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A retreat into the wellness of art turns into a brush with murder



I’m worried. Why is my sexy assistant acting so strangely? Is he connected to the three deaths that occurred in and around Saint-Maurice on the same day? I promised the police that I, Julie Belmain, photographer extraordinaire, wouldn’t investigate, but this time it’s personal. 

With a friend under suspicion of murder and my mother on my case about the involvement of a famous spa resort, it’s impossible for me to keep my promise, but my assistant proves unreliable. Why is he late for work? Why does he disappear for days on end?

But most importantly, why does he get shot right when my ex-husband is released from jail?
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1

I want to see your pants





‘Lift your skirt higher! I want to see your pants.’ The things you say when you’re a peekaboo pin-up photographer… 

As a special favour to my friend Marie Madora, I was making an attempt at herding cats. Group shoots had never been my favourite and I usually tried to avoid them. My slightly naughty style of picture always made my subjects giddy, but in a group they tended to veer towards rowdy. And then, of course, there was always that one who had been taken hostage and wasn’t particularly comfortable. Today it was a timid woman named Amélie, plucking at her false eyelashes while the others preened in the dressing room mirror.

But I’d deal with her later. Right now, Marie had her moment in the spotlight – she practically danced towards the heap of magazines strewn about as though she’d tripped on them, then sat daintily on top. I’d met her a few months after I’d moved back to Saint-Maurice and had done a shoot with her before, but she’d made a mess of the pictures. Although she’d been born with a left arm that didn’t extend beyond her elbow, that hadn’t been what held her back. Today, holding up her skirt and petticoat with her hand and putting her stump to her surprised mouth, she’d finally got the hang of my style. And now that she didn’t hide her face under layers of make-up any more, she’d found confidence in her natural beauty. So much, in fact, that she’d convinced me to do a group shoot with her and her friends. Paid, this time, since I wasn’t trying to find out if she’d murdered anyone.

Looking back, it seemed outrageous that I’d ever suspected her, but then, I’d learned in the meantime that killers aren’t always the ones you’d suspect. Just as the people who become your friends aren’t always the ones you’d think. Like this bunch of women right here, who seemed mismatched in every way but were clearly very close friends. My friend Marie was a Dutch woman who’d made a fortune in inflatables. She’d brought a short, perky, black-haired Irish woman named Moira who said she liked things quiet and traditional, but who was staying in the new Centre de Prédiction a few hills over in Blacenas. Combining health and wellness with a kind of divination, that place was anything but traditional, though in spite of local and national advertising, I still didn’t know exactly what it was or did.

One of Marie’s other friends, Nienke, was also Dutch. I knew her because she was married to my mother’s friend Cédric. Her fiery red hair streaked with a blondish grey was a contrast to her gentle character. She spent most of her days crafting and knitting brightly coloured scarves and socks for orphans in Eastern Europe.

The only woman in the group who made me nervous was Amélie. While the others were now laughing and pointing at the photos on the wall, she couldn’t get into the spirit of my art style. In my experience, women like her were only thinking over and over again how much they did not want to be here, instead of opening their minds to the possibility of having a good time. I had some tricks up my sleeve, of course, but they required time alone with the woman in question, which often made the rest of the group feel abandoned.

And that is why I employed an assistant. He could take care of the group while I took one of them aside, and by the time I would have converted the one, the others would hardly have noticed I was gone. That was the plan. Usually. Today, my assistant hadn’t bothered to show up yet. Had he not knocked on my door asking to be my assistant? Should he not then at least try to be here when I needed him?

Ordinarily, I would have managed and later rubbed his face in the fact that I didn’t need any men in my business, least of all him, but Thibault had not been himself lately. So not only was he not here to help me, he added to my troubles by making me worry about him.

I finished up with Marie and had to make a decision on whether I’d take Amélie aside to do her solo shoot first or take everyone outside for the group photos. I wanted to capture the group while their energy was still high. But if Amélie wasn’t comfortable, she’d ruin the group photos too. 

