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Marseille, August 2018
AS DAWN BROKE OVER the Mediterranean Sea, the Blue Swan moved silently away from the Vieux-Port de Marseille. Archie Sloan climbed to the upper deck, intent on cleaning the pool before the guests began arriving. The morning sun warmed his shoulders and the ocean breeze ruffled his hair as he moved the skimmer methodically back and forth over the pool water, lulling him into a mild trance.

Thud. Briefly raising his head at the sound, he saw nothing and returned to skimming the pool. Thud. He raised his head again, glancing around. Still, he saw nothing. 

Thud. “What the hell,” he muttered, turning and peering behind him. Again, he saw nothing. Thud. Looking up, he froze. His eyes widened. His heart pounded. A woman swayed slowly back and forth, hanging from the upper deck railing, a rope tied around her neck. 

Dropping the pool skimmer, he ran below deck to the Bridge calling, “Bravo, bravo.”

Captain Reed turned from speaking to the Yacht’s Chief Officer, Jimmy Chan, and said, “What is it Archie?”

“Sir, it’s a woman. She’s hanging from the pool deck railing, sir. I think she’s dead.”

“Call the police, Jimmy. Let’s go, Archie, lead the way,” Captain Reed ordered.

When they reached the pool deck, the Captain peered up at the woman hanging from the upper deck. He recognized her. It was the sous chef, Angeleine Bonney. He knew immediately she was dead. Gritting his teeth, he said, “I’m sure she’s dead, Archie, but I need to check. Bring me a ladder.” 

He climbed the ladder and reached out, grabbing Angeleine’s foot. It felt cold. Feeling for a pulse near her ankle, he found none. Stretching his arm, he grabbed her wrist. It, too, felt cold with no pulse. She was dead. He climbed down the ladder and said, “I need you to stand guard over the body while I meet with the police and inform Mr. Clifford about this. Can you do it?”

“Yes, sir,” Archie said, feeling the bile rise in his throat.

When Captain Reed returned to the Bridge, the police were already boarding the yacht. He hurried below deck to greet them. Extending his hand to a tall, lean man, boarding the yacht ahead of two uniformed officers, he said, “Captain David Reed here.” 

“Lieutenant George Velay,” the man said, shaking his hand.

“Please follow me. One of our stewards discovered our sous chef hanging from the upper pool deck this morning.” 

As they stood below the hanging body of Angeleine Bonney, Velay said, “You didn’t try to cut her down?”

“No. I checked for a pulse. I couldn’t find one, and she felt stone cold. I served in the Royal Navy. I know dead when I see it. I thought it better not to disturb the body.”

“Oui, je voir,” Velay said. “Yes, I see. Once the forensic team arrives, we’ll be able to quickly remove the body, but this deck will be off limits to everyone until we complete our crime scene examination. We’ll need to speak with the crew and guests. Can you find a place for us to interview them?”

“Yes, of course. You can use the Lower Saloon, but first I need to inform the owner, Mr. Clifford, what’s happened. I’d like to do that now, if I may.”

“Yes, certainly,” Velay agreed. “We’ll need to speak with Mr. Clifford as soon as he can make himself available.” Captain Reed nodded, striding toward the stairs as the forensic team arrived on deck.

Velay studied the body of the woman hanging from the deck railing. She was a small woman, petite, and slender. Her blonde hair was pulled back from her face. She wore a pair of white shorts with a blue and white striped jersey. Her feet were bare. Was it suicide or murder? He would need to wait for the forensic examination to learn the answer. 

Feeling in his shirt pocket for his pack of Gitanes, he blew out a long breath, knowing he would need to wait. He wanted a cigarette badly, but he allowed himself only six cigarettes each day. Tonight, after dinner, he would sit on his terrace and enjoy a pastis with a smoke or two.

He turned to the sound of a grumbling voice. “Mon Dieu. My God,” Louise Caron huffed, stepping onto the deck, breathing heavily. 

Her plump body was encased in black. An oversized black blouse hung over baggy black pants. Thick black rubber-soled shoes protected her feet from any odious fluids she might encounter. A pile of messy red hair perched on top of her head. Gazing around, she spotted Velay. “George, it’s you. Good. What have we got?”

He pointed upward. Lifting her head, she studied the body for a moment and said, “Has the team taken photographs of the body and the surrounding area yet?”

“Yes, we’re waiting for you to give the word to take her down.”

