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Hollywood comes to Saint-Maurice!




I, Julie Belmain, do not read the gossip magazines. But even I have heard of the four Hollywood actors – superheroes no less – who have made reservations at my newly opened hotel. They’re here to read, garden, and bake, and I’m hired to photograph them enjoying it all. Tall, handsome, and muscular, they seem the epitome of goodness. 

But someone doesn’t agree.

When big, red letters spell out GO HOME on the hotel’s front window, I get just a little nervous about my hotel’s reputation. But with the discovery of a dead body right outside the hotel, I start to worry more about my guests. I soon find out that even with their whole lives on display, big names can have big secrets.

Sorting through stale baguettes, pétanque balls, and boxes of chocolates, I’ll have to work fast to figure out which secret is worth killing for, before the actors return to America, and I might never catch the killer…
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1

It’s too early for this





‘Aaah!’ 

In my mind, that was quite a civilised scream for the horror I’d encountered.

My assistant Thibault, however, practically broke down the door to my bathroom in his haste to rescue me. ‘Julie! What’s wrong?’ he panted, wide-eyed.

From my position against the shower door, I pointed at the monster on the little shelf under the round mirror. ‘Big locust. On my toothbrush!’

Beau went limp, except for the hand he slapped to his face. ‘It’s just a little grasshopper. How do you deal with life when I’m not around?’

As the surprise wore off, I adjusted my perception of the size of the terror still clinging to my toothbrush. It diminished just enough for me to take my eyes off it for a fraction of a second to glare at Beau.

‘Excuse me? You’re sleeping on my side of the courtyard because of some “little bees”.’ I exaggerated the air quotes as much as I dared move with that Thing so close by.

He straightened and stepped into the bathroom, stretching his hands towards the Green Fiend. ‘Yeah, but there are hundreds of them. Or at least, there were, until we smoked them out.’ He scooped up the intimidating insect with his bare hands, leaving my skin crawling all over, and carried it out.

I followed at a respectable distance. ‘What are you going to do with it?’

‘Put it in your bed.’

Raah! I knew it was supposed to be a joke. I knew that. But my immediate reaction was to shiver from top to bottom.

‘Can you open the window for me?’ He stood beside my bed, his hands forming a ball around the grasshopper from Brobdingnag.

‘Here? You’re going to let it loose right outside my bedroom? What if it comes flying right back in?’

He closed his eyes with a pained expression. ‘Just open the window. It’s too early for this.’

Still doubting the wisdom of this action, I shuffled towards the window, opened it, and pushed out the shutters. Thibault stuck his hands out the window and dropped the grasshopper, which plummeted to the ground.

‘Oh no,’ I exclaimed without a hint of irony. ‘I hope he hasn’t hurt himself.’

Beau only sighed as he fixed the shutters to the wall outside. ‘Will you be all right, or should I call someone from the trauma team?’ 

When I didn’t dignify his question with a response, he added, ‘You woke me up from a great dream.’

‘Did it involve Céline?’

His surprised gape negated the pleasing effect of the morning breeze playing with his blond mop. 

I rolled my eyes. ‘Oh please, you don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes for that one. Besides, you told me.’

Rubbing his eyes, he pushed past me on his way out of the room. ‘I know. But I was hoping you’d have forgotten about that.’ 

‘Aucune chance.’ It was probably just as well he didn’t see the enormous grin I sent to the back of his head. We hadn’t talked about – or even mentioned – his crush on the baker’s daughter since he confessed it at Easter. It was now July. This was a tremendous sacrifice on my part, but as I had been about to throw him out of my house after his snarky remark about the trauma team, mentioning her was the best compromise I could make.

‘Since I’m awake,’ he called from halfway down the stairs, ‘I might as well go to the boulangerie. You want anything for later?’

I suppressed the urge to sing about the baker’s daughter being at the bakery and very maturely answered, ‘No, I’ll be at the hotel later, so I can do it myself.’

