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Dedication

[image: ]




This one’s for Lyn, Sheena, and Dawn.

There’s nothing like a trip to Paris with a good friend.

Here’s to future adventures.
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Chapter 1
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“Attention, everyone! I’m moving to Paris. I have decided to become a writer.”

I nearly choked on my Satan’s Whiskers. Hale handed me a napkin with which I delicately dabbed at the drops across my décolletage. “I’m sorry, Aunt Butty, but could you repeat that?”

It was a chilly evening in late February 1935. If one listened closely enough, one could hear the patter of fat raindrops against the windowpanes over the murmuring of the guests. Aunt Butty—known semi-officially as Lady Lucas—had decided a little soiree was just the thing to cheer spirits overwhelmed by the gray of a London winter.

When Aunt Butty decides on a thing, one simply does not argue. And so my paramour, Hale Davis, and I donned our finery and presented ourselves on Aunt Butty’s doorstep at the appropriate hour. 

We were not the only party goers that dreary evening. My best friend, Charles “Chaz” Raynott was there, dressed scrumptiously in a new black tuxedo. My cousin by marriage, Bucktooth Binky, had been invited but begged off, however his cousin and my friend, Phil, was there, as was Aunt Butty’s dearest friend, Louise Pennyfather. There were, of course, numerous other people I’d never met. Aunt Butty collected friends like most women collect handkerchiefs and handbags.

Satan’s Whiskers was the cocktail of choice­—a delightful, citrusy blend of gin, Grand Marnier, and vermouth which was far more angelic than demonic­. There were platters of sausage rolls, deviled eggs, and devils on horseback (there was a theme emerging), which were prunes wrapped in bacon. An odd choice, but actually quite tasty. Even Hale had given them a try, though he wasn’t as delighted by them as I was. He told me the bacon wasn’t real bacon. Americans are an odd lot.

We were in the midst of enjoying our drinks and nibbles while a record spun soft music when Aunt Butty had hoisted herself onto an armchair—the pink ostrich feather pinned to her mauve turban tangling with the crystal chandelier—and made her announcement. You could have heard a pin drop.

“Marvelous, old thing!” Chaz­ finally managed. “Just swimming.”

Phil, who looked like she might burst into laughter at any moment, asked, “What are you going to write about, Lady Lucas?”

“Why, our adventures, of course,” Aunt Butty said, holding out her hand imperiously. Her Sikh butler, Mr. Singh, gallantly helped her from her perch. Unfortunately, her feather stayed behind in the crystals. She didn’t notice. “I was having a think, and I realized that Ophelia and I have lived through a great deal of excitement in recent years. It really should be recorded for posterity.”

By Ophelia, she meant yours truly. Ophelia, Lady Rample, widow of the late Lord Rample and niece of the formerly ostrich-feather-wearing writer-to-be. 

She wasn’t wrong about our recent shenanigans. The last two years had seen an inordinate number of dead bodies turn up on our doorstep, so to speak. Though why she’d want to write about it was anyone’s guess. Even though she enjoyed books, Aunt Butty had always been more of a doer. She loved being amongst people, sticking her nose in the thick of things, getting things done. I couldn’t imagine her shut in a room, hunched over a desk, scribbling wildly.

Well, maybe I could. 

A sentiment echoed by a white-haired gentleman wearing a red dinner jacket and a monocle. “Who’d read that rubbish?”

Aunt Butty gave him an imperious look. “Plenty of people. Mystery novels are quite popular. If that Christie woman can do it, so can I! After all, I’ve lived it.”

Hard to argue with that. Still, I was having a hard time wrapping my head around it. “But why Paris, Aunt? Why not here?” Surely, she could bang out a facsimile of our first investigation as easily here as in France. Although France is rather marvelous.

“Pish posh. Everyone knows all the best authors need inspiration. Oscar Wilde, Colette, that horrible Hemingway person. That’s why they go to Paris to write. Inspiration! It’s everywhere!” She gestured so dramatically, her turban slipped over one ear, and she was forced to right it before it went tumbling to the floor.

