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"IT'S A PAID, two-week vacation on the French Riviera! How can you turn it down?" 

Since I was staring out at the fifth straight day of rain, I would have welcomed a change of scenery–especially that scenery–but the timing was awful. 

“Thanks for thinking of me, Tom. It’s a fabulous offer, but I can’t get away right now.” I shifted the phone to the other ear.

"You're an artist,” he complained even louder. “How busy can you be?" 

“Very,” I told him then explained that my first one-man show opened next Thursday. “I've been paint­ing London scenes for a year getting ready for it."

"Too bad," he grumbled. 

Then he explained that he was hoping to take his new bride to Spain for a honeymoon. “Marie deserves a honeymoon, Richie. Especially now. I thought you'd be the guy to bail me out."

Especially now? I had to ask. "Wouldn't one of your Art History chums be better at baby­sitting a museum?" 

"Nonsense. You have more street sense than all of them put together, and you speak French like a native. You're a natural, Richard!”

It had been years since I heard Tom's voice, yet I remembered every nuance as if our days as Paris roommates were yesterday. 

We had been two Yanks putting off responsibilities for another year by attending the Sorbonne. Oh, we talked it up as if it would send our careers soaring, but the fact was Tom had escaped his well-bred Boston family, and I was simply running away from myself. Together we pursued both our studies and the French women with fanatical zeal.

In all that time Tom had called me Richard only twice. Early on he managed to dig deep enough into my psyche to exhume my worst Viet Nam experience, one which haunted me nightly. "Richard...I'm so sorry,” he’d sympathized with genuine pain in his eyes. 

The second time occurred at the Paris airport the afternoon we parted. 

"Goodbye, Richard,” he said. “Take care of yourself."

Otherwise Tom had blanketly refused to take anything seriously, and it was his carefree attitude that saved me from myself. Laughter, the best cure for self-pity.

Now suddenly I was ‘Richard’ again. My mouth was dry as I asked what was wrong.

After a pause, he answered. "Marie's grandmother died last week. Fell down some stairs near her room in the chateau. Marie's all upset–almost postponed our wedding. She has this idea it wasn't an accident. It was, of course. Only thing it could have been. But I want to take Marie away for a while."

"And?" I prompted.

He continued reluctantly. "Aside from the accident, we’ve had some vandalism in recent months–senseless destruction.”

The chateau’s security was one of Tom’s many responsibilities as curator. The place was full of art treasures–it was an art treasure! 

“Unfortunately, the police can't prevent the damage, and after­wards it’s too late. I need someone with your experience to stay here while I’m gone. I need YOU. I’m sorry if it's in­convenient, but I wouldn't ask..."

"Will Sunday afternoon be early enough? I'll still miss your wedding, but you can brief me on the place before you take off for Spain on Monday."

"Richard, I'll never forget this."

"Consider it a wedding present. Best wishes and all that."

When I broke the news to my agent, Alan Katz, he shocked me with his calm reply. "Go on. Get down there and paint some topless bathers. London has you smoking yourself to death any­way. I'll manage."

"Keep me informed?"

"Done."

My usefulness at the exhibit was minimal, I knew. An artist performs only a fringe, public relations function at his own show, while any business transactions are handled by an agent. Pure nosiness was my main reason for staying, and Alan had promised to cure that with updates.

So about 3 p.m. on the arranged Sunday afternoon I arrived at the gate of a magnificent chateau set on the edge of the Mediterranean. My enviable luck finally registered–I was about to spend two weeks amidst sumptuous luxury in a beautiful French village. I felt youthful, rich, and gallant–all fantasies, but they didn’t stop me from over-tipping the cab driver.

After I rang the bell, I took a look around. Compared to London, at first it seemed nothing much was going on, but waiting on the sidewalk of the village’s main street soon made me realize Mont Madelaine was a busy spot. People simply moved with the slow purpose of late summer vacationers or natives deliberately savoring life. Massive hotels in the wedding cake style of the early 1900’s graced the beachline, and the afternoon crowd were enjoying their aperitifs on the terraces or under striped umbrellas in tiny cafes. The newer era was evident, too, in the many hotnight spots lurking in the crevices between the hotels. In contrast, the chateau seemed out of place, like a graveyard bordering a circus ground, and I wondered if that had contributed in any way to the recent vandalism.

And yet the former castle/present-day museum remained a handsome stone patchwork of terra cotta, burnt umber, and soft, mossy green. Beneath its flat roof, the rectangular central building possessed a massive carved walnut door and gargoyles peering from every eave. There were two towers, one round and tall, the other short and square. Two arched cloisters hugged the courtyard like motherly arms surrounding the statue of a winged, muscle-bound god. 