“Then, take her down and let’s see what happened to this poor soul.”

The police lowered the body and laid it on an open body bag. Kneeling beside the body, Louise began her initial examination. “Do we know who she is?” she asked.

“Her name is Angeleine Bonney,” Velay said. “She worked on the yacht as a sous chef. That’s all I know at this point.”

“She’s young, somewhere in her twenties,” Louise said, running her hands over Angeleine’s head. “She has a large bump on the back of her head.” She continued the examination, observing Angeleine’s face and neck. “The pale facial coloring and the distinctive V-shape of the rope marks on her neck indicate she dropped quickly from a high place.”

Turning to face Velay, she said, “Even though she was struck on the head, I believe she was alive when she was hanged. So preliminarily, I would say someone bludgeoned her over the head before hanging her.”

“It’s murder, then,” said Velay.

“Yes, unless I find something unexpected during the autopsy, it’s murder.”
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Paris, September 2018
THE FLIGHT ATTENDANT poured them each a glass of champagne. Clinking glasses with Kate, Renato said, “To us.”

“To us. Now it’s time to spill the beans, Renato. What are you up to? Why are we flying first class? It’s so expensive. I can think of much better uses for the money.” 

He smiled. “I do have a confession to make. Actually, I have a couple of confessions to make.”

“Uh, oh, am I going to like this or hate it?”

“I hope you’re going to like it. But maybe you should have a bit more champagne,” he said, refilling her glass.

“I’ve been planning this surprise for you for a while now. We don’t merely have a few hours layover in Paris. We’re staying in Paris for a week before we travel on to Barcelona. I’ve booked a suite at the Hotel d’Aubusson.”

Kate’s mouth opened then closed. Taking a gulp of champagne, she said, “Renato, the cost. How much is this costing us?”

“That’s the other thing,” he said, patting her hand. “You don’t need to worry about the cost.”

“I don’t? Is someone else paying? Did the department give you a bonus?”

Laughing, he said, “Not exactly. I’m paying for this with my own money. A couple years ago my brother and I inherited a portfolio of stocks from our uncle Elia.”

“Are you saying you’re rich?” she asked, dumfounded.

“I am,” he said, with a grin. “I’m very rich.”

Placing her glass down, she stared at him. “You never told me you were rich. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t see any reason to tell you, at least not at first. It was my lack of money, or position, or both that caused my wife to leave me. I didn’t receive the inheritance until after our divorce. Ironic, isn’t it?” he said, shaking his head.

“I wanted to get to know you first, without the money getting in the way. After we fell in love, I just never got around to telling you.”

Taking both her hands in his, he said, “Kate, I love you. I want to marry you. I want to share everything I have with you, including my money. Are you angry with me?” he asked, his expression so deeply earnest, she felt sorry for him.

Laughing, she said, “How can I be angry when my fiancé tells me he’s rich?” 

Relieved, he pulled her close and kissed her. “I love you, Kate, more than I can ever express.”

“I love you, too, Renato,” she said, leaning back into the seat. “This is another first for me. I’ve never been engaged before, and I’ve certainly never been engaged to a rich man.”

“I hope you’ll learn to like it, Kate.”

“Oh, somehow I think I’ll be able to manage,” she said with a grin.

At six o’clock the next morning, the plane landed at Charles de Gaulle Airport. They were ushered off the plane and quickly passed through customs to a waiting limousine. An hour later, they pulled up to the Hotel d’Aubusson, an elegant boutique hotel located on Rue Dauphine, in the Parisian Latin Quarter. Kate climbed from the limousine and gazing up at the 17th century townhouse with its rows of flowering window boxes, she said, “Oh, my.”

“Wait until you see the inside. It’s one of the jewels of Paris,” Renato said, taking her hand as they entered the lobby. 

She stopped, mesmerized. The lobby had been restored to its original splendor. A magnificent chandelier hung from the old world, wood and beamed ceiling. Plush curtains encased multi-paned floor to ceiling windows, and thick carpets covered the parquet floors. A massive stone fireplace dominated one wall, and richly upholstered chairs and sofas invited guests to linger over conversation.

Renato placed his hand lightly on her back. “Come,” he said, steering her to the lobby desk. 

The concierge greeted them warmly. “Good afternoon, Monsieur Lopez. I hope you had a pleasant flight. Your room is ready,” he said, handing Renato the room key. “As you requested, you have a suite on the third floor facing the street. Will you be dining out tonight? I will be happy to offer a recommendation to you.”

