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Evil is unspectacular and always human,

And shares our bed and eats at our own table.
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ONE



Bones. Human bones the length of a man’s thigh. I stopped short at the sight of more than a dozen of them stacked like a cord of firewood just steps in front of me.

I paused to catch my breath before heaving my shoulder against the thick wooden door for the third time. The sturdy threshold, reinforced with rust-covered strips of wrought iron, had withheld assaults by barbarian invaders throughout centuries, so I didn’t have much hope that it would yield to my slender frame.

The cobblestone alleyway that led back up a steep incline to the center of town was dark, except for a sliver of light that sliced through it like a laser from the two o’clock angle of the waning crescent moon.

“It’s some kind of sick joke, Gaspard.” I raised my voice as I addressed the perpetually drooling basset hound that was probably sleeping soundly just inside. There was no one else around to hear me, and I was trying to stay calm though staring at this cache of skeletal remains. “There were no bones here when I left the house for dinner.”

I was dead-ended outside the entrance to the grounds of the ancient mill—a medieval moulin—that Luc Rouget had converted into his home on a hillside in Mougins, a perched village in France that overlooked the glittering Côte d’Azur and the city of Cannes.

I glanced down again, trying to calculate how many dead men it had taken to create this ghastly tableau. The bones looked yellowed with age, but maybe that was a trick of the night sky. I picked up my head to return to the business of wrestling with the old iron door handle, which I had never before known Luc to lock.

I could hear voices in the distance, coming from below the house, where the dense Valmasque Forest surrounded the village. Deep voices of several men carried up over the stillness of the hillside, punctuated by the shrill laughter of a woman.

It was an early-spring night, cool and dry, but I had already worked up a sweat as I struggled against the mammoth door. I turned to make my way back up the slope to find Luc and our friends, but my left heel caught in the uneven spacing between stones. I nervously braced myself against the wall to disengage it, and as I kicked loose, my foot grazed the top of the mound behind me.

Several of the bones smacked against the ground, rolling or sliding out of sight in the darkness past the entryway. I leaned down to try to catch a couple but missed entirely. Too much good wine over too many hours had affected my judgment—like my decision to return home alone—and my balance.

The voices seemed to be getting closer to me, as though the interlopers had breached the wall at the bottom of Luc’s property and were approaching his house. They were no longer loud and laughing, but whispering among themselves.

The pile of bones that had looked so sinister to me moments earlier was scattered across the cobblestones. My own doing, of course, but now it seemed as haphazard and benign an accumulation of debris as though Gaspard had dragged them home from the woods after an evening of foraging unsuccessfully for live prey.

More than a decade as a prosecutor in the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office had provided enough fuel to stoke my imagination, even in the midst of a vacation, when presented with the slightest opportunity. But I shivered reflexively as I looked down. There could be no innocent explanation for the sudden deposit of a collection of human bones.

I unstrapped my sandals and stepped out of them. I was jumpy and slightly intoxicated. It was only a short walk from the cul-de-sac in which I found myself trapped to the center of town, the public square where Luc’s restaurant anchored this quaint village known for its culinary landmarks.

I hugged the wall of the old mill as I retraced the route up the slope, the cool stones beneath my feet radiating chills as though I had dipped them in cold water.

Suddenly, at the top of the alley, I saw the figure of a large man, filling the opening toward which I was headed. He lifted his arm and shined a flashlight in my direction, blinding me momentarily. I twisted my head away, and when I looked up again, shielding my eyes, he was gone.

Why hadn’t I asked him for help? The liquor had slowed my reflexes and clouded my thought process. I should have called out to him, but I feared he might be lurking near Luc’s home because he had something to do with the skeletal remains that had been planted there just a short time ago.

Better to be in the public square than cornered where I was, so I forced myself to move more quickly. Twenty or thirty paces and I emerged directly onto the narrow main street of the old village.

At least it was lighted by the dim glow of antique street lamps, even though there wasn’t a person in sight. Off to the left was a row of small shops, galleries, and restaurants that led to the car park and the road out of town. I turned to my right, where the bakery and apartments above it were all shuttered tight for the night.

The main street snaked in a circular path, winding and climbing through the tiny village to its highest point, where la Porte Sarrazine, the great fortification built in the twelfth century to protect the Mouginois monks of Saint Honorat from attacks, still stood watch over the countryside below.

I had separated from our group there on the ramparts above the village, and now I was too anxious and agitated to work my way back up to find them. I hadn’t taken a purse or cell phone with me. I hadn’t anticipated need for either.

But the restaurant Luc owned was in the center of the village, within my sight. It was not that long after the normal closing time, and I hoped one of the staff would still be cleaning up and could get a message to Luc to come home immediately.

I walked in the dead center of the street, oblivious to the pebbles that poked me underfoot. I kept reminding myself that I was in one of the safest places imaginable, a village that looked like a movie set for a caper with Grace Kelly and Cary Grant.

I had come to know Mougins as a small piece of paradise, tucked into the foothills of the Alps in the southeastern corner of France, to which people from all over the world traveled, simply in order to dine elegantly and well. No third world gratings covered the windows of the pricey shops, rarely did anyone lock doors of villas decorated with works by old masters and modern artists, and the tiny residential population bragged that this town had no reason to keep statistics about violent crime. There simply wasn’t any.

I ran toward the patio of the restaurant and ducked beneath the trellis that bordered the outdoor tables fronting the town square. Something on the ground in my way stopped me cold, and I bent over to see what was there.

Skulls. Obviously human. Three large human skulls stacked to form a pyramid at the entrance to the only three-star restaurant in the village of Mougins.

TWO



“I don’t know if you’ve ever met my friend Alexandra Cooper,” Luc said to the young policeman who appeared at the house shortly after eight o’clock in the morning. “Alex, this is Claude Chenier.”

“Enchanté, madame,” the officer said, nodding at me though refusing to crack a smile. His expression was as stiff as the pleats in the pants of his light gray uniform. “No, we’ve never been introduced, but I’ve seen you around the village. Good to meet you.”

“My pleasure.” We were on the terrace outside the house on a sparkling late April morning. “We’re just having our first coffee, Claude. Would you like some?”

