
  
  
      
        
          Second Hand Murder

          A thrilling, race-against-the-clock cozy mystery

		      
          Christa Bakker

        

        
          [image: ]

          Counting Blessings

        

      

    


  
  


[image: Next to a Christmas tree is an e-reader with the cover of Noëls Bells]



To sign up for my newsletter and get the link for your FREE copy of Noël's Bells, visit https://subscribe.christabakker.com/dbnl










  
  
A murder too close to home




After successfully solving several Beaujolais murders, I’m ready to hang up my deerstalker and focus on my photography business. A champagne party seems like the perfect way to find new clients! 

But my assistant is attacked, this heatwave just won’t end, and to top it all off, my criminal ex-husband shows up on my doorstep asking for my help. Moments after I've slammed the door in his face, one of my guests is murdered in my own home, and with my own shoe!

All fingers point to my ex, but I’m not so sure. Could it have been one of the other guests? And who keeps making these attempts on my life? This murderer is getting too close, and I can’t think straight! I will need the help of friends both new and old if I’m to solve this case. Because if I don’t, it just might be my last.
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1

Are you safe?





‘Are you safe?’ 

Franck’s words hung in the air and seemed to echo around me. Was I safe? I thought I was. But then why would he ask me that? That all too familiar feeling of unease crept up on me again.

Where was Franck? He’d asked the words, but I couldn’t see him. I was in some sort of room, but everything was a blurry, soft yellow. Where was I? Was I safe? I didn’t know! I needed to get to Franck. He’d keep me safe. But where was he?

‘Franck!’

Drenched in cold sweat, I opened my eyes to see the early morning light peeping through the gap between the shutters. The alarm on my smartwatch was angrily buzzing at me, but I could kiss it! Four years, five months, and three days of freedom from that man, and he still haunted my dreams. They’d only got worse after he was released from prison, now five months ago. I’d expected my criminal ex-husband to make good on his death threat, but any threatening thing that had happened in those months could have been explained by my overly suspicious mind playing tricks on me.

I turned to lie on my back and spread out to cool off. The day hadn’t even started, and I was already hot. I should probably open the shutters now and let the air in before it warmed up even more. I’d set my alarm for half past five, so the sun wouldn’t be fully up for another hour. What was I thinking, agreeing to help Céline out with this vide-grenier? I knew second-hand markets started in the middle of the night. Had I lost my mind?

I stretched, still unable to shake the fear generated by my dream, which had been part memory. Franck had asked me whether I was safe so many times. At first, I’d thought it was sweet, that he was being protective. Then I’d started to wonder.

Remember, we’re out this afternoon. Were we? He’d ask me if I’d forgotten again. Now, of course, I knew there was nothing wrong with me. That he’d been messing with my head all that time, and for what? Just so he could feel more in control. Well, I’d taken all control away from him.

Despite the heatwave, I shivered. Prison couldn’t have changed him so much that he would have forgiven me that. But not even my assistant Thibault, who was his nephew, had mentioned him in the past few weeks. Franck was just… there, in the background of my life, quietly threatening to make good on his promise to end my life.

I pressed my palms to my eyes and repeated my mantra. I am a strong woman and I won’t let Franck rule my life any more. It took a few moments for my body and my mind to believe it after the dream I’d had, but when the truth of my mantra had settled in, I slapped my hands to the bed sheets either side of me and jumped out of bed. I was a strong woman. Even early in the morning at five – I checked my watch – fifty! Céline would be here any moment now and I wasn’t even dressed.

Throwing on a light summer dress and hiding my unkempt hair under a scarf, I just had time to enhance my face with some nice lashes before I heard a car pull up. Wedge espadrille sandals in hand, I raced downstairs, where Thibault was already stacking boxes.

‘Beau? Aren’t you supposed to be asleep?’

‘Good morning, boss,’ he said pointedly, his muscles flexing as he lifted another box.

I cocked my head. ‘Can you maybe unbutton that shirt, and I’ll go get my camera?’ Why should pin-ups be just women?

Beau put the box down with a little too much force. Behind his back, Céline came into the room with her phone held high in front of her face. She’d obviously heard my remark.

‘May I remind you once again that I’m your assistant, not your subject?’ Beau grumbled, his voice not used to performing this early. After that one disastrous attempt, I had no intention of ever trying to do a shoot with him again, but I couldn’t help teasing him about it.

