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        "The Killer Karma" is the second murder mystery in a new series of atmospheric, humorous whodunnits set in Provence.

      

        

      
        "Fun characters and unexpected plots twists… A delightful read." — Manhattan Book Review
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Pastry chef Julie Cavallo unmasked a killer.

        Life is good once again…

        until her sous chef becomes a murder suspect.

      

        

      
        Julie is certain Eric didn't kill his ex-con dad.

        The question is, can she prove it to the lead investigator?

        Alone she can’t.

        She needs Beldoc’s best — and, ahem, only — amateur sleuth team to get back in the game.

        Luckily, her shrewd sister, their feisty grandma and toe-worshiping dog are up for the challenge.

        Besides, Julie hopes to enlist the help of one hot gendarme...

      

        

      
        Clueless but committed, the detective trio sets out to expose the real killer.
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      All modern-day management gurus agree that a responsible boss must look out for their employees.

      What if the boss is a pastry chef?

      Then the precept would go as follows: “A conscientious pastry chef must intervene when their sous chef has a big problem.”

      I make a right turn on rue Moulin. A spooked pigeon takes off, skimming low over my face. I lose my balance and nearly fall off my bike. But I steady myself and keep going.

      Professional ethics aside, any caring person would be there for someone they’ve come to consider a friend.

      I, Julie Cavallo, like to think of myself as a responsible boss. My grandma Rose would describe me as a caring person. And if you ask my three sisters… er… You know what? Don’t. Chances are 33.3 percent or more of them would disagree with Rose.

      Granted, I am not good all the time.

      But I can be in dire circumstances.

      And if Eric’s present circumstances aren’t dire, then I don’t know what dire means.

      I cross a bumpy grate, squint against a slanting sunray, and brace myself for the uphill stretch.

      Mesdames and Messieurs, there’s something you need to know about me. I’m very good at talking myself into doing something I know I shouldn’t. Since I got to the pâtisserie this morning, I’ve come up with dozens of reasons why I should go see Eric.

      They undermined my resolve to let his buddies look after him and let the police do their job. They sent me down a slippery slope of iffy arguments to the conclusion that “I’ll be a beast if I do nothing.” So that by this afternoon when Flo entered the pâtisserie and put her apron on, those reasons propelled me out the door.

      Et voilà, here I am, pedaling like a madwoman in the direction of Eric’s house in the Saint-Brique quartier of Beldoc.

      As I ride through the shabby-chic historic center of town, brightly colored bistros, shops, restaurants, and bakeries flicker to my left and right. Even the pharmacies look welcoming with window displays of prettily packaged perfumes, oils and creams, and digital signs advertising expensive shampoos. If it weren’t for the discreet green crosses above the entrance, no one would guess their main purpose is selling prescription medicine.

      The scent of lavender permeates the air, blown into town from the fields around Beldoc. I pass the gendarmerie, then the post office, and a few minutes later, I’m rolling into Saint-Brique.

      The sleepy residential area I remember as mind-numbing has undergone quite a change over the last decade and a half. To say it has gentrified would be a vast understatement. One of my friends in junior high lived here, and at one time I was a frequent guest. I remember small, nondescript houses with messy front yards. Cluttered with plastic toys, rubber balls and old junk, they served as outdoor playrooms for the kids rather than status symbols for the parents.

      Well, that has changed.

      The houses have grown bigger and fancier. The kids’ toys and inflatable pools have been moved to backyards, making room for impeccable front lawns and flower beds. Although none of the newly mushroomed villas would compare to the Prouttes’ mini-Versailles, quite a few of them outshine Rose’s elegant home.

      Eric’s family house isn’t one of those villas. It wasn’t designed by an architect or landscaped by a professional. But it’s big, tall, and full of character.

      As I draw nearer, I spot Eric by the front gate. With his shoulders bowing over his chest and his head drooping as though he hasn’t slept in days, he sees out three people in white bunny suits. They haul various containers, bags, and equipment into a gendarmerie minivan parked outside. I’m guessing, crime scene cleaners.

      Eric catches sight of me as I get off my bike and waves.

      I jog to him and begin to open my arms. “So sorry for your loss!”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about, Chef.”

      I give him a quizzical look, suddenly unsure if he wants the bear hug I was going for. His stiff stance tells me he doesn’t, so I let my arms drop to my sides.

      Eric’s voice is flat and his face tight when he explains, “I didn’t lose my father yesterday.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I lost him eight years ago, the day he murdered Audrey Gilly.”

      “It was manslaughter,” I say. “He never meant to kill her.”

      I can’t believe I’m defending girlfriend-beater Brice Dol, a man I despised when he was alive!

      But here I go again. “Your father served his time for that. Almost a decade!”

      “Only eight measly years!” Eric’s lip curls. “It’s nothing. A woman died because of him. Two teenagers lost their mom. My life changed forever.”

      I lift my hand to stroke his arm but then lower it, recalling his earlier reaction. He doesn’t care for gestures of sympathy. Must be a boy thing. Or a geek thing.

      Pressing his lips together, he looks past me. “That asshole should’ve rotted in jail for the rest of his days!”

      I’m too deflated to argue with that.

      There’s a long silence, during which Eric keeps looking away and I debate if this is my cue to leave. My gaze wanders around the garden. It feels rude to stare at the scene of the murder, so I focus on the house instead.

      It’s hard not to admire it. A real Provençal bastide, symmetrical with a flat roof and as authentic as they come. It looks gorgeous in the golden light of late afternoon. The brownish yellow of the walls—ocher is the color, I think—is set off by bright blue shutters. An archway portico on the ground level gives it a medieval touch.

      There’s something effortlessly elegant about its shape and proportions, something that makes Eric’s house stand out. Even the small and poorly maintained garden can’t ruin its charm. I recall Eric telling me how his paternal grandfather, a gifted cabinetmaker, bought it for cheap long before the neighborhood became fashionable. Smart man!

      Eric breaks the awkward silence. “I’ll come in tomorrow morning, Chef. Sorry for leaving you one man short.”

      He’s looking me in the eye now, and his expression has softened.

      “You don’t have to.” I point to the departing van. “You must have a million things to take care of.”

      “My aunt arrives from Besançon later today. She’ll stay for a few days. And my buddies have my back.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. Still, take at least another day off.”

      “But you—”

      “Exams are over,” I cut in, “which means Flo will be there every afternoon. And I’ll get Rose to man the counter in the morning, so I can bake. We’ll be fine.”

      “Rose?” A tiny smile touches the corners of his lips. “Rose always has something going on in the morning. Usually, more than one thing.”

      It’s true. He knows I can’t deny it because she often stops at the pâtisserie to grab a quick coffee between two appointments and share what she’s up to. As a rule, a great many things.

      My long-retired grandma’s calendar is probably fuller than a government minister’s. When it isn’t a charity board meeting, some municipal committee session, her doga class or Sarah’s book club, then it’s her banker or her doctor or some appointment over in Arles. Then, there are her two babies that each require a separate airing. First, she takes her King Charles spaniel out for a walk, and then she takes her flashy little convertible for a ride.

      “You’re right,” I concede. “But I’m sure Rose will clear her schedule tomorrow morning to help me out.”

      “OK, I’ll take another day off.” His face shows resignation, but there’s an unmistakable note of relief in his voice. And his bearing relaxes a little.

      Is this a good time to give him that bear hug?

      Or would that be too unbosslike? With only a month under my belt managing employees—Eric and my little sister Flo—I’m still learning the ropes. It helps that both are only twenty-two. My eight additional years of life and work experience give me a certain natural authority I would’ve lacked working with someone older.

      Speaking of authority, it remains to be seen if I’m actually managing Flo.

      In fact, I doubt Florence Cavallo is manageable at all. Professional relationships aside, in her mind, her role in my business is a fun “thing” she does in her spare time. Not a job, or even a gig. She just swings by the shop most afternoons to lend me a helping hand, as a favor. Then, at the end of the month, I show my undying gratitude by wiring her a few hundred euros. That has literally nothing to do with work, right?

      Eric gives me an expectant look. He must be wondering about my hesitant stance and the reason I haven’t left yet.

      Because I still haven’t made up my mind about that hug.

      Did my boss at Maison Folette ever hug me, or Bruno, or any of the others? I don’t think so. Then again, it was a different context. In a big Parisian company with dozens of employees, relationships are bound to be more formal and distant than in a tiny shop in Provence. Not to mention that Parisians aren’t that much into hugging.

      Oh, what the hell, I’m doing it! I open my arms.

      A man’s voice booms from behind my back. “Eric Dol, did you kill your father?”
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      Eric shuts his eyes for a moment as if to control himself, then glares at the man behind me. “No, I did not kill my father. Just like I told you yesterday.”

      I turn around.

      A man in his late forties wearing a shirt with no tie and holding a small recorder in his hand steps in through the open gate. I’ve seen him before… Wait, he’s Noam Toche, a reporter with Beldoc Live.

      “Yes, well, that’s pretty much all I got out of you yesterday.” Noam lifts his recorder closer to Eric. “Will you speak to me now that the gendarmes are gone? It won’t take more than fifteen minutes, I promise.”

      “This is not a good time—” Eric begins.

      “That’s what you said yesterday.” Noam’s tone is polite, but his puckered mouth betrays his exasperation. “And, once you said that, the gendarmes booted me.”

      “They didn’t boot you, Monsieur Toche, they just asked you to leave,” Eric says.

      “Asked?” Noam’s tone becomes tart. “They chased me away like some cheap paparazzo. They weren’t gentle, if you recall.”

      Eric hangs his head as if it were him and not the reporter’s lack of discernment that had caused the “booting.”

      “Way to treat the press! Way to treat Beldoc’s best investigative journalist!” Noam points the index of his free hand at Eric’s face. “They’ll be hearing from my editor in chief, mark my words, and also from the mayor.”

      Eric shoots me a panicked look before turning back to Noam. “All right, fine. Ask your questions.”

      Did he just agree to the interview?

      Goodness, why? And why would Noam’s threat to set the mayor on the cops scare Eric into cooperating when he clearly doesn’t want to?

      Should I intervene? Or would that make things worse?

      Noam fiddles with his recorder and says the day and time into it, before switching back to his polite, professionally neutral voice. “Good. Let’s start again. Eric, did you kill your father Brice Dol?”

      “No, I did not,” Eric says.

      Boy, I admire his patience!

      Noam looks up at him. “Do you have a theory on who might’ve done it?”

      “A former prison mate, no doubt.”

      “What makes you say that?” Noam leans in. “Was Brice in touch with anyone in particular?”

      The reporter’s expression is precious. If he were a dog, his nose would be twitching with excited anticipation.

      “I don’t know,” Eric says, dampening Noam’s enthusiasm.

      “Did any ex-cons come by the house?”

      “Maybe…” Eric scrubs a hand over his face. “I don’t know. I wasn’t at home much.”

      Noam expels a disbelieving snort. “Surely, you would’ve overheard him talking to a fellow inmate on the phone or having a conversation that sounded suspicious?”

      “Not really, no.”

      “Who did he hang out with?” Noam asks.

      “I don’t know.”

      Noam pinches the bridge of his nose. “What do you know about your father’s life over the last month since his release? The pair of you lived under the same roof for crying out loud!”

      “Not much.” Eric looks down at his feet. “I… I was avoiding him.”

      “How exactly did you do that?”

      “In the morning, I made sure to get up at the crack of dawn and be out the door before he woke up,” Eric says. “Didn’t want to risk crossing paths with him in the kitchen and having to talk to him.”

      Poor kid!

      I give my head a soft shake. “No wonder you’re always there when I got to the shop, no matter how early!”

      “And in the evening?” Noam asks.

      “After work, I found things to do with friends or just by myself. I got into the habit of grabbing a bite somewhere before going home, so I could bypass the kitchen.”

      “Is the kitchen the only place in the house where you risked running into him?” Noam asks.

      “It’s a big house,” Eric says. “My room is on the second floor, his bedroom is on the third. Both have en suite bathrooms. Every evening, he watched TV in the living room until late. When I wasn’t out with friends, I spent my evenings in my room, gaming or watching Netflix on my computer with the headphones on.”

      “And that’s why you didn’t hear anything the night Brice was murdered, right?” Noam studies Eric’s face. “That’s what you told the gendarmes, correct?”

      “Yes.” Eric exhales, looking drained, both emotionally and physically.

      Why the hell did he agree to this interview?

      It’s not like he’s under any obligation to talk to the press! Why does he bother answering these distressing questions? He should’ve kicked Noam out like the gendarmes had done yesterday.

      Speaking of which, I wonder if Capitaine Adinian was the one who booted Noam Toche from the Dol property. It wouldn’t surprise me. From what I observed over the course of the Maurice Sauve case, he would totally do that sort of thing to an insistent journalist or a nosy onlooker. Or to anyone he deems a nuisance.

      Noam stares at Eric, unblinking. “To recap, you don’t have an alibi and you don’t have a clue.”

      There’s mockery and disappointment in his voice, and I expect Eric to lash out, but he just keeps his head down and his gaze on his shoes.

      Briefly, his hands ball up into fists, but he shoves them into the pockets of his jeans. “That sums it up, yes.”

      Suddenly, I know why Eric is so compliant.

      Beldoc Live recently did a piece that raved about my pâtisserie and brought us many new customers. Noam wasn’t the one who wrote that piece but the paper’s editor in chief herself, Marie-Jo Barral. She’s a doga student of Rose’s and a regular at the shop.

      Regardless, Eric probably fears that if he’s too rude to Noam, the reporter might leave a scathing review of the shop on a popular site like Google or Trip Advisor. He might even write a new article in a month or two, claiming that Julie’s Gluten-Free Delights is an overhyped flop. And if Marie-Jo refuses to publish his article, he’ll just take it to her competitor, Beldoc Soir.

      In other words, my sous chef’s inexplicable amenability is easily explained by his touching concern for the pâtisserie.

      That is so Eric!

      “I better get back to the shop,” I say, assuming Noam will take his cue from me.

      Wrong.

      “Goodbye,” he says to me without taking his eyes off Eric. “I have a couple more questions for you.”

      The despair on Eric’s face makes my chest clench.

      “Want to pop in and say hi to Flo?” I ask him. “She worries about you.”

      Eric glances at my bike.

      “I’ll walk it,” I say.

      “Great! Let’s go.” He rushes past the blinking Noam.

      The reporter follows us. “Do you mind if I tag along?”

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” I declare, planting myself between the two men, “I have some urgent business matters to discuss with Eric while we walk.”

      Noam begins to say something, but I cut him off unceremoniously. “Goodbye, Monsieur Toche.”

      He turns his recorder off, muttering a curse under his breath.

      Eric and I head down the street in the direction of the shop.

      “Vanilla prices are back to normal again,” I say loudly. “I’ll get some pods at the market, so you can make vanilla macarons when you’re back.”

      I wonder if that sounded urgent enough in case Noam can hear us. Suppressing the temptation to turn around, I wink at Eric and keep going.

      Ultimately, it doesn’t matter whether Noam Toche believes in the urgency of vanilla pods. If he’s the kind of guy to anonymously leave a business a one-star review in retribution for an interview cut short, he’s already made up his mind about it. All I can do is pray that Karma is real. Who knows, maybe my grandma and twenty-five hundred years of Buddhism are right. Maybe the actions we take today do determine the “random” events that will happen to us in the future.

      In which case, Noam’s retaliatory review is bound to come back to bite him.
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      Around seven, Rose calls and invites Flo and me over for dinner. She’s making onion quiche and wants our honest opinion on her latest recipe.

      What she really wants is to make sure Flo and I stay away from the Dol investigation. Given that sleuthing nearly got me killed last week, I understand her concern. And, honestly, I have no intention of interfering with this case. Disagreeable as he is, Capitaine Adinian is a competent detective. There’s no reason why he wouldn’t be able to find Brice’s killer.

      At eight, Flo and I lock up and head to Rose’s. Using my set of keys, we let ourselves in. I expect Lady—Grandma’s King Charles spaniel—to come and greet us, as is her wont. But she just gives a friendly bark from upstairs. It means she’s too comfy and relaxed right now to bother with canine etiquette.

      Flo grins, kicking off her shoes. “Lazy little bum!”

      A mouthwatering aroma of baking onions, dough, egg, and cream makes me close my eyes. As my taste buds activate, I decide that even if the quiche turns out to taste so-so, this new recipe deserves bonus points for the smell.

      “Grandma, we’re here!” Flo calls out.

      Rose’s voice comes from the second floor. “In the salon!”

      “Mmm… I’m starving.” Flo zooms upstairs.

      I follow her, realizing I’m famished, too, which explains why the smell of her quiche knocked me off my feet. That said, Rose is the Queen of Quiche. Her cooking repertoire includes only two kinds of fares—salads and quiches—which she’s able to produce in unlimited iterations. Her quiches are better than her salads. They’re almost as good as my macarons if I do say so myself.

      When I enter the salon, Rose is on the sofa watching TV. Flo has already claimed the other end. Lady is lounging between them atop her favorite cushion, dozing. Grandma greets me without taking her eyes off the screen. I plonk myself down on one of the armchairs and follow their gazes.

      It’s a program about lions on a nature reserve in South Africa. Before our eyes, two male lions are facing off over who gets to make cute little cubs with the graceful lioness watching them from a safe distance. Quickly, the staring contest escalates to growling and aggressive body language.

      Downstairs, the oven beeps, indicating that the quiche is ready. I swallow and glance at Rose. Oblivious to the world around her, Grandma is gawking at the lion showdown.

      When one of them—the alpha, I presume—roars at the challenger, Lady wakes up.

      She jumps off the sofa and launches into a frenzied barking fit, while her eyes dart between the television set and Rose.

      “Is she trying to intimidate the lion?” Flo asks Grandma.

      No answer. Rose is too engrossed in the onscreen action.

      Lady’s barking gets so hysterical I cover my ears. I’ve never seen her like this.

      “She isn’t barking to intimidate the lion,” Rose finally answers Flo’s question.

      “Then why?” I ask. “What is she trying to say?”

      A mischievous smile touches the corners of Rose’s lips. “Want a word-for-word translation?”

      Flo and I nod.

      “There’s a big nasty predator in the room,” Rose interprets while Lady keeps on barking. “The only sensible thing that three blunt-clawed, weak-jawed creatures like us can do at this juncture is to get the hell out of here.”

      I shift my gaze to Lady. The look in her expressive eyes leaves no room for doubt. Rose’s translation is bang on.

      Lady pauses to catch her breath before resuming, louder than before. Panic has dilated her pupils, and there are notes of despair in her barking.

      “Run now!” Rose translates. “Run, I said! Run, you stupiiiiiid!”

      I glance at Lady then at Rose. “Shall we humor her?”

      “We should…” Rose throws Lady an apologetic look and returns her attention to the TV, “but I’m too curious to see how this conflict plays out.”

      The anguish in Lady’s barking intensifies, as she begins to realize her humans won’t listen to reason. For a moment, I wonder if she’ll leave the room without us.

      But her devotion to Rose proves greater than her survival instinct.

      Instead of saving herself, she stops barking. With her tail low, she jumps into the other armchair and puts her head onto the cushion. As always, she angles her body to face Rose. A resigned sigh heaves her chest before she curls up into a compact ball and trains a reproachful gaze on Grandma.

      Her black eyes are so eloquent I don’t need Rose’s help to understand what she’s communicating: “I did what I could. You chose to ignore me. When that monster gets here and makes all of us his dinner, don’t say I didn’t warn you!”

      The documentary ends with the alpha getting the girl without any actual fighting. It’s amazing what a well-practiced roar can do!

      The four of us head down to the kitchen.

      Flo sets the table, I feed Lady, and Rose plates the quiche accompanied by salad greens.

      “Will Serge be joining us?” I ask Rose as innocently as I can.

      “No, my dear,” she says.

      Flo gives me a wink before addressing Rose. “Will he be joining you later tonight?”

      The relationship isn’t official yet, but Flo and I believe that Maître Serge Guichard was upgraded from friend to boyfriend sometime last week.

      “Your question is highly inappropriate,” Rose says, feigning shock. “I’m sure your father didn’t raise you to be rude.”

      There we go again…

      I used to hope time would heal the wounds Dad and Rose had inflicted upon each other when Mom died. Rose had said terrible things to him. She all but accused him of being responsible for Mom’s death by virtue of his absence. She insisted she would be a much better caretaker for us than him. He told her she was too flaky to take care of herself, let alone of three teenagers and a seven-year-old. And then, without asking anyone’s opinion, he took his daughters and moved to Paris.

      Flo may not remember their fights, but I’ll never forget them. Seeing my two favorite people hurt each other like that just after we lost Mom broke my heart all over again.

      “Dinner is served!” Rose cries out, motioning Flo and me to take our seats.

      After wolfing down my first slice, I declare that this new recipe is Grandma’s best yet.

      Flo concurs.

      Triumphant, Rose thrusts a fist into the air. “Yes! I believe I have nailed the onion quiche.”

      “You own the onion quiche, Grandma,” I say.

      On our second serving, she turns to me. “I hear you went to Eric’s earlier.”

      “Who told you that?” I glance at Flo.

      She mimes zipping her mouth shut.

      “You know I have my sources everywhere.” She scowls at me. “That little game we played, the sleuthing team…? It’s over, Julie. What was it called again?”

      “FERJ,” Flo prompts. “Short for ‘Florence, Eric, Rose and Julie.’ ”

      “Well, FERJ is dead.” Rose’s expression is grave as she turns toward me. “You promised me!”

      “And I kept that promise. I was just there to offer my condolences and see how he was holding up.”

      She searches my face, clearly not buying it.

      “I mean it, Grandma.” I put my knife and fork down. “Last time, I got involved because the cops had no reason to suspect foul play, but now it’s a clear-cut murder.”

      Flo makes a throat-slashing gesture at “clear-cut” and giggles. “Quite literally.”

      “I’m sure Capitaine Adinian will piece it together,” I say.

      Flo narrows her eyes. “Are you trying to out-pun me?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, feigning innocence.

      Rose ignores our silly exchange. “Gabriel has his hands full with the double murder in La Camargue. It’s one of his colleagues, Capitaine Shen, who’s lead investigator on the Dol case.”

      Gabriel, huh?

      Flo arches an eyebrow. “How well do you know Capitaine Adinian, Grandma, to call him by his given name?”

      Rose waves her off. “I call everyone under forty by their given name.”

      No, you don’t.

      But I don’t say that aloud. I have a more pressing matter on my mind.

      “Is Shen a good cop?” I ask her.

      She shifts in her chair, lowering her eyes to her plate.

      “Come on, spill the beans!” Flo urges her.

      Rose looks up at my sister and then at me. “He’s… let’s just say while he’s not Beldoc’s finest, I don’t see why he won’t be able to solve this case. I hear he has a suspect already.”

      Flo and I exchange a look before asking simultaneously. “Who?”

      “That, I don’t know.” Rose points at our plates. “Girls, finish up your food! A cold quiche has no soul.”

      Flo and I obey, and the conversation turns to other topics.

      Before I leave, I manage to get Rose to promise to reschedule some appointments so she can help at the shop tomorrow morning.

      Back at home, I do a few chores and watch an episode of Fazenda Passions. While I brush my teeth, I stop lying to myself about my plans for tomorrow morning. It was going to be the market. But that changed when Rose dropped her bombshell about Capitaine Shen being the case officer.

      I’ll be visiting Eric’s neighborhood again.

      Does that mean I’ll be breaking my promise to Rose? Unfortunately, yes. But it’s quite impossible for me to do nothing while dark clouds gather over my sous chef’s head.

      I need to find out who Shen’s suspect is. An ex-con, most likely. Someone Brice had had a feud with while in jail. But what if it’s Eric? What if it’s him that Shen suspects of Brice’s murder?

      Don’t panic, Julie! Stay positive for Eric’s sake.

      Only… it’s hard to do that knowing that his future is in the hands of a middling cop.
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      It’s seven-thirty in the morning, and I’m roaming the streets and alleys of Eric’s lovely hood in search of… something. A piece of evidence, a clue, a sign. A snapshot.

      Yes, dang it, a snapshot.

      I’m still far from convinced my visions of the past are real or meaningful. But it’s hard to keep telling myself that the one I had about Maurice Sauve was just a hallucination. Shame on me for blowing my chance to ask Berthe if the scene I saw ever took place!

      In hindsight, I wish I had when Adinian let me talk to her before she was transferred out of Beldoc. But it’s too late now. Our next meeting will be at her trial, where I’ll be testifying for the prosecution. Hardly an ideal environment to discuss the nature of my visions.

      Speaking of which, on my third round it becomes clear I won’t be having any this morning. My heartbeat is frantic due to the two double espressos I downed before leaving my apartment, but my mind is too limpid.

      Perhaps it’s that caffeine-enhanced sharpness that allows me to spot someone watching me through a crack in the gate next to Eric’s.

      I backtrack and plant myself in front of it.

      There’s a brief shuffle on the other side, and the pair of eyes disappears as their owner steps sideways. Then comes a gentle rattling sound that makes me think of the patter of Lady’s paws. A dog barks. Someone shushes it.

      “Hello?” I call, drawing close enough to read the gate sign. “Monsieur and Madame Olabiyi?”

      “Yes?” a hesitant female voice responds. “Who’s asking?”

      The eyes are back, studying me through the gap.

      “My name is Julie Cavallo,” I say. “I’m a pastry chef. Julie’s Gluten-Free Delights?”

      “Ah, you’re Eric’s boss, then!”

      “That’s right.”

      “And one of Rose Tassy’s many granddaughters,” she adds.

      “I’m number two slash three of four.”

      The gate opens a crack and a gray-haired woman peeks out, her sparse eyebrows drawn together. “Two slash three?”

      “My twin and I are the middle sisters.”

      Comprehension smooths her brow. Madame Olabiyi flashes me a surprisingly winsome smile that erases at least a decade from her face. I pegged her at seventy a moment ago, but now I’m having second thoughts. She’s one of those people whose smile transforms their countenance in such a dramatic way they could go undercover just by grinning.

      “Murielle, who are you talking to?” a male voice calls from the house.

      I’m guessing it’s Monsieur Olabiyi.

      “Eric’s boss,” she shouts back.

      “What does he want?”

      Murielle turns to me, a question in her eyes.

      I raise my voice so he can hear me. “I’m just trying to figure out what happened, so I can help Eric as best I can.”

      Murielle turns toward the house and echoes my words just in case.

      “Tell her not to move!” Monsieur Olabiyi yells. “I’ll be there in a sec!”

      Murielle opens the gate wider, and I step onto the property.

      A gorgeous golden retriever with a blue collar trots over to me, wagging his tail by way of greeting. He reaches up. Delighted, I pet him. But some humanly undetectable smell makes him turn his head, sniff the air, and decide he has more important things to do than play with a stranger. He spins around and veers into the garden.

      Moments later, a man in his mid-to-late sixties rushes down the gravel path toward us. Despite his beer belly and perfectly hairless skull, he gives off an air of bouncy youthfulness.

      We exchange greetings. He insists I call him Yves.

      “How can I help you, Julie?” he asks.

      I squint at him. “It’s you who found the body, right?”

      Eric told me that yesterday afternoon on the way to the pâtisserie.

      “Technically, it was Rocky,” Yves says. “He barked like crazy that morning, so I let him out into the garden around nine, earlier than usual.”

      Murielle throws a loving look at the dog ferreting in the bushes. “Rocky is well trained. He goes potty in a dedicated corner, and then he patiently hangs out in the garden until my husband and I are ready to take him for a walk.”

      “Right,” Yves adds. “So, I let him out, and Murielle and I sat down to breakfast. But he kept barking. So, we went to him to see what was going on.”

      Murielle lays a hand against her breastbone, her eyes big, as though reliving the scene.

      “The moment Rocky spotted us,” Yves continues, “he crossed into the Dols’ garden through a hole in the hedge. We followed. He led us straight to Brice’s dead body.”

      Murielle cups her hand over her mouth and nods.

      Yves continues, “He was lying prone on the ground, his neck slashed, blood all over…”

      There’s more horrified head bobbing from Murielle.

      “What did you do?” I prompt, trying to stay focused on reconstructing the events, and not on the image he just painted.

      “Why, I called Eric, of course! And Murielle called the gendarmes,” Yves says. “They arrived at the same time.”

      “I’m sorry to be asking you to relive that scene, but can you recall anything unusual about it?” I ask.

      He eyes me up and down. “Unusual? Did what I just described sound usual to you, Julie?”

      “No, of course not! What I meant to say is did you notice any details, anything that jumped at you in those first seconds.”

      I’m painfully aware that my questions are lame. Yves’s scornful gaze tells me he’s of the same opinion.

      “There wasn’t a knife lying around, or any other object that could’ve been the murder weapon if that’s what you mean,” he says. “The cops asked me that question over and over again when they got there.”

      I glance at Murielle.

      “Same here,” she says.

      Something flickers across her face as she folds her arms over her chest. It lasts a split second and then it’s gone. But having grown up surrounded by women, I’ve learned to read their emotional states, no matter how fleeting. Murielle’s was hesitation. I’m certain of it.

      I turn toward her. “It doesn’t have to be a knife, or any sharp object, or anything related to the act of killing.”

      “There was nothing there, I already told you,” Yves says with a note of irritation in his voice.

      His wife’s eyes dart back and forth between her husband and me.

      Now I’m convinced she saw something, but her lack of self-confidence prevents her from speaking up.

      “Please,” I beg. “I’m not a cop. Even if you’re misremembering, it won’t have any negative impact on the investigation.”

      She wrings her hands for a good half minute before opening her mouth. “I might’ve seen something not far from the body in the grass.”

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

      She looks from her husband to me. “A phone, maybe?”

      I lean forward. “What kind of phone?”

      “Black, small, not customized…” She glances at Yves. “I’m not sure.”

      “You can’t be sure it was black, or you can’t be sure you saw it?” he asks her rather uncharitably.

      I wish I could give this guy a good shake right now! Honestly, why is she putting up with his overbearing attitude? If Bruno, my ex, had treated me like this, I would’ve divorced him in our first year. Scratch that, I would’ve never married him.

      Murielle lifts her hands up and lets them fall. “When I looked at that spot again just a moment later, there was nothing there.”

      “One of the gendarmes must’ve picked it up,” I say. “It’s an important piece of evidence. I bet some expert is dissecting it as we speak.”

      Yves wags his index finger from side to side. “Nice theory, but wrong. The gendarmes who got here first cordoned off the space around the body and didn’t touch anything for the longest time.”

      “What were they waiting for?”

      “Not what—who. They kept the scene intact for the medical examiner and for a cop with a big camera and a sketchbook. He photographed it from every possible angle and drew a map. Only then the other gendarmes started dusting and spraying and putting objects in zipper pouches.”

      “I see.”

      At least, on the off chance there was a phone near the body, it couldn’t have been Eric’s. His is a supersize smartphone in a flashy Star Trek-themed case. Murielle would’ve never described it as small and unmemorable.

      Yves speaks again. “I had all the time in the world to observe the crime scene, and I assure you there were no phones in the grass.”

      “He has a good eye for detail and for things that don’t belong,” Murielle says to me. “He wouldn’t’ve missed a phone. I’m sure it was my imagination playing tricks on me.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” Yves mutters.

      Joining her palms together in front of her chest, Murielle gives me a pleading look. “Forget what I said, will you? I’m glad I didn’t mention it to the gendarmes! I’d hate knowing I sent them on a wild-goose chase and made them waste their time.”

      “You should’ve mentioned it anyway,” I say to her. “They’re used to following several leads at once.”

      She shakes her head. “The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced I dreamed it up.”

      Yves takes her hand and pats it. “You confuse most of the characters in our favorite shows, and you still mix up some of my nephews, after all these years!”

      “In my defense,” she says, “you have a million siblings, and they each have a million children.” She flashes her transformational smile at him.

      I expect Yves to ridicule her hyperbole, but he just stands there beaming back as if hypnotized.

      Suddenly, I know why Murielle puts up with her husband’s heavy-handedness—for this enamored gaze. Right or wrong, it’s clear that there’s a genuine, tangible flame between these two, an affection that survived decades of marriage. An affection that Bruno and I lost within three years. If we ever had it to start with.

      Hoping my face isn’t green with envy, I thank the Olabiyis for their time and head to the shop.

      Once inside, I lock the door behind me and hang the Closed sign. I’ll open when Rose arrives, but right now I don’t want early birds distracting me from what I need to do.

      While coffee brews, I text Adinian that I have some information he might be interested in. The idea is to tell him about the little black phone so that he can share the intel with Capitaine Shen. Even if Yves is right and Murielle imagined it, anything that would divert the gendarmes’ attention from Eric is fair game.

      I know I told Murielle the cops were good at multitasking. Mind you, I wasn’t lying. But their work hours and resources are finite, so it’s logical to assume they prioritize their leads and avenues of investigation. It’s also logical to assume they’ll investigate family members first.

      Brice Dol had only one relative living in the same house—Eric.

      After I’m done with the text, I phone my sister Cat. The call goes straight to voice mail. I hang up without leaving a message. It’s a sign. I’m not ready to have that conversation yet.

      Years ago, when Cat told me about her prophetic visions, I was the first person she’d confided in. She hadn’t embraced her psychic powers yet and hadn’t quit her job to become a medium. She was still insecure and filled with doubts.

      I told her our future wasn’t set in stone and anything we did or said could change it.

      She didn’t argue with that.

      “Doesn’t it mean fortune-tellers are delusional when they aren’t con artists?” I asked her.

      She actually thanked me for that question. Patiently, she explained, “My visions show the most likely permutation of the future in our universe as compared to all other possible permutations in other universes of the multiverse that we inhabit.”

      Cross my heart, that’s exactly what she said!

      I told her she needed help.

      She stood up and exited the room, slamming the door behind her. Our twin bond, which had never been strong to begin with, simply disintegrated after that.

      While I drink my fifth cup of coffee this morning, my phone rings.

      It’s Cat calling me back.

      I’m not ready. I’m so, so not ready.

      I pick up.

      “You tried to call me,” she says.

      I shut my eyes and cut straight to the point before I lose my nerve. “How can I trigger a vision?”
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      Cat’s baffled silence makes me smile.

      I’m probably the last person she expected that question from given my history of suspicion, skepticism, and downright mockery of her psychic abilities. Well then, this is her chance to get back at me.

      Go on, Cat, knock yourself out. I deserve it!

      “Why?” she asks.

      “My sous chef’s dad was murdered two days ago,” I say. “I figured if I could get a little snapshot from the past—”

      “A little what?”

      OK, I guess an explanation is in order.

      Turning on the speaker function, I spend the next half hour in the kitchen, making crème brûlée and filling Cat in on my freaky visions of the past. She listens without commenting.

      Boy, she must be having a field day!

      Of all the snapshots I’ve had over the years, I focus on my recent vision of Maurice and Berthe, and on the one I had before that, with the two women on the speedway. I skip the one involving Mom. It had turned out to be meaningless and a huge letdown. No need to inflict that on Cat.

      “Wow,” she says when I’m done.

      I mix egg yolks and sugar together with a wooden spoon. “Are you mad at me for having laughed at your visions and for having kept this from you?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I was so convinced we both suffered from post-traumatic hallucinations!” I sieve my crème mixture and pour it into ramekins. “Even now as I’m telling you about my snapshots, I’m not 100 percent sure they’re real.”

      “You should’ve told me.”

      “I was too ashamed.” I stick the ramekins in the oven.

      A doorbell rings on Cat’s end of the line.

      “Listen, I have to go now,” she says. “But we need to have an honest conversation about this, preferably in person.”

      She didn’t tell me to get lost!

      My body slackens with relief. “Agreed.”

      “To answer your question about triggers,” Cat adds, “if your visions are anything like mine, then the only thing you can do is to get your ass as close to the site as you can and as often as you can.”

      “Understood.”

      My own door jingles.

      I thank Cat, telling her I’ll be looking forward to our in-person conversation, and then dash to the door to let Rose in. She kept her promise! She canceled or moved appointments so she could man the counter for me. I’m so used to my family being dysfunctional that the level of support I’m getting from one of my sisters and my grandma this morning staggers me.

      Hmm, should I be suspicious?

      When I open the door, Rose doesn’t step in. She’s facing away and talking with someone.

      I peek out.

      Oh, no! That someone is Magda.

      My mean-spirited neighbor is smoking a cigarette outside her Lavender Dream shop. Before she can see me, I retreat and begin to jump up and down, waving my arms, to get Rose to look at me.

      When she finally does, I mouth, “Don’t talk to her! Get in!”

      Rose returns her attention to Magda. “I’m not entirely sure I understand what exactly you want me to impress upon my granddaughter.”

      Rose’s excessive verbosity tells me she understands Magda’s meaning perfectly well, and that she’s riled.

      I prick up my ears, even though I dread Magda’s reply. Because whatever coarse words come out of her chain-smoking mouth, I wager they won’t be kind. And because this week is shitty enough without Magda’s schadenfreude.

