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“I swear, if the sun gets any closer, it’ll set the whole sky afire.”

Charles turned to face his unexpected visitor. The man had spoken French, but it was not the same French as Charles’ own. No, this man with the fiery hair was definitely an islander, Saint Barthelemy born and bred, suspected Charles, or perhaps Saint Martin. Charles was from France; Lille to be precise.

He squinted over the red-headed man’s rounded left shoulder and studied the large sky. It was a limitless canvas of blue on the verge of being overrun by yellow, like a square of soft butter melting atop the world.

Charles said plainly, “Yes, the clouds will go first. All brown around the edges and bubbling up like sugar. Then,” Charles threw his hands apart, “foof! They’ll be burning. Like so many toasted marshmallows.”

The red-headed man laughed. “You almost make it sound like a good thing. Tasty, at any rate.”

Charles swept a rivulet of threatening sweat away from his brow with the back of his hand before it could strike his unprotected eye. “Maybe,” he replied rather enigmatically. “I’ve a fondness for marshmallows, anyway.” 

Charles resumed sanding the wind-worn rail. The fine paper seemed to be sanding away as much of his skin as it did the old teakwood.

“Me too,” said the red-headed man, patting his podgy stomach lovingly, for no one to see. “Aiming to make a go of that thing?” The stranger eyed Charles’ boat.

It was a work-in-progress. Before Charles had arrived from his homeland and rescued the old craft from limbo, it had been a work-in-decay. He liked to think he was rescuing the craft from an otherwise slow but certain death.

“No,” replied Charles. “It’s my home.”

“You’re living on that thing?” The man seemed incredulous.

“In a fashion.”

The red-haired man chuckled. “Not high fashion, I’ll reckon you that!”

Charles frowned and puffed out his chest. He was quite sensitive about the boat. Everyone he knew was calling him crazy. And now strangers were freely offering up the same assessment without the least provocation!

“Hey, I’m only funning with you, son.” He held out a big hand. There were calluses spread across the palm. But the skin was white and dry, a sharp contrast to the sun infused backs which were brownish-red. “I’m Per Ravelson. You can call me Thor. Everybody calls me Thor.”

Charles shook the blunt man’s hand, or allowed Thor’s hand to engulf his own, rather like a mongoose swallowing an egg. He gave his name and took back his fingers.

“Charles, eh? You’re new to the island, aren’t you?”

“I only arrived several weeks ago.”

“Well, we’ve all got to arrive sometime. Take my ancestors, for instance. Arrived by schooner from Sweden back in 1847. We’ve been a family of West Indies seamen ever since.”

Charles set down his sandpaper. He glanced at his wristwatch. It didn’t look like he was going to be making much progress this afternoon and he’d sorely wanted to finish sanding down at least the port toprail. “You’re a ship’s captain, then?”

“No, retired.” Thor kicked a plastic bucket on the ground near Charles’ feet. “You gonna use this stuff?”

“I’ve some leaks. I’m told it is the best sealant for the job.”

Thor laughed. “Well, whoever sold you this junk sold you a load of donkey manure in the same pitch.”

Charles picked up the tub and read the recommendations and directions. “It looks proper to me.”

Thor grabbed the tub from Charles and tossed it into a metal dumpster near the picket fence that provided some sense of division between the narrow properties on each side. 

There was a small explosion.

“Hear that thunk?” demanded Thor.

Charles nodded slowly. He’d paid better than thirty-two Euros for that sealant!

“Well, that there is all that goo is good for—going thunk.”

“But—”

Thor held up a hand. “Now, now. I’ve got some stuff up at the house that will seal this boat up tighter than a witch’s arse. When you’re ready, I’ll bring it by. No charge. I make it up myself. A man’s gotta keep busy.” 

The red-headed man wriggled his fingers. “A man’s got to use his hands. Isn’t that right?” He slapped Charles across the back. 

Charles bent like a sapling, throwing out his arms, fearing he’d otherwise strike the ground chest and chin first.

