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Cast of Characters


Zoe Pascal


Adélaïde Amour, celebrated actress and mistress of Château Palotte


Junior, Adélaïde’s unhappy ten-year-old nephew


Russell, a Jack Russell terrier


Primo de Palotte, Adélaïde’s husband, master of Château Palotte


Boris de Palotte, Primo’s twin brother, Junior’s father


Sweetie, née Pauline Clairette, third wife of Boris, Junior’s mother


Elizabeth de Palotte, née Lagrasse, second wife of Boris


Marie-France de Palotte, née Montalbano, first wife of Boris


Patrick Lagrasse, co-owner and waiter at the Auberge Sainte-Catherine, son of Boris’s second wife Elizabeth


Minette Lagrasse, Patrick’s twin sister, co-owner and short-order cook at the Auberge Sainte-Catherine, daughter of Boris’s second wife Elizabeth


Caroline Robin, solicitor and notary public


Monsieur Alain, majordome or butler


Maisie Cooper, Zoe’s elderly half-sister


Gaspard Astor, boulanger or baker


Didier ‘Didi’ Astor, also boulanger, his son


Isabelle Valgarde, actress whose phone no longer rings


Emilie Constant, the oldest resident of Saint-Paul-de-Palotte


Bernard Dupin, minibus driver and tour leader




Prologue


It was a bitter January morning, the first Monday of the cold new year. At Château Palotte, half an hour north of the beautiful Provençal hill town of Sainte-Catherine, the decorative artificial lake was frozen over, three inches thick. Boris Junior – an unhappy and neglected ten-year-old, born to parents of wildly dissimilar ages – was clumsily skittering stones across the ice.


I don’t know what to do.


He left the lake, pulling his tartan scarf – a present from his kind Uncle Primo, not his distant father, Boris Senior – tighter around his throat.


I’ll go and see the stags.


To reach the woods in which the deer were penned, he had to cross the impressive lawn and take the path round the side of the château, through a five-bar gate that he took care to close.


Or I’ll be in trouble again.


Boris Junior didn’t like being in trouble, but it did at least mean people were paying attention to him.


The woods were deep and shadowy, even though the oak and the beech had lost their leaves. The dark-green needles of the conifers still provided a partial canopy. Protected from the chill wind, he spent twenty minutes exploring, without coming in sight of either the old stag or his harem of does. He did, however, catch a glimpse of the younger stag, prowling unaccompanied, his noble antlers erect – but looking friendless and lonely.


What did Papa say? He said: ‘One day, Junior, you will have to replace me. Perhaps sooner than you think.’





Boris Junior knew that his father – after whom he had been named, though everyone called him simply ‘Junior’ – was unwell. Sometimes Boris Senior had to stop halfway up the awkward stairs of Château Palotte to catch his breath. Now and then, his father’s chin sank to his chest and he could barely speak.


And Uncle Primo is the same. Why won’t anyone tell me what’s wrong with them?


Junior pushed his small white hands into the pockets of his quilted anorak, a garment too thin for the frigid weather, but he had grown out of what his mother called his ‘good coat’ and no one had found time to go into Aix, the nearest city, to buy him a new one.


He kicked at the blackened leaf litter around the base of an oak where the dull winter light was brighter. To his surprise he uncovered a shiny, ash-grey slow worm, about the length of his forearm, writhing in surprise at having been brought out into the open. From his lessons at school, he knew that slow worms were common in Italy and south-eastern France, and that they were, in reality, neither worms nor snakes.


They are lizards with no legs.


He followed the creature, pushing more leaves aside to prevent it from going back into hiding. At the same time, he glanced round for a weapon, a stone, perhaps, or a fallen branch to use as a club.


There was a length of oak just two paces away. He hurried to pick it up, the slimy surface of the bark unpleasant under his fingers. A woodlouse scampered over the back of his pale hand like a tiny tank. He brushed it off with a shudder, then turned quickly back to where he had last seen the sinuous, writhing slow worm.


It’s gone.


Junior sighed with frustration, feeling he had just missed an important opportunity.


I need to know what it feels like to kill.







I


The Very Dead of Winter









One


‘I Can’t Talk About It’


Zoe Pascal, an attractive and intelligent woman in her fifties, was the owner of La Librairie de Mes Rêves – ‘The Bookshop of My Dreams’. It was located in a stone building that had once been the village school in Sainte-Catherine, a beautiful hill town in a gorgeous location in the Verdon nature park, itself a ravishing corner of magnificent Provence, in the warm and fragrant south of France.


But it was neither warm nor fragrant today.


Zoe was on the first floor. She lived above the shop, overlooking the town square. It was a picture-postcard scene made up of biscuit-coloured buildings, curved clay tiles and cobblestones. But her neighbours’ geraniums had all been scorched by frost. The bare lime trees were groping the damp chill air with twiggy, skeletal fingers.


She saw Patrick Lagrasse, joint owner of the friendly café, Auberge Sainte-Catherine. One of Zoe’s many new friends in the town, he was delivering coffees to the early market traders, including charming Elise Guillaume, who looked after Zoe’s courtyard rockery and front-door oleanders, and Robert Petit, the overattentive rotisserie chicken man.


After all the drama and excitement and, yes, fear, I still have no regrets about turning my whole life upside down.


