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Remy awakened to his wife rapping on the bedstand. He opened his eyes halfway.

“Would you care to explain why a law officer is at our front door asking to talk to you?”

At sixty-three, Veronica, Vero for short, was as attractive as ever. She had light brown hair that swirled around her head on the way down to her shoulders, and she was as sprightly as she was quick-witted. But she did not appreciate changes to her routine, particularly in the morning.

Remy stretched over far enough to read the digital clock. “It’s nine-thirty. Let me sleep another hour.”

“If that young man were a salesman, I would have already dispatched him. Since he’s not, you’re on your own. If you don’t get out of bed, I’ll escort him up here.”

Remy flung the violet sheet aside. The weather was perfect: seventies overnight and eighties during the day. Sunlight streamed in from the window, promising another lovely day on the Côte d’Azur, the French Riviera.

He pulled a pair of walking shorts over the boxers. Did he need to wear a shirt? The visitor was probably some young man with defined abs. To feign nonchalance, Remy picked up the tee on top of the pile, a gray FloArts shirt with holes amidst paint drippings.

“You might even hurry it up,” Vero said.

Remy regarded her words as a suggestion. It wasn’t his fault that she sprang from bed at the crack of dawn to attack the day. How had he married a woman whose natural tendencies were so unlike his own? She had no regard for night owls. Of course, she’d liked them well enough when their daughter was a baby. Vero had appreciated his hours then.

He made it to his feet. Morning always felt like a struggle. He slipped past his wife to reach the master bathroom. 

“Don’t you dare start reading,” Vero said.

“I won’t.”

As he listened, her footsteps grew fainter. Yes, they’d been married thirty-four years, but did Vero have to know him quite so well? He refused to hurry. Even a government official could wait for a short interval if he had the discourtesy to wake a visiting American from a sound, dreamless sleep. 

Silly nonsense. Yes, he’d parked a foot or so into the neighbors’ driveway, but they were out of town, so what did they care? It wasn’t his fault the area offered so little parking. He was spoiled by the couple’s usual residence in St. Augustine, Florida, where the house had come with a two-car garage. The current situation wasn’t his fault. Some of the villagers hogged spots on the street for weeks at a time, never moving their vehicles a centimeter. He could do that too, but what was your option when the friend for whom you were housesitting loaned you his spiffy night-blue Renault Fluence? You used it, of course. Then you struggled to find a place to put it. The situation was natural. Frenchie would understand. He might even pay the fine.

Remy shuffled downstairs, grabbing the handrail to secure the last steps. He wasn’t used to a two-story house, but Brise-de-Mer was compact. As soon as summer hit, people flocked down from the north. And they took all the parking spaces.

Contrary to Vero’s intimations, the law officer was not standing at the couple’s door. He’d been escorted into the living room where he now sat holding Remy’s favorite coffee cup, which was from the Musée Matisse, while sitting in Remy’s favorite armchair adjacent to the couch. Under what was presumably Vero’s instruction, the officer had removed his shoes, revealing threadbare red socks. The man stared appreciatively at the wall, which was covered with Remy’s oil paintings, watercolors, and a set of suki-e palm trees.

“This is Detective Bellefleur,” Vero said.

Remy offered his hand. “Remy Valente.”

“Call me Maurice.” The man impersonating a twenty-year-old shook Remy’s hand three times more vigorously than necessary. What was Remy, a common criminal?

Remy sank on the couch next to Vero, who handed Remy his second-favorite cup, which was from the Musée d’Orsay. 

“I am so sorry to wake you.” The man’s English included a strong French accent, but he was easy to understand. At least he was cognizant of the bother he’d caused. That in itself was commendable. “I must ask the last time you have seen Mr. Warren Romero Robinson.”

Great. The police had nothing to do, so they’d followed him the night before and noticed that he drove five kilometers over the speed limit.

“I was at his flat last night.”

Maurice slouched as if the action would conceal his rather alarming height. Perhaps his mother had spent her pregnancy feasting on protein bars. “I must ask about Mr. Warren.”

The name sounded so strange Remy barely recognized it. “Everybody calls him Frenchie.”

“I see. And you went to his flat last night, yes? I may ask why?”

“He’d cancelled his business trip to Berlin, so he wanted some company. See, three artists that he was especially interested in—”

“Perhaps just tell me why it was that he required your company?”

“We’re friends.” Friends. Business partners. Confidantes. They’d worked together for over thirty years, half of Remy’s life. Frenchie had launched Remy’s career, so he was also a mentor, supporter, and number two fan after Vero.

“You went for conversation.”

Remy wanted to suggest that the man sit up straight. It was better for the back in the long run. “Yes, we had plenty to chat about.”

“You could not speak openly at a public place?”

“Sure, we could. But he was anxious for me to start a job for him.”

“Perhaps you will elaborate?”

Couldn’t an artist have a simple life? No. It wasn’t possible. It was bad enough that Remy held a teaching job to cover bills and insurance, but was it fair to be forced to accept commissions because pet owners wanted their dears to be immortalized not in photographs, not in acrylics, but in oils?

