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“What do you mean, you’ve been shot?”

“It was just a graze, nothing to worry about, Sugar. I swear.” Jack’s voice echoed and crackled down the line. “To be expected when you get tangled with the mafia.”

“The what?” It came out a little higher pitched than I intended. I cleared my throat and tried again. “The mafia?”

“Long story, darling. But I swear I’m fine. The bad guys are in jail, and I’m safe as houses. I’ll tell you more when you arrive.”

Arrive? “Arrive where? What’s going on, Jack?”

There was a scratch of heavy static disrupting Jack’s words. “—see you soon. Goodbye love.” And the line went dead.

I stared at the receiver for a long minute before slowly returning it to its cradle. What on earth was going on? Jack shot? The mafia involved somehow? And what was that about me arriving somewhere?

Jack Chambers was Mr. Woodward’s nephew and employee, and part of Jack’s job was to check in on my dog Tippy and me from time to time, although he’d become much more than a mere colleague. In fact, you could say the handsome Jack had become my beau.

With grim determination, I picked up the phone again and rang the offices of Mr. James Woodward. 

“Miss Martin, I have a job for you,” Mr. Woodward said without preamble. The telephone line made his voice tinny and muffled as if he were calling from China instead of a mere few hours away by train in London. 

Mr. Woodward was a lawyer and my boss and was occasionally called upon by British high society to investigate everything from missing jewelry to suspicious governesses. Every now and then, during such cases, he needed someone to go under cover on his behalf to “get the goods,” as they say in the movies. He was well-known among British high society, so he couldn’t do it himself. Neither could Jack–even though Jack worked for him, too. Jack was almost as well known in England as his uncle, so he tended to take on foreign investigations.

So it fell to me. 

Being American and an outsider, it was easy enough to make up any number of stories about why I was poking around a country manor or hobnobbing with the upper crust. I’d already solved several cases thanks to my insatiable curiosity and willingness to lie through my teeth. Not that I was totally comfortable lying through my teeth, but needs must, as the British say.

“Before we go into that, I want to know what’s happening with Jack.”

“What do you mean?”

“He just called me. He said he’d been shot! That the mafia was involved.”

“Ah, that.” Mr. Woodward sounded completely unphased. “Not to worry. Jack is safe, barely scratched. The mafia angle was hardly anything. A couple of low-level thugs easily dealt with. Everything is fine.”

It didn’t sound fine.

“Now about the job,” he continued. 

I sighed. “Go ahead.” I scratched the details in my trusty notepad with the fancy new pen my best friend Toni—Lady Antonia Netherfield­—had given me for my birthday recently. It was one of those new-fangled ballpoint pens which cost an absolute fortune, but I loved it since it didn’t need refilling. I found that fountain pens always ended up leaking all over the place, usually on me.

“A client of mine, Eloise Poncy, has a son who is getting married next month,” he said. “She is concerned that the bride isn’t being honest about her situation.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant. “Her situation?”

“Mrs. Poncy will explain it to you when you arrive.”

“Arrive?” I felt like a parrot.

“There is a house party in the Riviera followed by the wedding. You’re to be there.”

“The Riviera?” I breathed. “In France?” I’d never been to France. In fact, before coming to England, I’d never been much of anywhere. Travel was expensive, then there’d been the Second World War, which the British still referred to as “the War” as if there’d only been one.

“No, in Bolivia,” he said dryly. “Of course, France. Now where was I?”

“Wedding. House party.”

“Right. You’re to attend this house party, get close to the bride, and dig up the truth.”

“Truth about what?”

“About who she is. Why she’s marrying the Poncy boy. That sort of thing.”

“And how am I to do that?” I asked. “I can’t just show up at some random stranger’s home and demand entry.”

“Of course not. Lady Antonia is a guest and will get you in. She has all the details. You leave tomorrow. Take Tippy.”

I’d met Lady Antonia—Toni—during a previous undercover assignment, and we’d become fast friends. If he said she could get me in, then it was a done deal. “Yes, of course.”

“And Miss Martin, do be careful.” With that ominous warning, he hung up.

“Well, how do you like that?” I glanced down at Tippy who stared back with the air of a canine who doesn’t care one whit. Which he probably didn’t. As long as he was fed, watered, and walked at reasonable intervals, there was little else of interest to him.