He uttered something that sounded like d’accord, but since he was already downstairs by then, I assumed it more than I heard it. Suspiciously eyeing the shelf under the mirror, I entered the bathroom once more. That toothbrush would grace the landfill soon. But as I bought bamboo ones, I wasn’t too sorry for the Earth. Were grasshoppers particularly attracted to bamboo? In that case, I might have to rethink my reduction of the use of plastics.

Making a mental note to look this up, I took a new toothbrush from its wrapper and thought about my day. My client yesterday had been eighty-three years old. As sprightly as she was, she did have the wrinkles to go with her age, and not just on her face, if you get my drift. She’d been perfectly willing to show her frilly granny pants, but I now had a good amount of editing to do. Not that I was going to polish her up completely, but she had to look in the picture the way she’d felt during the day, which was just a few years younger than reality showed.

But before I started work, I’d have to pay a visit to the hotel in the village. Though I was supposed to be a silent partner, my friend Jeanette Ta often asked me for my advice and help in certain matters. The hotel had only been open for a couple of months, but already we were dealing with a major event. One of the most important global film celebrations, the Gala des Lumières, had just taken place in Lyon, and four of its famous attendees had decided to extend their stay. In our hotel. And of course they happened to be my best friend Tiana’s absolute heroes.

Literally. These four played superheroes in one of the most successful film series in its genre. Tiana had asked me to join her at various events surrounding the Gala, which I’d managed to dodge, but now I had to go and meet them after all. And I knew nothing about them. Perhaps I should stop in at Tiana’s on my way to pick up some pointers on how to deal with these men.

Determined to at least look professional, I selected my black cropped trousers and matching simple blouse with a pair of shiny Oxfords. With my hair in a low ponytail, I couldn’t have looked more French if I’d worn a beret. By the time I’d done my make-up, Beau was home with breakfast, and I went down to make coffee.

‘One more month,’ I declared.

‘To the day,’ Beau finished for me.

I grinned at him. ‘Do I say it too often?’

‘Every single day. Multiple times. Just in case I didn’t get it from the calendar.’ With an indulgent smile, he pointed at the kitchen wall, where a calendar had been open to August for months now, the tenth circled in thick red ink with the words LÉON RETURNS written on top, followed by several exclamation marks for good measure. If possible, I had only grown more smitten with the dusty economics professor, even though we only talked late at night because he was teaching in Michigan. For now.

Since Beau seemed in a good mood, I dared ask a seemingly innocent question. ‘So how is Céline today?’

He’d just been to the bakery. It could have been a polite remark and nothing more. Which is what I was prepared to defend in case he accused me of prying. Instead, he looked me in the eye over his coffee mug, took a long sip, then sighed and dropped all pretence. ‘Amazing, as always.’

I jumped on it with all the curiosity that had been building since Easter, though I needed to be careful not to scare him off. ‘I don’t get it. Her boyfriend gets jealous because she embraces you in the middle of the café – which wasn’t all that strange since you’d just been shot – so she breaks up with him. And still you do nothing about it. They broke up. Because of you! And yet, here you are sighing.’

Okay, so maybe I was just super curious and not all that careful. But it had to be said.

He stared at the coffee mug in his hands. ‘She just wants to be friends. She said so, years ago. And again after she broke up with him, claiming he was being jealous for no good reason because there was nothing more than friendship between us.’ He twisted his voice, but his imitation of Céline lacked some of the mocking accuracy of his other impressions. ‘He was jealous, which is ridiculous. You and I are just friends. He should know that.’ He sighed again. ‘Eh ben, I’m always there. If her feelings ever change, I’ll notice, non?’

I had nothing to say to that. Even if I could think of something, I didn’t want to poke a wound that was clearly painful. I glanced at the calendar. While I was looking forward to Léon’s return, he and I had quite the past too. ‘What a pair we are.’