In the involved and intriguing drama known in the popular press as ‘the French bookshop murder’, Zoe had had to use all her courage, intelligence and intuition. Her field of action had ranged from the narrow streets of Sainte-Catherine and its octagonal Templar church, out into the fields of lavender and sunflowers and grapes, across the gorgeous countryside where clues were hidden far apart from one another in space and – trickier still – in time.


But that was back when the autumn sun still shone and my life seemed easier.


Zoe had been successful in solving the village mystery. Its conclusion had been, on balance, a happy one.


Except for the poor victim, of course.


She went downstairs, made herself coffee from the shop-floor filter machine, lit her wood-burning stove and sat down, watching the flames, musing on the coincidence of having ‘assisted the police’ back in Sussex in her youth.


Was it an accident that I was, finally, able to solve ‘the French bookshop murder’? In other circumstances, might I be able to do the same again?


Although she did not yet know it, Zoe was about to embark on a new adventure in which things would play out very differently. The cast of characters would be smaller, the terrain much tighter and, in theory, more manage­able, trapped in a snowbound château in the very dead of ­winter.


And, for Zoe, being close to murder would also bring her close to danger.


*


That, however, was all in the future. In Sainte-Catherine, the Christmas holiday season was still in full swing and the Feast of the Kings was imminent, an important festival that took place on the sixth of January, the date on which the Magi – the Three Wise Men – were supposed to have arrived at the nativity, having followed the magical star.





Until this year, newly resident in Provence, Zoe hadn’t known that, for some people, Twelfth Night was bigger than Christmas Day itself. Every shop in Sainte-Catherine made an enormous effort with displays and decorations, adding carefully kept figurines of the Magi to their nativity scenes, alongside donkeys, sheep, pigs, shepherds, Marys and Josephs and innocent babes.


Although the Feast of the Kings fell mid-week, the celebrations continued right through to the weekend, with many of the townspeople receiving visits – relatives and friends from across Provence and from further afield. To Zoe’s delight, it gave a boost to everyone’s commerce.


In the cold late autumn and early winter, the open-air market on Place Sainte-Catherine had been reduced to intermittent and dismal sessions on just Wednesday, Saturday and Sunday mornings, packing up early as the light began to fail. But, for the period spanning Christmas, New Year and Twelfth Night, the stallholders were present every day of the week. Among the most popular was the one belonging to Zoe’s friend, the vineyard owner and winemaker Marcel Maurice. Marcel had surprised and delighted Zoe by selling glühwein – hot mulled wine – made from his own red grape vintages, embellished with his own secret recipe of Provençal herbs and spices.


In addition to its swollen local population of family members, many winter tourists visited Sainte-Catherine, obliged to park in the large car park in front of the mairie because the narrow, cobbled streets didn’t allow vehicle access. The guest house run by Denis Allard and Davide Quillan had apparently been booked up since the previous year. Zoe’s friend Bernard Dupin was kept busy, too, bringing his ­minibus ­visitors on private tours of the region, always including a stopover at ‘The Bookshop of My Dreams’ – where, he knew, coffee and tea and pastries were always available, between the shelves.





So, it was a busy week and, by the time Sunday evening rolled around once more, Zoe felt in need of a proper break.


Surely I can afford to take a few days of holiday?


She opened her laptop to find that the internet was awash with last-minute options. She considered grabbing her passport, packing a bag and driving, on the spur of the moment, to Marseille airport in order to make the short hop by plane across the Mediterranean in search of North African warmth. She opened a weather app and found that Marrakesh was a pleasant eighteen degrees.


Distracted, she served her last customers. They drifted out the door, allowing in a gust of bitter wind, carrying with it a few flakes of snow; then the phone rang.


It was a raucous noise, one that Zoe didn’t enjoy, but she hadn’t got around to changing the tone. Tearing herself regretfully from the vision of bargain-basement holiday deals in southern Morocco, she picked up.


‘Oui, âllo?’


‘C’est moi,’ came the gnomic reply, meaning ‘it’s me’.


Zoe recognised the voice of her old friend Adélaïde Amour, a successful actress ten years Zoe’s senior who had, in a way, been her mentor. They had met in 1972 when Adélaïde – a youthful, sometimes semi-clothed ‘starlet’ – was witness to a murder on-stage at Chichester Theatre.


‘How lovely to hear from you. Are you coming to visit Sainte-Catherine again?’


‘No, I can’t. Not just now. How are you? Not too busy, I hope?’


Adélaïde’s warm contralto voice contained an unaccustomed element of tension. And there was a buzzing on the line, not loud enough to obscure what she was saying, but intrusive all the same.


‘Pretty manic, actually,’ said Zoe.


‘I’ve been in California,’ Adélaïde blurted.





Zoe knew that her friend’s career had recently been on an upward trajectory.


‘How exciting. Something good?’


‘Time will tell,’ said Adélaïde with a hint of frustration.


‘Is it a new part in a film?’


‘I can’t talk about it.’


‘Because you don’t want to jinx it?’


‘Because I had to sign an NDA. You know what one of those is?’


Zoe laughed and told her friend: ‘Sometimes I get the impression you think I’m still sixteen years old. Yes, I know about non-disclosure agreements. I imagine they want you to play a famous person, or the story is based on facts from the real world and there are lawyers involved.’