      “What’s there to not understand?” she rasps between two puffs. “Are you turning senile? A word of advice: quit that yoga-doga stuff you do. You’re too old for it.”

      She chokes on her last word and launches into a nasty cough.

      “Yoga helps keep the body and mind young,” Rose says in her poshest tone through Magda’s wheezing and hacking. “But I appreciate your concern.”

      Magda opens her mouth to retaliate only to be foiled by another violent spell.

      Rose quirks an expertly preened eyebrow. “Middle age has been cruel to you, Magda. A word of advice: quit smoking.”

      “Maybe it isn’t the cigarettes.” Magda’s mouth twists into an ugly smile. “Maybe it’s the flu, or worse. Contagious as hell. Ha! Bad news for you, given your age.”

      “Don’t you worry about me, Magda, dear. I’m tougher and fitter than you are,” Rose says, folding her arms across the chest.

      She deliberately avoids looking at me and pretends she can’t hear my whispered pleas to get in.

      “All right, I’ll be blunt,” Magda says. “If you love Julie, tell her she better act before it’s too late.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Her pâtisserie is cursed, can’t you see? One dead body may have been an accident, but two is a sign.”

      Magda, you witch!

      “Rubbish.” Rose rolls her eyes. “Brice Dol didn’t die in her pâtisserie.”

      “But he was her sous chef’s father! If she’s smart, she’ll get rid of the shop pronto and go back to Paris where she belongs.”

      “First, she belongs here in Beldoc,” Rose says. “Second, if she sells the shop and you buy it—because I know that’s what you’re after—won’t you inherit the curse?”

      I love Grandma so much right now I want to clap my hands and kiss her. But it behooves me to remain professional and show my resolve when faced with such a blatant attempt at a hostile takeover.

      Pushing my chin high, I step out. “Enough already, Magda! I’m not selling. Why don’t you explore other ways to expand your shop?”

      “There are no other ways, little girl.”

      Throwing me a condescending, are-you-dumb look, she points to the adjacent building whose ground floor has no room for a shop. “It’s all apartments on this side.”

      “Tough shit.” Rose bares her teeth at Magda, abandoning her la-di-da act. “Dig a basement, then, little girl.”

      Magda snarls and makes a show of stomping her cigarette butt.

      Rose cracks her knuckles.

      Before the standoff escalates to a female mud wrestling match, I hook my arm through Rose’s and steer her into my shop.
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      Rose is a quick study.

      Within twenty minutes, she acquires such a handle on my goods and prices you’d think she’s been working here since day one. As for the fine art of upselling that still eludes me, it turns out she’s a natural, perhaps even better than Magda, and that’s no mean feat!

      I get a brilliant demo when a customer comes in for a coffee and a croissant, and she charms him into purchasing a box of macarons for his wife and a box of eclairs for his team at the office.

      Awed, I leave her behind the counter and retreat into the kitchen to focus on what I am good at.

      I open the oven, pull the baking tray out and gently tap the side of my ramekins. The custards inside wobble just so—not too much and not too little—passing the tap test. I let them cool while I clean up, sprinkle a bit of cassonade sugar on top, and then flambé them using my crème brûlée torch. Each one is ready as soon as its surface has turned into that lustrous, crunchy, sun-kissed layer of caramel that is the stuff of dreams.

      At a quarter past eleven, I receive a call from Capitaine Adinian. He’s at the gendarmerie now with some time freed up due to a canceled meeting. Any chance I can swing by?

      “Absolutely!” I remove my apron. “I’ll be there in five.”

      On my way out, I say to Rose, “You’re doing great, Grandma! Just stay away from Magda and from the kitchen. I’ll be back in an hour.”

      She asks where I’m going, but I’m already out the door and straddling my bike.

      I cover the short distance between my shop and the gendarmerie in five minutes, just like I’d said. When I rush down the hallway to Adinian’s tiny office, excitement makes my hands shake. I shove them into the pockets of my jeans. This has nothing to do with the captain’s rugged hotness, I tell myself. Or with the fact that I haven’t seen him in a whole… um… week.

      Actually, less than that.

      Seemed longer, though.

      Oh, for pity’s sake, Julie, chill out!

      Adinian is nothing but a hillbilly, uncouth, and full of himself. I do not find him hot. I do not like him. I did not have an inappropriate dream about him last night.

      This is not a romantic rendezvous.

      I’m here for my sous chef.
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      Adinian’s door is open.

      I barge in, shutting the door behind me. “Bonjour!”

      “Please, have a seat.” Rising to his feet in an old-fashioned display of gallantry, he points to the chair across his desk.

      So much for uncouth.

      We both sit down. I look around.

      His gaze travels to my bandage-free hands. “All healed up?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Last time we didn’t part on the best of terms, what with him giving me a dressing-down for my recklessness and me stalking out. I’d resolved to stay away from him going forward, but… circumstances changed. I need his cooperation. Perhaps even his help.

      For Eric’s sake, I must ingratiate myself with him.

      Will acknowledging his high-mindedness do the trick?

      Shifting in my seat, I clear my throat. “What you did when you let me talk to Berthe before she was transferred, it was a kind gesture. I do appreciate it.”

      “You should.” His smile makes my heart somersault. “And you owe me one.”

      “Well, let’s not exaggerate the extent of your kindness. It wasn’t exactly a crucifix-grade act of self-sacrifice.”

      He lets out a brief but hearty laugh. “How would you describe it then?”

      “A small favor?”

      “OK, you owe me a small favor then.”

      “Fine.”

      We watch each other steadily for a moment. I swear there’s electricity in the air. It’s crackling.

      He laces his hands. “So, what do you want to tell me, Madame Cavallo?”

      I open my mouth like a fish and blink, disoriented. Didn’t he just call and ask me to come over? Isn’t he going to tell me something?

      He points at his phone. “You sent me a text.”

      “Oh. Right. That.” Exhaling, I shut my mouth.

      “Whatever it is, I hope you stumbled upon that information by accident.” He gives me a meaningful stare. “As opposed to actively snooping around.”

      “I wasn’t actively snooping around.”

      And no, I did not just lie to an officer of the law.

      If we postulate that I was snooping passively, then my statement was technically truthful. The emphasis being on “technically.”

      I speak again. “You go first. What can you tell me about the investigation?”

      “I’m not involved,” he says. “My colleague Charles-Antoine Shen is the lead on the Dol case.”

      “I know.”

      His lips twitch ever so slightly. “Of course, you do. From Rose, I presume?”

      I nod.

      “Well,” he says, “I guess I can tell you what you’ll no doubt soon learn through Eric, or Rose will find out from Clothilde Valle.”

      Clothilde is one of Rose’s bosom friends and deputy mayor of Beldoc. They go way back, but since Clothilde took office, she’s been too busy to come to Grandma’s. It’s usually Rose who goes to Clothilde’s or meets her in town for lunch.

      “Brice Dol was punched in the face first, likely twice, before the knife attack,” Adinian says. “The murderer must’ve been standing in front of him to do that. Then he moved behind Brice and slashed his throat.”

      The brutality of the images forming in my mind leaves me tongue-tied.

      “It wasn’t a mugging,” he continues. “Brice still had his wallet, and according to Eric, everything in the house is accounted for. What’s missing are the defensive wounds on Brice’s hands. He didn’t fight back.”

      “Maybe he couldn’t,” I say, picturing myself in Berthe’s basement with my hands and ankles bound. “Maybe he was restrained.”

      More memories of my recent ordeal surge, making me dizzy at the thought of how close I came to an untimely end.

      “My colleagues found no ligature marks on Brice’s wrists,” Adinian says, giving me a sympathetic look. “He hadn’t been bound. It’s possible he’d been drugged though. We’ll know more once the ME sends in the toxicology report.”

      “Assuming Brice wasn’t drugged, what would be your conclusion?”

      He stares me in the eye. “The same conclusion you, Madame Cavallo, or anybody capable of logical reasoning would reach.”

      “Brice Dol knew his killer,” I say.

      “Not just knew but liked him enough not to retaliate.”

      We stare at each other.

      “Eric is your suspect,” I breathe out.

      “Not mine. Like I said, I’m not on this case, but yes, he is Shen’s prime suspect.”

      “I’m sure Eric has an alibi! He’s never home because he’s trying to stay out of Brice’s hair.”

      “He was home that night.” Adinian looks down at his hands. “It’s all conjecture at this point. My colleagues found no fingerprints, no usable prints at all, and no fibers on or around the victim’s body. It had rained a lot that night.”

      He falls silent.

      I chew my lip.

      He cocks his head as if to say, your turn now.

      Eyeing him with defiance, I bide my time. “Is that all there is? Or did you give me a heavily redacted account designed to protect the investigation?”

      “You watch too many crime shows.”

      “Listen,” I say, “we’re on the same side here. I’m just as motivated as you are to find Brice Dol’s killer.”

      “You are motivated to help your sous chef.”

      “Which, in this case, amounts to the same thing.”

      He leans back, crossing his arms over his chest. “I beg to differ.”

      “Well, like you said, you don’t have the ME’s report yet. Maybe he’ll find something. Maybe I can help—”

      “Or maybe not.” Adinian’s face tightens. “Madame Cavallo, I wish it were otherwise. Eric seems like a good kid. He managed to stay out of trouble throughout his teenage years despite Brice being in jail. I wish he had an alibi, I truly do. But he doesn’t.”

      “Are there any other suspects?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Whoever they are, they did it,” I say forcefully.

      Adinian arches an eyebrow. “Did you see them do it? Are you an eyewitness to the murder, madame?”

      “No,” I admit. “But I know Eric. There is no way he’d kill anyone.”

      “How well do you know him?”

      “When you work together for eight hours a day in the same small shop, you end up getting to know someone pretty well.”

      “But it’s been only a month since you opened, correct?”

      I concede.

      He tilts his head to one side. “So, you’ve only known him for a month.”

      “I can vouch for him, Capitaine! Eric despised his father for what he’d done to Audrey Gilly, but I can’t imagine him killing Brice as a punishment.”

      “He might’ve done it for another reason.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “What reason?”

      “Same reason a lady of our common acquaintance killed her cousin,” he says. “Greed.”

      I wave dismissively. “No way. Brice had no money.”

      “But he had a big house in a gentrified area. Capitaine Shen is having a realtor assess its current value. He expects it to be close to half a million.”

      “So what?” I shrug with defiance. “Eric is a gentle, kindhearted guy. He’s incapable of murder.”

      Adinian lets out a resigned sigh. “I’ll share your characterization with Shen but I’m afraid it won’t be enough to exonerate Eric.”

      “Who’s the other suspect?”

      He hesitates.

      “Oh, come on, you know I’ll find out sooner or later. There’s Rose and her buddy Clothilde, but I’ll be sure to talk to everyone—”

      “You’ll do no such thing!”

      “Oh yeah? How will you stop me? Through preventive detention maybe? It’s all the rage in Paris.”

      “I don’t know about that, and we’re not in Paris.” He glares at me. “Nor are we in Minority Report.”

      It takes me a few seconds to catch on. “The precogs! They could see crimes before they were committed.”

      It’s kind of cool how he just conversationally referenced an old sci-fi mystery. Could there be more to him than meets the eye?

      Hey, Julie, chill.

      “Even if I had precogs, I wouldn’t use them,” he says emphatically. “Visions have no place in professional policing.”

      They do come in handy in amateur sleuthing, though.

      I keep that observation to myself.

      “Here’s the deal,” I say in a breezy tone. “If you don’t give me the other suspect’s identity, I’ll have no choice but to be a busybody.”

      “They’re not from Beldoc,” he says.

      “Oh?”

      “All right, I’ll tell you, but only to stop you from asking too many questions of too many people and potentially hurting Shen’s investigation.”

      “That’s very wise of you.”

      “Don’t push your luck.” He sizes me up. “Shen is looking into Léa and Justin Gilly, the two other people with an obvious motive.”

      I clap a hand to my forehead. “How didn’t I think of them? Audrey Gilly’s children are grown now, about Eric’s age, right? They must hate Brice’s guts! I’m sure it’s one of them, or both working hand in glove.”

      “I admire your conviction.”

      “Don’t you see how much sense that makes? They’ve been hating him all these years, the monster who killed their mom. And then he’s released early on good behavior of all things! That triggered them.”

      “It’s not like Eric adored his father from what I hear.”

      “He didn’t,” I admit. “But it was illness, not Brice, that took his mom. He has none of that visceral loathing, that blinding hate we harbor for the killer of a loved one.”

      The kind of hate I harbor for the man responsible for my mother’s death.

      Adinian studies me with interest.

      “What makes you so sure?” he asks. “What do you know of that kind of hate?”

      It’s my turn to search his face. For the first time since I met him, it occurs to me I know next to nothing about his life, his background, and what makes him tick. Not that I’m supposed to—we aren’t even friends. But still, it feels like I should.

      Instead of answering his question, I deflect. “Any chance you can take over as a lead investigator on this case?”

      “No.”

      “Can you at least get involved as a team member or something?”

      “Afraid not,” he says. “I have a double homicide to solve, and fast. It’s my top priority.”

      “Because of mafia links?”

      “Among other things.” He runs a hand through his hair. “The case is becoming political with the municipal elections only months away. The mayor is putting pressure on my commandant who’s putting pressure on me.”

      “I saw a poll in Beldoc Live yesterday. Things look uncertain for him.”

      “People feel he doesn’t do enough to fight crime,” Adinian says. “He wants to show them he’s not afraid of drug dealers or mobsters.”

      There’s a knock on the door, and a uniformed gendarme peeks in. “The commandant is back, mon Capitaine. We start the meeting in ten minutes.”

      “Thank you, Isnard.”

      The uniform leaves, pulling the door closed behind him.

      “I have to go,” Adinian says. “But back to the text you sent me, what was it about?”

      “As a matter of fact… nothing.” I smile awkwardly. “It was a ruse. I was fishing for information.”

      Why did I say that? Why would I withhold the tip about Murielle possibly seeing a phone next to Brice’s body? If she ends up reporting it to the cops, and Adinian finds out I knew, he won’t be happy.

      Frankly, I have no rational explanation for my decision except that withholding the intel feels like the right thing to do to protect Eric.

      Adinian stands up. “Please don’t do that again, Madame Cavallo. And stay out of Shen’s investigation.” His gaze is hard.

      “Yes, Capitaine,” I mutter as I rise to my feet. “Have a good day.”

      “Be safe,” he adds as a teasing, comforting warmth touches his chocolate eyes.

      It happens so briefly I can’t be sure I didn’t imagine it. I peer. Adinian’s face is tight again. Impenetrable. No warmth whatsoever.

      There you go. I imagined it.
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      Rose is behind the counter again this morning. I’d insisted that Eric take one more day off to deal with all the legal and administrative red tape that Brice’s death entailed.

      Since she manages very well without my help, I grab my shopping cart and hop over to the market. Typically, I come here early in the morning with other professionals. But now it’s past nine, and the market is teeming with all sorts of people. I pick my way through stalls presenting all manner of local and exotic produce, seafood, meat, spices, honey, baked goods, cheese, and whatnot.

      The code name of my primary mission is “vanilla.”

      It goes without saying there are no synthetic aromas in Julie’s Gluten-Free Delights.

      But I’m particularly fussy where vanilla is concerned. No ready-made powder for my panna cottas. No vanilla paste for my cakes, please! Exhausted seeds aren’t good enough for my macarons. The magical dust that goes into them has to come from the mother ship. It must be extracted from the portable black gold mine by splitting it carefully down the middle and scraping out the precious seeds.

      This morning, I’m on a quest for the pastry chef’s Excalibur—the perfect vanilla bean.

      Vanilla prices have been fluctuating wildly over the last few years. At the beginning of June they were so high, I stopped making vanilla macarons. But they just dropped, and so I’m “pulling a Rose.” I’m going to pretend that my bank account isn’t sending me daily SOS calls, and I’m going to buy enough premium vanilla to carry me through the summer and early fall.

      Every vendor on this market claims they have top quality beans. At first glance, their fare does look good. But only a dummy would buy vanilla pods following a quick visual scan.

      What you do is smell them. Then you touch the beans to check if they’re brittle. Next, you squeeze them gently to see if they crack instead of bending easily. Then you examine them in the sunlight. You want to be sure the dusting of vanillin crystals that some are speckled with—and that’s a good thing—isn’t actually mildew.

      The Holy Grail I’m looking for is a bean that’s plump, long and pliable with a pronounced aroma, and dark, thin skin.

      After disqualifying four vendors whose claims didn’t withstand my rigorous scrutiny, I hit pay dirt. The fifth vendor has grade A bourbon pods from Madagascar. They cost a fortune, but I know I’ll get more flavorful seeds and vanilla goodness out of them than from the same quantity of lesser beans.

      With the main task out of the way, I go ahead and shop for apples and pears.

      Next up are berries.

      I pass two stalls whose offer is cheap and pretty but grown far away from Provence. It’s a nonstarter. Local berries and fruit are fresher. They smell better. They taste better. Which means the pies I’ll make with them will smell and taste better, too. Besides, I know I’d feel like a fraud if I made French clafoutis with Spanish berries.

      My cart starts getting full as I add cherries, strawberries, and blackberries to it.

      When I get to my usual blueberry vendor, he greets me warmly. “Mademoiselle Julie!”

      “Call me Julie, please,” I say, aware his old-fashioned “mademoiselle” was meant as a compliment.

      We conduct our business in between small talk and jokes that enhance my already elevated mood. I know he’s being friendly out of self-interest because I’m a returning customer. But I don’t care. I’m having a good time.

      As I begin to roll my cart toward the exit, someone catches up with me. “Julie! What a pleasant surprise!”

      I turn around. It’s Denis Noble.

      Dressed and groomed impeccably, as always, he manages to look as crisp as a dummy in the window of a Lacoste shop despite the summer heat.

      How does he do that?

      We exchange cheek kisses.

      “Ça va?” he asks.

      I point at my cart. “Shopping for the pâtisserie. What about you?”

      “I was just… I happened to…” He looks around as if hoping for a prompt, then waves his hand in defeat and smiles. “Please don’t freak out but… I was stalking you.”

      “Oh,” I respond, suddenly feeling awkward.

      “May I help you with the cart?” he asks. “It looks heavy.”

      Without waiting for my answer, he takes the handle from me, brushing my hand inadvertently. Or maybe not so inadvertently.

      We leave the market in self-conscious silence.

      Denis speaks first. “I heard about the murder of your sous chef’s father. He must be floored, grief-stricken, the poor guy!”

      Er… how shall I put it?

      “He’s coping,” I say.

      Denis gives me a sidelong glance. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m fine.” I smile brightly. “I’m stronger than you think.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that! It’s one of the many things I admire about you.”

      He looks at me again. This time, his gaze is more insistent, searching, communicating. It lets me know he would like to say more but he’s restraining himself because I told him I’m not ready.

      Could Rose be right about him? Has the boy who used to pull my hair in junior high turned into the perfect gentleman? Should I give him a chance?

      I probably should.

      Only I don’t want to.

      When we reach the pâtisserie, Denis carries the cart all the way to the kitchen. Then he stops for a little chat with Rose, flattering her into blushes and girlie giggles.

      When a customer distracts Grandma, I walk Denis to the exit. Stepping out, he pulls a small, prettily wrapped package out of his pocket and hands it to me.

      “A little something to cheer you up,” he says.

      “Why, thank you!” I start unwrapping it.

      He stops me, momentarily taking my hand. “I’d rather you opened it later, at home.”

      “OK,” I pull my hand away.

      He checks his watch. “I have to go—a business meeting I can’t skip. But I’ll stop by the pâtisserie again one of these days.” He studies my expression, before adding, “If you don’t mind.”

      I can’t think of a single plausible reason why I would mind, except for a bratty “I don’t want to.” Which I obviously discard. There’s no escaping that I’m conditioned to strive to please.

      “Of course not! Why would I mind?” I assure Denis.

      Like on most occasions, the good girl in me carries the day.

      Except, this time her victory is short-lived.
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      The bad girl gets a chance at a comeback when Flo arrives at four in the afternoon to start her “night shift.”

      Did I mention my little sister is a drama queen?

      Maybe I’ m a drama queen, too, but knowing that Adinian isn’t involved in the investigation and that Eric is Shen’s prime suspect, how can I do nothing? Despite what Rose claims, hoping for the best doesn’t count as doing something. On the other hand, I made promises to her and to Adinian that I’d stay out of Shen’s way.

      If at least I could catch a snapshot! Cat’s advice was to plant myself at or near the scene of the murder. I’ve been there twice already this week. They say the third time’s the charm.

      When I get to Saint-Brique, I decide not to ring Eric’s bell but just walk around and observe. I stick to that wise course of action for an entire minute, until I glimpse Eric exit the property, leaving the gate unlocked.

      Three minutes later, I sneak in.

      My feet take me to the corner where Brice was murdered. A tuft of grass draws my eye. There’s nothing special about it, nothing that makes it stand out on the scrubby ground of this neglected garden. It isn’t darker or lighter or denser or thinner than the grass around it. But it seems to possess a hypnotic quality that commands me to look.

      Slowly, my vision clouds. The light around me turns uncommonly dusky for the time of day. Within seconds, it’s twilight. And a brief moment later, I’m gone, sucked into the grassy patch I was compulsively staring at.

      Oh my God, it’s happening!

      I can feel the reality shift. I’m inside a snapshot.

      Craning my neck, I look around. It’s hard to see much from this nearly subterranean vantage point. Unlike last time with Maurice and Berthe, I’m not hovering in the air. I’m squirming and slithering in the soil. Most of me appears to be burrowed in the ground with only my head—or whatever body part is letting me see and hear—sticking out.

      What am I in this particular delirium? A ghostly worm? A slug phantom? If I had to be an insect, why couldn’t I be an ant in a tree? Or better still, something airborne with wings like a mosquito or a beetle?

      But hey, whatever, I’ll take this over nothing.

      About a meter to my left, I make out a pair of human feet in rubber sole shoes, two calves clad in jeans, and a pair of knees at my eye level. Judging by the size, they belong to a grown man. It’s quite impossible for me to see the rest of him. But mindful that human knees are normally positioned above the feet, I conclude that the man is kneeling.

      Plop. Plop. Plop.

      Drops of red liquid hit the grass beside the man’s knees. A realization stuns me. This must be Brice, moments after he was killed.

      “Go to hell, scumbag,” someone hisses in a hot, spiteful whisper.

      Peering as hard as I can, I distinguish another pair of shoes near me. Who is this? The shoes look like sneakers, mostly hidden by the uncut grass. I can’t determine their size or even if they’re men’s or women’s. All I can see is that the person in them spins around and storms away, disappearing from my obstructed view.

      This… was… personal.

      Whoever killed Brice didn’t do it to mug him. The gendarmes got that right. The killer didn’t fly into a rage, either. That anger was deep-seated. The kind of anger you nurture so long it becomes your friend.

      I squirm and swivel to get a better view of Brice, expecting him to drop facedown any second. How long can one remain upright with a slit neck?

      The air begins to crackle with static, and an instant later I’m pulled from my hole in the garden floor and thrust back into the present moment.

      What? No! Please, just ten more seconds! You can’t do this to me!

      I stomp in frustration, not even knowing who or what exactly I’m appealing to. My subconscious mind? God? The National Bureau of Visions and Prophecies?

      A male voice makes me jump. “Oh hé, who are you and what are you doing on my murder scene?”

      I spin around.

      A trim-bodied, well-groomed and well-dressed man in his early forties looks me up and down through a pair of fashionable shades.

      “There’s no police tape or signs, or anything…” I mutter, motioning around me.

      “Who are you?”

      “Julie Cavallo. I’ve come to check on my sous chef, Eric Dol.” I smile politely. “And you are?”

      “Capitaine Charles-Antoine Shen.”

      Ooh, the man of the hour! “Nice to meet you, Capitaine Shen!”

      He narrows his eyes. “Wait, you’re the plucky new baker who cracked the Maurice Sauve murder, right?”

      “Er…” I will myself not to deflect. “That’s right.”

      “Adinian told us all about your smarts and tenacity.”

      Wait, what? Wow.

      I find myself dumbstruck trying to wrap my mind around the flattering image that Adinian painted of me. Plucky, smart and tenacious, huh? He must think it then! Why would he say that if he didn’t think it?

      Capitaine Shen frowns, confused. “Are you the Julie Cavallo from Adinian’s tales?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I pictured you differently.”

      “How did you picture me?”

      “Grittier.” He surveys me. “Plainer. Older.”

      Plainer? Older?

      If there existed a mental Unlike button, I’d press it hard enough to dent it. Is that how Adinian described me physically to his colleagues? Is that how he sees me?

      Oh, for pity’s sake, Julie!

      I’m at the murder scene, alone with the lead investigator, who not only isn’t ordering me to get lost, stat, but seems inclined to talk to me. How lucky is that? And all I can think about is whether Capitaine Adinian finds me pretty.

      Girl, you’re pathetic.

      I square my shoulders. “He mentioned you were waiting for the medical examiner’s final report.”

      “Did he, now? Are you on my investigation team?”

      “I’d love to be,” I say cheekily.

      He cocks his head and gives me an in-your-dreams look.

      “Capitaine Shen,” I say in a placating tone. “All I want is to help.”

      “Help who?”

      “My sous chef.”

      “Exactly.” He takes off his sunglasses. “Given that your sous chef is my foremost suspect, you’ll be obstructing my investigation by helping him. I cannot allow that.”

      “Can you at least tell me why Eric is your foremost suspect?”

      “Did you know that a quarter of all murders are family murders?”

      I shake my head.

      “Eric Dol had motive, means, and opportunity,” Shen says. “And no alibi.”

      I frown. “What motive?”

      Shen points to the house. “Nice place. Price has nearly doubled since Brice Dol’s incarceration. Eric had it all to himself for eight years.”

      “What of it?”

      “Since Brice’s return, Eric became a ghost,” Shen says. “The neighbors hardly saw him over the last month. He told his friends he was looking for a place to rent. Did you know that?”

      “No.”

      “If I were in his shoes, I would’ve resented the hell out of Brice.” Shen smirks. “I would’ve wanted him gone.”

      “All speculation,” I say. “Do you have hard evidence? Have you found the murder weapon? Prints? DNA? Fibers?”

      A little black phone?

      His smirk wavers. “Nothing so far. This was the cleanest murder scene in my experience. The killer did a neat job, and the rain made it spotless.”

      “Doesn’t that suggest he’s a seasoned criminal? An ex-con, for example?” I search Shen’s face for a sign of agreement, but his expression is neutral. “Eric didn’t kill his father, Capitaine Shen! He’s the most gentle, dependable, honest—”

      Shen lifts his hand, palm toward me. “Adinian has already relayed your glowing recommendation.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “While I may not know enough to argue with ‘kind and gentle,’ let me tell you you’re wrong about the ‘honest’ part.” He sets out toward the gate, gesturing me to follow.

      I scamper behind him. “What do you mean?”

      “One thing I pride myself on is that I can always tell if a witness or a suspect is lying,” Shen says. “My gut has never been wrong in that regard.”

      “And?”

      “Eric Dol is lying.”

      “About what?”

      “I’ll find out soon enough.” He halts by the gate. “Your sous chef is out, Madame Cavallo. You have no reason to be here.”

      What is your reason to be here? I itch to ask.

      But I hold my tongue. He must have Eric’s permission or a judge’s warrant. Challenging him won’t help my cause. I’d better not put up any resistance and prove Adinian right about my smarts.

      Shen opens the gate for me.

      “What about the Gilly siblings?” I ask from the gateway. “They have a motive, too. And a big one at that. Why are you so focused on Eric?”

      “For your information, Justin Gilly has an alibi.” Shen puts his shades back on. “As for Léa… Have you met her?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll eat my hat if she turns out to be the killer.” He looks as though he’s about to add something, but then he changes his mind.

      “Nobody thought Berthe Millon was Maurice Sauve’s killer,” I point out.

      “Poison, right?” Shen gives me a knowing look. “That’s how women kill as a general rule. This one was a slashed throat, remember? A long, deep, confident cut, left to right, using a serious blade. A woman might stab, but slashing…”

      “I slash through cakes routinely and with confidence,” I offer.

      He arches an eyebrow. “Should I add you to my list of suspects?”

      I shake my head.

      His mouth paints a half-smile. “Nine out of ten homicides are committed by men. Did you know that one?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Well, now you do.” He begins to shut the gate, forcing me to step out onto the sidewalk. “Bonne soirée, madame.”

      “Bonne soirée, Capitaine.”

      As I ride my bike back to the shop, Léa and Justin Gilly are on my mind.

      Justin has an alibi. Fine. That narrows it down to Léa. She could very well be the person in my snapshot.

      Even if she isn’t, she’s a key actor in this drama. I must find her.

      I need to talk to her.
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      Back at the shop, Flo greets me with a look that reflects a mixture of concern and suspicion.

      It’s quiet tonight. With only an hour left until closing time, I decide that my presence in the front shop isn’t required and head to the kitchen. Quick as lightning, Flo launches herself between me and the kitchen door, blocking my way.

      I give her a quizzical look.

      “Talk to me,” she demands.

      “What about?”

      “Where did you disappear to? What are you hiding from me? Is it related to the murder case?” She shoots me a mean, threatening look, but her hairnet slides down over her left eye, ruining the effect. “What’s going on? What do you know that I don’t?”

      “Nothing.”

      She adjusts her hairnet. “Oh, please, spare me your protectiveness! I can look out for myself.”

      “I never claimed otherwise.”

      She puts her hands on her hips. “May I remind you that my involvement in the Sauve case was critical? Without my recognizing the name of the art appraiser, you might not have connected the dots. A murder might’ve gone unpunished!”

      “True,” I say. “Credit where credit’s due.”

      “Remember FERJ?”

      How can I forget the silly name she gave our “investigation team” formed during the Sauve case?

      “FERJ is not dead, despite what we promised Rose,” she continues. “Especially when the ‘E,’ our dear geeky boy Eric, might be in trouble.”

      “He is!” I blurt out without thinking.

      Flo’s eyes bulge. “What? Julie, talk!”

      Raising up my hands in defeat I tell her about my conversations with Murielle and Yves Olabiyi, with Adinian, and with Shen. Like last time, I keep the snapshot to myself.

      Flo begins to pace. “I can’t believe it! Poor Eric is a prime suspect in a murder case!” She stops and spins toward me. “We must do something! Where do we start?”

      “I was going to look up the Gilly siblings and see if I can glean anything useful on social media.”

      “I’m on it!” She dashes behind the counter, grabs her backpack, and pulls out her laptop. “Good thing we have Wi-Fi here!”

      Without stopping to inquire if it’s all right, she removes her hairnet. Still without checking with me—her boss for another hour—she sets up in the café area of the shop. I guess her night shift is over.

      With a resigned sigh, I turn away from the kitchen, giving up on my plans to test the new cookie recipe. Instead, I post myself behind the counter, unceremoniously abandoned by my sister.

      Over the next forty-five minutes, Flo scours the Internet, tracking down Léa Gilly while I serve the customers who drop in on their way home after work to buy pastries for dessert.

      During a lull, curiosity and boredom make me open Denis’s gift despite his request to do it at home.

      I lift the box and heft it, trying to determine its weight. Whatever is inside is light, which reassures me. The last thing I need now is an expensive present from Denis, something that I’ll have to return at the risk of hurting him.

      But he’s smart, I remind myself. If he wants to date me sooner or later, he should bank on later rather than sooner.

      If I were him, I’d bank on never. But life has taught me enough about men to know that he won’t be deterred and won’t give up the chase until he’s “conquered” me.

      Life has also taught me enough about myself to know that if he keeps this up long enough—and in the absence of action from Adinian—I just might give in. Because, like many women, I hold this baseless, irrational belief that a persevering suitor deserves a reward. And that it’s my job to deliver it.

      Flo takes the burden of deciding about the box off my shoulders. “I have it!” she yells from her corner. “I have her address!”

      I run up to her. “You do?”

      “It boggles the mind how good I am at this!” She sits back and clasps her hands behind her head. “Admit it. I rock.”

      “You do.” I peer at the screen.

      She turns the laptop toward me and points at a dot on a map. “See here? Last summer she moved into a converted farmhouse. She didn’t share the address, but she posted a bunch of pictures on Instagram, including some of the hamlet and the surrounding area. I ran a reverse image search and located the place.”

      I take a closer look. The landscape looks very familiar… the river… the hill in the background…

      “It’s Butte Royale!” I gape at Flo. “The hamlet is just outside of Beldoc.”

      “Et oui!”

      For some reason, I thought Léa and Justin lived far away, but Léa’s house is just a twenty-minute bike ride from here.

      I bow to Flo, removing an imaginary hat. “O, Florence, you are so clever!”

      She beams. “I am, indeed.”

      With my arms raised overhead and palms down, I pretend to worship her. “O, Florence, you are so resourceful and beautiful!”

      “Very true.”

      Allez, one more for the road. “You are so kind and so immensely helpful!”

      She squints, sensing an opportunity. “What do I get for this?”

      “How about an employee of the week badge?”

      She rolls her eyes. “We don’t even have those.”

      “I can draw one for you.”

      “Pff.” She stands. “Anyway, I did it for Eric, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get him off the hook.”

      “That’s my girl!”

      She eyes me. “What do you intend to do?”

      “Go to Léa’s farmhouse and see if I can talk to her.”

      “When?”

      I glance at my watch. It’s five to eight. “In ten minutes, as soon as we lock up.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      Before I get a chance to object, Flo slaps her forehead and groans. “Merde! Tino and I have this thing tonight… But I could call it off.”

      Her eyes dart between her phone and me.

      “You have a tour tonight?” I ask, surprised she would even consider canceling it.

      “No, it’s… it isn’t a work-related thing.”

      Tino is Flo’s roomie and her associate in their budding cultural tourism venture, which for now is limited to the occasional Van Gogh tour. There is no shortage of visitors in Provence, especially in the summer season, but competition among operators is fierce. Worse than among bakers, and that’s saying something!

      “Don’t cancel,” I say firmly. “Odds are she won’t be home or won’t open the door. You’d have canceled your plans for nothing.”

      My argument seems to work because Flo sticks her phone back in the pocket of her jeans.

      The instant the wall clock strikes eight, I remove my apron and grab my tote bag with Denis’s gift in it. Flo and I lock up the shop.

      “Hey, I want a phone call tonight with a detailed account!” Flo yells heading to the bus stop.

      I get on my bike. “Oui, madame!”

      With Beldoc being a very small town, it takes me less than ten minutes to leave it behind and get onto the sinuous country road that should lead me to Léa’s hamlet.

      It’s still sunny, but the air is cooler now, and there’s a gentle breeze that refreshes my face. It makes my blouse billow and flutter like a flag. Not ideal, aerodynamically speaking, but very pleasant, nonetheless.

      Better still, the breeze fills my nostrils with the scents of lavender, sunbaked earth and summer. The occasional car zooms by, assaulting my senses with noise and exhaust, and puts a damper on my bliss, but only for a moment. The magic returns as soon as the vehicle is out of sight, and I can hear trees rustle and insects buzz once again.

      The road turns right, skirting a large, aromatic scrubland we call la garrigue. The breeze carries the smells of the plants that grow there. I can distinguish thyme, rosemary, and lavender—maybe sage, too—all blending into a fragrance that is quintessential Provence.

      God, I love it here in the south!

      This place makes me happy, regardless of what goes on in my life. Is it the sun? The blue skies? The smells? A unique combination of those? Honestly, I don’t know. But I do know that the only way I’m going back to Paris is as a guest.

      I won’t live there again, but as soon as I can afford it, I’ll jump on the TGV train and pay a visit to the City of Light.

      At the end of the curve, I pull over to check the map on my phone. Léa’s house must be around here on the left. Peering in that direction, I make out the contours of a small farmhouse that looks a lot like the Instagram picture Flo showed me. That must be it!

      I get off the road and continue along a dirt path, my bike rattling over its uneven surface. Five minutes later, I ring the doorbell.

      A young woman opens the door.

      Dressed in skinny jeans and a long pastel-pink tunic, she’s sinewy, petite but not too short, neither plain nor beautiful. Let me take that back. Léa is quite pretty, just not in a conspicuous, head-turning way. There’s a delicacy to her features and a peaches-and-cream quality to her skin. But if she were posing with other young women for a group picture, she’d be invisible. The photographer’s gaze would slide over her, finding no purchase.

      She looks a little younger than Flo. I’d give her twenty or twenty-one. Judging by her pink ballet flats, sheepish smile and sensible bob, Léa is the opposite of what one would describe as a gutsy girl. Small surprise Capitaine Shen didn’t peg her as a potential killer!

      That being said, appearances can be deceiving.

      “Bonsoir,” I say. “I was hoping to talk with Léa Gilly.”

      “I am Léa Gilly.” She studies my face. “And you are?”

      “Julie Cavallo, a Beldoc pâtissier.” After a moment’s hesitation, I add, “Eric Dol’s boss.”

      Instinctively, she takes a step back.

      Uh-oh. Not good.

      Mustering up all my courage, I ask, “Can we talk?”