Remy’s mistake was superbly painting Purr Ball a few months earlier. Frenchie’s client was so delighted at the way the scroungy alley cat took on sophistication with the help of Payne’s Grey that he bragged to Mrs. Cook, who then needed a painting of all three of her tabbies even though they looked alike. Then her friend Mademoiselle Delisle begged for a painting of her horse and so on and so on. Just after Remy vowed never to paint another animal unless it were his own, Frenchie had asked for a Cézannesque portrait of his Chihuahua.

The challenge of imitating a serious master’s style was attractive. More to the point, Remy never turned down one of Frenchie’s requests if he could avoid it, especially not while housesitting and car-borrowing.

“I sketched Zola,” Remy said.

“The French writer?”

Remy chuckled. Émile Zola had died over a hundred years earlier. “Not the writer. Frenchie’s Chihuahua. But I didn’t get far with it. Zola refused to calm down until way past midnight. I made an initial sketch, but it was so late that Frenchie and I finally had a nightcap and knocked off.” 

Remy made a show of looking at his wrist, where his watch would have been had he put it on. “Frenchie is expecting me at noon. Why do you ask?”

“You won’t have to worry about making him wait,” the young man said softly.

Law officers didn’t speak softly. They made declarative sentences, usually complete with accusations.

Remy looked to Vero, but from her widened eyes, she hadn’t caught on any quicker than he had.

Remy gripped the couch’s arm. “Something happened to Frenchie?”

Maurice nodded so slightly that Remy wasn’t sure the man moved at all.

“We’re in our sixties,” Vero said. “At this rate we might both pass before you tell us what happened.”

After setting down his coffee, the young man clasped his hands. “Frenchie has died.”

Remy dropped his cup. When it hit the light blue throw rug, it rolled, throwing coffee everywhere.

The artist was thankful that Maurice was with them. Otherwise, Vero might have killed him.
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Remy sank to his knees as Vero returned from the kitchen with a handful of rags. He took the thickest one and blotted.

“The rug hardly matters now,” Remy said.

“It matters more than ever,” Vero said. She glanced at Maurice, who had joined in by taking a rag and dutifully attacking the carpet. “Coffee only comes out if you get to it right away.”

Remy knew for a fact this wasn’t true. Once when Vero had been out of town, he’d discovered a coffee spill a day or so later. The combination of vinegar and dish soap had concealed his crime.

Now was not the moment to admit such knowledge, however.

When Remy took the soiled rags to the kitchen, Vero followed him. He seemingly needed constant supervision.

“You really are so clumsy,” she said loudly.

“I’m barely awake. You can’t blame me if—”

She turned on the faucet. “Don’t tell him,” she said under her breath.

“What?”

Maurice appeared at the kitchen doorway. “How may I help?”

Vero rinsed the rags. “Thanks, but I nearly have the situation under control.”

She wrung out the rags, dampened two more, and chased the men back out to the living room.

“What about my coffee?” Remy asked.

“You can wake up the hard way.” Vero tackled the rug with fresh energy. By now it was cleaner than it had been before the spill. 

Remy sank back down on the couch. “Do forgive me. Your news came as a shock.”

The detective spread his hands along the armrests as if comforting them. “I am sure it is. I am sorry to be the one to inform you.”

“Lorraine?” Remy asked. “That’s his daughter.”

Maurice nodded. “I was able to contact her early this morning.”

“How did he die, Detective?” Remy asked.

“Please call me Maurice. I insist.”

Remy had never met such an obliging law officer in any country. The fact that Remy was reeling from the man’s news was a different matter. “Maurice, how did he die?”

“How would you guess?”

Frenchie was sixty-seven, a few years older than Remy. He kept in relatively good shape. He often recounted nights he spent dancing and his trips with various ski clubs, although Remy assumed his friend spent more time in comfortable saunas than on the slopes. Frenchie drank, but moderately. He appreciated rich dinners with creamy foods, but he’d been living in France for most of the past decade, so his body was used to the cuisine.

“Frenchie didn’t have a family history of diseases,” Remy said. “He used to smoke, but he gave it up. So, a heart attack, a stroke, aren’t those the usual?”

“For his age group, as a general rule, yes. Lung cancer is another common cause of death, as well as Alzheimer’s.”

Vero abandoned the rug, set the rags on the tile, and reclaimed her place next to Remy. “That’s not what happened, is it?”

“What makes you say that?” Maurice asked.

“You haven’t come to share polite news that would go in the obituaries.”

“Obituaries?”

“In the newspaper.”

“Ah, yes, the nécrologie.”

Vero gripped the sofa. “What, exactly, is going on?

“As I asked before, Remy, when is the last time you have seen Frenchie, as you call him?”

Remy had arrived in Nice around seven-thirty the night before. He and Frenchie enjoyed superb pizza around the corner at La Villa d’Este, Pizza Blanche for him, Pizza Caprese for Frenchie, along with a bottle of Bellet Blanc.  They finished with an espresso dotted with Disaronno, a favorite amaretto. Then they went over to Arlo’s café, where they simply drank Disaronno. After a stroll along the promenade, they returned to Frenchie’s. Remy began sketching a while after that.