“Yes, thank you, if you don’t mind.”

I stood up to go back into the kitchen to pour another cup. Beyond the grounds of Luc’s property, over the deep green of the dense growth of trees in the Valmasque, I could see the water of the Bay of Cannes that had given its colorful name to this stretch of the Mediterranean coast.

“I hope we didn’t create too much extra work for you last evening.” Luc was speaking English for my sake. He was bilingual, born in France and educated in England, before returning to take over the empire started by his father, the legendary restaurateur Andre Rouget. Although my affair with him had done less for my language skills than for my spirit, my comprehension was far better than my ability to converse about anything serious.

“Pas de tout. No trouble at all, Monsieur Rouget.”

I stirred the sugar until it dissolved and then I carried the cup outside, setting it down on the table. “I have to apologize for creating such a commotion in the middle of the night, Claude. Won’t you sit down?”

He shook his head. “I’m not sure what you mean, madame? Commotion?”

“Agitation, Claude. But I think Alex is mistaken. Nothing you need to be concerned with.”

“Aren’t we talking about the bones I found last night? The human skulls?”

“No, darling,” Luc said, reaching across the table for my hand. “I’m sure Claude doesn’t even know about them yet. Give me a minute with him, will you?”

“I thought you went directly to the gendarmerie after you brought me home?”

I had raced up the hill to find Luc as the last of the revelers at our party were finishing their champagne. Together we walked back to his restaurant—Le Relais a Mougins—and went inside, careful not to disturb the skulls, to retrieve the key to his property that he kept in the office above the dining room. Luc assured me that he hadn’t locked the door and that I was probably just skittish alone in the dark alleyway, fooled by the work of village pranksters.

When we got to the house, he was as startled as I that he couldn’t even insert the key. The lock had been jammed, and as he patiently whittled away at it with his pocketknife, a piece of bone—the size of a small finger—splintered and spilled out of the opening.

Luc settled me inside and inspected the grounds to be sure that no intruders had made it over the garden wall. I finally fell asleep an hour later, certain that Luc was going to the police station to report the incident and to ask the officer on duty to photograph and collect the bones.

“At three in the morning? Is that what you really thought?” Luc asked, winking at me as he got up from the table. “Like this is CSI: Mougins?”

Claude Chenier was still stone-faced. I was sitting with my back against the stucco bench of the sunny terrace, looking up at him. He was about my height—five-ten—and almost as slim as Luc.

“What bones are you speaking of, madame?”

“My wallet’s just inside the door, Claude.” Luc pointed to the kitchen counter not fifteen feet away and headed to it.

“I didn’t actually come just now for the money.”

“Nonsense. Your guys did a great job for us. No party crashers, no media, no out-of-control guests,” Luc said, taking a handful of bills from his alligator wallet. “Don’t look so startled, Alex. It’s not a bribe. Claude was off duty last evening and he supplied the private security team for our party.”

Claude did a quick count of the money. “Merci, Monsieur Rouget. It’s very generous of you. My men will appreciate it.”

Luc put an arm around the young man’s shoulder, as though to steer him past the swimming pool to the heavy old door that had offered me so much resistance earlier this morning. “They earned it. We had a wonderful time.”

I could tell Luc was embarrassed that he’d misled me into thinking he had made a police report already. Of course there was no need to awaken everyone in the village for what he’d almost convinced me by daybreak was a practical joke. And though the joke had been a distasteful one, I tried to switch off the “on-duty” part of my brain that was always thinking like a prosecutor.

“You must come by some evening with your girlfriend for dinner, Claude, eh? To Le Relais, for the new spring menu.”

I smiled as the officer nodded in agreement. I knew that my favorite NYPD detectives, Mike Chapman and Mercer Wallace, would envy a police department in which there were no rules against taking meals at pricey restaurants “on the arm.”

Mike, who worked Homicide, and Mercer, in the Special Victims Unit—one of the few African American detectives to make first grade—had become my most trusted friends in the twelve years I had served as a prosecutor.

“Very well, then. We’ll set a date.” Luc’s chiseled features weren’t classically handsome, but his smile was warm and slightly crooked, in a sexy way, and always drew a grin in return from me.

Claude held his ground despite the fact that Luc was trying to usher him out. We hadn’t gotten much sleep and were planning a lazy day alone together. Claude pocketed the wad of cash and turned back to question me.

“May I ask again, madame, what bones are you talking about?”

Luc rolled his eyes and shrugged his shoulders, but I answered anyway. “Let me show you, Claude,” I said, putting down my coffee cup as I stood to walk out to the alley.

“Alex, they’re not there any longer.”

“What do you mean? If you didn’t alert the police, then what did you do?”

“I removed them,” Luc said. The sun reflected off the metal of his wire-rimmed glasses, so that I couldn’t see his expression, see whether or not he was joking.

“You what?”

“I picked them up and carried them back to the restaurant for safekeeping.”

“With your bare hands?” I sounded as exasperated as I was exhausted. “Did you even think it might be worthwhile having the police examine them for fingerprints?”

Claude was tugging on his narrow black uniform tie as he listened to us bicker, never taking his eyes off my face.

“C’est fou. Don’t be ridiculous, Alex.”

“How about the skulls? You moved those, too?”

Claude looked at Luc. “Crânes?”

“Oui. Trois crânes. Very old ones, Claude. I have them in my office.” Luc turned his back to me. “You must understand something about Alex, Claude. Elle est procureur de la ville de New York.”

“C’est vrai, madame?”

“Yes, it’s true. I’m a prosecutor.”

“Alex is in charge of sex crimes in Manhattan. Tous les crimes sexuels,” Luc said, trying to impress the stolid young cop, which didn’t seem likely to happen. Then he patted Claude’s shoulder. “It explains why she always sees something sinister when there really isn’t cause for concern.”

I playfully put my hands against Luc’s back and pushed him toward the edge of the pool. “If I riffed about the secret sauce for your escargots half as dismissively as you just nailed my career, you’d probably carve me up and serve me for dinner.”

