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Praise for the delectable Culinary Mysteries by Nancy Fairbanks

“A clever, fast-paced tale sure to satisfy the cravings of both gourmands and mystery buffs. Food columnist Carolyn Blue is a confident and witty detective with a taste for good food and an eye for murderous detail. A literate, deliciously well-written mystery.”

—Earlene Fowler, author of The Saddlemaker’s Wife

 

“Not your average whodunit . . . Extremely funny . . . A rollicking good time.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“An entertaining amateur sleuth tale . . . Fun.”

—Painted Rock Reviews

 

“Fairbanks has a real gift for creating characters based in reality but just the slightest bit wacky in a slyly humorous way . . . It will tickle your funny bone as well as stimulate your appetite for good food.”

—El Paso Times

 

“A fast and funny whodunit.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“Nancy Fairbanks scores again . . . a page-turner.”

—Las Cruces (NM) Sun-News

 

“Nancy Fairbanks writes a delicious . . . amusing amateur-sleuth story.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“Humor, entertaining characters, and a puzzling mystery round out the mix . . . a not-to-be-missed read.”

—Roundtable Reviews
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For My Niece, Anne Herndon




Author’s Note

Characters and plot elements are fictitious. Many places and dishes are real, but used in a fictitious context. Who wouldn’t love the sights, food, and people, not to mention their dogs, of Southern France? The book was inspired by one of our most delightful trips ever, but of course no one got killed, or even injured. Winston Churchill was inspired by a pug dog named Winnie, who belongs to my friend Mary Sarber. Charles de Gaulle was inspired by the late Buster, who belonged to my friend Becky Craver. I have no dogs, but they are fun to write about.

Take my word for it: Southern France is a wonderful place to visit, and the natives are very nice, even if you can’t understand a word they say. There were no riots when we were there, and while I was writing French Fried, the rioting didn’t last too long, but that’s easy for me to say; no one torched anything belonging to me. None of the places I write about are as perilous as my books might make them seem, so don’t obsess about danger; travel if you have the chance.

Books I used for research in writing French Fried are Gerard Comeloup, Lyon: World Heritage Excursions; Louis Jacquemin, Traboules & Miraboules; Gerard Gambier, Murs peints Lyon; Louis Jacquemin, Colors of Lyon; J. Granier and S. Gagniere, Avignon; Alexandra Bonfante-Warren, Timeless Places: Provence; Francie Jouanin, A Taste of Provence; Gerard Gambier, The Traditions of  Lyon’s Gastronomy; Andre Domine (editor), Culinaria France; Maria Villegas and Sarah Randall, The Food of France; Giovanna Gibert, Provencal Cooking; Patricia Wells, At Home in Provence; Waverley Root, The Food of France.

NFH




Lyon

“There is another stretch of wine-covered hillsides, running from Macon almost to Lyons. Here the wine is coarser and the food becomes heavier; the southernmost section, which produces the coarsest wine of all, Beaujolais, has probably affected the cooking of Lyons, too, with its sausages and its potato dishes . . . The cooking of Lyons fits the character of the city—it is hearty rather than graceful, and is apt to leave you with an overstuffed feeling.”

Waverley Root, The Food of France

 

 

“It is no accident that Maurice Edward Saillard, the famous writer on food and drink, known as Curnonsky (1872-1956), referred to Lyon as the capital of gastronomy, considering the city’s optimal strategic position, from the culinary point of view . . . Many well-to-do gourmets have lived in Lyon during the course of its history, whether they be Romans, medieval princes of the church, bankers, merchants, or silk manufacturers. Their cooks created exquisite dishes from the rich variety of the ingredients on offer.”

Andre Domine, Editor, Culinaria France
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Perilous Pâté

I made the pâté de foie gras, using nothing but the best ingredients, including exceedingly expensive black truffles, minced fine. The four slices had to be irresistible in taste as well as appearance.

My own kitchen was the scene of my preparations, which is not to say that, as a rule, I cook. I have better things to do with my time than to waste it on what, among nonprofessional cooks, is considered woman’s work. But any scientist who has worked in a lab can follow a recipe. This one had been in my family for generations. I followed it exactly but for the one tiny addition, which should not change the flavor for the worse. Even if it did, it was only one tiny drop surrounded by several inches of delectable homemade pâté on all sides. This particular compound is over 1,250 times more toxic than cyanide and would begin to do its work rapidly—the more ingested, the quicker the effect.

