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        Some believers observe Christmas in January.

        Some cops work homicide at that time…

      

        

      
        Provence baker Julie is headed to a charming Riviera village to meet the family of her gendarme boyfriend.

        Gabriel’s folks can’t wait to get to know her.

        Trouble is, he hasn’t told them she’s an amateur sleuth.

        Nor has he warned Julie just how odd and rowdy they are, or that she’ll have to face them alone while he’s called out on a murder investigation.

        Needless to say, she gets sucked into Gabriel’s family feud—and his case!

        The latter suddenly explodes into a hot emergency.

        A race against the clock is on.

        Lives are hanging in the balance...

      

        

      
        With a killer on the loose and Gabriel’s relatives on fire, can the duo keep it together to solve the mystery?

      

        

      
        "An (un)Orthodox Christmas" is a fun whodunnit set in the deceptively peaceful French Riviera village of Cassis. This new mystery stands on its own within the Julie Cavallo Provence Mystery series.
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        Join the Ana T. Drew monthly newsletter for updates about my Provence cozy mysteries (release dates, juicy anecdotes, exclusive giveaways, etc.)!

      

        

      
        As your welcome gift, you will receive a fun novella titled "The Canceled Christmas,” and a gluten-free recipe book

      

        

      
        The quick and easy gluten-free recipes in it include:

      

      

      
        	macarons

        	cookies

        	brownies

        	tiramisu

        	fritters

        	puddings

      

      and more!

      
        
        Click here to sign up

        Or type this url into your browser:

        ana-drew.com/free-books
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      “Gabriel,” Dad croaks into my headset. “If we don’t see you at Christmas, I can’t tell you how much trouble you’ll be in.”

      “Torrents of it?” I ask as I make a quick lane change.

      “A tsunami.”

      Dad is prone to exaggeration.

      I speed away from the historic center of Beldoc. “That’s a lot.”

      “And don’t you try the usual ‘I have orders’ excuse! Your mom says her orders take precedence.”

      “Good to know,” I say. “I’ll inform my commandant.”

      He ignores my snark. “The only way you’re not showing up is if you’re dead. But since that would kill your mother, I don’t recommend it.”

      My parents still haven’t forgiven me for skipping Easter because I had to work a case. I made up for it by spending most of my summer vacation with them, and only a few days with Julie. But it wasn’t enough. I’m their only child. Nothing I do is ever enough.

      “Don’t worry,” I say to Dad, my voice firm. “I’ll be there.”

      He harrumphs. “You’d better.”

      “Can I bring my girlfriend? Provided that she can take a couple days off?”

      Silence.

      “You…” Dad chokes on the next word and spends some time coughing and catching his breath. “You have a girlfriend?”

      “It’s not that unusual for a man in his thirties.”

      My sarcasm is uncalled for, and I know it. But I couldn’t help it.

      Dad sucks in a loud breath. “How long have you been seeing her?”

      “About a year.”

      “And you’re telling us now?!” More shaggy breaths. “You can’t be serious, Gabriel! How am I going to break that news to your mother?”

      It’s time for damage control, I guess. “Start by reminding her how private the men in our family are—”

      “Hiding your girlfriend from your parents for an entire year isn’t private, son! It’s messed up. You can’t treat a relationship like it’s an undercover mission, you know?”

      I startle. How uncharacteristically insightful for my father!

      “You’re right,” I say.

      As soon as we hang up, I dictate a note to self to request three days of leave in January. That’s when my folks celebrate Christmas. It’s not because they enjoy standing out—which they do—or because they have their own theory on when Jesus was born. January 6 is when the Armenian Orthodox Church marks his birthday.

      Julie’s Catholic family celebrates it on December 25 with the rest of the country. The festivities are typically held at her grandma Rose’s house. This year will be no exception. And I have a feeling Julie would like me to be there. She hasn’t said anything yet, though. Maybe Rose told her that hell would need to freeze over before she let a cop near her Christmas table.

      As a former hippie, Rose has a reputation to uphold.

      And we both have our arrangement to protect.

      I take a left turn and pull up at the bicycle shop outside of Beldoc. Julie and Salman are supposed to be there. Julie must be scoping and her bestie Salman, advising. My girlfriend has decided she can finally afford a decent electric bike. My plan is to urge her to choose the best over merely decent, and to offer to cover the difference by way of her Christmas present.

      But when I park the car and enter the shop, she isn’t there. Nor is Salman. I call Julie’s cell phone.

      “We’re in the bistro across the street,” she says, “drowning my frustration in cappuccino.”

      “Keep at it. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      My phone rings again as I stride over to Julie and Salman’s table. It’s Mom. She’s going to give me an earful before demanding I tell her everything there is to know about my girlfriend.

      With a steady finger, I send the call to voicemail. My dressing-down can wait until tonight.

      I plonk myself on a chair, order an espresso, and listen to Julie’s tale of woe. Salman shows me a pic he snapped of the cool bike that Julie’s in love with.

      “Ready to hear the price?” he asks.

      “Tell me.”

      Silently, he fishes a pen from his pocket and writes the amount on his napkin.

      “You’re such a drama queen!” I sneer.

      But when he pushes the napkin toward me, my smirk slips. It’s a four-digit number, higher than what I make in a month. Without meaning to, I whistle.

      It’s Salman’s turn to smirk.

      Julie squares her shoulders and flashes us an upbeat smile. “I’ll return next week and pick something I can afford.”

      “The affordable ones have major flaws, like I explained,” Salman says with a shrug. “But it’s your call.”

      Looking Julie in the eye, I point at the picture on Salman’s screen. “You’re getting this one. I’m paying the difference.”

      She protests.

      I tell her it’ll be her Christmas present.

      She dismisses the idea outright. I insist. She says no way. I threaten to pay for the whole thing if she keeps pooh-poohing my current offer.

      Salman glances at his watch. “How about you guys bicker tonight, when you’re by yourselves? I have to leave soon.”

      Julie and I apologize and shut up.

      “Before you go,” she says to Salman, “I have an invitation to relay. Rose would love to have you and Gabriel over for Christmas.”

      She shifts her gaze from Salman to me, pinching her bottom lip. “Unless you have other plans, of course…”

      Salman gives her an apologetic smile. “Tell Rose it’s very sweet of her to invite me. But I’ll be with my parents in Lyon, even though they don’t observe Christmas. And then I’ll be in Marseilles for the first week of January.”

      “Of course,” Julie says.

      “Doing what?” I ask.

      “A new massage therapy client. A friend of hers recommended me so highly that she booked me for a full week, travel and accommodations paid.”

      “And you?” Julie says to me. “I imagine, you’ll be in Cassis with your folks?”

      Salman shoots me a surprised look. “I thought you were from Marseilles.”

      “My parents moved to Cassis over a decade ago,” I explain. “Marseilles had become too rough for their liking.”

      “Well, I’ll tell Rose—” Julie begins.

      I turn to her. “I’ll be here in Beldoc. My family celebrates Christmas on January 6.”

      “Why’s that?” Salman inquires.

      “Long story,” I say before flashing a grin at Julie. “Count me in!”

      Her lovely face lights up at my announcement. “Rose will be so happy to hear that!”

      Yeah, right. I’m prepared to eat my kepi if this invite was Rose’s idea.

      “My dad is coming over from Paris,” Julie says. “He’ll be at that dinner, too.”

      “Should I be worried?” He knows about me, but we haven’t met yet.

      “No,” she replies quickly. “Of course not.”

      “I’ll come by after work, if that’s all right.” Draining my tiny espresso cup, I set it down. “Can you take January 5 to 7 off and travel to Cassis with me?”

      She blinks, processing. “I’ll have to check with Eric and Flo, but I don’t see why not. The Christmas rush at the pastry shop will be over, and my sous chef may actually be pleased to handle the Epiphany cakes on his own.”

      “It’ll be his baptism of fire,” Salman says.

      I turn to him. “Since you’ll be in Marseilles, which is next door to Cassis, will you join us for the Christmas dinner?”

      “It’s a family event. I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

      “You won’t be intruding,” I assure him. “Christmas is always a big celebration at my parents’ house. Extended family, friends…”

      “I may not fit in with your crowd, what with being a Druze…”

      “Are you kidding me? They’re Eastern Christians, and you’re of Lebanese descent. You’ll fit right in!”

      “What about my being gay?”

      “They’re religious, but they aren’t bigots.”

      As he still hesitates, I point my chin in Julie’s direction. “She’ll need all the support she can get. My clan can be a little… too much.”

      Julie grabs Salman’s hand. “Please come!”

      He pats hers. “I’ll be there, hon, ready to draw hostile fire to myself and cover your retreat.”

      His poetic metaphor makes me smile. Having worked in narcotics and organized crime, I’ve been in all kinds of situations, including under hostile fire. But I can’t recall going into an op as nervous as I am about spending Christmas with the Cavallos and then with the Adinians.
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      I’m taking the highway to Cassis, because it’s the fastest route. Also, driving along the industrialized coast between Camargue and Marseilles offers no benefits.

      The Christmas dinner at Rose’s went rather well, all things considered. I met Julie’s dad Laurent. Her three sisters including Vero, who lives in Montreal, were in attendance. Vero’s husband and their ten-year-old daughter, Rania, were present, too.

      Rania was a hoot.

      When Laurent told us about his plan to hire a PI to find out who his father was, Rose surprised him—and everybody else—by announcing she was enrolled in a course to get a PI license.

      I joked it was a bad idea because everyone in Beldoc recognized her and her flashy car. How would she conduct surveillance in those conditions?

      What I refrained from mentioning is that there are two sides to Rose’s notoriety. Yes, she’s known. But she also knows everyone and is involved in everything that goes on. Moreover, she has a knack for making people confide in her. Those were the reasons I approached Rose with an offer shortly after I transferred to the Beldoc Gendarmerie. In my defense, it was well before Julie moved back to her hometown and opened a pastry shop.

      I’d been expecting an unequivocal no, but Rose said yes.

      Even more surprisingly, she didn’t want any compensation for her tips. She said it would be her way of fighting crime. I would’ve found that statement peculiar if I hadn’t known about a tragedy in her past. It has defined her more than her bra-burning years, more than she would want anyone to know. Seventeen years ago, she lost her only child—Julie and her sisters’ mom—to an explosion caused by criminal negligence. The culprit fled the country.

      I’m pretty sure Elise Cavallo’s death, and the failure of our justice system to give her family some form of redress, explain why Julie does what she does. She puts herself in harm’s way much too often! As soon as Julie and her fellow sleuths decide to “tackle a case,” I lose my peace of mind. Every day, I pray she’ll quit. But I can’t browbeat her into it. She’d resent me forever if I did.

      And Rose would outright kill me if I told a living soul that she’s my snitch. Even Julie can’t know.

      Speaking of Julie, she’s been quiet since we got in the car.

      “What’s on your mind?” I ask her.

      “Where to begin?” She lets out an abrupt laugh. “I’m anxious about meeting your family. I wonder if they’ll like my Christmas gifts and if they’ll like me. And I’m still bothered by the disparity between the gifts you and I exchanged.”

      “Get over it, Julie.”

      “How can I? I gave you a sweater, and you gave me a pricey electric bike!”

      “Only half of it. And the sweater is great. I love it.”

      No answer.

      “Consider my gift a bribe for having to mingle with my extended family and their friends for three long days.”

      “Are they mean?” She fidgets with her bracelet. “Do you think they’ll reject me?”

      “Much worse! They’ll give you a hero’s welcome.”

      “I don’t understand…”

      “To them, you’re Jeanne d’Arc, Charles Martel and Charles de Gaulle rolled into one.”

      She huffs, “Don’t be ridiculous!”

      “You’re the One Who Just Might Save Gabriel from the Curse of Remaining Single for the Rest of His Days.”

      “Oh, please, you exaggerate!”

      “Julie, I’m telling you this so you don’t panic and run away. Don’t take anything my mom or grandma says on the matter seriously.”

      “Not a problem.”

      “That’s my girl!” I pat her thigh. “We’ll get through this.”

      She flashes me a mischievous look. “Did your previous girlfriend dump you after meeting them?”

      “My previous girlfriend hated my job,” I say. “She gave me a choice between the job and her. I chose the job.”

      She purses her lips and looks out the window. We’re driving through Aix now, a lovely town Salman considered a year ago before opting for the more affordable Avignon. He’s in Marseilles right now, and we’ll see him at tomorrow’s Christmas dinner.

      Julie turns to me again. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Remember the contractor whose shoddy work caused my family’s summer rental to blow up and kill my mom?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “I spotted him when I was catering the Ponsards’ party a few months ago.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

      “I had my reasons…” She shifts in her seat. “My sisters and I tried to find out the name he goes by these days and what he does, but we haven’t had much luck.”

      “Small wonder! You don’t have access to the resources required for that kind of search.”

      She looks down. “True.”

      “Can you describe him?”

      “Late forties, dark hair, a neat little beard with a bit of gray in it.” She smirks. “But I can’t promise he still looks like that today.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The man is a chameleon. Not only does he regularly change his name, but he also alters his appearance.”

      “In what way?”

      “Different hairstyle and hair color, different eye color… He must be wearing tinted contact lenses.”

      “That sounds likely,” I say.

      “Flo has drawn a sketch based on my description of him. I’ll show it to you after we return to Beldoc.”

      Something about this doesn’t add up… “How did you recognize him at that party? You’d never seen him before, had you?”

      “No, I hadn’t.”

      “Then how can you claim the man at the Ponsards’ was him? If your sole basis is his paltry police file—”

      She stops me. “It isn’t.”

      “Then what else do you have?”

      “I can’t tell you yet.”

      “What happened to trusting each other?”

      “I’d trust you with my life!” She searches my face. “Do you tell me everything? Like, everything, everything?”

      “Obviously not, but most of my secrets are work related and have nothing to do with me personally.”

      She winks. “Notice how you said ‘most’ and not ‘all.’ ”

      Touché. “I’m just curious… What else are you hiding from me? I mean the important stuff, not the minor naughtiness like mixing vegs into my mashed potatoes without issuing a trigger warning?”

      She makes a comical face. “Oops! I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

      “I’m a cop,” I remind her. “My job is to notice things. Sharpened senses are a side effect of years on the job.”

      “It’s the only way to make you eat super-healthy cruciferous vegetables!”

      “As long as it’s potatoes with some cauliflower and not the other way around, I can live with it,” I confess. “You haven’t answered my question. Do you have any other big secrets?”

      “Just one.”

      I lean back. “Bring it on.”

      “I won’t be sharing it. At least, not yet.”

      “Is it about Denis?” My jaw tightens at the thought. “Hasn’t he gotten the memo yet? Is he still chasing after you?”

      She laughs. “That’s his problem. I’m not interested, and I’ve made that clear to him.”

      I wish I could tell her about my suspicions regarding Denis Noble and his father. The business they run is so obscure and the wealth they came into was so sudden that my BS radar has been whispering of shady dealings from the moment our paths crossed. Heck, it’s been screaming of bona fide criminal activity. But my superiors won’t let me investigate the Nobles, those well-connected pillars of the community, no matter how hard I press.

      Hence, I keep my mouth shut.

      Because sharing my suspicions with Julie without proof to back them up would label me an insecure lover bad-mouthing his rival. I doubt I’d enjoy that.
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      I bypass the pretty old town and drive straight to my parents’ house. After Julie has met my family, I’ll take her for a long walk through the picturesque old harbor and winding lanes of Cassis. She’ll be in desperate need of a good long break from my folks.

      We park in the shed. As I open the trunk to unload our bags, Mom and Dad come out of the house. Mom has made herself pretty for the occasion, makeup and all. Dad has shaved off his stubble and is much better dressed than when I visit on my own. They greet us warmly, doing their best not to stare at Julie too conspicuously.

      They’re failing miserably.

      “Madame and Monsieur Adinian,” Julie says, “I brought you a selection of my pastries, chocolates, and macarons for the dinner tomorrow night.”

      “Please, call me George,” Dad says.

      “And I’m Claire,” Mom chimes in. “I’m so glad you could make it!”

      Julie beams. “Likewise.”

      “Can we go in?” I ask. “Some water and coffee would be nice now.”

      My parents pick up some of our luggage and rush back into the house. We follow them with the rest. The modest abode they sank their life’s savings into isn’t big or chic enough to be called a bastide—the local term for a manor. But it’s roomier and sturdier than the colorful fishermen’s houses in the harbor. On the flip side, it’s less charming.

      I expected to find my grandmother in the entryway, but it’s empty. “Where’s Medz Mama?”

      “Napping, in her room,” Dad says. “I can wake her up—”

      I shake my head. “Let her sleep.”

