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Peril in Provence

The Mary Gray Mysteries, Book Four

Winnie Frolik


Prologue

Provence, October 28, 1937

 

The weather could not have been better for the Feast of St. Simon and St. Jude. The day dawned bright and sunny without a cloud in the too-blue sky and only the gentlest of breezes. Yes, there was an autumnal chill, but it was a briskness that enlivened and stirred the blood rather than keeping people indoors. It had been many years since the Feast Day had enjoyed such pleasant treatment from the elements. Throughout the day, the town square was filled with prize-laden raffle stands selling wines and cheeses. Rounds of boules were played with a level of intensity unseen since the days of duels. This year’s festivities had coincided with the arrival of several Gypsy caravans to the area, and they displayed such carnival acts as knife throwing and fire swallowing. A self-proclaimed seer set up a tent to read tarot cards, and soon a long line formed as all the girls in town waited to learn who their future husband would be. Fronsac, the local artist, made numerous sketches of everything he saw, imagining a new series of oils he would paint commemorating pastoral gaiety. Day became night, but the mood remained merry. The moon itself shone that night with golden radiance. So of course, some form of wickedness had to come along and ruin it. C’est la vie.

All this was quite obvious to everyone in hindsight, but initially on the evening in question, the mood was one of gaiety—even jubilation. For Munier, like all such villages, adored its fêtes votives.

Per tradition, the Feast was held in the town square. A small stage with a microphone had been set up where Mayor Farigoule gave his annual speech, followed by two of the local chevaliers. They spoke at length on the joys of community, fellowship, and the excellent harvest season that year as anxious toes tapped impatiently. The local priest reminded everyone of the spiritual nature of the occasion; St Jude and St. Simon were two of the original apostles and Jesus’s own cousins who would attain martyrdom in Persia. “Do not forget,” Father Benedict instructed, “that glorious St. Jude is the Patron Saint of Lost Causes,” before offering prayers and blessing.

Finally, all the fine oratory ended, and the true business of gluttony could commence as dinner was served. People sat wherever they could find seats. Madame Dellaire of the chateau and her nephew Maxim sat side by side with the peasants who worked her estate and their wives. The owner of one of the finest local vineyards dined alongside one of the area’s most infamous truffle poachers. The former had at one time threatened to shoot the latter if he ever caught him on his property. But for tonight at least, all was forgiven and the two happily broke bread together. Literally. They each grabbed a different end of a baguette, tearing it in two. Neighborhood dogs eagerly scampered below the tables, picking up scattered morsels and tossed bones. Neighborhood cats kept watchful eyes out from the alleys for the rats and other vermin who’d inevitably be attracted by the feast’s detritus.

And what a feast it was! Long trestle tables of rough planked wood groaned under the weight of their offerings: cheeses, baguettes, olive oil by the jug, canapés, bouillabaisse, rosemary-flavored chicken, roasted baby lamb with a creamy garlic sauce, and loins of pork stuffed with mushrooms. One platter even held a freshly caught wild sanglier, roasted and served with an apple in its mouth. And of course there was wine. It had been a fine year for the local grape growers, and in good Gallic tradition, everyone was now enjoying the fruits of their labor. Reds and whites seemed to flow endlessly at the table. It brought color to the English lady’s cheeks, and she talked faster. The young American polished off one drink only to find another thrust into his hands, seemingly out of nowhere, to enjoy. The two of them were a familiar enough sight—the English lady who regularly visited the local boulangerie and the American gentleman who was fond of taking country drives at lightning speed.

“Now this is why I love France!” he roared out to the crowd as he quaffed his glass before making a face. That, he thought, had not been one of the region’s better vintages.