I made it in my lab. Not an easy synthesis, but it had been done before; in fact, the compound was becoming of interest medically in very dilute solutions. The solution in my small vials was not at all dilute and, therefore, satisfyingly deadly. Having made the pâté in a small roll, I sliced it neatly into four rounds and carefully placed a drop in the  middle of each. Then I covered and refrigerated the tray that held the rounds and, after running water into the vials for a half hour each, I crushed them in a towel and disposed of the whole, along with my protective gloves, by putting the “evidence” into a paper bag and throwing it into a public trash container in a suitably distant neighborhood. It was early morning when I returned to prepare the offering of iced champagne and pâté with toast accompanied by the handsome computer-generated note attached to the champagne. Again I wore gloves so that there would be no fingerprints except those of the delivery messenger, who would not be able to identify me because I disguised myself as a messenger in taking the package to him.

I couldn’t predict whether both or only one of the visitors would eat the pâté with its unexpected ingredient. But surely at least one would love pâté enough to indulge. If the husband, my vengeance would be direct. If the wife, her loss, for gossip revealed that he was very fond of her, would be devastating and would last as long as he lived. Or as long as I allowed him to live. I had not yet made that decision.

Or perhaps they would both die. By leaving something to chance, my retaliation became the more exciting.

“Wish me luck,” I whispered to the ghost who haunted my rooms and my dreams.
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The Pâté Thief

Robert Levasseur drove his sporty coupe up and down Charlemagne Cour, looking for a place to park and glancing anxiously at his watch. Why the devil had they chosen to stay in the Perrache area? The university had excellent hotels in which to house guests, places convenient to the chemistry department building. In order to carry out his mission, he had to arrive at the hotel before the visitors collapsed into their beds to sleep until the evening’s welcome dinner.

Adrien Guillot, senior professor and organizer of the Avignon meeting next week, had assigned Robert the task of taking Professor Blue and his wife to breakfast, but Guillot, in a hurry to escort his own wife to visit her mother in a Paris hospital, had failed to tell Robert when the plane was to land. Ah! A parking place! Robert pulled in, locked his car, and strode toward the hotel. Fortunately, Zoe, the adorable departmental secretary, whom Robert very much wished to invite to dinner, had had the name of the Americans’ hotel.

He entered and called to a sour-faced young woman sitting at a computer, pointedly ignoring him, “Mademoiselle, I am here to welcome Professor Jason Blue and his wife.”

“I’m busy,” she snarled.

“They’re Americans. Are they here?”

She looked up and squinted at him. “Americans? No, not yet.” A sly look came over her face. “But they are troublesome even before their arrival. Already a messenger has come by demanding to take champagne and hors d’oeuvres to their room. You could go up and wait for them there.”

“Surely that’s not encouraged. It is their room.”

“Champagne. Pâté de foie gras. Wasted on Americans if you ask me. But where are you from with your strange accent? Are you another American?”

“French Canadian.” Pâté? Robert’s mouth watered. Even the disappointment of having his excellent French pegged as American could not overcome the thought of pâté. “Well, perhaps I will, if that’s the way you handle things here.”

She rose from her desk to fetch the heavy key from under the glowing counter. “Cover the desk for me,” she called to an idle fellow behind the bar. The hotel had a Las Vegas ambiance to it. Lots of neon. Robert had been to a meeting in Las Vegas once and considered the place extremely tasteless.

He did like Jason Blue, whom he had met at an Ottawa conference. The poor man had had to leave suddenly because his wife had been lost on a cruise ship. Although the couple had grown children, Blue still seemed to be in love with her. Why else would he had left before the banquet, which Robert himself had planned and arranged to have flown in so that the conferees would have at least one wonderful meal in the French style?

Here in Lyon most of the couples in enduring marriages had already found lovers with whom they met several times a week—always discreetly, of course. He himself was involved in an affair with Madam Laurent, the chairman’s wife, and they were very, very discreet. In fact, the  situation terrified him, but Victoire was an intimidating as well as a passionate woman. She wouldn’t mind if he managed to get a date with Zoe, which would serve as cover for their affair and irritate her husband, but she would mind if Robert ended his relationship with her before she grew tired of him.