‘Something like that. Anyway, you must come.’


‘To California?’


‘No, to my home, to Château Palotte. Last time I came to see you, you let slip that you were intending to take time off at the end of the holiday season.’


‘I did, yes,’ said Zoe, warily.


‘That’s now, isn’t it?’


‘I suppose so,’ said Zoe with a yearning glance at the cafés and minarets of Marrakesh on her laptop.


This is not what I was planning.


‘So, you can come?’


‘Do you mean now?’ she asked weakly.


‘It’s my husband Primo’s seventieth birthday midweek – and his brother’s, too, obviously, as they’re twins. It’s about time you met them. Plus, there will be guests and parties all week.’


‘I see.’


That sounds exhausting and, really, I think I’d prefer a nice holiday.


Zoe racked her brain for a reason to refuse. She had never met Primo or his twin and, though she didn’t know why, something in Adélaïde’s tone made her wary of doing so.





‘Please say you will?’ Adélaïde insisted.


Mentally asking forgiveness of her friendly Jack Russell rescue dog, she said: ‘You wouldn’t want me to bring Russell to a week of celebrations. He’ll be in the way.’


‘Don’t be silly. I loved meeting Russell at your lovely bookshop. Then maybe we can talk about the secret thingy . . .’ Adélaïde’s voice faded, the background buzz taking over. Zoe asked her to speak up. ‘I’m trying to be discreet,’ Adélaïde told her. ‘I’m on the phone in the kitchen and I don’t want anyone to hear. I was just saying that it’s a story from my life.’


‘You mean the project with the NDA?’


‘Actually, forget I said that,’ Adélaïde retorted, sounding annoyed with herself. ‘Please tell me you’re coming and that you will arrive imminently?’


Zoe pondered.


Is this really what I want to do with my few days off?


She clicked the weather app on her laptop to reveal the forecast for the Verdon nature park where Château Palotte was located: snow and bitter winds, temperatures at or below zero.


‘And your whole family will be there?’


‘Every last peculiar one. I need you, Zoe. They outnumber me.’


She sounds odd. I think she’s serious.


‘What’s really happening, Adélaïde?’


Her friend’s voice changed. ‘Oh, hello there. I didn’t see you come in.’ It changed again. ‘Zoe, I have to go. There will be a place laid at dinner. Please, please, please?’


If I go, I’ll have to take all my warmest clothes and a hot water bottle.


‘All right.’


‘You will? I knew you would.’


‘You’re asking for my help and, apart from Maisie, you’re the only person left alive who knows me from those days, when I was just a child. And you did give me my first big break at the Avignon Festival and . . .’


Zoe stopped speaking, realising that Adélaïde was no longer there, that the annoying buzz had become a dial tone.


She hung up and frowned.


I’d like to know who it was who came in and interrupted. I hope Adélaïde’s all right. Her ideas seemed all of a jumble. Is it just professional stress that made her thoughts bounce around like that? Or is there something else going on that I will only find out about when I get there?












Two


‘I Wish I Could See Further Ahead’


Zoe got her things together, packing enough for three nights in her small wheelie suitcase, including her hot water bottle. Because she was going to a kind of stately home, Zoe decided she ought to take her posh camel-hair coat – the one that draped down to mid-calf – and a long wool dress in pale blue that was suitable as evening wear. Then she removed half of the contents in order to accommodate her compact blower heater.


I won’t stay a full week. I’ll stay for Adélaïde’s husband’s birthday, then make my excuses and leave.


Her quilted gilet and ski jacket from Decathlon were utilitarian at best. That meant, however, that she could stuff them into the crevices round the heater.


I’m going to need my rucksack, too. That will make it look like I’ve come for a long stay, but I really don’t think I can cope without all these extra bits and pieces.


She contemplated her lovely wood-burning stove, installed by the local handyman, Gato Merino, in the heart of the shop. It was quite safe to leave it to burn out. The apartment above was equipped with electric convector heaters, which she set to a trickle in order that the place should not become damp and icy while she was away.


Because she was in the habit of buying fresh food each day, there wasn’t much in the fridge and most of what there was would keep because it was preserved in either vinegar or oil. There was, however, a loaf of rye bread wrapped in a tea towel that she decided to take with her, along with a small block of Emmenthal cheese, half a saucisson and her Swiss Army knife. She put them all in the side pockets of her rucksack then lugged everything downstairs.


As it happened, her eye was caught by something on her shop counter. It was a little pile of advertising leaflets, shoddily printed and inadequately proofread, that Adélaïde had brought over: ‘For display so that your multitude of customers, who come to revel in the glory of the woman who solved “the French bookshop murder”, get it in their heads to come and visit us here at Château Palotte. God knows, the money would come in handy.’


She picked the top one up. It told visitors – who were allowed to visit on Tuesdays and Thursdays between ten and twelve o’clock – that, in the early Christian era, the village of Saint-Paul-de-Palotte had been a modest settlement on the plain, clustered along the banks of the River ­Rigolet. Successive incursions by marauding Goths persuaded the locals to take the important defensive step of moving their homes – lock, stock and barrel – to higher ground. The inconvenience of being further from the ready water supply was, Zoe presumed, compensated by the security of a strong, circular wall of stone houses creating a bastion against attack, with narrow streets and a tiny church.