Beside the stage and tables, another area had been cleared for the dancing that must always follow such a feast. By some miracle, people who moments earlier had been almost comatose through overindulgence were now on their feet and moving. An old white-haired Gypsy played the fiddle while his pretty young granddaughter danced with a tambourine. Monsieur Picard as per usual brought out his prized accordion. Many traditional old favorites were played, then the fiddler struck up the paso doble. Gaston the local innkeeper declined all attempts to cajole him to dance, preferring to instead sit on the sidelines and drink. There were plenty of others, though, who were happy to rise to the occasion. The barmaid danced with the local gendarme. The town butcher paired off with the baker’s daughter. Maxim gallantly offered his arm to the local schoolteacher to let her have a turn. Mayor Farigoule gallantly led Madame Dellaire in an impromptu waltz that earned a round of applause from all, including the mayor’s young wife Monique, who sadly could not dance that evening due to a sore toe. She, like Monsieur Duval the town’s pharmacist, watched the dancing from the sidelines.

Curiously, the American and Englishwoman were not there. Perhaps they did not like dancing. And then a couple of people felt drops of rain. Within a matter of seconds, the sprinkle became a torrent, and everyone was struggling to find shelter under the tents and newspapers. Farmers and gentry alike shook their heads glumly, not just for the end of the evening’s festivities but for what it meant to the broader climate. These were not the rains of summer with fat, warm, lazy droplets. No, these were the cold, pounding sheets of water that signaled the arrival of winter. Such floodwaters could sweep away entire fields and level streets as surely as a mine detonating. Worse yet, with the rain, they could feel the wind begin to change. The mistral had arrived once more in all its terrible glory. Uneaten crumbs of cheese and scraps of bread from the tables became airborne and blew among décolletage and shirt fronts. Tablecloths snapped and billowed like sails in full wind. Wineglasses and candles tipped over, and there was a moment’s concern for a possible fire when another disaster entirely intervened.

“Regardez!” a young boy called out, pointing above, and all eyes turned. Munier’s rampart walls, built over seven centuries ago, stood two stories high and along them lay a narrow path lined with a parapet. It had become almost as well trodden over the years as the city cobblestones. Atop those ramparts now were two figures. One male. One female. The latter had his arms around the former. Some in the crowd may have recognized the figures in question as being the foreign guests of Madame Dellaire. The American and the Englishwoman.

Normally, the sight of them out on a moonlit night together in physical engagement would signal an affaire de coeur. But this was no romantic liaison. Indeed, the two of them appeared to be yelling at each other, though their voices could not be made out from below. Some would later claim the woman’s face was contorted with unearthly rage. Others would say she looked frightened. Then there were those who freely admitted to being too far away to really see her face, but they didn’t get much attention. Honesty never makes for riveting testimony. What everyone from the square could see, however, was that the woman tore herself from the arms of the man with a heavy shove.

What was the purpose of the push? Was it, as the woman would later maintain, simply to get away? Was it an act of adrenaline? Or was it, as others would later charge, a deliberate act of malice? There would be a great deal of argument later about intention. It is truly remarkable how willingly people who have never claimed the gift of clairvoyance in the past would be in this instance to assert with full confidence that they—and they alone—knew to have been in the minds of the persons on the wall that night!

What no one could dispute was the result. When the woman pushed him, the man stumbled back on the parapet of the rampart wall…and went over. For one eternal moment, he seemed permanently suspended in the air. His mouth gaped open in shock, and his arms stretched up above him as if reaching for a rope to grab onto. Then gravity overtook him. The man hit the cobblestone street below with a sickening thud and a thick pool of dark liquid began pouring underneath his head. There was a moment of shocked silence.

Then came the screams.


Chapter One

October 30, 1937

 

Much to Shaefer’s bemusement, Mary insisted on carving a turnip for All Hallows’ Eve. It wasn’t, as Mary was the first to admit, the cleanest or most artistic of efforts, but still, she took great pride in lighting it up and putting it in the little back window.

As she and Shaefer admired their effort, they heard a knock on the door. “Telegram for Mr. Shaefer,” a voice announced.

“Shall I?” Mary asked. Shaefer was in his slippers listening to the radio.

“Ja!” He gestured.

Mary hurriedly answered the door to find an adenoidal youth holding out a wire message. She grabbed it, and as she read it, her face contorted.

“What is it?” Shaefer asked.

“It’s Harriet. She’s been arrested for murder.” Mary read on. “In France! She’s sitting in a prison down there right now.”