Once in the Blues’ room, he sat down in a soft orange chair that was much too small for him and stared longingly at the split of champagne and the four slices of pâté with their mouth watering bits of black embedded—truffles, no doubt. He hoped that when the Blues arrived they would offer to share. Robert thought a really fine pâté de foie gras the finest dish in the world. He had once dreamed that at his death, the priest administering the last rites had offered him a wafer with a bit of pâté smeared on it to go with the communion wine. Dying with the taste of foie gras in one’s mouth would be the perfect appetizer to heaven, he had thought on awakening, not a dream that was likely to be fulfilled when his time came.

He turned the chair around and stared out the window at the green-leaved upper branches of the trees that lined Charlemagne Cour. With the drapes pulled partially back by Yvette, the hotel’s grumpy receptionist, he would hear the gentle rustling. Very nice. Perhaps the Blues had known what they were doing when they reserved a room here—well, except for the unpleasant Yvette. He had to assume that she was a Parisian. People in Lyon weren’t rude to guests.

But no thought could distract Robert from the pâté that rested so close. He sniffed the air, thinking he could detect its rich fragrance, then glanced over his shoulder and swallowed hard. Perhaps they wouldn’t mind if he took one slice. They were late arriving, and what a shame to let fine pâté dry out under its glass dome. What could one slice matter? He rose, carefully removed the dome, and with the  small spreading knife, swiped pâté across a piece of toast. Ah, it was so good! One of the best he’d ever had. In Canada there was never pâté like this. Something must be wrong with the geese. In less than a minute he had devoured the rest of the slice before forcing himself to sit down again.

Now the plate looked wrong! Two slices in back, one in front, and that telltale space beside it. They, as Texans, might not even like pâté. Perhaps the wife was a native and, knowing no better, thought foie gras was nasty. Some Americans said that. If he ate the second slice, there would still be two left for Jason, should he want them. Obviously, it was the thing to do. The very thought of letting the pâté dry out made his lips and the inside of his mouth numb with dismay.

Robert rose, feeling a bit light-headed. He was salivating and even somewhat breathless as he made his way to the desk and prepared four more toasts, but with some difficulty because his hands began to feel prickly. Odd. And his feet, too. Silly little chair had cut off his circulation.

Still the prickliness didn’t prevent him from enjoying each of the four treats as he popped them in his mouth and sighed with delight. The pâté was so rich and creamy, so flavorful. And the toast crunched delightfully between his teeth as the foie gras melted onto his tongue, laving his taste buds with its matchless flavor. His eyes were already on the last two slices. If he ate those, too, would the absent Americans know the difference? But wait. Who had sent the mini-feast? He leaned forward to read the card on the champagne split and almost fell over. Now his legs were numb and rubbery. “From the Department of Chemistry,” he read aloud through tingling lips. If he ate the pâté, the Blues might thank the chairman for the champagne and be asked how they had liked the pâté. They’d say, “What pâté?” and his secret pilfering would be—

To catch his balance, he dropped his hand onto the desk with a thud that rattled the tray and its contents, and his wrist gave way like foam so that he found himself propped up on his elbow and wobbling legs. Must sit down. No, lie down. He could straighten out the bedspread as soon as he felt better. Scrape the remains of pâté he’d eaten from the plate. He managed to fall on the bed. Wipe off the knife, he thought fuzzily. At least lying down he felt better. A few minutes of rest and he’d . . . close his eyes for a time.

The numbness was spreading in his extremities, and his stomach hurt. Robert felt a distant panic set in. Had he had a stroke? Was paralysis overcoming him? He was too young to . . . How he wished someone would come. Anyone. Even the horrid Yvette. Or the Blues. They’d see he was in trouble and call for help. So what if they noticed the missing pâté?

He had fallen on his side and found his breathing becoming shallow. He needed to stand. To take a deep breath.  Stand up, he told himself, but when he tried, he ended up on his stomach across the two beds.

Someone. Please come. Help me, the voice in his head called silently. He could no longer speak. His lungs cried for air, and he . . . If only help would come.

But by the time someone entered the room, Robert Levasseur, still marginally conscious, could make no sound but a faint cough, a slight wheeze of failing muscles.

Pâté de foie gras is made from the liver of a goose that has been force-fed until both goose and liver are huge. Archetratus, a famous Greek cook of the third millennium B.C., called that liver the “soul of the goose.” Pliny mentions that the force-fed geese of Gaul were herded from Picardy to Rome, where they were refreshed with honey and figs to make them fatter and sicker but, therefore, all the more delectable to the Romans.