      My grandmother is eighty-three. She’s in decent enough shape, but she sleeps so poorly at night that she has to catnap throughout the day to make up for it.

      On Julie’s advice, Dad transfers some of the pastries to the fridge, while Mom beelines to the stove. She’s going to brew some Oriental coffee, the only kind consumed in this house. I hope Julie likes it, because she’ll be served a cup at least four times a day, accompanied by a gata cake. Fortunately, the Oriental coffee cups are minuscule. In case one is not a fan—like me—it’s easy to swallow the contents in a single gulp and wash it down with water.

      I take Julie through the salon up the creaky staircase to my room which doubles as a guest room. This isn’t my childhood house. I’ve never actually lived here. But the interior is an eerie replica of the apartment I grew up in above my parents’ antiques shop in Marseilles. Same style, same vibe, same furniture. The familiar brown leather sofas, curvy polished wooden chairs and tall armchairs with ornate oak armrests… The imposing bookcase neatly stocked with hardcover classics…

      Incidentally, no one reads them in this household. It’s the paperbacks hidden in the second row behind the hardcovers that the Adinian family binges on. Espionage thrillers for Dad and me, romances for Mom, and murder mysteries for my grandmother. My maternal aunt, her husband, and their two children share Medz Mama’s taste for mysteries. Julie will meet that bunch at the Christmas dinner tomorrow.

      Or maybe not. At any rate, not all at the same time. My aunt and her oldest son have had a major falling out. I should give Julie a heads-up about it.

      Mom shouts from downstairs that the coffee is ready. We hurry back to the kitchen where the table is set with tiny coffee cups, mineral water, juices, and gata cakes.

      “They contain gluten,” Mom warns Julie.

      “No worries,” my girlfriend reassures her. “I don’t have any food allergies or intolerances.”

      “Wonderful!” Dad rubs his hands, pleased.

      Mom’s gaze falls on the evil eye amulet I gave Julie a while back. It’s a bracelet, and she’s worn it every day since then.

      Bright-eyed, Mom looks from Julie’s wrist to me and back at Julie. “Did my son give that to you?”

      Julie nods.

      “Do you know its significance?”

      Another nod. “It protects the wearer from other people’s envy and ill wishes. Gabriel explained it to me.”

      “That’s not the significance I meant,” Mom says. “What I meant was that he’s never before—”

      Mayday! Mayday! “Shouldn’t Julie drink her coffee before it grows cold?” I raise my booming voice over Mom’s. “It tastes foul enough—”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Mom interrupts me. “Decide for yourself.”

      Julie lifts the cup to her mouth and takes a sip.

      Her eyes light up. “It’s delicious! You must show me how you make it.”

      “Do you want children?” Mom asks her. “How many do you plan on having? It has to be three. Two is the absolute minimum, but three is better in every way.”

      I bang my head on the table.

      Probably—hopefully—realizing that her question was way out of line, Mom tries to steer her ship into safer waters. “Do you have any siblings?”

      “I have three sisters,” Julie says. “An older one, a twin and a younger one.”

      “Excellent!” Mom enthuses. “Way to go!”

      “May I remind you that I’m your only child?” I say, without lifting my forehead off the table.

      “Not for lack of trying, and you know that,” Mom retorts before addressing Julie again. “George and I dreamed about a big family. But God decided otherwise. I had multiple… ahem… accidents.”

      “She means miscarriages,” I clarify, just in case.

      “I had one, too, when I was married,” Julie says.

      Bam! It’s my mother’s turn to be stunned.

      I sit up, too curious to see the expression on her face. She looks crestfallen. I wonder if it’s over the miscarriage or fact that Julie was married before. Mom is only sixty, but she was raised by very uptight parents, and she’s quite uptight herself. Her takeaway from Julie’s remark may well be that I am not the first man Julie has ever known… in the biblical sense.

      “Thanks for the coffee,” I say. “Julie and I are going for a walk if you don’t mind. It’s her first time in Cassis.”

      Ignoring me, Mom turns to Julie. “Give me three grandkids, and I’ll never rub your first marriage in your face. All shall be forgiven.”

      That’s it. I’ve reached my limit.

      “By virtue of the authority vested in me as an officer of the law, I inform you that this conversation is over.” Standing up, I offer my hand to Julie. “We’re going out.”

      Within seconds, we put on our jackets, change into outdoor shoes, and jog to the gate.

      Dad reopens the front door and calls, “Have fun and see you at seven-thirty! Claire is making dolma.”

      “Cool,” I react with lukewarm enthusiasm.

      “You don’t like it?” Julie asks me as we head down the street.

      “On the contrary, dolma is my favorite dish. It’s my parents that I don’t like right now.”

      “They gave me a very warm welcome,” Julie points out, ever the diplomat.

      I open my mouth to vent how embarrassing the episode was to me when my cell phone rings. It’s my boss.

      “You’re in Cassis, right?” he asks.

      “That’s right. What can I do for you, Commandant?”

      “Can you take a look at a murder scene?”

      I halt. “Here?”

      “Yes,” he confirms. “It may be mob related, which is your area of expertise. The Cassis Brigade would love to pick your brain since you’re there.”

      “When are they expecting me?”

      “As soon as you can.” He chuckles softly. “Make hay while the trail is hot, as they say.”

      That’s not quite what they say, but I catch his drift. “Can you text me the address?”

      “Doing it now.”

      I hang up and give Julie an apologetic look. “The visit to the harbor will have to wait, I’m afraid. There’s been a murder—”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “They won’t let you near the crime scene.”

      “No problem, I’ll wait outside.” She points at my parents’ house. “Don’t make me go back in there alone. I’m not ready.”

      Nor am I for her to return there alone. “You could just explore the town…”

      She gazes up at me, batting her eyelashes. “I’d rather explore it later, with you.”

      “OK, I’ll let you tag along to the crime scene, but you’ll wait outside the building.”

      “Have I told you how much I love you?” She wraps her arms around me and rewards me with a coffee-scented kiss.

      “Nope. Not today.”

      Why am I feeling so smug even though I just caved?

      It’s disheartening how good Julie has become at getting what she wants from this dude.
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      When Julie and I get to the building in the Cuettes neighborhood where the murder took place, there’s a dense crowd of onlookers outside the security perimeter.

      “Go on in,” she says, releasing my hand. “I’ll hang out here.”

      Suddenly, I get an idea. “Can you unobtrusively film the crowd with your phone while you wait?”

      “Of course!” She cocks her head. “Is it to make me feel useful or do you have a plan?”

      “Killers return to the scene of the murder sometimes although not nearly as often as TV shows would have you think.”

      I show my ID to the gendarme posted outside and enter the building.

      As another gendarme lets me into the victim’s sixth-floor apartment, the first thing I notice is the absence of carpets or rugs, and no visible footprints on the hardwood floor.

      The apartment is small, but it’s not overcrowded with furniture or bare. In fact, it’s furnished in good taste. There’s modern artwork on the walls, and the pieces have a vivaciousness to them.

      Hmm, not quite what I expected to see…

      “Any pry marks on the door?” I ask the nearest uniformed gendarme. “I’m Capitaine Gabriel Adinian, here at the request of your brass.”

      “None, Capitaine,” he replies. “But the balcony door was tampered with. We believe that’s how the killer came into the apartment.”

      “Signs of struggle?”

      “It looks like the victim was taken by surprise,” he says. “He stepped into his bedroom and received a fatal shot to the head. Most likely a .22 caliber with a suppressor. The neighbors didn’t hear anything.”

      “Can you show me the bedroom? I’m assuming CSI has already come and gone?”

      The gendarme confirms with a nod.

      “Have you been able to ID the victim?” I ask.

      “Vlad Vovich. His fingerprints were in the system.”

      “Because of his mafia links?”

      “The case officer, Capitaine Ruben, will be back at any moment. He’ll tell you more about Vovich.”

      We enter the bedroom, which would’ve been cozy if it weren’t for the yellow index cards and other marks testifying to the murder perpetrated here mere hours ago.

      “What’s your name, Sergent?” I ask the gendarme.

      “Breil.”

      “Do you have any photos of the body?”

      He shows me some photos of the vic on his digital camera.

      A white Caucasian male in his thirties with a blond beard and shaved skull, Vlad Vovich is lying on his back with a hole through the center of his forehead. He’s dressed simply in blue jeans and a gray sweater. I notice a tattoo peeking out from under his sleeve.

      I point at it. “Do you have a close-up of the tattoo?”

      Breil takes his camera from me and flips until he finds what he is looking for. Somebody pulled the sleeve up to reveal a tatt of two big crisscross knives. The symbol doesn’t ring any bells for me. Possibly a gang logo, but not one I’m familiar with.

      “Estimated time of death?” I inquire.

      “Close to midnight or very early this morning,” he replies. “The ME is conducting an autopsy as we speak. He’ll call Capitaine Ruben as soon as he’s completed his initial assessment.”

      “Would you have a spare pair of gloves?”

      Breil gives me two disposable gloves. I put them on as I head to the balcony and step out onto the small landing. I look down and then check the sides. On the left, there’s nothing, a void. On the right, a plexi panel separates Vovich’s apartment from his neighbor’s.

      I glance over my shoulder at Breil. “What about the neighbor on the right?”

      He checks his notes. “He wasn’t home when we knocked earlier this morning. My colleague at the office is trying to locate him.”

      Stepping back in, I point to the double bed. Both sides have been slept in. “A lover? A hooker? A vengeful ex? Were they here last night? Could be our killer?”

      Breil spreads his hands as if to say he has no answers, unfortunately.

      I head to the closet. Female clothes, size 38, fill more than half of it.

      “Girlfriend,” I say. “If not live-in, then most weekends.”

      “Er… It does look like that, yes.” Breil scratches the back of his head.

      “Who found the body?” I ask.

      He perks up. “The alarm company.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “Vovich had a wireless alarm installed as soon as he rented this apartment, under a fake identity,” Breil explains.

      “Cameras?”

      “Unfortunately, none. Only motion sensors.”

      I nod. “Go on.”

      “The perp had skills. He was able to jam the signal between the sensors and the control panel by sending some radio noise. The alarm company explained that the killer’s trick had suppressed the alarms going to both Vovich and the company when he broke in.”

      “Which explains Vovich’s obvious surprise and unpreparedness.”

      “Exactly, Capitaine!” Breil exclaims. “Around five in the morning, the alarm company began to suspect that something was off with the signal from Vlad Vovich’s apartment. They called his landline and his cell number in vain. And so they sent agents with a trained dog that began to bark his head off at the door.”

      “He’d sensed the blood.”

      “They called the police. Two local gendarmes got here within minutes, forced the front door, and found the body.”

      As my brain reconstructs the sequence of events, I ask Sergent Breil to take me to the kitchen. One can learn more about a person from their kitchen than from any other room.

      In the corridor, I remember something else. “Do you have any CCTV footage from the building or the street?”

      “The cameras in this area stopped working last night.”

      I smirk. “What a coincidence!”

      “The killer must’ve planned his every move,” Breil says. “We have no witnesses, and nothing came up when we canvassed the neighbors.”

      “What about the DNA in the apartment?”

      “It’s being processed.”

      A man about my age crosses the room toward us and introduces himself as Capitaine Ruben. “Happy you were able to spare some time for this today! I understand you’re in Cassis on a family visit?”

      “Orthodox Christmas,” I say. “Would it be possible to see the victim’s file?”

      “Come by the gendarmerie tomorrow morning, and I’ll have a copy for you with all of the latest information, including the autopsy report.”

      “I’ll be there.” I look around the well-equipped kitchen. “Can you tell me a bit more about the victim at this point? How was he linked to the mob?”

      “Vlad Vovich was the oldest son of a Parisian mafia clan boss, Stan Vovich,” Ruben explains.

      “Was he the family’s rep here in Cassis?”

      “No. Vlad had disappeared five years ago.”

      “Presumed dead?”

      “Presumed on the run, which he was.” Ruben gives me a mysterious smile. “I’m afraid I must go now, Capitaine. The investigative judge wants to be briefed without delay. But I promise you a full report tomorrow morning. You’ll know everything we know.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      As he strides out, I shift my gaze to the kitchen cabinets and open them, one after another, to inspect their contents. I take in the countertops with high-end kitchen appliances and coffee makers. Next, I open the big, sophisticated fridge, after which I check the drawers.

      Interesting…

      Ten minutes later, I finish looking in the remaining rooms, remove the latex gloves and exit Vlad Vovich’s apartment. Downstairs, I scan the crowd for Julie. She’s on the opposite side of the perimeter from where I left her. Mimicking the busybodies around her, she watches the entrance with her mouth slightly agape. She holds her wallet against her midsection with her phone pressed to it, screen to leather. One would assume it’s to protect those items from pickpockets, but the sneaky thing is still filming.

      The images from upstairs puncture my swelling pride because of how competent Vovich’s killer is. It’s unlikely a guy like that would be loitering among this throng, be it to check something or just to gloat.

      But hey, video is cheap! And it’s making Julie feel useful. Which reminds me of my hunch in the kitchen…

      Perhaps she’ll be able to make herself truly useful tomorrow.
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      Before we head home, Julie and I finally take that stroll through the fishing harbor of Cassis. I relay to her everything I saw and learned at the scene of the murder except for my hunch about the kitchen. If I’m authorized to take her there tomorrow, I want her judgment to be objective and uninfluenced by mine.

      After I’ve finished my tale, we amble in silence with my arm wrapped around her shoulders and her hand in the back pocket of my jeans.

      The old port is pretty at any time of day. But it’s picture-perfect in the late afternoon light. The slanting sun rays deepen the pastel colors of the façades, and make the blue of the sea sparkle even more.

      The air, fresh but not cold, tastes like the salty waters that lull the fishing and sailing boats moored to the wharf. The scent of the sea is, naturally, much more present here than in Beldoc. The winter season here is a lot milder than in the towns along the Rhône, and many café and restaurant terraces are open.

      We walk slowly along the waterfront, enjoying the views and the sense of freedom that comes with being by the sea. I stop at a bench overlooking the water, invite Julie to have a seat and show me her videos. She settles at my side. We view the recordings she made for some time. As I had expected, nothing jumps out, and no one seems overly suspicious.

      She wrinkles her nose. “You don’t think the killer is one of these people, do you?”

      “Honestly? No.”

      We spend another quarter of an hour just watching the boats bob up and down on the gentle waves.

      “It’s seven,” she says, glancing at her wristwatch. “Your dad said to be back by seven-thirty.”

      I draw in a long, deep breath.

      She does the same.

      Five minutes pass.

      With a slap on her knees, she springs to her feet. “Come on, let’s go! We can do this.”

      “Can we?” I heave myself from the bench.

      “Your parents are lovely people.”

      To my sarcastic eyebrow quirk, she adds, “A bit clumsy, but they mean well. It’s what matters. Their intentions are pure.”

      “The road to hell is paved with pure intentions,” I say, taking her hand. “Anyway, it’s not like we have a choice.”

      She flashes me an upbeat smile, and we set out to the Adinian house.
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        * * *

      

      Medz Mama has awoken from her afternoon nap, hugs Julie and me, and joins us at the dinner table. While we work our way through the appetizer salad, Julie watches her unobtrusively from the corner of her eye. Medz Mama, on the other hand, watches my girlfriend the way she watches TV—her gaze steady behind thick glasses and her wrinkled face full of determination.

      Dad opens a bottle of vodka and fills a shot glass for my grandmother before pouring wine for everyone else.

      The day Medz Mama turned eighty-three, she gave herself permission to do something her father had always done but she’d never dared. She took to downing a shot of vodka with dinner.

      “Old age sucks,” she toasts as she lifts the glass to her lips and gulps the clear liquid with a wince.

      Apparently, that’s what my great-grandfather used to say as he drank his daily shot. I’m happy to see that the Adinian family wisdom is thus preserved through generations.

      “Have they made you commandant yet, my boy?” she asks me.

      “No, Medz Mama,” I say. “Not yet.”

      She turns to Julie. “He’ll get a raise when they make him a commandant.”

      “Wonderful!” Julie chokes down a giggle.

      I pull a martyr’s face.

      Medz Mama sets her glass down without taking her eyes off Julie. “Did you know that Armenians have their own alphabet invented all the way back in 405 AD before the Greek alphabet?”

      Here we go again.

      Julie blinks, confused. “Wasn’t the Greek alphabet created in antiquity before Christ?” She shoots me a nervous glance. “No?”

      “There’s something you need to know about my grandmother,” I say to Julie. “She’ll mix total BS with hard facts so smoothly and blatantly that you’ll doubt what you know.”