      “This is not a good time, sorry.” She retreats farther into the entryway. “I have to go.”

      She reaches out for the door handle.

      I panic and go for broke, copycatting Noam Toche of Beldoc Live. “Did you kill Brice Dol?”

      “What?” Her hand flies to her throat. “No, of course not!”

      Her expression turns from horrified to agitated to vexed.

      Recovering from her initial shock, she leans forward. “What makes you think you can come here and accuse me of murder? How did you find me, by the way? Did Eric—?”

      Abruptly, she shuts her mouth as if she said something she shouldn’t have.

      How… interesting.

      “Did Eric what?” I prompt.

      “Nothing. I don’t know…” She rubs her ear. “I don’t know why I said that.”

      Having destabilized her, I have the impression I’m at a slight advantage. Léa is groping for an explanation and no longer shutting the door on me. But this situation may not last, so I better cash in!

      “In case you wondered if Eric told me about you, or sent me here, please know he did neither of those things,” I say. “This was my initiative.”

      She swallows thickly.

      “Léa, the gendarmes suspect him of murdering his father.” I pause to scrutinize her reaction, which seems genuinely shocked. “If there’s anything you or your brother know that could help exonerate him, I’m begging you to come forward with that information. Don’t tell me, if you don’t trust me, but go tell Capitaine Shen.”

      Léa doesn’t utter a word, but she doesn’t need to because her expressive face is doing the talking. The turmoil in her big eyes tells me two things—first, she might actually know something, and second, it isn’t something she’s willing to share.

      A phone rings.

      It isn’t mine.

      Léa reaches into the back pocket of her jeans, pulls out a small, nondescript, black phone and glances at the screen.

      “It’s my brother,” she says to me, grabbing the door handle with her free hand. “I need to take it. Au revoir, Madame Cavallo.”

      At that, she shuts the door.

      As I listen to her retreating steps, all I can think about is that device in her hands, similar to the little black phone that Murielle Olabiyi may or may not have seen next to Brice Dol’s dead body.
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      I wake up at six in the morning with a vague impression I forgot to do something important last night while lost in my speculations about Léa Gilly’s role in the Dol case. Rubbing my eyes, I haul myself out of bed and head to the bathroom.

      Was it something related to the pâtisserie?

      Suddenly panicking, I spin around and run to my purse, whip out my phone and pull up the diary. Did I have a delivery today that my treacherous mind erased so completely I didn’t even begin to bake whatever I’m supposed to deliver? Is Bertha’s first hearing this afternoon? Am I catering an office bash tonight or a big event this weekend? Is there a bill I had to pay yesterday at the latest and forgot? Because that’s what happens when one fails to give one’s business their full and undivided attention!

      My heart beats like crazy while I check my appointments, texts, and emails. There are no deliveries for the rest of the week. Bertha’s hearing is tomorrow afternoon. The next bill isn’t due before the twentieth. No catering or deliveries scheduled until Tuesday.

      Phew.

      I can go to the bathroom now. My life is still under control.

      When I drop my phone back into my tote bag, my hand brushes a square object, and I realize what I forgot to do last night. Open Denis’s gift!

      Inside the box, there’s a handwritten missive and a gift card. The gift card covers a day of massage, jacuzzi, sauna, drinks, and snacks for two at Plenitude Spa north of Beldoc.

      I open the letter.

      
        
        My dear Julie,

      

        

      
        You’ve been through a lot of stress lately, so I figured some time at a lovely spa would be a welcome distraction.

      

        

      
        Please know I don’t expect you to go there with me! You made it clear that you weren’t ready yet, and I respect that. Take Rose with you. Or Florence. Take anyone you want, just don’t put it off.

      

        

      
        You need a breather now, not at Christmastime. Have fun!

      

        

      
        And, on July 10, come celebrate my thirtieth birthday with my friends and me! I’m throwing a big poolside party at my villa (you’ll find the address below). Some of our former classmates will be there, too. But, please bring whomever you wish along, so that you’re not uncomfortable among too many unfamiliar faces.

      

        

      
        Your birthday was in February, right? That means you were still in Paris, and I missed your passage into adulthood. Don’t miss mine! It’ll be fun.

      

        

      
        Yours in friendship,

        Denis

      

      

      At the bottom of the card, there’s a fashionable address up in the Heights.

      What can I say? This letter is flawless. Simply flawless.

      I grab my phone and write Denis a lengthy text message, apologizing for my silence last night and thanking him profusely for his wonderful gift. And, yes, I’d love to come celebrate his thirtieth birthday. It was sweet of him to invite me! I hit send.

      There, I hope this will make up for my rude delay in responding.

      Denis has put a great deal of thought into this. His present isn’t too intimate or extravagant. The spa part doesn’t involve his presence. Even the birthday invitation doesn’t entail a tête-à-tête with him by making it clear it’s going to be a big party. With some familiar faces from school. And a plus one I can bring along.

      Frankly, the only way to describe his gesture is “considerate.” I’m impressed. Come to think of it, I should be more than impressed. This gift is Denis’s way of telling me he respects my boundaries, understands me, and cherishes me. I know it.

      Then why do I feel trapped?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I get to the shop, Eric is already there.

      “I’m fine, Chef,” he says, anticipating my question. “Really. Now that most of the paperwork is done and arrangements made, I much prefer to be here than at home.”

      “Can’t blame you.” With a soft smile I head to the coffee machine. “The usual?”

      He shows me the empty paper cup in his hands before tossing it in the garbage can. “Thanks, but I just had one.”

      I notice a copy of Beldoc Live on the counter. He must have been reading it while he had his coffee. The paper is folded, so I can see only a fragment of the front-page headline: Dol Case. Must be the article Noam Toche wrote after interviewing Eric the other day.

      “May I read it?” I ask him, pointing at the paper.

      “Sure.” He sneers. “Monsieur Toche tried to make it sound factual and impartial, but it shows he believes I did it. Other than that, you won’t learn anything new.”

      Unbelievable! I’m in awe of his composure.

      The coffee machine starts to whir, so I raise my voice. “Toche is an idiot.”

      “He’s Beldoc’s star reporter,” Eric counters. “Our best gumshoe journalist and main source of scoops. People listen to what he has to say.”

      His voice cracks, giving away how much the situation is affecting him behind his cool veneer.

      Is this a good time to tell him about my yesterday’s conversation with Léa? How well does he know her? He must’ve met her back when Brice was with Audrey, unless the pair kept their kids out of the relationship.

      Have Léa and Eric been talking recently? Léa’s slipup would suggest they have. But, for some reason, she denied it. Eric didn’t say a word about her, either.

      Yeah, I think it’s a good time.

      I lift my coffee cup to my lips and blow on the liquid. “Have you talked with Léa or Justin Gilly recently?”

      “No. Why?”

      “I went to see Léa last night at the converted farmhouse she’s renting outside Beldoc.”

      His mouth slackens. “You… what? Why would you do that?”

      “I can’t bear seeing you accused of a crime you didn’t commit.”

      “The system will end up establishing my innocence,” he says. “You should leave this case alone, Chef.”

      I stand my ground. “The system makes mistakes, as we’ve learned from the Maurice Sauve case.”

      He says nothing, just shakes his head in disapproval.

      “Eric, have you been communicating with the Gilly siblings before or after Brice’s murder?” I ask again. “Have you met them? Is there anything you aren’t telling me that could help me help you?”

      He rolls his shoulders. “I haven’t seen or talked to Léa or Justin since Brice’s trial eight years ago.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes.”

      We stare at each other.

      His expression says he’s going to stick to his guns.

      A patron walks in and Eric rushes behind the counter.

      Huffing, I pick up the paper and peruse Noam’s falsely factual article. If I didn’t know Eric, I’d be convinced by paragraph four that he murdered his father. That man isn’t an investigative journalist like he claims. He’s a hack! And a jerk.

      I’m almost done with Noam’s hatchet job when Marie-Jo Barral walks in for her daily coffee and croissant.

      After saying goodbye to the previous customer, Eric turns to her. “How are you this morning, Madame Barral? The usual?”

      “Yes, please.” She eyes him. “How are you, young man? Hanging in there?”

      Underneath the sympathy, there’s an unmistakably guilty look on her face.

      No wonder! My greeting is not nearly as friendly as our usual rapport, what with her being Rose’s friend and doga student.

      “You read the article, huh?” She doesn’t seem surprised.

      I hold up the paper. “Your reporter’s bias stands out like a sore thumb, Marie-Jo.”

      Her shoulders slump. “You should’ve seen the first draft! I did what I could to straighten it out.”

      “You could’ve refused to publish it. You’re his boss,” I remind her.

      “It’s not that simple, Julie.” She pays and takes her croissant and coffee cup from Eric. “Noam is my biggest asset. He can be obstinate, but he’s driven, gifted, prolific, and genuinely passionate about his work. Believe me, that combination isn’t easy to come by these days.”

      “Still, you could’ve—”

      “He’s also full of himself and touchy,” she cuts in. “If I refused to publish his piece, or rewrote it beyond recognition, he’d simply quit. Beldoc Soir would hire him the same day.”

      “That’s OK, Madame Barral, don’t worry about it,” Eric says, waving her goodbye.

      I salute his magnanimity, but I don’t get it. If I were him, I’d be livid at the unfairness of Noam’s treatment.

      Grabbing the paper, I march to the recyclable can and hurl it in, muttering, “Return to the pulp you come from!”

      Deep inside, I know I’m overreacting. I also know I’m on edge, and not just because of the article. The first hearing of Berthe’s trial is tomorrow. I’ve been doing a great job not thinking about it, but now that it’s so near, I admit it will be a sleepless night. Which will make me even more rattled tomorrow.

      Denis is right. I need a break now, not in three months!

      Locating my purse, I pull my phone out, look up the phone number to Plenitude Spa, and place a call. A receptionist answers on the second ring. I inform her that Julie Cavallo and her plus one, Rose Tassy, would like to use their voucher for just two or three hours in the evening, not a full day. She tells me that the first available evening slot is next Friday.

      Only after I book it and hang up does it occur to me that Rose might already have something on Friday night. I should’ve checked with her first. Even if it isn’t bridge night or movie night, she could still have plans with Serge or her cronies.

      “Act first, think later” seems to be my motto these days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s over. Berthe was led away, the judges, jury and lawyers are gone, and the room in the Avignon courthouse is beginning to empty.

      Having testified not only in the highest criminal court—the cour d’assises—but in any court for the first time in my life, I feel like this room. Emptied.

      Actually, no, it’s worse than emptied. I feel like those lemons I squeezed dry yesterday to make a mousse au citron. The effort and energy that went into keeping it together during the hearing has taken a toll. I’m light-headed, my ears are ringing, and my stomach is tied up in knots.

      I heave myself from the chair and drag myself to the door. An arm to lean on would be welcome right now. I can barely stand, let alone bicycle forty minutes back to Beldoc.

      Was it a mistake to lie to Rose, Flo, and Eric about the date of the hearing?

      Absolutely not.

      I didn’t want Flo to miss her exam. Rose had her doga class this morning, and she needs every euro it’ll bring in to pay her overdraft. Not that an extra hundred will make a big difference to her balance or appease her bankers, but at least it will show her goodwill. And Eric… he has enough on his plate as it is.

      A frustrated moan escapes me when I step into an endless hallway and realize I have no clue how to get out of the building. It’s a minor obstacle, but in my bone-tired state it feels like a mountain to climb. My arms fall limply at my sides, and I tip my head up toward the ceiling, suddenly overwhelmed.

      Someone catches up with me.

      Without looking, I know who it is. I don’t know how I know. Common sense, I guess. Or my superior reasoning. Or his superior pheromones.

      “You did great in there,” Capitaine Adinian says.

      Already, I feel a little better. “You, too.”

      “I’m used to it.” He surveys me. “You look like you need fresh air, a bottle of water, and something to eat. I can arrange that.”

      He offers his arm. His bossiness should peeve me, but it doesn’t.

      I take his arm and lean on him a little. “Lead the way, Capitaine!”

      A few hallways and staircases later, we’re out on the street. From here, we head toward the Rhône. The riverfront in Avignon is much more beautiful than in Arles, even majestic in places, but it lacks Beldoc’s miniature cuteness. No matter. It’s the soothing sight of the river I’m longing for now, not the little shops and cafes.

      As we walk, the flowing water begins to work its magic on me.

      Adinian talks about the trial and what to expect next, which makes the big judicial machine less intimidating. Knowing that he is a part of it helps, too. Even if he’s never told me as much, I don’t doubt he’ll look out for me throughout the trial. That’s a big comfort. Not to mention the pleasure I take in having him stroll by my side and buoy me up instead of roasting me.

      He buys water and sandwiches from a food truck, and we find a bench. When we’re done eating, we walk some more. My stress melts away and my shell-shocked state becomes a distant memory.

      He’s chatty and smiley—a joy to be around.

      But I must ask him about the Dol case.

      He won’t like it. He’ll draw away and push his quills out.

      I’ll lose his sympathy and goodwill.

      Well, tough luck! The future of a good, innocent man is hanging in the balance.

      “Do you have the toxicology results yet, Capitaine?” I ask.

      He stares at me, perplexed. Silly me! I realize it’s the Maurice Sauve case we’ve been talking about for the past quarter of an hour.

      “Brice Dol’s,” I clarify. “Do you have his results?”

      Frustration flashes in his eyes. “I thought we had a deal, Madame Cavallo.”

      “What deal?”

      “I refrain from telling you how to bake, and you let my colleagues do their job.”

      All the softness is gone from his voice and all the kindness from his gaze. He’s displeased with me.

      Oh, well.

      “I never promised you that,” I say. “Capitaine Shen seems to believe Eric killed his father, even if there’s no evidence to back that theory. Is that what you call ‘doing his job’?”

      “Eric Dol had both motive and opportunity, so yes, Shen has every reason to suspect him.”

      “Oh, I see.” Sharply, I turn my back to the waterfront and stalk back toward the courthouse. Let’s hope I can find the street where I left my bike.

      He catches up with me in a couple of strides. “What do you see?”

      “That department loyalty matters more to you than justice and truth.”

      His mouth thins. “Why are you so bloody sure of Eric’s innocence? Is there no room for reasonable doubt in your mind?”

      We turn onto a lively street, teeming with tourists, and I slow down to avoid bumping into people.

      Could Eric have done it? I ask myself for the first time.

      Is it possible that my friendly, Star Trek-obsessed sous chef has a darker side? Could he have teamed up with the Gillys to kill Brice? Do I have evidence that eliminates him as a suspect in his father’s murder?

      I don’t. But, to borrow a quote from Captain Kirk as Eric would, when he comes up with an eyebrow-raising recipe idea, “Sometimes a feeling is all we humans have to go on.”

      I stop dead in my tracks and turn to Adinian. “No, Capitaine, there is no doubt in my mind, none whatsoever. Eric didn’t kill his father.”

      Adinian stares at me for a moment and then says, “We found no traces of sedatives, roofies, ketamine, or anything of the sort. Not even alcohol. Brice hadn’t been drugged.”

      I take a moment to process the implications and play the scene in my head.

      “So,” I say, “the attacker punched him in the face, and Brice chose not to fight back. He fell to his knees. The attacker then slashed his throat and ran away. Is that what happened?”

      “Shen believes so, yes.” A frown settles between his brows. “Who told you about Brice falling down to his knees before the slashing?”

      Good question! I wish I knew who or what is responsible for my snapshots.

      “I ran into Capitaine Shen the other day at Eric’s,” I say. “He must’ve mentioned it.”

      Adinian humphs.

      “Could the ME tell from the bruising on Brice’s face or from the shape of the cut if the killer was right- or left-handed?” I ask.

      “The bruises are useless for that, but the cut starts higher on the left side of the neck and ends lower on the right side,” he says. “That suggests the killer swept the blade left to right. He’s right-handed.”

      Léa is right-handed.

      So is Eric.

      So am I, and the vast majority of the world’s population.

      Suddenly, Adinian holds up his hand to silence me. He turns away and directs his attention to the guy across the street.

      I follow his gaze. A lanky young man in tight pants, a striped tee, and designer sneakers is distributing promotional flyers outside a butcher’s shop.

      “Not him again!” Adinian says. “One day he’s in Beldoc, the next day in Arles, then in Aix, and now in Avignon.”

      “Who is this?”

      “Meet Basile the anti-speciesism activist.”

      Ah. I see.

      The flyers he’s distributing are the opposite of promotional materials. Inside the shop, a middle-aged butcher is serving a customer, unaware of the sabotage happening on his doorstep. Being a shop owner myself, I sympathize with the butcher.

      Wrong!

      I should side with the anti-speciesist. In the great scheme of things, he’s the good guy! A reactionary provincial gendarme won’t make me lose sight of that fact.

      “Anti-speciesists are wonderful people,” I say. “Most of my friends back in Paris are vegan.”

      “Not the same thing,” he says.

      “With what we now know about animal intelligence and emotions, we should really stop seeing them as food.”

      “Trust me, Basile here is not part of those ‘wonderful people,’ ” Adinian says, ignoring the point I’m trying to make.

      How convenient!

      “Two months ago,” he continues, “Basile stole a pup from Karl, one of Beldoc’s hobos.”

      “Karl… He’s the guy with long white hair tied in a low ponytail, right? I’ve seen him a few times on my way to work!”

      Someone told me people call him Karl because he looks like Karl Lagerfeld.

      Then the rest of Adinian’s statement sinks in.

      “Why would Basile steal Karl’s dog?” I ask.

      “Why? Because in Basile’s twisted mind, he was rescuing the animal from a wretched life on the streets.”

      “Was Karl upset?”

      “What do you think?” He lowers his eyelids. “Imagine some moron taking Lady from Rose because he can’t bear seeing an animal on a leash. How would she react?”

      “She’d be devastated.”

      “As was Karl. That dog is his best friend, his lifeline.”

      “Were you able to reunite them?” I ask.

      “Yeah, we found the dog a week later after Karl tried to kill himself.”

      Poor Karl!

      “You know where we found the pup?” Adinian asks. “In a cage in an overcrowded shelter. He looked as suicidal as his owner.”

      Adinian’s calling Karl his dog’s “owner” and not “parent” bothers me. I almost rebuke him for that when I realize that while I’m focusing on his semantics, I’m missing the point he’s trying to make.

      “Basile had taken the dog from Karl only because doing so made him feel better about himself,” I say.

      “Indeed. Can you believe it?”

      Having lived fifteen years in a big city teeming with people like Basile, I totally can.

      “Will you excuse me for a moment?” Adinian goes up to the activist. “Bonjour, monsieur!”

      Basile doesn’t return the greeting and frowns with distaste.

      “A word of advice—go home,” Adinian says.

      “Or else? You don’t have any grounds for arrest.” Basile raises his hands full of flyers. “I’m not dealing drugs, or attacking the butcher, or vandalizing his shop.”

      “No, you’re just trying to hurt this business and drive away potential customers.”

      Basile’s chin juts out. “It’s for a good cause.”

      “Listen, you’re passionate about animal rights, and that’s great.” Adinian puts effort into remaining civil. “Continue not eating meat. Tell others not to eat it. But don’t do this.”

      The butcher, who’s finished with his customer, rushes out the door and plants himself next to Basile and Adinian.

      Basile refuses to acknowledge him, his gaze still on Adinian. “Why shouldn’t I?”

      “I’ll tell you why,” the butcher says. “Have you checked where my meat comes from? Camarguaise bull breeders and local farms. Never from multinationals.”

      Deliberately slow, Basile turns to him. “So what? A slaughtered animal is a slaughtered animal.”

      “Local farmers treat their livestock a thousand times better than the big industrial guys shipping to Provence from halfway across the world,” the butcher says.

      “Our farmers still kill them, don’t they, their livestock?” Basile bites out. “Or are you going to tell me they let them die a natural death?”

      The butcher doesn’t answer Basile’s question. He just shakes his head.

      It’s hard not to admit that Basile’s argument has moved me more than the butcher’s, despite my aversion to the activist and my sympathy with the shop owner. The image of Rose’s “baby”—the sweet, smart, devoted Lady—comes to mind. Lady is a mammal, like the bulls and cows in question. Like us, humans.

      Then again, she’s a carnivore, too...

      Regardless, I’ve made up my mind. I’ll be transitioning to flexitarian and then to vegetarian! Rose will be proud.

      Adinian jabs a finger at Basile. “You know what would happen if butcher shops like this disappeared? Local farms would go belly up. They’re struggling already.”

      “Not my problem,” Basile says.

      Adinian clenches his fists. “Get out!”

      There’s a slight but unmistakable change to his tone. He isn’t asking anymore, he’s giving an order. Instinctively, Basile knows better than to argue. Throwing the captain and the butcher a black look, he hugs his flyers to his chest and struts away.

      Adinian wishes the butcher a good evening and returns to my side.

      Ten minutes later, I’ve found my bike.

      “Good luck with your double murder case,” I say by way of goodbye.

      “Please leave the Dol case to the professionals.”

      “Hmm,” I say.

      As he heads down the street, I hear him say to himself, “Like hell she will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up at nine-thirty and stretch out.

      It’s Sunday, the only day of the week I allow myself to sleep late and take it easy. My family is Catholic, but no Tassy or Cavallo woman has attended Mass since 1968. We’ve been channeling our spirituality into things like yoga for Rose, gardening for Mom, the occult for Cat, art for Flo, books for Vero, and baking for me.

      Yes, I’m religious about baked goods, and I’m not ashamed to admit that!

      For a good five minutes I just lie on my back and soak up the comforting sunlight and noises that pour in through the bedroom window. My apartment has no AC, so the windows are always open when I’m home.

      Today, I won’t think about the Dol case. It’s decided. I’ll think about my family instead. It occurs to me that I haven’t talked to Dad in a long time. It’s also been a while since I had a chat with my oldest sister Vero and my niece.

      As always, I brush away the idea of calling Dad, and focus on the more appealing alternative.

      Vero’s kid is the first and so far only Cavallo girl born after Paco Rabanne’s failed apocalypse and the Millennium Bug scare. My niece Rania is eight, and everyone in the family calls her “princess.” When she was a baby, her exhausted parents called her “screamer in the night.” Fortunately, the nickname didn’t stick.

      Vero and her husband Paul named their daughter after Queen Rania of Jordan. My oldest sister is a huge fan of the queen. The monarch’s striking beauty and grace have something to do with it, no doubt. Also, she’s a terrific role model. But the main reason for Vero’s fandom is Queen Rania’s quiet but unwavering efforts to advance the education of girls.

      Vero is a bookworm who’s passionate about education. Did I mention she’s a librarian?

      She married young, at twenty-four, and followed Paul to Montreal, putting an ocean between herself and the rest of the family. Flo, whom Vero practically raised after Mom died and Dad moved us away from Rose, still bears Vero a grudge for skipping town.

      But I don’t. Becoming a substitute mother to a seven-year-old when you’re only eighteen and having your most carefree years burdened with responsibility must’ve been tough for Vero.

      Mind you, she’s the opposite of irresponsible. Being the oldest sibling forges a certain type of personality. She’s the caregiver. Vero loves her younger sisters deeply. I don’t think that her moving to another continent was about us. It was about Dad. It’s him she resented. It’s him she punished.

      Not that she’s ever said anything to that effect. What she did say was that she was doing it for love.

      Am I projecting my own rancor onto Vero? That’s a slippery slope! The best thing to do now is nip that line of thinking in the bud and go call Vero.

      I find my flip-flops and traipse to the TV room where my phone is charging on a shelf. As if on cue, it rings.

      It’s Flo. “Tino and I are going to the beach at Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer today,” she says. “Want to join us?”

      “Nah…”

      “When’s the last time you were by the sea?”

      I need a moment to think. “Last summer.”

      “What? You’ve been living in Beldoc for two months now, and you haven’t found the twenty minutes it takes to drive to the beach? I can’t believe it!”

      “It takes longer by bike.”

      “You need a break, Julie.”

      “Everyone seems to think that these days,” I say, recalling Denis’s letter. “Do I look burned out?”

      “Yes.”

      Sweet.

      “I’m also going to drag Eric out of his den,” Flo says. “He needs a day at the beach even more than you do.”

      “We agree on that.”

      I make another attempt to wiggle out of the excursion by telling her about the spa night planned for next week, but Flo is having none of it. In the end, I say yes just to make her stop badgering me. She announces that she’ll pick me up in exactly one hour, so I better hang up and get ready. Resigned to my fate, I do as I’m told.
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        * * *

      

      After only thirty minutes of a scenic drive through La Camargue, the sea comes into view. We would’ve gotten here faster except for all the other folks who had the same idea as Flo and Tino on this beautiful Sunday morning.

      To my delight, Eric is sitting next to me in Tino’s minivan. Flo managed to persuade him to join us.

      Unlike most beaches around here, which are rocky or windswept or both, the beach Tino drives to is as tame as a Camargue beach can be. A cozy bay near the town of Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, this beach is all about fine sand, shallow water with hardly any waves, and soft dunes in the distance.

      “Why choose a family beach?” Eric asks Tino as we pull over.

      Tino glances at me. “I thought the ladies would appreciate it.”

      I stretch my lips in a polite smile.

      Clearly, someone has informed her roomie of my ineptness at surfing and diving, and my subpar swimming skills. Flo, who isn’t exactly proficient herself, would pass for a mermaid next to me.

      Tino parks his minivan.

      We settle on a spot not far from the water, drop our beach bags and take off our tees, shorts, and flip-flops. Tino, more suntanned and tattooed than the rest of us combined, doesn’t need to undress. He left Beldoc in his trunks.

      With our swimwear on and sunblock already applied, we’re in the water within seconds.

      I’m the first to get out of the water, a little dizzy and short of breath. It was great fun, and I’ll go in for another swim later, but right now I want to lie down and let the sun lull me to oblivion.

      Leaving a trail of wet footprints in the hot sand and taking care not to step on a seashell, I pad away from the tideline to our heap of bags and clothes and survey it.

      Right. Some excavating is in order. I get down to work. Beach towel—found! Wide-brimmed hat—have it! Oversize movie star shades—bingo! I’m all set.

      When the others arrive, I’m stretched out on my back, with my eyes half-closed. A gentle breeze tickles my skin, making the brim of my hat flutter like a sail. I relish the briny tang of the sea that overrides the smells coming from the cafes and restaurants nearby. My ears are filled with the cries of seagulls and kids splashing in the water. Behind me, someone is strumming a gypsy tune.

      “I play that way better,” Tino comments on my left.

      Flo’s voice comes from the same side. “Truth.”

      “You’re part gitano, right?” I ask Tino without opening my eyes.

      “Half,” he says. “My mom is Camarguaise.”

      Given my doubts about the exact nature of Flo’s and Tino’s relationship, the older sister in me is itching to ask more questions. But then Flo launches into a story involving a common acquaintance of theirs. I back down, wiggle my toes and burrow them into the warm sand.

      Ooh, nice!

      Eric thrusts something that feels like a little cupcake into my hand. “Here, take a bite.”

      I open my eyes and sit up, my sunglasses slipping down my nose. “Been experimenting again?”

      He passes the box to the others. “A friend blew me off after work yesterday, and I didn’t know what to do with myself.”

      “Don’t you watch Star Trek every night?” Flo gives him a wink.

      “Not every night,” he says good-naturedly. “Half of the time, I play video games. But last night I wasn’t in the mood for either, so I improvised on an old madeleine recipe.”

      He pauses, waiting for everyone to taste his creation.

      “I love it,” I say.

      “Me, too,” Flo chimes in.

      “Me three,” Tino says before adding, “But I expected it to be sweeter.”

      “The current trend in French pâtisserie is to go light on the sugar when baking for the domestic market,” I say with authority. “Parisians prefer it that way.”

      In truth, most provincials prefer their desserts less sweet these days, too. That’s why pastry chefs systematically slash the amount of sugar in their recipes by thirty percent, and that’s exactly what Eric did.

      Flo drains her water bottle and dashes to the sea, where she fills it, runs back to us, and empties it about a meter from my feet. Then she fetches some more.

      “It’s just a matter of adjusting your expectations,” Eric says to Tino. “Once you do that, you’ll start finding traditional recipes much too sweet.”

      Tino smiles. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Hey, you!” Flo nudges him. “You’re going to help me or what?”

      She starts to build a sandcastle. Tino joins her while Eric lies down and turns his face up to the sun. His expression is peaceful. I hope he’s forgotten all about his father’s murder for now and is just enjoying himself.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I observe Flo and Tino, how they act around each other while building their castle. There’s a lot of teasing, giggling, and touching going on.

      The last time I saw them together was at Lady’s birthday party, and I concluded they weren’t lovers. Tino isn’t Flo’s usual type. And they were firmly set in the friend zone.

      But watching them now, I’m not so sure anymore. Did something happen last week? Are they friends with benefits now? Or have they become a couple?

      But then why the secrecy? Both are of age and don’t need anyone’s permission to date whomever they please. Neither of them is married. Why hide the relationship if there is one?

      As I ponder the Flotino mystery, a sharp headache comes out of nowhere and hits me hard.

      I drink up what’s left of my now warm Evian and rise to my feet. “Sorry, children, but the senior citizen here needs a cold drink and probably a bite, too.”

      “I’m in!” Flo jumps up, forgetting about her unfinished project.

      We gather our things. While Eric and I slip into our tees and shorts, Tino packs his towel. He keeps throwing Flo mischievous looks as if daring her to do something.

      With a naughty gleam in her eyes, she adjusts the straps of her purple bikini and shoves her clothes into her beach bag. “Let’s go!”

      Ah, that’s what the look was about!

      We cross the sandy strip to the undergrowth where we put our flip-flops on. From there, we amble past the parked cars, busses, scooters, and bikes toward the restaurants. Delicious smells of grilled seafood are wafting through the air, almost making me drool. I realize how hungry and parched I am. Giddy with anticipation, I picture an iced Perrier when I notice someone familiar in the line in front of an ice cream stand.

      It’s Léa Gilly! Surround by three other women roughly her age, she’s in the middle of an animated discussion when she catches sight of Eric. She stiffens, and her hand flies to her chest.

      I steal a glance at him. Paling first then flushing, he turns away from her and studies the terrace of the nearest restaurant with great interest.

      Quickly, Léa shifts her gaze to her friends.

      What is going on?

      I saunter up to Léa. “Salut! Remember me?”

      She murmurs, “Bonjour.”

      Eric keeps walking until Tino and Flo halt and turn around, forcing him to stop, too. He studies his feet, feigning a total lack of interest in Léa.

      Everyone looks at me expectantly. Aware of the awkwardness of the situation, I wish Léa and her friends a good day and catch up to my own party.

      It’s a shame I wasn’t quick enough to come up with something to say in order to prolong the encounter! But it doesn’t really matter. I already gained a valuable insight, perhaps the best piece of intel this chance meeting could possibly yield.

      My hunch was right. Léa and Eric have talked recently. Both have hidden that fact from me, and probably from the gendarmes. What’s more, now they’re choosing to pretend they don’t recognize each other.

      Why? For what reason are they acting this way?

      And, most importantly, how is their charade linked to Brice Dol’s murder?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      We’re closed on Mondays, so on this rainy Monday morning, I’m alone in the shop, catching up on bookkeeping at one of the tables in the café. I hate this activity with a passion. It’s always been a challenge for me to stay focused on logging in receipts, but today it’s particularly hard.

      Léa Gilly and Eric have been on my mind nonstop since yesterday. I’m thinking about them now. What are they hiding? My suspicious mind hatches up plot after plot, each crazier than the next, and all competing for my attention.

      Here’s the one that makes a bit more sense than the others.

      Brice had tricked Léa, her brother Justin, and Eric to come to his garden that night. They all despised him, so it wouldn’t’ve been easy. But hey, what’s the point of jail time if one doesn’t learn a dirty trick or two? He could’ve lured Eric with a fake note from the Gilly siblings and vice versa.

      I know from Shen that Justin had an alibi for the night of the murder. That would mean he was unavailable or maybe traveling for work. So, only Léa and Eric turned up.

      Brice, depressed because of the contempt his only son had for him and filled with remorse, killed himself in front of them. Yes, he slashed his own throat in an ultimate gesture of desperation.

      Léa and Eric became witnesses to self-murder.

      Being young and impressionable and aware they both had a reason to want Brice dead, they panicked. Instead of immediately calling the police, they grabbed the knife and ran.

      And now it’s too late to fix that bad call. They have no choice but to stick to their stories, hoping the gendarmes will find no evidence of their presence at the crime scene and leave them in peace.

      That Brice hadn’t been drugged and that he didn’t defend himself corroborate my theory. But then why are the gendarmes ruling suicide out? There must have good reasons… While I know nothing about the forensics that can distinguish suicide from murder, I can use logic. Logic tells me that only a madman—which Brice was not—would kill himself in such a gory, violent way in front of his own child.

      Plus, there’s the matter of the blows he was dealt. In my hypothesis, he would’ve punched himself before slashing his own throat. That’s way too ridiculous.

      What if he asked Eric or Léa to hit him? If so, wouldn’t the cops have found evidence on his or her hand, or traces of their DNA on Brice’s face? I’m sure they checked for that. Even if he’s a mediocre detective, Shen didn’t strike me as incompetent.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, a mean little voice whispers, What about that other theory, Julie? The one you keep silencing? The one in which Eric and Léa killed Brice?

      Mad at myself for allowing that thought, I push the pile of papers aside and stand up.

      I was going to call Vero yesterday! But, what with Flo’s call and the trip to the beach, I never got round to it. Now is the perfect time to call her.

      With determination in my step, I cross the front shop to my phone that I left on the counter, and call Vero.

      “How’s my favorite princess?” I ask cheerfully when she picks up.

      “She’s doing great.”

      “Her birthday’s not so far away,” I say. “What would you suggest I get her?”

      “I’m not sure…”

      “Never mind, I’ll ask her—”

      “Don’t!”

      Oh? “Why not?”

      “She’ll ask you to buy her a doll with long hair.”

      “What’s wrong with another doll? You think she’s too old for them?”

      “That’s not the problem,” Vero says.

      “Then what is?”

      She doesn’t answer immediately.

      When I was Rania’s age, I loved dolls despite being a tomboy. I spent roughly half of my free time climbing trees, riding my bike, roller-skating, and playing team sports with the neighborhood kids. But the other half of my down time was dedicated to putting together tea parties for my dolls. Rose and Mom were always invited to those, not in the least because they brought pastries. My sisters received only occasional invitations, depending on my mood and on their prior behavior.

      I grin remembering those delicious moments. Seating my dolls around the low table, distributing the sweets, having Mom all to myself…

      There’s this common misconception about young girls that even grown women share due to selective memory. A girl is expected to be either girly or boyish, either into dolls or into sports, either spirited or sweet, either brainy or obsessed with all things pink. But the truth is, little girls are complex human beings with facets and contradictions. And it isn’t uncommon for them to enjoy kicking a real soccer ball just as much as drinking imaginary tea with their dolls.

      “Hey,” I say breaking Vero’s prolonged silence. “If you think Rania has enough dolls already, then you’re wrong. There’s no such thing as too many dolls.”

      “I disagree,” Vero says. “It’s wasteful. She doesn’t need so many.”

      “Oh, please—”

      Vero interrupts me. “Rania… she doesn’t treat them well.”

      What?

      A chilling image of my angelic little niece ripping arms and legs off her Barbie dolls stuns me into a wide-eyed silence.

      The image freaks me out, but I’m unable to stop the horror movie playing in my head. Rania’s bright blue eyes turn bloodshot. When she’s worked her way through all her Barbie dolls, she picks up Ken and eyes him greedily. Then she throws her head back, spreads her arms high overhead, and laughs. Mwa-ha-ha!

      “She gives them awful haircuts,” Vero says.

      This time, a mixture of relief and shame immobilize my tongue.

      “First, it’s just a little trim or just the bangs,” Vero continues. “Then she claims it’s uneven and needs to be fixed. The fix makes it worse, so then she needs to fix that, too.”

      “Of course, she does,” I finally manage.

      “Last week, I came home to find her newest doll nearly bald—all those shiny locks gone, never to grow back. And then she dared to ask for a new doll with beautiful long hair!”

      “There are worse things in this world.”

      “I know, but… all that expense and all that plastic!” Vero laments. “Think of the oceans!”

      My thrifty, conscientious oldest sister, I love you!

      “I wonder if there are dolls with spare heads…” she muses. “Rania could still play hairstylist, but we wouldn’t have to buy her a whole new doll every time. We’d just get a new head and reuse the old body.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Nah… “You’re messing with me.”

      “I swear I’m not!”

      Really? “Can’t you see the problem?”

      “What problem?”

      Granted, she’s the most levelheaded and pragmatic of the Cavallo girls. But surely, even she can comprehend how creepy her head-swapping idea is. It’s dolls we’re talking about, not bikes!

      I try again. “Didn’t you talk to your dolls when you were little?”

      “Maybe? I don’t remember.”

      “I’m sure you did. I know I did. And I’m sure Rania does, too.”

      “She does! It’s very cute.”

