time to put that to rest. You will be at Christmas at Sheepswick Hill at my rented cottage and we shall have the most marvelous country Christmas ever." She said it was such finality as if she would pull it from the very ether.

I took a sip of my own tea, wishing it was something very much stronger. "And what if I say no?"

I'd no idea her smile could get any slyer, but somehow, she managed it. "Oh, you won’t. For someone special is going to be there." 

I felt a little quiver of anticipation. Had she managed to talk Hale into joining us? Surely not. By now he was married and probably a father. There was no way that Hale Davis would be there for Christmas. Which meant that I didn't feel much like celebrating this year.

“I’m afraid I’ll be busy, Aunt.” Surely, I could come up with something to do. At the very least, I could enjoy a bit of quiet time at home. I shuddered at the thought.

“I’ll cut you out of my will.”

I snorted. “I don’t need your money.”

“I shall never speak to you again.”

“Hardly likely.”

Her jaw hardened. “You will go because I want you to.”

“No,” I said stubbornly.

“Please, Ophelia,” she wheedled. “It would mean the world to me.” She placed the back of her hand dramatically against her forehead. “I’m getting on in years, you know. Who knows how many Christmases I have left.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re stubborn enough to outlive us all. Fine. I’ll be there.”

“Delightful!” She clapped her hands, advanced age forgotten. “Let’s plan the menu.”

“I don’t care what we have as long as there’s Christmas pudding and booze.”

Aunt Butty pulled a piece of paper and pencil nub from her handbag, perched a pair of reading glasses on the end of her nose, and scrawled “Booze” across the top of the paper. 

I took another biscuit. This was going to be a long afternoon.

––––––––
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THAT NIGHT WAS THE Pennyfather’s party. Louise Pennyfather was my aunt’s dearest friend, and every year she and her husband threw a big soiree for Bonfire Night. Fancy dress, cocktails, dancing, the complete works.

Naturally I was invited, as was my best friend, Charles “Chaz” Raynott. Apparently, Louise had forgiven us for getting her involved in a somewhat murderous mystery—and the kidnapping of her beloved dog, Peaches—on the French Riviera.

Chaz picked me up in his new sports car, a slinky, black Invicta four-seater. He was dressed all in black from head to toe but more than 100 years out-of-date in Regency formalwear, complete with greatcoat which billowed behind him in proper Mr. Darcy fashion.

"Whatever are you supposed to be?" I asked, eyeing him up and down.

"Beau Brummel, darling," he said. "Who else?"

Who else, indeed. Naturally Chaz would choose the most celebrated arbiter of men’s fashion. Historically speaking, of course.

Chaz Raynott was not only my best friend, but also my sounding board and partner in crime. In fact, he would've made an excellent second husband except for the small problem of my being the wrong gender. A secret I kept close to my chest. After all, it was illegal. Which I thought nonsense, but there wasn’t much I could do about that, society being what it was.

"Smashing gown, old thing," he said, giving me the once over. "Take it out of mothballs?"

I laughed. "I got it out of Aunt Butty's closet. Had to take in a few nips and tucks." Not as many as I would've liked. I was a couple inches taller and a few pounds lighter than my aunt, but our figures were overwhelmingly similar. With curves in all the wrong places for the current fashion.

The particular gown I'd liberated from Aunt Butty's closet was from sometime in the Edwardian era. It was the precise shade and color of a pumpkin. I paired it with long strands of jet beads and a matching jet masquerade mask. I suppose I could've gone all out and bought a proper costume. But why do that when I could simply rummage in Aunt Butty's wardrobe? I swear the woman never threw anything away.

Inside the elegant Georgian townhouse, a crush of the upper crust wandered from room to room, clutching cocktails and vol-au-vent, no doubt prepared by Louise’s French cook. The party goers had gone all out on their costumes with everything from Little Bo Peep complete with a live sheep to a frightening-looking mummy trailing bandage tails behind him.

Louise Pennyfather herself greeted me with a tray of cocktails. She was wearing a rather garish Egyptian costume which did not particularly show off her gaunt frame to advantage. Based on the black wig, eyes rimmed in kohl, and elaborate gold headpiece, I assumed she was Cleopatra.

