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      Murder in Marseille. Book 14 of the Maggie Newberry Mysteries.Copyright © 2019 by Susan Kiernan-Lewis. All rights reserved.

      

      From bouillabaisse to betrayal……and the beautiful city that is home to both.

      When the dead body of one of Marseille’s most corrupt politicians is found stuffed in Maggie’s car trunk, it creates a bubbling stew of deception, betrayal and revenge.

      Is there a connection between the victim and Maggie? Her family? Or is this a message for Laurent as a result of his nefarious history of crime and misdeeds?  Even worse, a devastating family secret that Laurent and Maggie have spent the last twelve years hiding is shockingly revealed to the world, putting everything they have—as well as everyone they love—in immediate jeopardy.

      This heart-stopping thrill ride takes you through the menacing back streets of Marseille in Maggie’s determined trajectory toward the truth—and the truly evil—behind it.
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      The afternoon sun filtered through the thick haze of clouds overhead. It wasn’t supposed to rain today, for which Maggie was grateful. But it did promise to be hot and humid.

      Not unusual for August in the south of France.

      But still not pleasant.

      She engaged the auto drive on her Peugeot sedan as she drove the A7 south to the Marseille Provence Airport. Today of all days she didn’t want to be late. With her thoughts boomeranging around her brain all morning, it was safer to let the car regulate a consistent speed.

      At seventeen miles northwest of the coast, the Marseille International Airport was actually nowhere near downtown Marseille but was convenient for Maggie who lived near the small Provençal village of St-Buvard.

      With so many other unique recreational opportunities in Provence she rarely found a reason to visit Marseille. While it had long since shrugged off its reputation as a treacherous town, a palpable patina of menace stubbornly remained.

      Maggie tried to remember the last time anyone visiting from the States had suggested a tour of Marseille. Her husband Laurent insisted the city’s Old Port was eminently worth visiting, especially the fish markets which he frequented often. But there were so many other charming and more accessible tourist venues near their village that Marseille had never really ranked high on Maggie’s go-to list.

      She glanced at the dashboard clock. Three o’clock. Nicole’s flight would be arriving within the hour. She leaned forward in expectation just thinking about seeing her niece again.

      It had been ten months since Maggie’s father’s memorial service—the last time Maggie had seen Nicole—and she’d been startled then at how grown up the girl had become.

      Maggie bumped the air conditioning up a notch to combat the intense summer heat attempting to claw its way into the car. She noticed her phone vibrating on the dashboard.

      It was Laurent.

      With his work at the monastery l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité involving a new influx of refugees from all over Europe and the Middle East, Maggie hadn’t had to lobby too hard to be the one to collect Nicole from the Marseille Airport today. Laurent also had the upcoming harvest of their vineyard at Domaine St-Buvard to get ready for, not to mention his insistence on cooking most meals for the family and orchestrating most of the activities of their two children.

      Three children now, Maggie reminded herself.

      They’d unofficially adopted a homeless teenager last fall. The experience had proved challenging on several levels.

      Maggie picked up the phone.

      “Hey,” she said. “What’s up? I’ve only been gone thirty minutes.”

      The exit for the airport was coming up. She put her turn signal on.

      “Mila cannot find her favorite whisk,” Laurent said, referring to their nine-year-old daughter. His voice was low and nearly guttural. When Maggie first came to France and was trying to learn the language, she’d had the most trouble understanding Laurent of all people. He seemed to breathe his words rather than speak them. Plus half the time he communicated only in shrugs and grunts. She used to tease him: “How am I ever going to learn to speak French if you don’t use actual words?”

      Somehow, after thirteen years and in spite of that, she’d managed to learn.

      “Tell her to look in the bottom kitchen drawer by the dog bowls,” she said.

      Mila had a passion for making pastry and dreamed of being a world-famous pastry chef someday. She was constantly whipping up dessert souffles and gâteaux in the Domaine St-Buvard kitchen as Laurent looked on with pride.

      “Will you be going near a boulangerie?” Laurent asked.

      “I can if you need me to.”

      Maggie maneuvered toward the sweeping arc of triple lanes leading to the airport off the A7. She felt her pulse quicken at the thought of seeing Nicole again—and of bringing her home to Domaine St-Buvard.