“It’s a great idea, Butty,” Hale chimed in. “Lot of musicians go there, too. And artists. Paris is the place to be for creatives.”

“You’re right, dear boy.” Aunt Butty beamed at him. “I knew you would understand.”

Hale was a jazz musician. That’s how we’d met. Chaz had taken me to a jazz club, and Hale had been tickling the ivories. There’d been a bit of murder business, of course, but that had cleared up. One thing led to another, and now we were an item. 

I was extremely wealthy, and Hale could have quit playing professionally if he wanted to, but he preferred to work. He still played the London nightclubs and made occasional trips abroad. He was very good, and I made a point to go see him play when I could.

“Well, good on you, Aunt B.” Chaz lifted his glass. “To Aunt Butty!”

The rest of the partygoers raised their glasses and cheered her on. Not that my aunt needed cheering. She got into enough trouble on her own. Particularly if Louise was involved. The two of them had nearly gotten themselves arrested in the South of France.

“Did you know about this?” I muttered to Louise.

“Not at all,” Louise said. She had a rather long face and angular body and was dressed in a gorgeous turquoise and gold Lanvin number that unfortunately did little for her coloring. “You know your aunt. She gets a bee in her bonnet, and nothing can stop her. I wish I could go, but alas, Mr. Pennyfather needs me here. Some ridiculous dinner or other with one of those whiny Lords from Parliament.” Louise’s husband did something for the government, but no one was clear as to what precisely that was.

As soon as I got Aunt Butty alone, I pulled her aside. “Are you sure about this Paris business?” She’d been to Paris often, but only for short visits. Never to live. The thought of her leaving London... well, I didn’t love the idea.

“Of course, dear girl. I’ve already let an apartment in the Montmartre. That’s where all the artistic people go. Like­ the Fitzgeralds and­—”

“Yes, so you’ve said. How long are you planning to stay?”

“Long enough to finish my novel, of course.”

“I thought you were writing a memoir of our adventures.”

“I’ve changed my mind. It’s to be a novel.”

Which could mean a year. Maybe more, knowing my aunt. Then again, she could decide to join the circus next month. Or tour Patagonia the month after. She could be a tad... flighty.

“I see you’ve thought this through,” I said, albeit a tad sarcastically.

“But of course. And don’t worry. There’s plenty of room if you want to come along.”

“No, thank you, but I wish you all the luck,” I said.

I loved Paris as much as the next person, but I didn’t fancy swanning off to live there anytime soon. I was happy right where I was. There hadn’t even been a dead body in months. For the first time in ages, I was looking forward to a quiet time at home relaxing with my man.

––––––––
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IT WAS LATE WHEN WE arrived back at my townhouse. My maid, Maddie, had already gone to bed, but she’d left a lamp glowing in the hall to welcome us home. 

“Did I mention you look particularly handsome this evening?” I said as we divested ourselves of our coats.

Hale flashed a gleaming smile. “Once or twice.” He stroked one elegant, dark finger down my cheek. His voice was a husky rumble that never failed to thrill me. “Never hurts to be reminded, though.”

The accusation that only women care about their looks is ridiculous nonsense. Men love to be flattered as much as we do. Hale was less susceptible than most, but he always enjoyed my appreciation. And appreciate I did. He was a remarkably handsome man with thick, dark lashes that made a woman weep with envy and lush lips that made kissing a delight. His white shirt was stark against rich, brown skin, and his black tuxedo showed off naturally broad shoulders that needed no padding.

It was true that upper class society frowned on such a relationship as ours—although mixed couples were not entirely uncommon—but society could go stuff itself. We were happy, and that was what was important.  

“I didn’t want to bring it up at your aunt’s shindig, but I have news,” he said, steering me into the sitting room where coals still glowed in the grate. He shrugged out of his tuxedo jacket and draped it across the back of a chair. “Have a seat, sweetheart. Cocktail?”