“With that very sauce, mon amour. Not only would it be tasty but also all the evidence would be devoured.”

“How Hitchcockian,” I said, turning my back.

“Are you ready for a swim to cool off that temper a bit?” He spun me around and lifted me from the ground, dangling me over the water, while he addressed Claude Chenier. “And you, my friend, the bones she’s talking about are older than this village, but I’ll cart them over to headquarters as soon as you like. Or do you want to come with me now?”

Luc put me down as Claude answered him.

“I was trying to get you alone, Monsieur Rouget, to explain to you the reason I came here this morning. But since Madame Cooper is a professional, I’ll tell both of you.”

“A reason you’re here, beside the money?”

“Oui, monsieur, I was sent by my captain,”the young officer said, hesitating before he looked Luc in the eye. “There was a body found just a few hours ago.”

“Whose body?” Luc was all business now, his blue-gray eyes as icy as steel, his hands planted firmly on his hips.

“A young woman. We don’t know who she is. I was sent here to ask for your help with an identification.”

“Why my help?” Luc’s pale face had reddened.

“Because we think she was on her way to your celebration last night. The captain believes she might have been one of your guests.”

“Of course we’ll do whatever you need,” I said, thinking of the hairpin turns on the narrow roads that led from the autoroute to this hilltop. “On her way to our dinner party, Claude? Was it an accident, then? A car crash?”

“Perhaps an accident, madame, but it didn’t involve a car. They were taking her body out of the pond when I was dispatched to come here. It’s either an accident, Ms. Cooper, or the young lady was murdered.”

THREE



Half an hour later we were standing at the edge of Fontmerle Pond, twelve acres of water that bordered the enormous forest, almost completely obscured by the green pods of lotus flowers that would bloom later in the summer.

Claude Chenier had passed us off to his boss, Captain Belgarde, who greeted Luc with a handshake as he tossed his cigarette into the murky water.

“Alex, this is Jean-Jacques Belgarde. Jacques, I’d like you to meet Alex Cooper.”

Luc was going through the motions, but his attention was focused on a yellow blanket spread on the ground on the far side of the pond. “He’s married to an American and lived in Baltimore for fifteen years, so his English is better than yours. What’s happened here, Jacques? Who is she?”

Two men were navigating a pontoon back to our position. The morning stillness was ruptured by shrieking birdcalls—dozens of different sounds and cadences—probably occasioned by our unexpected presence in this natural sanctuary.

“Not my forte, Luc. I haven’t seen a body since I left military service.”

“And the slow-motion ferry?”

“Nothing works in the pond but a flat-bottom boat. These pods put down roots that tangle oars or anything else that tries to move through. The boat’ll reach us in a few minutes.”

“That old guy steering the platform looks familiar.”

Belgarde called out to Claude and asked who was poling the pontoon, carrying the other officer back to this side.

“Sorry, I don’t know his name. He’s how you say? The veilleur de nuit. He’s the one who found the lady.”

“The night watchman,” Luc said. “Of course I know him. Emil. He used to be the caretaker for Pablo Picasso’s home, just across from the pond. When I was a teenager, I used to make runs on my motorcycle with food my father sent to Picasso when he didn’t feel like coming to town for dinner.”

The great artist had spent the last twelve years of his life in Mougins and was one of Andre Rouget’s regular customers.

“Pretty swell takeout,” Jacques said. “There you go. Three years in town and I’ve never met this Emil, didn’t even know his name. I’ve heard about him though—that he’s a real loner. Works the midnight shift for the park service just so he doesn’t have to deal with people.”

“How would anyone see a body in this pond, especially before daylight?” I asked. Some of the leaves were three feet in diameter, overlapping one another and appearing so thick that it looked as if I could walk across on them to the other side.

“That brings us back to you, Luc,” the captain said. “The deceased is dressed entirely in white. It’s the clothes that stood out so obviously against the dark water and leaves, even in the dead of night. Sweater, lace camisole, long cotton skirt—and it’s not even summer yet. My officers tell me you hosted a party last evening. A dinner in white.”

“Guilty, Jacques, but all my guests were accounted for,” Luc said, shading his eyes with his hand. “Why didn’t they load the body on the boat and bring her to the dock?”

We were watching the pontoon’s slow progress through the lotus leaves.

“I’ve been instructed not to move the woman. We’ll go across to her.”

“Fine. Perhaps Alex should wait here.”

“I’m more useful with the dead than you are, Luc. Does this mean, Captain, that there’s a médecin légiste on the way?”

“A medical examiner? I wouldn’t know where to find the closest one. I’ve never had the need. But there’s a local coroner. We’re trying to get our hands on him now.”

“Surely you’re not going to leave this woman outside for hours, exposed to the elements?” It wasn’t just the insects and eels above and below the water, but foxes and wild boar that gave the forest its unique character.

“We’ll move her as soon as we’re ready.” Belgarde spoke sharply to me. “Tell me about the event, Luc. Your idea, this Diner en Blanc?”

“No, not mine. It’s been going on in Paris for a quarter of a century, and more recently in New York, Montreal. Who knows where else? I thought I’d bring the concept to Mougins. A touch of civility before tourist season overwhelms us.”

“You and I have shirts on our backs because of the tourists,” Jacques said, cupping his hand over a match as he lighted his next Gitanes. Judging by the pile of butts, he had smoked enough cigarettes in the last couple of hours to blacken the lungs of the purple herons observing us from the middle of the pond. “You feed them, and I’m the uniformed lost and found for their cameras and car keys and iPads. What are these dinners, mon ami?”

The pontoon snagged on a stand of lotus fronds, and the old man used his pole with great deliberation to free the slow-moving vessel. I watched while Luc talked.

“One of my father’s friends returned to Paris in the eighties, after a long time away. He wanted to see a lot of acquaintances, so he made his contacts and people agreed to meet all together, for dinner, even though they didn’t know one another. By the time François assembled his list, there were too many of his friends to fit in a restaurant or home, so he suggested they meet at the Bois de Boulogne.

“Everyone was to bring not only their own food but also tables and chairs, wine and glasses, silver and table linens. And all were to dress entirely in white, so the two hundred or so guests could spot one another inside the park.”