‘Aww, so I have to delete my pics?’ Céline asked. ‘They would look better if you’d get… just this one…’ She wrapped her arms around his chest from behind and reached for his top button. Poor Beau, who’d carried a torch for her for years but was thoroughly friend-zoned, could only close his eyes for a moment before his mask slid into place and he made a light-hearted swat at her hand.

‘Get off me! Find someone else to undress.’ He crossed his arms, and Céline and I both enjoyed the view.

‘Or what?’ She rubbed her shoulder against his arm. ‘You’re going back to bed? All nice and snuggly?’

Beau gave her a mock glare but pointed his finger at me. ‘You’re a bad influence. This used to be a sweet, innocent girl. Now look at her.’ He turned her by her shoulders and marched her out the door, picking up one of the boxes on the way.

To me, Céline still looked like a sweet, innocent girl. But they were almost ten years younger than me, and those years seemed to really count. Had I been as sweet and innocent as that ten years ago? I shook my head and slipped on my shoes. Even Céline was getting more flirty. Though she’d broken up with her boyfriend, he must have changed her in some way.

I sighed and went to close one of the boxes that was still open. I was supposed to have closed them all up last night, but I’d got stuck in a nostalgic mood. Most of what was in these boxes had belonged to my great-aunt Géraldine, who’d passed away some months before. My house used to be hers, and she’d signed it over to me on condition of me keeping some of her things for her. She’d said it was for when she’d return, even though she loved the assisted-living facility she’d had to retreat to. Now, it was time to let go of her things, but last night, after a glass of wine or two, I’d almost called the whole thing off.

I winked at the ugly clown candlestick holder in the box, sent Aunt Géraldine a mental kiss, and taped up the box. This morning, the whole lot could go. I’d have my memories with or without this stuff, and perhaps it would help Céline raise some more money for charity. Whistling a popular tune, I picked up the box and brought it out to Céline’s bakery van.

‘You’re in a good mood,’ she commented with a smile. ‘I wouldn’t have taken you for an early riser.’

‘I am a strong woman and I’m not going to let Franck rule my life any more,’ I said without context.

Céline giggled. ‘Good for you.’ 

But Beau looked up from packing. Ten months ago, he’d knocked on my door, asking for a place to stay. I’d wanted him gone ever since, but now I could see the moment of his leaving was coming – though I wasn’t sure he even realised it himself – I wasn’t prepared for the melancholy that brought me. I’d once called him the spotted one in a family of black sheep. That still rung true. I wasn’t sure what he was doing half the time and whether it was legal or not, but I’d come to think of him as my spotted sheep. My super fluffy, cuddly sheep with a blue bow around his neck.

My blurred gaze focused to show Beau frowning at me. I’d been staring at my sheep – assistant! – without realising it.

‘Are you okay?’

I shook my head. ‘Sorry, still half asleep.’ 

‘Well, wake up. We’re already behind.’

‘Yes, boss.’ I saluted him, then stuck out my tongue at his back, making Céline grin. He was right, though. Because of my nostalgia last night and my lateness this morning, we still had some packing and stacking to do when we should have been on our way to Villefranche, the city in the valley, a ten-minute drive from our village of Saint-Maurice.

Céline, the only one of us used to getting up early, chatted to us about other vide-greniers she’d been to. She liked collecting everyone’s unwanted things to, as she put it, make sure they were wanted again. With a smile like hers, she could probably convince someone to even want my ugly clown candlestick holder. But I knew some of Aunt Géraldine’s other stuff was actually valuable. I’d marked some antiques and pieces of art that my aunt had once told me were worth something so Céline wouldn’t ask too little for them.

In a crate near the back of the van, I spotted some things from the village hotel I co-owned. My business partner, Jeanette Ta, had overseen the entire renovation and apparently decided these bits of seventies decor were never to grace our hotel again. I couldn’t disagree. There were some mustard yellow and brown ceramic vases, a bulby, beige glass lampshade, and some paintings of Latina women and sad children. Céline would need all her powers of persuasion to shift those.

At twenty minutes past six, we finally shoved the last box into the van, and Céline drove us east into the valley. Seeing the sun rise above the city and over the vineyards around us was a sight I only experienced in winter, when it came at a time I was awake, but this was something else. Not the dark orange tones of winter, but an already bright yellow light lit up our faces and the whole Saône valley before us, all the way to the Alps in the far distance. Though Céline had to don her sunglasses and work the sun visor, I enjoyed every second of the silent beauty before me and was almost sad when we reached our destination.