“I would say that I left his place right around two a.m. Maybe a bit after.”

“That would be correct,” Maurice said. “We checked the cameras. You were seen carrying a large rectangular package. Would you now please tell me what you have removed from Mr. Robinson’s house?”

Remy appreciated the logical conclusion. Given the circumstances, he would have wondered the same thing. “If I were stealing something, why wouldn’t I have hidden my face from the camera?”

“In your hurry, you did not notice it.”

“I noticed. That is the oldest video camera anyone alive has ever seen. It’s at least two feet long, and it hangs so low a tall person would bang his head on it.”

Maurice regarded his fingers. They were long and slender as he was himself, so his hands looked naked. “You are right. It is an extremely old system. We were fortunate to access it.”

“What does this have to do with Frenchie having a heart attack?” Vero asked.

“Perhaps you are wishing it were a heart attack?” Maurice asked.

“The poor man is dead, isn’t he?” Vero asked. “So, yes. I hope it was quick. And I wouldn’t mind your being a little quicker yourself. What do want from us? And how did you identify my husband so quickly? He wasn’t wearing a name tag.”

Maurice shook his head as if he always had to speak to his elders in the same patient way. “The initials R.V. were written on Frenchie’s calendar for last night. When we looked through his desk, we found some correspondence, including a letter from Remy Valente here at this address.”

“Fair enough,” Vero said. “You were going to tell us why you’re here.”

Vero was often blunt. It was one of her characteristics that Remy liked the least. He often chided her for it. He would discuss it with her as soon as Maurice left, if he ever did. One didn’t rush a detective. Or question him. Or try to lead him in any direction whatsoever.

Maurice sat up straight for the first time. “Mr. Frenchie, I am sad to tell you, has been murdered.”

Remy shrank into the couch as far as the pillows allowed him to. “Frenchie? Impossible!”

“Everyone loved him!” cried Vero.

“He was the nicest man you could imagine!”

“He didn’t have any enemies!”

“He’s our daughter’s godfather!”

“You must be mistaken!”

Maurice slouched. His job was hardly enviable. Who liked to give awful news all day long? “I am afraid to tell you that I am not mistaken at all.”

“But what happened?” Vero asked.

Maurice turned to Remy. “Monsieur, you are saying you have had nothing to do with his murder?”

“Me? Of course not! Frenchie was a friend! A good friend!”

“You left his flat quite late.”

“We spent many evenings together. It was normal.”

“Then you stole a piece of artwork. Mr. Robinson collected and sold paintings, did he not? You took the most valuable one after giving him one sharp blow on the —” Maurice stopped short as if an invisible hand had slapped itself across his mouth.

“You weren’t supposed to say that much.” Vero folded her arms over her chest. Her smirk meant she had won the fight. Off hand, Remy calculated that he had seen that look an average of once a day for the past thirty-four years. Before they married, he had only seen it on the days they had dates, which was two or three times a week.

Maurice stretched his long, slender neck. “One does not normally share information from an ongoing investigation.”

Vero held up Remy’s right hand. “Does this look like the hand of a fighter? It is not! It is the hand of an artist!”

Remy smiled involuntarily. Firmly left-handed, he rarely painted with his other hand.

“We must trace the leads we have. Since Mr. Valente was at the house of the victim late last night, I must ask him to answer my question.”

“Heavens!” Remy exclaimed. “What has happened to Zola? Is he all right? Did you find him? He must have been delirious!” Remy couldn’t believe it had taken him that long to ask about Frenchie’s dog, but he forgave himself. He’d had a shock, he was still waking up, and Vero never let him keep a pet.

“The Chihuahua is being cared for by my colleague. He is in good hands. You do not have to worry for him. Although if you could take care of him, we would appreciate it.”

“We will,” Vero said quickly. “Bring him by at your convenience. Frenchie’s daughter will want him, of course, but we’ll take him in the meantime.”

“That will help us a lot,” Maurice said. “The dog has made so many friends down at the station that none of us can work properly.”

Remy could commiserate. The little thing was an adorable menace, one of those barky dogs with too much to say. Even though Zola was no longer a puppy, he normally jumped around until he tired himself out completely. The night before, the dog had far more energy than Remy and Frenchie did.

“I need to go to the patio,” Remy said.

“If this is an attempt to slip out—”

“How old are you?” Vero asked.

“I am twenty-seven. I will be twenty-eight in a couple of weeks.”

“Young man, if you think my husband would be stupid enough to run from you, you would be quite wrong. You are forty years younger than he is.”

“Thirty-five,” Remy said.

“You know I don’t do math.” Vero turned to Maurice. “If you think it’s possible that a man who is thirty-five years older than you could scale that patio wall and run off successfully, you are a lot sillier than you look.”

“Vero,” Remy said sharply.

“Well, it’s true. Unless you’ve been practicing behind my back.”

“I promise not to run,” Remy said. “But please let me show you something.”