 In modern times hand forcing of feed down the goose’s throat is giving way to electric force feeding and even shocking the goose’s brain with electricity or chemicals, after which the goose eats madly, grows hugely, and hallucinates. The result is that the foie gras we savor so avidly comes from a goose that is certainly diabetic and probably schizophrenic, and yet its liver is absolutely irresistible to the connoisseur. Personally I try not to think about the process because I’m addicted, too.

Carolyn Blue,
“Have Fork, Will Travel,”
 Providence Star-News
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Welcome to Lyon




Carolyn 

Jet-lagged and apprehensive, I stood at the far end of the elevated Perrache Station, high above the district where our hotel was located—in theory. Goodness knows what I’d do if I couldn’t find it. “Go down to street level and straight up Charlemagne Cour,” my husband had said. “The hotel can’t be more than a block or two. Hotel Charlemagne.” Then, having already stowed his suitcase in a locker, Jason had hustled off to catch another train, which would take him to the university.

I still had my suitcase. No matter how much trouble trundling it to the hotel might prove to be, I refused to enter a strange hotel in a strange city without any luggage. I made that point to Jason, who replied, “Why not? You don’t have to have your nightgown to fall asleep.”

I sighed and headed for the curved marble stairs that would take me down to street level. At least the street had tall, leafy trees on both sides, even if the buildings looked somewhat shabby from where I stood. Surely marble was unusual in an el station that had very hard-used wooden floors where we got off and seedy-looking shops selling newspapers, unappealing souvenirs, and hot dogs—hardly  the fare to be expected in a city reputed to be the cuisine capital of France. Maybe the hot dogs were actually sausages. Lyon was famous for those. I don’t even like sausages, I thought grimly, as I bumped my wheeled suitcase down the first marble step and followed after.

Bump. Step. Bump, bump, bump. Whoops. The weight of my suitcase pulled it down several steps and almost took me with it. I managed to catch my balance and my bag on the fourth step but had to stop, hand pressed against my pounding chest. I felt like sitting down right there to indulge in a bout of exhausted tears, but a man stopped beside me, lectured me sternly in French, slammed down the handle of my wheeled bag, and carried it away.

“Here, you! Give that back! Help! He’s stealing my suitcase!” I chased him down the curved stair to the next level while people from a newly arrived train galloped down around me, paying my predicament no mind. How very French of them! When I caught him, the thief was standing in front of heavily scuffed, red-brown doors, pushing a button.

As they opened, he said, “Elevator,” and shoved my bag inside. As if I was going to get on an elevator with a strange French luggage snatcher. Evidently that wasn’t his plan, for he nodded to me and stalked away. I had no idea what button to select, and before I could decide, a woman pushing a stroller crowded in and sent the elevator down to a floor that didn’t look promising. She and her wailing child exited, and I stayed on. When the doors whipped open again, I yanked my suitcase out hastily, lest it be carried off by the impatient elevator, onto which an impatient Frenchman had directed me.

After looking confusedly in all directions, I spotted a door with a light above it, so I headed across the grungy, white-tiled floor and stepped out into—what was it? A smelly tunnel with cars, vans, streetcars, and buses whipping by. I must have gone down a floor too far, but I could see daylight toward my right, and there was a walkway, so I took it.

Alas, the walkway ended when I emerged, and I was confronted with a maze of crisscrossing tracks and roadways. Beyond that an even larger street, lined on one side by grimy, industrial buildings, disappeared to my left. That couldn’t be Charlemagne Cour. To my right what I took to be the end of the station jutted out, and the leafy-tree street led away from the entrance. Charlemagne Cour. But how was I to get to the street when everywhere I looked vehicles were cutting me off? Gritting my teeth, I stayed as close to the curving wall as I could. When I heard a motor hurtling toward me, I stopped and closed my eyes. A lot of honking went on, no doubt at me, before I arrived, trembling, at the front, or back, of the station.

There I waited for a light and trudged across while cars slammed on their brakes and honked at me. Evidently I hadn’t chosen a light meant for pedestrians. Once across, I leaned against the window of a shop and took deep, calming breaths until the shopkeeper frightened me half to death by tapping loudly on the window behind me.

Needless to say, our trip to Lyon and Avignon did not start out well. We had been invited by Adrien Guillot, a chemist we met at a meeting in Sorrento. Jason was to give talks at Professor Guillot’s university in Lyon, after which we would travel to Avignon for an international meeting, at which both men would be speakers. Naturally I had been quite excited at the prospect, Lyon being so well known for its food and Avignon for its history. It had been the residence of the papacy for a hundred years, and the general area was the seat of the Albigensian heresy and the resulting crusade of the Northern French against the Southern French. All very fascinating, not to mention the delights of the Provençal cuisine to be savored in Avignon.