      “There you go!” I take a breath and continue in a calmer voice. “Dolls stand-in for humans in a child’s world. Do you really want to turn Rania into a Frankenstein?”

      “I hadn’t thought of that…” Vero falls silent for a moment. “Still, all that plastic! It’s bad for the environment—”

      “Screw the environment! Rania’s mental health is more important.”

      Silence.

      Um… I get a funny feeling that I just blasphemed.

      Did I just blaspheme? I glance at the door, half expecting a Greenpeace squad to burst in and arrest me. Or worse, the ceiling will split apart, and the Scandinavian goddess of the apocalypse will sweep in and smite me.

      A chair squeaks on Vero’s end. She won’t openly agree with my statement, but I suspect my impossible dilemma has made her question a dogma or two.

      As a test, I say brightly, “A new doll with long hair it is, then!”

      Vero makes an unintelligible noise. She must be cracking at the seams, torn between her desire to save the planet and her fear of damaging her child’s psyche.

      I take pity on her. “Hey, you know what? I’ll get it from a thrift shop.”

      “Oh, my god, yes, yes!” Her voice trembles with joy. “What a wonderful idea!”

      On that consensual note, we move on to other topics. I ask about her job and Paul’s job, and tell her about mine. She inquires after Rose and Flo. We don’t talk about Cat or Dad this time.

      Fifteen minutes later, we hang up, promising to talk again next week.

      I place my white smartphone back on the polished counter. As if hypnotized, I stare at it as another phone comes to mind. A little black phone.

      Léa’s.

      That phone puts her at the murder scene. What if she was there alone with Brice? In her rush to get away, she dropped her phone. The next morning when the neighbors alerted Eric, he lifted the phone from the scene.

      Didn’t the Olabiyis mention that he and the gendarmes arrived at the same time? Say, Eric got there a few seconds before the cops. He could’ve noticed Léa’s phone in the grass. He could’ve recognized it. And he could’ve picked it up.

      Why? To protect her, of course.

      Now, if Brice’s death wasn’t suicide but murder, then Léa is the likely killer. And Eric knows it. He’s been covering for her from the beginning, putting his own future on the line, sacrificing himself.

      Again, why?

      I think I can answer that question. Guilt.

      Eric is connected to Brice through blood ties. Perhaps he also believes in family Karma. Those beliefs make him feel responsible for Audrey’s death.

      And they compel him to pay the penalty.
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      I arrive at the pâtisserie with a duffel bag containing a change of clothes. Rose will drive by at five to pick me up, and we will spend the evening at the Plenitude Spa being pampered.

      As befits a capitalist exploiting her workers, I don’t intend to close early, despite Flo’s heavy hints. Instead, both of my employees will toil in the shop tonight, while their boss will repose comfortably and have somebody else’s employees rub fragrant oils into her skin.

      Life isn’t fair.

      At ten-thirty in the morning, a man in his fifties walks in and asks for Eric Dol.

      His thinning salt-and-pepper hair is well cut, and his face is clean-shaven. He wears expensive clothes—not bespoke like Denis’s but definitely high-end.

      I glance at Eric who eyes the man with interest. “I’m Eric Dol. Who’s asking?”

      “Oh, I’m Manuel Favier.” He studies Eric’s face. “My condolences, Eric.” He extends his hand.

      Eric shakes it, unsmiling. “If you’re a reporter, I already did one interview for Beldoc Live. There won’t be another.”

      “I’m not a reporter, I’m Brice’s boss at the garage,” Manuel says.

      With discrete little steps, I sidle up to the two men.

      Eric crosses his arms over his chest.

      “Brice was very proud of you, you know?” Manuel turns to me. “You must be the owner of this shop, Julie, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Brice spoke highly of you.”

      My eyebrows go up.

      He smiles. “Brice told me you treat his son well. On his behalf, thank you!”

      “I never talked to him about my work.” Eric narrows his eyes with suspicion. “I hardly said two words to him since his release.”

      Manuel nods, a mixture of sympathy and sadness in his blue eyes. “I know. It broke his heart.”

      There’s an awkward silence, then Manuel says, “Brice had known it wasn’t going to be easy, what with you never calling or writing him in jail. But he’d hoped you’d mellow once he was out.”

      “You seem to know him well,” Eric says.

      Manuel smiles sheepishly. “I hired him because I believe everyone deserves a second chance. So, I offered him one. That’s one of the reasons he confided in me.”

      “It was very kind of you to give him both a job and the moral support he needed,” I say.

      That’s what good bosses do!

      Thanking me with a catch in his voice, Manuel points to the bistro across the street. “Brice told me that every Saturday he went there for lunch. He arrived early so he could sit at the window table behind the half curtain and watch Eric work.”

      “What?” my sous chef pulls a face. “He was stalking me?”

      “He was desperate,” Manuel says.

      Eric’s mouth twists. “He was a violent, mean bastard. Did he tell you why he spent eight years in jail?” He doesn’t wait for Brice’s answer. “Brice got drunk one day and beat a woman to death.”

      “If only you knew how much he regretted it.” Manuel shakes his head wistfully before turning to me. “Are you familiar with the story? Brice and the woman in question—”

      “Audrey,” Eric cuts in. “Her name was Audrey. She was his girlfriend. A mother of two.”

      Manuel shifts his gaze from Eric to me. “Yes, Audrey. Well, they had a row. Brice was jealous and, yes, plastered. He called her a slut. She slapped him.”

      “Please don’t try to justify his actions,” Eric says.

      “I’m not,” Manuel says to him before turning to me once again. “I’m just relating the facts. He lost it and punched her, hard. Then he called the pompiers. But she died of a brain hemorrhage before they reached the nearest hospital.”

      I stare at him, unsure what to say.

      Why is he telling me all this? Clearly, he had a lot of sympathy for Eric’s dad. Is he trying to get me to see his side of the story in the hopes I will influence Eric? But even if it worked, what difference does it make now?

      “I knew Brice from before,” Manuel says, addressing Eric this time. “Believe me. He came out of prison a changed man. He planned to make amends. He hoped that one day you’d forgive him. And, maybe, even Audrey’s children, too.”

      Eric responds with a barklike snort.

      Releasing a defeated sigh, Manuel pulls an envelope from his pocket and hands it to Eric. “Anyway, I’m here to give you Brice’s pay for the month he worked for me. It isn’t much, but he earned it, so you should have it.”

      Eric places the envelope down on the counter and pushes it toward Manuel. “I don’t want it.”

      “It’s yours, son. If you don’t want to spend that money, then burn it, or give it to charity. I’m not taking it back.”

      Would it be too insensitive to ask Manuel his opinion on who might’ve killed Brice? I know it would, but… The man knew Brice rather well, apparently. And he’s eager to help Eric. He might give me a fresh perspective.

      I draw in a fortifying breath. “Monsieur Favier, do you have any idea who would’ve wanted Brice dead?”

      He looks at Eric and quickly averts his eyes.

      “No idea,” he says. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if his killer turns out to be another ex-con. Or a hit man hired by someone still behind bars, for that matter.”

      “My theory exactly!” Eric says, for the first time in agreement with Manuel.

      “Au revoir, madame, monsieur.” Manuel inclines his head and walks out, leaving the envelope on the counter.
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      When Flo arrives at the shop, she’s so upset over my not giving her the afternoon off she won’t even talk to me.

      For the next hour, we work in virtual silence. I’m in and out of the kitchen making pâte à choux dough and then a batch of quick chouquettes. The silence doesn’t bother me.

      But Flo persists even when a large tourist group from Japan wander in and decide they’ll be buying all their souvenir macarons and chocolates from us. While we prepare and gift wrap the little boxes, Flo and I communicate with each other via Eric.

      I hope our Japanese customers don’t think it’s yet another weird French tradition!

      Once they’re gone, I tell Flo that it’s her I’m taking as my plus one to Denis’s super-duper poolside birthday party. Her mood improves visibly, even though she still won’t talk to me. As a coup de grâce, I give her a detailed account of Manuel’s visit this morning.

      When I’m done, she says I’m off the hook. For now.

      Eric asks if he can go to the post office to mail Manuel’s envelope to the Red Cross. He claims his eyes bleed every time he looks at it. I let him go, chuckling to myself. Flo’s penchant for drama must be contagious!

      I’m working in the kitchen when Flo cries out, “Hey, Julie, I think someone’s here for you!”

      She thinks? Intrigued, I wipe my hands on my apron and head to the front room. A familiar black motorbike is parked outside, and a familiar gendarme dismounts, removes his helmet, and heads into my shop.

      We exchange polite greetings.

      Flo gives him our usual spiel. “What can I delight you with on this beautiful afternoon, Capitaine Adinian? A box of macarons? A slice of out-of-this-world blueberry pie? A vanilla flan?”

      “I’ll have a dozen macarons, please,” he says.

      It’s unlikely he came here to purchase gluten-free pastries, given that he “likes his gluten,” but Flo cornered him like a pro. She seems to have picked up more from Master Magda’s sales pitches next door than I have!

      Once the transaction is completed, Adinian drags his feet, looking around the shop.

      I realize he won’t talk in Flo’s presence, so I throw him a line. “If you wanted to discuss the next steps of Berthe’s trial, do you mind stepping into the kitchen? I have something in the oven that requires immediate attention.”

      Flo arches an eyebrow but offers no comment.

      Adinian follows me.

      Opening one of the ovens, I barely glance at my lemon sponge cake that I know needs another fifteen minutes, at least. “I’m all ears, Capitaine.”

      “The second hearing has been pushed back to September, for a reason that has nothing to do with the case,” he says.

      Straightening up, I raise my eyebrows. “What is the reason?”

      “A government reform likely to hurt attorneys.”

      I snort. “Next you’ll tell me they’ve swapped their robes for yellow vests and gone on strike!”

      “They kind of have.”

      His eyebrows gather into an apologetic expression, as if he were personally responsible for the lawyers’ prioritizing their pay and pension over Maurice Sauve’s murder trial.

      “Madame Cavallo, please, don’t let that ruin your summer,” he says. “Given the gravity of the charges, Berthe will remain under arrest. And then, with all the evidence we have, she’ll go to jail for a long time. You have nothing to fear.”

      His solicitous expression clashes with his usual stern demeanor. It makes him look… cute. And it makes me feel like saying something nice to him.

      I smooth my apron. “The other day, you handled Basile the anti-speciesism activist quite well, I thought.”

      “Yeah, well, it took a lot of self-restraint to remain civil. Given the plight of our farmers and breeders, the last thing we need is a misguided brat giving them grief!”

      “What plight? You mean the recession making them vulnerable?”

      “Yes, but not only. Highly organized gangs have been raiding farms all over the area,” he says. “Almost weekly.”

      “What, like some kind of modern-day pirates?”

      “Very much so. They steal everything from gas to livestock.”

      “No kidding?”

      “Oh, yes. An entire herd of sheep was lifted from a breeder recently.”

      “A herd, huh?” I grab a bite-size chouquette and hold it up. “Still warm. I made them just an hour ago.”

      He takes it from me and pops it in his mouth.

      But instead of gushing how my gluten-free chouquette is better than its traditional cousin, he shakes his head with frustration. “Some of the stolen equipment—for instance, GPS guidance kits—are worth tens of thousands apiece.”

      “I’m sorry for the farmers,” I say.

      And I am, albeit in a detached, life sucks sort of way. What truly saddens me is that he cares more about those thefts than my chouquettes.

      Shame on you, Julie!

      Shocked at my callousness, I swallow thickly, feeling heat creep up my throat and cheeks.

      Out of the blue, he grins. “That was some seriously good chouquette, Madame Cavallo!”

      Quick, a bucket of ice!

      If my face was warm before, now it feels like I just stuck it in a preheated oven. Speaking of which!

      “Thank you,” I mutter and check on my sponge cake again.

      This time, it’s begun to come away from the sides of the tin. I take it out and leave it to cool.

      “How’s your investigation coming along?” I ask Adinian without looking at him. “The double homicide that keeps you from the Dol case?”

      “The working theory is that it was two gangs settling a score,” he says. “But the victims—both in their mid-twenties—weren’t known to be involved in organized crime.”

      “Were they local men?”

      “Yes, small-time delinquents caught shoplifting a couple of times, that sort of thing. So far I’ve been unable to link them to the mob or a gang from Le Midi, or from Corsica. Might have to extend my search to Italy.”

      “Why are you looking for organized crime connections in the first place?” I ask.

      “Because of the way the vics were killed and their bodies disposed of. It was an execution.”

      “Could it be regular murder or accidental death made to look like an execution?”

      “My gut tells me that’s unlikely, but I’m not ruling it out. We’re looking into their families and friends and who they hung out with.”

      I begin to sieve icing sugar over the sponge cake. “What about Justin Gilly?”

      “What about him?”

      “Is there a chance he’s Brice Dol’s killer?”

      “You never give up, do you?”

      Without looking up from my work, I slowly turn my head left to right and back.

      “Well, you should, Madame Cavallo!”

      I keep sieving.

      “Justin’s alibi is solid,” Adinian says. “Shen interviewed his coworkers, saw photos and even some video footage. Justin didn’t lie about what he did on the day of the murder.”

      I look up and right, pretending to recollect what I knew. “What was his story already?”

      Adinian’s eyes crinkle up at my cheap trick. “He was in Aix-en-Provence for a seminar. There was a reception afterward, which he attended, too. He couldn’t have been in Beldoc at the time of Brice’s death.”

      Someone peeks into the kitchen. “Bonjour, Gabriel!”

      “Bonjour, Rose!” he greets Grandma.

      “I’ll wait in the car,” she says to me before waving Adinian goodbye.

      “Coming!” I turn to him. “Sorry, I have to go. Rose and I are having a girls’ night out at Plenitude Spa.”

      I pick up the sponge cake and carry it to the front shop.

      He follows me out of the kitchen. “Good for you! It’s a chic place.”

      “Are you a regular?” I ask, surprised.

      Somehow, it’s hard to imagine him frequenting a luxury spa.

      He gives me a horrified look. “I chipped in for a gift card last month. It was for our commandant’s wedding anniversary.”

      I wonder how much he knows of Rose’s and my financial situations, so just in case, I add, “Ours is a gift, too.”

      “Let me guess.” He wipes at his mouth, visibly entertained. “It’s from a besotted friend of Rose’s… a certain notary, perchance?”

      “No, it was from a…” I make a thing of positioning the cake in the display case. “A friend of mine, Denis Noble.”

      The look he gives me before leaving is as black as his hair. It makes me regret I didn’t lie about the sponsor of the spa night. But it also makes my heart beat faster with a warm, fluffy suspicion. A suspicion I finally dare to articulate.

      He likes me.
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      As Rose maneuvers her flashy little Nissan into the parking space, a new theory that would neatly explain Adinian’s black look forms in my mind. What if it wasn’t jealousy but distaste? He could simply loathe Denis Noble.

      Julie Cavallo, you’re your own worst party pooper!

      Sometimes I hate how my mind works.

      Rose and I get out of the car, grab our bags, and cross the threshold of the Temple of Wellness.

      I’ve never been to a spa before, but this place fits so neatly with the mental image I’d formed about spas that I’m experiencing a powerful déjà-vu.

      Marble and polished wood—check!

      Plush carpeting—present!

      Milky colors and clean lines—everywhere!

      The only detail that stands out is the rustic pots with lavender placed here and there around the lobby to give the place some local flavor. But they’re outnumbered by white orchids whose job it is to signal refinement, purity, and Zen.

      We head for the reception area and give the pretty young lady our names. The soothing lights and recorded sounds of nature begin to mollify me even before I’ve received any body care. The receptionist fingers her keyboard and stares at her screen.

      “Madame Tassy and Madame Cavallo, we’re so excited to have you tonight,” she says in the caressing tone of lubricant commercials.

      “Not as excited as are we, my dear,” Rose fires back in her throatiest voice.

      I purse my lips to stifle a giggle.

      It looks like Rose’s spoof wasn’t lost on the receptionist, who confines a laugh to a snort and struggles to keep her professional face.

      Adjusting her eyeglasses, she rounds the counter. “Please follow me.”

      “If they offer foot massage, you’re doing it alone,” I whisper to Rose.

      “They won’t tickle, I promise.”

      “I know, but I’ll be so stressed they might accidentally, that I won’t enjoy it.”

      “Your loss,” Rose says, barely shrugging one shoulder. “Personally, I’m doing every single procedure Denis’ voucher is good for.”

      And so, it begins.

      We don fluffy white robes and indulge ourselves like we’ll be quarantined tomorrow. For the next two hours, we get facials, massages, mud treatments and body wraps. Rose enjoys this intense relaxation so much she makes me think of a wild animal released into her natural habitat after years in a zoo cage. She beams and moans and chats with the staff and tips everyone generously.

      By the time we sink into the whirlpool bath, she knows all their names, family situations and political opinions. The latter surprises me a bit. Rose never gave a damn about politics.

      The door closes softly, and we’re left unattended for the first time since we got here.

      “I hated the drainage,” I say, “but the rest was lovely.”

      “I adored all of it.”

      “Are you seeing Serge?” I ask.

      “Are you seeing Denis?” she deflects.

      “No.”

      She squints at me, as if trying to determine if I’m telling the truth.

      “Bon, you would probably be here with him and not with me if you were dating him,” she says. “He’s perfect, Julie! Handsome. Rich. Well-bred. You should give him a chance.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Closing my eyes, I listen to the nature soundtrack and the water burbling around me. Am I enjoying myself? Affirmative. Would I do this often if I could afford it? Negative.

      Why?

      For the same reason I’m unable to meditate, l’ennui. I get desperately bored when my hands or my mind are not productively engaged—and yes, watching Fazenda Passions counts as productively engaged. But when I do nothing, a sense of listlessness comes over me. It infects every file of my hard disk and overrides every positive vibe I feel.

      “Just be careful,” Rose says. “He might move on if you wait too long.”

      By “he,” Grandma means Denis. Except, my mind’s eye is showing me Capitaine Adinian when he turned his back to me and walked away. I open my eyes, unsettled.

      Rose is still studying my face. “You’re stalling and hesitant. Is it about your recent divorce, or is it because you like someone else?”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “I’ve been around, my dear.” She shifts position while a sly smile appears on her face. “The way you look at Gabriel… I think you like him.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “Just remember he’s a gendarme.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means he puts his life on the line day after day.” She hesitates before adding, “And he doesn’t make enough to afford the lifestyle you deserve.”

      “Grandma, please! I don’t care for yachts and mansions. I don’t care for Adinian, either, but it’s because of his manners, not his money.”

      “His lack of money,” she corrects me.

      Really? Is that how you want to play it, Grandma? Très bien, alors! You started it.

      “About the lack of money,” I say. “How’s your overdraft account doing?”

      She picks up a pretty little bottle from the table on her right. “Very well, thank you. It sends its regards, by the way.”

      Ha-ha. Very funny. You think you can dodge with a cute little pirouette? Not this time!

      “Guess who was at the shop the other day buying macarons?” I ask.

      “Who?”

      “Your account manager at the bank, Madame Benali.” I peer through the steam wafting up from the water, trying to gauge her reaction. “Want to hear what she had to say?”

      “Not really, no.” She avoids my eyes.

      “Madame Benali said you’re a fun, charming lady, and she likes you very much, but your situation is critical. She can’t help you anymore. She said that if you don’t find a solution within the next couple of months, you’ll have to sell the house.”

      “Never!”

      “Grandma!”

      “My parents built that house. I’ve lived in it all my life and I intend to die in it. After that, you and your sisters will inherit it on the condition that you never sell it.”

      It’s my turn to check out the fragrant oils and lotions displayed all around us. With youth and wellness practically being a cult with Rose, this is the first time ever I hear her raise the possibility of her dying one day. I find that profoundly disturbing.

      “Anyway,” she says in a lighter tone. “I have an idea. Two ideas, actually.”

      “Should I be worried?”

      “One is to become Queen of Beldoc.”

      I stare at her, trying to figure out if she’s pulling my leg. It’s got to be a joke, right? Queen of Beldoc, much like Queen of Arles, is the title given to the winner of the beauty pageant held every second year. Voted from among unmarried Beldocian ladies, the queen is supposed to be in her twenties. All the queens I’d ever seen were younger than I am now.

      “Things have evolved,” Rose says in response to my unspoken question. “The queens have to take part in too many events for an allowance that’s too small by young women’s standards.”

      “What, they don’t think it’s worth the trouble? But what about the prestige?”

      “In Arles and other bigger towns, the appeal still works. But in Beldoc after four consecutive years with no applicants, the organizing committee opened up the contest to older candidates.”

      “Eh bah, I didn’t know that!” I nudge her shoulder. “I’m guessing you applied.”

      “I did, along with three other retired women.”

      “You think you have a chance?”

      “I won.” She beams. “They called me yesterday.”

      “What? Oh, my God! Congratulations, Grandma!” I gather her into a wet embrace. “Why didn’t you tell me or Flo immediately? We must celebrate!”

      She flaps a hand in dismissal. “It was an easy win. What matters is that I’ll have a hundred more every month.”

      “That’s great!” I hesitate before adding, “But it won’t save the house.”

      To my surprise, she agrees. “That’s where my second idea comes in.”

      “Do tell.”

      “Um, it’s a little… unorthodox.”

      “Unorthodox?” I push a wet strand from my forehead. “Because becoming Queen of Beldoc was totally orthodox?”

      “This one will be a lot harder to pull off. I’ll need to get… creative.”

      Uh-oh. “This thing you want to do, is it legal?”

      “It is.”

      Phew.

      She examines her nails. “I can’t promise it’s ethical though.”

      “You’re beginning to worry me, Grandma.”

      Slowly, she levels her gaze with mine. “I’m thinking of running for mayor of Beldoc.”

      I give my already flummoxed brain a long moment to process that piece of information. When it finally does, my anxiety ratchets up.

      “The elections are, like, tomorrow,” I say.

      “Well, not quite tomorrow. There’s still time.” She gives me a wink. “Remember my friend Clothilde who’s deputy mayor? She’s willing to jump ship and become my campaign manager.”

      Wow, she’s done more than just thinking about this…

      “But, you’ve never been interested in politics before,” I say, hoping to convey I don’t like where this is going. “You watch Fazenda Passions.”

      “That’s going to change.” She pushes the cups of her bikini top up. “Beldoc needs a capable mayor.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Grandma.”

      She tut-tuts. “Where’s the support, the encouragement a beloved grandmother should expect from a doting granddaughter?”

      “I’m sorry, I just… I’m afraid you’re doing this for the wrong reasons.”

      “And what would they be?”

      Does she really want me to spell them out? Très bien!

      I push my own breasts out. “In case you’re hoping, as a mayor, to borrow from the town to pay your debts, it won’t work. Politicians are held a lot more accountable these days. We live in an era of transparency.”

      She shrugs. “Well, then I won’t.”

      “And in case you were planning, as a mayor, to ask your bank and your other creditors for favors, that’s called abuse of authority. There are laws against that.”

      She pats my hand reassuringly. “I was planning no such thing. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Just as the tension in my shoulders begins to let up, she adds, “If I’m elected, favors will come my way naturally without me having to ask.”

      My chin drops to my chest.

      She guffaws, clearly finding my reaction hilarious.

      “I made inquiries,” she says, wiping her eyes. “A mayor of a town the size of Beldoc makes about thirty grand a year.”

      “That’s not bad.”

      “In addition, the municipal council can vote to increase the mayor’s salary, which they often do in touristy places like Beldoc. Add to that the Queen’s allowance and my pension, and I should be able to keep the house without any major favors.”

      Her last statement makes me feel better.

      A few more minutes of soaking, and the two of us grab our fluffy white robes and get out of the tub. As we pad to the locker room, I revel in the softness of the fabric on my skin and in the spongy thickness of the carpeting under my soles.

      Boring as it is, I think I could do this again!

      We leave the spa and climb into Rose’s car.

      She shoots me a funny look as she starts it. “I haven’t been following the news lately, I must confess. How bad has it become, this public scrutiny thing?”

      “Bad,” I say. “You better have no dirty little secrets if you want to go into politics.”

      She shifts her gaze to the dashboard, looking concerned. Which makes me wonder about the secrets this woman keeps, and exactly how dirty they are.

      As we accelerate onto the D570, I share what I’ve learned so far about the Dol case.

      “I don’t like it,” she says.

      “Me neither. Capitaine Shen treats Eric as a prime suspect.”

      There’s a brief silence before she throws me an anxious look. “Are you investigating, Julie?”

      “I am.”

      After another silence, she asks, “Is Flo in on it?”

      “Yes.”

      Uncharacteristically, she yields to another car. “May I remind you that your previous investigation nearly cost you your life?”

      “Yet, I’m still here, aren’t?” I say with an exaggerated bravado. “My investigation delivered justice to Maurice Sauve and to young Kevin.”

      She lets one more car pass us. “You never learn, do you?”

      I decide to treat that as a rhetorical question.

      A few minutes later, Rose pulls up in front of my building. “Since I can’t talk you out of it, I’ll help you.”

      I begin to object that she has enough on her plate, but she interrupts me. “As it happens, I can help you right now.”

      Shutting up, I search her face. “How?”

      “I have Justin Gilly’s work address and number in case you want to talk to him.”

      I blink, speechless.

      She rummages through her purse and pulls out a piece of paper. “Here. You can give him a call tomorrow morning.”

      “Where did you find this info?”

      “In the white pages, cross-referenced with the yellow pages,” she says.

      “The phone book?”

      “I know it sounds too easy and too old-school to be true, but what can I say? There’s only one Justin Gilly spelled in that particular way in the area. Chances are he’s Audrey Gilly’s boy.”

      Note to self: Remember to always try the most obvious solution first!

      I take the paper from Rose and unfold it. “He’s an optometrist.”

      “A comanager of a small eyewear shop in the center of Arles.”

      I turn to her. “I was afraid he lived farther away, but he’s right next door! Thank you, Grandma!”

      I peck her on both cheeks and climb out of the car.

      “Just be careful, will you?” she calls after me. “I know he has an alibi for the night of the murder, but he might still be dangerous.”

      “Not a problem. I have a pepper spray now!” To illustrate my preparedness, I whip the spray from my bag and mime squirting it in her face.

      She gives me a sour look and drives off, shaking her head.

      Is it me, or was my cool little improv an epic fail?
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      This morning, I planned to call Justin but I was busy baking and didn’t get round to it.

      It’s three in the afternoon now, and I really must make that phone call. Alone in the kitchen, I key in his number, but just before tapping the green button, my finger freezes.

      What can I say to keep him from hanging up? I’ve been asking myself that question since the moment Rose gave me his work address and number last night. If I’d phoned his sister Léa instead of going to her house, she probably would’ve hung up. I would’ve learned nothing, and I wouldn’t have seen the little black phone in her hands.

      My decision made, I head out into the shop and wait until Eric has finished with a customer.

      “There’s something I need to do in Arles,” I say when he turns to me. “It shouldn’t take more than two hours.”

      His gaze holds a question, and I ask myself if I should tell him I’m going to Justin’s place of work. Except, Eric has denied being in touch with Léa. When we bumped into her at the beach, he pretended he didn’t know her. Later, when I confronted him, he said I should leave the Gilly siblings be. He doesn’t want me to learn more about them, that much is clear.

      What isn’t clear is why.

      “Can you hold the fort until Flo arrives?” I ask Eric.

      “Not a problem, Chef! I’ll be happy to stay through the rush hour, too, if you don’t get back by then.” He gives me faint smile. “The friends I’m meeting tonight aren’t free until eight-thirty, and I’d rather wait here than at home.”

      “Thank you!”

      Leaving my bike behind, I take a bus and get off in central Arles twenty-five minutes later.

      Located just behind the Roman Theater on rue de la Calade, Justin’s shop is easy to find. Without halting to collect my thoughts, I walk in. A well-dressed man in his late twenties smiles at me from behind the counter and steps forward. As we move toward each other, I notice that he bears no resemblance to Léa. But the age matches, so he must be Justin.

      We exchange a polite bonjour.

      I haven’t prepared any questions, expecting I’d be able to wing it like I always do, but I find myself unable to get a word out.

      “Are you looking for something in particular or just inspiration?” the man asks me.

      I give him a sheepish smile. “Actually, I’m looking for Justin Gilly.”

      He taps his foot anxiously. “I haven’t seen him since yesterday.”

      “Oh.” I let that sink in. “You aren’t Justin.”

      “I’m the comanager of this shop, Patrice de Crécy.”

      “I’m Julie, a friend of his sister’s,” I say, hoping Patrice and Justin aren’t close enough that he’d know all Léa’s friends.

      “I was just about to call her!” He points at the phone on the counter. “It’s very unlike Justin to not come in without calling. The only other time he did that was when he came down with a nasty flu. And even then, he sent me a text.”

      Patrice picks up his phone. “Let’s call Léa. She’ll know what’s going on.”

      I’m torn between the urge to run away, sparing myself the disgrace of being outed, and the even greater urge to find out if Léa knows what’s up with Justin. As always, my curiosity trumps my dignity.

      Léa picks up. Patrice doesn’t put her on speaker, so I step closer, the ill-mannered busybody that I am.

      From what I can make out, Léa has no idea where Justin might be. In fact, she didn’t even know he wasn’t at work and wasn’t picking up or texting back. And now she’s worried. I can hear it in her trembling voice.

      She tells Patrice she’ll go over to Justin’s place straight away and call him back.

      “Your friend is here, by the way,” Patrice says. “Want to talk to her before we hang up?”

      “Which friend?”

      “Julie.”

      “I don’t have a friend named Julie,” Léa says.

      Slowly, Patrice shifts his gaze to me.

      I scrunch up my face and duck my head. “It’s been ages. She forgot.”

      And then I spin around and hotfoot it out of the shop.

      I continue running past the Roman Theater to the other side of the arena and through the back of the lobby of a dental clinic. I don’t stop until I’m inside the ladies’ room and behind the locked door of a cubicle. If I could flush myself down the toilet, I probably would.

      Yes, I’m that mortified.

      I stay in the cubicle for a while, taking deep breaths and rationalizing. It’s not the end of the world. Patrice will likely conclude I’m an impostor and a liar. But the chances our paths will cross again aren’t that great. Incidentally, I don’t even wear glasses. How lucky is that?

      The problem is, Léa won’t appreciate my cheap trick, either.

      Why, oh why, did I give Patrice my real name? I was lying through my teeth, anyway. Was it that hard to pick a name as common as my own? My twin sister’s name, Catherine, would’ve worked just fine. Or something more original, like… I don’t know… Castafiore.

      Ten thousand thundering typhoons!

      That will teach me to play it by ear next time. Planning and preparation are the keys to success. As a pastry chef, I should know that.

      As soon as my discomfiture ebbs away, I leave the clinic and head in the direction of boulevard des Lices. My mind is now fixated on Justin’s disappearance and on its possible implications. Is he sick at home? Or did something happen to him? Or did he run?

      How can I possibly find out?

      An idea begins to form in my mind but the change in the ambiance as I turn onto the boulevard makes me lose my train of thought. There are no cars, motorbikes or even busses on the usually busy boulevard. A large crowd is moving toward me at a leisurely pace. They’re mostly women dressed in period costumes.

      Not just any kind of costumes! Their long satiny skirts hug their waists and hips, then flare out stopping just above their white-stockinged ankles. Light, brightly patterned shawls are molded around their upper bodies.

      Their hair is done up into a high chignon adorned with a black lace ribbon. This is the iconic local hairstyle immortalized by many artists including Van Gogh. I remember Mom telling me it takes a dozen lessons to learn to get it right.

      Some of the women ride sidesaddle on white horses.

      But most of the riders are male. I immediately recognize them as gardians, cowboys from cattle ranches in La Camargue. Decked out in their Sunday best—period Sunday best—moleskin pants, white shirts and black velvet jackets, they sport wide-brimmed felt hats and cummerbunds in scarlet silk.

      Lots of people are snapping pictures. A local TV crew is filming the parade.

      This is no ordinary parade. And this isn’t just one of the many, many festive events that Arles holds throughout the summer. This one is the biggest and most popular of them all. It’s the annual Fête du Costume.

      Honestly, I don’t see what else it could be.

      As I watch the eye-pleasing crowd, a totally irrelevant piece of lore about this festival comes to mind out of the blue.

      If a single woman runs into a single man that she’s attracted to during la Fête du Costume, she’ll be kissing him before the summer is out.
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      That “100 percent true” urban legend was imparted to me in fifth or sixth grade by my then-bestie, Marion.

      As I later found out, it wasn’t even a thing. She’d made it up. But for a few years, I didn’t know that, and every time I attended la Fête du Costume, I was both thrilled and nervous thinking about the boys I liked at the time.

      It goes without saying, I never ran into any of them at the festival.

      Rose took my sisters and me to la Fête du Costume in Arles nearly every year. We weren’t allowed to perambulate with the participants because we didn’t have the right costumes. But that was all right. We still had a great time spotting little differences in the local ladies’ flamboyant Arlésiennes dresses, fans, and parasols.

      If memory serves, the festival was always held on a Sunday in July. Has the town switched to celebrating the fête on Saturdays since then, or is this year an exception? Whatever the cause, it’s obviously happening today. And I’m in the middle of it.

      My phone rings.

      “Madame Cavallo,” Adinian says in an admonishing tone of voice. “It is my duty to inform you that the people of Arles take their costume festival very seriously.”

      I have no idea where he’s going with this, but I can hear him struggle to hide his amusement behind the bad-cop act.

      He gets down to the specifics. “You can’t march with this crowd in a ‘Keep Calm and Have a Cookie’ T-shirt.”

      “If you don’t like my T-shirt, bite me,” I say, infected by his good mood.

      “Oh, I will! I’m going to slap you with a fine as soon as I’ve decided if you’re outraging public decency or just committing a minor misdemeanor.”

      Snorting with laughter, I look around but can’t see him. “Am I under surveillance?”

      “No.”

      “Are you at home watching this on local TV? I saw a crew filming.”

      “I’m on duty today,” he says.

      “You’re at the office then, and I was caught on a CCTV live feed.”

      “I’m not in front of a screen.”

      “Well, then, you must have gotten your hands on the Eye of Sauron.”

      “Nah, I spied you with my own little eye, thank you very much! I’m in Arles, helping colleagues maintain public order.”

      “Can you spare me a half-hour?” I find myself asking. “I have some information for Capitaine Shen.”

      Wait, am I trying to provoke a physical materialization of this chance encounter with Adinian to make sure it triggers Marion’s “100 percent true” kissing rule? How twisted is that? No, no, no, that’s not at all what’s going on here. I’m just doing my duty as a responsible citizen, that’s all. Besides, I don’t believe in superstitions.

      “Wait for me at the end of rue Emile Barrère in front of the Roman Theater. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

      We hang up and I head to the meeting place.

      In exactly eighteen and a half minutes, he shows up. What follows is an awkward moment when we hesitate between a cheek kiss, a handshake, and a contactless nod. In the end, I incline my head. He does the same.

      As we skirt the ancient theater, I tell him about Justin’s suspicious radio silence.

      He shoots me a weary look. “You have no intention of taking my advice to stay out of this case, do you?”

      “I can’t, Capitane. It’s my sous chef we’re talking about.”

      “I’ll relay your tip to Shen.”

      A group of mounted gardians and dolled up ladies trot into the Roman Theater for some performance or ceremony. Among them is a young beauty in a sumptuous white dress. The chignon on the back of her head is coiffed with a tiny bonnet in white lace. Sidesaddle on a magnificent white horse and surrounded by a dozen Arlésiennes, she smiles and waves to the public.

      Adinian points his chin at her. “The newly elected Queen of Arles.”

      “Heading in for her coronation?”

      He nods, before adding, “She’s a tad younger than Rose, but other than that the Queen of Beldoc outshines her in every possible way.”

      I grin. “At last, we agree on something!”

      Just before parading into the antique theater, the Queen of Arles halts one last time and poses for the onlookers. I whip out my phone and snap a picture.

      “My sister Flo has started a gig as a tour guide—she might want to use this photo,” I mutter to justify my cringey act of conformism.

      Such unworldliness! Such touristy callousness!

      My Parisian friends would ostracize me for far less. These days it’s considered vulgar to take pictures of pretty things. One is only supposed to photograph what’s ugly or weird, and then post it on social media along with some witty commentary.

      Adinian unlocks his phone and shows me some lovely photos of festival-goers he took earlier. “If you like any of these, I can email them to you, and Florence is welcome to use them.”

      Thanking him, I pick out three and then look up into his dark brown eyes. Filled with mirth, they seem to be saying, “Hey, we’re only human.” Suddenly, I feel a lot less self-conscious about my own lack of worldliness.

      He holds my gaze.

      My lips part.

      Wee-woo, wee-woo! An alarm siren goes off in my head.

      Julie Cavallo, quit projecting! Stop staring at Capitaine Adinian. Think of your sous chef’s predicament.

      “I wonder if Justin Gilly’s alibi is as solid as Shen thinks it is,” I say, as Adinian’s expression turns stoic. “Is there a way he could’ve been in the Dols’ garden the night Brice was killed?”