Zoe put the leaflet in her pocket and dragged her wheelie suitcase outside, perching her rucksack on one of the square granite bollards that lined Place Sainte-Catherine. Rain and snow were falling together from the lifeless sky. She locked up with Russell skittering around her ankles, displaying his usual limitless doggy enthusiasm for whatever life had to offer.


‘I’m sorry to tell you, we’re going out in the car,’ she told him.





He caught the tone of her voice and calmed down. Zoe pondered the fact that she was in the habit of speaking aloud to Russell in both English and French.


He’s so clever, though, it doesn’t matter which.


‘You make up your own mind as to what you choose to understand, don’t you?’


Encumbered by her long coat, tightly packed rucksack and the little wheels of her suitcase bouncing on the cobbles, Zoe made awkward progress across the square. Though it was late, she could see people inside Ambroise Caille’s estate agency – a middle-aged couple with two teenage daughters. Zoe assumed they were tourists, looking for a second home in the exquisite Verdon nature park.


She continued down through the narrow streets and saw, with a tinge of regret, that a Sunday evensong service was underway in the octagonal Templar church. Many of her neighbours and friends would be there. She wasn’t a believer herself, but the routine of the liturgy had recently become a gratifying habit.


On Place Saint-Bertrand, the Auberge Sainte-Catherine was serving its final two customers, bundled up against the cold under its orange umbrellas. Patrick Lagrasse, in his tight white shirt and traditional black apron, was gliding balletic­ally towards them with the card machine.


Down at the car park in front of the mairie, the town hall, she saw a sad-looking French tricolore flag, flapping listlessly in the cold breeze. Her narrow lock-up garage was one of several, cut into the hillside. She unlocked her combination padlock using 0511, the fifth of November, her birthday – or rather the day on which she had been abandoned as a foundling at St Richard’s Hospital in Chichester in south-west Sussex.


She slithered in, with only just enough room to part-open the driver’s door of her elderly van, known both to her and to the mechanics at the Total garage as ‘Renée the Renault’, named after ‘Good King René’ who first brought Muscat grapes to Provence. Russell jumped onto her lap and tried to take possession of the driver’s seat.


‘Get on your own side, hound.’


He did so without complaint and stood up on his hind legs with his front paws on the dashboard while she eased Renée forward, stopped, got back out and went through the rigmarole of locking up again, her mind on other things. She had been trying to remember a distinctive – perhaps unique – Provençal word that would be perfect for describing the dismal weather.


Simultaneous rain and snow.


Zoe pulled away and Renée the Renault’s wheels briefly spun in the freezing slush, but the road ran gently downhill so she was soon on her way. Russell did his best to maintain his precarious position until they left the circuit of street lamps on the ring road and found themselves in the darkly featureless countryside, only illuminated by the short throw of the headlamps. Then he gave up.


Oh, I know: aiganèu.


Through the spattered windscreen, she saw that the clever word was becoming redundant. Snow was definitively taking over, beginning to lie on the tarmac, collecting in the furrows of the ploughed-over sunflower field. With Russell now curled up on the passenger seat, unaware of their destination, Zoe had her first premonition of what was to come.


Adélaïde sounded very jittery. Why was the invitation so last minute? Is the noble Palotte family – with its ancient, grandiose château and landscaped gardens – perhaps short of money? The prospect of a big new Hollywood project with a self-important NDA doesn’t seem to be making Adélaïde happy, either. I’m beginning to feel uneasy. I wish I could see further ahead.


The steering twitched on a patch of ice.


And I don’t just mean my headlamps on the road.












Three


‘You’re a Brave Little Dog, Russell’


Zoe didn’t enjoy driving at night and, the closer she came to her destination, the deeper the snow lay at each verge. In twenty minutes, she passed only half a dozen cars going in the opposite direction. Then, for the first time, someone came up behind her, far too close, as was the French habit.


She decelerated in order to allow them to zoom by. Unfortunately, there were too many twists and turns, so she spent several uncomfortable kilometres dazzled by their headlamps in her wing mirrors.


At last, on a brief straight, the car – a silver Audi – overtook. As it came alongside, she was surprised to recognise the passenger, illuminated by the phone screen he was consulting. It was Patrick Lagrasse, waiter and joint owner of the Auberge Sainte-Catherine. An unseen companion was beyond him in the driver’s seat.


Is that his twin sister? I wonder where they’re going?


Zoe had met Patrick back in September, on arrival in Sainte-Catherine, and had taken to him immediately. He was perhaps thirty years old as was his sister, Minette – who Zoe hadn’t met – who worked long days in the Auberge Sainte-Catherine kitchen. After the summer season, they shut up shop to holiday for eight weeks in a secluded village in a hard-to-find cove on the Italian Riviera. They then returned for the period of Christmas, New Year and Twelfth Night, before closing up again, awaiting the spring.


The other car disappeared up the road, travelling at impetuous speed. Zoe wondered if perhaps they were on their way north towards one or other of the nearby ski resorts.


That’s one of the wonderful things about living in Provence. Going to the mountains or to the seaside or across the border into Italy can be a spur-of-the-moment decision. I imagine they’re in a hurry to get there before the mountain roads are closed by snowfall. That trip would be beyond you, Renée.


She was following the river, the Rigolet, glimpsed now and then by Renée’s headlamps reflecting off the water. There was thick ice at the banks.