I could, of course, try calling her by some animal name, like Beau always did, but I didn’t think that particular trick would work to my advantage. Wrong gender. Also wrong face, wrong age, and wrong character to call a woman my goat or my shrimp. Most women would let a handsome young man get away with flirty name-calling, but Julie Belmain, thirty-one and counting, was too dignified to make that technique work, despite her not-so-dignified profession. Ask all my thoroughly dignified ancestors: a Belmain sets the right example. They were turning in their graves because of me already, so I’d better not add insult to injury.

Maybe I could use the big fan? The skirt would go up, but the success of the picture depended on the client’s reaction. A surprised smile was what I was going for, not the embarrassed blush and deer-in-the-headlights eyes I would probably get. I suppressed a sigh and straightened my back, determined not to show my apprehension as I joined the group to fetch Ms Difficult.

Without my camera present, even she was having a giggle. With their colourful fifties-style dresses, red lips, and hairsprayed pin curls, the group looked transported from the Golden Age of Hollywood.

‘But don’t you agree?’ Marie was saying. ‘It’s weird being the same age as old people.’ The others protested with fervour, and she hastily added, ‘Present company excluded, naturally.’

Amélie grinned. ‘And then suddenly your spouse is getting old. It’s bad enough that I’m sagging, but why are the outsides of his beautiful legs suddenly bald? I did not sign up for this!’

Moira, the dark-haired woman, who had a prominent cleft lip scar, snorted. ‘Yeah, your life sucks.’

‘What? You know my son. He’s so annoying, France should use him as their secret weapon in the next war.’

A clamour of both objections and concurrences erupted, and I raised my camera and my voice to get them back to the matter at hand. Group shoot it was. Maybe the other women would sweep Amélie up in their excitement.

‘Ladies! I’d like you all to line up on the edge of the pool, please.’

While the others whooped and cheered, Amélie’s smile withered as she trudged after her friends. This could only end in disaster, but what could I do? I racked my brain for something – anything – to spark some enthusiasm without putting her negative attitude in the spotlight.

‘Amélie, you go in the middle. I’m going to make you the centre of attention. Come on girls, group hug around Amélie. Show her some love!’ It worked, if only a little. At least Amélie relaxed and even showed a little smile, but she was far from excited. ‘All right, now when I say so, raise your skirts as if you’re being splashed. Unfortunately, my assistant is not—’

‘Willing to get wet. But I can splash with the best of them.’ Beau sauntered out into the garden, carrying a fishing rod. Though tardy to the point of we’ll-talk-about-this-later, his timing was perfect. I didn’t know whether to be angry or relieved, but I couldn’t give voice to either in front of my clients, so he was forgiven. For now.

‘Don’t think you’ll catch much here.’ 

It sounded like a joke to the women, but Beau knew me well enough to hear the reprimand. There were only nine years between us, but that didn’t make me want to mother him any less. Instead of giving an explanation though, he turned with flawless aim to Amélie and bestowed upon her his starlight smile. ‘You look amazing.’

Magic. There was no other way to explain it. How else could he know exactly who needed the boost, and how else could he deliver that boost so accurately? Amélie seemed to grow two inches, her chest rising, and her eyes starting to sparkle. She pushed the others into position, lifted her skirt, and took on the perfect surprised pose, while Beau found a thick branch at the bottom of the garden to hit the water with.

The challenge here was to get all four women to look good at the same time. Hopefully while the water droplets were still flying, but that’s what post-production is for. I switched my camera to burst mode and signalled Beau that I was ready. He knelt by the pool while I told the ladies to move their chins forward and down. They dutifully obeyed me, but forgot immediately when Beau hit the water with the stick and they all got soaked. My camera rapidly fired off the shots. If I could have, I would have crossed my fingers, superstitious as it was. With a shot like this, you need a lot of luck.

While the women howled with laughter and tried to chide Beau, I quickly withdrew into the shade to check the pictures. One good one. Two. Maybe three. That would do. I let out a breath. After my failed attempt with Amélie, my confidence had been dented, but this helped me get back on top.

‘That was beautiful, mes dames. Can I ask you to retire to the dressing room for your next outfits and a refresh of your make-up?’

