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      Murder in the Latin Quarter. Book 7 of the Maggie Newberry Mysteries. Copyright 2016 by Susan Kiernan-Lewis.   All rights reserved.

      

      Maggie’s much anticipated Paris holiday takes a dark turn when she ventures into the city’s famed Latin Quarter to visit Laurent’s ailing aunt—only to find a very healthy aunt and a very dead body.  

      Does the murder have something to do with Aunt Delphine? Was she the intended victim? With her new baby daughter in tow, Maggie struggles to find the answers. In the process she learns more about Laurent’s family—and stumbles across a terrible secret that would tempt anybody to commit murder.

      Can Maggie find the murderer without destroying the Dernier family name? And can she do it before the killer catches her in a dark, lonely alley in the Latin Quarter?
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      There’s something about the way the air smells in Paris, Maggie thought, taking in a deep breath. Not exactly lavender and fresh baked bread, but not far off either. She immediately started coughing until her eyes watered.

      “Quit breathing so deeply,” her best friend Grace said. “Paris is having a garbage strike, for God’s sake.”

      Maggie nodded and rearranged her six month old daughter in her arms. Little Mila Grace blinked her cornflower blue eyes at Maggie and gave her a toothless grin.

      “Mommy’s choking,” Maggie said as she laughed and coughed again. “If I croak, you can tell your papa I died happy.”

      “Laurent wouldn’t believe it,” Grace said as she wiped the ice cream from her five-year-old daughter’s face. They were sitting on a bench by the Seine. “He hates Paris, doesn’t he?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “It makes no sense.” Grace wrinkled her nose. She was a stately blonde with a flawless complexion and perfect bow-shaped lips—a beauty in any language. “He was born here.”

      “That’s part of the problem,” Maggie said. “You know Laurent. He’s got so many secrets, God knows what horrors he’s hiding about his life here when he was a kid.”

      “He really doesn’t talk to you about his childhood?”

      “Not a syllable. Really reinforces the whole mystery guy thing, let me tell you.”

      “Well, I’m glad you and the baby came up for the week,” Grace said. “I can’t wait for you to meet André.”

      Maggie was glad to see Grace embracing her new life. After two long years of indecision and heartbreak over the dissolution of her marriage, it was time to move on.

      The spring was cooler than usual although every bit as wet. From where she sat with her back to the Seine, Maggie could see the line of immaculate upper class apartments in front of her like a carefully crafted barrier of style and heritage.

      She had been only too happy to escape her country life in Provence for Paris—even if just for a week. A two and a half year old toddler and a six month old baby kept her busy all of the time back in St-Buvard. She smiled at how she’d accused Laurent of getting her pregnant just so she’d stop complaining about having nothing to do. God knows, between the grape harvest and her two little ones she couldn’t remember a time when she had nothing to do. She’d jumped at the chance for a week in Paris with Grace—and her built-in childcare. Except for missing Jemmy, Maggie was very much enjoying the break.

      “Dinner Thursday?” Grace said.

      “Don’t we pretty much have dinner every day?”

      “Silly. I mean with André.”

      Maggie gazed down at the baby in her arms. Before she could respond, Grace said:

      “No, Maggie. Just us. Darling Mila will be happy as two clams in a daiquiri with Beatrice and Zouzou.”

      “You just made that up about the clams and the daiquiri.”

      “I did.”

      “Well, it sounds disgusting. But I guess I can untether for the duration of a single meal.” She looked at Mila. “Is that okay with you, puppy? If Mommy goes off with the grown ups?”

      “Careful, darling,” Grace said. “I don’t have a cast iron stomach. Come on, let’s get these two lambs back to the apartment. I feel a nap calling.”

      Maggie laughed and then dug out her vibrating cellphone.

      “What time is it?” she asked. The screen showed a picture of her mother. With the time difference in Atlanta, Maggie always felt a tremor of fear if her folks called at an abnormally late hour.

      “Two o’clock here,” Grace said, “so nine in the morning in the US. Aren’t you going to answer it?”

      Maggie shook her head. “I’ll call her back later.”

      Grace stood up and began scouting the sidewalk for a trash receptacle. “Something going on back home?” she asked.

      “My mom wants me to bring the kids to Atlanta for the summer.”

      “Oh?” Grace waited for Maggie to climb to her feet and resettle Mila in her carrying sling. “Didn’t they come over when Mila was born?”

      “They did, yes.”

      “Does Laurent not want you to go?”

      “That’s just it. He says it’ll be good for me to get away.”

      “Well, he’s not wrong there, darling. You know how the provinces wear on you. I can’t believe you’re hesitating. When was the last time you were stateside?”

      “Right after Jemmy was born. Almost three years now.”

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “I have a bad feeling about leaving.”

      “Oh, please. You mean like you’re worried about the airplane falling out of the sky?”

      Maggie took a long breath. “No, I’m afraid I won’t want to come back.”
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        * * *

      

      The housekeeper stood in the doorway of the kitchen and watched the old woman sitting in the living room. Was Madame breathing heavier than usual? Amelie felt a thin sheen of perspiration coat both her palms and she quickly wiped them against her apron. She could see Madame’s eyes were closed even from here.

      “Madame Normand?” Amelie said in a calm voice. “Are you all right?”

      No answer.

      A thrill of excitement needled between Amelie’s shoulder blades.

      “Madame?”

      Amelie took two steps into the room. The thick carpeting underfoot eliminated any sound her heavy brogues made. The teacup was on the table with most of its contents drunk.

      Amelie leaned across the old woman and carefully picked up the cup and saucer, her eyes never leaving Madame’s face. Not a hint of a sound came from the old woman. Not a snore, not a purr.

      Amelie crept back out of the room and down the hall to the kitchen. She noticed her hands trembled as she placed the cup and saucer in the sink and began to run water over them. As her hands worked to suds and rinse the china, she looked out the window over the sink. She could just see the spires of Notre-Dame from here but she felt the menace of its gargoyles as if they were perched on the apartment window ledge.