In the foreground a lush formal garden hung heavy with September foliage. Odd elfish sculptures peeked back at me like pixie spies hiding among the boxwood and oleander, and a cloud of blue mist hovered over columns of tall cypress.

I had memorized the view well enough for several paintings before Tom emerged from the gatehouse. His face looked flushed with guilt, and not all of his shirttail had been tucked in.

"Hello, Richie,” he said, smiling sheepishly. "Good to see you." The years had fleshed out his gaunt, athletic frame nicely, and the famous French sun had tanned his skin and blonded his hair. Yet he was unquestionably the same Tom Martin who had pulled me out of my mental cellar and set me on my feet. Why I hadn't chucked the opening and shown up for his wedding I don't know. But life is a constant juggling act, and sometimes we screw up.

He opened the iron gate with a large, old key.

"If this is a bad time, I could go home and come back later–maybe next month?” 

Tom's grin broadened. "Wait till you meet Marie. You'll adore her.”

“Lot of good that'll do me. How'd the wedding go?”

He swung my suitcase inside and pulled the gate shut with a clang. "Restrained due to Marie’s grandmother's death, but otherwise all the usual trappings. Flowered hats. Too much wine. Kissing sweaty old women with mustaches. Thank God I convinced my family to stay home.”

"Your art opening go well?” he asked.

"Routine. Flowered hats, too much wine, kissing old women with mustaches...”

We had proceeded past a pile of rocks that once must have been a low wall beside a sub-building.

"Fall apart?” I asked conversationally.

"No," Tom replied with a finality that suggested the wall was a touchy subject. It occurred to me the chateau must be plagued by very ambitious vandals.

I followed my former roommate through a doorway at the end of the right cloister then through an inside hallway, which deposited us outside nearly at the edge of the estate. Before us was a small, low apartment with a walled-in garden hugging the surrounding rocks. Tom bowed dramatically as he swung open the door to my suite.

"Ain't much, but it's home. Was home, I should say. Marie and I have moved into the gatehouse. This was fine for, shall we say, 'bachelor life.' Small, but comfortable, with private access to a back street."

Tom's understatement referred to a lavish one-bedroom apartment with a glass wall overlooking the water and a gold-leaf trimmed fireplace. A dark red oriental carpet dominated the main room, and paisley pillows softened every comer. A kitchenette filled the space of a closet, and a teak, canopied bed crowded the only other room, except for the white tiled bath.

"Looks like a Turkish den," I remarked.

"A tasteful whorehouse, isn't it," Tom admitted. "But don't blame me. Hugh Marsford, the artist who owned the chateau, indulged his every whim."

"An artist could afford all this!" I exclaimed. "I must be doing something wrong."

"Old Hugh never sold any artwork, if that's what you're thinking."

"Then how...?"

Tom perched himself on a chair arm and gloated like an old gossip. "Daddy was generous." My friend's eyes widened to emphasize just how generous. "Hugh's father started out as a farmer in Wales but later decided to open a store in Wrexham, his home town–everything the Welsh sheep rancher ever dreamed of owning. He had exceptionally good luck. Hugh was an only child, and fortunately for us Daddy spoiled him–otherwise no Chateau de Mont Madelaine."

I commented that every beautiful chateau had somebody's daddy to thank, “one way or another.”

"Precisely," Tom agreed. His knees were bouncing impatiently, and I correctly guessed the reason.

"Like to get back to your bride?" I suggested.

He admitted it. "If you can entertain yourself until dinner..."

"I'll manage."

"Thanks, Richie-boy," he said, already at the door. "Seven o'clock. Dress decently, if you can. I told Marie one or two stories too many about our Sorbonne days. Sorry. Didn't realize I’d be marrying her."

"No problem–all grown up now." I drew myself up to my maximum height, five-eleven, and tried to look like somebody's stuffy lawyer. 

My efforts tilted Tom's handsome face into a wry grin that flooded my memory with Paris and the boyish, sentimental hell-raiser he had been.

"Scram," I told him. "Your new wife is waiting."

That dissolved the trance. He hurried off to the gatehouse like a kid.

Stowing my clothes and painting gear took only five minutes and exploring my accommodations only a few more. I found an open bottle of local white wine in the refrigerator and some binoculars on a table by the window. These I took out to the patio beyond the far side of the living room. There was a triangular walled-in garden, but what attracted me most was a stone cubbyhole overhanging the water. It was ideal for watching the September tourist crowd slowly give up its hold on the beach. Resting my elbows on a small iron-and-tile table, I poured some wine into a tumbler and pretended I belonged there.

As the sky over the Mediterranean faded into a soft powder blue, the sides of the yachts in the basin to my left picked up a yellow glow from the departing sun. For a long time I sat there with my feet up, my gaze resting on the remaining bathers. I had been on the move all day, trans­planted by man's amazing inventiveness from damp chill to warm sun, lifted bodily from the land where women's breasts were closeted behind stiff tweed vests to be set down where earthy people played on the beach tanning their naked torsos as naturally as children. I was attempting to adjust.