He led Vero and Maurice through the kitchen to the back patio, a comfortable space where a plastic table and four chairs were shaded by a striped umbrella that stretched over them. Plants sprouted from pots. Bins collected types of recycling. A bicycle awaited new tires. 

Remy turned and pointed. A large plastic sheet underneath the kitchen window protected a series of flat rectangular objects. “Don’t worry. No bodies.”

He flipped the plastic aside. A dozen canvases lay underneath. Remy picked up the top one. “This is what I carried away from Remy’s flat.”

Remy tilted the canvas so that the sun didn’t obliterate his pencil marks. Zola peered from his bed as if asking to be petted.

The features were rough. The whole sketch was rough, which was how Remy typically worked. Enough of an outline to start. Enough photos and memory to continue. He only sketched for twenty minutes, and he’d been chatting with Frenchie at the time. As soon as Zola quieted down, Remy took a series of pictures on his cell phone.

“You did not steal a painting.” Maurice said sadly.

Remy understood the man’s disappointment. A thief would be a convenient suspect.  

Maurice spoke into his smartwatch. “Tournez vous.” Go back.

Outside, Remy imagined—or could he hear it?—a car engine revved. The street was normally quiet at this time of day. The neighbors spent mornings at home before meandering down to the café or the beach.

The scenario was obvious enough. Have a police car ready to pick up the criminal who had stolen a painting from the dead man he’d murdered.

“You were painting the Chihuahua,” Maurice said.

“Just drawing the outline. That’s how I like to start. After completing a sketch—”

“The nice man doesn’t want the details,” Vero said.

Maurice shook his head. “I am sorry I had to accuse you.”

“It’s your job. I would have accused me too,” Remy said. “Please feel free to look around. Nearly all the artwork in the house is mine. Would you care to see?” 

While Vero frowned, Remy led them back inside. He pointed to a simple painting of a vase of flowers in the kitchen. The initials in the corner, entangled in one another, were RV. He led Maurice back to the living room, where even more paintings, landscapes, portraits, and abstracts, displayed the same initials. Zola’s sketch resembled the others. Remy had never been so thankful for a consistent style.

Vero continued to the front door, but Maurice remained in the living room.

“I am afraid, Monsieur Valente—”

“Remy.”

“Yes. Thank you. I am afraid, Mr. Remy, that I must ask you a favor.”

“But of course.”

“You will come with me to the Robinson house?”

“I thought Zola was at the police station.”

“Yes. Someone will bring the dog here. But I was hoping you would accompany me to the flat of the deceased.”

Remy envisioned Frenchie’s majestic flat with all his papers and paintings scattered about. “The murder stemmed from a robbery?”

“Perhaps,” Maurice said. “I need you to ascertain whether or not the flat looks the same as when you left it last night.”

“I have to look at Frenchie, dead?”

“You misunderstand. His body has been removed. But I would appreciate if you reviewed the flat.”

The place he’d visited not twelve hours before. The place where his friend breathed his last. Who would want to go? He would rather paint. Or draw. Or dry dishes.

“Of course. I assume we should leave right now?”

“If it is not too much trouble. I will drive you there myself.”

Remy enjoyed his mornings on the patio. After a coffee, he would take in the flowers and the sky and consider the day’s projects. He treasured this time to himself. Of course, giving it up was trouble.

So was murder. Meekly, he followed Maurice to the street.

“Remy?” Vero called to him from the small stoop at the front door. “Remy! You’d best take a sweater.”

He pointed east. “It’s a nice day. I’m sure it will warm up in a few minutes.”

“Remy!”

He turned to Maurice. “Give me a moment?”

“Of course.”

Remy trudged back to the house. Vero couldn’t be bothered to slip into her flats and come out to the street herself?

He reached for the limp gray paint-dotted sweater. The threads were so thin that the garment was perfect for a slight chill.

“Remember, don’t tell him about the house,” Vero said softly.

“Why not? It will be more suspicious if we don’t.”

“I have a feeling.”

“But—”

“I have a feeling.”

Ever since meeting Vero, he’d been forced to live with her feelings. They governed almost everything she did, which included almost everything they did together.  She would prepare to buy a stock but change her mind. Put in a bid for a house and decide it had the wrong karma. Leave for a trip but insist they change their plans and turn around.

Sometimes Remy put his foot down. The last time he insisted that they carry through with a planned excursion despite her insistence that they shouldn’t, they traveled forty kilometers to hear an outdoor concert in Ventimiglia. As soon as they found a comfortable place to sit, thunder crackled. Then crackled more. Then lightning flashed in three directions. A few minutes later, the concert was cancelled. Remy drove back in such a bad downpour that the return trip took two hours instead of one.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t tell him?”

Vero didn’t answer. She went inside.

Maybe Vero was right. Maybe Maurice had no reason to know that the house they stayed in belonged to Frenchie.
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Remy seated himself comfortably in the faded maroon Fiat 500, but he watched in absolute wonder as Maurice lifted his long legs inside. The man might have steered the car with his knees.

“Are you sure this is the right vehicle for you?” Remy asked.