      In my snapshot, I heard and saw only one person other than Brice. As things stand, I’m pretty sure that person was a Gilly. What I’d love know is which Gilly it was.

      What if the little black phone Murielle Olabiyi saw in the grass was Justin’s and not Léa’s? It’s possible that the brother and sister own the same make and model of phone. After all, not all siblings are as obsessed with asserting their differences as my twin and I. Strange as it may seem to a Cavallo girl, many are happy to be alike.

      Given that Léa makes for a terribly unconvincing murderer, and that I don’t believe for a second Eric did it, could Justin have killed Brice?

      Adinian eyes me intently. “If Justin Gilly has truly gone missing and isn’t just spending the weekend in bed with a lover, or something trivial like that, I’m sure Shen will check his alibi again. Even more thoroughly than the first time.”

      My brain barely registers anything he said after he called spending a weekend in bed with a lover a “trivial” thing. Not my world, that’s for sure! But could it be in his?

      The crowd within the walls of the Roman Theater cheers, and a young woman—no doubt the Queen of Arles—launches into an excited speech.

      Realizing I’ve been gawking at Adinian, I avert my eyes. “I should get back to Beldoc.”

      “Do you need a lift?”

      “Are you done here?”

      He shakes his head. “I’ll run you and come back.”

      “That’s too much trouble. I’ll take the bus.”

      He doesn’t insist. “Let me walk you to the stop, then.”

      As we head down the street to the bus stop, I inquire if he’s made any progress with his double homicide.

      “I found no evidence to suggest it was an execution by a known mafia family, or a personal vendetta, or a drunken brawl gone wrong,” he says.

      “Then what was it? Who do you think killed those guys?”

      We stop at red lights before we cross to rue Jean Jaurès.

      “One of them had bragged to a friend about a profitable new business venture he’d started,” Adinian says. “He’d claimed it wasn’t drugs.”

      “You have an idea of what that venture might be?”

      “I have a hunch it could have something to do with the new Albanian gang we’ve been hearing about lately.”

      “What do they… er, specialize in?”

      “We aren’t sure yet, but we’re seeing a major increase in thefts of GPS receivers from agricultural vehicles and machinery,” he says.

      “You think the two are linked?”

      “The rate of reported thefts increased sharply about the time the new gang made an entrance on the local crime scene.”

      We reach the bus shelter, and I check the display. Fifteen minutes until my bus. Perfect.

      Adinian glances at the timetable, too. “My evidence is still partial and circumstantial, but at least I’m no longer groping in the dark.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find hard evidence, now that you know where to look!”

      “My theory is that the victims worked for that gang or with the gang, got caught skimming, and were punished.”

      “Sounds like a good theory to me.”

      “The other option is that the victims had formed their own little gang, thinking those expensive GPS systems were easy pickings.” He smirks. “But they found themselves stepping on the Albanians’ toes.”

      “A turf war to the death ensued?”

      “More of a losing battle for the vics, but yes.”

      Out of nowhere, a ludicrous image pops into my head. My chain-smoking nemesis, Magda, erupts into the pâtisserie in Old West cowboy gear. She spits out her cigarette, draws two pistols at once, spins them like a gunslinger, and trains them on me.

      Ouch.

      I check the display again. Five minutes.

      “How was the spa?” Adinian asks.

      “Rose and I had a great time.”

      He keeps his expression neutral, but something tells he would’ve preferred a different answer.

      “Stay away from Denis Noble,” he says.

      “Why? Do you know something about him that I don’t?”

      He opens his mouth but, before I can get the scoop, he shuts it again, as if having second thoughts about the advisability of sharing it.

      “Why, Capitaine?” I ask again.

      “Because I said so.”

      Because you said so?

      Does he think I’m one of his subordinates, or is it because I’m a woman? As it happens, I can’t stand men going medieval on me. It awakens my dormant contrarian and transforms me into the ticked off bull of the Course Camarguaise.

      In the Provençal bull race tradition, the bulls aren’t harmed like in neighboring Spain. On this side of the Pyrenees, it’s the human, not the animal, that risks his physical integrity. Unarmed bullfighters called raseteurs try to snatch an ornament off the bull’s horns. The bull chases them around the arena with the aim of ramming said horns into them.

      Which is pretty much what Adinian’s “because I said so” makes me want to do.

      Keeping my voice icy, I retort, “Denis is a friend. He’s generous, respectful, and considerate. I quite enjoy his company, and I fully intend to continue to do so.”

      I expect Adinian to respond with a mean quip, but he says nothing. A tortured look filled with a mixture of exasperation and defeat flickers across his face. With a dry au revoir, he strides off.

      There’s no way in hell I’m kissing this macho man before the summer—no, make it the century—is out!
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      Until two days ago, I loved Sundays.

      A lot of people I know hate them because of the Sunday blues—that deep sadness about having to go back to school or to work the next morning. It starts poisoning their Sunday from midafternoon, sometimes as early as at lunchtime. It goes downhill from there, and by the time they go to bed, they’re in the black pit of wretchedness.

      But not me.

      As a kid, I liked school well enough not to mind Mondays. As a grown-up, I picked an occupation I enjoy enough to look forward to Mondays. Especially because, given that I work on Saturdays, I’m off on Mondays!

      My weekends did drag in the last couple of months of my marriage, I won’t deny that. But even then, I had a remedy. All I had to do was spend more time outdoors with my friends than at home with Bruno. It didn’t fix the relationship, but it did make my weekends better.

      In Beldoc, my Sundays and Mondays are typically filled with chores, an occasional brunch with Rose, paperwork, and Fazenda Passions. And I’m totally fine with that.

      But this past Sunday and Monday weren’t good. They hung heavy, despite Rose’s and Lady’s best efforts to entertain me. I was restless. I was dying to know what happened to Justin. No matter how much I racked my brain, I couldn’t devise a way to find out.

      It’s Tuesday afternoon, and not only am I still in the dark, but there is now a monster lurking in the shadows.

      Eric texted me this morning:

      

      
        
        Sorry, Chef. I don’t know if I’ll make it to work today. Depends on when the cops let me go.

        

      

      

      That means he’s being questioned at the gendarmerie. Has he been formally charged? Shouldn’t Capitaine Shen focus on looking for Justin instead?

      What if Justin is dead?

      If I call Léa, she’ll likely hang up. If I go to her place, she’ll shut the door on me. As for Adinian, in light of how he and I parted ways on Saturday, he has no reason to be forthcoming.

      I check the local news on my phone. There’s nothing about Justin’s disappearance.

      Argh, this is killing me!

      My thoughts move forward, get stuck, jump back and repeat the loop like a broken record. At my wit’s end, I pray for a breakthrough in my reasoning. New information will be great, too. I’ll even settle for another cryptic snapshot if the universe believes that’s all I deserve.

      At three p.m. a man walks into the shop. I’ve seen him before and even talked to him, but somewhere else, in a different context…

      “Bonjour, Madame Cavallo,” he greets me before adding, “Noam Toche, senior reporter with Beldoc Live.”

      Ah, it’s that self-important “investigative journalist” who wrote that hatchet job on Eric!

      I purse my lips. “Bonjour.”

      “May I have a word with Eric Dol, please?”

      “Eric isn’t here.” I know I shouldn’t say more, but it’s stronger than me. “And even if he were, I wouldn’t let him talk to you again.”

      He lifts his hands up and lets them fall. “That piece I wrote was a mistake. I sincerely regret it if you want to know.”

      “Your regrets won’t erase the damage it did.”

      “They won’t, but a new, more objective article about the case will!” His eyes light up. “I know about Justin Gilly’s disappearance. According to my source, the gendarmerie is putting out an all-points bulletin for him.”

      At last, some news! My prayers were heard.

      “This disappearance is highly suspicious,” he adds. “I believe it’s connected to the Dol case. I’ve also come to believe that this case is not as straightforward as I thought.”

      “Do you suspect Justin Gilly now?” I ask.

      “Maybe.”

      “Apparently, he has a convincing alibi for the night of the murder.”

      “His motive to avenge his mother’s death is pretty damn convincing, too.”

      We stare at each other, and it occurs to me that despite my dislike of this man, he’s driven by the same insatiable inquisitiveness, same doggedness, and the urge to ferret out the truth as I am.

      It’s always jarring when you realize you have a lot in common with the person you can’t stomach.

      “There’s another explanation for Monsieur Gilly’s disappearance,” Noam says. “It’s possible he was eliminated because he knew who the real killer was.”

      I sneer. “And that neatly brings you back to Eric, huh?”

      “Not necessarily.” He steps closer. “Like I said, I’m starting from square one on this case.”

      Noam and I stare into each other’s eyes. I can almost hear our brains churning, crackling, and flaring up with scenarios more fanciful than the last.

      Is his sick mind wondering if I could’ve killed Brice? I wouldn’t be surprised if it were. Is my sick mind adding him to my suspect list? Nah, I don’t think so.

      Or should it?

      When Flo coughs to attract my attention, I realize I hadn’t even noticed her arrival. I half expect her to sniff the air and say the shop smells of burned brain.

      “I can take over behind the counter,” she tells me instead. “In case you have stuff to do in the kitchen.”

      Noam writes a note for Eric and leaves the shop.

      I clue Flo in on the latest developments before retreating into the kitchen, happy for the chance to get my hands busy and my mind redirected from murderers to chocolate éclairs.

      Eric doesn’t turn up until after six.

      “We’ll have to do without the van for a while,” he says in response to Flo’s and my questions. “When is the next delivery?

      I check my calendar. “Saturday.”

      He turns to Flo. “In case I don’t have the van back by then, do you think we can borrow Tino’s? Unless you guys have a tour planned.”

      “Matter of fact, we do.” Flo spreads her hands out in apology.

      “In that case, I’ll ask one of my buddies for his pickup.” Eric shifts his gaze to me. “Don’t worry, Chef, I’ll find a solution.”

      “What happened to your van?” I ask.

      “The gendarmes impounded it. They’re dusting it inside and out for evidence as we speak.”

      Flo swears under her breath before raising her voice. “Can’t they see they’re barking up the wrong tree?”

      “The way they see it,” Eric says, “they’re just doing their job and being thorough.”

      “Well, I hope they’re checking Justin Gilly’s alibi just as thoroughly,” I hiss.

      Eric heads to the sink and turns on the faucet to wash his hands.

      “Hey, look at the positive side!” I call, hoping to cheer him up. “We’ll get your van vacuumed and scrubbed at the taxpayers’ expense!”

      He turns the water off. “Except, the cops aren’t just scrubbing it. They’re tearing it apart. I doubt they’ll put it back together exactly the way it was, custom-fitted for cake deliveries.”

      “It’s OK, we’ll fix it.”

      “It isn’t just the van,” he says. “They searched the garden and the house, too, attic to basement.”

      “Again?”

      “Yes, again.” He takes a deep breath to calm himself. “They turned the kitchen inside out, my room, every room, floors, ceilings, mattresses, and carpet included. They went through the trash cans in the house and dumpsters in the street, opened traps, drains, and vents. They sprayed stinky luminol everywhere. Took my phone and my computer away—”

      Eric’s voice cracks on that last offense against his privacy.

      He pulls a cheap little flip phone from his pocket. “I got this on my way here. Will ping both of you so you can save the number.”

      His dismay is palpable, and it’s breaking my heart.

      “But why?” Flo asks once we’ve added his new number to Contacts. “Why now?”

      He shrugs. “I suppose they’re looking for the murder weapon and for traces of blood.”

      “Don’t be silly!” I flap a hand. “All Shen has on you is a theory.”

      “He won’t stop until he finds something or plants something if he can’t find any actual evidence,” Eric says, giving up on his manful display of stoicism. “He’s that keen, Chef!”

      For the first time, I realize how much this situation is really affecting him.

      “Eric, listen to me!” I force a smile. “No one is planting anything. Capitaine Shen isn’t some crooked cop from a movie. He would never do such a thing.”

      He wouldn’t, would he?

      Granted, Rose did say that he wasn’t “Beldoc’s finest,” but to go from that to planting evidence… No, I refuse to believe it!

      Eric picks up a cup to make a coffee, and his hand trembles. “I wouldn’t be so sure, judging by the way he questioned me this time.”

      “You’d think they’d focus on Justin,” Flo echoes my thoughts.

      “Maybe they’re looking into him, too,” Eric says. “But in Shen’s mind, I’m guilty. He says his gut is telling him that Brice’s killer wasn’t another jailbird and not a random guy. He believes I’m either the killer or the killer’s accomplice.”

      My eyes widen. “He said that to you?”

      “Indirectly. He said he knows I’m lying. He just can’t prove it yet.”

      I mutter a supportive “What a jerk!” and escape to the kitchen, suddenly eager to check on the cherry pie in the oven. But in truth, it’s to avoid looking Eric in the eye. He might see my lack of conviction.

      Let’s be clear, I’m still absolutely certain he didn’t murder his father, or help someone do it. The good thing about being an amateur sleuth as opposed to being a cop is that I’m not bound by professional standards. There’s no code of ethics that requires I follow all leads. It doesn’t behoove me to leave no stone unturned. I can pick and choose. And I can look the other way.

      Unfortunately, I can’t disremember that Eric likely filched Léa’s phone from the murder scene seconds before the gendarmes arrived and then returned it to her. Nor can I ignore the fact that when we ran into her at the beach, he acted like he didn’t know her.

      If only he would give me an explanation! If only my snapshot were more help!

      With the one I had during the Sauve case, I couldn’t see the poisoner, but at least my vantage point allowed me to hear her properly. This time? I was half-buried in muddy soil and, with the killer hissing, all I know is that he or she loathed Brice.

      I hate to admit it, but Shen’s instincts aren’t off. Brice Dol’s murder was personal.

      And his son is hiding something.
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      Tonight, Flo, Rose and I are getting together to mark, in private, Rose’s election as Queen of Beldoc. She’ll celebrate with her friends after the official ceremony, so this is just a pretext for the three of us to open a bottle of the latest local wine Flo discovered during a recent tour.

      When my sister and I arrive at Rose’s, her doga class is already over. All but one student has left. Looking like a freshly retired ballerina, Rose is roaming her brand-new patio deck and rearranging her garden furniture.

      Maître Serge Guichard, garbed in a T-shirt and sweatpants, is helping her.

      I give Flo a meaningful look.

      She wiggles her eyebrows and whispers, “They’re da-a-ting.”

      Barreling toward us, Lady rolls out the canine version of the red carpet for Flo and me. We get some enthusiastic bouncing, tail-wagging, and licking of toes. It’s magic. Her routine conjures up a fizzy bubble of joy as we squat to pet, hug, and kiss her.

      Attention, attention!

      I have an honest question for everyone claiming they don’t care for dogs. Have you been loved by a dog? Have you ever been greeted by a dog that loves you?

      If you haven’t, try it. And then we’ll talk.

      Flo and I join the couple on the deck. Serge greets us warmly, kisses Rose on the lips, drops a telling “until tomorrow, ma chérie”, and leaves.

      As soon as he’s out of earshot, my sister and I squeal like idiots.

      “You and Serge!”

      “I knew it!”

      “Le grand amour!”

      “First of all, it isn’t grand,” Rose says. “Second, it isn’t even amour. Not yet, at any rate. But yes, we’re seeing each other.”

      Flo places her bottle on the coffee table. “If I’d known, I’d have gotten champagne!”

      I point an index finger at Rose. “Not a word until I’m back!”

      She feigns zipping her lips.

      I dart into the kitchen and fly back with three wine glasses, an opener, and some cheese from the fridge. “What did I miss?”

      “Nothing at all, my dear.” Rose ruffles my hair. “I was meaning to ask both of you why you haven’t joined my doga class yet.”

      I uncork the bottle. “Don’t change the topic, Grandma! We haven’t heard nearly enough about you and Serge.”

      “But I do urgently need to know what you have against doga!”

      “How about neither of us has a dog?” Flo offers.

      “Since when is it a requirement?” Rose lifts a single eyebrow. “Serge doesn’t have a dog. The young couple that comes once a week doesn’t have one, either. The only requirement is to love dogs.”

      I glace at Flo.

      “We’re both broke, Grandma,” she tries again.

      Rose shrugs that off. “Who isn’t?”

      “Dad, for example,” I mutter, pouring wine for her.

      She tilts her head to the side. “Is his solvency making him happy?”

      I fill the final glass. “No.”

      The truth is, I don’t know what makes him happy. He’s always stressed and always miserable. He was that way before Mom died. It got worse afterward. Remarrying didn’t fix it.

      “Anyway,” Rose says. “I’d never charge my granddaughters, regardless of their financial situation. What kind of monster do you think I am?”

      All right, it’s time to be honest.

      “I don’t like doga,” I say.

      “Pardon me?” Rose stares at me as if I just sprouted a monumental wart between my eyes.

      “Not specifically doga,” I hasten to clarify. “I don’t like yoga, either. I don’t enjoy pilates, aerobics, jogging, footing, weights, or any other exercise system out there.”

      If anything, Rose’s confusion deepens. “Why ever not?”

      “They all feel like a waste of time.” I grimace apologetically. “I can’t help it.”

      “But exercise it the best thing you can do for health, both physical and mental!” Rose searches my face. “You know that, don’t you?”

      I point out my bike. “That’s my exercise. It’s both transportation and workout. No time wasted. Win-win.”

      Her expression still skeptical, Rose turns to Flo. “What about you?”

      “I’m totally with Julie,” Flo says. “I hate wasting time on exercise. Hell, I even hate wasting time on sleep. Such a pointless, unproductive pastime! One-third of each day spent doing nothing. How dumb is that?”

      “But sleep is vital!” Rose gives Flo the same uncomprehending stare I got a moment ago. “Especially, beauty sleep. At what time do you go to bed, young lady?”

      Flo pulls on her ear. “Around midnight.”

      I know for a fact she never turns in before one a.m. I also know the real reason she hates sleep so much is her nightmares. She’s been having them regularly since our lives were turned upside down fifteen years ago. But Rose doesn’t know that.

      “Midnight is way too late.” Rose wags her finger. “It’s the pre-midnight sleep that will keep your skin, joints, and brain young.”

      Flo turns to me and winks. “Note the order in which Grandma listed the organs—skin first, joints second, and the brain last.”

      “Ha-ha, wait until you’re my age!” Rose doesn’t look amused. “Your priorities will shift, too.”

      I cock my head. “You’re in perfect shape, Grandma. You were just elected Queen of Beldoc, for pity’s sake.”

      “Provençal Queens, the way Frédéric Mistral conceived the function a century ago,” Flo jumps in, using her tour guide tone, “isn’t a beauty pageant. It’s about preserving and transmitting local culture and traditions.”

      Rose munches on some cheese. “Indeed. The committee didn’t measure my waist and hips. They asked lots of questions about the history of Beldoc and Provence, and they tested my knowledge of the langue d’oc.”

      Flo’s eyes widen. “Can you actually speak it?”

      “Enough to pass the test, apparently.”

      I raise my glass. “Here’s to the Queen of Beldoc! Hip, hip, hourra!”

      “Tchin-tchin!” Flo clinks her glass with Rose’s and then with mine. “Let’s also toast to the young couple and hear more about them!”

      I drink. In my experience, wines that my friends or relatives hype up, always disappoint me. But this rosé is every bit as good as Flo said it would be. It’s dry, fruity, and crisp like the best Côtes-de-Provence out there.

      I make appreciative sounds as I drink some more.

      Flo pushes her chest out. “What did I tell you? Florence Cavallo wouldn’t recommend any vin de pays. Only the ones that are truly outstanding.”

      Rose sips her wine, eyes hooded. “Where do we stand with the Dol case?”

      “Dodging again?” I tut-tut. “By all means, tell us nothing about you and Serge! Thwart your granddaughters in their desire to bask in the reflected glory of your happiness!”

      Rose smiles coyly. “Who’s dodging now?”

      “Fine.” I put my glass down. “I’ll tell you where we stand. We’re in the woods on a starless night without a compass.”

      “That bad?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      My metaphor is perhaps a tad overdramatic, but it conveys how I feel—firmly and hopelessly stuck.

      As if she could sense my distress, Lady chooses that particular moment to quit whatever she was doing behind the rosemary bushes and come sit at my feet. Her gaze on my bare toes, she stretches out on her tummy. And then she applies herself to licking the daylights out of said toes, the kinky little fetishist that she is.

      Flo fills Rose in about Justin’s disappearance and Eric’s interrogation.

      “We must’ve overlooked something,” Rose says.

      Flo strokes Lady’s back. “I can’t see what.”

      A vague idea stirs in my mind. I tense, afraid to lose it before it’s had time to take shape.

      “Maybe…” I start then stop to allow the fog around my idea to thin out so I can catch it by the tail. “Maybe we’ve been approaching this case from the wrong angle.”

      “What do you mean?” Flo asks.

      Whether it’s Lady’s toe treatment, or Flo’s prizeworthy wine, I suddenly manage to grasp and hold on to that slippery thought in my mind.

      “We’ve been looking into the suspects,” I say. “Instead, we should’ve been dissecting Brice.”

      “Are you proposing we steal the body from the morgue?” Rose gasps with feigned shock. “I’m sure the gendarmerie’s medical examiner has done a fine autopsy.”

      I roll my eyes. “What I mean is that we should try to learn as much as possible about Brice’s life before jail, his time in jail, and the month he spent back in Beldoc after his release.”

      Flo clicks her tongue on the roof of her mouth. “It’s true that we know next to nothing about the last month of his life.”

      “Just that he worked at a garage and stalked Eric on Saturdays,” I say. “But how did he spend his free time? Who did he hang out with? What plans did he make for the future?”

      “We could ask Eric,” Rose suggests.

      “He’s clueless,” I say. “He had made it a point to give Brice a wide berth.”

      Flo rubs her chin. “How in the world could we find out the names of his cellmates and fellow inmates?”

      “I’ll pay a visit to Manuel Favier, Brice’s employer, tomorrow,” I say. “When he came by the shop with the paycheck, he said Brice used to confide in him.”

      Flo gazes at me, bright-eyed. “I like the way you think!”

      “Will you involve Eric in your inquiries?” Rose asks.

      “No!” I blurt out.

      Rose and Flo startle at my unequivocal reply.

      Should I tell them about the little black phone and my suspicion that Eric is keeping secrets? I should. But I can’t, for the same reason I didn’t mention it to Adinian. A twisted form of loyalty, a protectiveness I feel for Eric, as his boss. And as his friend.

      “He has too much skin in this affair,” I say instead. “His judgment is impaired.”

      To my surprise, Rose and Flo agree at once.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      My inability to drive means I’ve never owned or rented a car. As a consequence, Manuel Favier’s garage is a brand-new experience for me. As I cross into the fascinating space delimited by the metal bay doors, I feel like Lewis Carroll’s Alice emerging on the other side of the looking glass. I gawk at the ramps, vehicles, engines, spare parts, and other… er… stuff.

      The potent smells of oil and grease prevail over the fresh air coming in through the open doors. In the racket and commotion around me, I’m able to distinguish only some of the sounds—drilling, fluids splashing, and mechanics yelling over the din.

      Wow. I don’t even have names for most of the things I see, hear, and smell in this alien world. It’s a little disconcerting.

      A man in stained overalls rolls out from under a car raised on a lift and looks up at me. “May I help you, mademoiselle?”

      “Bonjour! I’m looking for Monsieur Manuel Favier.”

      Flashing me an upside-down smile, the mechanic points to his left. “See that glass wall with venetian blinds? The boss’ office is in there. Just follow the painted stripe.”

      Thanking him, I pick my way across the vast space amid equipment, cars, stacked tires and tool trolleys, while taking care not to step on a trespassing hose.

      The glassed-in area is divided into a waiting room with a vending machine, a few chairs, a coffee table, and two offices. The doorplate of one of them reads Manuel Favier, Managing Owner. I can make out two distinct voices, one male and one female behind that door. The conversation is too quiet to understand what it’s about.

      Rather than knock to signal my presence, I decide to grab a coffee and wait. After all, Manuel is in the middle of a busy workday, and I’m here to ask for his help. The least I can do is show respect.

      While I wait, I take one sip from my foam cup and leave it in peace. It’s true I never puke, but this coffee just might push me over the edge. I leaf through auto magazines and stare at the soundless music videos on the TV on the wall. I text Flo. She texts back that she has the shop under control, so I should focus on my mission.

      All right then, focus I shall… as soon as Manuel elects to wrap up his endless meeting. Running out of patience, I begin to debate exactly how much respect I owe Manuel as a fellow business owner.

      Is it OK to knock now? Or do I give him five more minutes? Ten more? Round it up to one hour?

      Behind Manuel’s door, chairs scratch the hard floor, and the voices grow louder. A woman promises to get it done by tomorrow and a man says, “Excellent, excellent.” The door opens.

      From the corner of my eye, I watch a handsome, well-dressed woman in her early forties sashay out of Manuel’s office with a notepad in her hands. She unlocks the adjacent door. I peer at the doorplate, which helpfully informs me that she’s this establishment’s accountant.

      Manuel opens his door and leans against the frame. “Anne-Claire, may I have a coffee, please?”

      “Of course!” she calls from behind her door.

      “With a dash of milk this time,” Manuel calls back. “You’re an angel!”

      A coffeemaker starts whirring in Anne-Claire’s office. While I totally get why Manuel steers clear of the sock juice from the vending machine, wouldn’t it be easier to keep a little espresso machine and capsules in his own office? And isn’t an accountant’s time too valuable to be wasted on brewing coffee for the boss?

      But that’s men for you.

      Rising to my feet, I smile brightly. “Bonjour, Monsieur Favier!”

      He says, “Bonjour.” His tone is both friendly and hesitant in that slightly awkward way you greet a person you know you’ve met before but can’t identify in a new context and different clothes.

      I touch my chest. “Julie Cavallo. You came to my pâtisserie the other day. I wore a chef’s hat and a double-breasted jacket.”

      “But of course!” He takes a step toward me. “I’m sorry, it’s been a long day.”

      Noticing my full cup, he smiles apologetically. “Shall I ask Anne-Claire to make one for you, too?”

      “Thank you, I’m good.”

      “Is this about Eric Dol?” he asks me. “Is he all right?”

      “He’s a suspect in his father’s murder, but he’s doing his best not to let the searches and interrogations bring him down.”

      “Poor kid!” Manuel motions me to step into his office. “Please have a seat.”

      As I settle in one of the two armchairs in the corner of his office, Manuel fetches his coffee and shuts the door. “How may I help you, Madame Cavallo?”

      “Call me Julie, please.”

      “Then you must call me Manuel. What can I do for you, Julie, or for young Eric?”

      “I thought maybe…,” I mumble then start again. “Capitaine Shen, the gendarme who’s investigating the case is so focused on Eric I believe he might miss clues that could lead him to the real killer.”

      “I see.”

      “Did Brice ever tell you anything about his time in jail?” I ask him. “Did he mention anyone in particular? Anyone who might be holding a grudge?”

      “He never talked about his years behind bars. If there’s someone with a chip on his shoulder—besides the Gilly siblings, that is—I wouldn’t know.”

      “The gendarmes are looking into them, too,” I say.

      He cocks his head. “Do you think they’re capable of murder?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know what to think anymore.”

      I debate if I should tell him about Justin’s disappearance. It hasn’t been made public yet, so I guess I better keep my mouth shut.

      Instead, I try another angle. “You once mentioned you knew Brice from before. Were you close?”

      “We’d met a few times with common acquaintances, but we weren’t pals or anything like that.” Manuel sips his coffee.

      In the uncomfortable silence, I study the pretty oriental patterns carved in the wood of the coffee table, then my hands and nails. This visit is beginning to feel like another dead end. Should I thank him and hop on the bus back to the pâtisserie? Clearly, he’s got nothing that can help me help Eric.

      But before throwing in the towel, I go for one last question. “During the month he worked for you, did Brice get along well with everyone? Did he ever quarrel with a coworker?”

      “Not with a coworker,” Manuel says quickly.

      Oh?

      I feel my ears battle against their native disposition, just like Lady’s when someone opens the fridge. “With whom, then?”

      He blinks, chews on his lip, and sets his cup on the table. His lips stay sealed.

      My gaze drills into his. “With whom did he quarrel, Manuel?”

      “There’s this guy, Filek,” Manuel says on a defeated sigh. “An ex-con. When he heard about Brice’s release, he drove over from some dump where he lives to see Brice and to take him for drinks after work.”

      “Did those drinks end up in a brawl?”

      “I don’t know exactly what went down between them, and Brice didn’t tell me much except that Filek said things that made his blood boil.”

      “And?”

      “And, what with the three or four pints he’d downed, Brice lost it and socked Filek.”

      “Why didn’t you mention that earlier?”

      “I was going to…” He shifts in his armchair. “Look, I believe ex-cons deserve a fresh start in life. They paid their debt to society, and they need our support to get their lives on track. That’s why I always think twice before I do something that might ruin their chances.”

      “That’s very noble, Manuel. I admire your stance—truly! But if Filek didn’t kill Brice, he won’t be returning to jail.”

      “Yeah… You know how it is. Even if that brawl were about something completely insignificant, and they made up the next day, Filek would be given a much harder time than someone with no priors. With ex-cons, it’s ‘guilty until proven innocent.’ ”

      He isn’t wrong. Still, it’s Eric that I’m here for. His future matters more to me than the potential bias of our judiciary against people with a criminal record.

      “Would you happen to know what bar Brice and Filek went to?”

      “No idea. I’m sorry. I told you everything I knew about that.”

      “Don’t be sorry! You helped me a lot.” I stand up.

      Still seated, he stares at his empty cup. “I hope I won’t regret this. Ratting on a likely innocent man like that.”

      “Ratting? No, that’s not how I see it! You did right by Eric. And also, by Brice, helping shed light on his last weeks. He would’ve been grateful.”

      “I guess he would.” With a brief nod, Manuel stands up.

      He walks me to the bay doors, where we say our goodbyes and promise to let each other know if anything noteworthy comes up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Coronation Day is upon us.

      Flo, Eric, Tino and I arrive at the place de la mairie twenty minutes before the official start to discover there’s already a small crowd at the foot of the town hall’s majestic staircase. We manage to secure a spot in the first row, albeit far over on the side. I spot Maître Guichard—Serge—in the middle of the row. We wave to each other.

      It’s a gorgeous Sunday afternoon, breezy enough to make the July heat tolerable.

      How different this is from yesterday’s stuffy sultriness! Eric and I had to deliver a birthday cake. With his van still impounded and Tino’s van unavailable, all we had was a tiny Twingo courtesy of a friend of Eric’s. A tiny Twingo with broken AC to cover two hundred kilometers with a cake on board.

      Thank God for the invention of ice packs!

      Without them, neither the cake nor me would’ve survived the trip. And tomorrow at noon, I have to deliver a box of pastries by bike, because Eric must be at the gendarmerie for “a few more questions.” They’ve been summoning him almost daily.

      Justin hasn’t resurfaced yet. I haven’t talked to Adinian since la Fête du Costume in Arles. The way I know Justin is still missing, is through Eric’s reports on the questions he gets asked by Shen’s men.

      Well done, me!

      But I don’t want to think about any of it now. Today, I’m determined to celebrate Rose and have fun. With that in mind, I look around me. Our town hall square is not too big or too small, not too angular or too round. In short, it’s perfect, and I have Flo’s expert word for it.

      The ideal size and shape are one thing. But, again according to Flo, Beldoc’s town hall square does a superb job of blending ceremonial pomp with provincial sweetness.

      The neoclassical building of the mairie monopolizes all the pomp, leaving the sweetness to the three specialty shops, a bar-brasserie, two bistros, two restaurants, and an iconic gelato parlor. All the “sweet” buildings have Art Nouveau façades, just like my pâtisserie.

      The eateries encroach upon the pedestrian-only square, their chrome tables and wicker chairs conjuring that sought-after indoor-outdoor feel. A large, dome-shaped, horse chestnut tree has pride of place in the middle of the square. Add to that the southern touch provided by the fine ashlar stone, steep gray roofs and arched windows, and you have a real architectural gem.

      Yeah, Flo certainly knows how to sell to her groups and to her sister!

      I refocus on the top of the wide staircase of the mairie and zoom in on Lady. Groomed and styled for the occasion with a pretty bow in pink silk adorning her collar, she gazes down at the public with a sphinxlike gravitas.

      Three women of a certain age stand around her in a half-circle—Rose, decked out in a traditional Arlésiennes costume; Clothilde Valle, Rose’s friend and deputy mayor; and a representative from the Queen of Beldoc Committee.

      “There you are,” a familiar male voice says behind me.

      I turn around. “Denis! What are you doing here?”

      “I couldn’t possibly miss Rose’s coronation!”

      Everyone says hello to Denis, who insinuates himself between Flo and me.

      He wears a bespoke suit and a perfume that’s racy and understated at the same time. The kind Bruno used to favor. Those scents cost a few hundred euros for a tiny bottle, and they telegraph, “This man is as rich as he’s hot,” in case the shoes and haircut failed to convey the message.

      “What did I miss?” he asks.

      “The ceremony hasn’t started yet,” I say. “They must be waiting for the mayor.”

      He’s usually punctual, but maybe he had something urgent to attend to. At least, the deputy is here.

      Flo looks around. “I’m bummed there aren’t more people.”

      “Beldoc is a lot smaller than Arles,” Eric says. “And poorer, too, with fewer resources for events.”

      “I didn’t expect white horses and an escort of gardians, but this is…” I pause, looking for a diplomatic way of putting it, “a little underwhelming compared to the honors the Queen of Arles received a week ago.”

      “Did you catch a glimpse of her? How pretty is she?” Flo asks.

      “Very pretty.”

      “Did you know that Van Gogh, Henry James, and many others found the beauty of the women of Arles absolutely stunning?” Flo asks.

      “I’m not surprised.” Denis shoots me an appreciative look. “Arles is right next door to Beldoc. Same gene pool.”

      “Before the Revolution,” Flo continues, “the Catholic Church spared no effort to make the beauties of Arles wear longer skirts. The idea was to hide their perfect ankles from the lustful male gaze.”

      “Did they succeed?” Tino asks, his eyes darting to Flo’s shapely legs.

      She grins. “Of course not! Telling women to hide their beauty, be it in the name of religion or modesty or muddy roads, is like travestying the very soul of France.”

      I smile at the hyperbole, but I don’t disagree.

      The ladies at the top of the stairs exchange a few hushed words, glancing at their watches.

      Clothilde Valle grabs the mic and announces the committee rep, whose name I forget the moment I hear it. She then launches into a long speech about the history of the institution of the queen in Provence.

      “Did you know that every element of our new queen’s dress is exactly the way it was in the late nineteenth century?” she asks the public.

      That’s our cue to gasp, which we dutifully do.

      The committee woman continues, “The headdress, the choker with the Provençal cross, the lacy breastplate called the Chapelle, the shawl, the jewelry, the belt with silver hooks for house keys, and the notable absence of earrings… It’s all codified.”

      The speaker surveys the public. “You might be wondering why Rose isn’t wearing earrings.”

      Everyone goes, “Hmm” and “Why?”

      “Earrings are reserved for married women,” she explains. “Rose is long-widowed. We have assimilated her marital status to single so she would qualify for the contest. Hence the absence of earrings.”

      Oohs and aahs ensue.

      “So, let’s wish longo mai to our new queen,” she concludes with a Provençal expression.

      Flo, Eric, Tino, Denis, and I begin to clap and yell longo mai, brava and osco. The crowd follows suit.

      When the cheering dies down, Rose takes the mic. “My dear fellow Beldocians!”

      Our group acclaims her with hurrays.

      Rose resumes her speech. “I’d like to begin by saluting the previous Queen of Beldoc. Next, I would like to congratulate the newly elected Queen of Arles and her maids of honor.”

      “Just to explain,” Clothilde jumps in, leaning toward the mic. “Here in Beldoc, the queen has no maids, unfortunately.”

      “Why not?” Denis cries out. “Doesn’t the function require it?”

      “Because it’s an unpaid job, and no one applied,” Rose answers. “Well, one person did. My friend Sarah was willing to sacrifice herself. But her candidacy was rejected.”

      The crowd grumbles.

      Clothilde speaks into the mic again. “Sarah is British. She’s a longtime resident of Beldoc, but rules are rules. Our Queen and her maids must be born locally.”

      Rose points out the exceptionally well-behaved Lady. “To make sure I don’t rule over Beldoc alone like some autocrat, Lady here has kindly agreed to be my maid of honor.”

      Everyone shouts, “Longo mai, Lady!”

      Lady doesn’t blink an eyelash.

      “I promise to be a good queen,” Rose says, “and to represent Beldoc’s various events to the best of ability.”

      “Vive la Reine de Beldoc!” Clothilde shouts and the crowd echoes.

      Rose opens her arms in a symbolic embrace. “Vive la Provence! I love you!”

      She forms a heart with her hands, then nods to Sarah, who picks up Lady. Her arms outstretched once again, Rose descends the stairs to mingle with the crowd.