      She knew this wasn’t the same apartment. Of course not. Madame hadn’t been wealthy then.

      She dried the cup and saucer and carefully replaced it in the cabinet with the others. Then she took the vial from her apron pocket and poured its contents down the drain.

      How soon before she could safely call for the ambulance? It would look bad to wait too long.
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      The minute Maggie and Grace opened the door, Grace’s nanny Beatrice met them with arms held open to hug Zouzou and take the baby. A pretty girl in her mid-twenties, Beatrice had come to Paris from Le Havre on the western coast of France determined to be a professional au pair. Her fascination and love for little children beamed out of her.

      “Bonjour mes p’tits choux! Ça va?” she gushed as she alternately kissed Mila and Zouzou’s head. “Did Maman buy you ice cream?”

      “Mais oui!” Zouzou said as she slipped her hand into Beatrice’s. “And she said you’d read to us.”

      “But of course,” Beatrice said with a laugh. She winked at Grace and Maggie and turned to disappear into the bedroom with the two children.

      “Wow,” Maggie said. “She really loves kids.”

      Maggie tried to remember her life before two children under the age of three dominated it. Did she really used to put her feet up and read a book? Or go to the bathroom or get dressed without an audience?

      “Yes, and thank God for it,” Grace said as she draped her raincoat on an armchair in the living room. “Drinkie, darling?”

      “It’s not even three o’clock.”

      Grace moved to the drinks cart by the fireplace. Her Left Bank apartment had been renovated in the late seventies preserving all the authentic and original details of a classic Parisian apartment, including carved moldings, curved doors, two working fireplaces, a series of gilt-framed mirrors, yards of glossy herringbone parquet throughout and—most amazing of all—built-in closets.

      Grace’s was the only apartment on her floor and with ongoing renovations being performed on the bottom two floors, she had the luxury of having the whole building to herself. While she was only renting, Grace was starting to talk more and more about making the owner an offer.

      “So that’s a no?” Grace said as she poured herself a whiskey and returned to the living room where she sat and kicked off her shoes.

      Maggie had only been in Paris a day and already she knew something was off with Grace—and it wasn’t just that she was in love.

      “Heard from Windsor lately?” Maggie asked.

      Grace made a face and took a long swallow of her drink.

      “Turns out he doesn’t know how to spell the word amicable,” she said sourly.

      “Really? Over what? Alimony?” Maggie knew Windsor well. He was generous to a fault and until his marriage had come crashing down on his head, devoted to Grace.

      “Child custody if you can believe it,” Grace said. She wore an original Valentino dress in deep green, its lines simple and streamlined on her slim body.

      “Don’t you have shared custody of Taylor and Zouzou?”

      “Yes, but now he wants full custody. Bastard.”

      Maggie frowned. “That doesn’t sound like Windsor.”

      “You don’t know him as well as you think you do. It sounds exactly like him. And all because I suggested splitting Z and Taylor with him.”

      “What does that mean? Splitting them?”

      “Well, I don’t have Taylor, do I? She’s in Indianapolis with her father and happy to stay there.”

      “So you asked for full custody of Zouzou and you offered to give up custody of Taylor?”

      “And he’s responded by trying to take Zouzou away from me!”

      Maggie’s head swam.

      “I don’t know, Grace. It might have sounded like you were trying to…abandon Taylor,” she said carefully.

      “That’s absurd. Although, honestly, she refuses to come over here.”

      “She’s only nine, Grace. Can’t you go see her?”

      “How can I, darling? You know how busy I am trying to get the business off the ground!”

      Grace’s online children’s boutique had shown signs of promise at one point early on but Grace hadn’t seemed too interested in it lately.

      Not since she’d met André.

      “Well, it’s an online business,” Maggie said reasonably. “Surely you can take your laptop and visit Taylor in the States this summer?”

      “You sound like Windsor,” Grace said, finishing off her drink. “My vendors are all in Paris and require face-to-face interaction. You know how business is done over here. I can’t leave.”

      “And so Windsor wants full custody of both Taylor and Zouzou?”

      “Can you imagine? He’s hinting I’m not fit.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Maggie said, leaning forward in agitation. “You’re a wonderful mother!”

      “Thank you, darling. Can we please talk about something else? How about we go out tomorrow morning and get you something to wear to dinner on Tuesday that’s a little less provincial?”

      

      That night after dinner, Maggie took Mila into the bedroom to Skype Laurent and little Jemmy. She had been looking forward to it all day. She was rarely separated from Jemmy and she missed him keenly.

      “Maman!” he squealed as soon as the Skype screen opened up.

      “Hello, sweetie. How is my big boy?”

      “We are fine,” Laurent said from behind Jemmy. The little boy squirmed on his father’s lap, distracted. He didn’t speak much yet but he was a lively, bright-eyed child who didn’t miss a thing.

      Laurent frowned. “Mila is sunburned, no?”

      Maggie shifted the baby in her arms. “She is not sunburned, no,” she said. “She got lots of fresh air today and a little bit of sun. You’re one to talk, Laurent. I’ll bet you rode the tractor today with Jemmy on your lap, didn’t you?”

      Laurent shrugged but a smile tugged at his lips as if in memory of the day. “Peut-être,” he said.

      “Exactly. We sat near the Café de Flore this morning. Didn’t you used to live near there as a kid?”

      “Non.”

      “Come on, Laurent. You can tell me your neighborhood, can’t you? I want to take a selfie with me and Mila in front of it.”

      “Don’t be ridicule.”

      “What’s ridiculous about wanting to see where you used to live?”

      “There is nobody there now.”

      “That’s not the point. Why do you think we have museums and statues and stuff? Because it’s cool to go back to places and remember what happened there.”

      “I have no wish to remember.”

      “I can’t believe Paris is your hometown and you never want to come here. Do you know how cool it is to be from Paris?”