She entered an area of oppressively thick woods, so dark that they made Zoe feel those headlamps must be failing. Then she emerged from the tunnel of trees to see a huge pile of felled timber at the side of the road and, a few kilometres ahead, a conical configuration of electric lights, reminiscent of a giant Christmas tree. She knew it to be made up of the windows of the village of Saint-Paul. The brightest lights, at the summit of the cone, belonged to the château that was her destination.


The last few thousand metres went by faster, despite the thickening blanket of white, because the road was almost straight.


If the temperature falls far below zero tonight, will Adélaïde suggest skating? The pamphlet says there’s a lake. That’s the sort of impetuous gamble I’d expect from her. But how will we know if the ice is thick enough?


Saint-Paul was built on an escarpment, with the houses rising steeply from the plain to the summit. The lake, lawn and formal gardens of Château Palotte followed a gentler slope to the east. This was the direction that Zoe took, aiming for the gates at the bottom of the drive.





Then, abruptly, Zoe trod on her brakes, seeing two stags fifty metres ahead, caught in her headlamp beams, colliding and twisting their antlers together, gouts of steam puffing from their nostrils. It was, she thought, a rut – a ritual combat for superiority in a herd.


She stopped the car and got out, shutting the door quickly so that Russell couldn’t follow, then stood very still, un­­noticed by the combatants. The antlers clashed again and there seemed to be a marked difference in strength. One animal was clearly older, bearing the scars of previous conflicts on its heavily muscled shoulders. The fur around its face was discoloured with age. The other was slimmer but more agile, quicker to change direction, to retreat then advance, making rapid thrusts and then, self-protectively, dodging away.


The pauses between clashes became longer. The older animal stood its ground but no longer made any thrusts of its own, reduced to stoically enduring its opponent’s sallies. Then, abruptly, it was over. The older stag turned and walked away, through the gate and away across the ink-black fields.


Where on earth does it think it’s going?


The younger one disappeared up the drive and away under some trees.


Where did they both come from, in fact?


Zoe got back in and, with another spin of her narrow tyres, sidled through a pair of heavy metal gates between tall stone pillars. One of them was sagging with a broken hinge. The drive was bumpy and ill-kept. Several times, she bounced through potholes on her way to a dilapidated carport with a corrugated asbestos roof. She parked alongside an elderly BMW estate car with a personalised number plate: 1972 AA.


That has to be ‘AA’ for ‘Adélaïde Amour’. Heaven only knows what it must have cost. Or has she owned the number for many years from back when life was more affordable?


From the carport to the château, she had to climb a slippery external staircase. The borders alongside the path were planted with lavender, visible by the light of a halogen lamp above the impressive front door, set in a stone-built tower. The lavender trunks were woody, the fronds long and straggly because no one had thought to prune them back after summer flowering. The aiganèu – snow mixed with rain – had given way entirely to decorative flakes, like in a movie, silently filling up the crevices in the soil and applying a gentle dusting on the shoulders and sleeves of her camel-hair coat.


Dazzled by the harsh glare of the halogen lamp, Zoe struggled with her wheelie case and her rucksack. She was met near the top by an elderly servant. He was slow and bent, stepping sideways from one tread to the next.


‘I must introduce myself,’ she told him. ‘My name is Zoe Pascal and I’m a very old friend of your mistress, Madame Adélaïde. I expect you’ve worked here for a very long time. Are you the . . .’ Zoe hesitated, searching her memory for the correct French equivalent of ‘butler’. ‘Le majordome?’


‘Oui, madame. Je m’appelle Alain,’ he replied.


‘Is that a family name or your first name? I don’t want to say anything foolish or be inadvertently rude.’


‘Alain is my family name. Everyone calls me by it, which is normal for a domestique.’


Zoe was taken aback by the word domestique, meaning ‘servant’, because she was under the impression that it was no longer used, that it was seen as . . .


Well, not insulting but not particularly respectful either.


‘Allow me to take one of madame’s bags,’ he said.


‘There’s no need, really—’


‘There is every need,’ he told her firmly, his head at an odd angle because his back was so bent.


Zoe wanted to argue but, in the end, Monsieur Alain didn’t wait. He grasped the suitcase handle and she could see no way to refuse his demand to be allowed to fulfil his ­professional role. He carried it more easily than she had anticipated, despite his awkward gait.





The front door at the top of the steps was closed so Zoe ran ahead to open it. The hinges screeched and she was greeted by an enormous waft of hot, dry air.


Monsieur Alain told her: ‘The mistress prefers a warm house.’


Zoe thought she caught a twinkle in the elderly butler’s eye.


Is that criticism or indulgence?


They went inside. Monsieur Alain walked on with his burden, presumably heading for her accommodation. She let him go, thinking she ought to make herself known to her hosts, but the corridor was empty. No one was there to greet her.


I wonder if they’ll put me in some distant lonely eyrie?


Zoe took off her rucksack and her long camel-hair coat, settling both on a large oak carver chair that almost had the dimensions of a throne. She heard a yap from outside and realised that Russell had lagged behind. She opened the door a crack and he slithered in, looking as though he was wearing little white slippers. She bent down and discovered that it was snow clinging around his paws, caught in the short white bristles and then accumulating, like a snowball rolling downhill.