Dimples formed on either side of Maurice’s mouth. “Luckily the ride should take less than twenty minutes. In truth this was the one unmarked car available down at the station. They assign it to me quite often. Do you know why?”

“So that you can’t drive overly fast. If you hit a big bump, your head would go through the roof.”

“That is likely! But I rather think they like watching me struggle to fit myself inside.”

Remy couldn’t remember ever meeting a law officer that had a sense of humor. He also couldn’t remember meeting a law officer. He’d been pulled over for a speeding ticket thirty or so years ago, but by now he couldn’t remember whether he’d been stopped by a policeman or a policewoman.

He leaned back. His five-ten frame, or perhaps it was five-nine by now, fit comfortably into the seat, but nothing else was comfortable. How could Frenchie be dead on a bright, cheerful day? The sky had no idea that it ought to be filled with nimbostratus clouds. 

As soon as Maurice hit the Boulevard de la Corne d’Or, he accelerated to match the flow of traffic. “I am sorry I woke you this morning. I did not think about the time.”

At least the young man didn’t make it sound like Remy was at fault for being lazy. “Vero enjoyed waking me up. She doesn’t approve of my late hours, but at least I’m consistent.”

“I am sorry about your friend.”

Remy had met Warren Romero Robinson when Vero introduced them over a beer at a college bar. At the time, Frenchie, nicknamed for his love of French artists, was looking for paintings for the show he was putting together in Brooklyn. Remy had brought along his portfolio, and the man examined it carefully.

Three weeks later Remy was participating in his first show. Three of his oil paintings depicted boats. Another set depicted Riverside Park. The rest were street scenes from Manhattan’s version of Little Italy: a restaurant, an ice cream shop, a parade.

He was standing with Frenchie near the gallery entrance when a woman came over to them. She pointed to the picture of the ice cream shop, which was listed for $400.

“I like that one a lot,” she said. “But could you give me a discount?”

Remy remembered the thrill, the anticipation of his first sale. He’d given away plenty of paintings: this cousin’s birthday, that uncle’s wedding. To be on the verge of commercial success rendered him speechless. He could certainly lower the price. How much was one painting worth? The canvas might have cost one-fifty. The total amount of paint he had used for that picture, maybe another dollar. The hours that he had spent practicing dimensions, testing brushes, and playing with color combinations were incalculable.

“I’m this man’s agent,” Frenchie announced. “I’m afraid we don’t give discounts, and that painting has been requested by another buyer.”

“Oh, but—”

“However, the buyer is in Manhattan and doesn’t know what’s already been sold this morning. If you’d like to purchase the painting, we can sell it to you, right this minute, but for the listed price. Anything less would be unfair to Mr. Valente.”

“I’ll have to think about it,” the woman said.

“Of course,” Frenchie said with a bow.

Remy stood trembling, but within five minutes, the woman had bought the painting. He didn’t find his voice again until she’d left the premises. “If I’d been alone, I would have given her a discount.”

Frenchie winked. “I know.”

“She might have walked out.”

“But she came in wanting to buy something. We merely assisted her.”

“I’m not sure I can take the pressure.”

“I’m not sure you can either. I’ll tell you what. You go home and keep painting. I’ll take care of things here. Come back next Saturday, and we’ll see how everything went.”

Remy took Frenchie’s advice. By the time he returned a week later, half his paintings were gone, and the other half had a “Sold” sign beneath them. Remy often thought back to that stunning moment, the turning point when he had proof that his ten years of doodling hadn’t been in vain. Perhaps he would have also managed to sell his work without Frenchie’s initial push, but he never thought so.

Remy turned to the detective. “Frenchie was a complex person. He cultivated friendships, but many were intertwined with business relationships.”

Maurice migrated to the right lane, allowing a motorcycle to rush by.

“You’ve known him for a long time?”

“Since we were in our twenties.” Memories flooded past: gallery openings, weddings, award banquets, private business meetings, and long, relaxing dinners, often with Vero. 

Remy wouldn’t have a chance to create another memory.

“Are you all right?” Maurice asked.

Remy hadn’t felt such a loss since his father’s death years before. “It’s a shock, you know.”

“Of course.”

“He was killed a little while after I left. How did anyone notice?”

“Three neighbors called to say that the dog wouldn’t stop barking.”

“You investigated a complaint about a barking dog?”

“Not exactly. The neighbors were concerned something was wrong. They feared Frenchie had suffered a heart attack.”

“Wait. You saw me on the camera footage. Someone must have come in after I did.”

“The camera was disabled sometime after you left.”

Of course. By a seasoned criminal.

“Do you know why Frenchie lived in Nice?” Maurice asked.

Why wouldn’t everybody live there? Both he and Frenchie had regarded the city as a jewel. The energy. The mix of tourists, businesspeople, and locals. The Promenade Anglais that stretched several kilometers and offered a thousand places for dedicated swimmers to descend past the rocks and hit the Mediterranean. The modern tramline that snaked through the middle of town.

“Frenchie loved everything about the city.”

“But he stayed in Nice for business?”

“Half business, half pleasure. In France he felt better positioned to discover new artists.”