My enthusiasm had begun to wane when Jason rejected, as too expensive, the hotel recommended by the Guillots. He’d gone on the Internet and found the Hotel Charlemagne. Since he liked the price, the hotel was bound to be less than comfortable, but as he pointed out, his attempts to find me in the spring, when my cruise ship went missing, had been very costly. True, but the money was well spent. I had been so very happy to see him on the deck of the destroyer when the United States Navy hauled me up from my lifeboat.

How gallant and chivalrous my dear husband had been, and what a lovely summer we’d had together in New York while he was consulting for Hodge, Brune—a sort of second honeymoon, although our daughter Gwen was sharing the apartment, and son Chris came down from Boston on the weekends. And, of course, Jason insisted that we live as economically as possible, which is hard to do in New York. What with eating two desserts at every opportunity because the situation was so stressful, the ten pounds I gained during the cruise had to be shed, but the family wasn’t at all appreciative of my experiments in “diet gourmet.” In fact, by the end of the summer, Jason declared that he never wanted to see another salad.

Still, we got along wonderfully, which, sadly, hadn’t been the case earlier that year. Jason had hinted that our problems might be due to menopause, but I am not  menopausal! I’m only in my forties. I attributed our problems to—well, no matter. She wasn’t in New York, so that took care of that. We had a lovely summer.

And maybe our Lyon hotel would be nicer than I expected, although a second bad omen had occurred as soon as we landed at the airport. Our hosts, Adrien and Albertine Guillot, were not there to meet us. We were paged and informed that a family emergency had taken them out of  town, but they hoped to be back before departure for Avignon. Naturally, Jason was disappointed. He and Adrien had been planning a joint research project.

Albertine was to show me around Lyon, but without bringing her dreadful dog, Charles de Gaulle—I hoped. Now I didn’t have to worry about the dog. No doubt she had taken him with her to the emergency, but her absence left me to find my way around Lyon, and it’s a very large city with a very intimidating airport. Not the inside; that was fine. But once we went outside to look for ground transportation, the terminal building loomed up like a black and silver bird with gigantic wings upraised. In my sleep-deprived state, I had the shocked perception that the bird building was about to pounce on me.

And the final blow fell here at Perrache, where Jason deserted me. It was bad enough that he refused to take a taxi to our hotel. Too expensive, he insisted, and quite unnecessary when he’d bought a map and plotted our way by bus and subway. What other husband, jet-lagged and exhausted, would be so besotted with chemistry that he felt it necessary to rush off to a university, where he probably knew no one?

Lost in morose thought, I had been limping along, tugging my heavy suitcase behind me, when I spotted, across the street, the sign HOTEL CHARLEMAGNE. Wouldn’t you know that I’d chosen the wrong side of the street? Well, I was not walking to a corner so that I could cross safely and sensibly.

“Never make eye contact with a foreign driver,” someone had told me in Italy, so I tried it in France, peeking from the corners of my eyes and barging into traffic when it appeared that oncoming cars could brake before hitting me. They did brake, and I walked straight through the door of the hotel without catching a single eye of a single outraged French driver. If jaywalking is a crime in Lyon, I

became a criminal on my very first day. Fortunately, no gendarmes were about to arrest me, and weren’t they lucky? I was in no mood to put up with annoying French policemen. Bad enough that drivers for two blocks in every direction had seen fit to honk their horns at me.
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Goldilocks at the Hotel Charlemagne




Carolyn 

Actually, the Hotel Charlemagne was nicer than I expected. Potted, ball-trimmed trees and sizable stone lions guarded a rounded glass-and-metal door that led into a modern lobby. Inside, colorful abstract paintings, leather couches, and handsome contemporary rugs greeted me. In a raised section, large, healthy cacti provided privacy for groups of tables served by a rounded bar, while the reception counter, made of glowing, lighted glass, was backed by a deep red wall. All very chic. What I didn’t see was a welcoming presence—no bellhop, no receptionist, just a woman working at a computer. I had to clear my throat twice before she said something snippy in French.

When I replied irritably in English, she said, “I am busy.”

