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“Ophelia! Stop the car!” Aunt Butty screeched.

I slammed on the brakes, gripping the wheel so hard my hands ached. My 1930 Mercedes 710 SSK Roadster skidded along the road, kicking up gravel and coming perilously close to the stone wall lining this part of the B-road, very nearly scratching the cobalt blue paint job. 

We were headed toward Ravensmere—a small village in the Lake District of England—and, up until this point, things had gone smoothly. Astonishingly so. I should have known better.

“What is it?” I managed to choke out around my heart, currently lodged in my throat—along with my lungs, liver, and—no doubt—spleen. “Did I hit something?” I hadn’t felt the tell-tale thump, but I’d been going at quite a clip. I’d been focused on getting to the cottage we’d rented for the month before the skies—already darkening—opened up and poured rain.

“Look!” Aunt Butty thrust her beringed finger dramatically toward a long, low whitewashed building, half hidden behind lush greenery. A small sign out front read: Bakery. 

“You nearly made me wreck my car over a bakery?” I tried to keep my voice calm, but I’m afraid it came out a bit more... snarly.

Aunt Butty beamed at me, the pink-dyed pheasant feathers in her wide-brimmed straw hat nearly putting my eye out every time she turned her head. Although brand new, the hat was about twenty or so years out of date, more fitting to the Edwardian era than the modern age. “But of course. What is more important in this life than delicious baked goods? Life’s too short, my dear niece. Eat the cake!” And with that, she heaved her plump frame out of the vehicle and scurried across the road as if the only thing of importance in the world was getting her hands on a piece of cake.

My name is Ophelia, Lady Rample—widow of the lovely but late Lord Rample—and you may soon be visiting me in His Majesty’s prison where I shall be locked away for parricide. 

With another snarl, I managed to heave myself out of the car as well and followed my aunt toward the bakery. It was a simple building with few windows and no frills which sat on the edge of a tiny village as if being shunned by the rest for being too plain, but the aroma emanating from within was enough to send a person straight into heaven’s arms. 

The scent of ginger and cinnamon mingled with vanilla and rich treacle curled under my nose and made my stomach rumble. Aunt Butty was right. The drive from London was a long one, and I could use some cake. My aunt may be safe after all.

A narrow path led from the road between thick bushes to the green-painted front door. A small portico kept the rain off in inclement weather, though it was still dry and on the warm side for so late in the year. I brushed what wrinkles I could out of my traveling suit (a simple light-weight blouse paired with a pair of wide-legged trousers), adjusted my cream Panama style hat with the blue and cream polka dot bow to match my blouse, removed my shell framed sunglasses, and strolled inside. 

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim interior. The space was small with pale butter-yellow walls and just enough space for two or three people to crowd in front of the long counter. Several shelves lined the wall behind the counter, decorated with doilies and crammed with cellophane-wrapped treats. The scent of baked goods was even stronger inside. Aunt Butty was already chatting with a young woman—barely more than a girl really—in a white ruffled apron, the name “Emily” stitched across the front in red. Beneath her name in smaller letters were the words Gardner’s Gingerbread Shop.

“We’re famous for our gingerbread,” the girl was saying. “You really ought to try it.” 

“I do love a good gingerbread,” Aunt Butty said, greedily eyeing the display of rectangular shaped tins stacked to one side of the counter. She all but rubbed her gloved hands together. 

The girl—Emily, presumably—leaned forward, her expression conspiratorial. “Never mind what anyone else tells you... we use the original Ravensmere recipe.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, joining Aunt Butty to inspect the tins. If the smell was anything to go by, we’d need several. Charles “Chaz” Raynott the Third, my very best friend in the world, was joining us at the cottage. He could easily put away two tins on his own. We won’t mention how many tins I could clear out.

Sadly, my paramour, Hale Davis, wouldn’t be joining us. He was on a jazz tour on the Continent until early winter when he would return to England for the Christmas season. If I could wrest a tin of gingerbread from Aunt Butty, I’d save him some.

“Well.” Emily patted her honey-blonde finger waves as if to make sure each hair was in place and pursed her raspberry painted lips. “The Dixons up the road claim their gingerbread is the original Ravensmere Gingerbread, but it’s not. Ours is. Mrs. Gardner’s own great-grandmother devised the recipe almost a century ago. Don’t let those Dixons fool you.”

“Oh, we won’t,” Aunt Butty assured her merrily, although I knew very well she didn’t care one whit about who created what when. “Now, how about three boxes to start? We can pop around later if we need more. We’re staying in the village. At a quaint little place called Ravens Cottage. Do you know it?”

The girl’s grin widened as she rang up our purchases. “I do. Quaint indeed, madam. You’ll love it there. And I’m sure I’ll see you again. I’m usually here, but if not, tell them Emily Prentiss sent you. That’s me. They’ll treat you right.” 

I exited the shop first and waited for my aunt beneath the overhang, sliding my sunglasses back on, although it wasn’t too terribly bright out. The storm clouds had grown even more ominous. It was definitely going to rain soon. Good thing I’d packed for all sorts of weather.

I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. A man was walking quickly away through the bushes, as if trying to stay out of sight. I didn’t get a good look at him—other than he wore a dark overcoat and a fedora with a hint of something blue and green, perhaps a scarf—but it was dashed odd he wasn’t walking along the road or taking a footpath like any decent person.

Then again, perhaps he lived nearby and was making his own shortcut. 

“You’ve got far too suspicious of a mind, Ophelia,” I muttered to myself. Then again, experience had given me a reason to be.

“There you are, Ophelia,” Aunt Butty said, exiting the shop, as if I hadn’t just been inside with her. “Carry these.” She thrust a stack of tins at me. “We should go to this Dixons’ Bakery and try their gingerbread, too.” Her eyes glittered with excitement at the thought of more baked goods.

“Tomorrow, Aunt Butty. For now, I think we should focus on getting to the cottage in one piece.”

She sniffed. “Spoil sport.” But she headed toward the car, clearly as ready to get on our way as I was.

As we crossed the road to the car, I glanced behind us, but the man had disappeared. I shook my head, deciding to put it out of my mind. We were here on holiday, and I shouldn’t dredge up mysteries where there were none. “Perhaps I am a spoil sport, but I’m the one with the gin in my boot.”

“Fair point,” she conceded. “Carry on. I could use a stiff drink. I wonder if gin pairs well with gingerbread.”
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