Most people upon hearing that a close personal acquaintance has been charged with murder would be overcome with shock. They’d find themselves at a loss for what to do. Mary Grey and Franz Shaefer, however, were not most people. The latter was a professional private investigator and the former his assistant and apprentice. They were certainly surprised by the notion; neither had ever known Harriet West to exhibit any kind of homicidal tendency. But it wasn’t quite the jolt to them as it would have been for anyone else. Shaefer in his years as a police detective in Berlin had been mixed up in countless murder investigations, and within the last year, Mary had gotten entwined in several as well.

Within an hour of receiving the telegram, the two of them were packed and on the way to catch the overnight ferry train to Paris. They took the unprecedented indulgence of booking a first-class sleeping compartment, reasoning that Harriet would almost certainly pay them back. She was, after all, a great heiress and quite a generous one at that. They also ordered freely off the dining car menu, though neither of them spoke much at dinner and they scarcely noticed their dishes. They were both lost in their own thoughts.

Almost a year earlier, Harriet had hired Shaefer to bring her brother’s killer to justice. He had done so, and her fee had helped him get his sister and her family out of Germany and sent safely on to New Zealand. Another, more unexpected result of the matter had been that Harriet West and Mary Grey fell in love. Hard to know what had been more improbable about the pairing—that Harriet and Mary were both women or the difference in social stature. Harriet was one of the wealthiest and most desirable socialites in England. Mary was the daughter of a seamstress and, at the time she and Harriet had met, had been employed as a district nurse. But for a few months anyway, they’d lived together in a fragile sort of Eden. Of course, inevitably Paradise had been lost and Mary had gone on to work for Shaefer while Harriet had run off to France.

Shaefer, knowing all this, worried about Mary. She and Harriet had separated only a short time ago. She’d hardly had time to get over her heartbreak, and this reunion was bound to stir up a lot of emotions. Criminal investigations required cool, impartial logic. He already knew Mary wasn’t going to be able to muster any of that here. But he also knew trying to prevent Mary from coming along would have been a hopeless cause.

Mary herself wasn’t sure exactly how she felt. She was caught between anxiety for Harriet’s future, anger at Harriet for leaving her in the first place, smugness that Harriet had in fact called on her in a time of crisis—well, her and Shaefer anyway. She couldn’t bear the thought of seeing Harriet again. She couldn’t wait to see Harriet again! It was like a pair of birds had taken up residence in her chest and were now pecking each other to death.

How would it feel to see Harriet again? She didn’t know. She couldn’t know until she actually saw Harriet. Yet knowing it was no use trying to dwell on the matter couldn’t stop her from doing so. It was as frustrating a situation as one could be in, and it was only after a great deal of tossing and turning that Mary achieved any sleep.

*

They arrived in Paris shortly after breakfast. Shaefer had traveled there before, but it was Mary’s first time. In fact, it was the first time Mary had ever been out of England at all. This was the very year the Paris Expo was being held, and under different circumstances, Mary would have been anxious to see it, particularly the Spanish pavilion with its supposedly shocking painting Guernica by that Picasso fellow. But there was simply no time to visit the Expo or to see any of the sights of Paris at all. Rather, a phone call to Harriet’s solicitors in England had gotten them money wired on credit as well as the name of a prominent Parisian attorney, Jean François Jorisse, who wanted to meet them. They immediately hailed a cab, and so all Mary saw of Paris were a few glimpses through the window of a speeding vehicle.

Jorisse’s offices lay in a quiet, yet prosperous-looking street of limestone buildings overhung with crawling ivy. Shaefer and Mary walked up a flight of dimly lit stairs to ring a buzzer, then down a corridor to a young woman at a reception desk. An extremely chic, fashionable young woman who wore an expression of determined ennui. She said nothing but with a tilt of her head indicated Mary and Shaefer could go in through an unlocked door. This led them into Jorisse’s office, a good-sized room decorated in a surprisingly modern style with sleek Danish furniture. On the wall hung several frighteningly abstract paintings made up of dark colors, squiggly lines, and no recognizable shapes. It was exactly the sort of art that Harriet had favored and which Mary had never quite understood the point of.