Jacques inhaled and raised his eyebrows. “That’s legal, in an historic landmark?”

“Je ne sais. François made the rules. The hell with the law. He just wanted everyone to enjoy themselves.”

“It worked?”

“So well that it’s grown to incredibly larger numbers each time. Four thousand people in the plaza at the Cathedral of Notre Dame two years ago. Last August, when I was invited for the first time, six thousand showed up in the courtyard of the Louvre.”

“That’s astonishing. And not mobbed by outsiders?”

Luc smiled. “Only friends, and friends of friends. Each time there is a different organizer, deciding who is in and who is out.”

Jacques blew smoke rings in Luc’s face. “Clearly, I was out when you drew up your list.”

“Alors, my pal, you don’t Tweet, do you?” Luc waved the smoke away with his iPhone.

“I’m too old for that bullshit,” Jacques said. I guessed him to be a decade older than Luc, who was forty-eight. “That’s how you invite?”

“Till the very last minute, the Parisian organizers never revealed the location of the dinner. Part of the fun, I guess. Then on the actual day of, they blast out the landmark—whatever it is—and people descend on their Metro stations with all their gear.”

“So for you, Luc, the place was la Porte Sarrazine?”

“Exactly. The peak of Mougins, with that spectacular vista over the valley. I broke the rules and provided all the food and drink from the restaurant. Guests just had to bring a blanket to sit on. The classic French pique-nique, full of romance and mystery, no? Ladies in white dresses and men in linen shirts. Pâté de foie gras, poached salmon a la Relais, cheeses, and chocolate truffles. The very best wines and a night of great amitié, great friendship.”

“I hope you saved me something,” Jacques said, rubbing his belly, which protruded over the belt of his uniform. “White’s not my best look.”

Luc was reliving the magical evening he had created, while I was fixed on the body across the shore.

“And you, Alexandra, did you enjoy?”

“Very much so. Until this news. Until now.”

“How many guests?”

“Sixty in all,” Luc said.

Jacques snorted. “I didn’t know you had that many friends in town.”

“I don’t, Monsieur le Capitaine, but some of my friends have friends,” Luc said, laughing at Jacques’s candid remark. “The only three-star joint in a resort filled with restaurants, a mecca for gourmands? Yes, there has been some pretty fierce competition for me these last few years.”

“Not to mention that you got your stars the easy way.”

“How so?”

“You inherited them from your father.”

Jacques’s comments were getting to Luc. “When my father hung up his toque for good and retired, everyone thought the glory days of Le Relais were over. He had created the most acclaimed restaurant in the region, only to lose two of his stars in the last five years while he tried to hold on to the place.”

“Too much time chasing tail, eh? Those were still the rumors when I got to town.”

“Give it up, Jacques. That’s rude. I’ll invite you to next year’s dinner, okay?”

“You inherit that, too?”

“What?” Luc was fuming. I could see the muscles in his face tense up.

“That philandering thing. Is that why your wife split?”

“If you’re not going to be respectful to Luc,” I said, “then would you at least try not to make a fool of yourself in my presence, Captain?”

“Je m’excuse, madame,” Jacques said, bowing his head in mock respect. “I didn’t know this was a serious affair.”

“It’s none of your business what kind of relationship it is, Jacques,” Luc said, moving closer to me.

It seemed that the captain had pinned his hopes on a connection between the corpse and my lover, simply because she was clothed in white.

“Even if it’s the reason that you’re leaving for New York?”

Luc wagged his finger back and forth. “Not leaving, Jacques. I’m opening a place there for the winter season, when things are slow here.”

Claude Chenier stepped forward and circled us to get onto the rickety wooden dock that was about to receive the flat-bottomed boat.

“Perhaps it’s time to tell the captain that someone left piles of bones and skulls on your doorsteps during the night,” I added, to bring the point to Jacques’s attention. “Maybe there is a link to what happened here.”

“What do you mean? Tell me, my friend.”

Luc ignored both of us and followed Claude onto the dock. “Let’s get this done first, then I’ll show you what Alex is talking about.”

The other officer got off the pontoon to make room for the three of us. Luc boarded and identified himself to Emil. They embraced, speaking rapidly in French, and briefly reminisced about the past, while Jacques and I followed and grabbed onto the railing that sided the boat before it took off again.

“You have a list of all your guests, Luc?”

“Of course. It’s in my office. I’ll have it for you as soon as you get me back to town.”

By the time we were halfway across, the mosquitoes had found every exposed piece of my flesh. I swatted them away from my mouth and nose.

“Are you familiar with this part of the forest?” Jacques asked Luc.

“We all played here as kids. I know it pretty well.”

“Have you been lately?”

Luc clearly didn’t like the tone of the question.

“Just the other day, in fact. Before Alex arrived. You could create an entire meal from this pond.” His sarcasm wasn’t lost on Jacques.

“I’ve never been fond of frogs’ legs.”

Luc squatted and reached into the water, wrenching loose from its roots in the mud a green frond which housed the small bud of a lotus flower. “A real culinary delicacy, Jacques. Every bit of this plant is edible.” Luc peeled open the flower and showed us the seeds before he swallowed a handful, almost daring the police captain to speak what was on his mind. “Tastes just like chestnuts. And the roots themselves cook up like sweet potatoes. We served them last weekend.”

There was no dock on the shoreline of the pond where the body had been retrieved. Emil gently beached the boat, warning us to hold on as it slid in hard against the muddy embankment.

Jacques disembarked first, then Luc, who extended his hand to help me off. The captain walked toward the covered body, squatted at the far corner of the blanket, and drew it aside to reveal to us the back of the young woman.

The white clothes were still sopping wet and clung to her skin. Her head faced away from Luc and me, obscured by the clumped strands of long brown hair that crossed her cheek.

“You know the girl, Luc?” Jacques asked. “You bring her lotus picking with you the other day?”

I spoke before Luc could answer, though I resented the captain’s question. “Don’t show your ignorance, Jacques. She’s been in the water only several hours.”

His silence suggested he didn’t know anything about postmortems.