“Try this, Ophelia,” she said, thrusting a cocktail glass in my direction. “It’s a Corpse Reviver #2. Found it in an American cocktail book my husband brought back from his travels. Tell me what you think.”

I took a sip. It was surprisingly delicious, but not as sweet as I would have expected. “It would be better without the absinthe,” I admitted.

She sighed. “So I told Mr. Pennyfather, but he insisted on mixing exactly as ordered. The man has no sense of adventure. Go on and enjoy the party.”

As we strolled through the crush, I linked arms with Chaz. “What are you doing for Christmas?”

He took a sip of his cocktail. “I imagine I’ll have dinner at the club or some such.” He wasn’t particularly close to his family, for obvious reasons.

“Why don’t you join Aunt Butty and me? She insists on renting a cottage out in some ghastly village and having a proper, old fashioned Christmas. You must come.”

“Misery loves company?”

I grinned. “You know me so well.”

“Very well. If I must.” But I could tell he was thrilled to be invited.

The rest of the evening passed quickly. There was dancing, a ridiculous apple bob in which Aunt Butty nearly drowned herself trying to win and, as the herd thinned, a game of charades. I escaped out onto the terrace to enjoy a bit of the fresh night air.

As I sipped at cocktail number three—or was it four? —I stared up at the nearly full moon. A rustling caught my ear and I glanced toward the bushes that marked the property line between the Pennyfather’s back garden and their neighbor's. My heart rate kicked up as I remembered the man outside Harrods. Was he here? Spying on me?

I told myself not to be ridiculous. There was no way he could know I was at this party. And while I may have found him vaguely familiar, he was likely just another of many faces in the crowd. 

But as the moon slid behind a cloud and the shadows grew thick, I hurried back inside. No use tempting fate.
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The road to Shipswick Hill wound around the gently rolling hills of the Cotswolds, through chocolate box villages, and past neat little farms. Hemmed in by hedgerows that nearly blocked the light of the weak winter sun, the road was barely wide enough for my cobalt blue Mercedes 710 SSK Roadster. 

Once upon a time, this gorgeous countryside had been my home, but my own life had not been so beautiful. While most of the vicars of the Church of England were happy enough to imbibe at the local pub, enjoy the odd game of darts, and ignore their parishioners’ less-than-holy pursuits, my father was not cut from the same cloth. The vicar of Chipping Poggs was the sort of man who insisted on obedience at all costs, church before child, uncooperative daughters locked in attics, that sort of thing. 

Until Aunt Butty had rescued me at the age of sixteen, my life had been a misery. Why would she force me back here? For while we were miles from my home village and unlikely to meet anyone we knew, the very fields stirred unpleasant memories. 

The road before me rose a bit before turning downhill ever so slightly. Below me, the village of Sheepswick Hill spread out like something from a picture postcard. Thatched roof houses, thick stone walls, the church spire rising from the trees. A low mist blanketed everything in a soft haze. Frost still tipped the grass and coated fence posts. It was, in a word, perfect. 

I passed the pub on my left, still closed at this hour of the morning. As were the greengrocers next door and the butchers next to that. A black-cloaked figure stood in front of the church door and for a moment my heart fluttered even though I knew that figure wasn’t my father. He was plumper and a little more stooped about the shoulders.

I roared past, exiting the village, headed further out into the countryside. I frowned. Aunt Butty had said she'd rented a cottage in Sheepswick Hill, but I had left the village in my rearview mirror.

A short way out of the village, I noticed another figure walking along the roadside. I stiffened, recognizing the olive trench and battered fedora. Surely, the man I’d seen outside Harrod’s couldn’t possibly be in the Cotswolds. I must be imagining things. But as I roared past, I caught a glimpse of his face and was certain it was the same man. Why was he here? 

I told myself it must be a coincidence. It was nearly Christmas. He was probably just visiting family. But I wasn’t certain I believed it.