As they filed back into the studio, giggling and shaking water off their hands, I shot off a text to my make-up artist Maile to fix Amélie first so I could take her solo shots while the others were still changing.

‘Caught anything?’ My tone was light, but I had my scolding-mother face on.

Beau avoided my eyes. ‘Oh, I don’t use a hook. I just tie a piece of bread to the line and watch the fish nibble on it.’

‘How humane. It must have been fascinating to watch.’

‘Not as much as the change in that woman’s face just now.’

Oh! Could he get any more obnoxious? He knew I’d needed him just now, and he thought that made up for his lack of work ethic. Well, we’d see about that! 

After the shoot, of course. I still needed him.

I threw him one last seething look, which he pointedly ignored, and joined the women in the dressing room.

Amélie was enjoying herself now that I didn’t want anything from her. ‘They call this olive skin, though I have yet to encounter an olive of this colour. They’re either black, green, or purple, so someone with real olive skin would have to be from outer space.’ She held up her arm in demonstration.

Moira sighed. ‘I wouldn’t mind olive skin. Mine’s the colour of an old newspaper.’ She looked wistfully at the back of her hands.

‘There are skin-coloured olives,’ Nienke remarked. ‘But they’re called blonde olives, though anyone with hair that colour would not be called a blonde. Red, maybe, but most of them still have a tinge of green on them. It’s not a healthy colour, for skin or hair,’ she decided.

‘Wait till you see those mealworms at the Centre de Prédiction,’ Moira said. ‘Most of them look green, whether it’s from starvation, envy, old age, or some natural beauty mask.’

Marie rolled her eyes. ‘Why do you go there if all you do is rant about the people and the things they do? It’s not like it’s a cheap place. You’re still welcome to stay with me, you know.’

Moira shook her head with a grin. ‘No! I love ranting! I’m the only one who pays through the nose to not partake in the sage burning, mud baths, and floatation therapy. My wellness goes up leaps and bounds watching other people do that to themselves while I gorge on a smuggled-in bag of crisps.’

The others chuckled, though I heard Nienke mutter, ‘I burn sage sometimes. It’s very soothing. Though a little masculine.’

My make-up artist signalled me as she swivelled Amélie’s chair, and I took a step forward. ‘Ladies, I’m sorry to break up your fun, but it’s time for Amélie’s shoot. As you were.’

I took Amélie, who had completely defrosted, through to my office, where I’d laid out a few poses she could choose from. The others had already done so on their first appointment, but Amélie had been hesitant and I’d told her she could always choose in the moment. Now, she stepped up to my desk and immediately pointed to Hold the Phone.

‘If I do that one, could you make my legs look slimmer at the top?’

I smiled apologetically. ‘I don’t shave off pounds, but I do make peaches of oranges when it comes to skin.’

She thought about that, then nodded. A small smile slowly grew into a bigger one. ‘Oui… Yes, that would work. Let’s do it.’


      [image: ]The rest of the session went like a dream. With Amélie now excited, it seemed all my pictures were winners. I’d have trouble weeding later on. As much as I hated to admit it, I’d come to rely on Thibault for situations like these. Somehow, he could solve a problematic attitude in two seconds flat. After his late entry, he’d initially been his charming self, smiling and joking around, making all the women blush in turn by calling them his tigress or his lamb. But as the shoot progressed, he got more and more reserved, until Céline, the baker’s daughter, honked to signal the arrival of my end-of-shoot cupcakes, and Beau disappeared altogether.

‘Something wrong?’ Marie asked while the others attacked the cupcakes.

I shrugged. ‘He’s been like that since the start of the year. But you know, he’s twenty-two. Maybe being a photographer’s assistant isn’t his dream job after all.’

Her mouth fell open. ‘He’s leaving?’

‘I don’t know.’ I stared at the cast-iron spiral staircase leading to his apartment above the studio. ‘He hasn’t said anything, but it’s always a possibility.’

After successfully repressing the thought for the past few weeks, finally verbalising it made me sad. Beau had only been with me for a little over six months, and most of that time I’d spent thinking of ways to get rid of him. But now that he himself might be thinking of leaving, I realised I’d grown attached to having him here.