August in France is the month everybody takes their holiday. Restaurants close – never mind the tourists – offices are empty, and even the strikers take a break. This August was no different, and with the heat added into the mix, anyone who hadn’t left town was staying indoors. The streets of Villefranche were deserted.

‘This is a good location,’ Céline explained while we started unloading. ‘It used to be an old market square before they built the school around it, so it has plenty of shaded spaces.’ She unfolded a chair and put a pack of water bottles on top of it. Our trestle table was set up under an old, wooden structure that provided ample shade for about twenty other sellers. Not everyone was so lucky, though. Some tables were set up around the edge of the square, almost against the brick school wall. Some were still in its shade, but others were already heating up, the owners squinting into the light and wondering how long they’d last.

‘Amateurs.’ Céline winked at me. While other tables were a mess of random objects, she’d laid out a colourful tablecloth and was now arranging her wares in a haphazard, but optically pleasing way. As a photographer, I appreciated her effort, though I’d never seen this quality in her before. The window displays in the bakery were nice but not especially eye-catching.

As if she’d read my mind, Céline sighed. ‘I can’t wait to get my hands on our window. Dad won’t let me touch it. He says the window display is a reflection of the baker, and he doesn’t want it filled with bunnies and squirrels.’

Beau snorted. ‘Does he think you are still eight years old?’

‘Hey, I still like bunnies and squirrels. I just wouldn’t put them in our window display, but try telling him that.’

We were only halfway through unpacking, but early punters were already lining up, some even checking in the van. Céline blocked their way. ‘Sorry, you’ll have to come back later or wait and check out my other wares.’

‘You should have brought Frou-Frou to guard the van,’ I said, knowing the little black Labrador would have been of no use at all.

Céline laughed. ‘She is the girliest of dogs. Loves it when I put little pink bows in her fur.’

‘It’s because you named her Frou-Frou,’ Beau said with disgust.

‘She does her name proud. But she wants to be everyone’s friend, so a guard dog, she is not. Besides, it would be cruel to have her out here in the heat once the day gets going.’

Part of me wanted to ask why it wasn’t cruel for us to be out here, but then, we did make that insane choice ourselves. Henri, the stray cat who lived in my garden and sometimes in my house, hadn’t shown himself in days. While Beau did most of the heavy lifting, Céline and I worked frantically to get everything out as quickly as we could. By the time we had everything set up, I was exhausted and sweating, but Céline had made a good number of sales already.

‘Some of them are collectors and bargain hunters, but most are traders, looking for things to sell on.’

My gaze travelled over all the items still left on and around our table. ‘My ugly clown is gone.’

‘Are you kidding? That was the first thing to go. You may think it’s ugly, but that was a highly collectable piece. Made the deaf children good money,’ she said with a satisfied smile.

Her charity du jour was a nearby school for deaf children. Her trips to flea markets had already supported bread for people in South America, wounded wildlife in the Beaujolais, historical buildings in Villefranche, and women hoping to escape prostitution. Naturally, everyone was always happy to give her whatever she could find in their storage rooms.

Beau handed us both a bottle of water and took the last chair. ‘Do you think we’ll be busy today? With the heat and all?’ he asked, taking a swig from his bottle and pulling his shirt away from his body.

A pleasant voice came from behind the table next to ours. ‘Count on it.’
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Why are you selling a basket of old keys?





The woman who owned the voice did not look like someone I would expect at a flea market. She was about my age, or perhaps slightly older, and immaculately dressed. Her outfit of an off-white linen top over linen trousers, paired with a slightly darker, long, gauzy blouse was so chic it made my mouth water. I’d already stolen glances at her table, which was covered with small stacks of antique lace. She’d arrived late as well, starting her set-up when we were unloading but finishing before we were done. But while I was fanning myself and trying not to look too hot and bothered, her tall, willowy figure exuded calm and elegance. 

‘Whenever I think nobody will come because of the weather, the real shoppers come out, thinking they’ll try to score a bargain without too much competition. Before you know it, there’s five people in front of you, all bidding for the same object. I’m Capucine, by the way.’ She stretched out her hand and we all shook it. Her grip was firm and dry, unlike my sweaty palms. I was a strong, confident woman. But this one impressed me.

‘Are you from Villefranche?’ Beau asked, his most charming smile seeming to have no special effect on Capucine.