She made him stand patiently on the doormat while she removed it with her fingers. He endured the indignity without complaint then, as soon as it was over, ran off and disappeared down a stone staircase on the left of the corridor.


‘Where are you going?’


She followed him down a set of worn, stone steps. At the foot, she found a brightly lit space with an old-fashioned kitchen table made from planks of sturdy beech, an impressive stainless-steel stove, a wine rack, an enormous fridge and so on. Russell had already found himself somewhere to curl up – a smelly old dog bed. He looked completely content.


You’re a brave little hound, Russell. You take everything in your tiny stride. I actually think you’re looking forward to this more than I am.


Her mind went back to her and Adélaïde’s first meeting, so many years before.


That led to murder. But there’s no reason it should do so again.












Four


‘Russell!’


This was a mistake.


Monsieur Alain, the majordome, had returned, announcing that she, Zoe, was alone at Château Palotte.


Which surely is a very peculiar way to receive a guest.


‘Everyone is out? Are they in the village, in Saint-Paul? Should I go to join them?’


‘They are in another village, Saint-Julien, madame, for dinner with friends,’ he informed her, gravely. ‘They will return quite late, I imagine.’


I was promised dinner, wasn’t I?


‘But I saw Adélaïde’s car?’


‘Monsieur Primo likes to call upon a hire vehicle, a minibus, so that the whole family can be accommodated together. In that way, no one needs to abstain.’


He meant from alcohol. Again, this was said with an amused twinkle.


‘Fair enough. Will they soon be back?’


‘After midnight, madame, I expect.’


Zoe felt a surge of frustration.


This is already a waste of my precious free time.


Zoe declined Monsieur Alain’s offer to prepare her ‘a light supper’, allowing him to lead her to a distant and damp-smelling room, along a mildewed and creaking corridor, decorated – if that was the appropriate word – with faded watercolours that barely distinguished themselves from the bubbled and discoloured wallpaper.


In that lonely room, Zoe nibbled a little of her rye bread, saucisson and Emmenthal cheese, then slept in sheets that smelt as though they had been correctly laundered but not properly dried, with a penetrating draught scything from a window too misshapen with age to close entirely.


*


The next morning, in a spirit of self-preservation, Zoe woke early.


I could leave right now, perhaps penning a note to explain my haste. A business emergency perhaps? But Adélaïde knows I don’t open the shop on Mondays.


She dressed and went downstairs to the ground-floor corridor, bringing her wheelie suitcase with her. Not a sound could she hear; not a soul could she see.


She approached the mighty front door and turned the large iron lever that served as an outsized handle. It released a catch but the ancient oak boards, strapped together with metal bands and studded with heavy black nails, refused to budge.


I’m locked in, like a prisoner.


Zoe scanned the hallway for a place where the key – undoubtedly also outsized – might be kept. Then she realised that she was not completely alone. There was noise from halfway down the corridor, a wheezing and a scraping as someone, weary of their labours – perhaps even of life itself – wrestled with poker and ash shovel, lighting a fire.


Zoe left her suitcase and followed the sounds. She was delighted to discover that the flames of a jolly blaze were already chasing one another up the chimney of an impressive dining room with French windows that opened onto a terrace, above the snowy lawn. The fire was being nurtured by the same dusty butler in grey livery she had met yesterday. When he stood up from the hearthrug, he still remained bent and stooped.


‘Bonjour, Monsieur Alain.’


‘Bonjour, Madame Pascal.’


‘No one else up?’


‘Not yet.’ With a vague gesture, he indicated a set of inadequate breakfast provisions on the vast table, including a battered cereal box and a blue-and-white milk jug, a smeared glass cafetière, a sticky marmalade jar and two awkward lengths of yesterday’s baguette, all of it contrasting wildly with the luxurious white tablecloth and the ancient polished floorboards. He told her: ‘If madame needs anything, I will be downstairs in the kitchen.’


‘Thank you.’


He left her and Zoe sat down to drink a cup of disappointing, watery coffee.


At least the room is warm and there’s no draught.


She amused herself by scorching a slice of yesterday’s stale French bread at the fireplace, sliced in half longways and offered to the flames on a telescopic brass toasting fork. Once the bread was on the verge of being burnt – just how she liked it – she carried it back to the table and applied a lavish quantity of butter and marmalade and had almost finished it when she was joined by a pale and unprepossessing boy, his hair uncombed, his teeth almost certainly unbrushed.


‘Bonjour. Comment vas-tu?’ she asked.


The boy seemed to feel no compulsion to break the silence that closed around Zoe’s cheerful request to know how he was.


‘What’s your name?’ she asked.


‘They call me “Junior”,’ he told her grudgingly.


Zoe had a good memory and, on her visit to Sainte-­Catherine, Adélaïde had explained a little about the set-up at Château Palotte.





‘So, your father is Boris Senior, Monsieur Primo’s twin bother?’


He glanced suspiciously at her from beneath his blond monobrow, awkwardly half smiled, then poured himself an enormous bowl of sugared cereal, Trésors Chocolat-Noisettes, parcels of ultra-processed wheat containing blobs of sickly Nutella.


Zoe poured herself a second watery coffee. Despite his lack of conversation, Junior still managed to disturb the quiet of the dining room with his noisy, rhythmic slurping. Simultaneously, he turned the pages of what looked like – for a boy surely not yet in secondary school – an inappropriate Hollywood glamour magazine.