Renato turned to Kate; his voice low. “Why don’t we eat in our room tonight, baby?” 

“Excellent idea, love,” Kate said, lightly squeezing his arm.

Turning back to the concierge, he said, “We’ll have dinner in our room tonight.”

“Very good, monsieur. I recommend La Main a la Pate for the, ah, in English I believe it is the, take out, is it not?” 

Renato grinned and said, “Merci, thank you.”

Bowing his head slightly, the concierge said, “We wish you a highly enjoyable stay.”

The large airy suite faced the Rue Dauphine. Renato opened the French doors and leaned over the wrought iron railing looking at the street below. “Come, Kate, and see how lovely it is.”

Kate joined him, gazing down at the street with its many elegant shops, bustling with Parisians and tourists. She grinned up at Renato.

He grinned back and said, “Do you like it, Kate? It’s all for you, baby.” His eyes darkened as he lowered his head and kissed her.

Later that afternoon, they walked along the Paris streets until they came to the famous Shakespeare and Company bookstore, known to the locals simply as Shakespeare’s. A small crowd had gathered outside to listen to a reading of what they soon realized was risqué poetry. A friendly black dog, wandering through the crowd, stopped and sat next to Kate.

The woman standing beside her said, “That’s Colette, the bookshop’s dog.” 

Reaching down and petting the dog, Kate said, “Hello, sweet girl.”

They browsed inside the store and later strolled along the banks of the Seine. They sat on a bench, holding hands and watched the people and the boats pass by. Placing a small book in Kate’s lap, Renato said, “A little remembrance of our first day in Paris.”

She lifted the book from her lap and read, The Love Poems of Lord Byron, A Romantic’s Passion. Turning to Renato, she kissed him and whispered, “I love you.”

He pulled her to him and said, “It’s my way of saying, you are my passion, Kate.”

The next morning, Renato woke to the sun streaming through the window and, while Kate slept, he called room service and ordered coffee and croissants. When breakfast arrived, he sat on the bed and rubbing Kate’s bare back said, “Kate, breakfast is here.”

She turned and opened her eyes as he leaned down and kissed her nose. “Good morning, love,” she said, pulling him down onto the bed. 

“I can’t ever get enough of you,” he said, throwing the sheets off her and gazing at her nakedness. “You are so beautiful, Kate.”

She kissed his mouth and ran her hand down his chest and over his hip. Feeling his arousal, she said, “I want you now, Renato. Make me yours, now.”

“Oh God, baby,” he said, pulling her to him.

An hour later, as Kate lay in his arms, Renato said, “How would you like to visit the Louvre? It’s not far. We can walk.”

“I’d like that,” she said, kissing him on the cheek.

They spent three hours marveling at the wonders of the Musee du Louvre, the largest museum in the world. “I think I love the Venus de Milo the most.”

“You’re my Venus de Milo, baby,” Renato said, wrapping his arm around her as they left the museum. “Come, let’s find a nice little café for lunch.”

They chose a café near the museum called Le Café Blanc because they liked its old-world charm and sidewalk seating. They both chose the Salade Nicoise and Renato ordered a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc. They were sipping the last of the wine and watching chic Parisians stroll by, when Kate’s cell phone buzzed. Pulling the phone from her purse, she said, “It’s a message from Vanessa Long.”

“Is she still in Paris?” 

“Yes,” Kate said, her expression worried. “I told her to call if she ever needed me. This can’t be good.”
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Marseille, August 2018
CAPTAIN REED RETURNED to the pool deck as they were removing the body of Angeleine Bonney. He watched in silence as they carried the body below deck. Turning to Velay, he said, “Mr. Clifford is available to meet with you now on his stateroom deck.”

“Good,” Velay said, following him below deck and along a passageway toward the bow. They continued up a flight of stairs, leading to a private deck. “Please have a seat, Lieutenant. Mr. Clifford will be along shortly.”

Velay sat in a comfortable chair facing the starboard side. Absently patting the pack of Gitanes in his pocket, he watched the Old Port he loved begin another day teeming with noise and activity. The sound of a deep voice pulled him from his reverie.

“Lieutenant Velay, thank you for waiting. Charles Clifford, here.” He extended his hand. “Please don’t stand,” he said, sitting in the seat opposite Velay. “Would you like coffee?” He turned to a steward who seemed to appear from nowhere. “Two coffees, please.”