Marie gave me a pitying look. ‘Bigger dreams for his future, hein?’

‘I suppose I have those too. For him, I mean. He’s been learning about photography, and you should see his drawings! He’s going places.’ I sighed. ‘I just hoped he’d take a little longer getting there.’

Marie squeezed my hand, then reached for a cupcake and held it out to me. ‘Thibault replacement therapy?’

I burst out in a surprised laugh. ‘You’re terrible! I’d get fat within a week.’

‘Oh, just this once.’ She waved away my objection with her stump. ‘We’re going on a hike right after this, so you need the energy.’

I huffed. ‘Only because this is a cherry-filled one. Fruit is healthy, non?’

‘Exactly.’

We both grinned as we took a mouthful of butter and sugar.

Nienke had already finished her cupcake and was talking to Céline, who was lingering after her delivery to share a cupcake with the group. ‘So, how is the boyfriend?’ She stretched the word until it made Céline blush. ‘Going on, what, four months now?’

Céline nodded with a smile. ‘Yes, he’s… nice.’

All the older women, including me, huffed and puffed and threw our hands in the air. 

‘Nice! That’s no word to describe your boyfriend. We’ve seen him. We know he’s “nice”.’ Marie made giant air quotes to underline her point. ‘Come on, you have to give us more than that. Is he romantic? Does he take you out to dinner?’ She turned and added to Amélie, ‘You know, Maarten always let me pay my share when we were dating. Dutch men, puh!’

‘Yes, I remember,’ Amélie said, her eyebrows flying together in shocked indignation, even after all this time.

‘Does he give you presents?’ Moira continued the interrogation. ‘Is he a good kisser?’

Everyone stared at her.

‘You don’t even know him,’ Nienke said.

‘Well, I’m still curious.’ Moira shrugged but changed the topic. ‘I should go. There’s an adult wrapping session at two that I have to go laugh at.’

‘Adult… wrapping?’ Amélie made a face as if she were contemplating the existence of the liger.

‘Yup.’ Moira’s eyes shone with glee. ‘You put your knees to your chest and then you’re swaddled like a baby and gently rocked back and forth. I’ve seen grown men start to cry! Not sure if that was because the therapy was working or because the wrap was too tight, but it was beautiful. Don’t want to miss that.’

I blinked several times before I could process the mental image she’d created, and it took a few seconds for anyone else to say anything.

‘I should go too,’ Marie announced, getting up from the white leather couch. ‘Girls, thank you all for a wonderful morning. It has been amazing!’ She turned to me, pointing a finger. ‘I’ll be back in half an hour – make sure you are ready to go.’

They all hugged and tumbled out the door, high on fun and sugar. I waved them off with a smile but then turned back and sighed, dreading what was coming next. Ordinarily, my sessions lasted from ten till twelve, but we’d scheduled Marie and friends earlier so she and I could go on a hike before lunch. The hike had been in our diaries for ages because I knew I’d need distraction on this day, but I hadn’t counted on Beau choosing this moment to stage a mutiny.

I dragged myself up the steps and knocked on his door. ‘Thibault?’

The springs in my great-aunt’s old sofa creaked and the door lock clicked. Beau let the door fling open, already retreating back to his seat and picking up his sketchbook. I closed the door behind me and sat in one of the two old armchairs.

‘So?’ I tried, not really sure where to begin.

‘So, what?’

‘Can you put down your drawing and talk to me?’

He sighed like a sulky teenager and dramatically threw his pad on the couch next to him.

Thinking he might start talking if I was just there for him, I folded my hands in my lap and waited, but all he said was, ‘What?’

‘You know what.’ It came out more frustrated than I’d intended and I adjusted my tone to a more talk-inducing one. ‘You’ve not been the most sociable of people lately, but you’ve never shown up late for work before. As an employer, that doesn’t make me happy, but as a friend, I’d like to help if I can. What’s going on?’

‘You never start before ten.’

‘I reminded you yesterday, and you said it was fine. Where were you?’