      “Tomorrow, put a hat on the baby, si?” Laurent said. “She is fair like you.” He tossed Jemmy’s hair. “Now, Monsieur Jemmy is like his papa, non? We were made for the Foreign Legion.”

      “He’s not even three years old, Laurent,” Maggie said. “He needs a hat too. In fact, it wouldn’t hurt you to wear one.” Mila squirmed and let out a fretful whimper.

      “Ma petite is ready for bed,” Laurent said. “We will let you go. Goodnight, chérie,” he said, smiling fondly at them both.

      “Night, Laurent. Sleep well, darling Jemmy,” Maggie said. “Last separation until he’s college age, okay? Hurts too much.”

      “Je t’aime, Maggie.” He kissed his fingers and smiled.

      “Love you too, Laurent,” she said returning his smile.

      There was a tap at the door and Beatrice stuck her head in.

      “I have just put Zouzou to bed,” she said. “Shall I take Mila too?”

      “No,” Maggie said. “I’ll do it. Can you tell Grace to wait on me for that nightcap? Shouldn’t take too long.”
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        * * *

      

      Michelle Normand sat at the café and drummed her fingers against the tabletop. The rain was coming down in a relentless deluge or she wouldn’t be sitting here. She glanced at the interior of the café but the waiter was still engaged. As soon as he saw her he’d know she wasn’t waiting to order. She hated that he’d know without even asking her, without even stepping out of the restaurant. And his face would tell her what his words didn’t need to.

      She wasn’t welcome. She wouldn’t be served even if she had money.

      Michelle looked at the grey sheet of water pounding the cobblestones in front of her.

      Was getting drenched better? Better than some stranger’s disgust and revulsion?

      She forced herself not to look in his direction again. She could see he was standing in the doorway now, watching her, waiting for her to look up so he could give her the sneer he’d prepared for her.

      She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

      Let him come out here to throw me out.

      She waited, the sounds of the rain drubbing in her brain and the shadow of the waiter’s figure stark in her peripheral vision. And then he vanished, clearly not to be bothered with her.

      It was days like this, moments like these, she thought, that her stepmother would pay for the most.

      Because in the end it was not so much about the money…

      But the sheer humiliation of it.

      And that was a debt Delphine would pay for in blood.
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      The next morning Maggie was up before Grace. They’d talked long into the night and shared a bottle of wine although Maggie noticed that Grace drank most of it. While Grace seemed happy and effervescent all evening, something still didn’t feel right with her. Was it the problems Grace was having with Windsor? Would he really try to get full custody of both children?

      Maggie knew Laurent talked to Windsor now and then. Perhaps he knew more about what was going on. She made a mental note to ask him.

      Beatrice walked into the room with a sleepy Zouzou in her arms.

      “This little one has a runny nose,” Beatrice said. “I think it best to keep her home today.”

      “Oh, I hope she’s not sick,” Maggie said. She instantly put her hand on Mila’s forehead but the baby was cool, her face placid.

      As Beatrice settled Zouzou in her chair at the kitchen table and turned to make her breakfast, Maggie’s phone began to vibrate. Unless it was her mother again—unlikely at this hour—it could only be Laurent. She hadn’t expected him to call so soon after last night. Her stomach clenched in anxiety.

      “Hey,” she said, answering. “What’s wrong? Is Jemmy okay?”

      “He is fine,” Laurent said. “I need you to run a quick errand for me.”

      “An errand?” Maggie relaxed and spooned some stewed apples into Mila’s open bow of a mouth.

      “Oui. I have a phone call from a doctor not far from Grace’s apartment. My great aunt is sick. Go check on her, yes? Five minutes, no more. Just to see she is well.”

      Maggie was speechless. Laurent had a great aunt? He’d never mentioned having any family. Except for his lowlife brother Gerard whom he hadn’t heard from in five years, Maggie assumed there was none.

      “Are you serious?” she said, the spoon poised in midair toward the baby’s mouth.

      “Not to make a big deal of this, chérie,” Laurent said gruffly. “I don’t have time to come up and do it myself.”

      “You never told me you had an aunt still alive,” she said, putting the spoon down on the table.

      “Her name is Delphine Normand. She lives at 16 rue du Bac in the Latin Quarter,” he said. “Call me once you have seen her.”

      “Sure. No problem,” Maggie said. “I’ll go this morning.”

      “Bon. And chérie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Just five minutes, oui?”

      “Of course, Laurent. Trust me.”

      She heard him exhale a long sigh before signing off.

      “Who was that?” Grace said as she came into the kitchen, her eyes were bleary and her hair uncharacteristically unkempt.

      “You’re not going to believe this,” Maggie said “I’m about to meet someone who can confirm to me that Laurent had an actual childhood and wasn’t hatched.” She picked up the spoon and aimed it at the Mila’s mouth. “Oh, we are going to have such fun today, aren’t we, baby girl?”
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        * * *

      

      “This is a very ritzy neighborhood, darling,” Grace said as she and Maggie stood on the rue du Bac where it intersected rue de Lille. “Did you know Laurent came from money?”

      Maggie jostled an unusually restless Mila in her sling as she peered up at the apartment building.

      “He doesn’t come from money,” Maggie said. “His aunt must be rich through a marriage or something.”

      “I’d say Great Aunt Delphine isn’t just well off—she’s seriously loaded.”

      “So strange,” Maggie murmured. “Laurent was on her next of kin contact list. The hospital called him late last night when she was ill. So she knows he’s alive. And vice versa.”

      “Our Laurent is nothing if not a conundrum,” Grace said, stopping to light a cigarette in the bright Paris morning.

      “Well, not this time,” Maggie said. “I’m squeezing the old dame for all her secrets. Laurent will be an open book by the time I’m finished with her.”

      “Remind me not to get old and feeble when you want something.”

      “You just can’t appreciate how long I’ve wanted to know Laurent’s story.”

