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CHAPTER 1
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June Parker hadn’t realized how much she had missed the vibrancy of Paris until she stepped off the train at Gare du Nord, luggage bag clutched in one hand, hatbox in the other, and a familiar excitement began churning through her. As she exited the station, drinking in its grand facade with ornate statues and large arched windows, she merged onto the city streets jammed with luggage porters, street vendors, and Parisians on their way to work. The smell of coffee and fresh croissants wafted out from nearby cafés, mingling with the crisp fall air. June loved to travel, and the world was filled with wondrous destinations, but Paris had a special place in her heart. And she wasn’t the only one who felt that way. Recently, Le Figaro had run an article marveling at how Paris, La Ville Lumière, the City of Light, was the place to be in 1922.

As June navigated the busy streets, she soaked in the hive of activity swirling around her. An artist planted at an easel by the news kiosk was capturing the magic of the city with each stroke of her brush. Jazz music spilled from vibrant, smoky clubs as if unaware (or unconcerned) that the night had morphed into day. Bustling cafés overflowed with patrons, and June knew that if she wanted to see a fashion show, all she had to do was stroll down the Boulevard Saint-Germain where chic women in dropped-waist dresses and cloche hats would be gliding past, or, as was June’s preference, women in high-waisted trousers with silk blouses. A new era wasn’t just unfolding—it had officially arrived, and what a spectacular era it was turning out to be.

June’s time on Orchid Island in New York had been well spent catching up with friends and family, reinvigorating her for this next chapter. And given she had left her previous nursing job, she had decided to take some more time enjoying Paris before finding another position. Sometimes one just needed a little joie de vivre. She couldn’t help but notice that her new hat was garnering appreciative glances; she would have to write her sister Clare and pass on the compliments. It was such a lovely gift: a stunning magenta cloche hat with a teal ribbon and green peacock feather. Everyone mentioned how it complemented her black hair and blue eyes, not to mention her stylish bob. June was madly in love with the hat, it embodied her inner sense of adventure. Only someone who recognized that in her could have given her such a perfect gift.

“Regardez où vous allez, madame,” an approaching man huffed as his luggage bag collided with hers. Watch where you’re going, lady.

“Je m’excuse,” she called out cheerfully, but he was already striding away, hurrying to wherever his destination may be. Her French was proficient, but many Parisians switched to English once they heard her accent—a mix between her London upbringing and New York, likely influenced by her move to Orchid Island as a child. During the Great War, she had worked in field hospitals with British, French, American, and Canadian nurses. Their conversations shifted seamlessly between English and French, but most often it was a mix of the two.

At the next corner June waited with a clump of others to cross the street, as horse-drawn carriages jostled for space amongst automobiles, trams, and bicycles. There was a kind of beauty in the chaos, music in the clatter of hooves and footsteps, and hum of voices. Apart from settling into her flat and resting up from her long journey, June had a free day ahead of her. Her dear friend Amelia Dumas was the only one who knew of her arrival. June had written her with the details, and Amelia wrote back straight away, expressing her delight. They had first met in Paris at the joyous moment it was announced that the war had ended. Amelia had graciously offered June a place to stay until she found her own flat, and they had been fast friends ever since. June was looking forward to catching up with her. Just as it was clear to cross the street, and June had made it safely to the other side, a gust of wind kicked up, threatening to blow away her hat. Instinctively, she reached up to steady it, which is when a tall and lanky man suddenly appeared beside her. She had barely registered his presence, when to her great shock he snatched the hat clean off her head and darted off.

“Hey!” she yelled, sprinting after him. “Stop, thief!” She was grateful for her trousers—they made chasing him much easier. But her cumbersome luggage bag slowed her down. “Arrêtez,” she yelled. “S’il vous plaît. Please. Stop!” If he heard her, he gave no indication, in fact he sped up. Before she knew it, he had rounded the next corner and disappeared from sight.

June was not about to give up; she would never forgive herself if she lost her sister’s precious gift. Buoyed by a burst of adrenaline, June careened around the corner—nearly crashing into the hat thief. He stood motionless, his head tilted slightly, as if bemused by her pursuit. Her magenta cloche sat at an absurd angle atop a closely shaved blond head, the stolen trophy displayed without an ounce of shame. June paused to catch her breath, willing her beating heart to settle down. But before she could chastise this stranger, she heard a deep, familiar laugh, spilling out from somewhere nearby. Her stomach flipped. She would know that laugh anywhere.

“Avery Jackson Hayes,” she scolded, peering around the stranger. And there he was, Jack Hayes, leaning lazily against a doorway, peeling an apple with an elegant, pearl-handled knife. He looked at June in mock surprise. “Why, if it isn’t June Parker,” he said, flashing his trademark grin. “Fancy meeting you here, Juney.”

June couldn’t help but laugh as she shook her head. As he drew closer, the knife caught her eye, especially the monogram. Fancy black print with the initials A.J.H. Jack noticed her gaze and grinned. “It’s a gift,” he said, gesturing to the stranger. “From my friend the hat thief.”

“And whose idea was it for me to snatch it off this innocent woman’s head?” the hat thief asked with a grin. June listened as the two continued bantering. She had hoped Jack was still in Paris, but one never knew at any given moment where he might be. As a pilot he had the freedom to fly wherever his heart desired.