He huffed, but it wasn’t really a laugh. We drank our coffee in silence, but though I felt for him and would love to spend the hours dreaming about Léon, my thoughts drifted towards the day ahead. I’d scheduled a couple of days without shoots so I could give my full attention to Jeanette, should she need it. As a matter of fact, though, I hoped she didn’t. I could use a few days just lying in the sun. Well, mornings, of course, now that it was summer. Only ‘mad dogs and Englishmen’ as they say…

Apparently, one or two of the film stars were British. I really should find out more about them. I checked my watch. Would Tiana be awake already? As a writer, she could fill in her own hours, which in her case meant late mornings. I decided to throw caution to the wind and simply drop in on her. Making Beau dodge by reaching out in a pretend attempt to ruffle his hair, I got up and put my phone in my purse. ‘Any plans for the day?’ I asked my own superhero.

Beau shrugged, which was all I would get.

‘All right, have fun with that. Tomates farcies for lunch, if you’re here.’

Patting the lion’s head doorknob as I closed the door behind me, I set off on the path towards Tiana’s house. As I made my way up the steep path, I breathed in deep. The dry scent of the trees around me mingled with that of cut grass rolling down the slope from a garden further up the hill. The church bell chimed nine. Surely nine wouldn’t be too early for Tiana? 

The steep woodland path led onto the little road that ended at the two houses belonging to Tiana and her neighbours, Catherine and Daniel. Both houses were new, but traditionally built with the region’s golden yellow stone. A low wall on the opposite side of the street separated the houses from a vineyard that once belonged to my family but had long since been sold on. 

‘Why are you here? You should be with them.’ Tiana panted slightly as she opened the door. Ordinarily, the door was unlocked and I simply entered, so she must have seen me coming through the kitchen window. ‘Are they here? Have you seen Will yet?’

‘Ti…’ She’d been a terrible friend lately. When she found out those film stars were coming to France, she absolutely had to have tickets to every single event they would be at. She dragged her boyfriend to the red carpet, where she camped out early in the morning, just to have a good spot in the evening. Lucas was into all of that comic-y stuff too, but even he was getting fed up. I’d caught him rolling his eyes several times already when she started on how handsome Will Rice was, and how he must be a good person or he couldn’t play one so convincingly.

Tiana buzzed with excitement whenever she spoke about these superhero movies, but Wilbraham Rice, who played Captain Canon, was her particular favourite.

‘Is he really that tall and muscular?’ she asked now.

I had to suppress an eye-roll myself. All these men were tall, good-looking, and muscular. They played superheroes.

‘Hello to you, too. Nice to see you so calm today.’ I had to physically push her out of the way to get indoors. ‘They won’t be here until ten, at least. And then they’ll have to settle in before I can get them dressed up in frilly skirts.’

Tiana stared, her mouth slightly open.

‘That’s not a good look on you. Also, you usually laugh at my jokes.’

‘Oh. Oh! Ah! I see, funny.’

‘Have you slept at all?’ The last events surrounding the Gala des Lumières had finished two days ago, which would have returned Tiana to normal, had it not been for Jeanette. I’d expressly told her not to mention the fact that the actors would be staying at our hotel, but she was only slightly less excited than Tiana. When Tiana and I were having lunch at the hotel the day before, we’d been within earshot of Jeanette – which frankly meant anywhere in the restaurant at that volume – when she instructed her staff on how to behave when the Hollywood stars would be there. Tiana had almost died.

‘Who needs sleep? I have to be ready by ten, so I can just-happen-to-be there.’

Taking Tiana by both arms, I guided her towards the sofa. ‘Ti, you’re scaring me. Sit down and have some tisane or something. Here, a comic. That’ll keep you busy while I put the kettle on.’

I shoved some colourful magazine into her hands and shook my head all the way to the kitchen. These guys had better leave soon, or my friend would not survive. While waiting for the water to boil, I stared out the kitchen window. The neighbours’ old Labrador was sniffing around the low wall. Suddenly, it whimpered and plastered itself to the stones.

I frowned, leaning forward to see what could have caused such fear in the poor dog. At first, nothing stood out, but then a man with a huge belly appeared. He was so big, he used a small electrical extension cord for his belt. I’d seen him around the village but didn’t know him. If old Banzaï was so afraid of him, however, that didn’t bode well for his character.