      “Something tells me, darling, even after one of your famous interrogation sessions, that Laurent’s secrets will still be intact.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll see about that. See you back at mi-casa-su-casa?”

      “Let’s try to master French before we branch out, why don’t we?” Grace said, smiling and giving Maggie a small wave before leaving her on the sidewalk in front of the apartment building.

      Grace was right. It was a really nice block. And that was saying something for Paris, where all the wealthy residential blocks were gorgeous. This one, of course, was slightly different since it was in the Latin Quarter. Maybe the area didn’t have its reputation for being bohemian back whenever this building was built? Maggie crossed the street and immediately saw the builder’s plaque on the corner of the building. 1865.

      Seriously cool before its time.

      With its angled mansard roof, garret rooms, and dormer windows, the building was classic Haussmann—like any idealized version of Paris rooftops from Madeleine to Rattatouie. The building was fronted with the local cream-colored Lutetian limestone that gave the whole street a light, elegant presentation which continued on to the next building and the next, each with balconies and cornices perfectly aligned.

      Maggie glanced at the GPS map on her cellphone. This was definitely the place. Not fifteen minutes from Notre Dame and five from the Université Paris-Sorbonne. Maggie felt a squeeze of sadness at the thought. Her sister Elise had attended the École des Beaux-Arts ten years ago.

      A massive pair of towering walnut double doors were tucked into an ornate shelf of cut stone in the building she now faced off rue du Bac. Maggie looked to see if there was a directory to show the names of who lived inside but wasn’t surprised not to find one. She gave Mila a quick kiss on the head and pushed open the doors to reveal a large green courtyard within. The windows and balconies of the apartments that looked down onto the little garden were full of the usual geraniums and climbing roses and while the building looked understated and sedate on the outside, inside it was clear that the wealthy of the Left Bank lived here.

      Maggie followed the brick walkway through the courtyard to another set of doors, wondering how a ninety-two year old woman easily came and went across the bumpy brick walkway. Maybe she didn’t have trouble walking? Most people Maggie knew back in the States were on walkers by the time they hit eighty but perhaps a lifetime of perambulating Paris had kept Aunt Delphine limber and sure footed.

      Laurent said his aunt had become ill yesterday and her housekeeper had called an ambulance for her. He didn’t believe it was a particularly close call—but at Delphine’s age anything out of the ordinary was cause for alarm. She had a home health nurse but it had been the woman’s night off. By the time the hospital had presumptively called Delphine’s next of kin a friend of the family had come to drive her back to her apartment.

      Even so. The call had been made and Laurent clearly felt he needed to respond in some way.

      Was there bad blood between them? Maggie wondered. Knowing Laurent, it was a pretty safe bet that Aunt Delphine didn’t even know Maggie existed—let alone her little great-grand nephew and niece. Perhaps this was a good opportunity to heal any family rifts? Laurent was a family man now. It was way past time to embrace the concept of family.

      And that included his own.
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      The soldiers and their dogs swarmed the baggage claim for the Amsterdam carrier. Noel Lorraine carried his leather valise across the hectic setting and headed toward the taxi stands outside Charles DeGaulle Airport. He didn’t really have time for this trip but his last conversation with his aunt had worried him. She’d sounded weaker than ever. Something in her voice had convinced him she was declining. In many ways it was what he’d been waiting for. He couldn’t ignore it now.

      Not with so much at stake. Could there be more at stake than one’s own identity?

      He waited in the taxi queue and scanned the skies over Paris.

      Welcome to springtime in Paris, he thought dismally. Grey clouds ready to burst with rain any moment. He walked to the next taxi in line and climbed in. He was proud of his agility at his age. Seventy-one and still limber enough to carry his own luggage. Some of his friends were hobbling along on walkers at this age or at least used canes. But Noel had taken good care of himself. Always plenty of exercise and he watched his diet.

      And of course thanks to the loving Fouquet sisters, money had never been an issue.

      “Ou vas tu?” the taxi driver asked.

      “Le Quartier latin,” Noel said, leaning back into the seat.

      This time he wouldn’t take no for an answer. She wouldn’t turn him away again. Not when time was running out for both of them. What did she possibly have to lose at this point?

      He gripped the handle of his valise, his face falling into tight, tense lines.

      She’s dying anyway. This time, no matter what it takes.

      Delphine will tell me the truth if I have to throttle it out of her.
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      Grace settled into the leather couch of the corner brasserie. Even though it was not yet noon, she ordered a martini. Her hand rested on her cellphone. She’d just disconnected from André. He was late but hurrying toward her even now, striding down the rue Dante. She smiled at the image of him in her mind. His hair dark and wavy around his chiseled perfect cheekbones and eyes as blue as sapphires. She felt a delightful flutter in her stomach and her fingers tightened around the phone as if it was the closest connection she had to him.

      Was there anything more exquisite than anticipation? She looked at the door to the restaurant. He would appear framed in that door at any moment. She would watch him scan the room with expectation—looking for her, hungering for her. She wouldn’t move a muscle; no wave or eyebrow rise would indicate where she was.

      Let him find me as a wolf finds its mate. Let him sense me and be drawn to me.

      Her drink came and she downed it in one long swallow.

      Her skin tingled as she resumed her focus on the door. Was it the alcohol or the anticipation? The sensual tingling, the anticipation…

      Her phone rang and she snatched her hand away as if it burned her.

      Her heart seemed to hiccup in her chest.

      No. He wasn’t calling to cancel. She had just talked to him.

      The screen on her phone showed a smiling photo of her ex-husband Windsor.

      She let out a snort of impatience. Need to make this quick. André will be here any moment.

      “Yes, Windsor,” she said coolly into the phone. “Now what is it?”

      “I was hoping we could do this the friendly way.” Windsor’s voice was soft and so familiar. For a minute, Grace couldn’t believe that this voice she knew so well was connected to the monster who was trying to ruin her life.

      “What do you want, Windsor? I’m in a meeting.”