“See her skin, Captain?” I walked to his side and kneeled in the muck, face-to-face with the deceased, whom I guessed to be younger than I by seven or eight years—maybe she was about thirty. “There are no wrinkles, no ‘washerwoman’ effect, as we call it at home. She hasn’t been dead very long.”

“And that stuff—that pink stuff coming out of her mouth,” he asked, barely able to look at her face again, “what’s that?”

“Do you know whether someone tried to revive her?” I asked.

Jacques pointed at Emil. “He says he attempted to resuscitate the girl, to press on her chest.” Jacques simulated the motion of CPR in midair, keeping his distance from the body. “C’est vrai, Emil?”

The weathered old man nodded in the affirmative.

“It’s foam, then,” I said, looking at the mushroom-shaped froth that oozed from her mouth and nose. “It’s the mixture of oxygen and water with mucus created in her airway when she was fighting to breathe. Come look, Luc. Do you know who she is?”

He moved slowly around the outstretched legs of the body, no more comfortable in this setting than the captain of the local police.

“You’ve taken photographs, Jacques?” I asked, waiting for Luc to get next to me.

“Just with the camera I keep in the car. And Claude’s cell phone. An inspector is coming from Cannes sometime later today to manage the investigation.”

I had no faith that the integrity of the forensics in this case would be preserved, or that Jacques was terribly concerned about that. I took the ends of a few of the tangled strands of hair and lifted them gently so that Luc could see the girl more clearly—despite the distorted features of her gaping mouth and foam-covered nostrils—so that he could tell Jacques he had been mistaken.

“That foam is a pretty good indicator that this poor creature was alive when she was submerged,” I said to the captain. “You really need to get a professional team here quickly to move her before you compromise the chance for a coroner to find marks or bruises under her clothes.”

I looked up at Jacques to be sure he understood the importance of what I was telling him, but he was more interested in the expression on Luc’s face.

“Alex asked whether you know who she is,” Jacques said. “Why don’t you respond?”

Luc rested a hand on my shoulder and squeezed it hard as he kneeled beside me. I let go of the girl’s hair when he answered. “Of course I know who she is, Jacques. Her name is Lisette. Lisette Honfleur. She used to work for me in the restaurant.”
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“Busman’s holiday, Alex? Isn’t that what they call it in the States?” Jacques asked. “Working your way through your vacation?”

It was an hour later and we were sitting in Jacques’s cramped office in the gendarmerie of Mougins. The bulletin board behind the captain was littered with celebrity headshots—movie stars, many of them in town for dinner during the Cannes Film Festival throughout the years, thanking the police for one courtesy or another.

“This is all in your capable hands now, Captain. I’ve got another week here to relax with Luc,” I said, turning my head to offer my lover some reassurance, although it didn’t seem that would help. “I’m sure you’ll have things sorted out by then.”

I’d been schooled in murder investigations by the best detectives in New York. The ignorance Belgarde displayed at the crime scene would have shocked Mike Chapman, and I harbored little hope that these village cops would know what to do next.

One of the captain’s men had been dispatched to the restaurant to carry back the bones. They sat on the floor in a large wooden wine crate between Luc and the desk, the three hollow-eyed skulls meeting my gaze with a blank stare.

“Tell me about Lisette, Luc.”

“I thought we were waiting for the investigators to arrive.”

“They’ve been delayed and I’m curious. Tell me about the girl.”

“It must be at least five years since I’ve seen her, Jacques. Maybe more than that.”

“Really?” the captain said, rocking back and forth on his ergonomically correct office chair. “Why so long between visits?”

“I fired her. That’s probably the reason.”

“She couldn’t stand the heat in the kitchen?”

“Lisette wasn’t involved with food. She helped with the books. My accountant placed her with me. He knows more about her than I do, for sure.”

“How long did she work with you?”

“Five, maybe six months.”

“And you let her go, why?”

“Because she liked to help herself to the cash, Jacques. A little too much, a little too often.”

“Ah, oui. Les doigts collants.” The captain saw that I looked puzzled by his words. “Sticky fingers, Alexandra. A common problem in Luc’s business.”

Tax officials in France sat on restaurant owners like hawks, because so much of the business was in cash transactions. And the ready access to all those euros—and occasional dollars—must have been a temptation to the young woman working alone in an office above the chic dining room.

“My ex is the one who actually caught Lisette with her hand in the till.”

Luc had been divorced amicably from Brigitte, his wife of fifteen years, who lived close by with their two kids. He was devoted to the children.

Jacques’s chair was on casters, and he rolled himself toward the corner, where several dilapidated file cabinets stood. “So we have a record of the theft, you think?”

“I never reported it.”

“No?”

“There was no point. I didn’t think she had stolen that much money in such a short time. No need to jam her up. We just—we just let her go.”

“No need to have the taxman in your house, finding out you cook your numbers, eh, Luc?” Jacques scooted back in place behind the desk. “I bet they get that pink foam off her face, she was a looker, this Lisette.”

I studied Luc’s somber face as he answered. “She was a handsome girl.”

“Handsome enough to tempt you?”

“No, Jacques, she was—”

“I realize I’m offending you, Alexandra, but it would be stupid of me not to ask.”

I nodded at the smirking captain while Luc finished what he wanted to say. “I was at the point in the breakup of my marriage, Jacques, that I wasn’t beyond temptation. No secret there. That wasn’t the issue. Plenty of guys in town were attracted to Lisette, but I wasn’t one of them. There was a profound sadness about this girl—une tristesse—not just in her appearance and the way she carried herself, but in her whole spirit.”

Jacques’s head rolled as he leaned backward with his chair. “Ha! You were looking for something perkier, my friend, like a sex crimes prosecutor? Is that what you’re telling me?”

There wasn’t much of my usual good-natured humor in reserve since first seeing Lisette’s body on the edge of the pond, and I had no interest in performing for the captain, who seemed to be growing ruder by the minute.