At precisely the point in which I was to turn loomed a pair of wrought iron gates standing open, partially covered in ivy. A neat little plaque pronounced this to be Sheepswick Hall.

“Aunt Butty, you sly minx,” I murmured.

I wound down the drive through a tunnel of trees which turned daylight to near twilight. As I burst from the trees, above me towered a grand manner in the Tudor style. Diamond paned windows and dark wood beams did give the place a bit of a cottage feel, for all its monstrosity, but that was where the semblance ended.

I grinned as I screeched to a halt in a cloud of dust from the gravel drive. Country cottage indeed. Aunt Butty had only gone and rented what was likely the grandest manner house in the whole of the village.

Before I could pour myself from the motorcar, the front door swung open and Mr. Singh, Aunt Butty’s butler, appeared. He opened my door with a flourish and bowed elegantly.

"Welcome, My Lady." His tone was smooth and melodious, carrying exotic hints of the land from which he'd come. Today’s dastar was lavender to match the sash about his waist. The rest of him was dressed just as a proper English butler should be, in a crisp white shirt and gloves and black suit.

"Thank you, Mr. Singh," I said, taking his hand. As he helped me from the car, a small urchin screeched up from nowhere and began rummaging around in the boot. "I say, who is that?"

"His name is Bobby. His aunt works at the pub. Your aunt thought he was... adorable. So she hired him to assist with luggage today." Mr. Singh's expression was stoic, giving away nothing of his thoughts on the matter. As far as Mr. Singh was concerned, whatever Aunt Butty wanted, Aunt Butty got.

"So I see. My aunt about?"

"The sitting room, My Lady. I'd show you but..."

"Don't be daft man." I waved him off. "You'd better supervise the boy lest my luggage find itself tumbled down the hill."

I strode inside to find the foyer kitted out with hanging banners, guarded by suits of armor polished to a high shine. The only nod to anything feminine or festive was a vase of white hot-house roses on the oak table gracing the middle of the entry.

Down the hall on the right, I found the sitting room with its appropriately low ceiling crossed with beams, a delightful nook with a roaring fire, and a record player whirling away in the corner playing something Christmasy. It sounded like The Star of Bethlehem, perhaps.

"Hello, Aunt Butty,” I said, stripping off my gloves as I sauntered into the sitting room.

Aunt Butty was standing at the bar, whipping up some concoction or other. "Ophelia, you've made it. Would you like a cocktail? I’m experimenting. This one’s called a Seventh Heaven. Doesn’t it sound delightful?”

“Don't mind if I do." I would've preferred a highball or perhaps an Aviation. But whatever a Seventh Heaven was, it would have to do. I suppose it would get me in the Christmas spirit — which was lacking at the moment.

"I see you haven't got any decorations up yet." After divesting myself of my coat, I took a seat on the couch.

"Oh, no," Aunt Butty said, taking a sip of her pale pink concoction. "I was waiting for you. We’re going to do it together." She gave a nod of approval and poured the liquid into a second martini glass.

I groaned softly. "If I knew you were going to put me to work, I would have brought my maid down with me."

"Speaking of Maddie, where is she?"

"I sent her home to celebrate the holidays with her parents," I said.

"They're Jews. They don't celebrate Christmas," she pointed out as she handed me my pink cocktail.

"No, of course not, but I do. It will give her a nice chance to be home with her family, and I can do for myself for a couple of weeks. Besides, Hanukkah starts on Christmas Eve this year." I was, after all, used to doing for myself. I'd been doing it since I was a small child. Having a lady’s maid was a fairly new experience for me.

"I imagine I should've offered my maid the same," Aunt Butty mused. "But frankly, I needed her help."

"Help? That girl is a menace," I said. "She's more likely to cause extra work."

"True, but she will never be trained properly if she doesn't have experience."

I said nothing. Some people simply aren't cut out for service. And Aunt Butty's maid was one of those people.

I took a sip of the Seventh Heaven. It was surprisingly sweet and tasted...pink. There was no other word for it. Not to mention Aunt Butty had broken out the good gin. I approved. 