“Such as yourself?”

Remy wasn’t sure whether Maurice was testing Remy’s worth or his humility. “I’ve sold moderately over the years but never been a sensation.”

“I suppose this is disappointing?”

“I suppose this means that instead of painting day and night, I’ve kept a school job.”

“Ah. In the U.S. perhaps teaching is a well-paid profession.”

“Not at all. But I’ve always appreciated receiving a steady paycheck. And health care.”

Frenchie had asked about his teaching the night before. Hadn’t Remy spent enough time at Florida School of the Arts by now? Wasn’t he comfortable enough to devote his time to painting?

“Don’t get me wrong,” Remy said. “Frenchie helped me make a lot of money over the years. He provided me with opportunities. I’m grateful for all of them.”

“You might say that is lucky.”

Until this morning, Remy would have been the first to agree.

As Maurice slowed down to enter the city, Remy wiped sweat from his palms. The closer they got to Rue Massena, the worse he felt. Frenchie had been murdered in his favorite city at the prime of a life he loved. He had a daughter who might produce a grandchild at any time. He was at the top of his game in the art market.

Now, nothing.

“Are you sure you are fine?” Maurice asked as he craned his neck. Such a small parking space was challenging, but this was the best they’d found after repeatedly circling the block.

It was a block Remy had traversed dozens of times in the last month alone. Minutes from the beach and not much further to the train station, the prime location was full of cheerful memories. Until today. “Would you mind if we had a quick coffee before going up to the flat? There’s a café across from Remy’s apartment complex.”

“That will be acceptable as long as you do not try to run.”

“You didn’t hear my wife? I couldn’t run if I tried to. You know where I live. You could come back for me at any time.”

As Maurice wiggled the car close to the curb, Remy realized his mistake. “You’re joking. You see, I really do need the coffee.”

“Yes, you do. Perhaps that means you are buying.”

Of course. Except that at Café du Coin, Remy rarely paid.

At noon, the place was bustling. The outdoor tables were full, half with coffee drinkers, half with patrons opting for a light lunch. An overflow of customers sat inside.

Remy led Maurice to the counter, where they squeezed in between two waiters collecting their customers’ drinks.

As he looked up from the coffee machine, Arlo gave Remy a warm smile. “Back so soon, mate?” The New Zealander had been the friendliest barista Remy ever met. Then he became the friendliest café owner.

“You make the best coffee.”

Arlo tapped the watch around his wrist. “Already had your cappuccino?”

“By now I’ll take an espresso.”

“And for your friend?”

“Jus d’orange,” Maurice said.

Remy shook his head. “How old are you, twelve?”

“I have already had three coffees this morning. I must protect my stomach.” Maurice gazed around awkwardly until Arlo pointed to the toilettes sign.

“Excuse me for a moment?” Maurice asked.

“I promise not to run away.”

Maurice nodded and slipped off.

Arlo set down a glass of orange juice. “What are you doing with a cheeser?”

“What?”

“A Blue Heeler. Un keuf.”

“How could you tell?”

Arlo turned on the coffee machine, which made a satisfying buzz. After the gurgling finished, he set the demi-tasse before Remy and pushed over the bowl of sugar packets.

“When I came to work, that same man was huddled outside with an ambulance driver,” Arlo said. “I was hoping it was a super old lady who forgot to wake up this morning.”

Remy added sugar to his espresso and downed it in one gulp. “I’m probably not supposed to tell you.”

“Frenchie?”

Remy nodded. Why deny what was written on his forehead?

“Since he was fine when he was here with you last night, he didn’t just expire, did he, mate?” Arlo asked.

“Maurice doesn’t think so,” Remy said. 

Arlo glanced subtly in the direction of the approaching detective. “Come around later. I have a few things to tell you.”

“Something to keep between us?” 

“You were his best friend. I’ll let you decide.”

Yesterday Remy would have assumed he knew everything important there was to know about Frenchie Romero Robinson.

Not today.
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Vero blotted the coffee stain for the third time. She was sure she’d eliminated every brown drop, but she couldn’t stand to be wrong. She couldn’t tolerate a daily reminder of the day she learned of Frenchie’s death. Living in his space was reminder enough. That gave her plenty to feel wrong about.

She was doubly mad for not listening to her own intuition. “We shouldn’t go to Brise-de-Mer this summer,” she told Remy. “Four seasons in a row are enough.” “But you love the Côte d’Azur,” he replied. “We both do.” And she did. Yet she had a nagging feeling that something wasn’t right. She hadn’t put her foot down because she couldn’t identify the problem.

Now this.

She’d known. She’d awakened in the night—that was usual. Gone to the bathroom. Had a drink of water. Checked that the burners were off. Double checked that the patio door was locked.  But she knew something was wrong. After lying awake for nearly an hour, she rose and drank a half glass of wine, usually a foolproof sleeping aid. But not last night. She forced herself to stay in bed—to rest, as she thought of it—but she fought to keep herself from tossing and turning enough to wake Remy.