“Like the way you’re using your own two hands, your sweat and blood, to bring this girl back to life.” Thor slapped the boat this time and Charles couldn’t help but to let out a yelp. He was sure that the boat would collapse, if not the old dry dock as well.

“Really,” Charles checked the blocks and boards supporting the boat above the ground, “we’d better be careful, very careful. Don’t you agree?” Charles bent and studied the back cradle. Was it starting to lean forward or had it always been tilted that way?

The old man was nodding but Charles was far from certain it had anything at all to do with what he’d said. 

“Yes, a man can never be too careful. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been in and out of Gustavia Harbor. But sure enough, one night back in ‘72, during an October storm, I’ll be damned if I didn’t run up on the rocks.” He shook his head as though he still carried a good liter of disbelief in his skull, sloshing around like so much island rum.

Philip Denown, the long-time manager of the Idyllique Hotel and Villas, located along the eye-catching Baie de St. Jean, was a man of medium height and medium temperament. His hair was thinning and gray, not a good thing at all as he considered himself a young forty-six years old. 

He had a tendency to lean forwards, forever going uphill in the climb of life—and he stood so now as both the quality and color of his hair and his moderate temperament were each being tested by Lily, a lovely student from Paris but for her thick ankles and largish feet, spending a season in between university courses working as the hotel’s receptionist.

“Impossible,” Denown said. The manager braced the desk and shook it. He couldn’t understand the girl. She’d always been a good, hard worker up until now.

Lily grabbed the computer terminal to keep it from shaking its way to the tiled floor. “No,” she said in low, conspiratorial tones, “it’s true, monsieur. I swear to you.”

Denown shook his head. “No, your English is not so good. You’ve misunderstood the lady, Lily. That’s all.”

“No, monsieur. Mademoiselle Somers was quite adamant. She said Monsieur Freon was—” a client of the hotel walked into the lobby and the girl’s voice dropped like a rock from Point Milou, “dead.”

“Impossible,” repeated Denown. He turned to the American guest and said in English, “May we be of service to you, sir?”

“I’m looking for a towel—” The guest gestured with his hands, spreading them out and then up as if giving the exact dimensions he had in mind. “A beach towel?”

Denown smiled. “Yes, sir. The cabana near the piscine, the pool, is open at this hour. You’ve only to ask the boy there and provide him with your suite number.”

The American nodded. After he’d gone the manager asked Lily where Mademoiselle Somers was to be found.

Lily replied, “She’s in the villa with the body.”

“This is impossible.”

Lily shrugged rather helplessly. “Perhaps I misunderstood...”

Denown clicked his fingers, twice in rapid succession. “Or perhaps it is only a heart attack or a fall down the stairs—not a murder at all. Only an accidental or a quite natural death. There is a subtlety between the English words, you understand.” He raised a hand, fingers together. “That is, between dead and murdered.”

He spoke like a teacher to his pupil. “In English, one can be simply ‘dead tired’ as well.”

“She said murder...”

Denown snapped, “Ma petite, must you be so difficult?” He shook his fist. “The property is full of guests—rich, powerful and many famous guests. The Idyllique caters to models, moguls and movie stars, who each demand the best services in the world. And now you test my patience!”

Denown trotted down the path between the small gardens that separated the hotel’s deluxe cottages from the even more exclusive and pricey villas that rose from the beach up the cliff face. An unstifled sun beat down on him. 

The Onyx was the name of the villa that the American designer, Bobbi Freon, had rented for the winter. It was whitewashed like all the others and was located at the east end of the property. It was so named for its black furnishings, from the black leather furniture to the drapes and the bed sheets, all of which were inky black. Even the granite counter top in the kitchen maintained the color scheme along with each of the appliances. 

This was Bobbi Freon’s villa of choice when on St. Barts. He was a frequent and easy spending guest. If he were dead, this would be most regrettable. Profits would suffer. His bonus, as a consequence, would too.