"Hello, darlings. A cocktail for me?" Chaz strode into the room, hands shoved in his pockets.

“When did you get here, darling?” I asked.

“Ridiculously early, old thing. You were likely still abed.”

Aunt Butty waved him toward the drinks cart as she went to sit down near the fire. "Help yourself. There’s some left in the shaker. I can't be bothered." Never one to mince words, my aunt

Chuckling, Chaz helped himself to libations. "So what's on the agenda? Have any parties planned? Exotic dinners? Gorgeous guests?" He waggled his eyebrows.

Aunt Butty laughed. "None of that I'm afraid. What I want is a genuinely old-fashioned English Christmas. Complete with Yule log and wassail."

"How dull," Chaz said as he strolled to the window. I didn't know what he would see. It was nearly dark outside. The sun set so early these days. "Oh, I say, I think there’s somebody skulking about on the grounds."

"Really? Where?" I set down my cocktail, jumped up from the sofa, and hurried to the window. Peering out, I could see a faint light bobbing its way through the bushes, appearing and disappearing at will. Almost as if it were carried by one of the fairy folk. "Someone is spying on us! Maybe it's that man that's been following me."

"Don't be ridiculous, darling," Aunt Butty said, having not moved from her perch. “There's a public footpath that goes through there. I'm sure it's just a local taking a stroll."

"After dark?" I asked.

"Oh, you know how these country people are," Aunt Butty said. "They're made of sterner stuff than us city folk. A nighttime jaunt is nothing to the likes of them."

"What I want to know is what's this spy business? Didn’t you get enough of that in Devon?" Chaz asked.

Chaz was, of course, referring to my previous shenanigans at a house party in Devon over the summer. While there, we’d found ourselves up to our veritable eyeballs in spies and murder.

"Oh, nothing so outrageous as all of that," I assured him. “It’s all just rather odd." I quickly told him about my having seen the man staring at me outside Harrods and then later seeing the same man in the village.

"That is odd," Chaz agreed. "But it could be just a coincidence."

"That's what I told her," Aunt Butty said, waving her cocktail around. Thank goodness it was nearly empty, or she’d have been wearing half of it. "But you know how Ophelia is. She likes to make mountains of molehills."

"I do not," I said, affronted. "And I don't believe in coincidences. What would that man at Harrods be doing in a village like Sheepswick Hill?"

"Well, you were outside Harrods and now you're in Sheepswick Hill," Chaz pointed out with maddening logic.

"Well, I have a reason to be here," I insisted.

"Maybe he does, too," Aunt Butty said. She held out her glass to Chaz. "Be a dear and get me a refill, will you?"

"But of course, Butty darling," he said with a little bow. While he busied himself fixing my aunt a new cocktail, I remained at the window, peering out into the darkness.

The light continued on its way, growing dimmer as it moved behind trees and shrubbery until it disappeared altogether. Perhaps Aunt Butty was right. It was simply a local out for a stroll along the footpath. Perhaps someone on their way home, coming from the pub. Or maybe my imagination really was getting away with me. I returned to the sofa, tossed back the last of my cocktail, and strolled over to Chaz.

"Wouldn't mind a refill myself," I said, holding it out to him.

He gave me a smile. "You know we're only teasing you," he said soothingly. "But I really do think it's just a coincidence. Nothing to worry about, darling. These things happen."

"I hope you're right."

"Let's say for a moment some fellow really is following you," he mused as he mixed up my drink, following Aunt Butty’s careful instructions. "You said you didn't recognize him."

"That's right."

“Then why would he have any reason to be following you?" He held out my glass.

I shrugged as I took the proffered drink. I took a sip. Much better than Aunt Butty's version, though I’d never tell her that. Sweeter and stronger. "I have no idea," I admitted. "I just think it's very strange to have seen the same person in two places. And he seemed so familiar. Though I haven't been able to place him. It'll come to me eventually."

"Well, perhaps when it does that will solve the mystery."

"I suppose." But I wasn't convinced. There was something about that man. Something about the way he looked at me. It just didn't sit easy.