No. She could barely wake him by shaking him. An elephant might waltz through the room undetected. The first year they were married, she assumed he exerted himself so much during sex that he wore himself out naturally. Instead, the physicality didn’t matter. Exercise, no exercise, sex, no sex, eight hours of sleep, seven, six. No matter the circumstances, in the morning, he was the same. Insufferable.

Like today.

She had been polishing the kitchen counter that morning when a car pulled up across from the house. A messenger. Her thoughts flew to London. Their daughter had been kidnapped? Run over? Robbed?

That the young officer wanted to speak to her husband came as a surprise.

Such was the problem with her intuition. It was slipping. It used to shout with crystal clarity. Now it offered vague hints. Something’s wrong, not Frenchie has been murdered. How was she supposed to know when to listen to herself? If she couldn’t trust her inner voice, that meant listening to Remy, which was worse.

Frenchie dead, presumably knocked off by a whack to the head. Since Maurice had clammed up, she imagined the details herself. Her friend had been killed in the living room or the hallway by an intruder who slipped in as Frenchie prepared to go out with Zola. Why hadn’t Frenchie heard someone entering the flat? He might have drunk too much to be alert, especially with Remy around to look after him. 

Now what? Transporting his body back to the States would be a complicated process that wouldn’t serve much purpose. He’d been happy in France. He might as well stay here. Such decisions would be up to that snotty daughter of his. That was the only minuscule benefit to Frenchie’s death that Vero could think of. Lorraine would have to take time off from that important Parisien job of hers, buying clothes for some rip-off clothing company, to come to Nice. She wouldn’t be able to put it off or say she was too busy with meetings or other travel. She wouldn’t have an excuse.

For that Vero could be thankful. Not that she was mean or wished people harm, but because Lorraine was irritating. The kind of person who was never satisfied. The spoiled girl who, when given a car on her 16th birthday, complained she’d wanted a red model instead of a blue one. Always pressing for something more than she had, more than she was entitled to. Never once thankful that Vero and Remy were her godparents.

She’d discussed the issue with Frenchie again and again. Frenchie didn’t know how to please her. Neither had any of her boyfriends. The difference was that, at some point, they gave up. Frenchie kept trying. Now Lorraine would have to grow up whether she wanted to or not.

But what about Vero and Remy? A dead man wouldn’t need a house sitter. Lorraine would sell the place as quickly as possible. While Brise-de-Mer was lovely, it wasn’t as posh as the neighboring coastal towns. That was why Vero liked it. The village was charmingly low-key. Off the grid. The tourists who found it were semi-local.

Lorraine wouldn’t care about the house or anything else. None of her tastes or sensibilities matched her father’s. Not only would she have to hurry down from Paris, but she would have to decide what to do with her father’s body, his flat, his beach house, his car, and his dog. 

The tasks were delicious in a way.

Vero stood and massaged her knees. Funny how each year the ground seemed farther and farther away. Then she rescued the cell phone from her pocket and called for a second time. “Jules? Do contact me right away.”

She put down the phone and checked to make sure her post earring was tight.

Something was definitely wrong.

Her daughter usually returned calls with lightning speed, especially since the UK was nearly in the same time zone. Normally Jules should have been in her office at the auction house, but she might have meetings or appointments. Vero called frequently but almost never during working hours.

Vero washed out the rag and hung it on the patio rack. She would have to rethink her entire morning. The days usually sorted themselves out nicely. After Remy struggled out of bed, they trotted down to the beach for a dip. In the afternoon, Remy popped down to the café, canvases in hand, while she visited the markets or joined the local ex-pats. Later, she and Remy might dine at the house before enjoying a nightcap at Le Hideout, their favorite café. Remy would stay and paint while Vero enjoyed quiet time at the house.

But the day’s routine was haywire. Worse, Vero needed someone to confide in. She whipped out her phone and scrolled down to the group chat that included the six of them who had been friends since their senior year of high school.

“Bad news,” she texted. “I’ve joined The Club.”

She wouldn’t wait long for a reply.
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Remy’s legs protested as they climbed each stair. Why had he refused the invitation to take the elevator? Only three flights, he’d said. But the reason was different from that. Nothing in him wanted to reach his dead friend’s flat. It was unfathomable to think that a matter of a few hours could change everything.

The first pang of anxiety hit when they reached Frenchie’s floor and Maurice pulled out the dead man’s keychain. A single key dangled from a miniature red Peugeot. Remy had bought the souvenir for himself on his first trip to Monte Carlo. The week he returned from France to the U.S., he delivered a dozen paintings to Frenchie. The dealer praised the keychain so exuberantly that Remy gifted it to him on the spot.

The connections didn’t stop there. Remy gave such a glowing report about the French Riviera that Frenchie included Nice on his next trip to Europe. He fell in love with the area even more than Remy had. Given the new world of technology, the dealer had easily shifted much of his business to online sales. For the last decade or so, he’d consistently spent a third of his time in Nice, another third in New Haven, and the final third everywhere in between.

If Frenchie were killed in the south of France, in a way, it was Remy’s fault.

He shuddered as they reached Frenchie’s door. “Don’t we have to wear funny suits?”