Zoe finished her toast and once more considered abandoning Château Palotte.


But I can’t bring myself to slip away before Adélaïde’s even got up. I’ll have to find something to do until the grown-up members of the household finally appear.


She left the dining room and descended to the well-equipped basement kitchen, down a stone staircase whose treads were worn and chipped with – she knew from the pamphlet – more than two hundred years’ use. There, by the light of slot windows high up in the walls, she saw ­Monsieur Alain busy at the stove and, still asleep in the pungent soft bed left behind by a previous canine tenant, she found ­Russell. He opened an eye and she smiled, thinking how lucky she was to have been able to adopt such an optimistic, perky character.


Russell was a barrel-shaped terrier with short legs, smooth white fur and an appealing tan-coloured face. A few months earlier, he had been a stray without collar or name tag, just a weather-beaten bandana round his neck. Zoe had taken him in because he looked so shivery and sad and because, one day, she had driven away from the car park at the foot of the hill town of Sainte-Catherine, refusing his entreaties to accompany her. When she had returned, two hours later, she had found him sitting in the same place, waiting for her, the expression on his patient, handsome face so poignant and trusting that she had been unable to do anything else.


‘Does madame need something?’ Monsieur Alain asked.


Unused to being addressed in the third person, Zoe hesitated before replying: ‘I thought I might pop out for a walk.’


The sound of the ‘W-word’ roused Russell completely from slumber. The butler indicated the stovetop on which a variety of breakfast foods were sizzling.


‘Once I have taken the family’s trays upstairs, will madame require hot food?’


‘No, thank you.’


I won’t be staying long.


Together, Zoe and Russell climbed the perilous stone stair. Remembering that the front door – at the foot of the western tower – was locked, she went to the other end of the corridor, to a stone vestibule at the foot of the eastern tower. It was untidy with boots, shoes, coats, hats and scarves. The less-­impressive rear door was only bolted, allowing her to open it onto a walled vegetable garden. On the far side of the snow-filled planters was a pedestrian gate beneath an arch of clay tiles that she thought must allow access to the frosty lawn.


Once through the gate, Russell darted back and forth while Zoe kept a steady path, momentarily wondering what hoofed creatures had left so many criss-cross tracks in the frost and snow.


Oh, it must have been the stags.


Beyond the lawn was a frozen lake, about thirty paces across. To her surprise, Zoe discovered that Junior had got there first, inadequately dressed in a quilted anorak and tartan scarf. The boy was amusing himself by throwing pebbles across the surface of the ice, tossing them clumsily as if no one had ever shown him how to skim stones – as seemed more than likely.





I wonder if the grown-ups pay any attention to the boy? Adélaïde said it’s Primo and Boris Senior’s seventieth birthday. That’s quite old for Boris Senior to have a . . . a ten-year-old?


Russell explored the perimeter of the lake, not yet emboldened to venture onto the ice.


If Russell was interested in sticks, I might get Junior to throw one for him, but Russell thinks such childish tricks beneath him.


The terrier conducted his interactions with the human world on his own terms. And he had a knack of looking Zoe in the eye and seeming to ask her unspoken questions to which she had no answer. Several times, in her investigation into ‘the French bookshop murder’, Russell had prompted her on a new train of thought. Once, in danger on a lonely road, he had saved her from serious injury – if not worse.


He is my tiny, brave chevalier.


The sun had only recently risen and was still very low in the sky, dazzling out of the east, the direction from which a cold wind also blew. Junior had walked out four or five paces onto the ice. She considered calling him back, but the surface seemed firm beneath his feet, with no ominous sounds of shifting or cracking.


He’s not my responsibility, but I hope he doesn’t fall through. If he does, I’ll have to try and drag him out.


Zoe had no children. She was, as the women’s magazines and podcasts would insist on calling it, ‘happily childless’. This was neither by accident, nor by tragedy nor by conjugal betrayal, but by choice.


Russell seemed to become intrigued by Boris Junior’s behaviour. Zoe watched – with a degree of apprehension – as dog followed boy, snuffling at the inert and odourless surface, his pointed face creased into something like a frown. Then his odd gait made Zoe smile.


He’s trying to stand on tiptoe to keep the pads of his paws from the cold.





From Adélaïde’s pamphlets, Zoe knew that the lake was fed by a river, the Rigolet, that ran down out of the mountains to the north. Further in its wanderings, the Rigolet wound past Zoe’s home town of Sainte-Catherine before tumbling and twisting onwards, ultimately becoming a part of the mighty River Rhône. At Château Palotte, however, it was momentarily stalled in its desire for oblivion by a low dam.


She also knew that the artificial lake was designed to feed, beneath the lawn, a subterranean reservoir – ‘an amazing construction, capable of providing fresh water all year round, even at the height of the scorching Provençal summer’.


Zoe followed the edge of the lake, not wanting to test the ice with her own sixty-five kilos. Junior was a wiry, unathletic boy and probably weighed only thirty-five or so, and Russell just five or six. The direction took her to the southern neck of the frigid body of water, frozen solid to a concrete lip, over which, come spring, the waters of the Rigolet would run free once more. In fact, a slender cascade still flowed through a narrow outfall, before tumbling icily on.