Jorisse was a distinguished-looking man of about fifty years of age with a heavyset figure, silver hair at his temples, and a perfectly trimmed mustache and beard. His suit was well tailored, and he smelled of expensive perfume. Well, technically it was called “cologne” rather than perfume, but what Jorisse wore was a finer and more flowery scent than you’d ever catch being worn by most British women let alone men. One could also tell at first glance that unlike any British lawyer there was no possible circumstance in which Jorisse would ever wear tweed. Nor did he seem the sort of fellow you could prevail on for a round of golf or, indeed, any rigorous outdoor activity at all. One modern trend Jorisse fiercely resisted was the cult of physical exercise.

“Bonjour,” he greeted them, holding out a manicured hand for Shaefer to shake. “Your reputation precedes you, Monsieur Shaefer.”

“You’ve heard of me?” Shaefer was pleasantly surprised by both the cordiality of the greeting and the firmness of the handshake.

“But of course! Even in Paris, we have heard all about the great detective Franz Shaefer.” Jorisse smiled. “It is an honor to meet you in person!” He added as a clear afterthought, “And you too, Mademoiselle…Grey? I did pronounce it correctly?”

“You did,” Mary confirmed.

“I understand Harriet West contacted both of you,” Jorisse continued thoughtfully, examining Mary. For while Shaefer’s presence was understandable, Mary Grey was something of a riddle, one he couldn’t quite unravel.

“Miss Grey is my dear friend and associate,” Shaefer cut in smoothly. “She was also involved in the investigation into the death of Anthony West last winter.”

“Ah, of course.” Jorisse smiled. “That explains it! But where are my manners? Both of you sit! Get comfortable.” They both did sit, though neither could do so with any degree of comfort in the modern Danish chairs.

“What do you know so far?” Jorisse began.

“Absolutely nothing, except that Miss West was just arrested for murder and that she has retained you as local counsel,” Shaefer responded.

Mary broke in, “Now whatever the hell is going on? How can Harriet be accused of murder in some place called Muh-neer?”

“Non, it is pronounced Munier,” Jorisse gently corrected her. “Now, the facts are quite simple. As you may have known, Miss West spent considerable time this summer in the French Riviera, primarily in Cannes. It was there she met Madame Hortense Dellaire. The Dellaires are a very old, very proud family in Provence. It seems that she and Harriet West became quite friendly and Madame Dellaire invited her to an extended visit at her family chateau near the medieval town of Munier. Miss West was not the only guest Madame Dellaire invited, or even the only foreigner. There was an American journalist, Bill Holbrook.” He paused significantly. “It is he who Mademoiselle West killed.”

“Don’t you mean allegedly killed?” Mary rebuked sharply.

“Non.” He shook his head firmly. “Did kill. She pushed him off a high wall and he died. It happened in front of dozens of witnesses, and Mademoiselle West has already freely admitted to the deed. As I said, the facts of the case could not be simpler. The only thing in dispute is whether she was justified in her actions or not.”

There was a long pause.

“I don’t understand,” Mary began, feeling as if her head had been pounded by a brick. Harriet a murderess? It couldn’t be! Could it?

“Mademoiselle West claims that in the moments before his death, Monsieur Holbrook was, and I quote, ‘acting like a madman.’ That he was yelling absurdities and physically assaulted her,” Jorisse recited in a calm tone. “He allegedly grabbed her by the shoulders and was issuing vague threats. Mademoiselle West claims that in her fear she pushed him solely to get away from him, and that his subsequent fall and demise were completely unintentional.”

“Self-defense then,” Mary interrupted with palpable relief. “Of course! That’s what happened!”

Jorisse arched an eyebrow. “That is what Mademoiselle West says happened. But the local gendarmes are not so sure. Mademoiselle West and Monsieur Holbrook had been seen a great deal in each other’s company in the weeks since they’d arrived at the chateau. The monsieur had a reputation for being popular with the ladies. Some say the two were lovers.”