“Perhaps the next time you’re in New York, you’ll come visit me in the courtroom. I’m long on facts and fairness and the occasional outrage, Captain, but I’ve never been accused of being sad. Buy me some Dewar’s at the end of the day, I might even convince you I’m having a good time,” I said. “Now, Luc planned an absolutely delightful day for me. If you’ve got any more questions, you’ll find us at the restaurant tonight. Ça va?”

Luc fished a business card out of his wallet. “This is my accountant. He knows a lot more about Lisette than I do.”

Jacques was practically sputtering as he saw me reach for the door handle. “But you can’t go yet.”

“You can’t possibly be holding him?” I asked, warming up to the incredulity that often preceded my outrage.

“I’m not holding anyone. I have no idea what happened to this girl. It’s your brain I want to pick, Alexandra. I thought you’d help me with this—this situation.”

“Such a strange way you have of asking for assistance, Jacques. The experts are on their way. What is it you need from me?”

“So drowning like this. Is that always murder? Must it be a homicide?”

I didn’t take my hand off the door handle. I saw no reason for Luc and me to involve ourselves in this mystery. “Not necessarily. Most drownings are accidental. People fall out of boats or into deep water and can’t swim. They panic and struggle to reach the surface, and sometimes doing that they exhaust their energy reserves. Or they swallow large quantities of water at the same time that air is escaping from their lungs. Alcoholics fall facedown in three inches of water, and because they’re barely conscious they’re unable to roll over.”

“And the doctors know it’s an accident because …?”

“The totality of the circumstances, Jacques. Sometimes from witnesses, in other cases because the evidence points to only one conclusion. Do you know facts you haven’t told us? Any idea how Lisette got to the pond? I didn’t see a car there. And it’s a long walk in from the road.” I was talking at high speed. “Do people really swim in that water? It hardly seems the site for an accident.”

“Well, no, I wouldn’t think—”

“A few instances of drowning are suicidal. Think Virginia Woolf, Captain.”

“Who?”

“You don’t read enough, Jacques. An Englishwoman,” I said. “She walked into a river after loading her pockets with heavy rocks, which took her to the bottom and made it impossible for her to survive. Manic depression.”

“So she was sad, too, this Woolf person?”

“Not sad like Lisette,” Luc said. “Mentally ill.”

“And you know this girl wasn’t a psych case? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I haven’t a clue, do you understand? I don’t know anything about her except that she was quite comfortable stealing from me.”

“Then there’s murder,” I said. “Someone may have held Lisette’s head under water until she drowned. An ugly death. If she was conscious when she went down, she would have been struggling, both to breathe and to get free of her attacker. Then the coughing and choking would have begun as she took on water, and convulsions next, before respiratory arrest and death. Minutes, probably. Achingly long minutes during which she knew she was likely to die.”

“So who am I looking for?” Jacques Belgarde put his fingers to his lips for several seconds before he spoke again. “Someone who—”

“Someone? Maybe more than one. Who knows what it took to get her into the park in the middle of the night?” I asked. I didn’t tell him I was reminded of the voices I’d heard when I was trying to get Luc’s door open. “The autopsy will eventually tell you whether she was drinking or drugged. Perhaps there are bruises on her neck, under her clothing.”

“This will spook the tourists for certain. The mayor will be on my ass to solve this one fast.”

“Just like in New York,” I said. “Political fallout is a common side effect of homicide, Captain.”

“Talk to my sommelier, Jacques. Some of the younger guys on my staff may remember who her friends were and who dated her. Maybe they even kept in touch,” Luc said. “Or they might be aware of who else she crossed, besides me.”

There was a knock on the door and Claude Chenier entered, pushing us farther inside as he extended his hand with several pages of paper in it. “For you, Captain. From Paris.”

“That was fast,” Belgarde said to his young officer, lighting another cigarette.

“We can’t be sure, sir. It’s just a name check and a guess at the girl’s age.”

Chenier backed out as the captain glanced at the documents, then looked up at Luc and shook them in his direction. “The National Police. They seem to know your Lisette Honfleur, too. They share your low opinion of her character.”

“I didn’t say I had an opinion, Jacques. I don’t know—”

“Is that her criminal record?” I asked.

“It is indeed,” Jacques said, coming out from behind his desk and bending over to scoop up one of the skulls, spinning it around to examine it more closely. “Not that it tells us why someone targeted you with these human remains, Luc, but maybe we know where they came from.”

“What does it say?”

“Two arrests, both fairly recent. Shoplifting from a boutique on the Left Bank, and last year, theft and vandalism from the catacombs.”

“The Catacombs of Paris?” I looked at the discoloration of the stack of bones in the crate at Luc’s feet. The idea that they might have been hundreds of years old, stolen from the underground ossuary created in miles of caverns and tunnels that once housed the stone quarries beneath the city’s streets, made more sense than that they were a recent find. “Why would anyone want to steal bones of the dead?”

“Not to worry, Alexandra,” Luc said, shaking his head. “It’s only the French who would make a tourist attraction of our mass burial practices for the poor. Don’t try to put a good reason to it.”

“But someone is connecting them to you,” I said. “From the remains of—what?—six million humans on public display?”

“Minus these three or four gentlemen,” Jacques said, poking the wine crate with the toe of his tall black boot. “A token from the ‘empire of death,’ as the ossuary was so aptly named. What is it, Luc? What message was Lisette sent to deliver?”

Luc squeezed my hand, urging me to exit Belgarde’s office. “When you figure it out, Jacques, I’m sure you’ll let me know.”

“I’m glad, Alexandra, that you asked Luc to call these bones to my attention.”

“He would have done it anyway,” I said, thinking to myself that it was later rather than sooner as I’d asked him to.

But the captain couldn’t let us go without a parting shot. “So at three this morning, Luc, when you didn’t pay any attention to what Alexandra asked you to do, where did you go instead?”
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My head rested against Luc’s back and my arms encircled his waist. I wore a helmet as I always did when riding behind him on his Ducati.

“Are you okay?” he asked, starting the engine. Like so many Europeans, Luc favored his motorcycle for trips to Cannes, allowing him to weave between cars stuck in heavy seasonal traffic and park almost anywhere in town.