The man passed and the kettle clicked off. ‘So we’re clear? You’re not going to sneak up on my guests?’ I asked as I returned to the living room. Tiana softly snored in answer.
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You’ve got a nerve!





Having covered Tiana with a light blanket, I trudged down the road towards the village. Though my destination was eventually the hotel, my first stop was the butcher’s. I thought I’d beat the crowd if I went in early, but I was wrong. The bell tinkled overhead as I pushed open the door to the little shop and was assaulted with questions by half the village, none of them there for their lunch meats. The butcher’s had always been the centre of any kind of gossip, and by now everyone was aware of my famous guests. 

‘How long have you known?’ was Isabelle Cochon’s greeting to me as she handed a customer her meat.

‘Good to see you back,’ I replied. ‘How have you been?’

Isabelle had been away for several weeks, and nobody seemed to know where she’d gone. In her absence, the village’s biggest gossip had become its hottest topic of speculation and suggestion. But with the Hollywood stars staying at my hotel, she’d chosen the right moment to return and not be the target of everyone’s talk. No one seemed to have even heard my jab.

‘Are they staying for long?’

‘Can I get an autograph?’

‘I liked him in The Duke Who Claimed Me.’

‘Who, Monty? Wasn’t that the bigamy film?’

‘I heard he had someone on the side in real life as well.’

‘No, wasn’t that Ben Hjerson? His wife’s been looking miserable in photos lately.’

Isabelle huffed, planting a fist on her curvy hip. ‘If you can get arrested for bigamy, shouldn’t cheating come with at least a nice big fine? Paid to the spouse. Or community service. Also to the spouse.’

Several people murmured agreement. Sophia Labouche, a childhood friend of mine whom I’d lost contact with apart from the occasional greeting, ran a hand through her shiny, brown hair. ‘Or you could simply find someone who doesn’t cheat.’

One day, I’d expand on the passing greeting and see if we still had anything in common now that she was part of the Perfect School Mums team, but today was not that day.

Isabelle lifted an eyebrow but mostly ignored her. Madame Dufaux, another village regular, stroked her frizzy mane. ‘Hm. Mine uses the bread board to cut the vegetables, but at least that means no one else would want him.’

The bell above the door tinkled again, and Isabelle’s face contorted with rage. ‘Toi! You’ve got a nerve!’

Everyone, including me, turned towards the new arrival. It was the man with the monumental circumference I’d seen passing Tiana’s house.

Isabelle turned and grabbed a stale baguette she normally used for breadcrumbs. Wielding the thing high above her head with one powerful arm, she stormed around the counter with a battle cry worthy of Boudicca. Epic Belly Man stood nailed to the spot as she plunged her baguette sword into his stomach, to collective gasps from the audience. He turned pink, then red, then purple, garbled some outraged words but then fell silent and paled, his eyes bulging and his broad fingers clutching the spot where Isabelle had poked him. Without another word, he turned and left the shop.

‘Do you think he’s all right?’ Sophia asked.

‘What do you think?’ Isabelle scoffed. ‘He’ll have to get his meat from the supermarket from now on.’

A terrible fate indeed. I wondered, as did probably everyone else in the shop, what Epic Belly Man could have done to deserve this much fury, but nobody dared ask.

‘I’d like some mince, please,’ I offered instead. 

With that, most of the shoppers dispersed, muttering ‘Oh, la vache!’, ‘Bon sang!’ and long strings of ‘Oh, là là là!’, and setting off to other venues to gossip about this latest bit of excitement without its subject present.

‘Will that be all?’

Mais non, of course not. Tell me all the juicy news! But then, I was not a gossip. That kind of shortcoming was reserved for those less fortunate. ‘Yes, thanks. I do hope you won’t get into trouble because of… him.’

‘Pfff! Monsieur Louis Lutz doesn’t scare me. If anything, he should be scared of me.’