‘I live on the outskirts. That long house with 1874 written in different coloured roof tiles? I suppose you won’t know it unless you have business in Saint-Maurice.’

‘Yes, we know that house,’ Céline said. ‘We’re from Saint-Maurice, so we pass it all the time.’

Capucine was delighted and engaged Céline in a conversation on other brocantes she’d seen her at. Beau and I sat back a little, smiling at whoever came to our table, but mostly trying not to fall asleep. I kept myself awake by thinking about the champagne party I had planned for that afternoon. I’d invited all my previous clients for an intimate do, hoping they would all bring two friends who might also enjoy the experience of a cheeky vintage-style photoshoot with me. Why I had thought it a good idea to get up extra early on the same day and sit on a wooden chair for hours was beyond me now, but I’d made my bed and would have to lie in it. Mmm, bed…

‘Coucou!’ Jessica Rose waved her hand in front of me to take me out of my daydream. Her copper curls gleamed in the early morning sunlight, almost as brightly as her smile. ‘Wake up! Not your usual time of day to be out, is it?’

I’d met Jessica when she saved me from destroying a priceless mural and had got to know her better when I consequently saved her from accusations of murder.

‘No.’ I had to clear my throat and repeat the word before it would come out. ‘I’m only accompanying Céline.’ Flapping my hand in Céline’s direction, I woke up enough to manage a smile for Jessica and her millionaire boyfriend, Alain, who was browsing the wares. ‘See anything you like?’

‘Why are you selling a basket of old keys?’ He held up an old padlock key with a mixture of curiosity and a degree of disgust on his handsome face.

‘Ah. That. I’m already free, you see.’ He did not see. How could he? I’d started that collection with the key to the house Franck and I had lived in. Truth be told, I stole it. Should have given it to the next tenant when Franck went to jail and I moved out, but that key was such an important symbol of my freedom that I couldn’t let go of it. Some of the keys in that basket I’d found. Others I’d bought at flea markets such as this one. Some belonged to old diaries or the windows I’d replaced when I moved into Aunt Géraldine’s house. Some keys came with stories, others were just part of the collection.

When Franck was released from prison a few months ago, I’d buried both my hands in the basket, wishing I could lock him up again. I’d stood there so long, my skin was dotted with little red marks made by the keys’ ridges, but when I pulled my hands out of the basket, the keys had lost their magic. It was as if I’d drained them of both the negative and the positive power they’d once had on me. Franck had locked me up, but I had broken out. Then he was locked up, but now he was released. Somehow, it had all balanced out.

Yes, he’d threatened to kill me. But that was the old me, who was still under his influence. The me who’d let go of her family and friends because of him. Right now, I was the new me. The me I used to be before him, but now even stronger because of him. There were still moments like this morning when I had to repeat this to myself, but I didn’t need the keys any more to remind me. And so, I’d packed them all up, even the pretty ones I’d framed and the little gold pendant Franck had once given me, and promised them to Céline and her worthy cause. The necklace had already sold, but the collection was still there.

‘So how are you?’ I asked Jessica so I wouldn’t have to explain the whole thing. ‘I haven’t seen you in a while.’

Blushing, Jessica glanced at Alain. ‘No, we… err… took a trip. Anaëlle – you remember her, right? – she took over the gallery and Alain had to help her with all the shady deals that came out of the woodwork. So when that was all fixed, Alain said he needed a break, and so we went, sort of, around the world.’

I grinned at her embarrassed happiness and she launched into an account of all the wonderful places she’d been and things she’d seen. For someone who’d started as a penniless kid from Marseille, she was doing the world’s wonders proud, describing both ancient monuments and some Peruvian child’s drawing with equal amounts of excitement. I sipped my water and thought that if I had to sit here and listen to her talk for another hour, it would be an hour well spent.

Unfortunately, Jessica had enough social sense to cut her story short. I made her promise to drop by for coffee at mine at some point so she could tell me more, and they moved on to Capucine’s stall. Capucine greeted Alain by name, so I raised my eyebrows to Jessica. I’m not curious. It was a social nicety. But Jessica gave a discreet shrug. They’d only been together a few months. She couldn’t have met all his acquaintances.