As he always did automatically, Velay made a mental assessment of the other man. Clifford was tall and well-muscled, much like an aging footballer. He wore casual but well-tailored slacks with an open collared, short-sleeved shirt. His hair was clipped close to his scalp. His hands were large and his grip strong. His face was craggy, his nose prominent. He regarded Velay with a direct and open gaze. 

“Lieutenant, I’m extremely distressed. What exactly happened to Angeleine?”

Velay noticed the use of the sous chef’s first name. “I’m afraid Angeleine Bonney was murdered.”

The color drained from Clifford’s face. “Someone hanged Angeleine, she didn’t commit suicide?” 

“No, she didn’t commit suicide. She was struck over the head and hanged.”

Clifford stared at Velay, aghast. “Who and why? Why would someone murder Angeleine?”

“That’s exactly what I intend to find out. Tell me, how well did you know Angeleine?”

“I didn’t know her well. Our chef, Louis Fay, hired her about three months ago.”

“Were you satisfied with her work?”

“Yes, absolutely. Louis was very pleased with her. She was a charming young woman.”

Again, Velay made a mental note of Clifford’s personal comment regarding Angeleine being charming, rather than a professional comment about her cooking ability. “Was there anything in her behavior that seemed out of the ordinary? Did she appear upset or distracted?”

Pausing Clifford said, “No, not that I noticed. Well, she did seem a bit quiet the past couple of days. But I didn’t think much of it.”

“We’ll need to contact her family. Can you provide us with any information you have?” 

“Certainly, our head steward, Herb Hanes, can help you with that.” Turning to the young steward, standing nearby, he said, “Go fetch Hanes, will you?”

Velay sipped his coffee and contemplated whether he should push Charles Clifford, now or later, about the exact nature of his relationship with Angeleine. He wasn’t being forthright, and it put him on the top of Velay’s suspect list.

“Ah, Hanes,” Clifford said, as a short muscular man approached, his biceps bulging under his uniform shirt. “This is Lieutenant Velay. He’d like all the information we have on Angeleine Bonney. Can you provide him with whatever we have on file and answer any questions he has?”

“Yes, sir.”

“If there’s nothing further, Lieutenant, Hanes will take you to his office.”

“There is something. We’ll need to search the yacht and all the cabins, including the guest cabins. And I’d like Angeleine’s cabin locked. No one is to enter until after we’ve searched it.”

“I beg your pardon?” Clifford said, shaking his head. “No, absolutely not. I can’t allow you to search the guest cabins. It’s an unnecessary invasion. Our guests had nothing to do with what happened to Angeleine.”

“I’m afraid we must search all the cabins. This is a murder investigation. The Blue Swan will not be allowed to leave the Vieux-Port de Marseille until a thorough investigation has been completed. And that requires searching all cabins, including your own, Mr. Clifford.”

Clifford stiffened. “I see I have no choice in the matter at the moment, but I will be contacting my attorney. I warn you, Lieutenant, do not overstep your authority.”

“I assure you, Mr. Clifford, my only intention is to determine who deliberately hanged your sous chef, Angeleine Bonney, from the upper deck of your yacht.”

Clifford gave a curt nod to both men and left them standing on the deck. Herb Hanes raised an eyebrow, surprised at the exchange between the two men, but said only, “Please follow me, Lieutenant.” 

They stood in Hanes’ small office next to the Bridge. “Angeleine has been with us since the end of May,” he said, pulling a file from a metal cabinet behind his desk. Opening the file, he read, “Angeleine is from Paris. She recently graduated from Le Cordon Bleu on a full scholarship. Her emergency contact is a woman named Vanessa Long.” He glanced up from the file. “Angeleine was very talented. Mr. Clifford was pleased to get her.”

“May I see the file?” Scanning the file, Velay jotted down Angeleine’s Paris address and the phone number of Vanessa Long. “Aside from the fact she was a talented chef, is there anything else you can tell me about her?”

“I think our chef, Louis Fay, would be able to provide you with more information than I can. One thing I did notice is she kept mostly to herself. She was always pleasant and polite, but she didn’t mix much with the rest of the crew.”

Velay returned the file. “Thank you. The Captain said he would provide us with the Lower Saloon to question the crew. Can you verify if we can begin our questioning? I’d like to start with Chef Fay.”

“Let me check with the Captain. I
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