Maybe if he’d heard Mr. Woodward’s warning, he’d have been more concerned. Why would I have to be careful at a wedding in France?

I shook off my unease as I headed into the bedroom to get changed. Tippy followed behind as if I might dig a side of beef from under the bed. 

Tippy had been my great-great-aunt Euphegenia’s pet corgi. I’d inherited him upon her death along with her quaint little cottage in Meres Reach, Devon, England. Well, technically I suppose Tippy owned the cottage. I just got to live there. To say we tolerated each other was putting it mildly. He clearly found me beneath him, and I still couldn’t quite figure out how I’d managed to end up being forced to live in England. That was another of my aunt’s requirements. I had to live with Tippy in England; I couldn’t take him home to Portland, Oregon. 

Aunt Euphegenia had also left enough money to take care of Tippy, but nothing for me to live on. Perhaps out of pity as much as necessity, Mr. Woodward—my aunt’s lawyer—had offered me a job as a sort of lady detective, helping him out with various cases. I’d found, somewhat to the surprise of both of us, that I was pretty good at it.

What was unusual about this particular assignment was that he would leave the details up to someone else. Someone else who wasn’t Jack. Jack was the only person he truly trusted with business affairs, so it was all a bit strange. Plus, I didn’t even realize Mr. Woodward and Toni knew each other all that well. Still, I figured I’d better get ready and head to Toni’s for the run down.

Toni lived in a manor called Endsmere at the top of a promontory overlooking the village of Meres Reach. She had a marvelous view of the sea and stunning gardens surrounding the house where she often threw parties during good weather.

I’d become friendly not only with Toni but also with her maid Penny. I knew the villagers found it odd to be friends with two women of completely disparate backgrounds, but like I said, I’m American, so I tend to do things that are generally frowned on by locals. Fortunately, they make allowances in my case.

“Did you hear about the girl in old Euphegenia’s cottage? She went into the pub unescorted.”

“Oh, well, she’s American.”

You see? Like that. It has its upsides sometimes.

I went straight to my aunt’s ancient oak wardrobe and pawed around for something to wear for an afternoon visit to a society lady such as Toni. Not that she’d care if I showed up in my pajamas. She’d probably think it was a hoot, but still, I wanted at least to try to be proper.

The cottage’s single bedroom was tiny, and the British apparently didn’t believe in closets. What little room wasn’t taken up by the double bed was crammed with a massive Victorian wardrobe that would have looked more at home in Toni’s manor house. Or turned sideways and used as a yacht.

I had several gorgeous gowns purchased for me by Mr. Woodward for my undercover jobs. However I tried not to wear those when I wasn’t working. I didn’t want to wear them out. So instead of one of the many designer duds, I chose a simple cotton fit and flare dress in navy blue with pretty white trim around the cuffs and collar. I had a sweet little hat to go with it and a handbag as well. 

After exchanging my simple housedress for the dressier outfit, I spruced up my hair, spritzed on a bit of scent, and swiped on some Victory Red lipstick. My mother had given me a lovely enamel flower brooch shaped like a cluster of flowers which I pinned to my dress. I gave myself a good onceover in the mirror. “Well, Tippy, it’s about as good as it’s going to get.”

Tippy snorted. It sounded derisive. 

“Keep that up, and I won’t take you to see Toni.”

His ears swiveled. Tippy adored Toni. He adored Penny even more. Probably because she hid treats for him in her apron pockets. 

Since it was still chilly out, being so early in the year, I threw on my new pale blue swing coat. Properly dressed and with Tippy on his leash, I set out for Endmere. I could have rung Old Tom—the closest thing Meres Reach had to a taxi service—but I didn’t fancy a jostling ride in his ancient pickup. Besides, it was a fairly nice day for England, and a walk would do both Tippy and I some good.

By the time I reached the top of Endmere’s drive, I was huffing and puffing and rethinking that idea. Tippy was very out of sorts, pink tongue lolling between his teeth, and made it clear he thought I was an idiot.

I finally made it to the door which swung open to reveal Johnson, Toni’s butler. He stared down at me unapprovingly. “Miss Martin, to what do we owe the pleasure?”

“I’m here to see Toni, of course.”

He winced at my familiar usage. “Her ladyship is not at home to visitors.”