Even though their brief romance had not worked out, her heart still skipped a few beats whenever he was near. Yes, he was handsome, objectively so, with his wavy brown hair, warm brown eyes and infectious grin—but that wasn’t the only reason people, especially the fairer sex, were drawn to him. Jack Hayes exuded a magnetic energy that was hard to resist. They had met during the war, when June was having a turbulent day at the field hospital; tragically, one of her patients had just died. He was only seventeen. She needed a moment, and left her tent so she could find a quiet place to reflect. She’d been passing another tent when she saw Jack, getting a tattoo of all things. The instant their eyes met, she felt a connection. “What’s your name?” he said. “I’ll get it tattooed right next to my heart.” And then to her surprise, June found herself pouring out her woes to this handsome stranger, spilling all the details about her patient, and her sorrow. Jack listened to every word. And although it would be several years before they would meet again, looking back, this was the beginning of a bond that could never be broken. To this day, June was ever so grateful for their friendship.

As they hugged the side of the nearest building to stay clear of pedestrians, June set down her luggage bag and tilted her head. “How did you know I would be here?”

Jack flashed a smile, exposing a dimple. “A little birdie told me.”

“A little birdie named Amelia, no doubt.” She smiled as she imagined Amelia plotting this encounter from her art gallery.

Jack winked and clapped the stranger on the back. “Nate, meet the friend I was telling you about, June Parker. Juney, this is my friend Nate Sparks. Or Eagle Eyes, as we called him during the war—he was always the first pilot to spot an enemy plane, no matter what direction they flew in from.”

“This one was no slouch either,” Nate said. “With mad flying skills and unmatched loyalty, Jack always had your back.” Nate lifted June’s hat, gave a playful bow, and gently placed it back on her head. “I apologize for the thievery, Mademoiselle, it was just a bit of fun.” Like Jack, Nate was an American, and charming.

“No harm done,” June said, straightening her hat. “Although I was seconds away from clobbering you with my luggage bag.”

“It suits you,” Jack said, gesturing to the hat as he reached to take her bag.

June raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you came all this way just to carry my luggage bag?”

“That and to convince you to join us for a celebration this evening,” Jack said.

“What are we celebrating?”

“The fact that we’re alive,” Nate said. “Isn’t that enough reason to celebrate?”

Jack smiled and shook his head. “Old Nate here is a bad influence. I need someone to keep me on the straight and narrow.”

“I won’t deny it,” Nate said with a grin. “I’m here for a good time, not for a long time.”

June had to admit, it was hard to resist a night out with Jack. “What exactly did you have in mind?”

“A surprise,” Nate interjected.

“He’s kept even me in the dark,” Jack said. “But knowing old Eagle Eyes, it will be a night we won’t soon forget.”

“I probably shouldn’t,” June said. “I’ve had a long trip.” Then again, she was bursting with adrenaline, especially after seeing Jack. “But it does sound lovely.”

“It will be lovely, and you have all day to rest,” Jack said. “We can escort you home and return to collect you an hour before sunset.”

Why not? They were young and in Paris. She could sleep the rest of the week if she wanted. “Yes,” she said. “I would love to join you.”

Jack brightened. “Yes.” His eyes gleamed with mischief as if the entire night ahead was hidden up his sleeve.

“Wear something fancy,” Nate added.

Jack nodded. “And don’t forget that hat.”
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CHAPTER 2
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La Sirène du Fleuve, The River Siren, was a magnificent steamboat, a showboat if there ever was one, more decadent than any June had ever seen. Docked on the Seine, the grand vessel did not just garner attention, it commanded it. Although many of the streetlamps along the quay were now electric, those in the section where the boat was docked were still gas, and the soft flames bathed the remarkable vessel in a golden glow. Its wooden trim with intricate carvings and brass railings gleamed above a white hull. Every detail was pristine, from the deep red paddlewheel to the elegant smokestack sending puffs of steam into the starry night.

Its evening passengers mingled on the quay, showing off the latest fashions. The men looked sharp in their expensive linen suits and Panama hats, but they were outshined by the women, who sported the latest and greatest fashions. Their attire ranged from elegant ballgowns created by top Parisian designers to intricately beaded flapper dresses. It was a cornucopia of ornate headbands, feathered hats, and long silk gloves, an explosion of style and color. June drank in the lavish designs, happy she chose one of her best evening dresses: a shade of teal blue that matched the ribbon in her hat, a beaded belt, and a strand of maroon beads. Anticipation and excitement rippled through the crowd and the crisp air infused the party with the earthy scent of the river, mixed with tobacco and powdery perfumes.

A captain appeared on the upper deck, a tall figure in uniform, casting his shadow on the ground. His head swiveled as he scanned the animated crowd. Voices and laughter rang out over the rhythmic chug of the engine. June knew with a sudden clarity that this was going to be a night to remember.

“A penny for your thoughts.” June had been so immersed in the sights and sounds, she’d nearly forgotten Jack was beside her. He was making a splash of his own in a dark red suit framing a crisp white shirt, topped off with black cuffs and lapels. It was no surprise that female heads swiveled when he walked by.

“It is absolutely stunning,” June said.

“You took the words right out of mouth,” Jack said, staring at her, his voice low and teasing. “But what do you think of the steamboat?”

“You are certainly full of yourself this evening,” June teased back. It wasn’t often that June and Jack saw each other so dressed up, and it added a bit of zing to the surprise Nate had arranged for them.

Before they could continue their banter, they were interrupted by Nate, tugging at the collar of his white shirt as if it were choking him. The blazer of his tan suit was thrown casually over his shoulder. “Did I promise you a night to remember, or what?” His grin was infectious.