      “The first part of Annie’s statement was true,” Dad adds for Julie’s benefit. “The part about the Greek alphabet was… inaccurate.”

      I snort at his euphemism. “Like, by a thousand years, give or take.”

      Medz Mama ignores us and addresses Julie again, “Armenia was the first official Christian state in the whole world.”

      Julie’s eyes dart to me.

      I tease her, “What’s your best guess?”

      “Wasn’t it the Roman Empire?”

      “Nope,” I say. “An Armenian king beat the Roman emperor to it by a couple of decades.”

      “The oldest shoe in the world was found in Armenia,” Medz Mama says, “and the oldest winery, too.”

      Julie glances at me.

      I rub my chin. “The shoe part is true. I’ll have to check about the winery.”

      “Just so you know, I’m not quizzing you, child,” Medz Mama says to Julie. “I’m making a point.”

      Dad turns to her. “Which is?”

      “The mountains of Armenia are the cradle of human civilization,” she announces.

      “I thought it was Africa,” Julie murmurs.

      “Fake news!” Medz Mama exclaims, shaking her head ruefully. “The Bible is very specific. Mount Ararat, the symbol of Armenia, is where Noah stepped ashore.”

      “Where did he sail from?” I ask her.

      She gives me a blank stare.

      “He sailed his ark there from somewhere else, didn’t he?” I rephrase. “Wouldn’t that other place have a slightly stronger claim to being the cradle?”

      Her stare grows even more vacant.

      I feign doubt. “Unless Noah was a climate change denier, and his ark was just a weekend garage project… I mean, a Shabbat barn project, and it was never meant to sail very far.”

      “Inconceivable!” Dad frowns in feigned shock. “I refuse to believe he went through the trouble of building that monumental thing and packing it with all those beasts and people just to give it a spin around the house.”

      “I’m with George,” Mom chimes in. “Besides, the Bible is just as specific on where Noah left from as it is on where he ended up.”

      As always when we flip Medz Mama’s own arguments against her, she freezes momentarily. Her brain goes into a series of glitches to restart moments later, with the entire episode deleted from her hard drive. That amazing feature keeps her smug and pleased with herself at all times and under any circumstances, reality notwithstanding.

      While Medz Mama is rebooting, we clear the table for the main course.

      “There are many different variants of dolma and different ways to cook each variant,” Dad explains while Mom serves Julie a generous portion. “My wife’s is the best.”

      “It’s true,” Mom confirms without an ounce of irony.

      That being said, her dolma is phenomenal.

      Julie studies her plate, sniffing. The blissful expression on her face conveys that she loves the smell. Not to sound like Medz Mama, but Mom’s dolma is vastly superior to the stuffed eggplant, tomato, or cabbage you get in a Greek restaurant. Here, they’re all present in the same dish and stewed rather than oven baked. The combination of colorful bell peppers with dark eggplant, red tomato, and white cabbage is also highly photogenic. And it tastes even better than it looks and smells.

      Take that, Plato!

      “I’ll make more for the Christmas dinner tomorrow, along with two other dishes, and three appetizers,” Mom says.

      “I’ll give you a hand,” Julie offers. “My cooking isn’t as good as my baking, but I can put together a few decent dishes.”

      Mom waves her suggestion off. “You’ve already contributed the pastries for the dessert.”

      “Yes, but—”

      Mom flashes her palm. “The answer is no. I don’t want you or Gabriel to do any work while you’re here. George, Medz Mama and my sister Mireille will help me.”

      “How many guests are we expecting?” Dad asks.

      “The ‘Orthodox Gang,’ that’s five,” she begins to count on her fingers. “Gabriel, Julie and their friend Salman, that’s eight. Add the three of us plus Mireille, Jean-Pierre, and Patrick. Fourteen.”

      Dad leans over to Julie. “Mireille is Claire’s sister. Jean-Pierre is her husband, and Patrick is their younger son.”

      Realizing Mom didn’t mention my other cousin, or his wife, I turn to her. “What about David and Edwige? Are they on vacation in some tropical paradise?”

      A shadow crosses her face.

      “Are they all right?” I stare at her, fearing the worst.

      “They’re fine,” Dad reassures me. “More than fine. Edwige is expecting. But they’re still cross at Mireille. It’s been a year!”

      “I didn’t realize the rift was so bad they’d skip our Christmas dinner…”

      “What happened?” Julie asks.

      “They won’t tell us,” Mom replies. “And Mireille has no clue.”

      Dad strokes her arm. “When Claire tried mediation, David asked if his mother knew why they were so upset. And when Claire replied that Mireille didn’t, he went through the roof.”

      Mom takes her head in her hands. “With every passing month, reconciliation between them seems to slip further and further away. I’m at my wit’s end.”

      “I’ll talk to David,” I promise her.

      She doesn’t appear hopeful. “He’ll tell you nothing. Believe me, everyone has tried.”

      Except for Julie. I must check with her first, which is why I don’t say that aloud. But Julie is a lot like her grandmother Rose; she has a way of getting people to confide in her. That gift, along with logic and pluck, makes her an excellent sleuth.

      Who knew she’d get a chance to use her skills while we’re here?
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      Julie was still half-asleep when I left the house. At seven thirty, I pull over by the gendarmerie. The plan is to catch Ruben and his team, exchange the fresh croissants I picked up on the way here for a detailed briefing and a copy of Vlad Vovich’s file and be back home for breakfast.

      The Gendarmerie Nationale of Cassis is a three-story concrete structure in a pale shade of pink. The color is so odd that it gives the building an air of a magnified doll house. Incongruous as it is, it looks better in pink than it would’ve au naturel if left unpainted. Albeit a fantastic material, concrete doesn’t age with grace.

      The interior of the doll house looks like any other gendarmerie in France. With shoes squeaking on the linoleum floor, I cross a long corridor, guided by voices and the smell of java. My destination is the coffee room—a space necessary in any brigade or police station anywhere in this country. In that room the daily morning rituals of coffee making and drinking are performed. Without it, life on the force wouldn’t be the same. While the size and comforts of the room vary from one brigade to another, the constants include a table, a coffee machine, and a kettle.

      The room I enter has them, too. A half dozen gendarmes nursing their morning brews turn to see who came in. Ruben isn’t among them. I explain my reason for being here and then send around the box with the croissants. The locals introduce themselves.

      Sergent Breil offers me a cup.

      “Capitaine Adinian had a good hunch at the crime scene yesterday,” he informs his colleagues.

      They gather around us. “Are you talking about the Vovich case? What was the hunch?”

      “He said the victim had a live-in girlfriend,” Breil says. “The fingerprint and DNA results we got this morning corroborate that theory.”

      “You mean her DNA and prints were everywhere in the apartment?” a lieutenant asks. His name is Miège, I believe.

      Breil nods.

      I lift my cup to my lips. “Do you have an ID?”

      “Not yet,” Breil says. “There were no matches in the databases.”

      “Can you tell me more about Vlad Vovich?” I ask him.

      “Capitaine Ruben will be here in a few minutes,” Breil replies. “He’ll give you the lowdown.”

      Lieutenant Miège steps closer to us. “Let me make just one observation. If that SOB Vovich had been locked up five years ago, as he should’ve been, then his murder would’ve been avoided.”

      The others nod in agreement. I can’t be certain of his meaning, without reading the file, but I’m beginning to piece things together.

      “How does locking someone up help them? Justice isn’t about imprisoning people!” adjudant Lesire, a fresh-faced man in his midtwenties, chants nasally, as if imitating someone.

      I know who he’s aping! Journalists, lawyers, magistrates, ministry officials, politicians… In short, everyone with enough money and power to protect themselves from the brunt of skyrocketing crime.

      “I often wonder,” Miège says, “how reintegration became the focus of our justice system? How did we lose our way so badly?”

      I offer my two cents, “We’re on our second or third generation of judges raised to believe that reforming the predator is a nobler pursuit than protecting the flock.”

      The truth is, redemption makes for a better story than punishment. But that story belongs in fiction. We made the mistake of letting it seep into the philosophy of law, and now it’s eroding the very foundations of our social contract.

      Breil twists his mouth. “I never subscribed to that point of view, even after I binge read Victor Hugo in my teens! It always struck me as unfair.”

      “That’s because it is,” a familiar voice comes from the doorway.

      I turn around.

      Capitaine Ruben steps into the coffee room with a manila folder under his arm. “The Talmud says, ‘If you are kind to the cruel, then you are cruel to the kind.’ ”

      The quote is met with sounds of approval.

      Advancing, Ruben adds, “It’s unfortunate, not to say tragic, that we became so reluctant to call out and reject evil.”

      “Pff, we’re better off this way!” Miège scoffs in the same nasal voice as Lesire. “Thanks to our open-mindedness, evil disappeared.”

      Breil’s lip curls. “Did it?”

      “Absolutely,” Miège doubles down in his normal voice. “We make sure no crime goes unexcused. And that’s how we beat evil—by refusing to name it.”

      Ruben halts in front of me. “As any toddler knows, if you close your eyes, things disappear.”

      I greet him. “So, for what evil deed should Vlad Vovich have been punished?”

      “It’s all in there,” Ruben says, handing me the file. “But here’s the gist. Vlad, the oldest son of Parisian gangster Stan Vovich, likely killed Samuel Pietri, the teenage son of another mafia family.”

      “I’ve heard about the Pietris, but not the Voviches…”

      He smirks. “They’re an up-and-coming outfit, still making a name for themselves.”

      “Drugs? Human trafficking?”

      “Counterfeit,” Ruben says. “Five years ago, Vlad led a parley with the Pietri family. No one was supposed to die. But young Samuel Pietri pulled his gun. Both parties opened fire. Samuel was hit and died from his wounds. He was eighteen.”

      “You said earlier that Vlad ‘likely’ killed him. Is that why he wasn’t serving time? Lack of evidence? Reasonable doubt?”

      He nods. “Everyone present refused to talk to the police. The murder weapon was never found. Bullets and empty slugs were all the investigators had.”

      “Not even Samuel Pietri’s parents would talk to them?”

      “His father, Nonce Pietri, and his older brother, Lucca, were rumored to have vowed to kill Vlad.” Ruben stops to thank Breil for the coffee cup the latter just handed him. “But they wouldn’t cooperate with the investigation.”

      “What about the Vovich family?”

      “Predictably, they swore to protect Vlad.” Ruben drinks. “Where it gets interesting, is that after Sam Pietri’s death, Vlad distanced himself from his folks and then disappeared.”

      I interject, “Until Karma caught up with him.”

      Ruben looks amused by my reference to Karma.

      Mind you, I’m half-serious. That’s what rubbing shoulders with Rose Tassy for five years does to a perfectly rational person!

      “Karma may take the credit,” Ruben chuckles. “But it’s likely Nonce or Lucca Pietri that caught up with Vlad.”

      “Did you find their prints? DNA?” I ask.

      “We lifted lots of prints, Vlad’s and his girlfriend’s.” He finishes his coffee. “Unfortunately, none that match our prime suspects.”

      “Not even on the balcony door?”

      “The intruder must’ve worn gloves,” Ruben says. “He took great care not to leave anything behind that we could exploit for traces of DNA.”

      I narrow my eyes. “The girlfriend could’ve killed him and staged the forced entry to throw us off the scent.”

      “It’s a possibility,” he agrees. “But the evidence and his MO suggest a highly skilled male.”

      “She could’ve been in cahoots with Vlad’s killer,” I hypothesize. “That would explain why she vanished.”

      “We’ve considered that, too,” Ruben says. “She’d gone to great lengths to be as inconspicuous as possible.”

      “On the mailbox, lease agreement and the few documents we found, only Vlad’s fake name, Dibala, appears,” Breil elaborates. “The neighbors we interviewed so far barely registered her presence. They had a hard time describing her.”

      “Have you interviewed the Pietris?” I ask.

      Breil and Ruben exchange a look.

      “The entire family has been on vacation in Phuket, Thailand, since January 3,” Breil says. “Their alibis are ironclad, complete with video footage, photos, boarding passes, bank card payments, and multiple eyewitnesses to confirm their whereabouts on the night of the murder.”

      “Alibis that good always make me suspicious,” Ruben remarks. “But I can’t take them into custody on a gut feeling.”

      I give him a sympathetic smile. “Let me study the file and see how I can help.”

      “We know you’re here on a family visit,” Ruben says. “I don’t expect you to work from the office or be fully involved. But we’re stretched very thin, and my commandant is an old friend of yours, so since you’re here anyway…”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      He nods a thank-you. “You’re free to poke around and interview witnesses. Just be sure to report anything you uncover to me. Anything my team or I turn up, we’ll obviously share with you. That way, no info gets lost in the shuffle, and everyone is on the same page.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Ruben extends his hand.

      I shake it. “Oh, there’s something I meant to ask. May I take a civilian to the crime scene this afternoon? She won’t touch anything, and I’ll supervise her closely.”

      “I imagine you need her expertise on something?”

      “Yes.”

      “A good cop knows when to trust his instincts, and you’re a very good cop. Besides, we’ve finished processing the apartment, so…” He glances at Sergent Breil.

      “I’ll make sure you can access the apartment, Capitaine,” Breil says.

      With the civilities out of the way, I go back to the car, wondering if Julie will confirm my hunch, and how pertinent it is to solving Vlad’s murder.
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      Sergent Breil lets us into the apartment. “Take your time. I have several phone calls to make.”

      We glove up, and I lead Julie into the kitchen.

      “Can you at least tell me what prompted you to seek my opinion?” she asks. “And on what, precisely, you want it?”

      Those are legitimate questions, but if I answer them, I’ll be influencing her impressions, which is what I’d like to avoid.

      Instead, I pull out my phone and show her the picture of Vlad’s wrist tat that Breil sent me.

      She studies the tattooed knives for a moment before looking up at me. “They look… It’s ridiculous how much they resemble a set of pro chefs’ knives! I could even tell you the brand.”

      My shoulders relax.

      She glances at the image of the tat again and then at me. “Is that a gang tattoo? Who are they? The Foodie Fraternity? Fine Eating and Felony? Cocotte and Crime?”

      “Take a look.” Smiling at the silly names, I open the knife drawer.

      She ganders and whistles. “Look at these babies! All top quality, the best of the best! If I weren’t a specialized pastry chef, I’d be green with envy right now.”

      “You are a little green,” I remark, peering at her face.

      She ogles the blades again. “It seems that Vlad really had a thing for chef’s knives.”

      “Not only with the knives.”

      “May I check the other drawers and cabinets?”

      “Knock yourself out and share your thoughts as they come.”

      She opens another drawer. “Oh look, a bobine of butcher’s twine!” Pointing at the reel, she adds, “It’s used to bundle woody herbs like rosemary and thyme, before dipping them into simmer dishes.”

      “Aha.”

      “And these,” she points out a half dozen tiny square packets, “contain silica. It’s a nifty trick to keep certain garnishes, crackers, and pastries dry.”

      Julie moves on, gawking at the equipment, checking the vitamins on the kitchen table, opening cabinets and sniffing all sorts of spices.

      “Oh my God!” she squeaks, holding up an oddly shaped watering can. “You know what this is? A multi-nozzle squirt bottle!”

      “Is that something valuable? Worth killing for?”

      She laughs at that. “No, it’s cheap. I have one at home and two in the pâtisserie. But I didn’t expect to see this in a gangster’s kitchen.”

      “What do you do with it?”

      “Chefs drizzle syrup or liquor on cakes so that they stay nice and moist after we cut them.”

      When she circles back to the shelf above the counter, she traces her forefinger along the spines, pulls out three cookbooks and thumbs through them.

      “This is gastronomic stuff,” she declares. “Advanced plus.”

      When she gets to a notebook with handwritten recipes, she whistles again, impressed. “They sound amazing.”

      I glance at the neat, rounded handwriting, every letter a pretty bead on a tight string. Each recipe comes with a note on how to serve the dish, and a photo of the finished product. Some of the pics were snapped in this very kitchen. Others were taken in places I can’t identify.

      “If I didn’t know who Vlad Vovich was,” Julie says, “I would bet we were in a professional chef’s kitchen. He was a truly dedicated amateur.”

      I take another look at the recipes. “What if this kitchen was his girlfriend’s space?”

      “Then she’s a chef,” Julie says at once. “She’s wasting her life if she isn’t.”

      “You confirmed my hunch! Maybe we can narrow down our search with that.”

      On our way out, she spots a pair of nursing clogs. “Nonslip, waterproof, great back support, no laces. Chefs’ footwear of choice.”

      They’re size 38. Definitely not Vlad’s.

      We exit the apartment. Sergent Breil locks the front door and seals it while I tell him that Vlad’s girlfriend is likely a professional chef. He says he’ll relay the info to Ruben and the team.