I couldn’t wonder about it long, though, as the crowd was thickening, and I had to tend to punters interested in Aunt Géraldine’s fruit bowl. As Capucine had predicted, almost everyone I talked to admitted they’d expected there to be fewer people around, but in the end, it was so busy that I didn’t have a second to myself until about eleven o’clock, when the sun had got so strong that most shoppers went back to air conditioning and thick, old walls keeping the heat out.

I lowered myself gently onto the chair, ready to jump up and help more people, but Capucine laughed.

‘No, that’s it for now. You’ll see that many sellers will pack up as well. I might do myself, actually. It’s supposed to get even hotter than yesterday.’

I winced, thinking of all the champagne in my fridge. Would my guests let the weather stop them from coming? I checked my phone, but no cancellations had shown up yet. Of the sixteen people that were supposed to come, there were three who were the most likely to drop out on a day like this. My oldest client yet, a lady of eighty-six, was bringing two of her friends. I’d loved working with her, as she insisted I leave every wrinkle in the picture. Even in the ones showing her frilly pants, as per my whoops-did-my-skirt-just-fly-up style. 

No ironing, or no money, she’d threatened. She didn’t have to tell me twice. I keep things as natural as I can, because a woman’s beauty is in her attitude. I want all my clients to have the confidence to show that beauty, no matter what they look like. If you’ve got it, own it. Whether it’s orange peel skin or a pizza dough belly, you’ve lived your life long enough to get it, and that’s worth something. Lady, you’ve earned that pizza dough!

Mind you, I didn’t say flaunt it. That’s a whole different story.

‘Perhaps we should go too?’ Céline raised her eyebrows at me.

I wasn’t going to stand in the way of that. ‘You’re the boss. Have we sold enough?’ I asked, more for politeness.

‘Plenty.’ She was already up and reaching for packing material. It seemed to me there was still a lot on our table, even valuable items. But Céline didn’t give them a second thought, so I got up to help her pack up. Thibault had spotted a friend and was talking in a shady spot some distance away.

‘Would you mind guarding my table for a minute so I can bring my car in?’ Capucine asked Céline, who nodded. The vide-grenier was now almost deserted, and like Capucine had predicted, most sellers were starting to pack up. 

Jessica appeared at our stall the moment Capucine had left. ‘Alain says she’s just an acquaintance. Apparently, her husband died rather unexpectedly. Thought you’d appreciate that little mystery.’ She winked at me and hurried to join Alain, who waved in my direction. 

I waved back, grinning when I caught Céline’s concerned stare. ‘Don’t worry about it. Ever since I solved a few murders, people have exaggerated the circumstances of other people’s deaths when talking to me. Invariably, these people weren’t personally known to them. Capucine’s husband probably just had a heart defect they hadn’t known about, or something innocent like that. I’m only sorry she had to lose her husband at such a young age.’

My own father came to mind. He’d been forty-seven when he passed away. Since Capucine wasn’t much older than me, her husband had probably been even younger. I hoped he hadn’t left her with children who couldn’t handle his death. I swallowed and decided to call my mother as soon as I got home.

‘If you have no other plans for this afternoon,’ I heard myself say when Capucine returned, ‘I’m throwing a party for prospective clients. I know you’re probably not that, but there will be champagne and a plethora of nibbles.’

Capucine raised both eyebrows, but after a moment’s silence, said, ‘Oh. Yes, that sounds lovely, actually.’

I gave her my address and the time, and continued wrapping objects in tissue paper. Though my invitation had been an impulse, I now rationalised that at least I wouldn’t be stuck with too much champagne. Who knew? If she had money, she might even be tempted to book a shoot.

I closed a box and looked around for my assistant. Where had Beau got off to?
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Keep an eye on Julie





Thibault winced as he motioned for the other man to join him elsewhere, out of sight of his companions. This whole thing had become far too complicated. When he agreed with Uncle Franck to keep an eye on Julie, it had all seemed fairly straightforward. It was already clear to the family that she hadn’t found the key and wasn’t looking for it, so she probably had no idea it existed. All Beau had to make sure of was that she didn’t do ‘anything silly’, as Uncle Franck put it, as long as he was still in prison and unable to do anything about it. 

At first, there wasn’t much to do. Beau had been happy to see Julie slowly getting back on her feet, contacting family and old friends, and eventually starting a new business. She’d moved to a small flat and also rented a room she used as a studio, but both were in Villefranche and Beau had been quite bored with so little to do.