The manager knocked lightly on the wind-beaten oak door. It was answered quickly by a lovely, tanned woman in a yellow sarong and matching bikini top. Her feet were bare. Her hair was long and dark. She was tall for a woman.

She looked visibly shaken. This, Denown knew, was Monsieur Freon’s housekeeper or assistant of sorts—he wasn’t sure which and it was not his privilege or place to ask—Sofie Somers. 

“Mademoiselle Somers.” He bowed. “Lily at reception told me you called with—” How was he going to put this tactfully? “— difficulties?”

Freon’s assistant nodded soberly. She looked Denown in the eyes before lowering her gaze to the floor. “Yes, this way, please.” She turned her back and walked slowly, silently towards the master bungalow. The two-level master suite was across from the kidney shaped private swimming pool in the central courtyard of the villa itself. 

There was another bungalow with two bedrooms on the left, while the kitchen, dining and entertaining areas were on the right. The master bedroom was upstairs. The lower half of the cottage faced the pool and contained a sitting area as well as a billiards table and an upright piano.

Sofie Somers paused at the bottom of the stairs, then, when the manager failed to make the first move, preceded Denown upwards. 

There was no door, as Denown knew full well. As his head rose above the floor, he saw Mr. Freon’s legs hanging off the bed, bare feet touching the ground. 

Denown reached the top of the stairs and paused. Mademoiselle Somers stood to the side, her arms crossed, not looking at the bed. Bobbi, wearing only his black trousers, lay sideways with his back against the mattress. His eyes were half open, staring up through the mosquito curtain and for a moment Denown held out a hope that the American was still alive.

But Bobbi Freon’s torso was a bloody mess. 

Denown had attended a bullfight once, in Mexico, on a private ranch outside Guadalajara owned by one of his frequent guests, where the matador had been gored badly in his stomach. The matador, a young star from Spain, survived with his agony for nearly two hours; just long enough to arrive at the hospital, where he promptly died.

Like the matador, Bobbi Freon, no doubt, had met his match.
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“Chief! Come quickly! It’s Denown. He wants a word with you!”

In his office, on his private line, the Chief of Municipal Police, Didier Lebon, told his wife to be silent a moment. They were discussing the return of their youngest daughter, Violette, just back from high school. As there were no upper level schools on Saint Barthelemy, Violette had been required to attend a school off the island. And now, having completed her higher education had returned to the family home. 

The chief’s wife, Elisabeth, was concerned for her future.

Why, the chief could not say. Could Violette not simply find a suitable husband and take care of him? Barring this, couldn’t she perhaps seek gainful employment? These were nagging questions the good chief wisely refrained from directly raising with his dear wife.

He barked at the officer in the other room. “Philip Denown, manager of the Idyllique Hotel and Villas?”

“Yes, sir.” Officer Pisar Mercer stuck his head in the door.

“What does he want?”

“He says there’s been a murder.”

“A murder,” scoffed Didier. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“He wants to talk to you. He wants to know what to do.” The officer sounded rattled.

“Bah! He’s drunk, Pisar. You know Denown. He drinks too much.” The chief looked at his watch. “Even for an islander, it’s too early in the day for decorum. But that’s Philip for you. A drunkard. His father was a drunkard. His grandfather was a drunkard. His own wife,” Didier shook his hand, “I hear is a lush. Favors vanilla rum, if you can believe the rumors.”

Didier shooed the officer away. “Tell him to get the hell off our telephone. Remind him it is for official use only and to stop annoying us or I will personally issue him a fine!”

“Yes, chief.”

Before returning his attention to his wife, Didier shouted one last thing, “Tell him to have a coffee!”

Didier picked up the receiver, surprised to find that Elisabeth was still talking. “Yes, dear. I am sorry. A slight interruption. You heard what? Murder? No, don’t be alarmed. Of course there has not been a murder. Only that joker Denown—falling down drunk and it’s barely noon.”