      “Here’s what I have for you,” he says once we’re outside. “Some of the neighbors who weren’t home yesterday, talked to us this morning.”

      “Including the one next door to Vlad?”

      “No, we haven’t been able to get a hold of him yet. But the ladies from the first floor and the fourth floor described Vlad’s girlfriend as a brunette in her midthirties, fit, pretty, medium height, no special marks.”

      Julie throws him a look. “That’s better than nothing, right?”

      “We have a sketch based on that description,” Breil says. “I can email it to you… not that it’s terribly helpful.”

      “Send it,” I urge him. “Did you learn anything else about her? Does she have a car? What’s her first name?”

      “No car that the neighbors know of. Those who knew her called her Madame Dibala,” Breil replies. “She never gave them her first name.”

      “She was more than a weekend visitor if they’d assumed she was Vlad’s wife,” Julie observes.

      “I agree.” Breil checks his notepad. “Let’s see, what else… Monsieur and Madame Dibala were polite but distant. They kept to themselves, didn’t mingle with the others in the building, never held parties, and generally made very little noise.”

      “Was anyone that could be our mystery woman reported missing?” I ask Breil.

      “No, Capitaine. Then again, it’s been less than forty-eight hours, and she’s a grown woman…”

      He’s right, but kidnapped or accomplice, every hour counts now if we hope to find her.

      Breil slaps his forehead. “Almost forgot! We know what Vlad did for a living down here in the South.”

      “Counterfeit like back in Paris or some other traffic?”

      “He’d been driving a cab for one of the Marseilles-based companies for the past two years.”

      I blink. “As a cover, surely?”

      “It doesn’t seem so,” Breil says. “He worked full-time and often overtime, took very little leave, and never called in sick.”

      Hmm, where would he squeeze in trafficking?

      Breil’s mouth stretches into a sly smile. “If he ran an illegal business while putting in those hours at his regular job, then he was useless at crime.”

      “Not if it was a passion!” Julie exclaims, lifting her chin.

      It’s Breil’s turn to stare, perplexed.

      “My girlfriend is an amateur sleuth,” I explain to him before we say goodbye.
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      Once Salman has met my family and Mom’s Orthodox buddies, she invites the guests to sit anywhere around the long, festively decorated dinner table. Leading by example, Dad settles at the head. The guests pick their seats, taking care to leave the other head vacant. You’d think it’s for Mom, but it’s Dad’s mother, Medz Mama, who takes it with Mom and Dad’s tacit approval.

      My folks love this kind of reverse virtue signaling. It’s how they pretend that patriarchy still rules in the Adinian household—as it should in any God-fearing home!

      Yesterday, my cousin David called Mom to apologize and explain he’ll stop by tomorrow with Edwige to see me and wish all of us merry Orthodox Christmas. Mom tried to persuade him to give peace a chance, but he was adamant. David used to be Aunt Mireille’s biggest fan, a much more devoted son than his brother Patrick. I wonder what went wrong… Did Edwige set him against his mom? But why?

      Mireille does have a sharp tongue, but she’s a genuinely caring person. Everybody knows that. Edwige is smart enough to see that.

      I help Mom fetch the remaining salad bowls from the kitchen. Mom and Dad slaved away from the moment they got up this morning until a few minutes ago to prepare all that food. In addition to the summer dolma Mom cooked yesterday, we’re also having the winter version with stuffed grape leaves, two kinds of salads, a yogurt-and-barley spas soup, and baked fish with pilaf rice.

      “Rice with raisins is a must for our Christmas tradition,” Mom explains to the newbies. “The rice symbolizes all of humanity, and the raisins are the chosen ones among them.”

      Julie and Salman nod dutifully.

      Mom goes on to present the other dishes and appetizers, including marinated olives, string cheese called chechil, sausage called sujuk and—last but not least—sheet bread called lavash. Julie discovered it at breakfast this morning when Dad made her lavash rolls with string cheese and chives instead of croissants and jam.

      The delicious blend of smells from all those goodies almost makes me drool.

      Dad fills the wine glasses. “It’s the blood of Jesus that will cleanse us from our sins.”

      He always says that. I always need a moment to chase away the mental picture those words conjure so I can drink the wine and not feel like a vampire.

      On Mom’s command, we dig in.

      “Is there a reason why Armenians celebrate Christmas on January 6,” Julie asks my parents, “and not on December 25?”

      “In the first few centuries AD, everybody did,” Dad begins. “But then the Roman Catholics switched to December 25.”

      “It was to replace a pagan holiday that most Christians continued to observe at the time, wasn’t it?” Mom prompts.

      He nods. “The Armenians, being the stubborn bunch we still are, never made the switch.”

      Salman tilts his head to one side. “What about the Orthodox churches that celebrate on January 7? Why did they delay Christmas by a day instead of advancing it like the Catholics and Protestants?”

      “Actually, they had advanced it, just like the Catholics and Protestants,” Dad says. “But then a sixteenth-century pope created a new calendar that runs thirteen days ahead of the old one. Most churches adopted it, but some stuck to what they knew.”

      Mom’s Greek friend Theophania jumps in, “Which is why the Russians, Ukrainians, Serbs, Copts, Ethiopians, and most Eastern Orthodox churches observe Christmas on January 7.”

      “But not the Greek Orthodox Church,” Mom says with a wink.

      “Yeah,” Theophania admits. “We adopted December 25, belatedly though.”

      Medz Mama blows out her cheeks. “You Greeks are so eager to be unique you had to dissent from the dissenting lot by aligning yourselves with the mainstream.”

      “With due respect, Annie,” Theophania narrows her eyes at my grandmother. “Please remind me which Christian church is the only one in the world to observe Christmas on January 6, when the rest celebrate Epiphany?”

      “Technically, we’re not the only ones,” Dad says.

      Everybody turns to him, some cringing with disbelief.

      “Don’t give me those looks!” he defends himself. “For your information, there are some rural communities in the US and Ethiopia that observe New Christmas on December 25, and Old Christmas on January 6.”

      Julie beams. “I’m learning so much!”

      “Religions are wonderful in many ways,” Salman chimes in. “They provide warmth and comfort, and an outlet for our spirituality. They give us a sense of community and belonging.”

      “They do, don’t they?” everybody around the table echoes.

      The only one to break the consensus is young Patrick who just stares down at his plate. I guess at twenty he’s still not over his teenage rebellion when it’s a matter of honor to disagree with everything your parents support.

      Salman lets the cheers die down. “It’s just such a shame all religions are homophobic!”

      Patrick’s eyes dart to Salman, sparkling in the light of the chandelier.

      “Some have evolved over the recent decades,” Mom remarks.

      The others grunt and nod.

      Salman the agitator raises his glass. “God bless evolution, then!”

      “Amen!” The usually reserved Patrick drinks up.

      Aunt Mireille smiles for the first time tonight. Normally the life and soul of family gatherings, she’s been very subdued, despite her husband’s and Mom’s attempts to draw her out. My guess is she had high hopes that David would turn up for this dinner. And now she’s dealing with his glaring absence.

      By the time everyone around the table feels they’ve eaten so much they’re going to burst, Mom announces it’s time for dessert.

      In my parents’ house, that means a combination of Provençal and Oriental specialties. A few minutes later, the table is reset with gingerbread, biscuits, nuts, pomegranate seeds, dried plums and apricots, marzipan, gata, and sweet sujuk. The latter, my all-time favorite, is a flute-shaped dessert made from walnuts dipped in grape jelly and threaded on a string. Or should I say butcher’s twine, as I learned from Julie this afternoon.

      Medz Mama asks her, “Tell me, sweetie, how much do you know about Gabriel’s roots?”

      “I’ve read some books,” Julie replies.

      I know she has, and I’m stoked, even though I haven’t told her.

      “Dark stuff, huh?” Dad comments.

      “Very,” Julie agrees. “I’m amazed your old country is still standing.”

      Dad’s expression becomes serious. “More like, hanging by a thread.”

      “But you still have a country, or what’s left of it,” Mom’s friend Elisabeth says. “We’ve become a persecuted minority in our homeland. Martyr is every Copt’s middle name.”

      “She means it figuratively,” I say to Julie.

      “At least, most Copts still live in Egypt,” Mom’s other friend Marnita, argues. “We Assyrians are now scattered around the world.”

      “Assyrians…” Salman looks up, as if recalling something. “The Ishtar Gate! Your work, right?”

      Marnita grins. “Well, not personally, but my ancestors, yes.”

      Salman presses a hand to his chest. “Respect, madame! I saw it last summer, reassembled in Berlin’s Pergamon Museum. Blew my mind.”

      “It’s magnificent, isn’t it?” Marnita’s dreamy eyes cloud over. “I should be upset it was lifted and taken to Germany, but its original location was in today’s Iraq, and you know what happened there…”

      Salman nods with sympathy.

      “During the First World War, the Ottomans massacred and deported my people”—Marnita points at Mom and Dad—“along with theirs. And in this century, ISIS did it to us again!”

      The air in the room grows heavy.

      I’m tempted to make a stupid joke to lighten it up, but Salman beats me to it. “Hey, I’m a Druze, but I’d like to enter this lovely contest on behalf of my Maronite Christian brothers and sisters. They had it rough, too.”

      “Did they?” Mom squints with incredulity. “I always thought they were spared.”

      Salman squares his shoulders. “Well, they went from being the majority in Lebanon to less than a quarter in just a few decades.”

      Mom and her gang trade looks.

      “OK, you’re in,” Mom concludes. “Do we have other entrants or shall we vote on who gets the Most Martyred Christian award?”

      “Eastern Christian,” Dad corrects her. “The current plight of Christians in some parts of Africa is a whole nother story.”

      “What’s the prize?” Salman asks.

      Mom stares at him, taken aback, then looks around the table.

      Uncle Jean-Pierre grabs two sujuk flutes and sets them on a plate, one crossing the other. “The Sujuk Cross of Suffering.”

      “Do we need to vote?” Mom asks the guests.

      Theophania points her chin at Marnita. “The Assyrians should have it.”

      Her proposal is met with sounds of approval.

      “Then I believe we have a winner!” Mom pushes the plate to Marnita. “The Sujuk Cross is yours, hon. Congratulations!”

      Marnita stands up and bows while the others applaud.

      Julie whispers in my ear, “And here I thought my family was weird…”

      “Compared to this lot?” I survey the lot in question. “Your family is a picture of normalcy and sanity, even after one factors in Rose!”
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      The first thing I do after breakfast on January 7 is step out into the garden and call Stan Vovich, the victim’s father. Today is the next to last day of my stay in Cassis. I’d love to make headway and help Ruben’s investigation along before leaving. The fact that I have an eye on Commandant Lambert’s post after he retires has nothing to do with my eagerness. Obviously.

      Vlad’s body had been transferred to Paris. Stan and Bella Vovich identified it earlier this morning, so I begin by expressing my condolences.

      “Yes, yes, thank you,” Stan Vovich interrupts me. “What do you want from me, Capitaine Adinian? I already told everything I know to Capitaine Ruben and his people.”

      “That’s the thing, Monsieur Vovich. You hardly told them anything.”

      “There’s nothing to tell.”

      Seriously? Doesn’t he care if we find his son’s killer? Or does he expect to find him before we do?

      I try again, “You must have an idea about who could want your son dead.”

      “I do and so do you.”

      “The Pietris’ alibis check out.”

      “How convenient for them!”

      “Monsieur Vovich, let’s assume for a second it wasn’t them.” He begins to sneer, but I carry on. “Could it be another rival family? We know that Vlad drove a cab for the past two years. But to your knowledge, was he involved in some other activity whether for you or independently?”

      “We’ve been estranged for the past five years, after Sam Pietri was killed. Vlad started a new life. No visits, no calls, no contact… like we didn’t exist anymore. Broke his mother’s heart!”

      “Next you’ll tell me he was making amends.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” he mutters.

      “Why am I not buying it?”

      “Beats me.”

      He thinks he’ll find the killer on his own.

      Reining in my frustration, I take a new approach. “Did my colleagues tell you Vlad had a live-in girlfriend?”

      “The mystery woman? Have you found her yet?”

      “No,” I admit. “Any idea who she might be?”

      “None whatsoever,” he scoffs.

      The defiance in his voice finally gets to me. “Monsieur Vovich, I’m not sure you understand. We’re not after you on this one. There was a murder and your son was the victim. We’re after his killer.”

      “Capitaine Adinian,” he apes my tone. “I’ll be burying my oldest son this week, but he’s been as good as dead to us for the last five years.”

      He hangs up.

      That was helpful. Not.

      I return to the living room and sum up the conversation to Julie. “Do you mind if I make a quick trip to Marseilles while you hang out at home or in town?”

      “Is it in relation to the case?”

      “I’d like to talk to Vlad’s manager and colleagues at his day job.”

      Her eyebrows go up. “You’re allowing for the possibility that Vlad’s murder wasn’t a hit ordered by the Pietris?”

      “A good investigator shouldn’t rule out any possibilities, should they?”

      “Indeed, they shouldn’t,” she agrees with a mischievous smile. “At FERJ, we always make sure to follow up on all leads, no matter how unlikely. And, sometimes, it’s the least likely lead that turns out to be the best one.”

      “I’ll be super quick.” I lean down to kiss her before leaving.

      She stops me. “Can I come with you?”

      “In what capacity?”

      She rubs her nose. “As the investigator’s consultant?”

      “This is Capitaine Ruben’s case, not mine. I’m just giving him a hand.”

      “A consultant’s consultant, then?” She joins her palms together. “Please, you know I can be useful!”

      As always, I cave. “Grab your purse, and don’t tell my parents we’re off to Marseilles.”
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      While we drive, Ruben calls. “Our IT guy managed to get into Vlad’s laptop.”

      “Fantastic! What did he find?”

      “Disappointingly little. No criminal dealings or suspicious transactions or secret ledgers. Nothing illegal.”

      “What about his phone? Maybe he kept everything shady on his phone.”

      “Maybe.” Ruben’s voice lacks conviction. “But we don’t have it. So.”

      “Well, thanks for the update.”

      “That wasn’t the update,” he says. “We did find something of interest on that laptop.”

      “What?”

      “Vovich had written a letter to his manager claiming a coworker was skimming money from the company.”

      “No shit!”

      “The letter is dated a month ago, and it isn’t signed,” Ruben adds. “From the way it’s written, we assume he sent it to his boss anonymously.”

      “Have you talked to the manager yet?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you’re in luck, because I just drove into Marseilles,” I inform him. “The timing of your intel is perfect.”

      We settle that I’ll call him back with a detailed report. And twenty minutes later, Julie and I climb the stairs of a drab office building. Vlad’s employer occupies its entire third floor. Julie and I cross the open space to the manager’s office.

      Monsieur Siclay hears me out.

      “I received an anonymous tip about Jordan Martinez a month ago,” he says as soon as I’m done. “We checked. The tip was good. Jordan had gotten very creative on some of his rides.”

      “Did you fire him?” I ask.

      “No.”

      Startled, I follow up with, “Why not?”

      Siclay responds with a grimace of helplessness and shrugs.

      “Did it come out who’d written the letter?” Julie inquires.

      “Yes,” Siclay replies. “In fact, before he sent me that letter, Vlad confronted Jordan.”

      It’s Julie’s turn to blink and stare.

      “That must’ve been…”—Siclay scratches the back of his head—“back in August. Vlad told Jordan to clean up his act or else he’d report him to me.”

      I smirk. “Looks like Jordan didn’t clean up his act.”

      “How do you know about that conversation between them?” Julie asks Siclay.

      “When I met with Jordan to fire him, he admitted to everything. He also told me Vlad had warned him to stop, and that he was going to, but his family had come to rely on the extra income, so he kept putting it off.”

      I frown. “And that convinced you to give him another chance?”

      “I’m a family man myself,” Siclay says with an apologetic shrug. “Jordan is weak, but he’s a good guy. I put him on notice and kept him on.”

      What a story!

      “How can I find him?”

      Siclay checks his computer screen. “He’ll drop by the office in an hour or so.”

      “We’ll be in the bistro next door.” I give him my card. “Call me as soon as he’s in, and don’t let him leave.”

      In the coffee shop, Julie slants me a questioning look. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “That we may have found someone with a possible motive? Yes.”

      “Jordan must’ve been counting on Vlad’s silence, since he was so reluctant to quit his dishonest ways,” she says. “It must’ve come as a shock when Vlad reported him to Siclay.”

      “He might’ve felt let down, betrayed even.”

      Did this case just become less straightforward than it seemed?