“How in the world did you pull this off?” Jack asked. “This is far from your usual haunts.” June raised an eyebrow and Jack leaned in. “Gambling dens and dingy nightclubs.”

“A man can grow,” Nate said. “Save that thought.” He slapped Jack on the back and strode away, making a beeline through the crowd as if on a mission.

“Let’s not lose him,” Jack said. He took June’s hand, and they were forced to do double-time just to catch up, keeping their eyes on his back as he weaved through the well-dressed folks littering the quay.

“Where is he going?”

“One never knows with Eagle Eyes.”

Just as June was starting to tire, Nate finally came to a stop behind a plump elderly lady in a purple dress, hat, and shoes. She was positioned near the entrance ramp to the boat, no doubt waiting for the boarding to begin. Whatever this was, one thing was for sure: this was no ordinary boat tour. June was just wondering what exactly the occasion was when a couple strolling by provided the answer. “What a unique setting for an engagement party,” the woman exclaimed. “Quelle merveille!” What a marvel. “I would bet the Picards planned this outing. I cannot imagine the Auclairs having such notions.”

“What do you expect from the nouveau riche,” the man replied. “Ils ont de l’argent, mais ils n’ont pas de goût.” They have money but no taste…

“It is a shock, is it not?” the woman continued. “The Auclairs of all people. With their impeccable lineage one would think they might have chosen a more elegant family.”

“It is a mystery,” the man said. “A mystery shrouded in money.”

The woman’s laughter rang through the air. “I will say, Picard Parfum is without equal. Their scents are absolutely divine.”

“Divine enough to cover up the stench of new money?” Their laughter trailed off as they disappeared down the quay.

“We’re attending an engagement party?” June asked, gobsmacked. She looked to Jack, who shrugged, equally perplexed. June tapped Nate on the shoulder. He whirled around and grinned. “What are we doing here?”

“Surprise!” Nate winked. “Have you heard of the Auclairs and the Picards?”

June nodded. Picard Parfum, and thus the Picard family, were the talk of the town. Parisians couldn’t stop themselves from purchasing their exquisite scents and spritzing themselves silly. And of course, everyone knew the Auclairs. The family had been in Paris for generations, excelling in the import/export business. Old money. But that was where the extent of her knowledge ended. “Are you actually invited to this gathering?”

“Me?” Nate asked, still grinning. “Define invited.”

Exasperated, June looked to Jack. Jack pulled at his tie and addressed his friend. “What’s the plan, Nate?”

“We’re young, we’re in Paris, we’re free,” Nate said. “Why not sneak aboard? Have a little adventure?” He stared at June, his eyes aglow with mischief. “Or are you not up for adventure, my lady?”

June could feel both men staring at her. “I have been known to take part in an adventure or two.” Slipping onto this boat and mingling with these prominent families would make for a glorious story, and in the end what harm could it do?

“Fantastic,” Nate said, rubbing his hands together. “Now. How are we going to pull this off?”

Jack groaned. “Is that why you’ve dragged us here? You’re at a loss at how to accomplish this little bout of fun?”

Nate flashed his teeth. “I got us this far. Am I to do all the work?”

June laughed and shook her head. A little pulse of excitement thrummed through her. “We just need a little help from someone with clout.” Her gaze landed on the elderly woman in purple standing just ahead of them. From her outfit to her posture, it was obvious she was someone. June edged closer and raised her voice loud enough so the woman would be able to hear her. “Who’s the bride and groom?”

At this, the elderly lady pivoted, and flashed a shy smile. “Why, Mademoiselle, the groom is my grandson, Reginald Picard, and the bride-to-be is none other than Elizabeth Auclair.” Apart from a rim of white lace on her hat, and light blue eyes peering up at June, the only thing on the woman that wasn’t purple was a large diamond brooch pinned to a purple scarf around her neck. She looked adorable, like a walking, talking violet.

“Of course,” June said. “I was just telling my friends Nate and Jack that we are so fortunate to have met your grandson recently.”

“Oh?” the woman said. “Where did you meet?”

“What is the name of that club?” June turned to Jack. “It was such a whirlwind; I’m finding it difficult to remember the name. But what a night. We certainly celebrated, didn’t we?”

“It was something to behold,” Jack said, his eyes planted firmly on June, a smile playing at the corner of his lips.

“I cannot believe the name has slipped right out of my head.” June placed her index finger on her chin and appeared to concentrate.

“The Starlight Club?” the woman asked.

June snapped her fingers. “That’s it. The Starlight Club.”

“But of course. My grandson must have recognized you as kindred spirits.”

“Your grandson?” Nate said in mock surprise, placing his hand on his heart “Why, Madame, it cannot be.”

The elderly woman tilted her head and frowned. “Mais oui, Monsieur, I speak nothing but the truth.”

“Pardon me if I’m overstepping, but you look far too young to be a grand-mère. Surely, you’re pulling my leg.” Nate shook out his leg and grinned. The elderly woman let out what could only be considered a giggle, and half-heartedly waved him away. Nate took her gloved hand, kissed it, and gave a little bow.

“Nate Sparks at your service, Madame. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Flora Picard,” the woman answered, sounding delighted. “Reginald will be thrilled to see you again.”

“I cannot wait to see his face,” Nate said. “I am looking forward to meeting his lovely bride.” His accompanying smile did not reach his eyes, and for a second June thought she saw a flash of anger. But just as quickly as it came, it vanished. “This is Jack Hayes and June Parker,” he said, gesturing to them. “Jack and I were pilots during the Great War and June was a nurse on the front lines.”