      “You haven’t responded to anything my lawyer has sent to you—”

      “Nor will I.”

      “I don’t know why you need to make this as bad as it can be!”

      “Why are you calling?” she said, her eyes going to the door but now fearfully. She didn’t want Windsor to ruin this moment for her. Damn him. He ruined everything.

      “I’m giving you a heads up, Grace. Come home with Zouzou or lose her for good. I am not kidding you. You need to quit ignoring—”

      Grace disconnected the phone and set it down on the table. She had to. André had just walked through the door and he was looking for her. He didn’t see her yet. Maybe she was sitting too far back? She shifted in her seat thinking the movement would catch his eye but he turned and stepped deeper into the restaurant just when she moved.

      With a small soundless moan of frustration she saw the waiter watching her. She nodded for him to bring her another drink.
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        * * *

      

      The foyer beyond the second set of doors was dimly lit, with only one small vertical window allowing a muted glow of light from the outside. It had looked like rain all morning and the light was murky at best. Maggie could see the floor was a pale yellow marble and again she couldn’t help but wonder how an elderly woman walked across it without falling. Glancing at a brass mailbox on the wall, she noted the name Madame Normand was in apartment nine.

      The stairs—also marble—curved around and disappeared upward in a steep spiral. The elevator was small. Its protective grill looked like it hadn’t been replaced since the last world war.

      What is with the French? Maggie thought with annoyance as she stepped into the elevator. She pulled the wrought iron grill back with a screech, waking Mila and causing her to begin crying. You live in a multi-million dollar Haussmann era building smack in the heart of the Latin Quarter and you can’t afford to put in a new elevator? Is the plan to wait until you plunge to your death in the old one first?

      Maggie knew the vast majority of Paris elevators located in nineteenth century buildings were retrofitted to the available space, which meant the elevator was often crammed into the shaft in the middle of spiral staircases leading to the upper floors. Depending on the size of the staircase, this often meant extremely small elevators were only able to comfortably accommodate one person at a time.

      And that person not the normal sized American.

      After a lifetime in Atlanta of everything brand new and virtually never-failing, it made Maggie nervous to trust her life—and the life of her baby—to a Frenchman’s often relaxed work ethic.

      Laurent said she was prejudiced because she assumed only Americans could build an elevator that worked every time. But Maggie knew you didn’t have to live in France very long to know that many French workmen preferred to drink their lunch and show up at their job site every other day.

      She jabbed the elevator buttons and sent a prayer upward, hoping that would cover her for her less than generous thoughts about French workmen and their work habits.

      The elevator lurched to a stop on the fifth floor and Maggie quickly disembarked. Mila still hadn’t calmed down—not that Maggie could blame her—but she was hoping that her first contact with Laurent’s only living relative wouldn’t be to the accompaniment of a screaming baby. Even Maggie knew that was off to a bad start.

      The hallway that led to Delphine’s apartment was as dimly lit as the foyer. The carpet was worn and thin. The pattern in it was still discernible, however, and went beautifully with the towering ten foot walls in the hall. It was quiet too. Enough so that little Mila’s whimpers sounded particularly loud to Maggie.

      “Shush, Mila!” she whispered. “We’re going to meet your Auntie Delphine. Let’s have a sweet smile when we meet her, okay?”

      Mila blinked at Maggie as if listening. She stopped crying.

      Aunt Delphine’s door—number nine—was at the end of the hall. They must be large apartments, Maggie thought. There was only one other door in the hallway. The stairs curved upward to more apartments on the higher floors.

      She squinted down the hall and in the gloom saw something dark lumped on the floor at the foot of the stairs opposite the door to apartment nine, which was ajar.

      Maggie knew the French were always having garbage strikes and got ready to hold her breath as she neared. But usually the bags of trash were outside in the courtyard or on the sidewalk, not in the hallway.

      In two steps, she saw the dark lump was not garbage at all.

      But a woman’s body.
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      “Mademoiselle?” Maggie said in a hollow voice, her heart beginning to pound in her chest. The body didn’t move but a noise on the stairs leading up to the next floor made Maggie start.

      Was somebody up there? She looked back at the woman on the floor and knelt by her. Before she touched her, she saw the gaping wound across her throat, and the pounding in Maggie’s chest turned into jackhammers.

      And someone is waiting on the stairs.

      Maggie stood and turned in the direction of the stairs but she glanced down at Mila.

      No. Effing. Way.

      The sound came again. This time closer—as if whoever was up there…was coming down.

      The door to Delphine Normand’s apartment was open. Without thinking, Maggie slipped inside the apartment and closed the door quietly behind her, her breathing coming in ragged pants. Mila was whimpering louder now. Maggie locked the door and stood by it, pressing the baby against it in her attempt to see through the security hole.

      A dark shape—a man’s shape—jumped from the stairs, bounded over the body and ran down the steps. It happened too fast for Maggie to glimpse his face. One minute he was there in a flash of shadow and the next the landing was empty.

      Maggie turned, leaning against the door and patting Mila’s back. She tried to get her heart rate to slow down by taking deep breaths. She glanced around the foyer.

      The door had been open. Had the dead woman come from in here?

      “Madame?” Maggie called timidly. “Madame Normand?”

      Mila let out a long wail, making Maggie jump. She took a few steps into the apartment. A huge chandelier hung over an impressive foyer of Versailles-style parquet flooring.

      Maggie stepped through the foyer to the salon. A floor to ceiling window facing in the direction of the river allowed a sick cast of grey light into the room. Louis XVI chairs abutted an antique leopard-print sofa with matching Chinese porcelain lamps on flanking walnut tables. Maggie found herself holding her breath as she entered the room.

      Thickly carpeted with an ancient coral Isfahan rug, the room spoke gentility and grace. Except for the window every wall was covered in gilt-framed paintings of all sizes. Maggie knew little about art and she didn’t recognize any of the artists but even she could see they were examples of impressionism, realism and art deco.