      We’re on our second round of espressos when Siclay phones me. Within five minutes, we’re back in his office, looking at a man in his forties, short and suntanned. His hair is jet black, with just a hint of gray, and his face is thick with two-day-old stubble. He’s wearing jeans and an unexpectedly fine pale-blue shirt opened at the collar. He smells of stale tobacco and motor fumes, which is perfectly expected, not just from a cabbie, but from nearly anyone in this fast and furious city where I grew up.

      “What was your first thought when you found out Vlad had ratted you out?” I ask him.

      “I thought, ‘son of a—,” he stops abruptly and then starts again. “But I also felt remorse. I was mad at myself for not taking his warning seriously enough.”

      I pull out my notepad and write that down.

      Jordan becomes agitated. “What are you writing? I didn’t mean my first words! I mean… I did mean them a little bit, but, you know, not enough to…”

      “Murder Vlad Vovich a month later?” I prompt.

      “Yes. I mean, no.” His eyes dart to Siclay. “My boss didn’t fire me. So, it’s not like Vlad’s actions ruined my life or left my family without an income.”

      I write that down, too.

      “Monsieur Martinez.” I look up from my notepad. “Did you kill Vlad Vovich?”

      “Are you crazy?” He gesticulates wildly. “I didn’t kill him!”

      “Prove it,” Julie says.

      I flinch at her turn of phrase, because, legally, the burden of proof is on us, not on Jordan. But this is hardly a good time to remind her she’s here as a consultant to a consulting gendarme, so she’d better do things by the book.

      “I will!” Jordan turns to me. “When exactly was Vlad killed?”

      “Between midnight and one on January 5.”

      His chin juts out. “Ha! I couldn’t’ve done it.”

      “Because…?” I hold my pen ready.

      He hesitates. “I can’t tell you that straight away.”

      “Why not?”

      “I must talk to some people first,” he replies enigmatically. “But tomorrow, I’ll prove my innocence to you. You’ll see!”

      I close my notepad. “Very well. Don’t leave town, Monsieur Martinez. And don’t try anything silly.”

      We wrap up the interview. Outside, I call Ruben with a detailed report as promised. He says he’ll have one of his guys keep an eye on Jordan Martinez. After that, Julie and I drive straight to my parents’ house.

      I don’t want to be late for David’s visit and for a chance, slim as it may be, to reconcile him with his mom.
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      It comes as no surprise how pleased I am to see David again.

      “How long has it been? A year? More?” He eyes me after we sit down.

      “About a year,” I say. “You were out of town on my last two visits.”

      He points at Edwige’s belly. “My boss has been notified he has two months to move me to a department where I don’t have to travel so much, or else I quit.”

      He hasn’t changed. Same warmth in his chocolate-brown eyes, same thick, curly eyelashes, prominent nose, and strong chin. At twenty-eight, he’s lost the last of his teenage allure to become a man. That said, people have always thought David was my brother and not Patrick’s. Now the resemblance between the two of us is even more striking than before. Patrick takes after his Normand dad, and he looks just as boyish at twenty as he did at seventeen.

      The one who’s changed a lot over the last year is Edwige. While she wasn’t exactly skinny when I met her, now she’s voluptuous, her face as rounded as her belly.

      The weather is mild this afternoon, and we’ve moved our coffee cups and dessert platters out to the garden table. It’s just the four of us—David, Edwige, Julie, and me. My parents gave us some space on purpose. Medz Mama did it despite herself, due to an urgent nap.

      We spend an hour or so talking about life, work, and common acquaintances. To my delight, both Edwige and Julie take an active part in the conversation, apparently enjoying it. They even encourage David and me to share stories of childhood mischief, the kind of stuff that only moms find interesting. Another hour later, I begin to worry there won’t be a natural lull so I can ask my cousin and his wife about their problem with Aunt Mireille.

      “You must be wondering if I’m pregnant with twins,” Edwige says out of the blue.

      I follow her gaze to her larger-than-average bump. “I wasn’t. But are you?”

      “Nope, just one.” She forces a chuckle.

      Julie’s eyes linger on Edwige’s. “Did Mireille ask you if you were expecting twins?”

      “I don’t doubt she would’ve, but she didn’t get a chance,” the other woman replies, her face tight. “We stopped talking before I got pregnant.”

      Given her reaction, Julie may have put her finger on something.

      “Aunt Mireille is heartbroken,” I say. “Whatever happened, whatever hurtful thing she might’ve said, is there a way you could forgive her?”

      Edwige glances at David.

      “Your attempt at mediation is endearing,” my cousin says. “But you’re wasting your time.” All warmth is gone from his eyes now. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him like this before.

      “All right,” I say. “Don’t forgive her. Don’t move on. But at least tell her, or your dad, why you’re so angry.”

      “We’re not angry with my dad,” David objects.

      “The fact that she has no clue why David and I won’t talk to her tells you all you need to know,” Edwige says.

      “No, it doesn’t. Honestly!” I spread my hands. “Help me out here, please. Had you gained weight before the pregnancy? Did she say something mean to that effect?”

      Edwige and David exchange another look. Neither of them answers my question.

      “You know your mom,” I say to David before turning to Edwige. “Aunt Mireille’s obsession with clean living and health makes her say mean things to people she loves. She’s done it to my mom and dad and even to Medz Mama.”

      Neither David nor Edwige offer a comment.

      “But the mean things she says aren’t gratuitous,” I plow on. “She believes in shocking people out of their bad habits.”

      Edwige shakes her head. “It’s not about my weight gain. I’d take it easy if it were. Really.”

      “Then what is it about?” I ask. “What did she say to you?”

      Edwige shoots David a furtive look, as if checking if she should reply.

      Since when does she need his permission?

      Julie peers at Edwige. “It wasn’t to you that she said that thing, was it? Then to who? David? Patrick? Jean-Pierre?”

      The other woman’s eyes dart to my cousin again.

      He stands up. “It’s not what she said. It’s what she did.”

      Edwige shifts in her chair, and he helps her to her feet, thanking us for the pleasant afternoon.

      Well, we just ruined it, but we made headway. Didn’t we?
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      After they leave, Julie and I go out for a walk. We ponder what Mireille could’ve done, but none of our theories are plausible enough to treat as a lead. As we wander the maze of cobbled streets with cute houses, trendy restaurants and quaint shops, the conversation moves on to the Vlad Vovich case.

      “Has the search for female chefs in the area produced any matches?” Julie asks.

      “Ruben would’ve called or texted me if he had something that important.”

      “And no chefs have been reported missing, I assume?”

      “Again, I would’ve heard.”

      She stops in front of a beautifully carved door and admires it for a few moments. “What if she wasn’t a professional chef, but a hobbyist?”

      “With all those professional items in her kitchen?”

      “Hmm…” One side of Julie’s mouth twists downward. “What if she wasn’t from here? What if Vlad met her before, in Paris, and she’d followed him to the South?”

      “It’s possible,” I say. “The problem is, widening the search to Paris adds a lot of chefs to check out. And if we include the amateurs, then it’s millions of women.”

      She twists her mouth to the other side. “I have this funny feeling… But it’s probably just another quirk of my wild imagination.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      “Vlad’s eccentric alias…” She chews on her lip, still hesitating.

      “Dibala? What about it?”

      “It sounds familiar.”

      My eyebrows go up. “In what way?”

      “Like I heard it before when I lived in Paris and worked at Maison Folette…”

      I stare at her. “What if Dibala is the mystery woman’s name? What if she was on the Maison Folette staff?”

      “There was no one with that name on the staff.”

      “Can you recall the context in which you heard it?”

      Julie responds with an apologetic look.

      “That’s all right,” I say. “But are you sure you’ve heard it?”

      “I wish I were…”

      We reach a boring residential area and turn back toward the waterfront.

      “There’s something else,” Julie says when the old harbor comes into view at the end of the street.

      “Shoot.”

      “I’ve been thinking about it since yesterday morning, and I’ve come to the conclusion that our Madame Dibala is pregnant.”

      Her announcement makes me stop in my tracks. “None of the neighbors mentioned a possible pregnancy.”

      “Maybe she wasn’t showing yet. It’s winter, and she wore a coat. You know, some women don’t show until well into the second trimester.”

      “Fine, but what makes you think she’s pregnant?”

      “I spotted two pregnancy books on her bookshelf,” she begins, counting on her fingers. “There were no tampons or pads in the bathroom cabinets. The vitamin tray in the kitchen had a bottle with folic acid pills.”

      “Is that a pregnancy supplement?”

      “It’s the pregnancy supplement,” she confirms. “And I saw iron, too. It’s to prevent iron-deficiency anemia, which is common during pregnancy.”

      We fall silent while I process Julie’s hypothesis. She could be right. What are the implications in this case if she’s right? If Madame Dibala is still alive, and if she wasn’t Vlad’s killer or the killer’s accomplice, then maybe the killer took her. And if he did, then—

      “She’s in grave danger,” Julie says aloud, as if reading my mind. “As is the baby she’s carrying.”

      I need to call Ruben. He must know that Vlad’s girlfriend isn’t just a loose end the killer might want to tie off, but a loose end with child.
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      Ruben picks up the phone, and I relay Julie’s theory about Madame Dibala.

      “If Julie is right,” he says, “then I must advise that the investigative judge escalate this case to top priority.”

      Julie leans toward my phone. “Please trust me on this one, Capitaine Ruben!”

      He makes no commitment, but my gut tells me he’ll do it.

      “I was just about to call you with some news,” he says instead. “Vlad Vovich’s coworker, Martinez, is no longer a suspect.”

      “But his alibi sounded fishy as hell.”

      “That’s because it was.” Ruben chuckles. “Just not like you think.”

      He goes on to tell us that after checking with his “associates,” Martinez came clean about the side hustle that ensured he couldn’t have been in Vlad’s apartment at the time of the murder.

      That night, Martinez wasn’t at home with his family but in a back room of the neighborhood bar. The place is almost an hour’s drive from Vlad’s, and Martinez wasn’t there alone. He was in the company of seven other men, including the bar’s owner. They were having a poker night organized by Martinez. All of the seven players corroborated his story, and their trips to and from the bar on that night checked out.

      In reply to Julie’s question why Martinez hadn’t revealed this at once, Ruben explains that while not illegal per se, Martinez’s poker nights took place weekly. That’s regular enough to qualify as an illegal business. He and his buddy who owns the bar had been running their underground gambling establishment for over a year. They charged a house fee and made a small profit. None of which they’d ever declared.

      “The guy is a certified crook, but he didn’t kill Vlad Vovich,” Ruben concludes.

      After Ruben and I hang up, Julie remains silent for the next twenty minutes, which is rare for her. Scratch that, it’s unheard of. I guess I’ll have to do the talking.

      I take her hand and lead her to a spot that offers an unobstructed view of the Chateau de Cassis, a thirteenth-century fortified castle perched on a cliff above the harbor.

      “Its current owners are the Michelin family,” I inform her.

      My efforts don’t earn as much as a grunt.

      “Sweetie, it’s our last day in Cassis,” I remind her, “and my last day of leave for a while. Let’s not ruin it. A good investigator has to be able to compartmentalize.”

      “I’m going to call my friend Barbara and ask her if the name Dibala rings a bell,” she says, ignoring my advice.

      Barbara is Julie’s former colleague from Maison Folette. The pair of them remained friends after Julie quit and returned to Beldoc. I met Barbara a year ago. The memorable occasion was her engagement party in Paris, which I sort of crashed after I realized that fighting my feelings for Julie was a doomed cause.

      “I know I’m grasping at straws.” Julie pulls up Barbara’s number. “But when I think what Vlad’s girlfriend may be going through now—”

      “Odds are she’s dead,” I interject.

      Julie’s horrified expression tells me I’m not helping.

      “Salut, ma belle!” she says into the phone. “Is this a good time? How have you been?”

      The women make small talk before Julie mentions the reason for her phone call, asking if her friend has ever heard about a chef or any woman in the profession called Dibala.

      “I’ve heard of a football player with that name,” Barbara says. “I think he’s Argentinean.”

      Julie’s shoulders sag in defeat. “Thanks anyw—”

      “Wait, wait! It isn’t the same name, but I’m thinking about this Parisian chef for some reason…”

      “Who?” Julie asks.

      “Sonia Baladi. She was the talk of the town a few years back. Don’t you remember?”

      I can see it in Julie’s eyes that she does. “Her tiny bistro was awarded a Michelin star, and then she had a meltdown because of all the attention and pressure. She quit everything. It was very strange.”

      “I know, right?” Barbara concurs. “A lot of people suspected it was a rival chef, whose name escapes me, who’d threatened or bullied her into quitting.”

      Julie turns to me. “He’d been running a restaurant on the same street, more expensive and ostentatious and, God knows why, he was sure he’d get the star that year. When he didn’t and the unassuming eatery next door did, he got livid and loud. And when Sonia quit, many of us suspected he had something to do with it.”

      “Do you know what became of her?” Barbara asks.

      “No,” Julie replies. “But Gabriel will find out.”

      I stand at attention. “On it, boss!”

      She rolls her eyes.

      I text Ruben to run Sonia Baladi’s name.

      “May I point out that Baladi isn’t Dibala?” I say to Julie. “The syllables are the same, but they’re arranged differently.”

      “By design, silly!” Julie exclaims. “It’s called an anagram. Vlad’s fake name wasn’t random. It was an anagram of Sonia’s real name, and maybe a tribute to what she’d achieved before she gave it up for him.”
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      For the past hour, my mother’s kitchen has been the locus of some fast-track culinary bonding. At Medz Mama’s and Mom’s request, Julie gave them a macaron-making class. Now, they’re returning the favor by teaching her how to make gata.

      I was invited to take part but Capitaine Ruben rang my phone… rather conveniently.

      “Sorry, guys, I have to take this,” I’d said and rushed out of the kitchen, relieved.

      It turned out Ruben didn’t have time to talk, but he told me to look out for Lieutenant Miège’s email with a summary of what they’d dug up on Sonia Baladi. Thanking him, I opened and read the email. And then I returned to the kitchen.

      “There are two main types of gata,” Medz Mama is telling Julie while Mom sets a ball of dough on the table. “Croissant-like and cake-like.”

      “We’re making the cake-like version now, right?” Julie asks.

      “Yes,” Medz Mama confirms. “It’s a little sweeter than the other one, but still very low sugar compared to most pastries.”

      Mom points her chin to the handwritten recipe on the worktop. “It’s all in there with directions. The key points are to use Greek yogurt with baking soda to leaven the dough, and to let it chill in the fridge for at least five hours.”

      “The longer the better,” Medz Mama butts in.

      Julie reads the recipe. “The filling sounds like German streusel but without the cinnamon.”

      “We call it khoritz,” Medz Mama says. “You can prepare it in advance, like we did.”

      Mom flattens the dough ball into a circular shape and then puts the filling in the center of that flattened circle.

      Next, she folds the edge of the dough circle over the filling, pleating it as she goes and sealing it shut with her fingers. After she’s sealed it, she flattens the dough again and turns it over it so that the seam side is facing down.

      Julie watches her every move keenly.

      Mom looks up at me. “Was that David?”

      “No, it was work.”

      Disappointment pulls the corners of her mouth down. “Did you learn anything at all from him and Edwige during your visit? Did they give you a clue?”

      “Only that it wasn’t something Aunt Mireille said to Edwige,” I reply. “But rather something she’d done… and not necessarily to her daughter-in-law.”

      Mom gives me a quizzical look. “Then who?”

      I shrug.

      “Mireille is at her wit’s end,” Mom says to Julie. “She’s desperate and profoundly miserable. I’ve never seen her like that!”

      Julie turns to me. “Can you ask David again in private? The two of you share all those wonderful childhood memories… Maybe he’ll confide in you if Edwige and I are away.”

      “He won’t,” I say with conviction. “And I won’t ask. It would be pointless.”

      Sniffing, Mom transfers the gata disk to a baking sheet.

      “We’re almost done,” she says to Julie. “Some basic decoration, and that’s it, ready to bake.”

      Medz Mama picks up a small bowl of egg wash and brushes the disk’s top and sides. Mom makes a grooved crisscross pattern on the top with a fork and sticks the baking sheet in the oven.

      “About half an hour until it’s golden brown,” she says to Julie.

      “Got it!”

      “Can I steal Julie while it’s baking?” I ask Mom.

      Without waiting for permission, I pull Julie into the salon and show her Miège’s email.

      She reads the first few lines. “Can you translate the police speak into human language for me, please?”

      “Right. Of course.”