‘Drawing.’

As usual. But in case that was his chosen career path, I wanted him to know I supported that. ‘Can I see?’

‘No.’ He reached to his pad and turned it over.

Biting my tongue so I wouldn’t comment on his childish behaviour, I said instead, ‘You don’t have to stay here, you know. Or, you can stay here as long as you like while you look for another job, if that helps.’

He frowned, puzzled, and looked me in the eye then. ‘No, I want to be here. I need to be here.’

Before I could ask about that curious phrase, he got up and opened the door.

‘Look, I’m sorry I was late. It won’t happen again. Now go change for your hike, or you’ll be late yourself.’

And with that, I was dismissed.








  
  

2

Let me introduce you to my new friend





Still fuming, I pulled on the laces of my hiking boots. Now they were too tight and that made me even madder. He couldn’t tell me what to do! I ought to fire him. Throw him out, as I should have done the day he showed up on my doorstep. Why hadn’t I told him so? Now it was my own fault he was still there, on my couch, above my studio. Gah! Ordering me around. On this of all days! 

That was it. I was going to give him a piece of my mind. Yanking the loops of my laces tight, I stomped out the door and across the courtyard, back to my studio. But just as I was about to enter, I heard voices on the other side of the large wooden doors that led to my driveway. Marie and my mother. And another voice I didn’t recognise.

I glared at the door to my studio, but my fight with Thibault would have to wait. Instead, I gathered all my anger and indignation into one sticky, dark thought and pulled it from my head with my thumb and middle finger. My forefinger was too good for that job. The imaginary grossness needed another pull before I could let go of it, but once I’d hurled it across the valley, I felt better, ready to go on my walk.

‘Hi, Maman,’ I said as I pulled the front door shut behind me, patting the lion’s head door knob that lived in the centre of the door before turning to kiss my mother, who looked every bit the mature lady rambler in her stylish yet comfortable clothes.

‘Bonjour, Juju. Let me introduce you to my new friend, Chloé Walkure. She loves hiking too, so I invited her. I hope you don’t mind.’

‘Of course not. The more the merrier.’ I held my hand out to the mid-life businesswoman in hiking boots. ‘Julie Belmain.’ Though what she was wearing was perfectly appropriate, her entire being exuded that commanding air, from her sleek, ash-blonde bob to her red haute couture purse to her brand new, expensive boots.

She took my hand with a firm grip and an open smile. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you. Your mother has been telling me what a success you are.’

As we set off on the path that led up the hill on the other side of the road towards my best friend Tiana’s house, I hooked my arm around Marie’s by way of greeting and, frankly, for support, because Chloé’s presence carried a substantial force. ‘Oh, well, you know… She is my mother.’ The nervous laugh that came out of my mouth annoyed me. Today of all days, I would not be intimidated! By anyone. I straightened and lifted my chin. ‘But I am doing quite well. My photography business is bringing in more clients than I can take on, and the hotel I co-own is set to open in two weeks. It’s quite exciting.’

And so much work. Jeanette handled pretty much everything – though I suspected Théo, the chef at the café, supported her more than she realised behind the scenes. Still, there were plenty of things she needed my decision or signature on. Service at the café had suffered somewhat, leaving my mother to deal with the usual village grouches complaining about everything, but on the whole, people were looking forward to the new venue opening.

‘Well, two weeks if there aren’t any more murders to solve.’ Marie chuckled, but Maman looked sour.

‘That’s no way to start a conversa—’

‘Murders? Plural? In such a small village?’ Chloé panted slightly coming up the steep path. ‘I would have thought nothing ever happened here. Isn’t that why they built the Centre de Prédiction way out here? For the peaceful surroundings?’

I didn’t care for the emphasis she put on that ‘way’. When I’d left for the city in the valley, I’d thought Saint-Maurice remote too. Now that I was back, I knew it was exactly the right distance from everywhere. I wanted to tell her so, but my mother, always the mayor, stepped in.

‘That’s right. Our community is a very tight-knit one, but we pride ourselves on being open to new people and new opportunities. I’m sure I speak for the people in Blacenas, too, when I say that. Like everywhere else, we have our share of unpleasantness, but the real shocker was the discovery of a long lost work of art.’