“Comme c’est merveilleux,” Flora said. How marvelous. A horn sounded from the boat and soon the crowd began to form a line.

Nate offered Flora his arm. “May I?”

The giggle returned. “Oui, Monsieur.” She took his arm and they proceeded onto the boarding plank. June’s idea had worked, they were actually getting onto the boat. They followed closely behind.

“How on earth did he come up with this idea?” June whispered to Jack.

“Beats me,” Jack said.

The captain June had noticed earlier now stood at the entrance, a bald and burly man with hanging jowls. He checked invitations from each person who boarded before ushering them through with a slight bow. When it was Flora and Nate’s turn, June could hear Flora telling the captain they were her guests. The captain looked a bit flummoxed as he waited for Nate to present an official invitation. Nate patted his pockets. “I had it right here,” he said. He looked back at June and Jack. “By any chance, do either of you have the invitation?”

June and Jack stared at him for a moment. How were they going to get around this one? “We do not,” Jack finally said.

“Reginald told you to keep our invitation safe,” June said. “What a pity.”

“You’re right, June,” Nate said, shaking his head. “This is all my fault. I am such a fool.”

“Mais non, you are far from a fool.” Flora blinked and looked up at him adoringly. “You are a kind and gentle man.” She stared down the captain. “They are with me,” she repeated. “Personally invited by Reginald. There is no need for a silly invitation, no?”

Hesitation gripped June. Although she was up for adventure, attention was already being called to them, and she didn’t want to overly involve someone as adorable as Flora Picard. “Perhaps we should go,” June whispered.

“Nonsense,” Flora said. “I will not hear of it.” For an elderly lady she had excellent hearing. Nate turned and gave June a stern look. He was determined to get on this boat. A prickle of apprehension ran up June’s spine. She was starting to think that Nate was spinning some kind of web. And adventure aside, she for one had no wish to be caught in it. But there was little she could do about it now, Flora seemed nearly as determined as Nate to have them aboard.

“What is your name, Captain?” Flora asked the burly man.

“Captain Guy Fontaine, at your service,” he said. “It is my pleasure to welcome you aboard, Madame Picard.” This time he gave a full bow.

“You know who I am, then?”

“Mais oui. The Matriarch of the Picard family and thus a very special guest.”

“Merci. And these are my guests, so I shall repeat myself. We need not bother with a silly invitation, n’est-ce pas?”

Captain Fontaine looked stricken as he glanced around. “I would love to accommodate you, but Madame Sylvia Picard was quite clear—”

“My daughter-in-law will understand,” Flora said. “The matter is settled.” She strode forward, and Nate followed with a sheepish grin. Jack grimaced, took June by the arm, and hurried after them before the captain could grab a hook and pull them back. As they made their way onto the main deck, June could feel the captain’s eyes boring into their backs. It gave her the shivers.

“Fancy,” Jack said, looking around.

“Indeed.” The decorations surrounding them left little doubt that no expense had been spared. Grand floral arrangements were displayed on tables clad in crisp white linens, bookended by elaborate crystal candleholders. A small stage was set up on the starboard side of the boat facing ribbon-covered chairs, hinting at entertainment to come. A brass railing leading down to the cabin and salons was polished to the hilt. In the seconds it took to take it all in, Nate Sparks had disappeared into the crowd.

“What did we just do?” June said. “I have to admit, I’m starting to have second thoughts.”

Jack scanned the crowd. “Nate has always been a bit of a wild card.”

“Is this really all about having an adventure?” June asked. “Or is there another reason Nate wanted on this boat?”

Jack shrugged. “I truly have no idea. But I intend to find out. That is, after a glass of champagne.” He looked to June for confirmation.

“Lead the way.”

They began to explore the boat, and June had to admit, it was thrilling to be here. The skies were dark, but string-lights glittered overhead, illuminating a pristine deck. It was a feast for the eyes, there was so much to take in. Lush palm trees in ornate pots adorned the sides of the boat, and elegant lounge chairs were set up at evenly spaced intervals. A spacious walkway wrapped around the circumference of the ship, lined with white wooden columns and decorative iron railings. And despite that distinct chill in the air, steam pipes and radiators were there to wrap everyone in a cocoon of warmth. A tuxedo-clad server paused in front of them, holding aloft a tray filled with glasses of champagne. Jack plucked off two and handed one to June.

“To this and more adventures ahead,” Jack said.

“I could not have put it better myself.”

They clinked glasses, the boat horn sounded once more, and the passengers cheered. Soon, they pulled away from the quay, the giant wheel churning through the river as the deep horn continued to bellow. People milling about the quay stopped to wave, their faces stamped with envy. A jazz band took to the stage, and soon lively music filtered through the air.

“Let’s find Nate,” Jack said.

But before they could take a single step forward, they were blocked by a chubby man held captive in a light blue suit straining against its buttons. A top hat resting on his head seemed at odds with his boyish face. With a flourish he produced a silver coin. “Welcome aboard,” he said. “My name is Henri Auclair, magician extraordinaire!” He leaned in, his breath in need of a mint. Or twelve. “But most people know me as the brother of the bride.”

“June Parker and Jack Hayes,” June said. “And most people know us as… friends of… new friends of the groom.”

Jack gave her the side-eye and smirked.

“Now observe closely,” Henri said, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper and twirling the coin between his fingers. “A simple coin, is it not?” It took June a moment to realize he was expecting an answer.