      We wait around patiently.

      Half an hour later, she has greeted everyone present, and is finally heading toward us with Serge, Sarah, Clothilde and the committee rep in tow.

      We take turns hugging and congratulating her.

      “It will be my honor to invite everyone to dinner at Le Grand Comptoir.” Serge points to the most expensive restaurant on the square. “We better hurry if we don’t want to lose the table I booked.”

      Eric says he’s meeting a friend and must go.

      Tino is expected for a family dinner, and so is the committee woman.

      His eyes full of contrition, Denis confesses he must go, too. He has a business meeting tonight that he can’t reschedule.

      Rose touches his arm. “Cheer up, my dear! You’ll be seeing Julie again in less than a week.”

      He will? I blink before it hits me—his birthday party! I’d forgotten all about it.

      In the end, it’s just the six of us plus Lady.

      With Serge and Rose leading the convoy, we beeline across the town hall square to Le Grand Comptoir.
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      We stop at the entrance, and Serge goes in to find the maître d’ and make sure we still have a table.

      While we wait, all five of us ogle the young man standing a couple of meters to the right. He isn’t some random young man, mind you. He’s a strapping fireman, about twenty years old, with dark skin as smooth as a baby’s bottom. He’s doing what every French town’s hunkiest pompiers do this time of year. He’s selling lottery tickets to the Bal des Pompiers.

      In perfect synchrony, we reach for our purses. Sarah, Clothilde, Flo, and I each buy tickets for two euros each.

      It doesn’t matter if we go to the firemen’s ball or skip it and forfeit our chance to win the prize. Purchasing these tickets isn’t about the lottery. It’s about saying thank you to the real heroes of our day, the men and women who routinely risk their lives to save someone else’s.

      Rose rummages through her purse while the handsome fireman smiles an infectious smile, happy about his multiple sales.

      We grin back, happy that he’s happy.

      Rose thrusts a twenty into his hand. “Ten tickets, please.”

      “Grandma, what are you doing?” I say through my teeth as my smile veers from sincere to unnatural. “You’re broke!”

      She ignores me, too busy basking in the young fireman’s appreciation of her generosity.

      Serge reemerges from the mouth of the bistro. “It’s all good! They found another table for us.”

      Waving goodbye to the pompier, we’re ushered in by the maître d’, who congratulates Rose on her queendom and compliments her dress. He takes us to a round table at the back of the second-floor room. Two waiters hastily wipe and set it. We sit down.

      While everyone studies the mouth-watering dishes on the menu, Rose gives Lady three tiny chicken-flavored biscuits. It’s Lady’s favorite treat when eating out with Rose. One, two, three, she gulps them down. And then, in a scarily Pavlovian response, she collapses at Rose’s feet and begins to snore.

      We place our orders. Serge asks for a bottle of champagne.

      “Ma chérie,” he says to Rose once the server is gone. “Are you sure you want to run for mayor of Beldoc? Isn’t being Queen enough work?”

      “I’m not afraid of work,” she retorts.

      I need the money, is what she means, but she’d never admit it to her new boyfriend.

      Our champagne arrives. Everyone toasts to Rose the Magnificent, Queen of Beldoc.

      She taps the side of her glass with a knife. “Thank you, thank you! But let’s not dwell on my past achievements. Let’s use this opportunity to plot the one to come!”

      Clothilde turns to Rose. “We should start a political movement and call it En Promenade!”

      “But there’s no time before the elect—” Serge begins.

      “We should, shouldn’t we?” Rose interrupts him. “As a matter of fact, Sarah and I have been thinking about it for a few days now.” She flashes her best friend a big smile. “She found a brilliant name.”

      Flo leans back in her chair. “Let’s hear it.”

      Sarah flings her hair back. “I’d like to propose La Vie en Rose!” She’s positively glowing.

      I glance at Clothilde, the only person around the table who knows anything about politics. “Will it work?”

      “I think it’s a great name,” she says.

      Everyone claps.

      Our appetizers arrive.

      “Is it going to be a left- or a right-wing party?” Flo asks Rose. “Or maybe center?”

      Rose rubs her chin. “How about sovereignist?”

      “Excellent idea!” Clothilde validates her once again. “Sovereignism is in vogue these days.”

      Sarah rubs her hands together. “I have a good feeling about this!”

      “I can draw a logo, take photos and print flyers, as soon as you guys have a caption,” Flo offers.

      Serge smiles. “You mean a slogan?”

      “Uh-huh,” Flo confirms with her mouth full.

      “I’ll quit the mayor’s party to manage your campaign,” Clothilde says. “He won’t get reelected, anyway.”

      “As soon as we have fliers, I’ll start distributing them,” Sarah offers.

      Serge turns to Rose. “Will you allow me to finance your campaign, ma chérie?”

      “Yes, thank you very much, Serge!” Clothilde answers for Grandma.

      Everyone’s eyes are on me now. I’m the only person who hasn’t offered to do anything so far. The pressure to conform mounts by the second.

      “And me,” I begin, still clueless as to what my role could be, “I… er… I will… make cookies?”

      “She means she’ll cater all your events, gratis,” Flo reformulates my lame submission.

      Ooh, that sounded a lot more professional! Wait—what? All events? Gratis?

      The panic in my eyes makes Rose chuckle. “That won’t be necessary, my dear! We’ll come up with some other task for you.”

      The servers bring our main courses.

      While we eat, Clothilde jots something down in her notebook. Over dessert, she asks for feedback on three slogans she came up with. She sends a sheet of paper around the table, on which she’s written in block letters:

      
        
        - EVERYONE DESERVES LA VIE EN ROSE!

      

        

      
        - FORGET JUPITER, VENUS WILL SAVE YOU!

      

        

      
        - MAKE YOUR QUEEN YOUR MAYOR!

      

      

      I’m in awe. This woman was made for politics!

      Sarah takes her glasses off and gently sets them on the table. “I prefer number three. Perhaps we could change it to ‘Make Your Queen Your Pilot’ to be more subtle?”

      “Subtle is for sissies,” Clothilde says. “It doesn’t work in politics. But I agree we should focus on number three. The coronation was such a boon! It gives Rose an edge, and we must use it.”

      Everyone concurs.

      “Slogans are important, but what about your vision for Beldoc?” Serge asks, looking from Clothilde to Rose. “You need a flagship measure, a big project that everyone will talk about.”

      Rose, Clothilde, and Sarah exchange looks.

      “We’ll brainstorm it tonight,” Rose says.

      Serge blinks, taken aback. “Tonight? I thought we had plans?”

      Rose’s mouth puckers into a silent oops.

      Poor Serge!

      That being said, he’d better adjust his expectations if he wants his relationship with Rose to last. Grandma really likes him, and she’s willing to make room for him in her life, I have no doubt. But the room he’ll get will resemble a broom closet more than a grand salon.

      Boy, I hope he can deal with it!

      Flo licks her spoon. “On the subject of big projects, Rose could promise Beldocians a park—Le Central Park du Grand Beldoc. A candidate in Paris made a proposal like that.”

      “And Parisians tore it to pieces,” Clothilde says.

      I had no idea… It strikes me how out of touch I’ve become with what’s going on in the city that I called home for half of my life. Flo left Paris before me, but she seems to be better informed.

      My fifteen years in Paris covered high school, culinary school, my job at Maison Folette, and my marriage to Bruno. But in my mind today, all of it is blurred together into what seems like a life lived eons ago in a different universe.

      I don’t miss it.

      Well, no, that’s not entirely true. I do miss Paris a little. If nothing else, I miss its energy. And its beauty.

      Fortunately, there’s an easy fix for that.

      It’s decided! The first vacation I can afford, I’m spending it in Paris. Cat and I will have that one-on-one talk we promised each other. I’ll see all the friends I left behind and say hi to Notre Dame.

      I must confess that the crazy hours at Maison Follette had kept me from paying tribute to the cathedral in the wake of the fire that destroyed its millennial roof. I did go to the Île de la Cité two weeks later, and I wept at the sight of the ruin. Still, I felt like a cheat because I’d failed to be there right after it happened.

      Isn’t it sad how the fuss and feathers of daily life warp our moral compass and skew our priorities, numbing us to the things that really matter?
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      “No, madame, we have no regulars called Filek here,” the bartender says.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I know my customers, ma petite dame.”

      Thanking him for his time, I walk out of the establishment.

      What now?

      It’s seven-thirty on a Wednesday evening. Starting last night, I’ve visited every single bar in Beldoc. No bartender or server recalls a patron called Filek. Two knew a Brice, but not a Brice Dol. None had a recollection of a recent fight between two middle-aged men.

      Of course, that doesn’t mean the fight never happened. Brice and Filek could’ve met up in a bar in Arles or any of the villages in the area. Or they could’ve met in Beldoc, remained civil inside the bar, and then scuffled in a dark alley.

      Is it time to admit I can’t do this alone and call Adinian?

      I was going to relay the info about Filek regardless. I was just hoping to locate him first and talk to him before tipping off the gendarmes.

      For starters, what are the chances they’d give me a detailed account of his interview? And, most importantly, do I trust Capitaine Shen not to downplay this lead like he’s been downplaying Justin’s potential motive and disappearance?

      Anyway, it’s not like I have a choice.

      I decide to leg it to the gendarmerie and try to catch Adinian there. I prefer talking to people in person instead of phoning or writing them. Probably something to do with eye contact, gestures, and other non-verbal signals, which allow me to better interpret the verbal ones.

      From where I am, it takes ten minutes to get to the gendarmerie.

      The receptionist calls Adinian’s office. He’s in tonight, burning the midnight oil. Lucky me. I wait until his current meeting is over, and then I go upstairs to his office.

      He motions for me to sit down without taking his eyes off his computer screen. I was prepared for a chilly welcome, so it’s fine. Let’s hope it won’t be a freezing one.

      The visitor chair has been pushed off-center, as a result I’m gazing at his computer’s black butt. Lifting my own butt off the chair, I grab the sides of the seat and scoot to the left.

      Ah, this is better.

      Adinian levels his gaze with mine. “You have something for me, Madame Cavallo?”

      I tell him about Filek, and how I tried but failed to locate him.

      He sizes me up. “You sat on that information for days.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t call it sitting. As I just told you—”

      “You should’ve called me immediately.”

      I let out a sigh.

      He keeps staring at me. “What can you say in your defense?”

      “I feared Capitaine Shen would sideline me.”

      “Sideline you? I didn’t know you were a member of his team.”

      “All I want is to help, Capitaine!” I say, smothering my natural urge to antagonize him. “Do you think you could look Filek up in one of those secret databases only cops have access to?”

      “I could.”

      “Will you do it?”

      “Oh, absolutely.” He shifts his gaze back to his screen and starts typing.

      I wait.

      “Found him!” he says with a touch of triumph in his voice.

      “Really?”

      “Wasn’t hard with that first name. There’s only one former convict named Filek—Filek Camous—in the area.”

      I lean in, expecting more details.

      He leans back, hooking his thumbs into the loops of his belt.

      Oh, I see. This is him telling me to go home and let the professionals take it from here.

      With a snarl, I stand up, sling my purse over my shoulder and walk out the door, muttering a barely audible au revoir. As I cross the courtyard, I glimpse him striding to one of the cars parked in front of the building. He must’ve called it a day.

      To my surprise, instead of climbing into the driver’s seat, Adinian opens the front passenger door. “You coming?”

      Huh? I look around. Is he talking to me? By Toutatis, he is!

      Swinging around, I scurry to his Renault Mégane and get in.

      “I’m going to regret this,” he says, maneuvering out onto the street.

      Fastening my seat belt, like the law-abiding citizen that I am, I smooth my hands on my knees and try not to look too smug.

      We drive in silence for a few minutes.

      “Where are we headed?” I ask at last. “The suspense is killing me.”

      “Moirac, thirty minutes northeast from here. Do you know the place?”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “It isn’t a part of La Camargue where tourists go.” He switches gears to get onto the speedway, before adding, “That’s where Filek lives.”

      I adjust my seat belt and look out the window. It’s dark now, so there isn’t much to see.

      Adinian speaks again. “If he’s home and in a chatty mood, you’ll let me do the talking, understood?”

      I stiffen up to attention. “Affirmative, mon Capitaine!”

      Unfortunately, that doesn’t earn me a smile or even an eye roll. Just a wary glance.

      After a few more minutes of driving on a dark road, I sneak a glance at Adinian’s muscular shoulder. Then another at his firm jawline. Suddenly, there isn’t enough air in the car.

      When he takes me home after this, I could ask if he’d like some tea…

      Staggered by the implications of that wild idea, I banish it from my head all the way to Siberia.

      “Has Justin been found yet?” I ask.

      “No. Both his sister and girlfriend have now reported him missing. Law enforcement throughout the country are on the lookout for him.”

      “Is Justin’s disappearance investigated in relation to the Dol case? I hope Capitaine Shen isn’t discarding that hypothesis!”

      “He isn’t.” Adinian shoots me a glance.

      Will he tell me more?

      As if reading my mind, he adds, “There isn’t much else to say, really.”

      “What about your double homicide? Any progress?”

      “I’m now certain the victims worked with the Albanian gang,” he says. “That narrows down my suspect pool considerably.”

      “With them or for them?”

      He turns onto a smaller road. “I haven’t been able to establish that yet.”

      “Can you bring the gang members in for questioning?”

      “I have, at least some of them.”

      I give him a moment to continue but he says no more.

      “And?” I ask.

      “The ones I interrogated gave me nothing, as expected. Gangsters, both French and foreign, tend to fear their bosses’ punishment more than the French law.”

      “Why’s that?”

      He throws me an incredulous look.

      Am I supposed to know the answer? Is that common knowledge?

      An article by Noam Toche about our judicial system that I read a couple of weeks ago in Beldoc Live comes to mind.

      “Cops are frustrated by how lenient the magistrates are with offenders,” I say. “They believe it’s a travesty of justice.”

      “Bingo!”

      Warmth radiates throughout my body as if my favorite teacher has praised me for a well-turned essay.

      Adinian’s brow furrows. “You know what? I take that ‘bingo’ back. I wasn’t being fair, and I’m in no position to judge the judges.”

      “Why not? What’s the point of you catching the bad guys if a judge lets them walk because he doesn’t believe in punishments, despite being a judge?”

      “It isn’t always ideological,” he says. “Our system doesn’t protect judges as it should. They get clobbered by so-called journalists and shot at by thugs.”

      “Surely, you exaggerate!”

      “Not a bit.” He changes gears. “There’s no anonymity for magistrates, and they don’t carry guns. Even anti-terrorist judges have to beg for security detail. How crazy is that?”

      “Insanely crazy.”

      He turns left onto a bumpy country road.

      I sweep a strand of hair from my eyes. “I can see why interrogating gangsters is a waste of time.”

      “Not always,” he says. “Sometimes, if you ask good questions, and follow up with better questions, you can glean useful tidbits even from the most uncooperative suspect.”

      “Oh, my God, what you just said, it’s so true, Capitaine!” I angle my body toward him as far as my seat belt will allow. “In my experience—”

      “You mean as a baker?” he asks with a feigned matter-of-factness.

      I shut my mouth and turn away.

      Why does he have to be so prickly?

      But my curiosity is too piqued to give him the cold shoulder for the rest of the way.

      “What have you gleaned from the Albanians?” I ask without looking at him.

      “That their appearance on the local crime scene wasn’t random. Someone had reached out and invited them to our parts.”

      “Who?”

      “I believe it was my vics. I believe they had conceived and laid the groundwork for the scheme, liaising with small-time thieves from the area. What they needed was bigger, international fish to transport the stolen GPS kits abroad and resell them.”

      “Not bad for gleaned tidbits,” I say.

      A satisfied smile spreads across his face.

      Eh merde!

      I didn’t mean to compliment him. He didn’t deserve it. My tongue is my enemy.

      “There are still some pieces of the puzzle missing,” he says. “My vics were brazen but too low in the food chain to have been taken seriously by the likes of the Albanians. There has to be a missing link.”

      “Someone local who facilitated the first contact?”

      Humphing in agreement, he pulls up in front of a small whitewashed house with a tall roof. One of its sides is windowless and rounded to protect it from the strong winds. Even in the dark, the traditional hut of Camarguaise bull breeders is easy to recognize.

      Except, the current occupant of this gardian’s house is no romantic cowboy.

      We get out of the car and ring the bell.

      A man in his late forties opens the door.

      If court verdicts were delivered based on appearance, this guy would spend the rest of his life in jail.
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      Filek is thick in the neck, broad over the shoulders and bloated around the waste.

      But it is his face that does him the greatest disservice. With a fleshy chin, visible scars and a skewed, flattened nose that must’ve been broken more than once, his reintegration into society must be an uphill battle.

      He gives us an angry stare.

      I look into his small, squinty eyes, sandwiched between bushy eyebrows and black stubble, and shift my gaze to his arms and hands. Whether his character mirrors his looks remains to be determined, but I can already see there are no recent bruises or cuts on him. Granted, Brice might’ve punched him in the stomach or chest, so the contusions would be hidden by his clothes. It’s also possible the marks have healed.

      “Filek Camous?” Adinian asks.

      “Yes.” Filek’s eyes narrow to tiny slits. “Who are you?”

      “Capitaine Gabriel Adinian with the Beldoc Gendarmerie.”

      “Ah, that’s why you look familiar!” Filek shifts his attention to me.

      “This is my colleague,” Adinian says without revealing my name.

      This is done to protect me, I assume. If I’m reading Adinian’s expression right, it’s also safe to assume he’s already regretting having brought me here.

      “What can I do for you, Capitaine?” Filek asks with a deliberate hint of irony in his voice.

      “We hear you had a fight with Brice Dol shortly before he was killed,” Adinian says.

      Filek steps backward. “Uh-uh, I won’t let you pin that murder on me, Capitaine! I’ve been out for a year now, and I’m starting to like it on this side of the fence. I’m not going back.”

      “It isn’t your feelings that will determine if you go back or not,” Adinian says. “It’s your actions.”

      “My actions have been spotless.”

      Adinian steps forward. “We know you had a fight with Brice, we have a witness.”

      A witness? Does hearsay count as a witness account? Or is he bluffing to provoke Filek into incriminating himself?

      Filek glowers. “I bet it’s my neighbor who did the dirty on me. Isn’t it? Isn’t it?”

      Adinian stares at him, deadpan.

      Filek shakes his fists. “That piece of shit hates me. From the first day I moved in here, he’s been telling me he’ll make sure I’m gone from his village and from his bar. Like he owns them!”

      I lower my gaze, afraid that my eyes would give away my excitement. Did Filek half admit he met with Brice in a local bar? Are we actually getting somewhere?

      “Why don’t you give us your version of what happened?” Adinian asks in a friendlier tone than before. “I’m not looking to pin a murder on you, Monsieur Camous. It’s the truth I’m after.”

      Filek hesitates briefly, then uncurls his fists. “It was about a week after Brice’s release. We met up, and I insisted we check out the village bar. The owner is an old friend.”

      Filek rubs his forehead, sighing.

      “Go on,” Adinian prompts.

      “Brice had already found a job. And not any shitty job, but as a mechanic. He was very proud and happy about that.”

      “What else did he say?” Adinian asks.

      “He was upset his son wouldn’t talk to him.”

      “Anything else?”

      Filek sucks on his teeth. “Oh yeah, he said he worried the kids might try something stupid.”

      “Kids? In plural?” Adinian shoots me a glance. “What kids?”

      “No idea.”

      I spin my watch, finding it hard to stay still. My mind is on fire.

      Have we just come a full circle back to the Gilly siblings?

      Or is Filek trying to outsmart Adinian by intentionally throwing us off the scent?

      “What caused the brawl?” Adinian asks, his tone even and factual as if Filek had already admitted they’d fought.

      “We left the bar quite drunk,” Filek says. “Brice kept whining that he’d been sober since Audrey’s death, and that he hated himself, and me, for this screwup. He said to me, ‘I don’t want to ever see you again.’ ”

      Adinian pulls a little notebook out of his pocket and scribbles in it. “Is that when you hit him?”

      “He hit me first!” Filek protests. “He punched me after I said, ‘It’s you that’s the problem, not the beer. It’s you that killed Audrey, not the beer.’ That’s when he jabbed me in the ribs.”

      “And then?” Adinian asks, while writing.

      “I tried to hit back, but he parried. Then we just glared at each other, and he turned around and headed to the road. He must’ve hitchhiked a ride back to Beldoc because he left his car on my street.”

      Adinian looks up from his notes. “Did you see him or call him again after that?”

      “No. He must’ve picked up his old banger at dawn next morning, because by the time I woke up, it was gone.”

      Flipping a page of his notebook, Adinian levels his gaze with Filek’s. “Where were you on the night he was killed?”

      “At the bar like every other night and then at home.”

      “When did you leave the bar?”

      “Just before nine to catch the match. There’s no TV in the bar.”

      “All right. Let’s recap.” Adinian scans through his notes. “You had a motive to kill Brice, albeit weak, I’ll grant you that. And your alibi doesn’t cover the time of death.”

      “Listen to me, Capitaine.” Filek points a finger at Adinian’s chest. “I’m no murderer. I’m a burglar—I mean, I used to be—but I never killed anyone. That fight with Brice meant nothing. Nothing! I get into fistfights all the time, and I don’t hold grudges.”

      Adinian’s dark eyes drill into Filek’s. “If what you say is true and you didn’t kill Brice, then you have nothing to fear.”

      Filek takes a step back and shuts the door on us.

      As we head to the car, Adinian brandishes his notebook. “With this, Shen should be able to get a warrant.”

      “Good,” I say.

      We climb into the car.

      Adinian starts the engine. “Madame Cavallo, trust me, Capitaine Shen will leave no stone unturned. He’ll search Filek’s house, talk to his neighbors and everyone in the local bar. Just like he’s doing with regards to everyone else who might’ve had a motive, believe me! If Eric is innocent, Shen will take him off his suspect list soon enough.”

      “I’m sure he will,” I say without conviction.

      We drive through the dark village.

      “Will you please stop meddling?” Adinian asks, accelerating onto the main road. “People like Filek are much too dangerous.”

      Meddling? “I just handed you a lead on a silver platter!” I wait for him to look at me but give up and add, “I gave you a plausible suspect, and instead of thanking me you tell me off?”

      Finally, Adinian throws me a glance. “Why I am getting this funny ‘been there, done that’ feeling? Do you know?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      He smacks his forehead theatrically. “I do! We had this exact conversation last month. Before that pudgy old bat, Berthe Million, nearly killed you!”

      What he’s actually saying is “Where Berthe failed, someone like Filek will succeed.”

      Adinian merges onto the speedway, and neither of us utters another word until I get out of the car in front of my building and mumble thank you.

      I don’t bother asking if he’d like to come upstairs for some tea.
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      I wake up on Thursday morning to something persistent but imprecise lurking around the edges of my conscious mind.

      Is it regret over how Adinian and I always find a way to ruin our good moments? There’s a bit of that, too, no doubt. But the apprehension I’m feeling is about something else. Something that has to do with the Dol case.

      The thought finally takes center stage an hour later, when I’m handing Marie-Jo her croissant and coffee.

      Last night, Filek blabbed that he’d feared “the kids might try something stupid.” He didn’t elaborate, but there’s no doubt in my mind he meant the Gilly siblings. Possibly, Eric, too. But Léa and Justin, for sure.

      Now, why would Brice say that? What made him fear such an eventuality? Had he received threats or suspected he was being watched?

      I so need to talk to Léa Gilly again!

      Following Flo’s example, I’ve been keeping an eye on Léa’s social media accounts. Like many hyperconnected post-millennials, young Léa is on a bunch of platforms from Instagram to Twitter. And she cross-posts, too, which is a boon in identifying her other accounts, even the anonymous ones.

      What with me being digitally prudent—not quite a tinfoil hat but close if you ask Flo—the experience has been an eye-opener. It’s daunting how much you can gather about a person’s life when you take the time to look at all the pics they share and read all the comments, including those left under their friends’ posts.

      The other revelation has been that the boring Facebook page of my pâtisserie needs a serious makeover. At Maison Folette, social media management was outsourced to a specialized company. I’m barely making even, so I can’t afford to outsource. Hmm… What could I offer Flo to run the page for me?

      But I digress.

      After stalking Léa for a week in this undignified fashion, I found out she just got certified as a kindergarten teacher. More to the point, she’s landed her first job in one of Beldoc’s daycare centers where she’s now temping until they close on the first of August. All I need to do is plant myself outside the center and try to get her to talk to me.

      How hard can it be?

      Why would someone I treated lightly refuse to talk to me? Why would someone whose brother I suspect of murder tell me to get lost or she’ll call the police?

      No reason at all!

      The day wears on. Eric goes home. Flo takes over. I fill her in and share my crazy idea to stake out Léa, fully expecting my sister to dissuade me from trying it.

      “Go,” she says.

      “But I don’t even know what to say to her or where to start.”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll wing it.”

      “I’m done winging it. It didn’t go well last time.”

      She taps her fingers on the counter, thinking. “Start by apologizing.”

      “And then?”

      “Share information,” Flo says. “Tell her what you know from Adinian.”

      “I can’t! Her brother is a suspect despite his alibi. He’s likely gone into hiding, and we have no idea where Léa’s loyalties lie.”

      “Probably with her brother,” Flo admits. “They only have each other in the world.”

      “Exactly! I don’t know how much Shen has told her, and I have no intention of torpedoing his work. Not to mention that if Justin is the killer, he might use my intel to try and frame Eric.”

      “Fair enough.” Flo scratches the back of her head. “Then we’re stuck.”

      Er, actually, no.

      I might still be able to use Flo’s idea to offer information to Léa to get her to talk to me. While I can’t disclose what the gendarmes know, I can safely discuss what Eric, she and I know, but no one else does. Not yet.

      “Oh well, I guess I’ll have to wing it,” I lament and head out the door.

      While I stake Léa out, I make peace with the ugliness of my plan, at the heart of which is a veiled threat bordering on blackmail. Now I see why politicians are so good at sugarcoating. When you must do something people will hate because you don’t have a better option, then you spin that thing as something less distasteful.

      For example, you call blackmail leverage.

      When Léa walks out, I fall into stride with her.

      “Go away, or I’ll call the cops,” she says without looking at me.

      “Léa, I’m truly sorry for what I did last week, passing myself off as a friend of yours! It was shabby of me.”

      She keeps walking in the direction of the bus stop.

      “You must be crazy worried about your brother,” I try again. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      She snorts with disdain. If she wasn’t such a sweetie, she might’ve spat on me.

      Fine, then. She’s leaving me no choice but to resort to leverage.

      “I know about the phone that you left behind on the night of the murder,” I say. “I know Eric picked it up and returned it to you.”

      She stops in her tracks and stares at me.

      I scrutinize her panicked face. “I haven’t told the gendarmes about it, though.”

      My stomach turns at the meanness of what I’m doing. What kind of person have I become?

      I used to be a good girl, just like Léa. How low I’ve stooped!

      I’m doing this for Eric, I remind myself. That’s what matters now, that’s what I can’t lose sight of. Soul-searching will have to wait.

      Léa’s face tightens. “What do you want from me?”

      “The truth.”

      She looks down.

      “I’m not your enemy,” I say. “Nor Justin’s, for that matter. All I want is to help Eric.”

      “He thinks the world of you.” Her shoulders slump.

      “You’ve been talking?”

      She nods.

      “Has he told you he’s in a lot of trouble?”

      “No.” She looks up at me. “He doesn’t like to talk about himself. Usually, I talk and he listens.”

      Usually.

      They must’ve done quite a lot of talking, then, and for quite some time. What if they’d never stopped despite Brice killing Audrey eight years ago?

      “You and Eric never lost touch, did you?” I ask.

      “Oh no, we did. I hadn’t seen him since… since…”

      “Your mom’s death,” I utter the words she struggles to get out.

      She swallows. “I never blamed him, but he made me think of his father, so I couldn’t bear to look at him… Then, when I heard Brice was released early, I became obsessed.”

      “With what?”

      “With Brice. With closure. With finding out if he felt any remorse or guilt, or if he’d just turned the page and was ready to start a new life, as if…” Her gaze slides past me, unfocused. “As if Justin and I weren’t forever broken.”

      “Did you confront Brice?”

      “I did, eventually,” she says. “But first, I… well, I stalked him. I would hide behind trees and watch him work in the garden or in the kitchen through the window.”

      “Is that how you ran into Eric?” It’s a wild guess, but I make it sound as if it was self-evident, just like Adinian had done with Filek.

      To my astonishment, Léa nods. “He snuck up on me out of nowhere one night. He said I should stop doing that, because his father was a monster, and he couldn’t bear the thought of me putting myself in harm’s way.”

      I rub my collarbone, feeling sorry for her, for Eric, for Justin. Even for Brice.

      “At first, I didn’t trust Eric,” Léa says, “but then he convinced me he was on my and Justin’s side, and that he despised Brice as much as we did.”

      “Was Justin also stalking Brice?” I ask.

      “No,” she says immediately. “I did it alone. All by myself. Justin knew nothing about anything.”

      Interlocking my hands so they don’t tremble, I make myself ask the hardest question. “What happened on the night Brice was killed?”

      “I was hiding behind some shrubbery in his garden, stalking him again despite Eric’s warnings. Brice saw me. He was quick.”

      She pauses, biting her nails.

      Instinctively, I know she’ll tell me the rest of it at her own pace when she’s ready.

      She wrings her hands. “One moment he was walking down the alley to the house, and the next he was behind the bushes, right next to me!”

      Her hands are shaking as she wraps her arms around herself. Her whole body is trembling.

      I point to the bench under a tree on the other side of the street. “Want to sit down?”

      “Yes.”

      We cross and settle on the bench.

      “I thought he would hit me or yell at me,” she says. “But instead, he dropped to his knees.”

      “What?”

      “He said he was sorry, begged for my forgiveness.” She whispers in a strangled voice. “He said he’d do anything, absolutely anything to earn it.”

      “How did you react?”

      Hesitation flashes in her eyes. I can’t tell if it’s because I’m pushing her too much and the memories are too painful, or because she isn’t sure how much to reveal.

      “I told him I’d never forgive him,” she finally says. “I told him I hoped hell existed because he belonged in it.”

      She looks away.

      “And then?” I ask.

      “He kept saying he wasn’t that man anymore, that he hoped one day Justin and I would be able to see that.”

      The image of Brice on his knees, begging for Léa’s forgiveness clashes with the idea I’d formed of a violent brute, quick to deal blows, be it to Audrey or to Filek.

      Was he trying to deceive Léa about his true nature? Or was he sincerely battling against it?

      Léa stares at her clammy palms and wipes them on her jeans. “He said, ‘For as long as I live, I’ll never stop begging for your forgiveness.’ ”

      My chest clenches with sympathy and a bunch of other emotions impossible to untangle.

      “That’s when I left,” Léa says. “I simply turned around and ran away.”

      “What time was it, do you remember?”

      “I don’t know… Nineish?”

      We remain silent for a long moment.

      “Is that all?” I ask.

      She smirks. “Well, as you’ve found out, I dropped my phone in my rush to get away from him. Eric recognized it and picked it up the next morning, moments before the gendarmes arrived.”

      She hugs her purse to her chest and angles her body away from me, signaling that she’s done. She won’t talk about it anymore, and she wants to be left alone.

      “I’m so sorry, Léa,” I say, rising to my feet. “About what happened to your mom, what you went through at the time, and what you’re going through now.”

      She gives a tiny nod without looking at me.

      “I hope Justin is fine,” I say.

      Another barely perceptible nod. She still won’t meet my eyes.

      Mumbling au revoir, I turn away from her.

      As I slog back to the pâtisserie, I ask myself if I believe her story.

      I think I do. Why wouldn’t I? There’s nothing in it that contradicts anything I’ve learned from others so far, or seen in my snapshot, which must’ve captured the moment in time after she left.

      Also, I have no intention of sharing her story with Adinian or Shen. Or with anyone, for that matter. Eric cares for her. And I care for him. I can’t let him down like that.

      But then what is it, what’s bothering me?

      Someone killed Brice that night. I know it wasn’t Eric, and I believe it wasn’t Léa.

      Then who? Justin? Filek? Someone else?

      It was dark, and Léa was running away, so she couldn’t see Brice. That makes sense. But the murder must’ve happened in the immediate aftermath of her departure because Brice was still on his knees. I know that from my snapshot. The killer pounced on him and punched him before slitting his throat. Yet Léa didn’t hear anything.

      This scenario isn’t impossible, of course. But is it likely?

      And, most importantly, do I believe it?
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      It’s a rainy Friday morning. Tonight, Flo and I will be going to Denis’ birthday party. Frankly, I am not at all in the mood for loud music and dancing right now, but I hate blowing people off.

      The good news is that Eric is no longer Shen’s prime suspect. Yay!

      On a more practical level, he’ll be allowed to pick up the minivan this afternoon. I’ve missed it so! I solemnly promise to never take it for granted again and never call it “old clunker.” If I absolutely must nickname it, I’ll call it “my precious.”

      The gendarmes found nothing incriminating in the minivan, in Eric’s house, or in the garden. Shen told Eric he will focus on Filek and Justin from now on, both of whose behavior is more suspicious than Eric’s, even if their motives are weaker. Eric is convinced it was Filek who killed Brice.

      Customers are few and far between this morning, as always when it rains. I shut the entrance door without hanging the Closed sign and make coffee for both of us.

      While we drink it, I come clean about my conversation with Léa.

      Eric stares at me, round-eyed.

      “Say something,” I beg him, feeling awkward. “You can trash me if you like. I probably deserve it.”

      “I need to wrap my head around it… You did go too far, Chef! It’s me you should’ve confronted about the phone, not Léa.”

      “Well, it’s not like I didn’t give you a chance to tell me about it.”

      His eyes finally return to their normal shape. “I felt bad about lying to you, believe me! But it wasn’t my secret to confess.”

      “Which is why I went to Léa, the person whose secret you were keeping.” I cock my head. “Are you keeping secrets for Justin, too? Is this some kind of blood debt you feel you must pay for your father?”

      Eric pulls a face. “Hey, I’m just a pastry chef in training. Not some tragic hero.”

      “Oh, good! So, you won’t sacrifice yourself to spare either of them jail time, right?”

      He pales. “What do you intend to do, Chef? Please don’t tell Shen or your buddy Adinian about the phone!”

      “Lying to officers of the law is wrong, still—”

      He cuts in, “If you do that, I’ll tell them I was in the garden with Léa. I’ll tell them we confronted Brice together.”

      I shut up and stare at him.

      His expression is solemn, and there’s an unmistakable fire in his eyes.

      “Léa wouldn’t even talk to me at first,” he says. “But she trusts me now. I’ll do anything for her.”

      Oh, boy. This isn’t about paying Brice’s debt anymore, is it?

      Before I can ask him if he’s in love with Léa, the door opens, and Shen walks in with a uniformed gendarme in tow.

      We exchange polite greetings.

      “I had a meeting canceled this morning,” Shen says. “So I figured I could as well return your van.”

      “It’s parked twenty meters down the street,” the uniform says, handing Eric the keys.

      Eric mutters, “Thank you.”

      “As it happens, I have more good news for you,” Shen says, his eyes drilling into Eric’s. “I suppose it’s all right if I share it in Madame Cavallo’s presence, seeing how involved she’s been from the outset?”

      Eric gives him permission to go ahead, while I decide I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear the note of sarcasm in Shen’s voice.

      “Justin Gilly has reappeared,” Shen says.

      My mouths fall open at the same time as Eric’s does.

      Shen takes his sweet time, watching our reactions.

      “Reappeared?” Eric squints at him. “Just like that, spontaneously?”

      “Word must’ve gotten to him that his alibi for the night of the murder had fallen apart,” Shen says. “There must be a friend who relayed the news through his grandpa—”

      “Wait, what?” I cut in. “You skipped a page there. Justin’s ironclad alibi didn’t check out?”

      “Capitaine Shen did some remarkable police work there,” the uniformed gendarme says.

      Shen rewards him with a grateful look before turning back to Eric and me. “I talked to every single colleague of Justin’s, including those from other branches of the company who had attended the Aix-en-Provence seminar that night. One of them recalled seeing Justin sneak out before the wrap-up. He remembered telling himself, ‘No wonder. This is so boring!’ ”

      I frown. “But a bunch of people saw Justin at the reception.”

      “That’s where things get interesting.” Shen smiles. “No one actually recalls talking to him or seeing him talk to someone else before eleven.”

      “It’s not like Aix is next door,” Eric says.

      “No, it isn’t.” Shen turns to him. “But if he left the seminar around six, he could’ve reached Beldoc by seven-thirty even with traffic.”

      “What are you saying, exactly?” Eric asks.

      “I’m saying, he could’ve staked out your father in the garden, punched him, slashed his throat, gone home, changed, and made it back to the reception in Aix by eleven.”

      “Has Justin told you as much?” Eric asks, a deep crease between his eyebrows. “Has he actually confessed he’d gone to Beldoc and confronted my father that night?”