Speaking of which, Didier’s stomach, a rather imposing structure itself, commenced to grumbling. He would have to extricate himself from his wife as soon as possible and head down to the harbor for lunch.

He held the phone an inch from his ear awaiting a moment where he might jump in to cut off the conversation when Mercer appeared at his door dragging a telephone with him. Grateful for the interruption, Didier said to his wife, “I must go, dear. Duty calls. Yes, we shall talk about it some more later.” Like it or not, they would talk about it later, on that he had no doubt.

“What is it now, Pisar?”

Officer Mercer held out the phone. “It’s Denown again.”

“I told you to tell him to buzz off.”

“I did, chief. I told him exactly as you instructed. But he’s called back again.” Pisar pushed the phone forward. “He really is quite insistent.”

Didier sighed and picked up the phone on his desk. Two lines were lit. “Which line is he on?”

“Two.”

The chief nodded and pushed the button on the telephone for line two. Pisar stood outside the open door, making no pretense of disappearing and quite obviously eavesdropping.

“Listen, here, Denown. We really are quite busy. What? What is it, Denown?” The chief’s face paled. “But that is impossible! Have you been drinking, monsieur?”

On the other end of the line, Denown was insisting he was sober. The chief had to admit that Philip Denown did not sound inebriated. Yet, perhaps he only controlled it well? Lebon had known many a drunk who was able to function quite reasonably in social situations without giving himself away.

Still, the hotelman had described a grisly sight. If it was his alcohol-fueled imagination, it was a sick one.

All the while, the hotel manager was rambling quickly and mostly incoherently.

“Calm down, Philip. Calm down. What?”

Denown asked the chief once more what he should do.

“What to do? How the hell should I know what to do, Denown? There’s not been a murder here in—” The chief scratched his head. “In twenty years!” Lebon cupped a hand over the receiver and said to Pisar, “What is the procedure for handling a murder?”

The officer only shrugged uselessly.

“Well, go look it up in a book somewhere!” shouted Chief Lebon. “And you, Philip, stay put and not a word about this to anyone. You understand?”

The manager said yes.

“I’ll be there soon.” The chief of police dropped the phone in its cradle. It clattered out and bounced off the floor, neatly cracking the receiver in two ugly looking pieces.

But this was only the beginning of the chief’s problems.

With two of his men at his side, Chief Lebon headed outside for a police SUV. Halfway along, he paused, thence did his fellow officers, reliably as automatons. Lebon had an idea, told his men to wait for him, and rushed back inside the station.

He dialed the Gendarmerie. The Gendarmes had a contingent of ten men headquartered on the road between Public and Corossol. He reached a gendarme and insisted that it was urgent that he speak to the adjutant who was said to be quite busy.

In fact, the adjutant was busy. He was draped in a long, semi-transparent yellow smock, camel hair paintbrush in hand, fingers and palms covered with cream colored paint, attacking a helpless wall in his windowless office.

The Gendarmerie was undergoing restorations and most all of the gendarmes were called up to this active, if harmless, duty. Nonetheless, the adjutant, after some delay, came to the phone.

Adjutant Bruyer, former paratrooper and medaled member of the elite Groupe de Sécurité de la Présidence de la République, was a husky man with a good humor. He was also a meticulous man. He picked up the telephone carefully. “Yes?”

He was suspicious. It wasn’t all that often that a call came through from the municipal police.

Chief Lebon quickly explained the situation. “There’s been a crime. A murder.”

Adjutant Bruyer laughed heartily. “Yes, sure. And I hear Basque separatists have stormed the island and declared a new sovereignty. It must be a slow day for you police. What’s wrong? Why not go arrest some nudists at the beach? Or are you afraid of the furor you’ll cause?”

Saint Barthelemy was very tolerant of skin. The adjutant did not consider this to be a bad thing by any reach of the imagination, neither did most locals and guests to the island.