      “Wow, baby girl,” Maggie whispered. “Your great aunt Delphine has got some serious class.” She did a slow one-eighty examining the room before ending up staring at the front door again.

      “Along with a dead body on her welcome mat,” she said, digging out her cellphone.
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        * * *

      

      Delphine clutched Victor’s arm as she approached the apartment building. Although at his age it was a toss up what was more stable, him or her luck without him on the broken pavement. Although she knew he preferred his walker when he was indoors, his vanity made him switch to the walking stick when they were out. Their favorite restaurant, La Table d’Angelino, was easy walking distance from her apartment and so when they turned off boulevard Saint-Germain they were able to see from two blocks away the clutch of police vehicles parked in front of her building on Rue du Bac.

      Victor tensed immediately and put his hand on top of hers as if the motion could somehow protect her from whatever was coming.

      Was it a break in? Delphine wondered. With so many police, perhaps it was terrorism? She took a step toward the building and realized that Victor was not moving. She looked at him.

      “Let us wait until the police have resolved things,” he said. “If it is a bomb or a hostage situation…” He pointed to the building. “You see they are keeping the crowd back.”

      Delphine did see and it annoyed her greatly. After lunch she was looking forward to a nice cup of tea and a nap. Her legs were tired from the walk and she had stupidly not dressed warmly enough for her outing.

      “I will tell them I live there,” she said to him, tugging him gently to continue walking.

      “Will that matter if there is a bomb in the building?” Victor said, although he allowed her to nudge him forward. He was a handsome man for his eighty-three years, Delphine thought. He’d kept his hair and had not put on too much weight over the years. That was the key.

      But he was fearful, as only the elderly can be. It was as if he was constantly cataloguing all the things that could fall on him, crush him, run over him—and at our age that was just about everything. Delphine was nearly ten years older than Victor and she could tell him and anyone else with the sense to listen—terrorist bombs not withstanding, the things that could really hurt you lived inside your heart.

      “I see Amelie,” Delphine said, dropping her hand from Victor’s arm to point to her housekeeper standing in the crowd. Delphine wasn’t surprised to see her cowering in the back. She was a timid woman—especially with authority. Delphine had found the characteristic useful on more than one occasion.

      “And they are not letting her in either,” Victor said stubbornly. “Oh! They are bringing out a stretcher!”

      Delphine and Victor watched as the gurney—with its covered form—was carried out of the front door of the apartment building to a waiting coroner’s wagon.

      “Perhaps one of the older ones?” Delphine murmured. Although at ninety-two she knew she definitely qualified for the label herself.

      “Why would the police come in riot gear for a simple death in the building?” Victor asked as they joined the people who stood gaping at the front of the building. Delphine knew they could see nothing—unless whoever the poor soul was had died in the courtyard—which was not completely out of the question. A fall or jump from any of the facing courtyard balconies would easily result in a trip to the morgue.

      “It must be something else,” Delphine murmured. Her legs ached and she knew, as weary as she was becoming, that her hands would soon begin to tremble. She probably should not have gone to lunch with Victor so soon after her illness. She’d only just come home from the hospital that morning. But she hated weakness, especially in herself. And to have begged off a standing engagement when even the doctor said she was perfectly fine would have put her out of sorts for the rest of the day.

      “Excuse me!” Victor said loudly over the heads of the crowd. One of the policemen looked up.

      “Are you allowing residents to return to their homes?” Victor asked.

      The policeman beckoned Victor forward and he and Delphine pushed their way through the crowd. Delphine saw Amelie, her head tucked, moving quickly behind them.

      “Your name, Monsieur?” the policeman said.

      “I am Victor Rousseau,” Victor said in a firm voice. “And this lady lives here.”

      “I am Delphine Normand,” Delphine said. “Apartment nine.”

      The policeman looked at his notes and then waved Delphine closer as he lifted the yellow crime tape that had been stretched across the front of the building entrance.

      “And my housekeeper?” Delphine said, half turning toward Amelie. “She is to clean today.”

      The police nodded but put a hand on Victor’s chest as he attempted to follow Delphine and Amelie.

      “Non, Monsieur,” the policeman said.

      “What?” Victor said, outrage creeping into his voice. “I must accompany Madame Normand!”

      “Non.”

      Delphine took Victor’s hand. “It’s all right, chéri,” she said. “I’m going straight to bed any way. Thank you for a lovely lunch as usual.”

      “But, Delphine…” Victor said, his eyes on the policeman.

      “I will be fine,” Delphine said. “I will call you later.” She turned and followed the policeman into the courtyard. Several more police stood talking in the courtyard. One peeled away and looked at her with a questioningly look.

      “She lives here,” the policeman said. “Where the body was discovered.”

      Delphine took in a harsh breath. Instantly she regretted sending Victor away. The other policeman nodded and turned to Delphine and Amelie.

      “We will ask you a few questions, Madame,” he said sternly.

      

      An hour after making it as clear as she could that she had been gone all afternoon and could have no information to give them about why the poor woman, whoever she was, had come to be murdered outside her apartment, Delphine and Amelie were escorted upstairs to her apartment.

      As they climbed the stairs, all Delphine could think of was the luxury of peeling off her shoes and sinking onto her couch. She would ask Amelie to make her a cup of tea before the woman even put her handbag down.

      The hallway was full of people and Delphine could see her apartment door was open.

      The nerve! How dare they just come inside?

      If her legs hadn’t been so shaky at this point, she would have pushed past the young policeman and strode into her apartment to demand an explanation for this invasion.

      As it was, when she got to her front door, she saw there were more police inside, standing, their guns strapped to their belts, and amazingly, there was a young woman sitting on her couch talking into a cellphone.

      A young woman with a baby!

      “Yeah, okay, Laurent,” the woman was saying in English. “I’ll call you as soon as I talk to her. No, I don’t know when exactly. Yes, I—oh, hold on, Laurent. I think she’s here. I’ll call you back.”