      “Not yet. For the time being he sticks to his initial version of events.”

      “That’s because yours is absurd,” Eric says.

      “You think?” Shen turns to me. “What do you think, Madame Cavallo?”

      I chew on my lips, my gaze darting between him and Eric. “Honestly, I don’t know.”

      “What do you think, Caporal?” Shen asks the uniformed gendarme.

      The corporal stands taller. “I think it’s not only possible, mon Capitaine, but highly plausible.”

      “I’ll be questioning Justin again tomorrow, and his sister, too,” Shen says to Eric, before addressing me. “I haven’t discarded your Filek Camous lead, just so you know. As things stand, both are suspects.”

      “How did Justin explain his vanishing act if he denies killing Brice?” I ask.

      “He claims he got spooked,” Shen replies with a tiny eye roll. “He’d convinced himself we would try to pin the murder on him, so he took off to Corsica to lie low for a while.”

      “Why Corsica?” Eric asks.

      “His best friend’s grandparents’ have a house with outbuildings in the deep countryside,” Shen explains.

      “Why did he come back?”

      “Well, apparently, he was going crazy there, cut off from everything and not even calling his sister for fear the call would be intercepted,” the corporal says.

      “I think he started to feel the net tightening around him.” Shen places three euro coins on the counter. “Two espressos to go, please. We were bound to find him sooner or later, so he decided to come forward and convince us he was doing it in good faith.”

      I go to the coffee machine. It’s obvious that Shen doesn’t believe Justin’s story. There is no doubt in my mind he thinks Justin killed Brice. Is he asking himself if Eric and Justin were in cahoots? It’s hard to tell.

      As I wait for the machine to do its magic, an image from my snapshot comes to mind. The killer had hissed, “Go to hell, scumbag!” before taking off, which made me think the murder was personal, something driven by deep hatred and revenge. Didn’t Léa tell Brice something along the lines of Brice belonging in hell?

      If Filek was the killer, would he have spoken like that after slashing Brice’s throat? Unlikely.

      What does it mean, then? It means that my snapshot corroborates Shen’s theory. It means the person whose feet I saw from my hole in the ground was most likely Justin. He must be Brice’s killer.

      I should be pleased with where this case is heading. Eric is out of the woods, the real killer is in the gendarmes’ crosshairs, and justice is about to be served. Except… it would be a blind, heartless kind of justice.

      I must admit, I don’t like this scenario. In fact, I hate everything about it.

      “Have you questioned other people in Brice’s life?” I ask Shen, handing him his cup. “His former entourage from prison, his new crowd at the garage where he worked, Audrey’s relations besides her children?”

      “Thank you for telling me how to do my job,” Shen says, his voice taking on a tart tone. “What would I do without you?”

      “We interviewed everyone, and the only ones with no alibi were Eric, Filek and the Gilly siblings,” the corporal says.

      I give him his fragrant cup of coffee.

      “Merci, madame!” He bows his head.

      Shen’s expression softens a little. “Aren’t you happy about our progress?”

      “Very happy,” I say.

      He turns to Eric. “Between Justin and Filek, we’re holding your father’s killer. This case is as good as solved. Give me a week, and I’ll get one of them to confess.”

      “Which one will it be?” Eric’s expression is sour, and his voice laced with concern. “Aren’t you afraid it’ll be the more fragile of the two, the one who’ll break more easily under interrogation?”

      “It’ll be the guilty one,” Shen retorts and exits the shop.
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      My little sis and I climb out of Rose’s car, kiss her goodbye, and head down the driveway packed with expensive cars. Ahead, Denis’ minimalist house is fashionably understated, white, and very modern. It’s spacious, albeit not big enough to be called a villa.

      I understand he lives here alone, while his parents divide their time between their mansion in the Heights, and their apartments in Paris and Barcelona. I still have no idea what the family’s line of business is.

      The rain has stopped, the midafternoon heat has come and gone, and the air is just the right temperature. It’s going to be one of those perfect summer nights, I can tell. Their magic tends to give me a unique high that no music, meditation, massage, drink, lovemaking or food—not even elderberry macarons—can match. On such nights, I feel as though my soul expands into a cosmic boat and sails across the universe while staying anchored in the here and now.

      Except, that won’t happen tonight. There’s too much noise and light pollution around the house to allow for the magic to happen.

      As we get closer, I peer through the double layer of bay windows on the ground floor. The party is happening on the other side of the house around a cleverly lit pool. I can make out the silhouette of a DJ twisting knobs on his equipment. The music he plays is just as modern, hip, and cool as the house.

      A mix of smells assaults me: grilled foods, perfumes and aftershaves, cigarette smoke, pot, and chlorine from the pool.

      “Smells like a fun party,” Flo says, rubbing her hands together.

      That’s exactly what I would’ve said eight years and a divorce ago. But now I just worry I’ll get a headache.

      We enter the big open kitchen, where blenders are whirling, dishes clattering and servers bustling about. I can’t help checking out the logo emblazoned on their uniforms to see which caterer Denis hired for his party. The logo is unfamiliar. It must be a company from Arles.

      Finally, we step out onto the patio. The deck has been turned into a disco floor with fluorescent mist from dry ice hiding everyone’s feet, its tendrils twisting between my ankles.

      The golden youth of Beldoc and the surrounding area are grooving to the music and cradling a drink or a joint between their fingers. There are a few silver foxes with their gorgeous blonde wives among the partygoers. Those couples are so uncannily sleek! They look like they jumped out of Madame Figaro or Vanity Fair—that last page where Patek Philippe place their “this isn’t a device for telling time” ads.

      I recognize only two people. One is a former classmate, Arnaud. He and Denis were thick as thieves in junior high. The other one is Karine Prouttes, the younger daughter of our local nouveau riche nabob. I catered her sister’s wedding last month.

      “There you are!” Denis heads toward us, motioning a server to follow him.

      When we’re close enough, Denis greets Flo and me, and the white-gloved server names the drinks on his tray. I opt for a gin and tonic. Flo goes for some fancy cocktail.

      Karine joins our small circle, grabbing a cocktail from the waiter’s tray. “Hey, I remember you! You’re the gluten-free pastry chef from my sister’s wedding.”

      “Julie is the number one gluten-free pastry chef in Provence,” Denis proclaims, raising his glass.

      “The birthday boy exaggerates,” I say to Karine. “But I can safely claim I’m the best gluten-free pastry chef in Beldoc, seeing as there are no others.”

      Denis chuckles. His gaze sizes me up with approval as if I just passed some aptitude test. What could it possibly be? Manners? Schmoozing? The art of deflecting a compliment with an inoffensive joke?

      Karine smiles politely, her eyes traveling from me to Denis. When she looks at me again her mouth is pinched.

      “How do you guys know each other?” she asks me.

      “We were classmates in primary and junior high schools.”

      “Ah, I see.” Something like relief smooths her brow and she points to Arnaud talking to a woman by the pool. “With him, too, then?”

      Spotting me, Arnaud picks his way to us with a big grin on his face. “She’s back! Julie ‘La Parisienne’ Cavallo!”

      “It’s good to see you!” I grin back.

      “I’ve been meaning to stop by your shop, what with Denis droning on about your confections like he’s your publicist. But work, you know…”

      “It’s OK, really!” I say, sparing him the trouble of inventing an excuse. “I’ve been super busy myself, getting my business up and running. Haven’t even had time to look up who’s still in Beldoc.”

      The DJ scratches the discs on his turntables, transitioning into the hit song of this summer.

      “My dear Julie.” Denis offers his hand. “Will you dance with me?”

      Not having eaten since lunch, I was going to hit the buffet and sample the yummy-looking hors d’oeuvres. But I guess that’ll have to wait.

      Smiling brightly, I take his hand and let him lead me to the deck. As we begin to move in time with the beat, I observe him discreetly.

      Tall and fit, Denis has Grecian features and a good jawline that he keeps clean-shaven at all times. His floppy expertly cut hair offers an agreeable contrast to the firmness of the lower half of his face. Tonight, he isn’t wearing one of the bespoke suits I’ve seen him in so far. Instead, he’s dressed in deceptively casual clothes that do justice to all his assets and hide all imperfections.

      Not that he seems to have any.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if it turned out he modeled for fashion magazines in his early twenties while studying business in some fancy grande école. But not to pay his tuition. I’m sure his parents took care of that. He would’ve done it just for kicks.

      Denis is studying me, too, and he’s doing it openly.

      “Thanks again for your gift,” I say, feeling uncomfortable under his gaze. “It was very thoughtful of you.”

      “Did Rose have a good time?”

      “She loved every moment of it.”

      “What about you?” he asks.

      “Believe it or not, it was my first time at a spa.”

      His draws nearer. “It would be an honor to send you there weekly. Would you like that?”

      The perfume he wears is exquisite, yet I find myself pulling back, and turning my face away from him. “Um, it’s very kind of you, but I’m going to say no to that.”

      He protests.

      “Denis, it’s a firm no,” I say. “Not a polite I-want-you-to-insist no.”

      “Got it!” His face is tight behind his breezy smile.

      The moment the song is over, Karine pops up next to us. “Julie, may I steal Denis for the next dance?”

      “Please, do!” I point to the buffet area. “Those seafood platters are calling to me.”

      With a fleeting smile, Karine steps between Denis and me, offering him a view of her cleavage, and to me, the blonde mane cascading down her bare back.

      I head to the buffet.

      Flo finds me as I’m biting into a grilled prawn.

      She gives me a wink. “Nice party.”

      “What do you make of Denis?”

      “I’d say he’s Alain Delon to Adinian’s Jean-Paul Belmondo.”

      “Adinian isn’t interested in me.”

      She narrows my eyes. “But Denis is, isn’t he?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Are you interested in him?”

      “He smells of lemony soap and expensive cologne.”

      She blinks. “And?”

      “I can’t figure out what his own skin smells like, you know? It’s as if he were a neutral base for flavored mousses.”

      Flo shakes her head, smiling.

      “Am I weird?” I ask.

      “Smells and flavors are important to you,” she says. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      Flo passing a chance to poke fun at me and being supportive, is so unheard of I start wondering if she’s all right.

      She grins. “But yeah, you’re weird.”

      Ah, good. She’s fine.

      “Why did you really become a chef?” she asks.

      Playing along, I give her the answer she’s fishing for. “Isn’t it obvious? To be able to sniff and taste things to my heart’s content without raising suspicion.”

      Hmm. My frivolous answer isn’t that far from the truth.

      “I have another question for you,” Flo says.

      I finish my prawn. “Shoot!”

      “Who do you think killed Brice Dol—Filek or Justin?”

      Her sudden change of subject and tone takes me off guard.

      Flo drains her glass and wolves down three caviar blinis while I gather my messy thoughts into a coherent reply.

      “I don’t know,” I finally say. “But something doesn’t quite add up with either scenario. With the whole case, as a matter of fact.”

      I pick up a creamy crab and avocado verrine. Flo and I both stare at it as if it holds the answer.

      “Shen is confident he’ll get one of them to confess,” I say. “Now that Eric is no longer his primary suspect, I guess we should let the gendarmes to their job.”

      “Assuming Shen wasn’t lying to make Eric let down his guard,” Flo muses, her hypnotized gaze still on my verrine.

      Can we make such an assumption? How well do I know Shen to be certain he isn’t bluffing and playing Eric?

      “You need an implement for that.” Flo points out my creamy crab.

      I look at the table, scanning it for silverware.

      Flo hands me a dessert spoon. “Does Capitaine Shen strike you as a man who cares more about uncovering the truth than reporting a solved case to his superiors?”

      “No,” I say, stabbing my verrine with the spoon. “Unfortunately, he does not.”
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      Ever since Mom taught me how to make cookies when I was thirteen, my motto has been “When in doubt, bake.”

      About a decade ago, I added the postscript “When in front of a brick wall, bake tarte Tatin.”

      So, that’s what I’m doing now. While Eric is serving customers in the front room, I’m here in the kitchen, forming a paste ball for my upside-down Tatin. I wrap it in waxed paper, stick it in the fridge, and pick up my best peeler.

      The genius recipe invented by the demoiselles Tatin from Lamotte-Beuvron back in the 1880s and amended at Parisian Maxim’s in the 1930s, was part of my program at Le Cordon Bleu. Since graduating, I’ve baked Tatin the proper way more times than I can count. It was my specialty at Maison Folette, along with macarons.

      When a month ago I first tweaked the Tatin sisters’ masterpiece to make the crust gluten-free, it felt like blasphemy and fraud at the same time. I kept looking over my shoulder, afraid I’d get caught. I half expected the Pastry Police to descend on me, court-martial me on the spot, and forbid me from baking for the rest of my life.

      After all, revisiting the iconic tarte Tatin is French pâtisserie’s equivalent to forging the Mona Lisa.

      The second and third tries were less stressful. By the time I’d perfected my gluten-free paste—it was on the fourth attempt—I’d convinced myself there was nothing wrong with swapping the wheat in the classic dough for a combination of almond, amaranth, and rice. The true heart of the tarte Tatin is its incomparable apple filling, and I wouldn’t dream of altering it.

      While I peel, core and quarter apples for said filling, my thoughts inevitably drift to the Dol case. I’ve been thinking a lot about Justin’s vanishing act. It doesn’t compute.

      Why did he run? Shen had bought his alibi. He would’ve never double-checked if Justin had stayed put. If, like he claims, he wasn’t in Eric’s garden on the night of the murder, then going into hiding was the worst, absolute dumbest thing he could’ve done to himself.

      Earlier this morning, I persuaded Eric to call Léa and ask if she and her brother would meet with us.

      Eric did his best to impress upon her that we wanted to help. That we may be able to help. He told her about the Maurice Sauve case, and how my “gut, nerve and doggedness saved Kevin’s ass.” He was exaggerating, of course, but I still basked in his praise.

      Léa was open to the idea of meeting with us.

      Unfortunately, Justin declined.

      I melt butter in my cast-iron pan and stir in the sugar for the caramel sauce, followed by a pinch of sea salt, and then the apple slices, starting in the center and fanning out in an overlapping spiral. While they simmer, I grab the rolling pin and flatten the dough into a nice, uniform circle.

      I work like a well-oiled machine, my gestures precise and perfectly timed. This kind of proficiency, when the hands know what to do without querying the brain, is a heady thing. To me, it’s the best part of being an artisan, and the part I love most about my job.

      The moment my dough circle is ready, so are the apples—tender enough but not yet soft. I cover the pan with the dough circle, tuck it in, and slide the pan into the oven.

      Time to see if Eric needs a hand.

      I wash my hands and step into the front room.

      Eric is serving a patron, and there are two more customers ogling the displays and racks. Not bad for this time of day.

      “How may I delight you today?” I ask the next person in line.

      While I serve her, Eric’s phone rings. From the look he gives me after glancing at the screen, I know it’s important.

      “Go,” I say to him before turning to his customer with an apologetic smile on my face. “He needs to answer that. I’ll be with you in a moment!”

      Hitting the green button on his screen, Eric rushes out the door.

      Channeling Magda and Rose at once, I entertain the customers with silly banter while working as fast as I can. They laugh. They don’t check their watches. They buy the extras I suggest.

      Wow, I can do this when I have to!

      When Eric reenters the shop ten minutes later, the room is empty, save for me.

      “I promise I didn’t scare them away!” I point at the empty éclair tray. “Sold out, and just one slice of cherry clafouti left.”

      He gives me a thumbs up while sniffing the air. “Tatin?”

      “Indeed, Monsieur Dol.”

      A unique aroma wafts in from the kitchen. There are no words adequate to describe it. It’s cinnamony, évidemment. But also, comforting and rich. Flavorsome. Sweet and spicy. Exuberant. A promise of bliss. A prelude to ecstasy. It’s how apples must’ve smelled in the Garden of Eden.

      Poor Eve didn’t stand a chance!

      Eric’s voice brings me back to Earth. “Léa and Justin will meet with us this afternoon.”

      “Really? What made Justin change his mind?”

      “This morning’s interrogation.”

      Oh, boy. It’s just like we feared.

      I screw up my face. “Did Shen give him a hard time?”

      “Justin never said as much, but having been questioned by the man myself, I have no doubt he did.”

      I sweep my hands over my face. “Where and when are we meeting with them?”

      “There’s a picnic ground across from that nameless little island between Beldoc and Arles. Do you know it?”

      “Uh-huh. It’s roughly halfway between here and their place.”

      “They’ll be at that picnic ground at four-thirty,” Eric says.

      “Did you choose that spot, Monsieur Secret Agent OSS 117?” I give him a teasing look. “Wouldn’t it be easier for them to come to the pâtisserie, or for us to go to Léa’s house?”

      “It was Justin’s choice, Chef.” Eric’s sober tone drives my smile away. “He sounded agitated, almost paranoid. He’s scared.”

      I search his face. “Does he have a reason to be?”

      The door chimes, and Eric rushes to greet the customer, pretending he didn’t hear my question.
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      You know your tarte Tatin is ready when its crust darkens to the hue of Indian amber. I remove the pan from the oven and let it cool upside down before inverting it onto a serving plate.

      Ta-da!

      As soon as Flo arrives, I leave her in charge of the shop. Eric and I get into his newly returned minivan. Nothing seems damaged or put back together in the wrong way, so I guess we should be grateful for that. But instead of pastry, our rundown old friend smells of the luminol the cops must’ve sprayed to expose any invisible bloodstains. Fortunately, there’s an easy fix: a thorough airing and a few deliveries!

      Our destination is only a short drive away. In less than ten minutes, we reach the spot where the Rhône forks, hugging the nameless little island. Eric parks the van, and we walk down to the picnic ground.

      Unlike Beldoc’s riverfront, here the Rhône’s banks aren’t lined with concrete, but turf. The air smells of water, grass, and wildflowers. A few of the tables are occupied, some by families, others by young couples. Skimming over the hand-holders, I peer at the other women’s faces until I recognize Léa.

      She’s sitting next to a man in his mid-twenties who looks a lot skinner and scruffier than in his profile pictures. Eric and I take the bench across the table from them. Everyone says hello.

      In the silence that follows, we study our hands on the table. I turn toward the river and watch the afternoon sunlight glitter off the water. My secret hope is that Eric will break the ice. But he’s mum, and so are the Gillys. It’s as though they all expect me, the adult in the room, to start the conversation.

      Then again, I was the one who initiated this gathering, wasn’t I?

      I lift my eyes to Justin. “How did your interrogation go? I hope Capitaine Shen didn’t grill you too hard.”

      “I’ll never go there without a lawyer again.” Justin’s hands clench into fists. “He acted like he had proof I was a murderer!”

      “Do you have a lawyer?” I ask.

      He shakes his head, anxiety making his eyelids twitch. “They’re expensive, aren’t they? Can you recommend someone? I’ll have to see how much they charge.”

      “Hey, you have nothing to worry about,” Eric says. “You didn’t kill my father. Shen can try his hardest but as long as you don’t give him a confession, he can’t cuff you. He has no evidence against you.”

      Justin looks from Eric to me. The worry in his reddened eyes surrounded by dark circles turns into near panic when he glances at his sister.

      She meets his gaze. “Tell them.”

      The twitching of his eyelids gets so bad he presses his fingers to his eyes to stop it.

      “I trust Eric,” Léa says to him. “And he trusts Julie. We’re in no position to decline help, Justin!”

      He doesn’t respond, pressing down on his closed eyes, thinking.

      I wait.

      What is all this about? What’s making him so nervous? Did he actually kill Brice? It could’ve been an accident… How does one slash a man’s throat by accident?

      Oblivious to Justin’s torment, the river burbles peacefully, insects buzz all around us, and birds call overhead. It occurs to me that if he admits he killed Brice, I have no idea what I would do.

      Mom’s death has turned me into a sucker for justice, a firm believer in the necessity of retribution, in leaving no crime unpunished.

      And, it’s not just about punishment. Bad people getting away with crime makes good people angry and cynical. It makes the victims of those crimes lose faith and engage in irrational, self-destructive behaviors. I had my share of those throughout high school and in my early twenties. So did Cat. Dad is still neck-deep in them.

      That’s why it’s vital that crimes be punished.

      But when the crime was killing your mother’s killer, things become… muddled.

      If Justin killed Brice, he was wrong to do it. I would not condone it. And yet… Would I urge him to turn himself in? Would I blow the whistle on him? I doubt it.

      Finally, he releases the pressure on his eyes and levels his gaze with mine. “A couple of days ago, the gendarmes took a swab. Just procedure, they said. Because I wasn’t in their database.”

      I wait with bated breath.

      “This morning, Shen told me my DNA was a match to the DNA found on Brice’s face.” He looks at Eric. “I was there with Léa that night.”

      Clasping the top of his head with both hands, Eric draws in a craggy breath.

      Justin glances at his sister.

      She gives him a nod of encouragement.

      “What Brice did to our mom has haunted me ever since—” he begins.

      “It’s haunted both of us,” Léa chimes in. “We’ve both been obsessed with confronting him.”

      Justin strokes her forearm lightly. “But it’s always been about closure, never about revenge.”

      I nod. Color me gullible but I believe him.

      “That night,” he continues, “we confronted him. We told him what we thought about him.”

      Léa turns to Eric. “I told him it was a shame he hadn’t died in jail because that’s what he deserved.”

      Eric stares at her without uttering a word.

      “I didn’t know what to expect, how he’d react to that,” she continues. “I had a pair of scissors in my purse just in case.”

      Justin pulls back, frowning. “Why? I could handle him, Léa, you know that!” He addresses me, “I’m a karate black belt. Been practicing since Mom’s death.”

      Léa ignores his question and carries on. “Brice fell to his knees. He listened with his head low while we told him horrible things, and he kept saying he was sorry.”

      Her chest heaving, she turns away.

      We sit in silence for a few moments.

      “What happened next?” I ask.

      “He begged us for forgiveness.” She turns to Eric again. “I told him I would never forgive him. And then I said to Justin that I was done, and I headed for the gate.”

      “I should’ve left at that point,” Justin says. “Léa was right. We were done.”

      Léa takes her head in her hands.

      Justin stares at his right hand. “But I punched him in the face instead.”

      “Why did you do that?” Léa shakes her head. “You’d promised me to hit him only if he tried something stupid.”

      Justin curls and uncurls his hand as if trying to ascertain if he has control of it. “I don’t know. I guess a part of me felt let down. Here he was, repenting. Groveling. But I didn’t want that. I wanted him to give me a reason to beat the crap out of him.”

      I recall that the ME found no defensive wounds on the body.

      “Brice didn’t fight back, did he?” I say.

      “I punched him once and then again, to provoke him,” Justin says. “He didn’t even try to block. He kept his arms at his sides, and his face turned upward, ready to receive another blow.”

      Eric studies Justin’s face.

      For the first time since I’ve known him, I can’t read Eric’s expression.

      “Did you hit him a third time?” I ask Justin.

      “No,” he says. “I couldn’t, not with him refusing to defend himself.”

      “What did you do then?”

      “I called him a name and I left.”

      “What name?” I ask. Scumbag, like in my snapshot?

      “I don’t remember.” Justin looks me in the eye before turning his head toward the river. “I caught up with Léa on the street, and we went to my car.”

      Things are getting a little clearer, but there are still too many holes in this story.

      “All right,” I say. “You were the one who punched Brice but not the one who killed him. Is that correct?”

      Justin confirms with a nod.

      I cock my head. “If you skipped town because you were afraid your DNA might give you away, then why didn’t you do it immediately? Why wait?”

      “I received a note the day before I disappeared.” Justin pulls a folded sheet of paper out of his pocket and opens it out for Eric and me to read the printed text.

      
        
        I saw you kill Brice Dol that night. The judges will be lenient, but you are still looking at a few years in a high security prison. If I were you, I’d run.

      

      

      Eric and I stare at Justin.

      He folds the paper and shoves it back in his pocket. “Despite what this note says, I didn’t kill him. You have to believe me!”

      “Then why did you run? Why not go to the gendarmes with that anonymous note?”

      “That was a mistake,” he says. “I freaked out. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      I point at his pocket. “You could still show it to them and come clean.”

      “It’s too late now.” He shifts his gaze to Eric. “What are the chances Shen will believe I’m telling the truth?”

      “Slim,” Eric says. “Very slim.”
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      Before heading back into Beldoc, Eric and I promise Justin we’ll do everything possible to help him prove his innocence. Problem is, I haven’t the foggiest idea how we’re going to do that. Obviously, the best way would be to track down Brice’s killer. But as things stand, that seems an impossibility.

      “I can see now why Justin changed his mind about meeting with us,” I say to Eric as I climb into the minivan. “He’s in over his head.”

      Eric shifts into gear and presses on the gas. “Shen isn’t the brightest bulb in the box, but if there’s one thing he’s good at, it’s intimidating his suspects.”

      I fasten my seat belt and open the window. We chug down the road for a few minutes.

      Closing my eyes, I focus on the flutter of the evening breeze against my cheek. When I open my eyes again, I feast on the fields of lavender stretching far and wide on my side of the road. Some of it has already been harvested, but most is still intact. Rows upon endless rows of purple and silvery green undulate for my viewing pleasure.

      “Do you believe Justin’s story?” I ask without looking at Eric.

      “One hundred percent.”

      Do I believe his story?

      I’d say 75 percent, maybe 80. Definitely more than Filek’s. If I had to choose who to send to jail between those two, it would be a no-brainer, biased as it may be.

      Good thing I’m not a judge!

      Eric pulls over by the shop.

      When I walk through the door, Rose is in there, entertaining Flo and a few customers with tales of her newfound political ambition.

      As soon as we’re alone, Rose and Flo demand details.

      I invoke the sleuth-client privilege. What I do share is that both Eric and I are now convinced Justin didn’t kill Brice. I tell my sister and grandma that it looks like someone else was at the scene of the murder that night. A mystery man who killed Brice Dol.

      Rose rushes to her dinner date with Serge shortly after.

      Flo and I sell more macarons and the rest of the tarte Tatin.

      The woman who buys the last slice tells me a friend of hers sampled my gluten-free version last week. Said friend told her it was on a par with the Tatin she’d partaken of last year at the Hotel Tatin in Lamotte-Beuvron.

      The compliment makes me feel like I just wrote Les Misérables, sold the movie and musical rights, and cashed in the check.

      At eight p.m. we call it a day.

      I take a circuitous route home, hoping for the neuron-boosting effects of a brisk walk. The first thing that comes to mind as I turn the corner is my snapshot. Surprisingly enough, Justin’s story doesn’t contradict it. Rather, it offers me a fresh perspective on my vision.

      I freeze as it dawns on me what that perspective means. It’s a small revolution. Or, to borrow one of the fancy expressions Bruno loved to throw around, it’s a paradigm shift.

      So, the fragment of the past I glimpsed from my hole in the ground was not the murder of Brice Dol. It was the moment right after Justin’s second blow and right before the fatal knife attack.

      The blood I saw came from Brice’s nose or mouth, not from the slashed neck. That’s why there was so little of it! That’s why it dripped instead of gushing out like a geyser. That’s also why Brice was still upright on his knees, and not doubled over or lying prone on the ground.

      Someone else must’ve been there in the garden at the same time as Léa and Justin. Someone who lurked in the shadows, watched the scene unfold, likely hoping Justin would kill Brice. When he didn’t, that someone did it himself.

      My snapshot makes perfect sense now.

      As I start walking again, another realization hits me. This one is introspective. I have ceased to question my visions of the past. They’re real to me now, just like Cat’s visions of the future are to her.

      It’s the end of an era.

      Fifteen years of hiding my hallucinations, resenting them, discarding them, being the rational one to Cat’s wacko… goes down the toilet. As does the small fortune Dad spent on my therapists. Cat wins.

      As I pass my favorite clothing store, memories of that horrific day overrun my thoughts.

      I’m fifteen.

      It’s summer.

      We live in Beldoc, in a big sunny apartment where I share a room with Cat while Vero and Flo each have their own rooms. Cat and I keep petitioning Mom and Dad to repair that injustice, but our parents don’t seem to take that grievance seriously enough.

      I like my school and my friends, and I absolutely adore my new in-line skates. Life isn’t perfect but it’s damn close.

      It’s Saturday morning. We all pack our bags, get into the family car, and drive down to the coast to spend the weekend by the sea.

      The house my parents have rented this time is very cute.

      It has a pristine, brand-new feel to it. There’s a funny smell as we step in. The windows are wide open, and the landlord greets us with apologies. He tells Mom and Dad he’s been coming over every day to air out the house, and that the bedrooms are fine now because they were done first. The kitchen was done last, hence the lingering smell. That being said, the paint is nontoxic, the most natural kind he could find.

      Funny how I remember those small details after all these years!

      Mom tells him not to worry. We don’t mind the smell. The landlord leaves. We go to the garden and eat the lunch we brought with us—cheeseburgers and salad. Then Dad drives back to Beldoc because he has some urgent work to finish at the office.

      We spend the afternoon on the beach. When the sun starts dipping into the sea, we head to one of the nearly identical restaurants lining the beach and eat dinner. A live guitar band plays spellbinding music. Mom tells us it’s gypsy jazz.

      When we get back to the house, it’s already dark. The landlord’s natural paint stinks like a garbage can. Mom airs all the rooms again while we prepare for bed. We gather in the kitchen, where Mom shuts the windows to keep the bugs out and flips on the light switch.

      The house explodes.

      Just like that, it goes up and out in all directions amid sparks and flames. Windows shatter. Walls shake. Cabinets collapse. Pieces of glass, wood and metal shower down on us. We scream. Mom grabs Flo and yells for everyone to get under the kitchen table.

      We’re thrust into an apocalypse. Orange fire, red dust, black smoke… In the dark, coughing and scared, I lay in fetal position next to Cat and Flo. Mom is right behind us. I have no idea where Vero is.

      “Madame, it’s red,” a little boy says next to me, bringing me back to the present.

      His Mom throws me an admonishing look. I was about to cross the street against the red light.

      “Thank you!” I say to the boy. “You saved me. I’ll pay attention in the future.”

      He looks up at his mom, all proud.

      As I head down a stretch along the river, memories return.

      Despite the noise and the smoke, I never passed out. I was light-headed and short of breath but still fully conscious when the firemen’s siren blared, getting closer. A few minutes later, I was being lifted by strong hands and carried out of the collapsed house.

      Flo, Vero, and I got away with bruises and mild concussions. Even Cat, who didn’t regain consciousness until after the surgery for a skull fracture from a falling beam, pulled through without any serious aftereffects. Our PTSD symptoms were mild. Therapy helped.

      In an alternative reality, it could’ve been an experience that united the family, reinforced the bond, forged a special connection between all of us…

      Except Mom didn’t make it.

      I turn onto my street, awake to the world around me just enough to greet the shopkeepers and a neighbor I come across.

      As it turned out later, the remodeling of the kitchen hadn’t been done to code. A first contractor had camouflaged a gas pipe near the floor with plaster. His work had generally been shoddy, so the landlord had fired him and hired a new guy. The second contractor had painted the walls and installed baseboards. In doing so, he’d driven a tiny nail into the gas pipe which he couldn’t see. The acceptance and signing off were done by day. And then, later that week, my parents rented the house, and Mom turned on the lights…

      By the time the police pieced that together and went looking for the first contractor, he’d fled to Maghreb. He was never found.

      I enter my building, run up the stairs, and unlock the door to my apartment.

      Why am I thinking about that fateful day now?

      Ah yes, the snapshots!

      I had my first one that very week. Quite a few followed over the years, but only one—Maurice Sauve’s—proved to be meaningful.

      And Brice Dol’s? The jury is still out on that one. It derailed me in the beginning. Justin’s words misled me into thinking Brice’s murder had to be personal, driven by hatred and revenge. But what if it wasn’t?

      As I kick off my shoes and wash my hands, I know what I’ll be doing with the rest of my evening and, possibly, all night. Instead of watching Fazenda Passions, I’ll be revisiting everything I’ve learned about the case. I’ll reconsider every suspect and witness, focusing on nonpersonal motives.

      But where do I begin?

      I shuffle to the kitchen and fix myself a bowl of muesli with yogurt. Yes, it’s my dinner. Don’t judge me.

      Sitting cross-legged in the chair, I dig into my meal and decide, almost on a whim, that I won’t start with Filek. I’ve been stuck on him and Justin for days now, and frankly, I’m not even sure if I can come up with anything fresh.

      Say, it was neither of them. Let’s imagine it was someone else, someone with their own motive, their own reason to kill Brice. In the spirit of fresh perspectives, let’s assume that their motive had nothing to do with Brice’s past or with Audrey Gilly’s death. Let’s be adventurous and assume it had nothing to do with his time in prison, either.

      What’s left, then?

      The last few weeks of his life.

      What do I know about them?

      He hung out at home, hoping to reconcile with his son. He had a drink with Filek. He worked at Manuel’s garage.

      The garage!

      I need to go back there, snoop around, talk to Manuel once again. And to his staff. Just because Manuel didn’t know of any clashes between Brice and a coworker doesn’t mean there hadn’t been any. Typically, a boss hears about a workplace conflict only when it gets out of hand and needs arbitration.

      How many of the countless low heat conflicts that we, sous chefs at Maison Folette, waged over the years ever made it on the Chef’s radar? Four or five. And the CEO? Probably, none.

      I lift the now empty bowl to my face and run a tongue-powered prewash cycle, which is Lady’s job when she’s around.

      Tomorrow, I’m going back to Manuel’s shop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    
      Patience is not my strong suit. Once I’ve prioritized an action, it will gnaw at me and distract me from everything else until it’s done.

      Last night, when I decided to go to Manuel’s garage, I conveniently forgot that it was located too far and too high on a hill for my nonelectric bicycle. I also forgot it was Sunday today. That means the garage will most likely be closed, and the bus line not operating. It also means that Rose, Eric and Tino, who own cars, will be busy having a life.

      I could call a cab and hope the ride doesn’t ruin me. Or I could try Rose.

      To my surprise, it turns out she’s free between noon and four p.m., and she doesn’t mind driving me to Manuel’s shop.

      Did I mention I love her?

      When we arrive, the heat is at its worst. Rose finds a spot in the shade to park her little Nissan. The downside is that we end up having to trek in the scorching sun for almost ten minutes to get to the garage.

      As we walk, heat licks at my face and swaddles my body in an invisible duvet. Sweat trickles down my forehead. I wipe it with the back of my hand. Rose blots hers with a paper tissue.

      Still, this is preferable to climbing into an overheated car that stinks of sun-melted plastic and going back.

      The external gate of the property is open, and there are six cars and a black SUV parked in the yard. That’s a good sign. It means there are people inside, and not just Manuel but also some of his workers. I hope I can talk with them.

      Unfortunately, when we get closer, it turns out that the bay doors are rolled all the way down. The garage is, indeed, closed to the public today.

      We begin to round the big building, looking for a door or a window not obstructed by blinds. An open window would be ideal, but no dice. Then again, it makes sense they keep the windows closed and the shades drawn. It’s a smart thing to do if they’ve turned the air-conditioning on.

      “Why don’t we knock on the glass?” Rose suggests.

      “We will,” I say. “In a moment.”

      She raises her eyebrows.

      I don’t really know why I’m in no rush to make our presence known. A hunch? Unnecessary precaution? There will be time to figure that out later.

      Alerted by a sound, I press the side of my face to the glass, cup my hands around my ear, and listen. There are several people inside. They’re arguing, but I can’t make out what they’re saying.

      We keep walking, until Rose notices a small jalousie a few meters ahead. It’s above eye level, so someone forgot to close it when they turned on the air-con. We plant ourselves underneath. Yes! I can distinguish the words now. Better still, standing on tiptoe, I can glimpse the people inside.

      There are three of them. Two thickset men speak broken French with a heavy, unfamiliar accent. It isn’t Spanish, Italian, English, Nordic, Slavic, or Arabic. What could it possibly be? Their looks aren’t much help in determining their accent. Both have dark hair, one with a beard and the other one clean-shaven. They could hail from anywhere between Portugal and the Middle East.

      The third man sounds like he was born and raised in Provence.

      “The deal was ten,” the bearded man says, his voice laced with irritation. “Boss will be no happy if go back with six.”

      The local man spreads out his hands. “I know, I get it. But this is all I have for now.”

      The other burly foreigner rolls his shoulders. “This was not our deal. You breaking our deal. Boss will be angry.”

      They must be talking about used cars that Manuel’s garage buys, repairs, and ships abroad.

      “Tell him there’s a cop who’s a little overzealous in his investigation,” the local man says.

      The clean-shaven guy squints. “Overzealous?”

      “Asks too many questions,” the local explains before shaking his head. “If only you had taken care of those two asshats in a quieter way!”

      Uh-uh. Rose and I exchange a panicked look.

      “It was clean,” the bearded guy says. “He can’t tie us to them. I hope you do your job as good as we do our job.”

      The local man puts his chin up. “I never said the gendarme was close. It’s under control. Still, we must slow down until we can throw him completely off the scent.”

      “One little gendarme make you so scared?” The foreigners cackle. “Give us his name. We make him disappear.”