“We already cleared the crime scene.” Maurice inserted Frenchie’s key into the lock. He made two useless attempts to open the door.

Maurice backed up, bumped his head on the surveillance camera, and doublechecked the name on the door. “Is this the right flat?”

“It’s right.” Remy put his hand on the man’s arm. “You’re sure he’s not in there?”

Maurice wiggled the key. “Oh, no. He is down at the morgue.”

“They’ll do an autopsy?”

“Yes, but it will have little to tell us.” Maurice shook his head as he made another useless attempt to work the lock. “I had a fight with this door earlier today.” 

“It’s not possible that Frenchie killed himself?”

“He was an unhappy man?”

“No! Here. Let me.” Remy took the key, jiggled it, pulled up on the door, and nudged it with his left shoulder. It opened immediately. “Frenchie seemed content to me, but we don’t always know the whole story.”

Despite their extended conversations, Remy always felt that Frenchie held something back. Not that people needed to share every detail. It was a sensation, nothing more, but one that Remy had noticed over time, an inner sadness his friend declined to share. Perhaps Remy should have pressed him about it. 

Following Maurice, Remy stepped into the entryway and kicked off his sandals. He tarried as he walked past Frenchie’s miniature paintings, one from each of the major artists he represented, and into the living room. The twelve-foot ceiling, aided by three vertical picture windows, gave a sense of space that was uncommon for a city flat. The white walls enhanced the effect. The height muffled the traffic below. The spot was so perfect that Frenchie always seemed at peace here. 

“The computer!” Remy pointed to the desk that faced into the room. 

Remy ran to the wooden rectangle that held mugs full of pens, stacks of papers, several calendars, and a frame with Lorraine’s photo. He put his hands flat on the space from which, hours before, he and Frenchie had reviewed paintings that were on the market.

“Frenchie had a desktop and two screens. They were right here.”

Maurice clasped his hands. “Yes, yes. We know. We took the equipment down to the lab. You would perhaps know the password?”

“Try Cezanne17. Without the acute sign over the ‘e.’”

“He shared the password with you?”

“Frenchie loved Cézanne, and seventeen was his lucky number, so that was a combination he often used.”

Maurice was mid-text. “Thanks. I will let them know. That helps a lot. Do you notice anything else that is strange?”

Remy reviewed the room. Everything was in order: the couch, the adjacent easy chair, the coffee table, the bookshelves beyond, even the set of empty frames lying against the wall. “Not right off.”

“It feels strange to be here now, does it not?”

“It feels awful. I suppose he was on his way out to walk Zola.”

Maurice sat at the desk and swiveled. “He was sitting right here.”

“He died at his desk?”

“We are not sure.”

The most logical scenario was that Frenchie went out for a walk but didn’t bother to lock the door or simply forgot to do so. By the time he returned, someone was hiding in the flat. 

“He often worked late?” Maurice asked.

“If he got on a roll he did. But how do you kill someone with a mere blow to the head?”

Maurice swiveled again. “You hit the precise right spot.”

“Or the wrong one.” Remy pointed over to the couch. “Do you mind?”

“Not at all.”

Remy sank before the coffee table. Magazines graced either end. In the middle, a tray held a bottle of Armagnac and two red cordial glasses.

“Will one of those have your fingerprints?” Maurice asked.

Remy nodded at the glass on the right. “We had an after-dinner drink.”

“Just one?”

“Frenchie had two or three. I had one. I was driving.”

Maurice bent down to the tray. “Nice crystal. Expensive?”

“Not overly.” The glasses were part of a six-piece set. Vero had bought them for Frenchie’s four-year anniversary to Marguerite, but the woman asked for a divorce soon after. Frenchie offered to return the gift, but Vero insisted he keep it instead.

“Can you think of anyone who might have visited after you left?” Maurice asked.

“No one would have been awake.” Remy crossed over to the windows. Brocaded curtains hung at their sides. “When you came in, were the curtains open or closed?”

“Why do you ask? Were they closed when you were here last night?”

“No. But Frenchie would have closed them before he went to sleep. He was sensitive to light, and a flat that was too bright woke him up.”

“The curtains were open,” Maurice said.

“He wore black shorts and a shirt with a penguin on the pocket?”

“Yes. No shoes.”

“He never wore them around the house.”

Remy visualized the scene. They’d come back from dinner and drinks well fed and well lubricated. They’d topped off their night out with a lovely walk, so then it was time to start in again with another round of drinks. While Frenchie veered off into the kitchen, Remy picked up the latest edition of Art World and leafed through several pages. As usual after a long night of camaraderie, he felt relaxed and satisfied. Even though, if asked, he would claim Vero as his true best friend, Frenchie came darned close. He could discuss aspects of life with Frenchie in ways he couldn’t with his wife. His dreams about future art projects, for example. It wasn’t that Vero didn’t understand him, but Frenchie understood him more deeply.

After Frenchie returned with glasses and the Armagnac, he poured them each a shot. Since they’d already toasted one another several times that night, Frenchie suggested they toast the city, which
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