Another intriguing declaration. I thanked her and left the shop, drinking in the summer air filled with the scent of flowers and yellow dust from the gravelly square. This side of our magnificent church was in shadows, as usual around this time of day, but the sun’s rays sparked fire in the water droplets of the fountain in the middle of the square. Beyond it, on a bench overlooking the steep slope down towards the pétanque court, sat Louis Lutz, his expansive midriff rising and falling rapidly and with apparently considerable difficulty. His wheezing breath made me stop to see if he needed help, but as soon as I rounded the bench and looked his way, I remembered why I didn’t like him. Every time he looked at me, it was as if he looked through me. If that had meant he saw through me, or he looked into my soul, that would have been disconcerting enough, but he looked through me as if I didn’t exist.

‘Are you all right?’ I asked despite my reservations.

No response. None at all. Not even a blink.

‘Do you need help?’ I tried again.

This time he narrowed his eyes and actually looked at me. ‘From whom? You? I don’t think so. Go away, Butt Lady.’

I hadn’t heard that nickname in months, though I knew it was what the children at the village school called me. Part of me wanted to rebel, stay when he told me to go, but why would I help someone who clearly did not want me around? I could use my time better, so I turned towards the hotel and walked away without a second glance. It was half past nine. Time to face the music.

Looking up at the front of the hotel that was Jeanette’s pet project but had brought me mostly headaches, I brushed imaginary dust off my blouse before I entered the revolving doors. Now was not the time to worry about empty rooms or broken crockery. I finally got to enjoy the company of the guests instead. While that had in fact been one of the main reasons for me to be a silent partner – that I wouldn’t have to deal with the whims of holiday-goers – it now seemed a welcome change from only dealing with the administrative side of things.

As always when I entered the building, I marvelled at the change Jeanette had brought about. Gone were the dark wooden slats and the dirty orange carpet. In its place were soft pink marble tiles and lots of greenery everywhere. It even smelled fresh and floral. Next to the entrance was a little table with sparklingly clean glasses and a pitcher of water that the villagers had already discovered and made ready use of now the warmer months had arrived. The closing of the café had caused quite a stir at first, but when people found out the hotel’s restaurant would serve them the same good food for the same prices in a much improved environment, the murmur had quickly died down.

Now, the hotel lounge was filled to bursting. I hadn’t seen it this full since before we renovated and were about to remove an ugly mural the previous owners had commissioned. Though that turned out to be lucrative in the end, this crowd would probably not make us much money. They were here for one thing only. Well… four ‘things’. But they weren’t due for another half hour.

So when I approached a shakingly nervous Jeanette at the reception desk and the chatter behind me grew to an excited buzz, I did not expect it to be about the movie stars. However, when Jeanette looked over my shoulder and her eyes widened with even more nerves, I realised they must have arrived early. I quickly deposited my meat under the counter and turned round to greet our guests with the detached politeness none of the people here seemed capable of.

‘Good morning,’ I announced to the group of eight men, four of whom were significantly bulkier than the others, and two women that had entered, juggling suitcases, garment bags, something that looked like a hat box, and a whole bunch of other… stuff. ‘Welcome to the—’

‘This is ridiculous.’ One of the leaner men stepped forward. ‘Where are the porters?’

‘I…’ How would I finish the sentence? We were a small country hotel; there were no porters.

A tall Chinese-looking man with flowing, blond hair and a friendly face appeared next to the flustered older man. ‘Don’t worry about it, Guy. We’ll take care of the bags. Go enjoy yourself.’

The pinched lips and knit eyebrows showed considerable doubt about the amount of enjoyment possible in Saint-Maurice. His desperation to leave won out, though, and he turned his back to me, speaking in hushed tones to the other men. One of the women tried to listen in; the other studied her nails while tapping the floor with her white stiletto. Apparently, they reached a satisfactory conclusion, because Guy imparted a few last wisdoms to the blond man, squeezing his shoulder for emphasis. Then half the party scuttled out the door again, leaving only the tall men. One of them, a dark-haired, bearded man, watched them go but hurried after them as soon as they were outside.