      I tell her that for the past two years, Sonia Baladi worked as a shop assistant in a women’s fashion boutique here in Cassis. The contract was signed under her real name. Ruben’s team tried to call her, but her phone was off. They were able to trace it to a dumpster not far from Vlad’s apartment. They didn’t find her body or any parts of it or any other items belonging to her in that dumpster. Sonia’s current whereabouts are unknown. She hasn’t had a permanent address in the last four years. It’s like she went off the grid at the same time Vlad did.

      Ruben’s team found her parents and interviewed them over the phone. They learned that Sonia had been in touch with them regularly but infrequently, which is why they hadn’t reported her missing. They’d talked to her last week and weren’t expecting a call until next week.

      “Did they know she was pregnant?” Julie asks me.

      “No, they didn’t.”

      “Were they aware she lived under a fake name with a fugitive gangster?”

      “Yes. They’d given up on swaying her to leave him. She loved him. According to her parents, he loved her, too, and there is no way she could’ve killed him or helped someone kill him.”

      “Well, that’s good news for Vlad, posthumously speaking.”

      The comment makes me smile. Julie is one of the most level-headed people I know, but deep inside she’s a desperate romantic. And that’s why I choke back the reply that was on the tip of my tongue. Even though Sonia’s dedication to Vlad makes her guilt unlikely, it’s bad news for her because her chances of being alive are now cut in half.

      Julie begins to pace the room. “So, let’s try to reconstruct the crime based on what we know. Five years ago, Vlad heads the Vovich delegation at a round of intergang talks with the Pietris. The meeting turns violent. Sam, the teenage son of Nonce Pietri, dies in the crossfire.”

      “Vlad takes responsibility for what happened,” I pick up. “Well, sort of. Instead of turning himself in, he chooses to just drop out of the mob.”

      “Suppose Vlad knew it wasn’t his bullet that killed the boy?” Julie searches my face. “Maybe he was covering for someone.”

      “Or maybe not.”

      Her pout tells me that my lack of sympathy for Vlad upsets her.

      I shake my head. “The redemption plot never fails to garner support!”

      The fact that Sonia Baladi deemed Vlad worthy of her love is enough for Julie to transform the former mobster into a tortured hero. How can I explain to my girlfriend raised on Les Misérables and Harry Potter that the Jean Valjeans and Snapes of the world are thin on the ground? How can I tell her that with my knowledge of the mob and what they do to good people, I find it hard to buy that Vlad could just walk away from the dark side of the Force?

      “Let’s finish our reconstruction,” I say. “Vlad resigns from the family business. Pietris don’t press charges, no doubt preferring to punish him themselves. The police lack evidence to bag him. Sometime over the following year, while he lays low in Paris, Vlad meets Sonia.”

      “He could’ve worked as a waiter at her restaurant.”

      “It’s possible,” I concur. “Four years ago, Sonia receives a Michelin star. But instead of basking in the glory, she gives up on her promising career and follows Vlad into hiding.”

      “Something must’ve happened that spooked Vlad.”

      “My guess is the Pietris found him,” I theorize, “maybe the attention Sonia’s restaurant received in the press outed him. They might’ve tried to take him out.”

      “So, the couple flees.” She stops in front of me. “Where do they go?”

      “Perhaps abroad? We’re still unclear on their first two years on the run, but we know that the last two were spent in Cassis.”

      “Vlad drives a cab, and Sonia works in a clothing shop.” Julie squints at me. “Why not a restaurant?”

      “To avoid detection. They steer clear of restaurant jobs, while feeding Sonia’s passion for fine cooking at home.”

      She nods. “It tracks. And in the early morning of January 5, Vlad is shot dead in their apartment, and Sonia disappears.”

      “Now that the Martinez lead turned out to be a dud, I’m almost certain it was a hit ordered by the Pietris.”

      She twists a strand of her hair. “We’ve checked Vlad’s work environment, but not Sonia’s… What if someone at her workplace had a motive to get rid of Vlad? Or of her?”

      “You mean we had it backward? Sonia was the real target and Vlad was collateral damage?”

      She cocks her head. “Can we completely exclude that possibility?”

      “Improbable as it is, we can’t.” I glance at the clock on the wall. “It’s six. Her shop will still be open.”

      Julie grabs her purse.

      I peek into the kitchen to tell my mom and grandma that I’m taking Julie back to town to meet up with some friends for a quick drink. Mom threatens violence if we don’t return in time for dinner. Julie and I run out, promising we will.
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      I check the sign with the name of the shop while Julie gawks at the front window showcasing well-dressed mannequins and posters with the current promotions.

      “This is the one,” I say to her.

      The door chimes as we walk in, and the smell of new clothing washes over me. The shop is smaller than I imagined. It’s full. Most of the customers appear to be tourists, but there’s also a spattering of local women who’ve stopped by after work perhaps to browse or purchase an item they’d spotted on a previous visit.

      Julie and I cross the faux-parquet floor to the cash register in the back. Our progress is slow as we have to slalom between shoppers who roam leisurely, holding up hangers with merchandise or carrying it draped over the arm.

      Halfway to the cash register, I bump into a uniformed saleswoman.

      “Bonjour, monsieur!” She flashes a smile at Julie behind me. “Bonjour, madame. Can I help you find something?”

      “I’m Capitaine Gabriel Adinian with the Beldoc Brigade. Where can I find the manager?”

      The saleswoman glances over to the cash register, where a woman in a fashionable dress is folding up a sweater.

      “I’m sorry, Capitaine, but my manager is with a customer right now. We’re one person short. Can I help you with something?” She shoots a confused look at Julie.

      I explain that Julie is assisting me with my investigation.

      The woman’s face smooths in understanding. She leads us to the back of the shop, making a sign to the manager as we pass the cash counter. I nod hello, and she returns it, looking alarmed. When we reach the back of the shop, the saleswoman opens the door to an office. It’s tiny and functional.

      “This is about Sonia, isn’t it?” she asks me.

      “That’s right, madame.” I pull out my notepad. “What’s your name?”

      “Lynne Fahy.”

      I write that down. “When was the last time you saw Sonia, Madame Fahy?”

      “Three days ago. We locked up together.” Her voice is tight as she adds, “Is she all right?”

      It sounds like she hasn’t heard about the recent events yet.

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out,” I say.

      Lynne’s hand flies to cover her mouth. “Oh, God! I knew something was very wrong! It’s so not like Sonia to go AWOL, to not answer the phone. This morning, my manager wanted to call the police.”

      “After two days of unjustified absence?” I pry my eyes from my notepad. “Isn’t that a bit of an overreaction?”

      “We were worried.”

      “I’d be freaking out if my sous chef didn’t show up and didn’t pick up the phone for two days,” Julie offers.

      “We had an extra reason to worry about Sonia,” Lynne says.

      “What reason?” Julie and I ask at the same time.

      “Sonia had a stalker.”

      The words startle me.

      “A guy started stalking her about three months ago,” Lynne recounts. “We thought he was harmless at first. He sure seemed harmless. But after a while, it became clear he wasn’t going to give up.”

      “In what way?”

      “He left weird phone messages and letters.” Lynne shrugs. “Sonia was beginning to freak out.”

      “Do you know if her boyfriend was aware of the stalker?” Julie asks her.

      Lynne stares at her. “Sonia had a boyfriend?”

      Julie and I exchange a look.

      “She did,” I say. “He was killed the day Sonia disappeared.”

      Lynne fumbles with the chair behind her and collapses into it.

      “Would you happen to have any of the letters the stalker left?” Julie asks her.

      “No, but I snapped a picture of him last week so that Sonia could add it to her file in case she decided to report him. My manager and I were browbeating her to do so.”

      She pulls up a photo on her phone. The man appears to be in his early forties, with hair slicked back away from his brow. He’s skinny and narrow chested. With Lynne’s permission, I take the phone from her and zoom in on his gaunt face. It’s clean-shaven and blemish-free but its pasty complexion gives it an unhealthy edge. The man’s dark, deep-set eyes only accentuate the unappealing ensemble.

      Julie points at the screen. “If you took Vlad Vovich and asked an app to generate his opposite feature by feature, it would be this guy.”

      Pretty much, yes.

      I turn to Lynne. “Has he ever spoken to you? Did he mention his name?”

      “Never.”

      “Do you mind if I forward this pic to myself and to my colleague, Capitaine Ruben with the Cassis Brigade?”

      “Please, go ahead,” she says. “I’ll be delighted if it helps you find him.”

      “Was he ever aggressive?” I ask her while forwarding the photo.

      Lynne shakes her head. “He’d wait inside or outside the shop while she was at work and sometimes ask if he could walk her home. Her answer was always no. And then he’d go away.”

      A short time later, Julie and I thank Lynne and make our way out of the store.

      “You might’ve been right,” I say to Julie as we head back to my parents’ house. “This whole thing might’ve been about Sonia and not Vlad.”

      My phone rings. It’s Ruben’s caller ID. He must have seen the pic I’d sent him. I halt by a tree and pick up. Julie steps away and makes a call of her own.

      “Salut, Vero,” she says.

      Why is she calling her sister in Montreal?

      Oh.

      I may have an idea.
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      While I recount to Ruben the interview with Lynne Fahy, Julie talks with Vero. Her voice is quiet, and I’m not good enough at multitasking to listen to her conversation while conducting my own.

      We finish at about the same time.

      “I just called Vero,” she informs me.

      “A family matter?”

      “No, I called her about this case.”

      I raise my eyebrows.

      Julie puts her hands on her hips. “Vero did help you on the Jacquet case two years ago, didn’t she?”

      I’d love to deny it. Reason, logic, and professional pride demand that I do. But I can’t. Vero’s inexplicable insights did help us solve the case. And given how critical Sonia’s situation is, it would be reckless of me to pooh-pooh help, even if it’s of a psychic nature.

      “Did she see anything?”

      “Sonia is lying on the floor in a small, dark, humid room filled with junk,” Julie says. “That’s all Vero could see.”

      “So she’s alive?”

      “Vero’s visions can’t tell if the soul is still inside the body or somewhere around it.”

      “Bummer.” Glancing at my watch, I take Julie’s hand and we start walking again.

      “If only Vero could see outside the walls where the missing person is held!” Julie laments.

      I toss her the side-eye. “Just so I understand better what I’m dealing with. Two of your sisters have clairvoyance. Correct?”

      “Cat gets images of the future,” Julie confirms. “It’s called foresight or precognition. Vero can sense missing people, which is a form of remote viewing, I guess.”

      “What about Flo? What’s her ability?”

      “Her ability is snark. Apart from that, she’s as normal as one can be.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “What about you, Julie? Do you have a gift you’ve been hiding from me?”

      Her eyes dart back and forth. “Nothing to report. I’m weird enough as it is, don’t you think?”

      “I do, and I love you for that. But I also know when you’re lying.”

      She averts her gaze.

      “Come on, Julie, fess up!”

      “If I do, it will sound crazy,” she says without looking at me. “You’ll laugh.”

      “I’m the guy who believes in the evil eye, remember?” I touch the bracelet on her wrist. “I made you wear this to ward it off. Believe me, I can handle your crazy.”

      “Can you?”

      “Try me.”

      “I see dead people.”

      A movie scene that’s become a meme flashes into my mind’s eye. I can’t help it. I burst out laughing.

      Julie releases a demonstrative sigh. “I didn’t need clairvoyance to know you’d laugh.”

      “I’m sorry.” I draw in a deep breath and make an effort to keep my voice even. “So your ability is that you see ghosts.”

      “No.”

      “Phantoms?”

      “No.”

      “Shadows? Auras?”

      “I call my visions snapshots. They’re random, and not very dependable, and on some cases I had none, like Mayor Jacquet’s or this one, and—”

      I gesture for her to slow down. “Can you explain what your snapshots are, exactly?”

      “When I’m near a murder scene or a place that a person who died a violent death used to frequent, I sometimes get images from their past.”

      “Oookay. Like a mental slide show?”

      “More like an immersive mental documentary,” she says. “Basically, I’m projected into a moment in that person’s past life, and I witness a conversation, or something they did. It lasts no more than a few minutes.”

      “Do you see their killer?”

      “I wish! But sometimes I come out of it with a clue or a lead.”

      I give her a narrow look. “Is that how you knew Maurice Sauve hadn’t died of a heart attack during your macaron-making workshop?”

      “Yes. It wasn’t my first ever snapshot, but it was the first one that pushed me to investigate a suspicious death.”

      “And you were right to do so,” I say. “At the time I found your insistence odd, given the ME’s conclusion. And no one seemed to have a motive.”

      “Don’t I remember that?”

      “Hey, I’m actually proud you didn’t listen to me and followed your gut feeling!” Stifling a smile, I correct myself. “I mean, your head documentary.”

      “Do you think I’m a nutcase?”

      I halt and turn her to face me. “Your snapshots are likely just products of your overactive imagination. They’re tricks your mind plays on you when it’s overloaded. You’re perhaps a little too obsessed with justice, but not crazy.”

      She puts her chin up. “My snapshots make me a good sleuth.”

      “Your skills make you a good sleuth,” I counter. “You’re very perceptive, and you’re great at making people tell you their secrets.”

      “Not as great as you think.” Her mouth droops. “I failed with Edwige and David.”

      While I rack my brain for what to say to comfort her, my phone pings. It’s a text message from Ruben.

      

      We ID’d the stalker from your pic. Name is Fabrice Viale. We raided his home. Sonia not there, no trace of her presence. Viale denying everything. Your commandant just extended your stay by 48 hours. Be at the gendarmerie at 8 a.m. tomorrow.
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      Last night, after I told Julie I was ordered to stay in Cassis for another forty-eight hours, she called Eric. Her sous chef assured her that everything was under control at the pâtisserie, and she could take two more days off without a problem. When we went to bed, Julie announced she was going with me to the gendarmerie in the morning as my consultant. And she wasn’t taking no for an answer.

      This morning I called Ruben. He agreed to her presence on the condition she doesn’t say a word. I promised him that if she had a question for Fabrice Viale, she’d whisper it to me, and I’d decide if it was worth asking. She wasn’t happy to hear that, but she accepted Ruben’s terms in the end. Her curiosity won. It always does.

      And now the two of us are in the interrogation room, on one side of the table, behind Ruben, Miège and Breil. Fabrice Viale is on the other side, still denying he had anything to do with anything. He works as a clerk at a big insurance company that has offices next to Sonia’s shop, which is how he first noticed her. He owns a small apartment in Aubagne, a town between Cassis and Marseilles. He doesn’t own or rent any other properties.

      Ruben leans in. “Let me ask you again. Did you kill Vlad Vovich and kidnap Sonia Baladi?”

      “You’re crazy!” Viale rubs his bloodshot eyes. “I didn’t kill that Vovich guy. I didn’t kidnap Sonia. I never even touched her!”

      “But you stalked her,” Ruben reminds him.

      “I wouldn’t call it stalking.”

      “You left her notes and little gifts, and you watched her, even though she didn’t want your attention,” Ruben says. “It’s called stalking in my book.”

      Viale stares at him, his expression conflicted. “I genuinely admired her. And I thought she was single… until recently.”

      “What happened recently?” Ruben asks.

      “I followed her home one night, about two weeks ago, and I saw a tall bald guy with a neat beard arrive at the same time. They kissed in front of the entrance to the building and went in together.”

      “Is that how you knew she had a boyfriend?” Ruben inquires for the record.

      Viale nods. “The few times I’d asked her out, and she’d rejected me, she never mentioned a boyfriend.”

      “How often did you follow her home?” Ruben asks.

      “Not very often.”

      “How often did you turn up at her workplace?”

      “I mostly stayed outside, watching her through the shop window.” Viale drops his gaze to his hands. “As often as I could.”

      “At what times of the day?”

      “In the evening only. I’d leave work at six thirty, and I’d hang out until she’d go home at eight.”

      “Did you feel jealous of Sonia’s boyfriend?” Ruben asks him. “Did you wish he’d disappear?”

      “If I say I did, I’d incriminate myself.” Viale sweeps a hand over his face. “My feelings are irrelevant. I didn’t act on them.”

      Breil snorts derisively.

      Provoked, Viale bangs a fist on the table. “Why won’t you believe me?”

      “Hmm, let’s see…” Breil pinches his chin. “Could it be because you’re a creep who stalks women?”

      “I wasn’t the only one stalking her!”

      The statement gives all of us pause.

      “What do you mean?” Ruben asks.

      “There was this other guy.”

      “What other guy?” we ask in chorus.

      “I saw him twice near Sonia’s building. The first time I thought he was just waiting for someone, but when I saw him again, I began to doubt.”

      Ruben’s eyes bore into Viale’s. “Can you describe him?

      “I can’t, except that he’s white and probably in his thirties.”