“I’m fine.” Luc knew me well enough to call my bluff. When we’d said good-bye to Jacques Belgarde, he had left me outside the police station to go to the restaurant to make sure everything was in order for the luncheon service. I returned to the house and tried to work Lisette Honfleur out of my thoughts by swimming laps in the pool. The temperature was brisk enough to refresh me after the turn of events during the night.

“You don’t sound fine. Did Jacques get to you?”

“No, Luc. It’s not about him. I’m ready to go, really. We can talk later.”

It was noon on a spectacular day as we started out from the old village. I remember how tightly I clutched Luc the first few trips down from Mougins’s crest several visits earlier, as he navigated the steep roads on his powerful bike. The twenty-minute ride to Cannes was all downhill, past farmhouses built centuries ago, bordered by tall cypress and olive trees that lined the route to the highway.

“It’s the girl, then.” He was speeding up now, leaning left into the first curve of the descent.

“Of course it’s Lisette,” I said, picking up my head though my words got lost in the wind. I wanted to know as much as Luc did—whether she had a family and who would deliver this devastating news to them; what her background had been that led her to the lifestyle of petty thievery when she’d been offered the possibility of a good job at a chic three-star restaurant; who had brought her to Mougins last night, dressed as though she planned to attend our party.

Now I trusted Luc on the Ducati Multistrada, no longer clinging to him as at first, but taking my cues from his body that I had also come to know so well over time. We shifted from side to side as though one rider guided the powerful machine. There was no opportunity for conversation as we raced onto the highway and sped south, reaching the crowded streets of Cannes, where Luc worked his way through midday traffic jams and commercial loading zones to come to a stop a block from our destination.

We both dismounted and packed our helmets into the saddlebags. Luc reached for my hand and pulled me toward him, and I accepted his warm embrace. He stroked the back of my head. “We’ll talk at lunch.”

I nodded as we headed around the corner to La Croisette, the grand boulevard that formed the iconic image of the French Riviera. Royal palms created a majestic centerpiece as far as one could see in either direction, reminding me that the town had originally been built as a mild-weather winter resort for the very rich more than a century ago. The great hotels—the Carlton, the Martinez, and the Majestic Barrière—looked like elegant fortresses, matrons of an era gone by, on one side of the road, while a brilliantly colorful band of beach umbrellas lined the strip of sand at the water’s edge.

“Are we going to L’Ondine?” I asked.

“That’s your favorite, isn’t it?”

“Far and away.” We had sampled many of the seaside restaurants, but this one was special to me. Luc’s father had taken us there on my first visit. He had a maxim that had served him well in the business: the best restaurant is the one where you are best known.

“That’s where I reserved.”

We were arm in arm crossing the boulevard. Like all the resorts on the Cannes waterfront, the restaurant was down a flight of stairs from La Croisette. Plage L’Ondine had a glassed-in dining room, but we chose always to rent lounges and a large umbrella—eye-catching in a cheerful canary yellow with clean white trim—to sit outside on the beach and swim in the Mediterranean between courses.

The maître d’ was an old friend of Luc’s, who greeted him enthusiastically and kissed me on both cheeks. He led us to our usual spot, telling us that rumors about the success of last night’s dinner had already circulated throughout the food community in Cannes. Apparently the bad news about Lisette hadn’t traveled quite as quickly.

Luc was indeed well-known here. A waiter appeared instantly with a bottle of champagne and a menu for me as we made ourselves comfortable on the chairs. The royal blue umbrellas to our left and the bright pink ones to our right marked neighboring establishments, filling for the afternoon with locals, tourists, and visitors from the sleek yachts that jammed the colorful port.

The waiter filled our glasses and disappeared before we clinked them together. “Cheers, Alex. Ask me whatever you want and let’s get on with the day. Everything else here is perfect.”

“Tell me all you know about Lisette.”

“Darling, you’re more exasperating than Jacques Belgarde.” Luc pushed his sunglasses on top of his head and squared off to me. “I barely had anything to do with her. You know the long days and nights I spend in the restaurant, charming the guests. Well, trying to, anyway. She was upstairs in the office a few hours, two or three times a week. She always seemed down, like I told him. Her entire demeanor was off-putting to me, so I had no reason to engage her. I thought she was a druggie, too.”

“You didn’t say that.”

“Because I don’t know for sure. Why make it worse for her?”

“It can’t get any worse for her than it is. And you didn’t report that crime to the police.” I wondered whether Luc really had anything to hide from the tax authorities.

“Sip your drink. You’re here to relax and I don’t want all those bubbles to go to waste.”

“When we left the police station this morning and you went back to your office, did you talk to anyone else about Lisette?”

“I wanted to see how many reservations we had for lunch, to make sure all my VIP customers were well seated. I went back to take care of business before I took the afternoon off to attempt to seduce you,” he said, signaling the waiter to come back.

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“Yes, yes. Okay? Yes, I called Brigitte to tell her about the girl. Is that a problem for you?”

“Of course not.”

“I called her because they had such a tremendous catfight when Brigitte accused Lisette of stealing from me. Everyone in town knew there was bad blood between them. I wanted to see if she’d heard from Lisette lately. I’d prefer Brigitte not be dragged into all this.”

“And did she know anything?”

“Nothing, Madame Prosecutor. Now, is this inquisition going to go on all afternoon, or can we order something to eat?”

“I apologize, Luc.”

“You don’t doubt that Jacques is going to show up at Le Relais tonight, do you? I promise you he won’t be able to resist. It will only cost me a good meal—a big one—with some serious wine, and you’ll know all the dirt he’s dug up by nine o’clock.”

“I’m sure you’re right.”

“You’re like everyone else who comes to Mougins after all. You see our precious hilltop from the highway and you think it’s Camelot. You believe it’s a magical medieval village where time stands still and only good things happen.”

Since our relationship began, my frequent jaunts to the south of France had become a form of escape for me. I didn’t delude myself about that. More than a decade of prosecuting the most heinous crimes in a city where violence flourished 24/7 made me especially susceptible to the nonurgent lifestyle that Luc so enjoyed.