You could almost see the cloud of pride that hung around my mother. Trust her to turn my business venture into a communal win.

‘Ah, yes, I heard about that. Considered putting in a bid, actually. For the novelty value, tu sais? But I’m over the Figuration Libre, really. New Objectivity has much more depth to it, don’t you agree?’

In the interest of the village, my mother would agree to anything. Chloé prattled on about early twentieth-century art movements while we passed Tiana’s house. I peered into the windows, but she’d probably be in her study on the other side of the house, typing away on her latest romance novel.

The path between our houses cut through a copse, the trees obscuring the view over the Saône valley. From here upwards, the hill was still too steep for vineyards, but the rocky surface also allowed fewer trees to grow, meaning whenever we took a moment to catch our breath, we could turn and take in miles and miles of green land, adorned by the shimmering ribbon of the Saône River and bordered in the distance by the mighty, snow-capped Alps.

‘Wasn’t Jacqueline supposed to join us?’ Marie asked. We’d been quicker coming up the hill than the other two, allowing us to avoid knowing how much pricey art Chloé had accumulated.

‘Yes, but she texted me that she was running late and would join at the statue.’

The statue was a giant, white Mary at the top of the hill. La Dame de Saint-Maurice watched over the village, but was herself watched over by the Vicomtesse de Montmales, who lived in the big château over on the next hill.

‘Your mother tells me you’re quite the artist as well.’ Chloé was panting rather heavily when she caught up, and we were only halfway up the hill. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t taken the time to look up your work, but it sounds intriguing. Do you simply take the pictures, or is there some artistic input involved?’

I groaned inwardly. I hadn’t come across too many supporters of it, fortunately, but I’d heard the idea before: photography only captures reality, so it can’t be art. ‘My camera only captures the end result, of course, but it’s all the work that goes into capturing that image that makes it art. And not all art has to make you feel sad, it just has to make you feel,’ I added as a precaution. I’d had this conversation with Tiana too. Romance novels couldn’t be art, because they weren’t ‘deep’ enough, didn’t make you think about the so-called bigger things in life. As if only the solemn and serious things in life could be big. Though we both agreed not all writing, nor all photographs, were art, that didn’t automatically make the opposite true.

‘Fascinating,’ Chloé declared, and surprisingly, I believed her. Though she was concentrating on the path in front of her, which now included small boulders to be scaled, there wasn’t a hint of sarcasm in her voice. ‘What inspires you to take the pictures you take? It’s a kind of… boudoir style?’

Marie struck up a conversation with my mother, so I could explore this unexpected side of my mother’s ‘new friend’. The path narrowed as we neared the top of the hill, so I took the lead instead of us walking side by side. ‘I suppose there are similarities, but no, my style is more tongue-in-cheek, focussed on the colourful and fun instead of the seductive aspect.’

‘Ah, to show—’ 

I turned round at the sound of stones skidding down the hill and grabbed Chloé’s hand to balance her. 

‘Thanks. To show a woman who’s comfortable in her own body, you mean?’

I blinked. ‘Exactly.’ It didn’t happen very often that I completely misjudged people, but she blew me away with that remark. After her dismissal of an art style as lacking in depth, I’d placed her among the blah blah blah crowd, saying whatever they thought was The Thing To Say, which often included the words ‘too commercial’, ‘too mainstream’, or ‘unoriginal’. Because although art is in the eye of the beholder, they were obviously the best beholders, the more equal animals. But Chloé now showed an insight that set her apart from that group. 

As I turned with a big grin to continue on the path, I resolved to look up her business when I got home. I might get the chance to ask her before then, but we’d reached La Dame, and Jacqueline distracted me by folding me into a giant hug.

‘I haven’t seen you in ages!’ she squeaked into my ear, making me wince. Jacqueline, a policewoman through and through, wasn’t usually this exuberant, so I giggled in surprise.

She wrinkled her nose. ‘You’re giggling.’

‘You’re squeaking,’ I retorted.