I was determined to enjoy the rest of the evening and ignore my better instincts, but no matter what I did, I still remained uneasy. Like that feeling you get before a storm breaks. Something was coming, and it didn't bode well.

––––––––
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THE NEXT DAY ARRIVED with a flash of pink across the sky, the air crisp and cold. The edges of the window were framed in frost and, as my breath puffed against the panes, the glass fogged over. Outside the sky was bright and cloudless with that hard edge of light that comes only with winter.

My room had a good view of the back garden, currently bedded down for the cold. A layer of frost coated every branch and bramble, giving it an almost fairytale appearance.

Shivering a bit in the chill air, I quickly dressed in a plain gray wool dress with little pearl buttons up the font and slid my feet into a pair of plain black pumps. Without Maddie to help me, I put my hair up in a simple twist and added a quick layer of powder to my face along with a swipe of pale pink lipstick. Then I made my way quickly to the breakfast room.

Aunt Butty had brought her cook along and the woman had worked a miracle in the kitchen. Laid out upon the buffet were kedgeree, fresh-made crumpets dripping in butter, homemade marmalade and strawberry preserves, eggs, bacon, sausages, black pudding, grilled mushrooms and tomatoes, and a pot of baked beans. It was enough to make my mouth water!

Ignoring the tea, I poured myself a cup of coffee from the silver urn, helped myself to some breakfast, and seated myself at the table. I was alone, the only sound the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway. In the silence, I could almost imagine I heard the patter of tiny hooves on the rooftop. I smiled at the thought. 

Apparently, Aunt Butty was still abed. I wondered if Chaz was, too. Although knowing him, he could be out and about already, looking for his latest conquest. Though where he’d find one in the middle of nowhere was beyond me.

Mr. Singh appeared in the doorway, gave me a slight bow, and announced, "My lady, your guest has arrived."

I stared at him over the rim of my coffee cup. "My guest?"

"Lord Rample," he supplied.

"Lord Rample?" For a moment, my heart stilled, before remembering it couldn’t, of course, be my husband, seeing as how Felix was quite dead and had been for well over a year now. Mr. Singh must be referring to my husband’s cousin, Alphonse, who’d inherited the title, the money pit of a manor, and not much else. I, however, never referred to him by his title. To me, he was Binky. Bucktooth Binky behind his back. "I didn't invite him."

"Your Aunt Butty did," Mr. Singh said as Binky bumbled into the room, nearly knocking over a figurine gracing a marble-topped side table. 

Binky blinked at the offending table before turning to me. "Are you not happy to see me, cousin?" He tried for an innocent look but failed miserably.

There was a loaded question if I ever heard one. “I’m not your cousin, Binky.”

Mr. Singh bowed, murmured his apologies, and exited from the room. His footsteps echoed down the hall, each step leisurely yet precise.

“Close enough.” Binky strolled over to the sideboard and began piling his plate high. He looked thinner than when last I saw him. Which had the unfortunate side effect of making him look more like a beaver than ever. I would have expected the opposite, beavers being fluffy little creatures, but the gauntness made his prominent front teeth stand out more than ever.

"I am glad you could join us for the holidays," I said, not sure it was true. Binky could be... contentious. I was going to have words with my aunt, as I was certain she had something to do with his appearance at this house party.

"Oh, there you are, Binky." Aunt Butty said, sailing into the room in a day dress of shocking green. "I'm glad to see you made it in one piece. You must have left the wilds of Yorkshire at a ridiculously early hour."

"I'm an early riser, as you know," Binky said, helping himself to a cup of coffee. I held back a snort as he sat down across from me. Binky was a lazy lay about. “But in actuality,” he continued. “I left yesterday. Stayed overnight with a friend near Loughborough.”

I was amazed Binky had any friends, but I wisely kept my mouth shut.

"I wonder if the other guest has arrived yet," Aunt Butty said aloud, as she piled her plate high with food.

"Other guest?" I stopped with my fork halfway to my mouth, a quiver of excitement hitting me in the stomach. Could it be? A bit of egg slid off and splatted against the edge of the plate before plopping onto the tablecloth, leaving a yellow mark.