      Delphine walked into her apartment to where the woman sat on the couch. Her intention had been to demand the woman leave her apartment immediately—or at least remove herself from her furniture. But when she saw the baby’s face, her legs betrayed her and she staggered to the couch and sat down heavily next to her.

      “Oh, this must be so upsetting for you,” the woman said. “I’m so sorry. Can I get you something, Madame Normand?”

      Delphine looked at her and drew herself up as if she was in complete control of herself and wasn’t about to collapse into an exhausted heap on the rug.

      “And you are?” she said, her voice trembling.
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      “I’m your nephew’s wife,” Maggie said. “Laurent Dernier? We have a farm in the south?”

      The old woman’s eyes never left Mila’s face. Maggie decided to take that as a good sign. A sour-faced middle aged woman had come in with Delphine and by the way she jerked her jacket off and deposited her purse on a chair Maggie got the impression she was more servant than friend.

      Aunt Delphine looked done in. Her face was white and the veins vivid and pronounced under her eyes .

      “They said I could make tea or coffee,” Maggie said. “Would you like something?”

      Delphine’s eyes went from the baby to Maggie.

      “You are?”

      “Laurent’s wife,” Maggie repeated. “Laurent Dernier, your nephew.” Maggie pulled out her phone and called Laurent.

      “Yes, chèrie?” he answered.

      “Talk to your aunt,” Maggie said. “She’s had a shock.” She handed the phone to Delphine who took it.

      “Oui?” she said.

      Maggie got up with Mila on her hip and pushed her way into the kitchen to put the kettle on. The middle aged woman who’d come in with Delphine was in the kitchen, her back rigid, energetically wiping down the already spotless counters.

      When Maggie stepped back into the living room with a mug of tea, she saw that Delphine had put the phone down next to her on the couch. Maggie handed her the mug and then crossed the living room to turn on one of the Chinese porcelain jar lamps. Through the tall northeast-facing windows she could just see a glint of the Seine in the distance.

      She sat back down with Mila on her lap. The baby kicked her feet and clapped her hands.  Maggie thought she caught a hint of a smile as the old woman watched the child.

      Delphine’s color seemed to be a little better after her conversation with Laurent. Her face was more relaxed too. Maggie was sorry to miss the phone conversation but she guessed her French likely wouldn’t have been good enough to understand it anyway.

      “I can’t imagine how horrible this must be for you,” Maggie said. “Did you know the dead woman?”

      Delphine made a pained face as if the tea had suddenly gone bad.

      “She was my home health nurse,” she said quietly. “Isla.”

      “It’s really terrible. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Delphine narrowed her eyes at Maggie as if examining her for the first time.

      “I am surprised my nephew married,” she said.

      Well, that’s an odd thing to say, Maggie thought. She wasn’t sure how to respond.

      The unhappy woman from the kitchen came into the room, a dishtowel in her hands and spoke abruptly to Delphine. Again, she spoke as an employee might. Not as a friend.

      Maggie was able to make out that she was telling Delphine the police were about to leave.

      Delphine nodded and placed her mug on the coffee table. She looked at Maggie and the expression on her face was clear—Laurent’s wife or not—she expected Maggie to be on her way too.

      Maggie thought about pretending not to understand but she had a feeling the old girl could be very straightforward when necessary.

      She stood up and gathered her purse and Mila’s little cardigan. She didn’t want to start their relationship out on the wrong foot.

      Bad enough they had to work around the whole dead body thing.
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        * * *

      

      Laurent gestured to Jemmy to pick up his toys in the living room. Instead the child threw a ball at their little poodle. The dog yelped—mostly in surprise, Laurent was sure. The ball was a soft one.

      “What was that?” Maggie said on the phone line.

      “Your son putting his toys away,” Laurent said.

      “Sounded like Petit-Four.”

      “In any case,” Laurent said as he watched Jemmy from the kitchen, the boy’s half-eaten dinner still on the counter, “you are on your way back to Grace’s?”

      “I am.”

      “You should take a taxi.”

      “It’s not even six blocks. I like the walk. So what did your aunt say when you talked to her?”

      Laurent sighed. He should have called Delphine rather than send Maggie. It would have been better for everyone if he had.

      “She was glad to hear that meeting ma femme does not always result in a dead body on her doorstep although I told her it often does.”

      “Very funny. Was she astounded to hear from you?”

      “Since you had her call me? No.”

      “Jeez, Laurent, did you two talk? At all?”

      “I asked after her health and she assured me she was fine. Jemmy, stop that.”

      “What’s he doing?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Promise me you are not thinking of investigating this woman’s death.”

      “Of course not. The cops said it was a burglary gone wrong.”

      “How is the baby?”

      “Still alive. Surprised?”

      “Your mother called.”

      Jemmy ran back to Laurent, giggling for no apparent reason that Laurent could see and he pulled him into his lap.

      “Don’t tell me she’s trying to talk you into making me come home for the summer,” Maggie said. “She’s relentless.”

      “It is a good idea,” Laurent said, kissing Jemmy on the forehead.

      “Won’t you miss us?”

      “That is a ridiculous question.”

      “Wow, you old sweet talker,” Maggie said. “Hey, did I tell you the dead woman was your aunt’s home health nurse?”

      Laurent gave a grunt of frustration. “I would like to know why these things always happen when you are around.”

      “Delphine has to make an inventory of anything she thinks is missing.”

      “Are you not at Grace’s yet? Next time you must take a taxi.”

      “Are you staying on the phone with me until I’m safely at Grace’s place?”

      “You are a lone woman in a major metropolitan city with a six month old baby. Why must I explain this to you?”

      “It’s not even dark yet. There are lots of people everywhere. I’m perfectly safe.”

      “That is what you always say just before I am calling the police or pulling you out of car trunks.”

      “Your aunt told me you were a very quiet boy.”

      “Non,” Laurent said, settling Jemmy down on the chair by his dinner plate.