Then we both laughed as she threw up her hands. ‘Yeah, well, I have a day off, the sun is shining, I’m seeing my friend… What more could I want?’

‘You’re right, you have every reason to be happy.’ Though I’d seen her happy before, and this was one step further. I suspected she’d received some kind of good news, but if she felt like it, she’d tell me later. ‘Which way are we going? Up towards Montmales or across to Blacenas?’

‘Oh, I promised Chloé we’d take her partway back to the Centre,’ my mother said with a little wave to Jacqueline.

‘Blacenas it is. Jacquie, this is Chloé Walkure.’ I inclined my head to Chloé. ‘I didn’t realise you were staying at the Centre de Prédiction.’ I made it sound like a question, since yet again, I hadn’t expected someone so seemingly grounded to stay at such a hip and… well… frivolous venue.

‘It’s good to meet you, Jacqueline. Shall we?’ Chloé steered us after my mother and Marie, who had already taken the path downhill towards Blacenas. ‘I think it’s important to keep broadening my horizon,’ she added to me once we set off. ‘I spent this morning in a floatation tank, for instance, which I’d never experienced before. We meet so many of the same people in the same circumstances, that whenever we travel somewhere new, we like to stay in a kind of place we haven’t tried yet.’

‘We?’ Maybe I was being too curious, but she shouldn’t have mentioned another person if she wasn’t willing to elaborate.

‘My personal assistant, Wylène Chiche, always comes with me. She is an absolute treasure. Young, but so competent. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without her. She’s wise beyond her age, and we see eye to eye on almost everything. She’s been with me for almost five years, and I hope she’ll never leave. Truly.’

Jacqueline pulled down the corners of her mouth in appreciation. ‘High praise.’

I nodded. ‘That’s wonderful. Assistants that good are hard to find.’ Didn’t I know it.

Jacqueline, apparently, was done with the subject. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. ‘I just love that April smell. Finally some real warmth, real flowers coming through. Not just those overly ambitious spring flowers that trick you into thinking winter is gone. Real flowers, with scent.’

For Jacqueline, that was quite the display of emotion, and I grinned. ‘I didn’t know you were so passionate about flowers. I’m seeing a whole new side of you.’

‘Don’t get used to it.’ Her tone was serious, but she winked while she said it.

The path, that had gone down as we moved away from La Dame, now took a steep turn onto the next hill, and we were quiet for a while as we concentrated on the rocks beneath our feet. When the trail levelled out at a clearing, my mother held her pace to walk next to me.

‘Did you look at that recipe I sent you? This time of year—’

She was interrupted by Jacqueline’s phone.

‘That’s not a very peaceful sound,’ Marie remarked as she stood and took in the view over the Saône valley. Gazing out at the Alps in the far distance was one of my favourite pastimes, so I joined her while Jacqueline first groaned, then grumbled, then sighed dramatically, and finally growled while thrusting her phone back into her pocket.

‘I have to work. Can you believe it? My one day off, and some idiot has to kill herself.’

I winced at her casual words.

‘There must be others who can take over?’ my mother asked.

‘Our team isn’t that big. We don’t ordinarily need more than three homicide detectives in Villefranche, but one is on sick leave, and the other apparently got called out to something else this morning. I’m sorry, les filles, but I’ll have to go.’

‘Actually, the quickest way down from here is to follow the trail we were already on.’ I pointed to the edge of the clearing. ‘Or is your car on the other side?’

‘It is, but you’re right, that way is quicker.’ She set off with long strides, making the rest of us scamper to keep up.

‘But if your car is that way… Unless… Where are you going?’ I knew the answer before she gave it and glanced over my shoulder at Marie, who looked back in alarm.

‘Centre de Prédiction.’
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How dare he?





Jessica Rose rammed her fist into the clay. Sculpting could be therapeutic at the best of times, but right now, she needed its calming powers badly. She couldn’t remember ever being this angry. How dare he? How dare he! Another punch, and the clay went flying off the table.