When I remembered the binoculars, I tried them on the beach, felt too much like a voyeur, then switched to admiring the yachts. Perched atop the office/lighthouse was another man with binoculars. He had been turning inland when our eyes made contact, and we both jerked as if physically bumped. Feeling foolish, I set my binoculars aside.

Without the field glasses girl-ogling was once again fair, so I devoted my attention to a brunette who was replacing the top of her bikini for her walk home through the streets. After the girl was gone, I noticed an eight-year-old boy chasing his sister onto a mound of rock, except it was not a mound of rock.

It was a keyhole-shaped gun turret left over from World War II. Time had healed over its horror and assimilated it back into its origins so children could scramble over it immune from any threat. The older Frenchmen probably pointed to it with pride. I realized it had nothing in common with my war, the war without pride, the war without heroes. Viet Nam for Americans was a war to be forgotten. Those of us who fought there changed our uniforms to jeans as soon as we arrived home and pretended to obliterate our memories like everybody else had.

Tom called it street sense, but it was combat experience, and it was the reason I expected never to marry. Maybe my wounded psyche got away with social acceptance, maybe I even lived a passably normal life, for an artist. But things had happened to me I had not yet accepted myself, and I could never ask another person to live with that kind of conflict. Ironically, nature took care   of it in her own way; women tend to shy away   from men who cry in their sleep.

The patio was finished for me by then, so I gathered my things to go inside. Turning toward the door, I noticed the man with the binoculars was still looking in my direction. The blatant intrusion made my neck burn, and I let the door slam hard behind me.

After returning the glass and the wine bottle to the kitchen and replacing the binoculars on the table, I glanced toward the lighthouse. The man’s pose appeared to be nonchalant, but his binoculars were still in hand con­veniently ready to lift. 

Also, he still stood on the chateau side of the tower, the sea a vast emptiness stretching out behind him.
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BY THE TIME I had showered and put on a white shirt and a sport coat, I was in a more suitable mood for meeting Tom's new bride. I checked the mirror to see if the effect was respectable enough. Unfortunately, there was nothing I could do about my slightly rounded shoulders, earned by slouching over canvas, or the regrettable teddy-bear appearance of my wrinkled, tan coat.

I combed my hair, then looked myself hard in the eye. A desirable co-ed who’d been attempting to paint my portrait swore at me because of my eyes. "Dammit, Richard. Four days ago they were a placid, balmy blue. Yesterday they were icy green, and now I swear they look almost black! God, you look sinister–what the hell's gotten into you?"

"My eyes are hazel,” I had told her helpfully, but five minutes later she threw her palette at me and ruined a perfectly good shirt.

Right then my eyes seemed a bit haunted, so I lit a cigarette. Squinting from the smoke, I merely looked tired and a touch past thirty-five. "Can't argue with that," I told myself as Tom knocked softly on the door.

"I'm early. How about a drink?" he suggested.

The kitchen cabinets revealed a cache of spirits even I couldn’t dent in two weeks. Tom opened some Chablis and poured two generous glasses with grim concentration. Then he sat opposite me in a chair filled with paisley cushions.

"To a truly good friend," he toasted with inordinate solemnity. Then he swigged down a third of his wine and gazed thoughtfully into what remained. The conflict­ing expressions flickering across his face showed me a Tom I did not know, the man he had become since Paris. I detected traces of regret and guilt and pride, of failure and fear and apology. But I also saw ordinary bravery and optimism and a boyish wish for happiness despite what life dealt him. Evidently life had provided some problem that was threatening to consume the good host Tom intended to be.

"Hey! It’s me, Richard, remember? What's the matter?"

He shrugged lightly and attempted a smile. "It shows, does it? Marie has been at me again about her grandmother's death. I made her promise not to mention it around you. But dammit, now she's got me wondering whether the woman could have been pushed down those stairs."

"Would it help to go over it one more time?" 

Tom studied my face while he thought it over. "Yes, I think it would. Lily's room is nearby. I’ll tell you about it there.”

We abandoned our drinks and walked in silence to a stairwell off the kitchen hallway. The gray slate steps were worn smooth. Following their one turn was a simple iron railing. A wooden gate closed off the top.

Tom began to explain the accident as we ascended the steps.

"Lily was eighty-nine but quite alert. We installed the gate at her insistence. She was afraid if she awoke during the night and wanted to use the bathroom, she might fall down the stairs. Personally, I thought she was being overly cautious."

"Did she ever forget to close the gate?" I wondered.