I rolled my eyes. “Come on, Johnson, at least tell her I’m here.” I’d pull the Woodward card if I had to. Or simply sneak in through the kitchen. 

I was quite certain he was about to refuse me when Penny appeared behind him in the foyer, bright red curls escaping from beneath her cap. She let out a squeal of delight, and Tippy managed to tug himself free and scrabble across the marble floor toward her. She crouched down to coo at him then took his leash. “Her ladyship is in the sitting room, Sugar. I’ll take Himself to the kitchen for treats.” She waved and then trundled off, Tippy practically dancing along behind her.

I gave Johnson a triumphant smile, and he grimaced but stepped aside to let me enter. His game had been foiled, and he was not amused.

Toni was indeed in the sitting room, still in her pajamas and dressing gown, though she looked a thousand times better than I ever would after just climbing out of bed. She nursed a cup of tea and had her nose in a paperback book with a somewhat lurid cover. I squinted. It was a fairly new Barbara Cartland: No Heart Is Free. I hadn’t read it yet. Maybe Toni would let me borrow it when she was done.

As if sensing my presence, she glanced up. “Oh, Sugar, there you are! Mr. Woodward said you’d be here momentarily. Johnson, tea please. We’ll have it in here near the fire.”

“As you will, my lady.” He gave her a bow and me a look that said he’d like to bar me from the house as the troublemaker I was, then he turned and stiffly marched away.

“That man.” Toni shook her head. “He really needs to get that ruler out of his posterior.”

I almost swallowed my tongue. “He really doesn’t like me, does he.”

“Oh, it’s not you, darling. It’s simply that you’re foreign. Mr. Johnson is very suspicious of foreigners.” 

I guess my months of living in England didn’t count for much.

“Besides which, I don’t think he likes anyone much. Me included. Now, come sit.” She patted the cushion beside her.

“Mr. Woodward called you?” I asked, perching on the sofa. 

“Well I do know the lady in question.”

I had no idea what she was talking about. Did she mean Mrs. Poncy? Or the suspicious bride-to-be? “Perhaps you’d better start from the beginning.”

Just then, Johnson whisked back into the room wheeling a tea trolly. He’d been so quick, it must have already been ready and waiting. I salivated as he set out a steaming teapot on the gaming table next to the window, followed by cream and sugar, a plate of scones with pots of clotted cream and jam on the side, and another tray with a variety of small cakes and biscuits. 

Once he’d left, Toni and I took our seats and piled our plates with goodies. Toni poured, and we dove in. Elegantly, of course.

“So this party,” I said, slathering clotted cream on half of a scone studded liberally with sultanas. “What’s the deal?”

“Heavens, you sound so American sometimes.”

“I am American,” I reminded her dryly.

“I know, darling, but I forget.” Her laugh was hearty. “And it’s not a party, exactly. It’s a wedding.”

“With parties preceding and following,” I pointed out. Despite the hardships of the war, the upper crust still managed to keep up their parties.

“Of course. How else would one get married?”

I didn’t bother mentioning that most people couldn’t afford getting married abroad, never mind having multiple parties surrounding their nuptials. My cousin, Aline, got married on one of the military bases as her intended was serving during World War II and couldn’t return home to get married. Granted, it had been a few years since VE Day, but things hadn’t changed that much. There were still austerity measures in place. I had no idea how Toni’s cook managed to get all those sultanas.

“Why don’t we start with what my job is to be,” I suggested, taking a sip of Ceylon. It was a bit bitter for my tastes. I preferred coffee or–if tea was a must–Assam.

“Right, so here’s the skinny—isn’t that what the American detectives say? Frederick—Freddy—Poncy is marrying Eva Wynn.”

I had no idea who these people were and said as much.

“The Poncys are old money, darling. Very old money. Gentility, but no title. Problem is they lost most of their money during the war—and after, what with death duties and all that.”

I didn’t know much about death duties other than they were some form of estate tax and rich people frequently complained about them. “And Miss Wynn?” 

“Lots of money. Heaps of it if the rumors are true. And nothing like genteel, though she’s a rather lovely woman. Her mother married an American. He was in oil or something. Eva inherited the lot when they passed.”

“So what’s the problem?” Sounded like the Poncy’s had hit a goldmine to me.

“Freddy’s mother, Eloise Poncy. She’s convinced that there’s something hinky about Eva, and she wants you to dig it up.”
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