Jessica blinked at the innocent, misshapen blob on the floor, contemplating the wisdom of a certain action only after the fact, as usual. But this time, not even sculpting would do the trick. It just reminded her of him. Growling, she stomped out of her studio to wash her hands and take off her apron. She’d thought to turn her raging emotion into a masterpiece, but unless the masterpiece was chunks of clay thrown at a wall, today was not the day she’d be making it.

He would probably say the wall was now art. He would steal it, sell it for some exorbitant amount, and she’d have to have a new wall built. Anything and everything was money to him. And now he was stealing her thoughts. She didn’t want to think about him. He was making her think about him. The utter toilet brush!

Snatching her keys off the hook by the door, she made her way to her blue and white Citroën, a jaunty 2CV Charleston. Her best friend, the one she could give free reign and trust that it would take care of her. If the world conspired against her and her art, an hour or so driving around and talking to her friend would always give her perspective. Not to mention it had brought her places she would otherwise never have thought to go. Just sliding behind the wheel and starting up the engine already made her feel better. She would go left, away from the city, and see where her friend would take her.


      [image: ]Her friend took her back to the city. That was the only place this road led. Jessica had been enjoying the soft spring sunlight on all the bright splashes of yellows and pinks and greens against the remaining dull brown of winter, turning left and right at crossroads without thinking, but now irritation stabbed at her new-found peace.

‘Yes, I know I’m hungry, but I have plenty of food at home.’

Annoyingly, the car said nothing.

‘All right, so I don’t necessarily want to go home.’

Understandably, the car said nothing.

‘I think I have an energy bar here somewhere, actually.’ She rummaged around in the glove compartment but her hand found nothing but car papers, sketches on the back of gas receipts, and empty wrappers. 

She frowned. ‘I’m sure…’ Taking her eyes off the road for one second, she glanced at the mess and immediately located the elusive snack. Triumphantly, she held it up to the world, gasped, and slammed on the brakes.

Inches from her bumper stood a man, looking less than impressed at her proximity. Apart from a raised eyebrow, though, you wouldn’t have thought from his appearance that she’d just almost hit him with her car. With a backpack slung over one shoulder, his stance was confident, or perhaps – well, almost certainly, under the circumstances – overconfident.

While her pounding heart slowly made way for other sounds to reach her ears, he cocked his head, probably waiting for her to apologise. Well, he could wait for her limbs to remember they could move first. Moulding her open mouth into a sheepish smile, Jessica showed him the energy bar by way of explanation, mouthing ‘sorry’. She expected him to either start yelling at her or dismiss her as a silly female. These handsome, arrogant types usually did. Instead, he gave her a forgiving smile. Condescending, yes, but it was enough to make her want to apologise. She pulled out the handbrake from the dashboard of her classic car, shut off the engine, and got out, still clutching her snack as she leaned over the door.

‘I’m so sorry. Wasn’t looking. Évidemment.’ She waved the bar around and suddenly felt exactly the silly female she’d never been when viewed as such.

The man’s smile had turned curious, but his mouth remained closed. No insults, nor acknowledgement.

‘Are you okay? Where were you going? Can I give you a lift?’ It was the least she could do, even though he was going in the opposite direction. Where was he going? With those shoes, though sturdy and practical enough, he wasn’t out hiking. But this road didn’t lead anywhere worth going for miles. In fact, the first thing he’d come across was her studio, and after that another bunch of nothing for a long while.

‘Nowhere.’ His deep voice surprised her.

‘Excuse me?’

‘I was going nowhere in particular.’

Huh. Interesting. ‘Anywhere but there, hein? I guess we have that in common.’

Again, he didn’t answer, but his eyes joined in with the smile. Now that her first shock had worn off, she could see that he was, in fact, exceptionally good-looking. Black hair, dark eyes, straight nose, strong chin – he had it all. In her mind, she was already modelling him from clay.

The wind blowing her long, flowery skirt against his black jeans had her stepping back, and she realised she’d been staring at him. ‘So, err…’ She pointed up the hill to try and recover some dignity. ‘You’re on the right road to nowhere. But if you want to go past nowhere to somewhere with an ounce of potential, I can take you there?’
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