The adjutant started to say goodbye but the chief kept him on the line.

“Listen, Emil, I’m not joking, man. There has been a murder!”

The adjutant continued to be suspicious. “And just who is it that has been murdered? A twelve-year-old bottle of brandy, perhaps?”

“No. Quit joking, this is serious.”

“Well,” said Adjutant Bruyer slowly, still looking for a way out of this potential trap, “if it’s murder, it must be one of your locals. No doubt about it. Feuding gotten out of hand. Too much drink and not enough work.”

The adjutant had heard all about some of St. Barts’ famous feuds, families who had been waging minor wars with one another for upwards of a century. “So, if it’s murder you have, I suggest you, the municipal police, solve it. Take care of your own, I always say. Ciao.” 

“It’s a tourist. An American.”

“God’s truth?” The adjutant squeezed the receiver to his ear. Merde, not only a murder but it had to be a tourist? And an American to boot!

There was a pause.

“Yes.”

The paintbrush slipped from the adjutant’s hand. He attempted to wipe the tops of his paint spattered leather shoes on the back of his pant legs. Bruyer cleared his throat and collected his thoughts. “Are you certain?”

The chief insisted.

“I mean, I could understand if there has been an automobile accident...” The roads on St. Barts could be remarkably treacherous, steep and narrow, with drivers speeding willy-nilly past one another, often as not themselves fueled with as much alcohol as their tanks were with gas.

“This was no accident, from what I gather.” Chief Lebon explained the call he had received from the manager of the Idyllique Hotel and Villas.

After a silence, the adjutant spoke, “There must be some mistake.”

“Let’s hope so,” said Didier. “Meet me there, will you?” With that he rang off.

Much to his chagrin, the chief arrived at the crime scene first. He waited in the property manager’s office, however, while two of his men stood guard outside the entrance of the Villa Onyx. One such officer was Officer Pisar Mercer, being punished by the chief, justly so or not. 

Chief Lebon was still angry with Mercer for answering the call from Denown in the first place and not knowing what to do about a reported murder in the second.

An ambulance had been called from the local hospital and a doctor was said to be on his way.

Adjutant Bruyer arrived and filled the room with his presence. Four uniformed gendarmes silently accompanied him. He shook Chief Lebon’s hand and then that of a clearly shaken Philip Denown.

“Well, shall we go see this body?” The chief was still hoping this was some sort of practical joke. Tourists sometimes had bizarre senses of humor. And the drunker a tourist got, the funnier he thought he was being.

Philip Denown nodded somberly and led the way.

As they headed up the garden path, Adjutant Bruyer could not help but contemplate the people who stayed here and other expensive hotels like it on St. Barthelemy. Bruyer knew that lodgings in the hotel suites alone cost thousands of Euros per night and the villas must command many times that rate. He could only wonder at how some people had so much. Sadly, this had never been one of his problems.

They arrived at Villa Onyx where the two municipal police officers were idly chatting. They straightened their backs as the officials arrived. Mercer’s face betrayed his feelings of having been unjustly chastened. Nonetheless, his back was the straightest of the two.

Outside the front door, Chief Lebon put his hand on the lever, but as he was about to push the door open the adjutant laid a hand on his sleeve.

“What is it?” asked the chief.

“Listen here, Didier,” began Adjutant Bruyer, “before we go inside to take a look at this body, don’t you think we should settle things?”

“Settle things?” The chief wiped his face with the back of his arm. He was sweating like a pig standing outside here in the heat. He wanted to get inside where it was bound to be cool, dead body or no.

“Yes, like who is going to handle the investigation,” explained Adjutant Bruyer, “and the ensuing paperwork.” 

Chief Lebon ran his left thumb through the short, thick moustache he’d sported since his twenty-first birthday. He considered the moustache a symbol of his manhood. “It is obvious, Emil, that if this is indeed a murder then it is for the Gendarmerie to investigate.”