“It looks simple enough to me,” she said.

Henri nodded. “Ordinary in every way.” Like Flora Picard, his accent was French, but he spoke in English. It always amazed June how quickly locals could ascertain they were not native. “Concentrate on this coin, for I shall make it disappear in front of your very eyes!” His chubby fingers moved to palm the coin, but instead of vanishing, it tumbled from his grasp, landed on the polished deck with an audible clink, and spun like a top before rolling across the deck. Henri let out a cry and began to chase it, bumping into people left and right. Just when all hope seemed lost, the coin came to a halt in front of a short and bemused man grasping a cane and smoking a pipe. With great delight the man lifted the cane and stamped it down on the coin, torturing poor Henri, who by now was crouched at his feet.

“Mon papa,” he pleaded. “S’il vous plaît. Lift your cane.” But Arthur Auclair simply grinned down at his son, his eyes sparkling with glee as his cigar sent puffs of white smoke curling through the space between them.

“S’il vous plaît,” Henri said, gesturing to June and Jack. “They want to see it disappear!”

“Frankly, I would rather see us disappear,” Jack whispered to June as he grabbed her hand and pulled her away.

June felt bad abandoning the bumbling magician, but when she looked back Henri had retrieved his coin and was already making a beeline for another pair of victims. “Welcome aboard! My name is Henri Auclair, magician extraordinaire!”

“There he is.” Jack pointed to a far corner of the boat where Nate stood in front of a beautiful young woman. She wore a sparkling cream dress topped with glittery beads, and a matching headband from which long blonde hair flowed.

“Is that the bride-to-be?” June asked. “She’s gorgeous.”

“Elizabeth Auclair, I presume,” Jack said with a nod. As they drew near, it became clear that she and Nate were in the middle of a heated discussion.

June grabbed Jack’s arm. “Wait,” she said. “Does Nate know her?”

“It certainly looks that way.”

“This is my engagement party,” Elizabeth was saying. “You cannot be here.”

Nate’s face was a portrait in desperation. “If it’s a matter of money,” he said, his voice rising, “I can help.”

Elizabeth stilled as a fearful expression flittered across her pretty face. Did the Auclairs have money problems? But just as quickly she tilted her chin. “You cannot be here,” she repeated. “S’il vous plaît. What will they think if they see you?”

But Nate could not be dissuaded. “Elizabeth, please listen to me. You do not need to go through with this wedding.”

June gasped and Jack grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “I knew nothing about this,” he whispered to her. “I swear.”

“I believe you.” What on earth had Nate dragged them into? This went way beyond causing a little mischief.

“Is this man bothering you, darling?” A tall man in a cream suit the shade of Elizabeth’s dress strode onto the scene, his polished shoes clacking. His ginger hair was slicked flat against his head, drawing even more attention to his handlebar mustache.

“Reginald,” Elizabeth said, her face instantly turning red. “Everything is grand. Nate is an old friend.”

“Nate Sparks!” A middle-aged woman, in the most outlandish outfit June had ever seen, gathered up a heap of her magenta-and-orange checkered dress and barreled her way toward them. Her face looked severe, mainly due to her silver-blonde hair wrapped in a bun and tightly wound atop her head. It was completed by a magenta-and-orange band from which sprouted an enormous orange feather. “The audacity to show up here,” she sputtered, her plume shaking along with her head. “You of all people!”

Nate held up his hands and backed away slightly from the woman. “Madame Auclair, I can explain—”

“There is nothing to explain, young man. Not when you have broken the heart of my daughter!”

“We broke each other’s hearts,” Nate said, glancing at Elizabeth. “But I’m not here to rake over the past.”

“What is your reason, then, for barging into our celebration?” Reginald demanded. “This is most inappropriate,” he said to Elizabeth.

“She is not to blame,” Nate said.

“Enough.” Elizabeth chewed on her bottom lip, and a bead of sweat trickled down her cheek.

Madame Auclair stomped her orange heel and squared up with Nate. “I did not spend a whole year creating a wedding dress for my daughter just to have you swoop in and fill her head with ideas.” At the mention of the wedding dress, Elizabeth grimaced.

“Lillian, please,” Reginald said. “There are no ideas in Elizabeth’s head!”

Elizabeth shot him a look. “I would argue there are a few.” She turned to Lillian. “Maman. Permit us to handle this.”

“Arthur!” Lillian shouted, ignoring her daughter’s request. “Fais quelque chose!” Do something.

Arthur stepped into the fray, pounding toward them with his cane. “What is it you want me to do?” he replied, still puffing away on his cigar, despite it being whittled down to a stub. “Toss him into the Seine?” Arthur pulled back his cane, causing everyone to the left and right of him to duck, as he swung it in the direction of the river. He laughed as he clunked it back down, raking his eyes over the crowd with great satisfaction. “What do you say, good man? Feel like a swim?” He threw his head back and roared with laughter.

“Useless!” Lillian said, rolling her eyes.

At his wife’s utterance, Arthur seemed to sober up. He eyed Nate. “You are not welcome here, and the minute this boat docks I will throw you off myself.”

“I am not here to cause any trouble,” Nate said, holding up his hands. “I assure you.”

“I do not know about you,” June whispered to Jack, “but I for one do not feel the least bit assured.”