      “Height, body type, hair, gait, facial features?” Ruben scoffs, “Nothing?”

      “That man was average in every way, totally unmemorable,” Viale says. “The most unremarkable person I ever saw.”

      Ruben and Miège exchange a loaded look.

      “You know what I think?” Ruben says to Viale. “I think you just invented that exceptionally unremarkable second stalker in an attempt to send us on a wild goose chase to buy yourself time.”

      “To do what?” Viale looks from one officer to the other, as if to show he genuinely doesn’t follow.

      “To kill Sonia, if you haven’t already, and to get rid of the body,” Miège says.

      “What? No! I’d never!” Viale is now looking at Breil and then at Julie and me with a silent plea in his eyes. “I love her!”

      When did that stop a freak from killing a woman?

      If anything, this outburst only speaks to his guilt. It gives him a stronger motive. If he couldn’t have Sonia, then no one would. I can see it in the other gendarmes’ eyes that they are of the same opinion.

      Julie pinches my arm to draw my attention. “Ask him if he got a good look at the other stalker.”

      Unconvinced, I relay her question.

      “I think so… Why?” Viale reacts.

      I glance at Julie and it hits me. The recording! We could show him the onlookers she filmed outside the scene of the murder while she waited for me on the morning of January 5. I don’t expect much. First because there’s probably no second stalker. And if there were, it’s unlikely he’d be among that crowd. But it would be idiotic not to try.

      Julie hands me her phone with the video pulled up.

      I set the phone on the table in front of Viale. “Watch everyone in this video carefully, and tell us if you recognize that guy you saw.”

      Viale nods, his jaw clenched. He views the footage intently, scrutinizing each person in turn. Everyone waits in silence for his response. Several long minutes pass.

      “There!” he shouts suddenly, jabbing his finger at one of the figures in the crowd. “That’s him. That’s the man I saw in front of Sonia’s building.”

      He pauses the video and pushes the phone across the table toward Ruben. I stare at Viale incredulously. It’s still possible he’s lying, and the man he pointed out is just some random guy… But the certainty in his voice and the sincere conviction in his eyes would require an excellent actor to fake. This loser doesn’t strike me as a great actor.

      Ruben, his men, Julie, and I lean in closer. The man in the paused frame is as average and unremarkable as Viale said. His hair is brown, neither long nor short. His face is plain and his spectacles are boring. Even his no-logo jacket is hard to describe, neither hip nor old-fashioned, neither worn, nor brand-new. Nothing about this person offers purchase. It’s like he was optimized to reduce drag so the eye would glide right over him and move on.

      Two categories of people cultivate that aerodynamic look—spies and contract killers.
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      We leave Fabrice Viale in the interrogation room and rush to the computers. Grabbing several still images of Aerodynamic Guy from Julie’s video, Sergent Breil runs them through the facial recognition database. While we wait for the results, I can feel my heart pounding in my chest. Could we really have found the killer? Or is this another dud? Is he just a random guy Viale picked from the crowd because he matched the fictional character he’d fed us? I hold my breath as I stare at the screen.

      And then, with no trumpets or drum roll, Aerodynamic Guy’s face comes up on the computer screen. It isn’t a mug shot from a prior arrest or a passport photo, but a frame from a CCTV camera feed. And then another one. And another one.

      He bought some groceries at a mom-and-pop shop in Marseilles last week. Paid cash. He also went to a gas station. Paid in cash again. We don’t know his identity yet, but we’ve ID’d his car. That entails a new database search, this time for the vehicle.

      And lo and behold, it pops up at various intersections driving to and from the Les Cuettes neighborhood where Vlad and Sonia lived!

      Aerodynamic Guy ferried to Les Cuettes every day during the week preceding the murder. The other end of his daily itinerary was a crumbling three-storied residential building on the edge of Port of Marseille Fos, a huge industrial basin to the west of Marseilles that was an hour’s drive from here.

      Ruben and I exchange a look. What are we still doing here? If Sonia is still alive and held captive somewhere in that wreck, then every minute counts.

      We round up everyone available, grab the gear, and head out. Julie squeezes into the van behind me. I begin to tell her to stay behind, but she clasps the sides of her seat, hissing, “No way!” There’s no time to argue with her.

      With the lights on and the siren blaring, we peel out toward Marseille Fos. Ruben calls for backup to accelerate the search and set up a perimeter.

      “Small, humid, dark, and filled with junk…” Julie whispers in my ear, reminding me about Vero’s vision.

      “I’d start with the basement,” I say.

      Ruben nods. “Makes sense.”

      Forty-five minutes later, we pull up in front of the building. The windows are boarded up or painted over with gray paint. Abandoned for some time now, it reminds me of a ghost town against the backdrop of the warehouses and factories of the adjacent industrial zone. The backup arrives. Ruben directs them to start from the top floor and move down, while our party will split up to check out the basement and the ground floor.

      A motley group of dealers and hangers-on watch us, hostile but passive. They won’t try anything stupid because they know they’re outnumbered.

      “Stay right behind me, understood? Not a step left or right!” I order Julie, who nods without discussion.

      We rush through the lobby to a door that opens onto a staircase going down. The smell of mildew and rot that comes from below is nauseating. After two flights of stairs with flashlights on, we’re facing another door, this one metal.

      Miège puts his ear to it. “Nothing.”

      “Stand back!” Ruben commands.

      Breil kicks the door in as we crouch down, our flashlights pointed at the opening.

      Several gendarmes file into the corridor. “Clear!”

      Ruben leads the rest of us as we advance inside, scanning left and right, checking every corner. Rows of wooden doors line both sides of the long corridor. Not a sound escapes from behind any of them. We fan out and start breaking into each individual storeroom. The first one I check is empty. The next one is full of years-old junk piled on the floor. The third one has metal shelves along the walls with a collection of defunct electronics and dusty wires.

      “Over here!” someone yells just a few meters away.

      Julie and I rush down the corridor toward the voice—think is Lieutenant Miège’s. Two doors down, Miège has broken into a storage room and hunkers over something. I get closer. It’s a female body, curled up on her side on a filthy mattress, duct tape over her mouth and around her ankles and wrists. She’s fully dressed, including a jacket over her sweater, so it’s hard to see if she sustained any injuries. There’s no trace of blood that I can discern.

      The lieutenant looks up at me, his hand on her pulse. “I think she’s still alive.”

      There’s doubt in his eyes, as if he doesn’t dare believe such a miracle was possible. I kneel down at her side and place two fingers over her carotid artery. Miège’s conclusion is correct. She’s breathing, but barely. Her unconscious state coupled with her papery dry skin and sunken eyes testify to severe dehydration. If she’s been here since the morning of January 5, it is truly a miracle she’s still alive.

      I peel off the duct tape from over her mouth. More gendarmes pour in. We remove the binding on her arms and legs and carefully check her for wounds or broken bones. Apart from a few bruises and dehydration, she appears to be unharmed. Ruben calls for the medics.

      “We should give her water!” Julie looks from me to Miège. “Shouldn’t we? We should carry her out of here, into the fresh air!”

      “The best thing we can do, given that she’s alive but unconscious, is monitor her until the medics get here,” I explain.

      Ruben hangs up. “They’ll be here in less than five minutes.” He looks down at Sonia. “I’m optimistic, if not for the baby, then for her.”

      Suddenly my adrenaline rush wears off and my blood sugar drops, leaving me exhausted. I stagger out into the corridor and slump down on the hard floor.
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      The additional forty-eight hours granted by Commandant Lambert expire tonight. Julie and I will drive to Beldoc early tomorrow morning. She’ll go straight to her pastry shop and I, to the gendarmerie. But we still have a few things to do here in Cassis even though the Vovich case is closed.

      Tonight, Mom will cook a dolma dinner especially for Julie who professed her love for the dish this morning at breakfast. After dinner, we’ll join Ruben and his team at a bar in old town for a celebratory drink. But first I must update Julie who spent most of the day yesterday sightseeing on her own while I assisted Ruben in wrapping up the case.

      And so, right now, I’m going celebrate with Julie, just the two of us, in style. I’ve booked a lunch table at the very chic La Presqu’île among the iconic cliffs of the Calanque de Port-Miou.

      We enter the spacious, sunbathed restaurant, surrounded by twisting umbrella pines. The maître d’ takes us to a table draped in a pristine white tablecloth. It offers a gorgeous view of the sea and the calanques. A server presents the celebrity chef’s current menu. We place our orders.

      “Start from the very beginning and don’t skip any details,” Julie instructs me as soon as the server is gone.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      She already knows that Sonia came around, and that she’s all right—as much as she can be after losing the father of her unborn child. The baby she’s carrying is fine, too. All of his vitals are within the norm. He’s a sturdy little fellow to have survived what he did in his fifth month of gestation.

      Julie is also aware that we coordinated with the Parisian police to find and arrest Vlad’s killer. He talked, hoping for clemency and feeling guilty over Sonia.

      What Julie doesn’t know is who he is.

      “Was Sonia able to speak to the gendarmes?” she asks.

      “That woman is as brave as she is strong. She answered all of our questions from her hospital bed.”

      “Did she recognize Vlad’s killer? And her kidnapper? Was it the same person? Who was he? Did he have accomplices?”

      “She did.” I grin. “And she’ll testify in court.”

      “Details, please!”

      I begin by informing Julie that her theory about how Vlad and Sonia met in Paris—him working as a server at her restaurant after he quit the mob—was bang on. A week after Sonia received her Michelin star, a paparazzo took a picture of the couple leaving the restaurant together, holding hands. The pic made its way into a gossip magazine, and someone in Nonce Pietri’s circle recognized Vlad. Lucca Pietri, Nonce’s surviving son, tried to stab Vlad in a dark alley the following day. Vlad was able to fend him off thanks to his self-defense skills. But he knew the Pietris would try to kill him again, next time with a gun. He told Sonia he had to leave the country for a while.

      She chose to follow him into hiding. They spent two years in Spain. They liked it, but they knew it would never become home. So, they returned to France and started over in the South as Monsieur and Madame Dibala, a cabbie and a saleswoman.

      The server takes away the amuse-gueules and returns with the appetizers.

      “Keep talking,” Julie urges me after I’ve eaten a few bites.

      I resume my account. Nonce and Lucca Pietri never stopped looking for Vlad. Nonce sent Vlad’s photos to mobsters throughout the world and put out a bounty on him. A Marseilles drug dealer who had taken a ride in Vlad’s cab recognized him and tipped the Pietris off.

      Enter Antoine Delpy, aka Aerodynamic Guy, a professional hitman so careful and smooth he wasn’t even on our radar until this case.

      Two weeks ago, the Pietris hired him to eliminate Vlad while the family vacationed in Phuket. Delpy drove to Marseilles, rented a car with a fake ID, and set up camp in the Marseille Fos squat where we found Sonia. He located Vlad and tailed him for a while to make sure it was the right guy. A real pro, he cased the building, noted Vlad’s and Sonia’s schedules, and devised a plan.

      The couple lived on the sixth floor, which was too high to climb. They had an alarm and a security door. Major obstacles, all three. But on January 2, the student next door exited the building with a huge backpack and a surfboard, leaving behind the balcony that was separated from Vlad’s by a mere plexiglass panel.

      Suddenly, breaking into Vlad’s apartment became doable.

      On January 3, Antoine Delpy “moved” into the student’s unprotected apartment and prepared the attack. On the morning of January 4, he jammed Vlad’s alarm and broke in from the balcony after Sonia and Vlad had left for work. He waited, expecting Vlad to come home for lunch and rest, before leaving again for the evening shift. But Vlad didn’t show up at lunchtime. The couple returned together at midnight, after a movie and dinner in town.

      Delpy shot Vlad dead, using a silencer. He knew he had to kill Sonia, too, but his hands shook. He’d never killed a woman before. She told him she was pregnant and begged him to spare her life. Torn, he walked her out of the building at gunpoint, shoved her into his car, and drove her to his hideout where he locked her up in a basement storage room.

      He called the Pietris and told them he’d done what he’d been paid to do, but he hadn’t signed up to take out a defenseless pregnant woman. They argued it was his mess, and it was up to him to clean it up if he wished to see the second half of his payment. To which he said, fuck that. Her fate was in their hands now.

      “The Pietris couldn’t afford to let her live,” Julie comments as we begin to work our way through the main course.

      “No, they couldn’t,” I concur. “But who was going to enter that storeroom and shoot her in cold blood?”

      “One of the Pietris?”

      “Neither Lucca nor Nonce fancied being the one to pull the trigger.”

      “And Antoine had washed his hands of the whole thing…” She sets her fork and knife down. “The Pietris did the same, didn’t they? As if it were a kindness!”

      “All those tough men chose the coward’s way out. They left Sonia locked up in that room, bound and gagged, to die slowly of dehydration.”

      We finish our main course in silence, pondering the darkness of the human soul.

      “The good news is,” I say at length, “we have them all under arrest now, charged with murder, kidnapping and attempted murder. And we’re running Delpy’s DNA against a bunch of unsolved cold cases.”

      “What will become of Sonia?”

      “She’ll stay with her parents for now.”

      “And the Voviches?” Julie asks. “Did you talk to them again?”

      “Last night. They promised to let her raise the baby outside of the mob, the way Vlad would’ve wanted. They also said they wouldn’t seek vengeance from the Pietris, now that an eye had been taken for an eye.”

      “Do you believe them?”

      “Fifty-fifty.”

      She gives me a funny look, like she’s burning to say something but is unsure if she should.

      “Spit it out,” I say.

      “Do you believe in redemption now?”

      “Vlad was an oddity, a black swan. He was the exception that proves the rule.”

      “Perhaps.”

      I gaze at the turquoise water outside the window. “If he had gone to prison after Sam Pietri’s killing, he might be alive now. When Justice neglects or fails to punish crime, the victims or their families take it upon themselves to do so. And we end up with retaliatory murders.”

      My glass-half-full girlfriend smiles. “Yes, true. But I just want to stress that Vlad existed. Redemption is possible.” She raises her glass. “Let’s drink to that!”
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      Julie and I are almost done with the dessert when she gets a call from Salman. After a brief chat, she hangs up and announces that her friend will be outside in ten minutes, waiting for us. He has some news to impart.

      Intrigued, we wrap up quickly and I ask for the check. When we step outside, Salman is already there.

      “I thought you’d returned to Avignon by now,” I say as we stroll along the sandy shoreline of Plage Bleue to the tip of the cape.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow.” He gives me a wink. “Weren’t you guys supposed to leave two days ago?”

      “Leaving tomorrow.”

      “So, tell us, what’s the big news?” Julie asks him. “Did you meet the man of your dreams here in Cassis? Are you in love?”

      “Unfortunately, no. Still waiting for the one. But…” He shoots me a sidelong look. “I spent some time with your cousin Patrick, at his request.”

      I furrow my brow. “Doing what?”

      “Sharing some tips and tricks on how to come out to a conservative, tradition-steeped family.”

      Both Julie and I stop in our tracks.

      “Patrick is gay?” she asks Salman.

      “Yup.”

      I shake my head. “It can’t be.”

      “Do you find that shocking?” Salman quirks an eyebrow. “Does it bother you?”

      “Not at all! It’s just… Patrick doesn’t look gay. He’s never done anything or acted in a way that would suggest he was into men.”

      “First, he’s a very private, introverted guy.”

      There’s no denying that. “True.”

      “Second, not all gay men are as obvious as I am. Even I was a lot less obvious before I came out.”

      “Is he shy about the way he feels?” Julie asks Salman.

      “There’s that, for sure. But he’s also unostentatious by nature.”

      Assuming it’s true… “Does he fear his family will turn their backs on him?”

      “That, my friend, I don’t know. He didn’t tell me.” Salman turns to Julie. “Don’t give me that look. Nothing happened between us.”

      She protests that she wasn’t giving him any special looks.

      “He’s into older men, all right,” Salman says. “But so am I. Patrick is only twenty—a child!”

      “Wait,” I jump in. “How do you know he’s into older men?”

      “I don’t think it’s my place to give away his secrets.”

      “But you just did,” I point out.

      “He asked me to tell the two of you that he’s gay, and that he’s been seeing someone.”

      Julie has that inimitable look on her face when her brain goes into overdrive, connecting seemingly unrelated dots.

      I give her my most commanding look. “Talk!”

      “Oh, it’s just one of my wild theories…” She waves dismissively.

      I wait.

      A smug grin ruins her half-assed attempt at modesty. “This one is good, though. Very clever. Brilliant, even, if I do say so myself.”

      Salman laughs, like he knows something I don’t.

      I stare at Julie, eyelids at half-mast. “Can we hear it now?”