“Why yes. I invited—"

Before she could finish her sentence, there was a great fuss in the hallway. Mr. Singh appeared once again in the doorway. "Miss Farthing," he announced. His expression, as usual, was unfathomable, but there was something in his eyes that looked a little pinched. Who could disturb the unflappable Mr. Singh to such a degree?

Aunt Butty clapped her hands together and jumped up from the table. “At last!"

"Who the deuce is Miss Farthing?" I muttered to myself.

Binky stood politely as the new arrival sailed into the room. The stranger was a woman of about my own age, but fashionably thin where I was overtly curvy. She had an annoyingly pert nose, perfectly coiffed hair, impossibly bright lipstick, and a haughty and superior attitude that told the world she thought she was better than everyone else. I disliked her immediately.

"Ophelia," Aunt Butty said, "meet Olivia Farthing. Your cousin."
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“My cousin?” I could only stare, gobsmacked. I knew there were cousins of some sort or other on my father’s side, but we’d had nothing to do with any of them when I was growing up. I certainly didn’t remember one called Olivia Farthing. And since Aunt Butty was my mother’s only sibling and sans children, I knew I’d no cousins on that side of the family. “How?”

It was, perhaps, a rather daft thing to say, but it certainly didn’t call for Olivia’s braying laugh. “I dunno. Second cousins? Twice removed? Can never get these things straight. Now who is this?” She sashayed over to Binky, a mercenary gleam in her eyes.

“Lord Rample,” I supplied, using his title for perhaps the first time ever. “Aunt?”

“Her father and my mother were siblings. Olivia is technically my cousin. Mine and your mothers’. By Uncle Harold’s second wife.”

Well, that explained the age discrepancy, I suppose. Uncle Harold, my maternal grandmother’s brother, had been dead for yonks. In fact, I only vaguely remembered meeting him as a small child. He’d seemed impossibly old and smelled of cigar smoke and whiskey. He talked in a loud voice and disliked children immensely. That had been clear. I’d been locked into my room for the entirety of his visit. 

Olivia was busy fawning over Binky, who appeared horrified. Which amused me no end. Apparently, Olivia hadn’t got the memo that Binky was broke.

“Join us for breakfast, Olivia,” Aunt Butty ordered. “We were about to discuss our plans.”

“Plans for what, cousin?” Olivia flounced into a seat, pouting because she couldn’t sit next to Binky who’d sat on my other side as far away from her as he could get. For his part, Binky seemed relieved.

“The holiday, of course,” Aunt Butty said as if Olivia had taken leave of her senses. “We must decorate. And plan for the party.”

“Party?” This was the first I’d heard of it. Aunt Butty had told Chaz the holidays were to be a quiet affair.

“I told you, Ophelia.” 

“No, you didn’t, Aunt.” I gave her a stern look. “What party?”

“A Christmas Eve party. We shall invite the entire village.”

I choked on a bite of crumpet. 

“What a marvelous idea!” Olivia clapped her hands together. “I shall help. I’m a whiz at organizing.”

“I just bet you are,” I mumbled. 

“What’s that?” She blinked innocently at me, but there was a cold shrewdness beneath the facade. There and gone so fast I might have missed it if I hadn’t been eyeing her so closely.

I gave her my own innocent look. “I said, what’s the plan, Aunt Butty?” I was starting to feel a bit of excitement for my aunt’s planned festivities. Aunt Butty threw the best parties, and Christmas did have a certain magic to it.

Over breakfast, my aunt outlined her plans for decorating the house, throwing the greatest party the Cotswolds had ever seen, and the Christmas Day family feast. She finished up with, “I invited your parents.”

I choked again. This time on bacon. All excitement fled. “Why would you do that?”

“They are family, as unfortunate as it may be. Don’t worry. My invitation was declined.” She seemed neither bothered nor surprised.

I swallowed, relieved, and snagged another piece of bacon. 