The blond man came up to the reception desk, and from the corner of my eye, I saw our village guests all glued to their chairs, open-mouthed as if they’d never seen people arrive at a hotel before.

‘Sorry about that,’ the blond man began. ‘I’m—’

‘Ken Doo,’ Jeanette finished breathlessly for him. 

He laughed, clearly used to being recognised. ‘What gave me away?’ He leaned in confidentially. ‘It’s the hair, isn’t it?’

He was joined by an even taller but slightly less bulky man with brown, curly hair, who I pegged as British as soon as he opened his mouth. ‘Reservation for Egg, Hjerson, Rice, and Doo,’ he demanded in private-school tones. ‘And leave out the egg-fried-rice jokes, we’ve heard them all.’

‘Of course,’ Jeanette replied, tapping away on the computer. 

‘They’re not staying?’ I asked, craning my neck towards the door where the posse had disappeared.

‘We all preferred it that way,’ Ken replied. ‘We’ll have some peace, and they’ll go back to Lyon where they’ll have something to do.’ He made air quotes around those last words.

But before Jeanette could give him his keys, the man called Guy returned to the lobby. ‘We have a problem,’ he said, clutching his phone to his ear. ‘The photographer is ill. Food poisoning, of all things. In France! I said we should give up on the whole thing, but that’ – he used a word that made me flinch – ‘local tourist woman is holding us to our contract.’

The two men frowned, but before I could say anything, Jeanette broke into a wide grin. ‘Oh, but that’s not a problem. We have a photographer right here. A good one too.’ 

My eyes widened, and I tried to gesture to her to stop talking, but Jeanette was on a roll.

‘I’m sure she’d be happy to help you.’ 

Guy fixed me with a piercing look. ‘You’re a photographer?’ 

‘I…’ It seemed that was all I was going to say today. 

‘She’s really good,’ Jeanette repeated.

‘I’m a vintage-style pin-up photographer,’ I finally managed. 

‘A photographer is a photographer.’ Guy waved his hand to dismiss my objection. ‘If you’re free, you can do our shoots.’ 

‘Well… I am today… But—’ 

‘That’s wonderful luck!’ Ken said, taking his phone from his pocket. ‘What’s your name?’ 

‘Julie Belmain.’

He had probably typed me into a search engine because he looked up and gave me such a genuine smile that he almost won me over. ‘Wow, you really are good,’ he said as he handed the phone to Guy.

At this point the last movie star, who’d been quietly waving at the crowd, came up to them and peered at the phone over Guy’s shoulder. ‘Are you going to make us look good?’ he asked, his Australian accent the first thing I noticed. ‘I keep my saucy smiles for private use.’ 

‘I always make people look good,’ I said, slightly offended. The saucy smile I got in return did nothing to soften that pique.

‘You’re hired,’ Guy said. ‘My secretary will call you with the details.’ He stormed out of the hotel lobby, leaving behind two smiling stars, and one looking haughty.

‘Our keys, if you please,’ he demanded in the same arrogant tone as before. 

Jeanette handed over four key cards just as the bearded movie star came in through the front door. When all of them had retired to their rooms, carrying their own suitcases this time, I turned to Jeanette. 

‘Thanks,’ I said, scowling.

‘What? I thought you’d be pleased.’ 

‘I don’t do movie star portraits. I photograph women for a reason! I don’t even know what they expect of me.’ 

She had the good grace to blush but didn’t give in all the way. ‘You could have said no.’

Part of my anger was directed at myself for that very reason, but it was easier to blame her. ‘That would have made you look bad.’ 

She shrugged, and I turned to nod at the last people leaving the lobby now that the movie stars had retreated to their rooms.

Grabbing my meat, I took a breath. ‘You said there was a problem with the oven. Why don’t you show me that. We’ll forget about the photo shoot for now. I’ll see what it is they want. Maybe it’s just a few shots and I can fit them in whenever.’
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Tell me you’re single





Jacqueline Gavel cursed her feelings for the third time that day. Ordinarily, she had everything in her life well under control, but ever since she heard Ken Doo would be back, she’d done nothing but reminisce. At twenty-five, he’d been so full of life, and plans, and ideals, right when she was losing all of that. He probably didn’t even remember her, big film star that he was. She’d been twenty-nine at the time. She was forty-three now. 