The sharp staccato of heels rang out across the deck, silencing the murmuring crowd. A ripple of movement spread as the guests parted, revealing a striking woman draped in an emerald silk dress. The material clung to her curves, shimmering under the golden glow of the overhead lights. A matching feathered headpiece arched above her long black hair, framing an exquisite face. As she twirled a strand of pearls around her finger, her green eyes sparkled. She looked like a cross between an empress and a showgirl. Even June recognized the singer Genevieve Delacroix, you could hardly walk a mile without seeing her poster.

“Reginald,” Elizabeth said, stepping toward her fiancé. “I see you invited Genevieve Delacroix.”

Genevieve tilted her head and studied Elizabeth. Elizabeth did not make eye contact with the showgirl.

Reginald’s gaze ping-ponged between the women. “I did not invite her, darling. But what a treat!”

“What. A. Treat.” Elizabeth clasped her hands near her heart as if she were thrilled. An impressive diamond bracelet dangled from Elizabeth’s wrist, glinting under the string lights. Elizabeth caught June staring at it. “A gift from my wonderful husband-to-be,” she said, directing her comments at Nate.

Nate’s jaw tightened and he shook his head. “You never cared about such things before.”

“And how would you know what she cares about?” Genevieve asked teasingly. Once more her fingers wrapped around her pearls. No doubt she just as easily wrapped men around those fingers.

“Will you please stay out of this?” Elizabeth said, fixing her gaze on Genevieve.

“Moi?” Genevieve said. “Is something the matter?”

“Darling,” Reginald said. “There’s no need to be rude. We’re extremely lucky Genevieve has agreed to sing for us this evening.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it. This was all your doing.” Elizabeth gave Reginald a look.

“Me?” Reginald said. He shook his head. “I am just as surprised as you are, although it’s a wonderful surprise.” Genevieve smiled and wiggled her fingers at him. Reginald stared at her cleavage. “A much better surprise than your ex showing up to cart you away!”

Elizabeth’s face flushed. “At least we agree on something. There have been way too many surprises already this evening.”

“Good things come when you least expect them,” Genevieve said, her lips parting in a grin.

Lillian inserted herself into the mix, folded her arms and squinted at her daughter. “I do hope you are appreciative. Ms. Delacroix turned down at least half a dozen invitations to perform for us this evening.”

“More like a dozen,” Genevieve said. “But who is counting?”

“We are honored to have you here,” Reginald said, his mustache twitching.

“Honored,” Elizabeth mumbled.

“Elizabeth,” Nate said. “Would you like to give me a tour of the boat?” His eyes silently pleaded with her.

“I would not,” Elizabeth said. She stared into the distance, and then suddenly waved at someone on the other side of the boat, although June did not see anyone waving back at her. “Excusez-moi,” Elizabeth said. “I must say hello.” She took off without another word. Lillian Auclair crossed her arms and stared after her daughter, Reginald Picard continued to gawk at Genevieve, and as for the starlet herself, a look of amusement played out on her face as she watched Elizabeth leave.

“I cannot believe I fell for Nate’s ploy,” June whispered to Jack. “Nor can I believe he came here to stop a wedding.” June must have spoken louder than she thought, for she soon received a reply.

“Not just any wedding,” Genevieve Delacroix said, sidling up to them and matching June’s whisper. “When old money meets new, it’s a killer combination.”
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[image: image]Reginald, my darling boy, your grand-mère lost her brooch again. Whatever will we do with her?” The comment came from another middle-aged woman who, dressed head-to-toe in a bright yellow dress covered in sequins, sauntered up to the group. Like the sun, it was hard to stare directly at her, and she brought with her a cloud of perfume. Her dark hair was cut in a fashionable bob and topped with a wide-brimmed hat that matched her dress. Diamond rings gleamed from multiple fingers on both hands. Before June knew what was happening, the woman’s gaze fixed on Jack and Nate, and suddenly June was being nudged out of the way so she could insert herself between them. She placed a hand on each of their arms and batted her eyelashes. “Ooh lá lá! What do we have here? Handsome stowaways?”

“Maman,” Reginald said, shaking his head in disapproval.

“Do not take that tone with me,” the woman said. “I am simply greeting these marvelous specimens.”

“You were saying?” Reginald said. “About Grand-mère?”

Reginald’s mother waved her hand with a roll of her eyes. “She is missing that diamond brooch of hers. Again.”

He turned an accusing glare on Nate and Jack. “How curious,” he said, eyeing the men. “Would either of you know anything about this thievery?”

“Thievery?” Nate fixed him with a glare. “Your mother said she lost it ‘again’.”

“Your point?” Reginald’s voice was that of a man looking for a fight.

“We have no knowledge of a missing brooch,” Jack said, in a calming voice. “It sounds as if she might have misplaced it.”

“Sylvia!” a man in a gray suit called out as he strode into the group. Soon he was at the side of the woman in the yellow dress. Jack and Nate took the opportunity to move out of her reach. She must be Sylvia Picard, June thought. Flora’s daughter-in-law. That explained the perfume. And thus, the man beside her must be her husband, Martin Picard. He was tall and slim with a white handlebar mustache but a shiny bald head. There was something comical about the contrast. He looked like a man on the verge of giving an important speech. A server approached and Sylvia swiped a glass of champagne. Just as quickly, Martin snatched it away. “That’s quite enough of that.”

“Did you hear that?” Sylvia cooed, searching the crowd until her eyes landed on Jack and Nate. “He worries that if I am tipsy, I will end up with the wrong husband.” She wiggled her fingers at Nate and Jack all the while, fluttering her eyelashes.