Just then Chaz strolled in, and Olivia’s eyes lit up. Aunt Butty quickly made introductions while Olivia fluttered her lashes and thrust out her rather flat bosom. I almost laughed out loud. She was entirely beating up the wrong tree.

“Hullo, all. How’s things? Good to see you Binky.” Chaz grabbed a crumpet and lounged in the chair on my other side, much to Olivia’s frustration. “Singh says you got some things planned for the holidays, Butty. Anything I can do?”

“Help Ophelia select a Christmas tree,” she said promptly. “I’ve already spoken to the groundskeeper, and he’s agreed to go with you to cut it down. And make sure he gives you plenty of greenery. I want every mantle and balustrade covered in holly, fir, and ribbons. I wonder if there’s any mistletoe on the property?”

“If there is, we’ll find it,” Chaz assured her, giving me a wink. 

Olivia went red in the face. “Why should they get all the fun? I want to look for a tree.” She clearly didn’t, but she also clearly didn’t want me alone with Chaz.

The almost made me laugh out loud. How delightful would it be to let the nasty Olivia fawn over Chaz to no avail! Perhaps the devil made me do it, but I decided to nudge things along. Just because Olivia was such a pill. Not to mention and obvious gold-digger.

“You can go with Chaz,” I offered.

Her face brightened.

“And I’ll stay here with Binky to start preparations for the party.” I wondered if my expression was as wicked as I felt. She was clearly torn between which man to go after. Chaz was the handsomer of the two by far, but Binky had a title.

Her face fell, and her eyes snapped angrily. Clearly uncertain what to do, she was stuck. One way or the other, she’d either have to leave me alone with one of the men or share one with me. And she very clearly did not like either option.

“Olivia, I could use you here,” Aunt Butty said, putting an end to it. “We will need to prepare invitations.”

Olivia opened her mouth to protest, but Aunt Butty was already off on another tangent. “Binky, do you suppose you could check out the attic? See what they have in the way of decorations?”

The image of the fastidious and mincing Binky poking about a spiderweb-festooned attic space made me grin. He shot me a look.

“Of course, Lady Lucas.” But he looked miserable. 

She tittered. “How many times have I told you to call me Butty? We’re practically related, more’s the pity. Now this is what I’m thinking...”

I zoned out as Aunt Butty rambled on about cakes, musicians, dances, and such. I had really hoped that this year I’d be celebrating the holidays with Hale Davis, my former paramour. Things had been going well between us, or so I thought, until a past fling informed him she was pregnant with his child.

Being the sort of man he was, he insisted on taking care of the child and the woman. And knowing what sort of man he was, I hadn’t tried to stop him. It wouldn’t be right. A child deserved a good father. 

I had no desire to remarry, but that didn’t mean that part of me didn’t long for love and companionship. Something I’d thought I’d found with Hale. The thought of him living my dreams with another woman made me ache deep inside. I shoved it down and ignored it. No use crying over spilled milk. Water under the bridge and all that. 

I was only relieved to be out of London, so I wouldn’t accidentally run into him. Unlikely, since we swam in vastly different circles, but the thought was always there, nagging away at the back of my mind. Many a time I’d rounded a corner and thought I saw him there, only to discover a stranger. I pushed all thoughts of Hale from my mind, determined to enjoy the present.

“Ready, Ophelia?” Chaz interrupted my thoughts.

“What?”

“Christmas tree hunting,” he prodded.

“Oh, yes, of course. Just let me change into something more practical.” 

As I left the room, my newly found cousin stared daggers at me. I tried to dredge up my former amusement, but the cheeriness of the morning had gone out.
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I DIDN’T WANT TO RUIN any of my couture clothing, and since my wardrobe didn’t run to mucking about items, I asked Mr. Singh to dig me something up. He managed to find a surprisingly well-fitting pair of overalls and a rather baggy checkered overcoat. Naturally, as country houses often do, there was a vast assortment of Wellies from which to choose. I found a pair that fit me well enough and joined Chaz and the groundsman outside. 

“Let’s go find a Christmas tree.” I was determined to rediscover the joy of the season.