“They do?” Mary asked more sharply than intended. “I mean, were they or weren’t they?”

Jorisse gave a Gallic shrug. “Who knows? They were supposed to be on familiar terms yet Englishwomen in my experience are so cold and reserved,” he opined, seemingly oblivious to Mary’s presence. She wasn’t offended but rather bemused. “But the point is the gendarmes, they hear all this, and they wonder if this could have been a crime passionnel.”

“Of course they would,” Mary grumbled bitterly. “Always looking for the most lurid explanation for everything.”

“Oui, a love of drama perhaps influences them,” Jorisse agreed. “Also, Miss West is English.” He added this part with grave emphasis.

“So?” Mary responded, incredulous. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“It means that as Miss West is a foreigner, she’s already more suspect in the eyes of the locals,” Shaefer spoke up.

“Precisement.” Jorisse nodded. “The people of Munier are a very provincial, old-fashioned lot. They tend to distrust strangers. Even Parisians such as myself are less than welcome there. A foreign woman like Miss West is automatically cause for deep suspicion. And there are reports she’s been mixed up in other deaths as well.” He eyed them quizzically.

“As a witness! She had nothing to do with the deaths of her brother Anthony West or Rachel Florry.”

“Nevertheless, Miss West is a woman with a most…colorful history, is she not?” Jorisse noted drily. “And that could go very badly for her at trial.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Mary protested. “That Harriet could be convicted just because she’s a woman from another country. Isn’t it ridiculous?” She turned to Shaefer.

“Sadly no,” he replied. “If there’s one thing I’ve become very aware of in recent times, it is how much being a non-native of a place can be held against you. Especially in the countryside. Prejudice is truly an international phenomenon.” There was a bit of an edge to his voice, and Mary was struck again at the fact that Shaefer’s position in England was that of a Jewish exile fleeing the horrors of his homeland. For him, gross injustice was simply a fact of life.

“Still, there is no guarantee as yet that Miss West will even go to trial, much less be convicted,” Jorisse hastened to assure them. “I understand the local procureur is still hesitant to draw up formal charges. A great deal will depend not only on public opinion but also whatever further facts can be found about Mademoiselle West in the days to come and whether she had motive.”

“Not just facts about Harriet,” Mary thought aloud. “But Bill Holbrook too. Whether he did in fact have a history of assaulting women or behaving violently when drunk. That would support Harriet’s defense.”

“Oui, but only if such a history could be found,” Jorisse noted shrewdly. “That is, I am sure why Mademoiselle West hired your services. For while everyone knows what happened, the questions of why and how are still very much up in the air. What for instance was Mademoiselle doing on the rampart wall with Monsieur Holbrook to begin with?”

“How would that be relevant if he attacked her?” Mary objected.

“Perhaps not but it is something people will be asking,” Shaefer interjected, and Jorisse nodded.

“Precisely! What was the exact relationship between Mademoiselle West and the deceased? How did their quarrel begin? These are all questions a jury will want answered, I can assure you.” He nodded emphatically. “You can imagine, then, how impatient I am to speak to my client.”

“Wait, you haven’t even met Harriet in person yet?” Mary was incredulous.

“I was only engaged yesterday, by her English solicitors,” he responded before he could be accused of professional negligence. “Moreover, I was specifically instructed to wait for your arrival. A whim, it seems, on the part of Mademoiselle.” A twist of his lips suggested Jorisse had not approved of that particular order. “As it is, the three of us are to drive to Munier together, where we are to meet Mademoiselle West and thereupon take up her defense together.”

Jorisse had a black Peugeot and a swarthy-looking chauffeur, Raoul, to transport them all to Munier. Since the Peugeot had seats for only four people, Mary chose to ride up front with Raoul to let Shaefer and Jorisse talk.

“By the way,” Jorisse told them both. “You can speak freely in front of Raoul. He has worked for me for many years and is the soul of discretion.” Raoul made no verbal answer, merely tilting his cap in response. “Also, Raoul is originally from that area himself. So we can trust him to find his way on the roads.”

“A local guide could prove very useful,” Shaefer agreed.