“If you are tipsy?” Martin said. “I think that ship has sailed right along with ours.” Undeterred, Sylvia once again positioned herself between Nate and Jack and resumed pawing at them. Martin played with the edge of his mustache. “This is not the behavior of a politician’s mother.”

“Maybe that is because I am not a politician’s mother.” Sylvia’s smile looked as slurred as her speech.

“It is only a matter of time, and you must start acting the part.” Martin lifted his chin and addressed the crowd. “My son has ambitions of a political nature.”

“Does he?” Sylvia slurred. “Or is it just you?”

Martin closed the gap between himself and his wife, his mustache twitching. He lowered his voice, but not enough to keep their conversation private. “He is going places, our son. He will be a deputy in the Chamber of Deputies before we know it. And then an undersecretary, and before we know it a minister! And dare I say one day… our son shall be President of the Republic!”

“Father,” Reginald said. “Let us not get too far ahead of ourselves.”

“Mon fils. That is precisely what we need to do. We need to see it before we can grab it.” He reached into the air with his hand and grabbed a fistful of nothing. He brought his fist in to his chest and pounded it for a moment. “You must believe.”

“I believe in grabbing so many things,” Sylvia said.

Martin shook his finger at his wife. “In the future I shall keep a close eye on your alcohol intake. Tu comprends?”

“Maybe these two could keep a close eye on me,” Sylvia said, one hand on Jack’s chest and the other on Nate’s.

“Maman!” Reginald said, his neck flushing red. “You are consorting with the enemy.”

“Know thine enemy,” Sylvia said, placing a finger on her lips. “I shall undertake that sacrifice and get as close to them as possible.” She patted their chests. “The enemy is strong, I might add.” She winked.

“We will discuss your decorum when you have sobered up,” Martin said. “We must behave as if Reginald is already a respected politician.” He removed his wife’s hands from Jack and Nate and yanked her away. June had only been around this group a short time and she was already exhausted.

“I don’t think we’ve made ourselves scarce enough,” June said. Nate and Jack nodded their agreement. The crowd was growing curious and beginning to close in on them. “Perhaps we should head for the lifeboats.”

“Captain Fontaine,” Arthur Auclair bellowed, as he tossed the nub of his cigar into the river. “You must turn this boat around and ditch our stowaways!”

Captain Fontaine was soon at their side, his eyes wide and his lips quivering. “Mais non. A steamboat cannot just turn around.” He embellished the proclamation by swirling his index finger in the air. “C’est impossible.” He eyed Nate before turning to Arthur and Lillian. “This… particular stowaway… he is one of your daughter’s previous… entanglements?” He threw a look at Elizabeth, who had returned to Reginald’s side.

“One of?” Elizabeth sputtered. “Exactly what are you trying to insinuate?”

“Yes, my good man, you had better watch that tongue.” Reginald wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her into him, as he shook his finger at the captain. “Speak no more of my bride-to-be and her many entanglements unless you wish to go down with this ship.”

“I do not have many entanglements,” Elizabeth said.

“I only meant to say that Madame Picard said these interlopers were her guests, but now it seems they are here under false pretenses,” Captain Fontaine explained, removing his hat and wiping his brow with a handkerchief before placing it back on his head. “Please forgive my tongue, sometimes it trips along on its own. I meant no offense, Mademoiselle.” He bowed to Elizabeth.

“Madame Picard said they were her guests?” Lillian Auclair asked. “And by this you mean Flora Picard?”

Captain Fontaine nodded.

En masse both sets of parents whirled around and fixed their gaze on Flora, who was standing a few meters away, running her hands over a crystal candleholder. She picked it up, and then sensing eyes on her, looked back at the group. “Quoi?”

“Grand-mère,” Reginald said. “Did you invite these… interlopers to my engagement party?”

Flora blinked, thunked the candleholder back down on the buffet, and squinted. “Je ne sais pas.” I don’t know. She edged closer, nervously patting the silk scarf around her neck. A look of confusion came over her face as she continued to pat the scarf, her movements growing more and more panicked. “Something is missing,” she said. “Quoi?”

Realization dawned on June. Mentally, Flora was not all there. If she had known this earlier, she wouldn’t have chosen her to help them get aboard.

“Your diamond brooch, Grand-mère, do you not remember?” Reginald whirled on Nate and Jack. “You came aboard to steal my grand-mère’s diamond brooch?”

“No!” Nate sputtered. “I came to—”

“I think it was clearly established that she misplaces things,” June interjected.

Reginald grew red in the face. “You just happen to glom on to my poor old Grand-mère, and we are supposed to believe it is a coincidence that suddenly her diamond brooch is missing?”

“Reginald,” Elizabeth said. “Uninvited as he may be, I assure you, Nate Sparks is no thief.”

June wasn’t about to mention the pilfering of her hat from this morning—that had been in jest. “Thank you, Elizabeth,” Nate said.

“I am not speaking to you,” Elizabeth said.

By now their audience of curious guests was glued to the unfolding drama.

“This is all a big misunderstanding,” June said. “We are so sorry—”

“Speak for yourself,” Nate interjected.

Did he not realize June was trying to help him? “I think Nate meant well and now regrets his decision to come aboard—”

“I certainly do not.”

“—but I promise you. Jack and I had no intention to cause any kind of disruption.”

“She speaks the truth,” Jack said, glaring at Nate. “A heads up would have been nice.”

“That is rich coming from you.” Nate crossed his arms and returned the glare.