Life, and plans, and ideals… They were still there, but they weren’t as shiny as he’d made them. Jacqueline always tried not to keep an eye out for mentions of him in the gossip magazines. They probably wouldn’t tell her the truth anyway. But she wondered if he was still as bright and warm as he used to be before he became famous. She’d picked up bits of information here and there, such as the fact that he wasn’t married. It still seemed important somehow, even though it had nothing to do with her.

After he left, life had slowly lost its sparkle. It was as if she was living under an eternal cloud. She’d got used to it. Sometimes that cloud was dark, sometimes it was white, but her life had lost most of its sunshine. She had her work, of course, which was important. She had lovely friends she spent as much time as possible with and she generally didn’t feel useless, but there wasn’t anything special about her life.

And now he had come back. Would he remember her? Would he try to find her? Would she want to be found? She’d contemplated driving to Saint-Maurice under the pretence of visiting her friend but had rejected that idea just as often as it came up. What if she did see him, what then? Would she come up to him? Say hello? Would she dare? 

She shook her head. Of course she would. She was a policewoman. She stood up to criminals and murderers; of course she would be brave enough to face an old boyfriend. But still…

Jacqueline leaned back in her chair, pressing the palms of her hands to her eyes. Paperwork. She had paperwork to do. That would keep her mind off the film star in the next village over. She opened her eyes and stared at her computer screen, read a few lines, and her thoughts wandered off again. She read the same few lines and thought about Ken. She read the lines again, then growled and got up, switching off the computer in the meantime. Maybe a walk would do her good. She could pretend it was for lunch, even though it was only ten thirty.

Naturally, that’s when her phone rang. ‘Gavel,’ she answered with her usual curtness, though she’d already seen it was her friend Julie calling from Saint-Maurice. Her heart leaped at the possibility of her friend coming into contact with Ken Doo. Would Julie have seen him? Would she have met him? What would she have thought of him? 

Not that it mattered. Jacqueline probably wouldn’t even see him herself, so why would she care about Julie’s opinion of him? She didn’t. This was probably about something completely different. 

‘Jacqueline…’ 

The hesitation in Julie’s voice filled Jacqueline with dread. Though she liked Julie, the woman had a knack for getting into trouble. 

‘I know this isn’t your job, really, but could you come over and have a look at my hotel window?’

‘Your hotel window? Why? Has it been smashed? Or is it just that you have a good window display that I have to see?’

‘Well… There’s a display of sorts. My window has been… besmirched.’

Jacqueline rolled her eyes. ‘Your window is dirty, and you want me to have a look at it?’

‘Well, it’s the way it’s been… soiled.’ Julie breathed in through her teeth, obviously not sure how to describe her problem. 

Sighing, she left her office. ‘All right, I was on my break anyway. I will be right over.’

Would she have time to pick up a spot of lunch in the meantime? Julie’s window didn’t sound very urgent. There was probably time to go get a brie-filled baguette.

However, once she’d bought said baguette, Jacqueline felt too guilty to eat it and placed it on the passenger seat beside her as she pulled out of the parking lot and made for Saint-Maurice. 

The whole ten-minute drive, Jacqueline’s heart was in her throat. She just happened to see a social media post last night about four movie stars staying at the hotel in Saint-Maurice. And now she was on her way to that exact hotel. The chances of seeing Ken were growing by the minute. What would she do if she saw him? Act natural? Pretend she had forgotten him? Or didn’t recognise him? 

What would he do in return? If she ignored him, would he be offended? If she smiled at him, would he think she still had feelings he wished she didn’t? 

Once again, Jacqueline told herself not to be led by feelings. Emotions only got in the way of logic, and she needed her wits about her. With Julie, you never knew. One minute it was a besmirched window; the next, there would be a body hanging from that dingue trapeze she’d installed in one of the hotel rooms. Circus theme. Right. Jacqueline hoped Julie was insured. That thing was a death trap. Or an invitation to broken bones at the very least. 