In the car, Jorisse and Shaefer engaged in pleasantries.

“You know, I have quite enjoyed reading about your career as a private investigator,” Jorisse confided as Shaefer modestly demurred. “But one thing troubles me. I can certainly understand”—he coughed delicately—“your desire to leave Germany.”

“Leave isn’t the word I’d use,” Shaefer corrected him. “Fled is the more accurate term!”

“But why London?” Jorisse wondered, though his real question was “Why not Paris?” For like all true children of the City of Light, it was inconceivable to Jorisse that anyone should choose to live anywhere else. Especially England with its horrible weather, rude people, indigestible food, and ugly tweed clothes.

“Why not London?” Mary spoke up defensively. “It’s the greatest city in the world!”

This was an assertion so absurd Jorisse could not even dignify it with a response, but merely a question.

“You’ve never lived outside of England, have you?” Jorisse suggested, and Mary bristled as sharp words came to her mouth.

“There were several reasons I chose England,” Shaefer cut in before an argument could begin. “For one, I am already fluent in English. I do not,” he noted wryly, “speak French. At least not with any degree of fluency,” he amended.

“That would be an obvious advantage for England or America then,” Jorisse admitted. “Still, there are plenty of English speakers in Paris. And you could have always taken up French lessons!” he chided them. For in Jorisse’s mind, no one’s education could be considered truly complete without a thorough understanding of French. He would acknowledge that fluency in other languages could be beneficial as well. Why else had his schooling included lessons in such a coarse tongue as English? But there was no getting away from the fact that French was clearly the most beautiful of all languages.

“Secondly,” Shaefer continued, “I already had contacts with persons in Scotland Yard who helped me get a passport and find investigative work. It is actually quite difficult to get refugee status in France these days,” he noted with a touch of bite in his voice.

“We cannot take just everyone who wants to come here,” Jorisse responded with an equal amount of bite. “We would be overrun! We have enough trouble with the constant tourists as it is. That is the one disadvantage of living in the most beautiful city in the world—everyone else wants to live here too. But I have no doubt an exception could have been made for the likes of you.”

“Perhaps.” Shaefer didn’t look convinced by Jorisse’s obvious attempt at flattery. “But finally, Britain seemed the safer choice to flee to in these times.”

“Britain? Safer than France?” This was as if someone declared a hut with a straw roof a sturdier dwelling than a mansion of red bricks.

“I mean no offense to your country,” Shaefer told him, all the while of course aware he was giving offense anyway no matter how much he attempted to soften it. “But the political situation here has proven somewhat…volatile.” He coughed delicately.

“We do go through a lot of changes in regimes,” Jorisse conceded. “And radicals on the Left and Right are constantly making trouble. They always do. Everywhere. Don’t you have your share of radicals in England?”

“We do,” Mary admitted. “Oswald Mosley’s a real bastard, all right. But his crowd aren’t the ones running the show in England, thank god!”

“Nor are they running it here in France!” Jorisse countered.

“Not yet at any rate.” Shaefer spoke quietly. “Still, my impression is that Britain is at present a more stable place to be. After all,” he noted wryly, “there’s a lot more ocean between them and Germany right now.”

“Even if you were right and Britain is safer—and I don’t think for one moment that it is,” Jorisse argued. “But even if it were somehow safer, I don’t think it would be worth it to be stuck among the British!” He shuddered. “Mon Dieu.”

“I can hear you!” Mary spoke up with some indignation.

“And surely even you can’t deny a great nation like France has a much better chance of defending itself against armies than a tiny island like England,” Jorisse went on. “After all we have the Maginot Line. I don’t see the British Isles making any great preparations like that for all of Churchill’s bluster.”

“It’s true, I’m less than impressed with the current British regime,” Shaefer allowed. “But nevertheless, I have grown increasingly fond of the country while I’ve been there.” This mollified Mary, and she practically beamed as he announced, “As it happens, I’ve now made some great friendships among the British people.” Shaefer gestured toward Mary. “And acquired a number of valuable professional contacts as well. In France, I’d have to start all over again from scratch.”