“Perhaps, but you have much more experience with the locals. After all, you men were born and raised here. We in the Gendarmerie only spend three years at a time on St. Barthelemy and then we move on. Myself, I was stationed in Mauritania before arriving at my current post.”

“Nonetheless, this sort of crime is your domain.”

“Who can say?”

“Why not ask your superior?”

“The lieutenant? He is headquartered on Saint Martin, as you yourself well know.” The adjutant tugged at his collar. This nagging heat was sapping him. “Yes, I suppose he must be informed.”

“Besides, I expect that this will be a case wherein the procureur will be the man to decide whose duty it will be to solve this crime.” The chief looked at the door as if trying to see through to the other side. “If crime there be.”

“Perhaps,” interjected the hotel manager, Denown, “you will only need to interview the mademoiselle, Monsieur Freon’s assistant, and this case will all but solve itself...”

“Where is she?” asked Chief Lebon.

“Down at the beach with her children. I told her to await you there, should you wish to speak with her.”

The chief nodded.

The adjutant turned up his lip. “Does she speak French?”

Denown shook his head. “I don’t think so. Portuguese.”

“Portuguese!”

“And English,” added Denown.

“A fat lot of good that will do me,” said Adjutant Bruyer. “I’d die of thirst on this island if I even had to order a decent beer in English. As for Portuguese, it might as well be Chinese!” The adjutant turned to the chief. “It looks like this will be a job for you, after all, Didier.” 

The chief smiled and shook his head. “No. I do not think so. I am a Frenchman. It is the only language I know and the only language worth knowing.”

The hotel manager watched in horror as the two men debated the taking of the investigation. Denown was quite worried about his own situation, a dead—murdered—body lying in the master bed of one of his best villas! And in the middle of high season!

Denown wrung his hands. Would the blood stains ever come out?

The two officials continued to bicker outside the villa door while Bobbi Freon waited patiently inside.

“Wait a moment,” said Adjutant Bruyer with a sudden burst of inspiration. “I’ve a young gendarme who has only been just sent over a few weeks past from France. As I recall he speaks English quite remarkably. In fact,” he scratched his bristly head, “I seem to remember the young fellow had been an English language major before joining up with the Gendarmerie.”

“Really?” Didier, whose stomach had been tense with his intestines knotted up like tangled rope, felt his appetite returning. “Who is this man? Is he one of these fellows?” The chief studied the silent gendarmes. 

“No. His name is Charles. Charles Trenet. He is off duty today, working on his boat down at the harbor, I expect.”

“Well,” said Didier, with clear relief, “perhaps he should be summoned.”

“Yes,” said the adjutant. “I will send one of my men to fetch him. In fact, I believe Trenet should be here when we go inside.” Adjutant Bruyer nodded towards the villa. “After all, if he is going to take charge of this investigation, isn’t it for the best that he be present on initial examination of the body?”

“You are a wise man, mon ami.” The chief shook the adjutant’s hand. It was covered with dry splotches of cream-colored paint. “And better still, as police headquarters is much nearer the harbor, in the name of expediency, I will send a car for your young gendarme.”

There were smiles all around.

“I would further propose that we adjourn to Philip’s office for a drink while we await this Trenet.”

“A marvelous suggestion,” agreed the adjutant. He barked orders to his men to assist the chief’s two municipal officers in securing the perimeter around the villa and in keeping busybodies, nosey tourists and staff far away.

Denown wanted to protest the delays, but then again, a drink did sound like a good idea and a few minutes further wouldn’t change things much. The American certainly wouldn’t mind. With luck, mused the manager, rubbing his hands together cheerfully, it will be determined that Monsieur Freon had only committed hari-kari.

Silently, both Chief Lebon and Adjutant Bruyer congratulated themselves on having successfully dodged the responsibility of this criminal matter. After all, this thing—a murder involving a rich foreigner—could be a political and public relations nightmare and a nasty powder keg of lawyers and sleepless nights all rolled up in one ugly barrel. A barrel that could conceivably blow up in both of their faces if they were not most vigilant.