      “Non you weren’t a quiet boy?”

      “Non you are not to interrogate a ninety-two year old woman to satisfy your own curiosities.”

      “Well, I suppose I could go through all her letters and photo albums but I thought this way was less invasive.”

      “You have no need to see my aunt again.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Laurent. We’re going shopping tomorrow.”

      “I do not believe you.”

      “You don’t need to,” Maggie said cheerfully. “And after that she says she’ll dig up every single photograph of you there is in existence. Baby pictures, grade school report cards. The works.”

      “I forbid you to do this, Maggie.”

      Maggie laughed. “Oh, darling, I love you so much! When will you learn that that’s not a thing in marriage these days?”

      “This is not funny, chérie,” he said firmly.

      “Maybe not. But it’s absolutely necessary. Kiss my baby boy for me, and save one for yourself. I’m at Grace’s safe and sound. Good night, Laurent.”

      “Maggie…”

      But she’d hung up. Laurent tossed the cellphone on the counter and saw Jemmy was watching him with questioning eyes while holding a fork of Laurent’s boeuf en Daube poised in midair.

      “Ça ne fait rien,” Laurent said to him, his face relaxing as he reassured his son. “All is well.”

      Jemmy attacked his plate while the little poodle sat in position by his chair ready for whatever came next.
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      Maggie slid the phone into her jacket pocket and gave the baby a kiss.

      “Your papa doesn’t need to know every detail of what we do. Remember that, Mila. On the other hand, you must never keep secrets from your maman, ever…” She kissed the baby again. “But you already know that.”

      It had been a long walk from Delphine’s to Grace’s and Maggie felt the exertion in her legs.

      What a wild afternoon. Not just discovering the body of that poor woman but the actual meeting with Laurent’s aunt too.

      Maggie cringed at the memory. No, Great Aunt Delphine had not been pleased to clap eyes on Maggie. She looked tired and every minute her ninety-two years. Laurent needn’t worry about girl talk and bistro outings with his aunt, that was for sure.

      She looked up at the front of Grace’s building. Maggie hadn’t had a moment to think of Grace all day, let alone text her to see what her plans were.

      She unlocked the front door and the aroma of cassoulet wafted out from the kitchen.

      That can’t be Grace. Maybe her boyfriend cooks?

      “Hello, Madame Dernier,” Beatrice sang out from the kitchen. Zouzou stuck her head out and smiled shyly at Maggie.

      “Hey, Beatrice,” Maggie said as she unwrapped Mila from the sling. Maggie was looking forward to a hot shower and a big glass of Merlot so she could debrief with Grace on the day’s bizarre happenings.

      “I will take her, yes?” Beatrice said, wiping her hands on a towel as she came out of the kitchen. “The cassoulet is baking.”

      “Are you sure?” Maggie asked. “She needs changing.”

      “But of course,” Beatrice said as she took Mila and tweaked the baby on the cheek.

      “Grace not here?” It was obvious she wasn’t. Grace wasn’t someone who could be in an apartment—even hiding in a closet or sound asleep—and not fill it up entirely with her presence.

      “Madame Van Sant is out for the evening,” Beatrice said over her shoulder as she walked down the hall with the baby in her arms and Zouzou trailing behind.

      Maggie frowned. She pulled out her phone but she was sure she hadn’t missed a call. No texts either.

      She sat down on the couch and slipped her shoes off. A feeling of unease grew subtly between her shoulder blades.

      What the hell was going on with Grace?
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      Delphine heard the door click behind Amelie as she left for the day. Usually, she hated the sound of Amelie in her apartment, convinced the woman was nosier than she needed to be just to irritate an old woman helpless to escape the rudeness of others. But tonight she was sorry to see her go.

      It wasn’t just that Delphine had gotten used to having someone with her at night—although that was certainly true. Isla was a dear girl and Delphine would miss her dearly.

      But Delphine felt insecure tonight.

      She moved into her bedroom and removed her shoes, placing them in the oversized painted armoire.

      Was it really a burglary? Do people often cut the throats of those they steal from?

      Delphine’s attention was caught by her movement in the mirror over her makeup bench. An old woman stared back at her. A hunched over old woman who hadn’t put on makeup for a decade.

      Was she no longer safe here? A chill shot down her neck and she involuntarily pulled her cardigan tighter around her although she was meant to be undressing.

      Had she ever been safe?

      The police told her to make a list of anything stolen. She could understand how, when they saw her apartment, that theft might be the first thing they thought of. She would look around tomorrow after she was rested.

      But she knew she would discover nothing missing.

      She’d known that from the moment she’d entered the apartment.

      From the moment when, in a glance, she’d seen that it was still safe.

      Delphine sat on the side of her bed and unrolled her hose until they sat like fat doughnuts around each ankle. She’d been mad to go to lunch today. She was beyond exhausted now. And with Isla gone, all alone.

      She took her diamond earrings off with a shaking hand and placed them in the dish by her bedside.

      Laurent’s wife and baby had distracted her from feeling the full brunt of what had happened. She was so astonished to see the woman—right in her own living room—that much of the horror of the day had been muted.

      And she had been dreadful to her. American, true, but even so, friendly and willing to endure the insults of a nasty old woman.

      And then the baby.

      Delphine smiled in memory and touched her lips. The child had the Dernier lips, to be sure. But the eyes—they showed she was a Fouquet through and through. The minute Delphine saw her, looking so much like little Georgette as an infant, that Delphine’s legs had given way beneath her.

      So few babies had been born in this family over the years. And after the sisters, no girls at all. Well done, Laurent. Your grandmother would have adored her.

      Delphine unbuttoned her sweater. The chill she’d felt earlier had turned into a damp film of icy perspiration. Her eyes settled on the locked drawer in her lingerie chest.

      The drawer where she kept the key.

      Perhaps the murder was a coincidence?

      Perhaps someone in the apartment building was doing something criminal…and poor
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