      Rose touches my arm, whispering, “I don’t like this, Julie. We should leave.”

      She’s right. We should. The pepper spray in my purse is no match against these three.

      “His name is Gabriel Adinian, he’s a captain of the Beldoc gendarmerie,” the local man says.

      What?

      Rose and I freeze. In a flash, I recall Adinian telling me about his investigation of the double homicide, and how he was following a lead involving stolen GPS systems and the Albanian mafia. Didn’t he say he believed there was a “missing link,” a local intermediary between the two parties? Well, it looks like one of Manuel’s employees might just be that link!

      I clamp a hand to my mouth as a light bulb goes off in my head. What if… What if… What if Brice had taken issue with this guy? What if he’d overheard a conversation, like Rose and I did just now, and confronted him? And the guy killed him to silence him?

      “We should go,” Rose mouths to me. “Now!”

      The door separating the office area from the rest of the garage opens, and Manuel comes out.

      He goes straight to the group of three men. “Keep your voices down, you morons! Someone might overhear you.”

      “Who, boss?” The local guy sweeps his hand around the garage. “It’s just us here.”

      I duck, turn my back to the wall, and flatten myself against it. My heart is beating so fast I struggle for breath.

      Manuel is part of this!

      The good Samaritan helping ex-cons get a fresh start, the compassionate soul insisting that Eric should have Brice’s paycheck, is involved in this ugly scheme. He condones it. Maybe even runs it.

      As soon as I’m able to draw a breath, Rose and I sneak away from the window. Every little noise we make seems loud as thunder, freaking me out.

      They’re too busy plotting Adinian’s murder, I tell myself. They won’t hear us. They’ve heard nothing so far.

      The ten-minute hike back to the car seems endless. Finally, we get in, close the doors and belt up.

      “We go straight to the gendarmerie,” Rose says, turning the key in the ignition.

      “Oh, oui!”

      Adrenaline pumps through my veins. I’m both relieved and exhilarated. As is Rose, if the color in her cheeks and the shine in her eyes are anything to go by.

      Whipping out my phone, I find Adinian’s number. Might as well give him a heads-up now. But my call goes straight to voice mail.

      Argh!

      Fired up as I am and busy calling Adinian, I don’t look back or in the rearview mirror for a while and don’t realize we’re being pursued.

      When I do, I turn to Rose, panic squeezing my chest. “That car—”

      “I know.” She stomps on the gas.

      The big black SUV that was parked in front of Manuel’s garage is quickly catching up. Rose pushes her Nissan to its limits, but her little two-seater is designed for leisure, not for survival. We’re simply being outpowered by the other engine.

      What will they do when they pull alongside? Will they force us into the rock wall on the right? Into the river on the left? Make us stop and get out of the car? Take us into the woods and execute us? I don’t know which option I dread more.

      Suddenly, we’re bumper to bumper.

      On a weekday, there would be a lot more traffic on this road, but today is Sunday. The few cars present screech and swerve around us, horns blasting and drivers yelling obscenities.

      Rose swerves to the right just in time to narrowly avoid tumbling down into the river. Every skid comes closer to a potential loss of control. Once again, she jerks the steering wheel, overtaking a taxi and a pickup truck, and putting some distance between us and the SUV.

      My phone rings. Adinian!

      “You tried to reach me,” he says.

      “Rose and I, we’re in danger,” I choke out, my eyes glued to the rearview mirror.

      The SUV is even with us now. Rose makes a desperate turn. I can see the cold, determined face of the bearded driver as we slip by them and scratch a lamppost on our right with a high-pitched shrill.

      The maneuver shakes our car violently. My phone flies out of my moist hands and bounces around the floor of the swerving car. I fumble for it, the seat belt digging into my chest. I can hear Adinian’s worried voice: “Julie! What’s going on? Where are you?”

      Finally, I grab hold of it. “A black SUV is chasing us on…” What was the name of this road?

      “D15,” Rose yells.

      “D15,” I repeat. “They’re trying to smash into us!”

      “Stay on the call! Can you read your pursuer’s number plate?”

      “Hang on!”

      As I twist in my seat, the SUV plows into us from behind. The shock thrusts my body forward, and the strap across my chest snaps taut. I drop the phone again.

      Somehow, Rose is still in control of the car, working to dodge the next impact. We bump into a van on our left.

      The car flips and skids sideways toward the mountain side, screeching and crunching. The air bags deploy. A nauseating blend of odors—chemical smoke, heated metal, burned rubber, and blood—fills my nostrils. Rose is upside down. The world outside the car is upside down. The blood from my nose drips upside down over my eyes and forehead.

      My mind grows foggy.

      I wonder if Rose is all right, if my nose is broken, if we’ll live to see another day.
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      The man kissing me smells lovely. His aftershave is nothing to write home about, but beneath its grassy freshness I detect the pheromones produced by the man’s own skin. Mmm! Before my brain has had time to inventory them, my body stamps them Approved in big red letters.

      I moan softly and grip the back of his neck.

      He stops kissing me.

      Oh, no!

      He pulls away.

      Why? Get back here!

      “Julie!” he calls in a deep, familiar voice. “How many fingers do you see?”

      Huh?

      Slowly, I open my heavy eyelids a notch and filter in the world through my lashes. A few wooly clouds blotch the blue sky. It’s sunny and hot, but the light is getting softer, like midafternoon. I’m lying on my back on a hard surface, and my head rests on something cushiony, but too flat to be a pillow.

      This isn’t my bed. Then again, if it were my bed, I wouldn’t be staring at the sky and the clouds, would I?

      An ill-defined hand obstructs my view.

      “How many?” the familiar voice asks.

      I study the hand, my vision focusing somewhat. But my mind is still cottony.

      What can we deduce from all of this?

      I’m outdoors, sunbathing. Capitaine Adinian—his form is too blurry, but I’ve recognized his voice—is hovering nearby waving his hand in front of my face and repeating a stupid question.

      Was it him kissing me earlier?

      He snaps his fingers a few times and opens them again. “Julie, please, concentrate! Help is on the way.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “How many fingers do you see?”

      “Five,” I breathe out.

      “Very good, Madame Cavallo! You’re doing very, very good!”

      And you’re acting very, very weird, Capitaine Adinian!

      I draw my eyebrows together and mumble, “What kind of guy kisses a girl and then asks her to count his fingers?”

      He scrunches up his face, as if trying to decipher my garbled words.

      I slur on, “You can’t call a girl by her given name only to switch back to madame a moment later!”

      He blinks.

      I’m not sure he understood.

      “Did you just speed-jilt me?” I stammer. “What a shabby way to treat your town’s only gluten-free pâtissier!”

      “Say what?”

      Wait—is this all a nonsensical dream? That must be it!

      I try to lift my head and look around. But my body feels languid all over and, what’s worse, sharp pain flares through my shoulder and neck.

      “Stay still!” Adinian barks before adding “please” as an afterthought.

      I let my body slump back down.

      My vision is now crisp enough to make out more human shapes in the general blur. “What’s going on? Where am I?”

      “You had an accident. You were barely conscious when I got to you.”

      It all comes back to me in a burst of nonsequential images. The Nissan flipping and skidding. The garage. The chase. Manuel. The men who tried to kill us.

      My eyelids fly wide open. “Rose! Where’s Rose?”

      “Don’t worry, she’s all right.” He waves to a fuzzy shape behind him.

      Grandma’s face draws close enough for me to distinguish her smudged makeup.

      “It’s over, my dear.” She strokes my arm. “You’ll be fine. You’re doing great.”

      My eyes squint toward my nose. I probe it with my fingers. It seems swollen.

      “It doesn’t look too bad,” she says. “Nothing that can’t be fixed.”

      “Rose managed to crawl out of the car, like a flexible gymnast,” Adinian says, gazing at Grandma with a mix of incredulity and admiration.

      “Yogini,” she corrects him.

      He turns back to me. “When I arrived, she was swearing like a trooper, trying to pry your door open.”

      “He was on his motorcycle, so he got here before the ambulance,” Rose explains. “The pompiers will be here any minute now.”

      I grab Adinian’s sleeve. “I need to tell you something. It’s important!”

      He bends down. “What is it?”

      “The men who were after us, they work for Manuel Favier.”

      “The garage owner?”

      “Yes. He’s involved in the GPS thefts you’re investigating.”

      Adinian stares at me, his expression grave.

      “We overheard their conversation,” Rose says. “Those men were nervous about you getting too close. They were plotting to eliminate you.”

      Adinian lips curl up into a crooked, infectious smile. “And much good it did them.”

      Sirens blare in the distance. An ambulance pulls up. Several paramedics with medical bags jump out. They check Rose’s and my vital signs. Three firefighters shoo away the onlookers and secure the perimeter.

      Adinian steps away to make a phone call.

      Two gendarmerie cars arrive next.

      While Adinian talks to some of the uniformed officers, I’m transferred to a gurney and covered with a shiny emergency blanket.

      From here, I have a better view of the surroundings. Broken glass is sprinkled over the asphalt. Bits of plastic and metal are strewn around Rose’s dented, raked, overturned car. The windshield and one of the windows are shattered. Inside, deflated air bags dangle, swaying in the breeze.

      “You and your granddaughter were born under a lucky star, madame,” one of the gendarmes says to Rose.

      A paramedic nods. “Looks like you’ll get away with sprained muscles and a few bruises.” She turns to me. “Maybe a broken nose and a mild concussion in your case. But nothing serious.”

      “You could’ve ended up in the river, like the other car,” a gendarme says, pointing out something on my left.

      Turning my head ever so slightly, I notice the broken guardrail. “What happened to our pursuers?”

      “They lost control of their vehicle, and ended up in the river,” Adinian says.

      “Did they drown?”

      “No. Both the driver and his passenger managed to free themselves and swim to shore.”

      I grimace. “So, they got away?”

      “Negative.” He smiles. “We picked them up a couple hundred meters downstream.”

      I turn to Adinian who’s back at my side. “They won’t talk, will they?”

      “It’s unlikely,” he says. “But we’ll charge them with attempted murder. They’re going to jail for a while.”

      I give him a questioning look. “What about Manuel and his employee?”

      “I just sent a team to bring them in.”

      Two paramedics begin to roll me into the ambulance, and a third one offers Rose his arm. She protests that she’s perfectly fine and can walk without help, but she leans on him, nonetheless.

      “Are you from Beldoc?” she asks the paramedic. “I’m running for mayor. You must vote for Rose Tassy.”

      He gives her an amused look. “I can’t, Madame Tassy. I’m from Arles.”

      “How unfortunate,” she says before adding, “I mean, for you.”

      Adinian treads slowly alongside the gurney.

      I look up at him. “How did you find us so quickly? I didn’t get a chance to give you the plate number or our exact location.”

      He tucks a loose end of my blanket in. “Don’t you watch any of the dozens of crime shows on TV?”

      “Er…”

      “I called the gendarmerie, and they tracked your location by triangulating your phone from the nearby cell towers.”

      “But of course!” I roll my eyes. “I knew that.”

      From a book, not from a crime show. But I don’t say that aloud. This is not the right time or place to divulge that the only TV show I’ve watched this decade is a Brazilian soap opera called Passions Burn Bright on the Fazenda.
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      The sky is a vivid, deep shade of blue, as you’d expect it to be in summer in Provence. It’s hot, but it’s after six, and there’s now an affectionate gentleness to the slanting rays that makes the heat bearable.

      Rose and I pick our way between the stalls of the market in Butte Royale toward the little square where she will speak in her official capacity as Queen of Beldoc. She’s been writing her address all day yesterday, typing like mad, deleting, typing again. I offered to help, but she declined it. She wouldn’t even let me read her final draft.

      She’s up to something… something she knows I won’t approve of.

      The town is celebrating lavender this week. There’s a reason most of the festivities of la Fête de la Lavande are held up here on Butte Royale. If you position yourself strategically with nothing in the way, you’ll be rewarded with a view to die for. A purple sea of lavender.

      It’s been only two days since the car crash.

      Rose came through unscathed, like a cat with nine lives. My condition isn’t as spanking as hers, but the doctors found nothing broken, not even the nose. The latter is still swollen though, compared to its normal size. The good news is I don’t look like Elephant Woman anymore.

      Thank God for seat belts!

      In related news, I was told to wear a neck brace to alleviate the pain and stiffness caused by whiplash. In theory, Rose was prescribed one, too. And she does wear it at home. But she refuses to be seen decked out in that “demeaning collar” in public.

      When I dared to suggest she should don it for the lavender harvesting festival, to protect her neck muscles in the crowd, she said, “Not for a million euros!”

      I’m pretty sure that if somebody was actually paying her a million, she’d put it on in a wink. But since no one has come forward with such an offer, the point is moot.

      When we pass Magda’s stand, I wave to her and slow down. She stares at my neck brace. I smile, expecting a solicitous question. I’ve been getting them from everyone I know over the past two days.

      But she just smirks and turns to the woman who’s looking at her display of soaps. “Mine are the best on this market, chérie! They’re the real thing with essential oils distilled in the area. All the others are cheap knockoffs made in Asia.”

      Rose whispers in my ear as we move along, “I do get exaggerating to make a sale, but Magda is out of control, lying like that. She deserves to be reported to the gendarmerie.”

      “Yes, she does,” I say.

      But who will do the reporting?

      Rose? I doubt it.

      Magda’s customer? Unlikely.

      I know I won’t. Here in the south, we don’t squeal even when it’s warranted.

      Not far from The Refractory Gaul, I spot Capitaine Gabriel Adinian in the crowd. Under normal circumstances, I’d be wondering if he’s here as a cop or on his free time to unwind. But today I’m asking myself something else.

      Did he actually kiss me two days ago at the site of the crash? Or was he performing CPR, and my shell-shocked brain misinterpreted it as a kiss? It’s also possible that the whole kissing sequence was just a dream.

      That all-important matter aside, I’m also burning to hear if the gendarmes found anything at Manuel’s garage or in his house that could tie him to the GPS thefts. If the Albanians and his employee keep mum under interrogation, it’ll be Grandma’s and my word against Manuel’s.

      Next time, I’ll remember to press Rec on my phone when eavesdropping!

      Adinian called me yesterday to inquire after my health and recovery, but he couldn’t discuss his case. He wouldn’t discuss the Brice Dol case, either. So mean! I’ve been thinking of little else these past two days while recovering at Rose’s.

      When I was discharged, Grandma put her foot down and declared I was staying at her house this week. She also decreed, backed by the traitorous doctor, that I wasn’t going into work.

      Neither of them knows it, but I snuck out yesterday morning while Rose was running errands in Arles and went to the pâtisserie. Eric was all alone, making all those extra macarons and sorbets for the lavender festival week. I had to give him a hand!

      But outside of that mission, I dutifully reposed in the garden bed in the shade of Rose’s cherry trees, read some, napped a lot, and cuddled with Lady, who’s a world-class napper.

      And I pondered Brice’s murder.

      My current thinking is that it was a tragedy in three acts.

      In act one, Léa and Justin lay into Brice while Brice is on bended knee, telling them how sorry he is and begging for forgiveness. In act two, Léa bolts. Justin stays in the garden a few minutes longer and punches Brice, who’s still kneeling and not resisting, in the face. Twice.

      While that drama unfolds, someone is lurking in the shrubbery, biding his time. He’s probably been there longer than the Gilly siblings, hiding, watching the action. I bet he’s keeping his fingers crossed that Justin will kill Brice.

      Is it Filek? I don’t think so.

      Manuel Favier’s crooked employee? One of the Albanian gangsters? Much warmer.

      Manuel himself? That proposition holds a strong appeal. When someone we think highly of disappoints us, we come to resent them more than we would a lesser person. The greater the past admiration, the deeper the loathing.

      Just one of the sad truths I learned from my divorce.

      Anyway, whoever it is, their mission is to silence Brice before he can make up his mind to blow the whistle on the GPS trafficking ring.

      Why didn’t Brice go to the cops immediately, as soon as he began to suspect something shady was going on at the garage, instead of confronting the villains?

      Well, the answer is pretty obvious. Brice didn’t report Manuel’s operation for the same reason I won’t be reporting Magda’s outrageous lies about her competition. Here in the south we don’t squeal. Sometimes, even when our life depends on it.

      To return to our tragedy, in the third and final act, Justin calls Brice a scumbag and stalks away. Brice is still on his knees, shaken, and trying to pull himself together. It’s in that precise moment that the lurker pounces from behind and slits Brice’s throat. He then wipes the knife on his own shirt and runs away.

      I shared this theory of the crime with FERJ. Flo, Eric, and Rose pointed out I have no material evidence to back it. Fair enough. It’s their constitutional right to be skeptical.

      But do they have a better theory, one might ask?

      Eh bien, non. They don’t.
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      Rose and I reach the little square with the church and the restaurant.

      One of the committee ladies—a different one than the last time—rushes toward us and hooks her arm through Rose’s. “Thank you so much for upholding this commitment despite the accident!”

      With a queenly nod, Rose adjusts the form-hugging shawl of her Arlésienne. “I take my royal duties very seriously.”

      “You’ll speak after the mayor, and then the Beldoc Band will play a farandole.” The woman leads her to the raised platform set up in front of the church. “May I have a look at your talking points?”

      This is the perfect time for me to go check on Eric and Flo. Our stand must be two aisles down. I start moving in that direction, but then Adinian catches up with me, and my priorities reorder themselves at once.

      “Madame Cavallo,” he says.

      “Capitaine.”

      “How’s your neck? That collar doesn’t look very comfortable…”

      “The neck’s fine, as is the brace, thank you.” Are we done with small talk?

      “How’s Rose?”

      “In top form as you can see.” I point her out. “By the way, shouldn’t you thank me for helping you solve your double homicide?”

      “We don’t have a confession yet. Still, the evidence is mounting and it’s solid.” He crosses his arms over his chest. “But I won’t thank you.”

      I move back slightly. “Why not?”

      “Although, I will admit that your tip-off about Manuel Favier was valuable. It certainly accelerated the investigation.”

      “But?”

      “But if I thank you, you’ll interpret it as condoning your actions. Which I don’t.”

      Pff, tell me something I don’t already know!

      He scowls. “You put yourself and your grandmother in grave danger. You shouldn’t have gone to the garage. You should’ve come to me!”

      “I went there to interview Manuel and his workers and see if anything new would come up in relation to Brice,” I say. “Believe me, I had no idea, not the slightest inkling that Manuel could be your missing link.”

      He rubs his chin. “Hmm.”

      “Please, Capitaine,” I plead. “You can’t keep me in the dark! What can you tell me about the cases, either yours or mine?”

      He bunches his eyebrows in feigned perplexity. “Yours?”

      “I mean, Capitaine Shen’s.” I huff, annoyed at my slip of the tongue. “I’m sure he keeps you in the loop.”

      A big, amused smile spreads across his face. “And I’m sure you have an excellent theory by now. Why don’t you share it first?”

      He doesn’t need to ask twice.

      As succinctly as I can, I present my three-act scenario. Gradually, his smile fades, giving way to keen attention and… do I dare to say the word?… respect. My tone grows more confident, and I conclude the third act with a deep bow.

      “Was I close?” I ask him, straightening up.

      “I’m impressed, truly.”

      I search his face for signs of tongue-in-cheek, but there are none.

      “Has Capitaine Shen figured out who killed Brice?” I ask.

      “He has.”

      I take a moment to let that sink in. “Who?”

      “Manuel Favier.”

      “I knew it! I knew it!” I cover my mouth to smother wild cries of jubilation.

      The gesture turns me into a pressure cooker ready to burst at any moment with trapped steam. To avoid going kaboom, I spin like a top, punching the air with my other hand and transmuting the steam into kinetic energy.

      My number draws curious glances and an amused smile from Adinian.

      Having decompressed, I adopt a more dignified stance.

      “Does Eric know?” I ask. “And Justin?”

      “Shen informed both of them this morning, and also Filek, that we had Brice’s killer,” Adinian says. “And that they were cleared of all suspicion.”

      An enormous weight is lifted off my shoulders. It isn’t just the relief I feel on Eric’s and Justin’s behalf. I myself haven’t been above reproach in this affair. I kept secrets from the gendarmes about Léa’s phone and about the note Justin had received before he fled to Corsica. That note, by the way, must’ve been written by Manuel who heard and saw Justin in Brice’s garden. The goal must’ve been to manipulate him into running away and thus incriminating himself. And it worked!

      But that information is irrelevant now, and I don’t have to feel guilty about hiding it anymore.

      “How did Shen establish Manuel’s guilt?” I ask.

      “His team searched the Faviers’ house. They dismantled the plumbing and found traces of washed blood—Brice’s blood.”

      “Wow.”

      “Wait, it gets better! You ready?” He eyes me with boyish excitement. “Shen found the murder weapon!”

      My eyes bulge. “Really?”

      “That was Manuel’s biggest mistake not to lose the knife but to scrub it clean instead. Or so he thought. Today’s forensic techniques do wonders.”

      “What about his alibi?”

      “His wife revoked her earlier statement about the night of the murder.”

      “Let me guess,” I say. “Shen’s superior interrogation skills bore fruit again.”

      “He didn’t have to use them. She was all too happy to denounce her husband.”

      “Ah bon?”

      “Last week, she caught him cheating on her with his accountant.”

      I put a hand to my cheek. “Oh là là, là là, là là! So, what’s her new version?”

      “On the night of Brice’s murder, she ate dinner alone. She was reading in bed when she heard him come in around eleven.”

      “He had ample time to kill Brice!”

      “Manuel went straight to the bathroom where he spent a good hour. She could smell bleach.” He sneers. “That’s what made her think he had a mistress, by the way.”

      “And she was right, even though he’d been otherwise engaged that night!”

      “She was still reading when he stepped into the bedroom. She noticed he wasn’t wearing the shirt from that morning but a rumpled T-shirt that reeked of stale sweat. He must’ve pulled it from the laundry basket.”

      “With that testimony, the blood and the murder weapon, Shen has a rock-solid case against Manuel,” I say.

      “He sure does.”

      There’s a detail that bugs me. “Manuel was far from stupid. I’m surprised he was so reckless as to keep the murder weapon.”

      “I can totally see why he’d hang on to it,” Adinian says.

      “You can?”

      “You would, too, if you saw that knife.”

      I look at him over the rims of my sunglasses. “What’s so special about it?”

      “What isn’t special about it?” He begins to count on his fingers. “Its superb ivory handle. Its dual blade. Its fifteen centimeters of deadly steel, expertly serrated, heavy, smooth, big enough to inflict maximum damage. Small enough to carry around concealed.”

      “That’s one scary list!” I wrinkle my brow. “Who are you, Capitaine Adinian?”

      “A military man,” he answers simply.

      Right. Of course. I keep forgetting that even though he’s dressed as a civilian, he’s a serving officer of the gendarmerie. And that the gendarmerie, unlike the police, is part of the army.

      As if mesmerized, I stare into his chocolate eyes framed by dark, thick eyebrows.

      He holds my gaze.

      Time slows down.

      A loud microphone tap brings us back to the festival.

      “My dear Beldocians and guests of our wonderful town!” Rose says into the mic.

      She glances at the committee rep who looks back at her, mouth pursed. I notice that the woman has the sheet of paper with Rose’s speech in her hands. Rose’s hands are empty. That’s odd.

      “I had prepared a long speech,” Rose begins.

      The committee woman folds the sheet in her hands in two, then folds it again, and again, and again, until it becomes a little paper cube.

      Rose rolls her shoulders back. “But I won’t read it out. Apparently, I’m not allowed to use this platform and my queendom to announce I’m running for mayor of Beldoc, or to ask you to vote for me.”

      Oh, no!

      Adinian cracks up. “She just did exactly that.”

      Rose beams. “Well, if I can’t read the speech I prepared, and since I don’t have a spare speech, I’ll just say I love you all, and… have a great time tonight!”

      People cheer.

      “Rose Tassy for mayor!” someone cries with a distinctly British accent.

      The committee woman motions to the band on the right of the podium to start playing. Then she dashes toward Rose, grabs her arm, and pulls her away from the mic.

      At the first sounds of the familiar tune, a large group joins hands and launches into a bouncy farandole.

      I’ve never enjoyed traditional dances but if a certain gendarme offered his hand now, I believe I could be persuaded to give it a try.

      The gendarme in question lifts his hand, palm down, and checks his watch. “I’ve got to go. Catch up later!”

      And then he’s gone.

      Rose and her bosom buddy Sarah pop up by my side.

      “Was that Gabriel?” Rose asks me, peering at Adinian’s back.

      “Yes.”

      “Did he share anything of interest?”

      I relay the news about Manuel as we head to my stall valiantly manned by Flo and Eric.

      The first thing I notice when we get to it is the longish line that has formed for our lavender sorbets and macarons. Excellent!

      The next thing that registers is the presence of Noam Toche, Beldoc Live’s star reporter. He doesn’t have his recorder, or his camera, or even a notepad with him. What’s he doing here, then?

      “I’m waiting to talk to Eric when he gets a chance,” he says in response to the question in my eyes. “I heard his father’s killer was arrested.”

      “That’s right.”

      “I want to apologize to him for that sloppy piece I wrote,” Noam says. “I never actually believed it was him.”

      “Your article suggested otherwise,” I can’t help pointing out.

      “There were no other leads, nothing else to write about at that time. But our readers expected me to have a theory.” He releases a heavy sigh. “I wish I hadn’t jumped the gun! It was amateurish, very unlike me.”

      I mellow a little. “If you deliver your apology with sincerity, I’m sure Eric won’t bear a grudge.”

      “I’ll do more than just apologize,” Noam says with eagerness. “I’m putting the finishing touches to my frontpage piece about the case. In it, I eat my hat and give Eric credit for the restraint and composure he bore this ordeal with.”

      Rose pats his arm. “Bravo, monsieur! Your editor in chief will be proud.”

      I step behind the stand and prepare to give my employees a hand.

      “You’re on sick leave, my dear!” Grandma calls, displeased, but I ignore her.

      “Julie!” A familiar-looking man in his mid-fifties plants himself in front of me. “Julie Cavallo! I was looking for your stand.”

      I gape, desperately trying to place him.

      “Bonjour, Monsieur Ponsard!” Flo greets him. “It was a pleasure to chat with you and your lovely wife at Denis’s party.”

      She turns back to her customer while gently tapping her foot against my ankle.

      I tap back. Thank you, Flo! You can be altruistic on occasion.

      Ponsard is a millionaire—or was it a billionaire?—exporting… or, um, maybe, importing I don’t know what. Denis told me when he introduced us, but I forgot. During the party, I barely exchanged a few words with this “silver fox” and his wife, but I remember him saying he’d heard about my pastries. I never forget things like that.

      “What brings you here, Monsieur Ponsard?” I ask, hoping he doesn’t expect to jump the line.

      “Just checking out the event,” he says. “And, as it happens, looking for you.”

      “Me?”

      “I’m planning a short cruise in the Mediterranean on my super-yacht.”

      “Er…” What does one say in response to such a statement? “Good for you!”

      “We’ll be a small group of friends, celebrating my wife’s fortieth birthday,” he adds. “It’ll be September, I think. October, at the latest.”

      “When is her birthday?”

      “It’s in August, but we’ll be in the north of Russia at that time. And I’ll be working, to make matters worse.” He makes a puppy face. “A business trip I cannot reschedule.”

      “I can totally see the appeal of the Mediterranean afterward.”

      He grins. “My wife has gone gluten-free recently, and I wanted to ask if you’d cater for her birthday.”

      “What, on the yacht?”

      “Uh-huh.” He puts his hands together in a prayer gesture. “Please say yes! It’s only a few days. There will be someone for the meals, so you’ll do teatime and desserts only. I’ll pay well, and the tips will be lavish, given how deep my guests’ and my pockets are.”

      Pay well… lavish tips…

      What if this gig was my ticket to closing the year in the black? No, let’s dream big! What if I could turn a profit and give Eric and Flo a Christmas bonus? And pay myself a salary at last? And be able to afford an accountant next year? And an electric bike?

      “How many people are we talking about?” I ask, doing my best to conceal my excitement.

      “Thirty to forty, including the crew.”

      “I’ll need an assistant.”

      “Of course!”

      “It’s a deal,” I say. “Please give me the date as soon as you have it.”

      “Absolutely! Will do.”

      We say our goodbyes and he saunters away.

      “Next, please!” I call out to the line, putting on the apron and chef’s hat I’d brought with me.

      Rose and Sarah exchange a look. Grandma has the same naughty gleam in her eyes as when she was writing her speech yesterday.

      I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

        

      

    

    
      On Monday, Rose suggested that Eric should do a memorial service for Brice.

      My sous chef’s first reaction was, “Not happening.”

      By Thursday, Grandma had gotten him to acknowledge, albeit begrudgingly, that his father had been sincere in his repentance.

      On Friday, Eric invited Rose, Flo and me to stop by his place on Sunday afternoon for a little private get-together. There would be very few people present, he warned, no speeches, no prayers or music. But he guaranteed a decent buffet and wine.

      It’s Sunday afternoon, and I’m mingling with a couple dozen other guests in Eric’s drawing room. People discuss the weather, the town, the Bal des Pompiers that I missed, the success of the lavender festival, their work and their vacation plans.

      Eric has forbidden everyone from calling this event a memorial service or to mention Brice.

      “It’s like playing Taboo, only sadder,” Flo whispers in my ear, before popping a finger sandwich in her mouth.

      Tino beckons to her, and she goes to him.

      I survey the room. Since we arrived, I’ve talked with pretty much everyone. I met Eric’s two cousins and his aunt from Besançon. I chatted a little with his closest friends whom I already knew, and with a couple more I hadn’t seen before. It’s been a tranquil, untroubled gathering save for two moments, both within the last quarter of an hour.

      The first one occurred when Capitaine Adinian entered the room. I had no idea Eric had requested his company. The second disturbance happened less than five minutes ago with the arrival of Léa and Justin Gilly. I knew Eric had invited them, but no one expected them to show up.

      Eric blanched and nearly passed out when they entered the room. Thankfully, Rose stepped in. Playing the hostess, she greeted them warmly and led them away to the buffet table, giving Eric time to collect himself.

      Perhaps I should pull myself together, too!

      Staying away from Adinian like some bashful sixteen-year-old who got blown off by a boy is too immature. Besides, I still have questions that only he can answer.

      I refill my glass and head to the window where he’s positioned himself. “Any new developments with your GPS trafficking case?”

      “We dismantled the whole operation,” he says. “Local farmers can breathe easy, until the next gang fills the void.”

      “Did any of the baddies confess?”

      “Not yet.” He takes a sip from his glass. “But we have a mountain of evidence incriminating the lot of them.”

      “Like what?”

      “Where do I begin?” He sweeps his hand left to right. “We found six of the stolen GPS kits in Manuel’s garage.”

      “Woohoo!”

      “His bank statements were pretty eloquent, too. They shed light on exactly how he laundered the dirty cash.”

      “Well done!”

      He holds up a hand as if to signal he hasn’t finished yet. “On Manuel’s laptop, we found spreadsheets with names. His accountant’s office yielded detailed records of every transaction. With receipts.”

      “She sounds like a good accountant,” I say, thinking about how much I hate bookkeeping.

      “She’s in custody, by the way. Her lawyer is advising her to talk.”

      “Do you think Manuel will talk?” I ask.

      “Considering the prominent role he played in the operation, and with the murder charges hanging over his head, I believe he’ll cooperate.”

      “What exactly do you mean by prominent?”

      “He wasn’t just the missing link between my homicide victims and the Albanians. He was the linchpin, fitting the cars with the stolen devices and providing the paperwork for their resale.”

      “He seemed to be such a noble figure!” I tut-tut. “He had insisted Eric keep Brice’s paycheck…”

      “Handing over the check was a pretext to try and find out how much Eric knew of Brice’s life after prison and see if Brice had mentioned Manuel’s criminal dealings.”

      Rose plants herself by my side. “I hope Manuel Favier rots in jail for killing a man who had changed so profoundly! Brice had become a better man. You know how rare that is?”

      Startled, I turn away from the window to discover that my conversation with Adinian is no longer private. Not only Rose, but also Flo has joined us in the meantime.

      “We aren’t certain yet why Manuel Favier killed Brice Dol,” Adinian says. “Maybe Brice had demanded a bigger share of the dirty money or tried to blackmail Manuel. There’s no evidence that proves his innocence in relation to the GPS thefts.”

      “There’s no evidence proving his involvement, either,” I say. “What happened to the presumption of innocence?”

      Adinian skews a half-smile. “The truth is, we might never know.”

      “But he told Léa and Justin he was sorry, that he wanted to atone,” Flo chimes in.

      Adinian stands his ground. “Yes, for Audrey’s death. He never said anything about wanting to become an all-around good guy.”

      “I believe that’s exactly the path he was on when Manuel killed him,” Flo insists.

      Rose wags her finger. “His Karma killed him.”

      I stare at her. “How do you mean?”

      “Brice had genuinely repented, and his Karma factored that in. That’s why his current life was cut short.”

      “Are you serious, Grandma?” Flo cocks her head. “Shouldn’t his Karma, if such a thing exists, have allowed him to continue his quest, given him a chance to make amends to Léa, Justin and Eric? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Rose flings her hair back. “It does, if you believe in reincarnation.”

      “Do you, Rose?” Adinian asks her.

      “Of course.” She gives him her best Mona Lisa smile. “I’m a holistic yogini, in body and mind.”

      Eric steps into our circle.

      Everyone shuts up and studies their feet. I wonder if he heard us discussing the taboo subject—his father.

      He turns to Grandma. “Can you please elaborate about that reincarnation thing?”

      Oh là là, Eric!

      “If Brice hadn’t changed so profoundly, he was going to die of old age and be reincarnated at the bottom of the food chain in his next life,” she says.

      “As an amoeba?” Flo asks.

      “No, that’s for abominations like Hitler.” She sucks on her teeth. “I’m thinking, a bed bug. Or perhaps a fly.”

      “That’s still a big demotion,” I remark.

      “Oh yes! He was going to go through all the reincarnations from there until he can finally be born as a human again.”

      She moves over to make room for Léa and Justin.

      Everyone falls silent again.

      “We couldn’t help overhearing your, um, singular theory,” Léa says to Rose. “Please, continue.”

      “Well,” Grandma shoots a glance at Eric whose eyes are riveted to Léa. “What happened is that Brice’s sincere repentance changed all of that. He’d cleansed his soul in this incarnation, in his current body, so Karma cut his present life short to rectify his cycle of reincarnations.”

      I gaze at her, unable to figure out if she’s being serious or making fun of us, rather tactlessly. Even for Rose.

      Eric peels his eyes off Léa and turns to Grandma. “So, Karma killed my father to fast-track him back to humanity, right? Manuel Favier was just a weapon.”

      His hooded eyes and sarcastic tone betray what he really thinks of Rose’s premise.

      “Exactly,” she says, unfazed. “Which doesn’t absolve Manuel of responsibility, mind you. But his personal Karma will keep track of his offenses.”

      “As will law enforcement, just in case,” Adinian interjects.

      Flo pinches the bridge of her nose. “Honestly, Grandma! What a load of nonsense! We live in a material world ruled by the laws of physics, not by Karma.”

      I completely agree with my cerebral baby sister, even if I do wonder which specific law of physics can explain my snapshots. Must be a law that hasn’t been discovered yet.

      Rose and Flo launch into their favorite debate about matter versus spirit. I’ve heard it many times before, so at some point I stop listening to them. Instead, my attention is drawn to something far more exciting unfolding right in front of my eyes while they argue.

      Eric’s hand brushes Léa’s.

      She doesn’t step away or withdraw her hand.

      Pretending to listen to Rose and Flo’s sparring, Eric gives Léa’s pinky a tentative stroke.

      I lift my wine glass to my face and keep watching their hands from the corner of my eye, absolutely captivated.

      Léa moves her pinky ever so slightly into Eric’s touch.

      He takes her hand in his.

      She steals a glance at him.

      No woman who’s ever been in love will mistake that look.

      For some silly reason, my eyes well up. A profound, philosophical, existential postulation forms in my mind, mobilizing all my brainpower and chasing all other thoughts away.

      Here it is, complete and unabridged.

      Aww.

      
        
        <<<<>>>>

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading this Provence Cozy Mystery!

      

        

      
        The third Julie Cavallo novel, “The Sinister Sailboat" is coming in October 2020.
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        Preorder now!
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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        To help other readers discover my work, and to encourage me to continue the series, please consider leaving a brief review.

      

        

      
        It’s easy. Just go to the book’s Amazon page, scroll down and click “Write a review”!

      

        

      
        Goodreads is another great place to share your thoughts about my books.

      

        

      
        Thank you!

      

        

      
        Ana

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE COOKBOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: easy gluten-free desserts]
          
        

      

      

      
        
        Did some of the passages in the novel you just finished make you want to bake?

      

        

      
        Then sign up for my newsletter and receive a free cookbook in your inbox!

      

        

      
        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/patissier
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        Ana T. Drew is the evil mastermind behind the recent series of murders in the fictional French town of Beldoc.
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