And then she moved to Saint-Maurice. Packed up all her things and left Villefranche to go back to the village where she’d grown up. Uncle Franck had been furious. Wasn’t Beau supposed to keep an eye on her? Had he even made contact? Beau thought it prudent not to mention Uncle Franck had never instructed him to make contact. In fact, he’d said to make sure she wouldn’t suspect a thing and it would be better to stay in the shadows.

Well, that’s what Beau’s family did best. Franck had stepped out of the shadows, and look what happened to him. Keep yourself hidden, unobtrusive, and you can do whatever you like. Beau had known about Julie’s plans, of course. Keeping an eye on her had been the only task they’d trusted him with. They knew he liked her – much better than his own uncle – so they didn’t put much faith in his loyalty to the family. But what other options did Beau have? Short of truly escaping and making a life somewhere far away, he was stuck. And not just because of his family…

Casting a quick glance at Céline, Thibault grabbed the man by his shirt. ‘What are you doing here?’ He forced himself to let go, in case Céline or Julie looked over their shoulder.

Quentin, one of his father’s lesser minions, held his hands in front of his chest. ‘She’s getting rid of the keys.’

‘And?’

‘Well, obviously Franck wants to make sure—’

‘You don’t think I’ve checked them a hundred times over already? You can tell Uncle Franck that if this is how much he trusts me, he can do his own dirty work. I’m well over looking at wrinkly bums.’

Quentin grinned. ‘Maybe he can send me in. I’ll look at bums all day, even wrinkly ones.’

‘Get lost.’

Stalking back to the table, Beau sighed. Quentin wasn’t the worst. Most of the guys his dad employed weren’t all that bad. Bit creepy, bit dodgy, with questionable morals, yes, but most of them just didn’t know any better. If it hadn’t been for his mother, Thibault himself probably would never have questioned the life his family led. But even though he did, he was still caught up in it. Much more than Julie realised.

‘Ah, Beau, tac.’ Julie dumped a heavy box in his arms, which he assumed he was to take to the van they’d parked outside the square.

‘Thanks,’ he snapped but refrained from further snarky remarks. He caught the look Céline and Julie shared and gritted his teeth while he left the square and headed for the van parked around the corner. Be affable. Play the good guy. Wasn’t that what he’d been doing all along? He’d almost come to believe it at one point. How much easier would life be if he could just—

A sharp pain burst from the back of his head and shot into his shoulders, then his arms and his back. With a grunt, he sagged to his knees, dropping the box. But before he could hit the asphalt, strong arms grabbed him around his chest and dragged him off behind the van.

‘Sorry, Beau, it had to look real. You wouldn’t want this to happen to that sweet little girlie, right?’ Alexis, Quentin’s mate, did not sound sorry at all. He was taping Beau’s hands behind his back, but at the half-threat to Céline, Beau lifted his aching head, fighting the stars. All he achieved by opening his mouth, however, was that Quentin had an easier time gagging him with some dirty cloth. He tried pushing it out with his tongue, but Alexis wrapped a bunch of tape around his head to secure the rag. He could only hope Julie would mind his hair when she took the tape off later.

Almost for show, he struggled against his bonds, but it only made the other two chuckle.

‘You should know better than that, mon gosse. But don’t worry, we’re off now. We’ll leave your little ladies alone. For now.’

Beau glared and grunted at them, but they left laughing, the cardboard box on one shoulder. He rested his head against the side of the van. At least he was in the shade, and it wouldn’t be long until Julie or Céline found him. But Uncle Franck was getting more and more pushy. Beau got the feeling something new was up. Franck had to know the key wouldn’t be in that box. Beau had searched the whole house top to bottom several times over. The key was not there.

Over the past nine months, Julie had come to trust Thibault. She’d let her guard down and confided in him on more than one occasion. He was absolutely sure she didn’t know about the key. And yet, it wasn’t where Uncle Franck had said he’d hidden it. So where was it?

Still, stealing that box now was idiotic. However many bad things Franck was, idiotic was not one of them. There had to be something else at play. To Franck, finding that key was essential, so in one way or another, the key was part of whatever else was going on. But by making it so obvious, even to Julie now, Franck was shining a light on actions he’d wanted hidden all this time. Why was it suddenly imperative that Julie knew about the key and knew that Franck was looking for it? What else was he planning?

A loud, high-pitched gasp made Beau look up into the glaring sunshine. Céline stood frozen with a box in her arms, staring at him. Julie came round the corner and bumped into her. Contrary to Céline, Julie immediately sprang into action, kneeling next to Beau to carefully undo the gag. Following Julie’s lead, Céline then bent down to free Beau’s arms.