Jack frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

“It wasn’t my idea to bring your friend June along, you sprung that on me at the last minute.”

“That’s because I thought we were going to have a normal night out. A celebration. You said we were celebrating.”

Nate gestured around the boat. “If this isn’t a celebration, what would you call it?”

“A shipwreck?” Genevieve suggested, followed by a throaty laugh.

Jack leaned toward Nate and lowered his voice. “This was never about a celebration, and you know it.” There was an edge to his voice. “We should have known it too.”

“There’s no point in giving out to me, it’s too late now,” Nate said. “Although you’re free to jump into the river and swim to shore.”

Jack shook his head. From the tension in his jaw, June could see he was really upset. “We’ll talk about this later.” Tempers were flaring in both men. No doubt they were both embarrassed by their predicaments, but their egos were pretending otherwise.

“I’ve blindly accompanied you on a number of foolhardy endeavors,” Nate said to Jack. “Is it really such a burden to return the favor?”

Jack fumed. “I said we can talk about this another time.”

Nate threw a look to June. “I could tell you stories about our Jack here that would curl the feather in your hat.”

“Now you’re just embarrassing yourself,” Jack said. “Stop.”

“That’s funny,” Nate said. “I don’t feel a bit embarrassed.”

Jack shook his head. “That figures.”

“Let’s all calm down.” June stepped in between them. “For the time being we are stuck here whether we like it or not. And arguing like schoolboys will hardly improve the situation.”

“If Jack wants to have a go at me, he can have a go at me,” Nate said. He opened his arms. “Here I am.”

“Nate,” Jack said. “You crossed a line.” He turned to June. “I could just strangle him.”

All eyes were glued to the men as they waited to see how far they were going to take this argument.

“Genevieve,” Captain Fontaine said, in a voice that was too cheerful for the matter at hand. “Maybe now is a good time to take to the stage.”

“Maintenant?” Now? Genevieve’s gaze traveled around the group. “I would argue there’s already plenty to entertain us.”

Captain Fontaine shrugged and dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief.

“I think it is a brilliant idea, chérie,” Lillian said, clapping her hands. “It would bring us great pleasure to hear you sing.” She turned to the crowd to gather support. “Oui?” People began to nod and murmur their consent.

Elizabeth’s mouth set in a manner that suggested she took no pleasure in Genevieve at all, but she did not speak up. “Very well,” Genevieve said. “But all of this,” she indicated the group in front of her, “is going to be a hard act to follow.” With that she turned and began swiveling her hips back toward the stage with Captain Fontaine on her heels.

“What are we going to do with these stowaways?” Lillian said. “Do you think the good captain would be willing to lock them down in the cabin for the duration of this cruise?”

Flora Picard was now amongst them, and she wedged herself between Jack and Nate. “They are not stowaways,” she said. “I remember now! They are my guests.”

“Your guests need to be locked away,” Lillian said.

“That will not be necessary,” June said. “As soon as the ship is docked, we will be well out of sight.” Lillian glared at June. “However,” June said, “until then we will make ourselves scarce. Will that do?”

“I would prefer it if you were out of sight altogether.” Lillian stuck her chin up. “But I suppose that will have to suffice.”

Yet, moments after June led them away, Nate broke free and tried once more to approach Elizabeth. This time Reginald was prepared. He cut in front of him, forcing Nate to peer around him to speak to her. “If you change your mind and want to hear what I have to say—come find me.”

“You will not say another word to my bride-to-be,” Reginald said, blocking her with his hand, in case she was contemplating running off with Nate. “If there were not so many eyes on us, believe me. I would not be so restrained.” From the tight set of his jaw and the flush of red up his neck, June believed him.

“My offer stands, Elizabeth,” Nate said. “Please. Think on it.”

“Your timing has always been terrible,” Elizabeth said quietly, shaking her head.

“Let’s have a little stroll, shall we?” June took Nate by the arm. Jack took the lead, and they followed behind him. Nate’s head swiveled back to Elizabeth several times, but soon they were far enough away that he was forced to give up.

“I am sorry,” he said under his breath to June. “I had to try. Can you imagine dear, sweet Elizabeth married to Reginald Picard?” He shook his head. “Pompous buffoon.”

“I understand you feel strongly about her,” June said. “But crashing her engagement party is quite the dramatic gesture.” Outrageously inappropriate, she thought, but also slightly romantic. June kept this to herself.

Nate’s shoulders slumped. “It wasn’t exactly how I planned it.” Sorrow crept into his voice.

“How did you plan it?” June was genuinely curious.

“I didn’t even expect to get on the boat, to be honest with you. I was simply hoping to catch Elizabeth before she boarded.”

“Why do you think Elizabeth needs to be rescued?”

“Because rumor has it, she is only marrying that man because her brother gambled away the family’s fortune.” He scanned the boat until he spied Henri Auclair. The “magician extraordinaire” was moving from server to server, filling a large plate with appetizers. “Elizabeth would do anything for her family. Mark my words, she does not want to marry Reginald Picard.” He spit the name out as if it was distasteful.

“Be that as it may,” June said gently, “I still think that’s for her to decide.” Jack was silent beside her, no doubt still trying to calm himself down.

“How can she decide if she doesn’t know there are options?” Nate said. “I simply wanted her to know there are other solutions.”

He had a point, although that still didn’t excuse barging into her engagement party. This evening had to be costing these families a fortune. “It can be hard to let go of someone we once loved,” June said. “But there is a right way and a wrong way to go about it.”
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