      “Une baguette. C’est tout.”

      “Got it. See you soon. Love you.” She disconnected before he could respond because another call was coming in. A photo of Maggie’s mother materialized on the phone screen.

      “Hey, Mom. What time is it there in Atlanta?”

      “It’s nine o’clock. Is she there yet?”

      Maggie could hear the tension in her mother’s voice. It seemed to be there all the time lately but more often when she was talking about Maggie’s niece.

      Thirteen years ago when Maggie’s sister Elise was presumed dead and little Nicole orphaned, Maggie had brought the child to the US from the south of France to be raised by Maggie’s parents.

      As Maggie’s parents had aged, that arrangement became more and more difficult. Three years earlier, her parents sold the Atlanta house they’d lived in for nearly fifty years so that Maggie’s father could move to a memory care facility. Maggie’s mother and Nicole had relocated to a condo in Midtown.

      Even so, Elspeth Newberry had become less able to keep up with Nicole as the months went by. Now that Nicole had graduated from high school, the time had come to change the original arrangement.

      At least Maggie believed it was time.

      “No, Mom. Her plane doesn’t get in for another twenty minutes. I told you I’d call you but there’s no reason for you to stay up past your normal bedtime.”

      “You don’t need to worry about my bedtime, Margaret. Just let me know when she arrives safely.”

      Maggie fought back a splinter of irritation. There had been plenty of times in the last two years when her mother had no idea where Nicole was and hadn’t seemed bothered by that at all.

      Now that she saw Nicole poised to leave the nest for good, Elspeth was frantically attempting to hold on.

      “So is she excited about the visit?” Maggie asked.

      Originally Maggie had arranged for Nicole to spend the entire summer with her and Laurent at Domaine St-Buvard, but Nicole’s busy summer social calendar had reduced the visit to the month of August.

      “I don’t want you to get your hopes up. I’m sure Nikki is very excited to see all of you…”

      “But?”

      “But frankly she doesn’t want to move to France. Can you blame her? She doesn’t know a soul there.”

      “You mean aside from me and Laurent and her two cousins and Grace and Zouzou and Danielle—who by the way she used to call Mamère?”

      “Please don’t get defensive, darling. I’m not saying Nikki won’t be delighted to see you all but her friends are here.”

      “You’re on Ben’s side, aren’t you?”

      Maggie knew her words sounded childish and now that she’d said them she wished she hadn’t. But it was so aggravating to hear her mother siding with Maggie’s older brother. Again.

      “I’m on nobody’s side. I just don’t want to see you disappointed.”

      “Ben didn’t spend five minutes with Nicole while she was growing up,” Maggie said in frustration. “And now he wants her to move in with him?”

      “The place I’m going to does not allow children.”

      Elspeth had already put down a deposit at the assisted living center where she planned to move at the end of summer. “Honestly I think it will be good for both of them.”

      “It’s not Nicole’s job to get Ben through an emotional rough patch.”

      “That is not what this is,” her mother said, vexation creeping into her voice. “The two of them have gotten close in the months since your father passed. I truly believe her moving in with your brother is the best thing for Nikki too.”

      It infuriated Maggie that her mother and Ben both called Nicole Nikki. It was like they wanted to erase her Frenchness.

      And make no mistake, Nicole was French.

      Way more French than Ben or Maggie’s mother knew.

      Maggie pulled into the lane for the thirty-minute airport parking lot and collected the ticket from the automated parking machine.

      “Look, Mom, I’m about to lose our connection when I drive into the underground parking. I promise I’ll have Nicole call you as soon as I get her.”

      “Thank you, darling. Be sure and⁠—”

      The call dropped as soon as Maggie drove into the parking garage. She gave a sigh of relief followed by a quick spasm of guilt as she tossed her phone onto the passenger’s seat.

      It was all just so maddening!

      Ben had literally not paid any attention to Nicole in thirteen years! He’d not gone to a single drama presentation at her school or attended any of her soccer games. Nor had he shown up at even one of her many equestrian competitions over the years.

      And now he wants to be Father of the Year?