“Fine,” I replied. “We’ve prepaid our room; just take my passport and give me my key. I’ve had a long trip, and I want to go to bed.”

She scowled and informed me that she was in charge of billing, not reception. Much I cared. I scowled back. After  relenting and checking me in, she told me that my room was on the fourth floor and that the bellhop was otherwise engaged. Then she pointed me toward the elevator and handed me one of those huge keys that are so heavy they  have to be returned before one goes out. Surrounded by so much modern décor, I couldn’t imagine why they didn’t provide key cards, but with no bellhop, I wouldn’t have to tip, so I headed in the direction of the elevator.

Like the key, the elevator didn’t fit the interior decoration. It was so small there was barely room for my bag and me. The room provided another unpleasant surprise, not that it was unattractive. Cream walls slightly tinged with orange, a modern painting overhanging twin beds, yellow patterned spreads contrasting with dark gray headboards and lamp tables, most of one wall covered with gray-and-pale-orange-striped drapes, partially opened, and on the left against a pale green wall a gray desk and mirror, a gray chair upholstered in orange, a wall TV, and the opening to a hall that evidently contained bath and closet facilities—quite nice, I decided in passing.

The surprises included a dark-haired man sprawled across both beds, asleep on his stomach and making a strange rattling-wheezing sound. He obviously had a sinus condition. On the desk sat a split of champagne in an ice bucket and a plate with two delicious-looking slices of pâté de foie gras in back, two slices obviously missing in front, a smeared knife, and toast in a small bowl. The envelope attached by a ribbon to the bottle was addressed to Jason and me.

I glanced at the sleeping man and then tiptoed over to open the envelope. The chemistry department had sent us this welcome snack, which was very thoughtful, except that the strange man had come into our room, slathered foie gras onto toasts with the little knife, and eaten it, after which he had evidently fallen asleep across our beds. Who  did he think he was? Goldilocks invading the house of the three bears? Well, I, as Mama Bear, resented having my pâté filched. I could call downstairs, but in doing so, I might awaken the man. No telling what he’d do.

Accordingly, I wheeled my heavy suitcase into the hall and closed the door quietly behind me. I was so tired, and now I had to convince that rude Frenchwoman that there was a pâté thief sleeping on my bed. When she again ignored me, I said loudly, “There’s a stranger in my room. He ate half of the pâté sent to my husband and me and then fell asleep on the bed.” She raised her eyebrows before returning to her computer. “I demand that you call the manager.”

“Our manager, madam, is having his midmorning snack in the dining room and cannot be disturbed.”

“Very well, then,” I replied. “Go up there and deal with the intruder yourself. Otherwise, I shall have to call the police. He is occupying a room for which we paid and has eaten food that was sent to us. That makes him a thief. I’m quite prepared to sign a warrant for his arrest.”

That got her attention. She plucked a page from her printer, folded it neatly in thirds, and popped it into an envelope. Then she slotted the envelope carefully into a cubbyhole and, sighing, rose from the desk. “Louis,” she called to a fellow polishing glasses behind the bar, “you must watch the desk for me while I investigate this report of an interloper. It is, without doubt, another guest who wandered into the wrong room.”

“Why would another guest have the key to my room?” I demanded as I trailed her to the elevator, still dragging my suitcase.

“Leave the suitcase here, madam. The elevator will not hold the three of us,” she instructed.

“Nonsense. We can squeeze in, or I’ll ride up with my suitcase, and you can walk,” I retorted, at that point  thoroughly irritated by her haughty attitude. We did manage to edge in, but the elevator emitted alarming groans as it labored upward. I stared at Yvette, as her nametag identified her, just waiting for her to make some unkind remark about the weight of Americans. She stared at the ceiling, lips pursed primly. Her attitude convinced me that I should insist the hotel replace the pâté missing from our welcome gift.

Since this hotel was Jason’s unfortunate choice, it seemed only fair that, once the pâté thief was taken away, the two remaining slices should be mine, not to mention as much of the champagne as I felt like drinking before I went to bed.

Yvette plucked the key from my hand, inserted it in the door, and told me to wait outside while she investigated. Fine. There was a sofa in the hall, and I sat down, glad for a little rest. “Please come in now, madam,” she called from inside. “This man is not asleep. He is dead.” She was standing with arms crossed over her chest, staring with disapproval at the figure sprawled across our beds.

“Nonsense. He was snoring when I left.” I looked, too. He was no longer snoring, but that hardly meant he had died.
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