I eyed him suspiciously. “No, thank you. Not at the moment. What are you up to?” Yes, yes, I know. Me, turning down a cocktail? Unheard of, I know, but this sounded serious.

He sat next to me and braced his arm across the back of the sofa. “I’ve been offered a chance to play at the Club Montmartre.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said, then frowned, remembering Aunt Butty’s announcement. “Montmartre? That’s in Paris.”

“Yes, it is.”

“How long is the gig?”

“A month.”

My jaw dropped. This wasn’t the first time Hale had been on an extended tour in one city or another. He was a musician, after all. He went where there was work. Still, there was something suspicious about the timing. And the location.

My eyes narrowed. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with Aunt Butty’s trip, would it?”

He tugged at his ascot, loosening it a bit. “Perhaps.”

“Hale Davis, you better spill right this minute. How long have you known about this?”

He heaved a sigh. “Your aunt told me about it. A friend of hers runs the club. She got me the gig. Even said I could stay with her.”

“Is that so.” My tone may have been a tad testy. “And when did the two of you hatch this little plot?”

“Ah, last week.”

“And you’re only just now telling me about it?”

He looked nervous. Which was good. He should be nervous.

“I meant to tell you sooner, but I only just got the green light right before the party.”

“I see.” I got up and strode for the door.

“Where are you going?” He followed me out into the hall.

“I need biscuits. I know Maddie has some stashed away.”

“Not a cocktail? I could make you a highball.”

Even whiskey wasn’t strong enough for this. I stormed into the kitchen and started slamming cupboards until I found where Maddie had stashed the biscuits. One particular package looked promising. Penguin biscuits were a favorite of mine ever since Maddie had brought home the first package a year ago. Chocolate cream sandwiched between two chocolate biscuits and enrobed in more chocolate. Just what this crisis required.

I didn’t even offer Hale one of them, nor did I bother brewing a cup of tea to go with them. I simply downed the first biscuit in two bites, then followed it with another. 

After the fourth, I finally managed, “I’m peeved.”

“I see that.”

“You should have told me sooner.” I disliked the petulance in my tone. I am generally not a woman given to petulance.

“Yes, you are right,” Hale agreed. “And I’m sorry. I should have discussed this with you first.”

Well, that took the wind out of my sails. “Yes, you should have. Why didn’t you?”

“I honestly don’t know. I’m surprised you’re so upset. I’ve been on tours before. This is nothing different.”

“True,” I admitted. “But you usually give me a bit of warning.”

“I usually have a bit more warning myself. This was very last minute. You know how your aunt is when she gets something in her head.”

I nodded. “Fair point.” Then I had sudden inspiration. “Very well. I’m going too.”

He brightened. “To Paris? With me?”

“Yes. Aunt Butty said she has plenty of room, and why not? Nothing exciting going on in London these days.”

“Then it’s settled. We’re going to Paris.”

“Indeed.”

“Now, it’s late. Come to bed Ophelia.”

“Fine,” I agreed, collecting the package from the counter, “but I’m taking these with me.” 
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Chapter 2
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The house Aunt Butty had let was, in fact, in one of the poshest buildings in the Montmartre. No artisan’s garret for my aunt. Only the best of creature comforts could tease out her muse, apparently.

We had set out on a dreary morning, Maddie and I, taking the train to Dover before hopping aboard the ferry to Calais. Hale had left the week earlier with Aunt Butty and her entourage, but I’d needed to organize a few business matters before setting off myself.

The Channel crossing had been... rough. And that’s putting it mildly.

“You weren’t this bad on the trip to the States, milady,” Maddie said, patting my back ineffectually as I gripped the railing, cold sea spritzing my face as we heaved up and down violently.

“That was an ocean liner, Maddie. This is a ridiculous toy boat.”
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