Thinking about the hotel had kept her mind from wandering off on tangents such as ‘Would Ken be there when she arrived’. But now that she approached the hotel, she saw what Julie had meant when she said the window was besmirched. In big red letters, someone had written GO HOME. They must have been quite quick about it, as the hotel was located on the main square. Though Saint-Maurice was only a small village, the centre of it usually entertained at least a few people frequenting the various shops and businesses. In summer, there were often tourists milling about, taking pictures of the old church and the sun-kissed landscape. 

At the moment, though, everyone was gathered around the hotel window, gaping at the big red letters and talking amongst themselves. Jacqueline didn’t need to hear them to know what they were saying. Who could have done such a thing, and for whom was it meant? She parked in the middle of the square, which wasn’t an official parking spot, but she always liked to make use of the perks that come with being a police officer. 

As soon as she got out of her car, Julie came running towards her. ‘Have you seen it? Can I take it off now?’

‘Hold on,’ Jacqueline answered. ‘Have you taken a picture? And let me take a sample of the paint, just to be sure.’ 

Taking out her phone, she began procedure, but her brain was already working on the crime. “Go home” could not be meant for someone who lived here, so one of the guests must be the target. Could it be Ken? He did have a history with the area, but why would anyone not want him here? She certainly did. 

But she wasn’t here for him, or for herself. She had to stay focused on the facts and not be distracted. She was here for Julie and her hotel window, and for whomever the message was meant for. 

Having scooped some of the still-wet paint into a little plastic container, she turned to Julie. ‘All right, you can clean it now.’

Julie stopped wringing her hands and signalled to one of her employees to start taking down the paint. 

‘Any idea who they meant?’ Jacqueline asked Julie. ‘It’s all right,’ she added when Julie hesitated. ‘I know about the actors. Do you think it’s them?’

Julie sighed. ‘I don’t know. We do have a few other people staying, but none of them seem… important, if you know what I mean.’

Jacqueline nodded. ‘Not worthy of this treatment. Yes, I get what you’re saying. Have you asked them about it yet?’

‘No, they’ve only just checked in. I didn’t want to bother them.’

‘Half the village is out here. Wouldn’t they have noticed?’

‘I think they’re probably used to crowds. Half the village was in there’ – Julie gestured at the lobby – ‘when they arrived.’

That made sense. Apart from Julie’s forays into crime-solving, the most exciting thing that happened in Saint-Maurice was usually the gossip. The arrival of famous film stars would stir life into the village. ‘Have you spoken to any of the other guests?’

‘Jeanette is doing the rounds, but most of our guests will have started their days by now.’

‘Is she talking to the actors?’ 

‘No, I told her not to, so they could get settled in.’ 

‘We’ll have to talk to them at some point. No time like the present. Are you coming?’ Jacqueline was already halfway up the stairs and Julie hurried after her. Not leaving any time for her thoughts to turn personal again, Jacqueline got the room numbers from Julie and knocked on the first door. But her heart still leapt when she heard a familiar voice from inside. 

‘Coming!’

The door opened and Ken’s smiling face appeared. Though his smile faltered when he recognised her, it only widened afterwards. ‘Jacqueline, I didn’t expect you here so soon. Or at all, really.’

She couldn’t very well pretend she didn’t recognise him then, but she had to remain professional. ‘Ken,’ she said curtly, ignoring Julie, whose surprised eyes flicked between her and Ken. ‘I’m afraid I’m here in a professional capacity. Someone has written “go home” in red paint on the hotel window. Could that mean you or any of your colleagues?’ 

Ken’s smile really disappeared at that. ‘No… At least, I don’t think so. As far as I know, I’m the only one who knows anyone around here, but I couldn’t think of anyone who would want me to go home. Perhaps they don’t like the upset to the village? We don’t intend to cause any trouble, but people do tend to behave differently around us.’ 
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