The first thing he did when his hand was free was gingerly touch his head where Alexis had hit him. There was a bump the size of an egg, but at least the stars had disappeared.

‘So?’ Julie glared at him as if he’d done something wrong.

‘What do you mean, “so”? These guys stole your box of stuff! What was in there, anyway?’

She looked confused. ‘So you don’t know who they were?’

Time for some more creative truths. ‘Come on, Julie, really? It’s not as if I know every petty criminal in Villefranche.’ Close, but not quite.

Céline looked about to cry. Lying to her was a thousand times worse. Julie had got herself mixed up with Franck, but Céline was innocent. Wincing, he hauled himself up, leaning on the side of the van until he could see straight. Somehow, some time, he’d get back at Alexis for this.

Céline made a tiny bounce, then jumped into a hug, her arms around his neck. ‘I’m so sorry!’

He wrapped his arms around her and never wanted to let go. Her body felt so good against his. He had to tell her none of this was her fault but selfishly, he wanted to delay the moment she’d pull back.

‘It’s not your fault,’ he murmured instead into her hair. ‘Not even one little bit.’

‘How can you say that? I brought you here.’ She pulled away slightly to look into his eyes.

Did she have to leave his arms so soon? 

But then she reached out and touched the side of his face, his neck, his shoulder, his chest, every touch leaving a burning mark on his skin. ‘Are you all right? Did they hurt you?’

‘Calm down, mon bébé, I’m all right. It really isn’t your responsibility when other people do bad things. Or even just stupid things.’ Beau included. Especially Beau.

She looked at him with tears in her eyes, and he pulled her into another hug, this time for her sake. Mostly. 

Julie was worrying her bottom lip, phone in hand. ‘So… do we call the police?’

Beau shrugged, reluctantly letting go of Céline. She stayed tantalisingly close to him, so he left his hand on the small of her back. ‘Was there anything of value in that box?’

‘That’s the thing. There was only my key collection and a few decorative bits of pewter. A small dish, a lamp base… Ordinarily, I wouldn’t hesitate telling the police about a mugging, but… it’s you.’

That made him smile in spite of himself. Julie trusted him, which might be naive, but she wasn’t stupid. ‘Oh, don’t worry, my father will hear about this. But we need to inform the police too. If these guys knew who I was, they wouldn’t have attacked me, which means the next time they do it, it’ll happen to someone who’s actually shocked. I think I can give a pretty good description of them.’ Complete with names and addresses. But tempting though that was, it would give away the game.

Julie sighed. ‘All right. Céline and I will finish packing. You sit in there and switch on the clima. We’ll report this and then go to Jeanette’s for lunch.’

Beau objected that he could help, but Julie wouldn’t hear of it and marched him to the van’s cabin. With nothing better to do, Beau couldn’t help but return to Franck and his reasons for having Beau mugged. It’s you… Julie had touched on something there that she herself had not even realised. Beau was sure to tell his father that Franck had had him attacked. Again. 

When Franck was released from prison, Beau had been shot at. Luckily, only his motorcycle helmet had sustained any damage, but Beau’s father had been furious. His mother had let slip that she’d never seen him so angry. Beau had no illusions that this was for Beau’s sake rather than because someone had had the audacity to threaten the great Patrick Fouquet’s inner circle. All Beau had ever heard about it afterwards was a note saying ‘Taken care of’.

He’d tried to find out more, of course. Was he really to take orders from a man who’d had him shot at? But other than vague rumours that Patrick and Franck had fallen out, it was obvious that, apart from being Patrick’s son, Beau didn’t really count in the family hierarchy. Nothing seemed to have changed after the shooting. Beau continued to live with Julie, looking out for any clues that she had more knowledge about Franck’s key than she appeared to have, but not knowing if he was supposed to pick a side, or what the side he was on was telling him to do.

He’d be crazy to do the bidding of a man who wanted him out of the picture. On the other hand, his father hadn’t given him any other orders. Hadn’t even replied to his messages. Not then, and he wouldn’t now after he’d been hit over the head and relieved of a box of worthless junk. Would anything change? Did being Patrick Fouquet’s son actually count for anything, or were other family members more important?

He huffed to himself. Of that last thing he was certain. She would know. But Beau hadn’t talked to her in years…
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