When I was alone in New York, I tried to separate out how much of the pleasure and excitement of the relationship was my love for him and how much was the fairy-tale aura of life in this romantic enclave. Once I reached Mougins, it was a hopeless task to even contemplate making that decision.

“Now I know it’s like every place else in the world. That’s a good reality check for me,” I said, pulling the crewneck sweater over my head and realigning the straps of my bathing suit. There was no purpose to a menu when I was out with Luc. “What’s for lunch?”

The waiter stepped forward to take our order. “We’d each like to start with the salad of tartare de crabe et saumon. And then we’ll have grilled langouste to follow, okay?”

The spiny Mediterranean lobster was entirely different from its American cousin. I had a home on Martha’s Vineyard, where I’d first met Luc at the wedding of two of my best friends. I’d introduced him to all the culinary treasures of my little island in the Atlantic—clam chowder and fried clams from the Bite, lobster hauled in the same day and harpooned swordfish from Larsen’s Fish Market, lobster rolls and root beer at the Galley, grilled striped bass at the Chilmark Tavern, and mussels steamed in garlic and oil at the Beach Plum Inn—and Luc reciprocated with all the most delicious foods in the South of France.

“I’ll never be able to eat dinner,” I said, sipping the cool champagne as he reached over to pat my stomach.

“It’s my goal to fatten you up.”

“You’ve got a good shot at it this time. I don’t know how many laps I can do after a few glasses of champers.”

I put my head back on the cushioned pillow of the lounger. This was only Sunday, and I didn’t have to fly home for another week—enough time to put behind me the trial of the serial rapist I had just taken to a successful verdict, and before I needed to prep for the more difficult child abuse case I would prosecute in June.

“Laps? I’m thinking more like a late afternoon nap, Alex.” We had both stretched out on our lounge chairs, facing each other. Luc was tracing the outline of my shoulder with his fingers. “You need to make up your mind about Saturday night, you know. It has to be exactly as you like.”

April 30 was my birthday—thirty-eight this year—and we were going to celebrate it together in a week. “I told you, Luc, no party. Last night was enough of that.”

“The restaurant, then?”

“No. You’ll end up working the room with your fancy guests instead of sitting with me.”

“Have you picked another place? Another chef?” He slapped his hand across his chest and feigned disappointment. “How many stars?”

I laughed. “Do you remember my first time here? The first dinner we had together? Because that was my very favorite.”

“Of course I remember it. I brought out all the stars in the heavens for you. Well, I shall do that again, if the weather gods cooperate.”

On my first trip, I had taken the direct flight to Nice, arriving in mid-morning. We drove to Luc’s home in Mougins, spent a day reacquainting ourselves with each other, and at nine that evening, fully refreshed and lovingly restored, I came downstairs to find a lavish table set for two on the terrace. The pool had been surrounded with votive candles, Smokey Robinson serenaded me from within the house, and two waiters from the restaurant ferried back and forth with silver-domed servers holding one delicacy after another. The sky had never seemed so star-filled.

“That’s what I’d like it to be—just the two of us.”

“Then it’s settled.”

I kissed my fingertip and placed it against his lips. “And you’ll be in New York just ten days after I go back, right?”

“Everything’s in place, yes. The decorating is practically done and the equipment has arrived. Almost all the hires are complete.”

“An opening date?”

“Not so fast. We’ll have a month of tastings first. Dinners to which we invite friends, sort of try out the whole deal on them. The spring and summer months will be a sampling, a transition, while we’re going full bore over here. Then I’ll be ready for a real launch in the fall,” Luc said. “I hope you’ve been collecting names for me. I’ll need plenty of gourmand guinea pigs.”

Luc was attempting a very bold move in a difficult financial market. With silent partners backing him, he had purchased a building on the east side of Manhattan and planned to re-create the elegant restaurant his father had started so many decades ago, the one that almost every critic on both sides of the Atlantic had for years and years declared the finest dining in the city: Lutèce.

I had a loyal group of friends in the district attorney’s office who would be only too happy to submit themselves to the haute cuisine of the new Lutèce kitchen. Luc was a restaurateur, an executive chef who owned and managed the restaurant here and would do the same in New York. He had his father’s sense of style and creativity, but wasn’t the guy in the kitchen, holding the food to the flame.

The waiter was back to refill our glasses and offer an amuse-bouche—something to excite our palate—in this case a medley of seafood, courtesy of the chef. Luc sat up and put his feet in the sand, readying himself for the delicious meal to follow.

“I thought the catacombs had been closed,” I said. “I didn’t realize you could still go down there and root around.”

Luc groaned. “Get this all out of your system—bones and bodies and burial vaults—before the langouste is set in front of me, darling; I’d like to enjoy eating it, if you don’t mind. Have you ever been inside the catacombs?”

“I made the mistake of accepting the invitation of a friend who’s a medical examiner in Paris, five years or so ago. A tour was his idea of an excursion, I guess, but it’s one of the creepiest places I’ve ever been.”

We had entered through a narrow spiral staircase to the dark chamber way below the street surface that led to miles of tunnels beneath the city. The only sound breaking the silence was the gurgle of a hidden aqueduct coursing through an adjacent cavern wall. There was hall after hall of carefully arranged remains, floor to ceiling—centuries of dead Parisians who had been moved here in mass burials after widespread contamination of the city’s cemeteries. Rusty gates barred visitors from reaching areas that were too unsafe—or perhaps too gruesome—to be part of the tour.

“They were closed temporarily after some vandalism three or four years ago. Then reopened. That happens now and then.”

“You’ve been there, too?”

“Many times, Alexandra. And no, I’ve never been tempted to carry off any bones.”

He was licking his fingers to savor every last bit of the marinade.

“Did you ever go to the catacombs with Lisette?”

“No and no and no and no to all the ridiculous things that cross your mind.”

I thought for a minute. “What if there’s any significance to the numbers?”

“Which numbers?”

“Three skulls in front of Le Relais,” I said. “And you’re the only restaurant in town that’s got three stars.”

“And you’ve got a wonderfully fertile imagination that you should use to think about all the things we can do the next time you can sneak off for a visit here.”

We had started to eat in earnest when the maître d’ hurried to our chairs with a portable
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