And both men, having enjoyed long careers which had led them to the tops of their professions, knew that when embroiled in such a situation, if the opportunity allowed—as fate had so generously provided in this case in the form of a certain young gendarme—let the new guy do it. 
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“Hey, you! Trenet? Charles Trenet?”

Charles turned away from Thor, whose knack for soliloquy seemed as endless as the sea around them. He studied his caller. It was an officer in an official municipal police vehicle. Had he done something wrong?

Charles nodded once.

“The gendarme?”

Charles nodded a second time.

Thor said with surprise, “You’re a gendarme?” He harrumphed, which came off sounding something like a sexually frustrated bull seal might sound on a cold and lonely night. “I should have known you weren’t a seaman.”

“Well,” the officer leaned his arm out the window, “the adjutant wants to see you, pronto!”

Charles said quizzically, “My adjutant?”

“Well, he sure as hell isn’t mine. Hurry up, will you? The chief told me to find you as fast as possible.”

“But what for?”

“How on earth should I know? Like I said, he’s not my adjutant.”

Charles inwardly moaned. Merde. He ignored Thor’s look of contempt. What could he have done, barely a month on the island, to warrant his adjutant calling on him to report immediately and to further warrant the chief of the municipal police to order the fetching?

The officer in the car honked the horn. “Come on, stop daydreaming there and get moving.”

Charles tugged at his shirt. “But I’m not even in uniform.”

“That’s none of my concern now, is it?”

Charles stole a look at himself in the big glass window of the house next door. He was barefoot, wearing a loose pair of khakis which his mother had given him before leaving home and which he had quickly cut off at the knees upon being assigned to St. Barthelemy where balmy was a permanent condition. And his chest was covered with a once white t-shirt that was stained with seemingly every stain producing substance on the island; animal, vegetable and mineral.

His face was equally dirty and there was a streak of varnish along his forehead. His short brown hair looked as tangled as any of the thickets that lined the island’s narrow roads.

Charles wiped his hands on the sides of his pant legs. “I’ll just get my motorbike.” He stuffed his bare feet into his heavy work boots and bent to lace them.

The officer jeered. “Really? When you don’t even know where you’re going?!”

Charles stood and frowned, feeling stupid. He wiped at his hands with a rag dipped in kerosene.

“Get in now, will you?”

As if to prove the end of his patience, the officer at the wheel gave the car some gas and edged forward several feet, braked, then repeated the process, giving Charles the impression he might take off without the gendarme, leaving him to suffer the consequences.

Charles ran and jumped in on the passenger side having no clue where he was heading or why.

“Where are we off to?”

“You’ll see.” The officer sped quickly around the corner, ignoring all traffic as he drove backwards up a narrow one way street. They skirted the harbor and headed past the power station.

They’d climbed the mountain that divided the island’s main city of Gustavia from the Aéroport de Saint Jean. The driver kept going. Just beyond a cluster of shops in the Village de St. Jean, he pulled into a posh looking hotel along the water’s edge.

“Here?” Charles said. Nervously, he fought to wipe the grime from his hands and knees. He reeked of kerosene. He felt hopelessly out of place.

“Oui.”

There were numerous official vehicles, belonging to the municipal police and the gendarmerie, clogging up the small parking lot. Charles had never seen so many in one place. In addition, countless tourist rentals squeezed into every available space of land in the vicinity. This was not unusual. Parking tickets were a rare thing in St. Barts. The locals went so far as to leave the keys in the ignitions of their autos while they were away from their vehicles in case someone needed to move them.

“But what are we doing here?”

The officer snorted. “All’s I know is that the chief said to fetch you and fetch you I have.” He reached over Trenet and pulled the handle. The passenger side door fell open. “Out you go now.”

“But—”

He gave Charles a firm yet friendly shove and Charles heard the sound of a car door closing behind him. The officer sped off.
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