"If she left it open, Pascaline, our cook, would close it. Her room is just down the hall. Unfortunately, Pascaline had a bad cold that day. She was asleep even before Lily came upstairs.

"This was Lily's," Tom said, opening the door to the bed­room nearest the stairs. 

Functional and neat, the walls were plain white, broken only by ruffled brown curtains framing the two windows. A single bed with a brown coverlet, a cottage bureau, and a large sewing basket set near a comfortable-looking chair with a floor lamp completed the decor. The side window was inaccessible from outside, but the front window by the chair opened onto a low, flat roof with a clothesline stretched across it. Obviously, there had to be steps lead­ing to the roof that would be extremely convenient for an intruder.

After a respectful silence, I asked if anyone had a reason to want to hurry nature along.

"You mean murder Lily? None whatever. She had few friends, no enemies, no money to speak of. She was a sweet old lady!"

"Suppose you tell me exactly what happened. Maybe we can put the whole matter to rest."

Tom leaned his elbow against the wall, and the feminine, old-world environment seemed to shrink beside his bulk.

"As Marie remembers it, it rained Sunday afternoon. Lily's arthritis bothered her, and Marie had to close the window for her when the storm started. By evening it had cleared and become quite mild, so Lily must have re-opened the window herself. Her hands were normally quite strong. If she was free of pain, she often kneaded bread, and she was accustomed to doing a lot of hand sewing."

"Then the window was open when she died?" 

"Yes. The way I piece things together, she was probably sitting here sewing when the burglar alarm went off and frightened her. She dropped the basket and rushed to the top of the stairs. Unfortunately, the gate was unlatched and she lost her balance and fell."

"What set off the alarm?"

"We can't be sure. I was out with Marie, and, as I said, the cook was asleep. When the alarm woke her, she ran out and found Lily."

"So, no intruder was seen?"

"No."

"Any damage?"

"Not that time, thanks to the alarm. The police receive a signal, and they always respond promptly. When they arrived, there was no evidence to explain what happened. They thought an animal bumped something or the alarm had malfunctioned.”

"Have vandals ever successfully entered the chateau?" 

Tom waved his head. "They’ve tried, but I'm happy to say they failed. All the damage has been outdoors so far."

"Exactly what bothers Marie about the accident?" I asked.

"The alarm sounded at quarter to eleven, and Marie insists her grandmother would have been sleeping. If so, Marie argues that someone may have come in the window, knocked over the sewing basket, turned on the light, confronted Lily, and somehow caused her fall."

“The light was on after the accident?"

"Yes, it was."

"Seems unlikely a burglar would enter a lighted room," I thought aloud. "What was Lily wearing when she died?"

Tom's eyebrows shot up. "A bathrobe–so I must be right! She was probably awake!"

I crossed the room and lifted the window easily. "How did Marie's grandmother come to live in the chateau?" I asked.

"Ah, Holmes. What a tidy mind you have. Lily was widowed very young and soon afterward came to work for Hugh Marsford. Eventually became the second Mrs. Marsford's personal maid. They gave her this room for life in appreciation of her long service. Lily liked to boast she was the only person alive who knew the Marsfords well. She could entertain you for hours with her stories about them. Marie loved visiting her grandmother here. That was how we met."

He snapped himself out of a pleasant daydream. "Anyway, Marie has a theory that Lily was more than a little in love with Hugh–all very prim and proper, of course. But it explained her intense devotion to him and later some of her wilder ideas. Old Grannie had the wild notion her employer was murdered."

My skin began to prickle. "Any evidence to support her suspicions?"

"No, of course not. But Lily held her ground very stubbornly."

"Maybe those wild ideas run in the family."

"You mean Marie? The power of suggestion?" As Tom closed up the room and entered the hallway, I could see the idea had not occurred to him, but he liked it pretty well. He was still thinking it over as we reached the top of the stairs.

Just then a resounding clang like the lid of a large pot being dropped came from the kitchen below us. Out of nowhere something short and furry darted between our legs and streaked down the stairs.

"What the hell..." I exclaimed, grasping the railing to balance myself.

"Coquin!" Tom scolded sharply. "Damn cat..." Then he turned to me as the inevitable possibility flashed into his mind.

"I'd say that wraps it up," I said with more certainty than I felt. "Lily was sewing when the alarm went off. She dropped her basket, came out here to investigate, and opened the gate herself. The frightened cat ran past, and Lily tripped and fell. End of story.” 

Tom wasn’t so certain. "I should be relieved, I suppose," he conceded, "but I can't help seeing Marie's point. I mean, the vandals were indirectly responsible for Lily's death if they set off the damn alarm..."

"Yes, but the police found no evidence of vandals," I reminded him.

"No," said without conviction.

We proceeded downstairs in thoughtful silence. I didn’t want to worry my friend just before his honeymoon, but my
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