      Maggie drove past a bank of elevators and headed to the far corner of the garage where there were usually vacant parking spots. It was a Tuesday and, except for business travel, the garage would be relatively uncrowded. After twelve years of marriage to Laurent she was in the habit of parking as far as possible from the terminal entrance to lessen the chance of car doors dinging her vehicle.

      She pulled into the inside lane facing a cement wall and parked. She was right to park this far from the elevators. There was only a single other car in the section, and it was parked behind her around twenty feet away.

      Even on a bright summer afternoon, the garage was dark and cool. The overhead lighting fixtures were positioned every six feet and gave off a sickening yellow light. The bulb directly over Maggie’s parking spot was out.

      She grabbed her purse and swung out of the car, careful to keep her keys in her hand. She’d already succeeded in locking them inside the car twice this year when her mind had been focused on other things.

      Does Mom really think Ben will be a better parent to Nicole than I would?

      Her mother had always been in the habit of excusing any and all less than admirable behavior from Ben. Maggie knew for a fact that her father had been disappointed in his only son. 	Maggie felt a flinch of sadness when she thought of her father. While he’d only died last year, his mind had started unraveling two years earlier. Maggie missed him. Missed his words of wisdom. His laughter. His voice.

      But it had been a long time since her father had indicated his feelings about anything—disappointment or otherwise.

      Maggie shook off her melancholy and thought back to the last time she’d seen her brother at their father’s service in Atlanta eighteen months ago. Ben had come alone. Although technically still married to Haley he didn’t even visit her any more.

      Maggie remembered Ben had looked depressed and downcast although, to be fair, she probably had too. After all, their father had just died.

      But still! Could she conjure up even one single solitary memory of Ben interacting with Nicole during that whole visit?

      No. Because as usual, it had all been about Ben and how Dad’s passing was affecting him.

      They’d all lost a loving father, husband and grandfather. But somehow Maggie still managed to thank everyone for coming and had played hostess to the crowd of over two hundred of her parents’ friends. Granted, while Laurent had been the one to arrange all the food, Maggie still had to manage her mourning sufficiently to be able to look after her mother as well as Jemmy and Mila.

      And what had Ben done except drink too much and sit in the corner of the room looking at his cell phone? Nothing.

      And now he wants to be responsible for another human being?

      Shouldn’t he start with a dog first?

      Maggie’s annoyance rippled through her as she stepped across the dark expanse of the parking garage. A couple was heading toward her, dragging their rolling luggage behind them, the sound of it reverberated loudly on the cement surface. Unlike in the States—and specifically the south where Maggie was from—Maggie knew better than to make eye contact with the couple as they passed.

      Or, God forbid, smile.

      Besides, she had worked herself up into a mood. And that was not the state of mind she wanted to be in when she greeted her darling, much missed niece.

      She paused for a moment, putting a hand against the wall, closing her eyes, and breathing in and out before turning and hurrying toward the elevator which would take her to the main terminal and arrival gates.

      The last thing she wanted was to be late for Nicole’s first visit back to France in five years!

      Everything needed to be perfect.

      In fact things needed to be better than perfect if Maggie was going to convince Nicole that moving to France to live with her and Laurent was what Nicole should do.
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      Laurent put the beginnings of his mushroom risotto in the fridge, setting it aside for tonight’s dinner.

      The kitchen was painted in a pale ochre yellow. The Provençal sunlight infused the kitchen through the wide oak-framed window over the sink that faced the front driveway.

      The space was designed for utilitarian use. The look was clean, airy, and masculine. It was definitely Laurent’s room.

      “Are you going to Dormir today?” Mila asked.

      Laurent turned to regard his daughter. Blonde and blue-eyed, there was never a moment when he wasn’t struck by her beauty, her innocence, her sweetness.

      “Only briefly,” he said. “I’m going to l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité. Can I trust you to stay home alone without burning down the house?”

      Mila wrinkled her nose. “Is Jemmy in charge?” she asked, referring to her older brother. “That’s not fair. He’s only two years older than me. Luc can be in charge of us.”

      Laurent knew she had a point. Their foster son Luc Thayer was seventeen and certainly old enough to watch a ten-year-old and twelve-year-old without parental supervision.