      “No,” she says. “But you will tonight if you can get Patrick, David, Edwige, Mireille, and Jean-Pierre to come to dinner. And not in staggered shifts, but all at the same time!”
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      We say goodbye to Salman and rush home to help my parents double the amount of dolma they are preparing for the farewell dinner. Julie does most of the stuffing and rolling, while I get on the phone with my relatives. Using carrot-and-stick tactics and abusing my power as a gendarme, I obtain what Julie asked for. All of them promise to be at my parents’ house at seven on the dot.

      And, incredibly, they show up!

      It’s seven twenty now. All the protagonists are sitting around the long dining table in the salon and eating their fragrant dolma in silence. Except Aunt Mireille. She hasn’t touched her food. She keeps staring at David, who won’t look at her. Uncle Jean-Pierre throws his wife sympathetic glances from time to time. Twice, he attempts to start a conversation that would involve Aunt Mireille, David and Edwige, but the young couple refuse to take part in it.

      “I have a confession to make,” Julie announces.

      Everyone focuses on her.

      She glances at Mom. “Has Gabriel told you about my hobby?”

      “What hobby?” Mom shifts her gaze from Julie to me.

      I turn to Julie, feigning innocence, “What hobby, sweetheart?”

      “I’m an amateur detective,” she says. “With my youngest sister, my sous chef and my grandmother, we form a club called FERJ.”

      “What does your club do?” Dad asks her. “Read and discuss detective novels?”

      “We investigate murders in Beldoc and the surrounding area.”

      “Murders?” Medz Mama cups her ear and checks with Mom, “Did she say ‘murders’?”

      “Yes,” I reply. “You’d be surprised at how good they are at it.”

      “But it must be very dangerous—” Mom begins.

      “Murders, shmurders,” Medz Mama butts in. “What I want to know is if Julie is opposed to having children.”

      “Not at all,” Julie replies, before adding quietly, “quite the contrary.”

      Say what?

      I don’t have time to reflect on her comment because she points at me. “Your turn now.”

      “Um…” I don’t know what Julie is doing, but my guess is it’s connected to the theory she wanted to test.

      “Julie and I gave the Cassis Brigade a hand in solving a murder and a kidnapping while we were here,” I say.

      Mom frowns. “I thought you were having romantic walks in town, visiting the calanques, roaming the beaches…” She tut-tuts at me. “Will you ever be able to take a break from your work?”

      “It’s a challenge,” I admit.

      “Patrick?” Julie angles her body toward him, smiling encouragingly. “Your turn now.”

      My young cousin exhales noisily, inhales, and blurts out, “I’m gay.”

      Exactly seven jaws drop at that announcement. The ones that stay put are Julie’s, mine, and Medz Mama’s. In the latter case, I bet it’s either because she didn’t hear what Patrick said or didn’t understand.

      “Have you been seeing someone lately?” Julie asks Patrick.

      I expect him to quip that it’s none of her business.

      To my astonishment, he hangs his head. “Yes.”

      “An older man?” she asks softly.

      “Yes,” he murmurs again like he’s admitting to some kind of guilt. But why? It’s no crime to date.

      Wait… What if…?

      “Is he married?” I ask Patrick. “Is that why you look so embarrassed?”

      His gaze shoots up at me. “No! I’d never date a married man!”

      OK, I admit I’m lost.

      “Has he been to the house?” Julie asks.

      Patrick nods. “More than once.”

      “What?” my aunt, uncle and cousin David exclaim in chorus.

      Edwige covers her mouth with her hand, a horrified expression on her face. My first reaction is surprise that she’d be so shocked at something so trivial. And then it hits me.

      My brain finally connects the dots that Julie’s linked together hours ago after Salman’s scoop.

      The irreconcilable, one-year-long rift in the family was caused by an unfortunate misunderstanding, itself caused by Patrick’s secrecy. My younger cousin probably knows it or suspects it, which is why he’s been answering Julie’s indiscreet questions so obligingly.

      And now Edwige realized the mistake she and David made.

      I turn to her. “Can you tell Aunt Mireille now why David and you stopped talking to her?”

      David, still clueless and confused, blinks at me.

      Edwige addresses her plate, not daring to look at her mother-in-law, “We saw the mailman sneaking out of Mireille’s and Jean-Pierre’s house through the back door. It happened on three different occasions, weeks apart. We assumed… We had no idea Patrick was gay.”

      “Dear God,” David whispers, looking as if he’s been hit by a train.

      Aunt Mireille appears just as shaken as her older son.

      Jean-Pierre shifts his eyes from David to Edwige and back to David. “Let me get this straight. You thought my doting wife of thirty years, your mom, was cheating on me with the mailman?!”

      “But why?” It’s Mireille’s turn to scrutinize their faces. “Why would you jump to that conclusion?”

      David swallows. “You’re such a fitness buff, Mom! And you’re fourteen years younger than Dad. And the only ‘sport’ he practices these days is pétanque…”

      “You forget I’m the five-time champion of our street!” Jean-Pierre puffs his chest with pride.

      And just like that, the toxic air that hung thick in the room, dissipates. Aunt Mireille gazes at her husband, eyes glistening with emotion, takes his hand and kisses it. Still holding his hand, she turns to her sons and daughter-in-law.

      Patrick’s, David’s and Edwige’s faces are so red they might spontaneously combust. Aunt Mireille’s mouth begins to stretch into a smile. When it reaches her ears, she snorts once, twice, and bursts out laughing. It’s a powerful, uncontrollable laugh of release, and it proves infectious. Mom is the first one to follow suit. Jean-Pierre and Dad are next, followed by Julie and Medz Mama. Soon, the lot of us are roaring, howling, and holding our sides.

      I suspect Medz Mama will howl in a very different tonality when Mom explains to her about Patrick. But hopefully by then, Julie and I will be in the car, racing home to Beldoc.
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        Many decades later, an old Christmas postcard addressed to Annie arrives, and all her doubts come flooding back.

        At 84, there’s no time to waste!

        Annie enlists the help of Rose Tassy, an eccentric retired teacher and amateur sleuth.

        Thus begins an unforgettable journey from Provence to a quaint village in Picardie and then on to the sparkling Riviera, with a detour through wintry Paris.

      

        

      
        Amid yuletide festivities, Annie and Rose navigate perilous terrain. Their list of suspects quickly grows. Was it Rene’s older brother? Maybe the ex-gangster turned chicken farmer? The powerful Monegasque tycoon?

        Stumped, Rose begins to question her detective mettle when a new death compounds the plot…

      

        

      
        This Christmas, will Annie receive the overdue truth as a gift?

      

      

      
        
        Click to grab your copy

      

        

      
        Or read an excerpt at the end of this book.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY ANA T. DREW

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        the JULIE CAVALLO INVESTIGATES series

      

        

      
        The Murderous Macaron

        Pastry chef Julie Cavallo has her freedom, her shop, and a corpse growing cold on her floor.

      

        

      
        The Killer Karma

        Julie unmasked a killer. Life is good once again… until her sous chef becomes a murder suspect.

      

        

      
        The Sinister Superyacht

        When a luxury cruise turns deadly, the caterer and her breezy gran must figure out which guest is the killer.

      

        

      
        The Shady Chateau

        Three unlikely culprits plead guilty for a baron’s death at a Napoleonic re-enactment. Who’s lying? And why? And who really killed the baron?

      

        

      
        The Perils of Paris

        When someone tries to kill her sister, it’s time for Julie Cavallo to don her sleuthing cap.

      

        

      
        The Bloodthirsty Bee

        It’s springtime in Provence! Trees are in bloom and critters are abuzz — including a murderer or two.

      

        

      
        The Deadly Donut

        A gala dinner at a luxury hotel comes to a screeching halt when the hotel's owner is found dead in his suite. As bodies pile up, Julie has precious little time to find the killer.

      

        

      
        Christmas Specials

      

        

      
        The Canceled Christmas (novella)

        Mayor Victor Jacquet receives a mystifying note. And then his small town mounts a rebellion…

      

        

      
        An (un)Orthodox Christmas (novella)

        While in Cassis to spend the Orthodox Christmas with Gabriel's rowdy relatives, Julie and Gabriel investigate a thorny family situation—and a murder!

      

        

      
        The Twelve Suspects of Christmas (full-length novel)

        A cold case meets new mayhem in two quirky grandmas’ rollicking journey from Provence to Picardie.

      

      

    

  







            EXCERPT FROM “THE TWELVE SUSPECTS OF CHRISTMAS”

          

          



      

    

    






CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      On the doorstep of Rose’s house, Annie smooths out her coat and straightens her scarf before gripping her cane again.

      Hi, I’m Annie. I need your help with a delicate matter.

      As she rolls her opening line over her tongue once more, anxiety curls into a knot in her stomach.

      Is it good?

      No, it’s not. It’s sloppy.

      But for the life of her, she can’t remember the much better version she’d rehearsed on her bus ride from Cassis to Beldoc.

      Why didn’t I write it down!

      With her hand over the doorbell, Annie considers a different approach. Maybe it’s not a good idea to ask for help without explaining the specifics first. She could say she has something she’d like to discuss with Rose and leave the details for later.

      Alternatively, she could go for extra specific by stating she’s Gabriel’s grandmother, and she’d like to hire Rose to do some investigating for her. She’d make it clear she knows that Gabriel is dating Rose’s granddaughter Julie and that Rose is training to be a private eye.

      Yes, that’s a better introduction. She will establish a rapport and motivate Rose from the get-go.

      Nodding to herself, Annie tucks a loose strand of white hair back into her bun. She takes a deep breath. With a trembling hand, she rings the doorbell. A dog’s bark echoes from inside. It startles Annie, amplifying her agitation.

      But she’s fully committed. There is no turning back.

      The door swings open to reveal a graceful woman. She must be Rose. Annie knew Julie’s grandmother was full of energy beyond her years, but she hadn’t expected just how youthful Rose would be. For some reason, this annoys Annie.

      A furry pup resembling a spaniel, but smaller, sniffs her feet.

      Rose ushers Annie inside. “You’re here for the class? Be quick when you change. You’ve already missed the breathing routine and neck stretches.”

      Annie finds herself unable to get a word out.

      Rose’s eyes linger on Annie’s stooped posture and her cane. “Have you done doga or yoga before?”

      “I didn’t come for the class,” Annie finally manages.

      “For what, then?”

      “My name is Annie Malian. I’m Gabriel’s grandmother, and I have something I’d like to discuss with you,” Annie says, unsure if this is the intro she’d settled on.

      Rose gestures to a door on the other side of the entryway. “Can you wait until the class is over?”

      Annie can almost hear the unspoken Why didn’t you call first? in her tone.

      A fair question, for sure. Good thing Rose didn’t ask it out loud! All Annie would be able to say is that she’s even less at ease on the phone than she is in person with someone she’s never met.

      Annie hands over her coat and follows Rose into a spacious, sun-drenched verandah that doubles as a doga studio. Julie has explained to Annie that doga is a form of yoga that people practice together with their dogs. Now that Annie has seen Rose, it seems fitting that she’d teach doga.

      A handful of students, their dogs of assorted sizes and breeds at their sides, are in the middle of a pose. The room hums with the recorded meditation music and the rustle of movement, punctuated by the occasional bark. The scent of incense wafts through the air, covering up the faint musk of dogs and humans.

      Rose directs Annie to a rocking chair in the corner and returns to her mat and faces the students.

      Careful to spare the aching joints in her left knee, Annie lowers herself into the chair, sets her purse on her lap and hooks her cane onto the armrest.

      She looks around. A veritable sunroom bathed in the gentle winter light of Provence, Rose’s verandah looks like a photo from a glossy magazine. Its wraparound windows offer a panoramic view of the garden. And what a lovely garden that is! Annie begrudgingly admits. Even nicer than hers in Cassis. Tall fruit trees, their branches bare at this time of year, are artfully interspersed with shorter olive trees. The latter have a rich green foliage and thick trunks gnarled with age.

      A bit like me.

      Annie glances at Rose, a picture of youthful agility in her stretchy yoga outfit. Rose twists her slender and toned body into a pose which she names using a long Hindi term. Annie used to be lithe, too, but that was sixty years ago, before her pregnancies. Rose is a mother and grandmother like Annie and must be in her seventies by now. It feels unfair that Time has been so exceptionally kind to her.

      On the other hand, Annie’s workout routine for the past ten years has consisted of knitting in front of the TV. Even the gardening, which she used to do daily, has now been fully delegated to her oldest, Claire.

      Shame on you, Annie!

      Closing her eyes, she thanks God that she’s still alive and asks him to forgive her for her bout of envy.

      With the prayer chasing away the feeling of resentment, Annie reopens her eyes and studies the sunroom once more. The uneven terracotta tiles on the floor must date from when the house was built. Worn rugs cover the central part of the space. Wicker furniture, pushed to the sides to make room for the students, adds a rustic charm to the ensemble.

      Annie shifts her attention to the humans and their dogs. The students’ faces are flushed with exertion as they follow Rose’s instructions as best they can. Some of their dogs try to mirror their movements with varying degrees of success. Two or three roam around and sniff things, people, and other dogs. A pug is fast asleep. His snoring splices a comical note into the new agey soundtrack of the class.

      Rose guides her students to lie flat on their backs with their arms by their sides, palms down. They lift their legs and hips off the ground, supporting their lower back with their hands, and bring their feet toward their head.

      “Halasana,” Rose says. “The plow pose.”

      Annie goggles and quickly averts her gaze when Rose, still in that rather indecent posture, spreads her legs wide.

      There are men in the room!

      The students follow Rose’s lead. After a few seconds, Rose instructs them to fold their legs, hug their knees, tuck their chins into their chest and rock back and forth.

      “Pawanmuktasana,” she says as her dog licks her face.

      Annie winces, fighting back the urge to squirt the sanitizer in her purse onto her own face, and rub.

      How unhygienic!

      “Pawanmuktasana massages your internal organs, releasing trapped gases and improving digestion,” Rose preaches before winking. “It’s called the gas release pose for a reason.”

      Right on cue, one of her students farts audibly.

      “Well done, Marie-Jo!” Rose praises her.

      The woman—an elegant fifty-something—grins back, looking pleased with herself. Annie shifts in her seat, increasingly uncomfortable. She’d love to release some of her own trapped gases right now, but she’d never do it in public. And even if she did, it would be because she couldn’t help it, but she’d never act like it were an achievement!

      Half an hour later, the lesson draws to a close. Rose guides her students through another sun salutation sequence, part of which is a pose called downward dog. The dogs, their tails wagging lazily, seem to be looking down on the efforts of their humans. After all, they’ve been doing downward dog since the day they were born! And they don’t need yoga to be able to lick themselves in ways humans can only dream of.

      Oh dear! If an hour around Rose results in such inappropriate thoughts, what will Annie become after the joint trip to Picardie she plans to propose to Rose? Will she turn into a tattooed nudist? A green-haired climate protester? A smelly punk?

      It took Annie months to come to terms with her youngest grandson’s homosexuality, which she’d learned about last Christmas. She isn’t ready for more disruption in her life just yet.

      Perhaps Rose will turn down the offer.

      Or maybe Annie will manage to tame Rose into someone more like her, someone who acts her age.

      But the most likely outcome? They’ll cut the trip short, unable to stand each other, and go back separately.

      Was coming to Beldoc a mistake? Should she apologize for the intrusion and get the hell out of here while she can?

      Annie leans on her cane to climb out of the rocking chair when an image flashes before her mind’s eye. It’s a handsome blue-eyed man, smiling brightly at her. René. Young, full of dreams and ideas, hopelessly romantic. Annie’s first love. The sweetest and most tragic love of her life. The man whose death devastated his family and broke Annie’s heart.

      It happened over sixty years ago. But it feels like yesterday because the wound never healed.

      With a sigh, Annie sinks back into the chair.

      I’m going to see this through.

      The anticlimactic finale of the class is marked by something called the corpse pose, which would be within reach even for Annie. When it’s over, the participants exchange an Indian farewell. The students roll up their mats, pet their dogs and share knowing smiles with their teacher and one another.

      Rose comes up to Annie, smiling with polite curiosity. “I hope you weren’t too bored.”

      “Oh no,” Annie protests. “I was entertained.”

      “I assume this is about our grandchildren?”

      “Not at all.”

      Rose’s eyebrows shoot up.

      Time for some detail.

      “I heard about your new career as a private investigator,” Annie says. “I have a case that needs investigating, and I wonder if you’d be interested in taking it on.”

      “We shall have tea!” Rose exclaims, leaving Annie in a daze.

      

      
        
        End of Chapter 1

      

        

      
        Get your copy now!
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