“This is Mr. Phelps, old thing,” Chaz said by way of introduction. He was dressed in the height of fashion—high waisted woolen trousers and a perfectly tailored navy peacoat which made his broad shoulders appear broader and his narrow waist slimmer. 

“Jes’ call me Phelps. Don’t hold with formalities ‘roun’ here.” The groundsman tugged on his beat-up cap.

Phelps was the epitome of a man of the country. Although in his sixties with a slight stoop to his shoulders and a bit of thickening in the waist, he was still powerfully built and surprisingly spry. He had the well-weathered features of someone who spent a lot of time out of doors and carried a shotgun in his rough worn hands—just in case, he said. I wasn’t sure if the “just in case” was because we might be set upon by highwaymen, or because he wanted rabbit stew for dinner.

He led the way through the gardens and out into the fields, striding along at such a pace I was quickly winded. Chaz, on the other hand, had no trouble keeping up. Likely his longer legs. At least that’s what I told myself. 

At last we came to the woods edging the property and plunged into the eternal gloom. Initially it was all alders and poplars and oaks and whatnot, but soon firs began to sprout up between the rest until it was nearly all evergreens in neat little rows. Clearly, they’d been planted there rather than growing naturally.

“Whatcha think o’ this ‘un?” Phelps asked, coming to a stop in front of a rather spindly looking tree. It was a nice enough height, but the back half was somewhat... sparse.

“Oh, I think we can do better, don’t you, Ophelia?” Chaz said.

“Indubitably,” I managed, somewhat breathlessly. I had developed a stitch in my side.

Phelps let out a sound that was halfway between a grunt and a snort and marched on, deeper into the wood.

“’Ow ‘bout this?”

This time, the tree was much fuller with all its branches, but alas, it wasn’t even as tall as I was. I doubted Aunt Butty would be pleased.

“Taller, I think, old chap,” Chaz said, since I was currently speechless. He thrust a flask at me and I took a deep swallow, almost choking when I realized it was whiskey and not water. Naturally, I took another swallow.

We walked on, stopping here and there to inspect various offerings, none of which appealed. Until at last we found the very thing. It had to be at least ten foot tall! And marvelously fluffy with good, thick branches just right for hanging ornaments.

“Perfect!” I announced.

Phelps lifted his cap to reveal a balding head and gave himself a good scratch before settling the cap. “Gonna need more’n me to haul it out.” His tone was morose.

“That’s alright, then,” I assured him. “You can have the gardener, or someone, help. Or Chaz.”

“Don’t volunteer me, love.” He turned back to Phelps. “I’ll send someone out if you like.”

“They’ll never find their way back ‘ere,” Phelps said. I’ll go an’ get ‘em.”

So after marking the tree with a red kerchief, the three of us made our way back to the manor house. We were at the very edge of the wood when I noticed something out of the corner of my eye. A shadow, fliting from tree to tree, following us while trying to stay out of sight.

“Don’t look now, but someone is following us,” I hissed so only Chaz could hear.

“Let me have a look see,” he whispered back. 

I kept pace with Phelps, while Chaz dropped behind making a show of needing to retie the laces on his boot. Once he’d fiddled a bit, he straightened up and broke into a jog to catch up.

“Well?” I whispered.

“You’re not wrong.”

“How are we going to catch him?”

He lifted a brow. “Are you sure we should?”

“Of course, we should!” My voice had grown a little loud and Phelps glanced back. In a lower tone I said, “We need to find out why he’s following us.”

Chaz gestured toward our guide. “You go on. Chat to Phelps. Draw attention.”

“What will you be doing?”

“Chasing down our creeper.”

With a nod, I hurried to catch up to Phelps and proceeded to chatter at him loudly and inanely. I asked him copious questions about his work, how long he’d been at the manor, and so on. To which I received monosyllabic grunts. It didn’t put me off one bit. I only got louder.

“What’cher yellin’ for?” he finally asked. “’ard o’ ‘earin’?”

It took me a moment to translate that. His accent was a bit thick, even for one born and bred in the Cotswolds. “Er, no. No, I can hear perfectly
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