“So, we won’t be luring you to cross la Manche anytime soon then?”

“Only for this visit,” Shaefer replied firmly.

“Then we will have to make the most of it.” Jorisse’s good humor had returned. “Look at these views!”

Indeed, it was a very scenic ride from Paris to Provence and had Mary been in any mood to appreciate scenery she would have quite enjoyed it. Alas, her concerns were all on Harriet, and the beauty of the surrounding countryside was quite lost on her. So eager was she to get to Munier that she was quite put out whenever they had to stop for gas or the toilet. Or worst of all, when Jorisse insisted on having a very late—and very long—lunch at a certain quaint inn and restaurant he had patronized before.

“Why couldn’t we have just picked up some sandwiches to take with us?” Mary hissed at Shaefer as Jorisse amiably devoured a three-course meal accompanied by a bottle of wine. “We need to get to Munier!” She barely even touched her dish despite its fine aroma, unwittingly insulting the chef in the process.

“I’m afraid, Mary,” Shaefer told her drily, “that the French lack the appreciation for timeliness and efficiency possessed by we Germans or even for that matter you English.”

Having eaten and drunk so well, Jorisse happily fell asleep in the back seat of the car and began snoring. After a moment’s reflection, Shaefer decided there was no point in depriving himself of rest and he covered his eyes with his hat to doze a while as well. It was only Mary—and of course Raoul—who remained conscious during the entire drive.

As they rode on mile after mile, the landscape became less and less developed and as they went further south, they saw more vineyards, olive trees, and even natural forests appear. Eventually, one began to see the silhouettes of the fearsome Alps in the distance. Mary looked out at the scenery and marveled at what a strange journey it was for her to be making at all. She, the daughter of a lowly seamstress who’d clawed her way into the Queens Institute to become a district nurse, was now riding in a luxury auto in France in the company of a world-famous detective. Some days, even she couldn’t figure out how that had happened.

Despite Raoul’s excellent driving—he was, Mary thought, much better at navigating the Peugeot than Shaefer ever was driving his Aeroford—they did suffer the occasional hiccup. They came to a point in the road where an entire herd of goats was situated. The goats made no attempt to get out of the way of the approaching Peugeot but stubbornly stayed on their chosen path. Honking the horn had no effect. Nor did Mary getting out of the car and trying to manually shoo the beasts away. If anything, the goats only became more obstinate, and Mary suspected them of laughing at her under their beards. Now, as someone who’d spent a lot of time in the English countryside, Mary had become used to having roadways blocked by cows, sheep, and even pigs. But at least with other livestock species, the inconvenience had been entirely unintentional on the part of the beasts themselves. Whereas Mary couldn’t suppress the suspicion that the goats were, in fact, acting out of malice rather than ignorance. This, she concluded, was exactly why goats as a species were not to be trusted and were in fact synonymous with evil across the world.

“At this rate, we’ll never get there before nightfall!” she fumed while considering whether throwing a few well-aimed stones might improve matters.

“What can be done?” Jorisse shrugged. “Les chèvres seront des chèvres!”

Mary was in no mood for this sort of Gallic philosophy and might have said something inappropriate had a man in peasant clothes with a very shaggy dog not fortuitously appeared. It appeared the man was the owner of les chèvres in question, for his dog ran into the herd and nipped a few hooves and the goats dispersed.

“Merci!” Jorisse thanked him graciously. The man just grunted and went on his way.

*

It was very late in the day when they reached Munier, and the sun was beginning to set. Still, even in the fading light, the view was a grand one. The village itself lay upon a good-sized hill, and its limestone walls and tumbled roofs appeared to be cut into the very landscape. The bell tower of the church stood silhouetted against the sunset colors of oranges, pinks, and lavender. All was the same as it had been for centuries upon centuries. At first glance, one would think oneself transported back to the time of the Crusades. Even Mary was momentarily moved. Away in the distance they could hear the bells peal as human figures traversed the streets in the distance. It was a moment that seemed designed to be immortalized on canvas at the Louvre—or at the very least a picture postcard.
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