Zoe mounted an arched wooden bridge that gave access to the far side of the stream, beyond which serried lines of bicentennial trees, formally laid out in the eighteenth century, comprised a monument to Château Palotte’s ‘glory days’ before the French Revolution turned all the old feudal certainties upside down.


She shielded her eyes from the low glare. Junior was marching out close to the middle of the lake, at least fifteen paces from the edge. She couldn’t quite see what he was doing, but Russell was close at hand, confusedly investigating the inexplicable cold surface without smells.


Zoe saw Junior raise his hands above his head and understood, with a chill of trepidation, precisely what it was the boy was about to do. Junior had been back to the bank to collect a rock, one of the egg-shaped stones eroded smooth by the tumbling Rigolet, but much bigger and heavier than the pebbles he had sent clumsily – innocently – skittering across the ice.


‘Junior, arrête,’ she called.


She was too late. He didn’t stop. Despite his thin, weedy arms, Junior managed to throw the rock several paces away from where he stood. It fractured the ice and sank instantly into the icy depths. The section of the frozen surface on which the boy stood remained intact, but Russell was directly caught up in the catastrophe, a large panel of ice tipping and shearing like an arctic floe, his little paws scrabbling without purchase, his claws unable to find any grip.


‘Russell!’ cried Zoe.


He slipped out of sight.












Five


‘I Wish I’d Never Come’


Because the wind from the east was constantly scouring the surface of the lake, Zoe was both appalled and relieved to see the terrier beneath the surface, as if through frosty glass, desperately doggy-paddling, surely drowning, yet moving towards her with the current.


‘Russell!’ she cried out for a second time.


Zoe ran to the far side of the hump-backed bridge and knelt down in the frozen grass and mud at the edge of the lip, close to where a narrow channel of frigid water still flowed, trying to drag another egg-shaped stone – like the one Junior had used to fracture the ice – out of the frozen ground.


At first, Zoe could get no more purchase than Russell’s claws had found on the tipping ice floe. Finally, at a cost of several damaged nails, the stone came free and she bashed it on the ice by the rim, smashing it into slush. The flow brought Russell close and she reached her arms into the punishingly chill water, her fingers losing sensation but able to grasp the writhing, sodden barrel of her dog’s muscular little body, heaving him out, clutching the shuddering, gasping animal to her chest.


‘You’re alive,’ she gasped.


He coughed and spluttered, foolishly wriggling to be free. She ran her numbed hands along his coat to squeeze out most of the chill water. Then, clumsily, with trembling fingers, she undid the poppers on her cheap Decathlon ski jacket to tuck him inside.


It was a horrible sensation, the icy water soaking through her quilted gilet into her turtleneck jumper. But Russell’s shuddering began to diminish and she felt his tentative tongue lick her chin.


‘You gave me a terrible fright,’ she told him, her voice unsteady. ‘But it wasn’t your fault.’


From where she knelt, on the cold bank of the lake, she could see Junior, running away across the lawn towards the walled vegetable garden. She levered herself awkwardly to her feet.


‘We must go and get warm and dry indoors,’ she told ­Russell. ‘There’s a fire in the dining room.’


Junior’s silhouette against the frosty grass disappeared through the pedestrian gate. Zoe wondered if – sad and poorly brought up, perhaps not knowing any better – Junior had deliberately tried to hurt Russell.


Surely not?


Her teeth began to chatter.


But I can’t be sure . . .


In the artificial lake, the panels of ice broken by Junior’s heavy stone seemed already to be knitting themselves back together. Zoe had a brief and frightening flashback to her moment of panic when she had seen poor Russell, carried by the current, sealed beneath the frozen surface.


‘You’re all right. We’re both all right,’ she told him.


She recrossed the arched bridge. He gave her another half-hearted lick and she hurried up the lawn, the exercise compensating a little for the icy water soaking through her clothes, running down insidiously into the waistband of her trousers.


This is horrible.


The lawn levelled out and she headed for the same entrance to the walled vegetable garden that Junior had used.





I wish I’d never come.


*


As things turned out, the crisis at the frozen lake would soon be relegated from headline to sidebar. And the question of whether or not Junior had meant to do what he did would become important for quite different reasons.


Zoe couldn’t yet know it, but she was about to become implicated in much deeper, more grown-up questions, leading – with implacable inevitability – to murder.












Six


‘That Terrible Business at the Theatre’


Zoe saw no sign of Junior in the vegetable garden, nor in the house itself as she made her way along the corridor to the dining room and peeked in, without fully opening the heavy door. Primo de Palotte, Adélaïde’s husband, was standing at the window, an unmistakable upright figure, despite his seventy years. She knew him from his photograph in the pamphlet.


Who does he remind me of? I think it’s Patrick Stewart, in character as Captain Picard in Star Trek, but an older version.


Primo was wearing corduroy trousers in an aggressive shade of scarlet, a mustard-yellow jumper and a stylish tweed jacket, more redolent of Paris than the Hebridean island of Harris. She was on the point of making her presence known, when she realised that there was something odd in his pose.


Primo’s forehead was pressed to the glass and she had a moment of surreal concern that he might be dead. Then she saw that his hands, clasped together in the small of his back, were restless and uneasy, the fingers moving through and past and round one another, like a bunch of unhappy worms.
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