      “I am taking Luc to Dormir,” Laurent said. “Is your bed made?”

      “Yes, Papa.”

      “Why not go pick some sunflowers from the garden for Nicole’s bedroom?”

      Mila’s eyes lit up at the suggestion and she turned to fish out a pair of scissors from one of the kitchen drawers.

      Laurent ran a cloth over the countertops of the kitchen and spotted Jemmy with his remote control helicopter in the gravel drive out front. Beside him stood Luc.

      A tall boy for his age, Luc had only been with them ten months—ten relatively quiet months until recently. Laurent frowned as he watched the teen through the kitchen window.

      In the space of a few weeks, Luc had gone from being helpful and outwardly grateful for his good fortune to borderline surly and disruptive.

      Just as he was before he came to live with us.

      Just as Laurent’s brother Gerard had been every day of his life.

      Gerard.

      Luc’s biological father.

      Laurent grimaced when he remembered the altercation with Luc last night which had ended in Luc’s yelling “You’re not my father!”—as if that had anything to do with anything—and slamming the door to his bedroom.

      A bedroom door I provided him, Laurent thought. Attached to a private room I gave him. Complete with three meals a day and a sense of belonging—if the ungrateful pup even cared—to a family.

      Gerard certainly hadn’t.

      Laurent’s brother Gerard had hated every moment of his life when he and Laurent were living with their grandmother in Paris. Right up to the moment at age fifteen—two years younger than Luc now—when he packed his bags, stole a thousand francs from his grandmother and left in the middle of the night.

      Like the thief he was.

      “Papa?” Mila said breathlessly as she returned to the kitchen with a fistful of sunflowers. “Pretty?”

      “Mm-mm,” Laurent said, reaching for a vase from the upper cabinets. At six-foot-four—tall for a Frenchman—he often used his height to his advantage like now.  Height also helped  in the line of work he’d once had on the Côte d’Azur when intimidation and showmanship meant more than money or status.

      He handed his daughter the vase.

      “Mind your brother while I’m gone,” he said before giving her a quick kiss. “Maman will be back with Nicole before I am home. Keep an eye on the roasting tomatoes, oui? But don’t take them out. The pan is too heavy for you.”

      “It’s not,” Mila said with a pout. “I put heavy pans of cake batter in the oven at Dormir all the time.”

      Dormir was the bed and breakfast Laurent had created on property he’d bought a couple of years ago. Their good friend Grace Van Sant and her daughter Zouzou managed it with another dear friend, Danielle Alexandre. Grace and Danielle often had Mila over to help make the pastries and desserts served to their guests.

      “Just turn the oven off if it looks like it is cooking too quickly,” Laurent said with an arched eyebrow. He was used to push-back from Luc and even Jemmy but had hoped that Mila would continue to be sweet and compliant. For at least a little bit longer.

      “Yes, Papa.”

      He would have preferred not to leave at all this afternoon—especially with Nicole coming in from the US—but it couldn’t be helped. Frère Jean couldn’t meet with him any other time and he needed to sort out the incoming flux of seasonal workers.

      He picked up his keys and cell phone from the foyer hall table.

      If Grace hadn’t asked to borrow Luc today Laurent would have been forced to make up a reason to bring the boy with him.

      As he walked out front where Luc and Jemmy stood talking, Laurent realized that for whatever reason he didn’t trust Luc alone at Domaine St-Buvard.
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      The recently remodeled Aéroport de Marseille Provence sported a stunning twenty-two meter high glazed hall with a dramatic inverted beam roof and continuous overhead grids formed into dozens of glass skylights.

      A panoramic terrace overlooking the main terminal had been designed to capture the bright Provençal sunlight while paying homage to the spirit of the airport’s earlier 1960s design.

      A little bit old, a lot of bit new, Maggie thought as she hurried through the terminal toward the arrivals lounge. Without doubt it was a beautiful airport and a brilliant introduction to the South of France.

      While the Nice airport seemed to announce one had arrived on the Côte d’Azur in all its glamour and blue brilliance, the Marseille Airport was content to depict a rustic elegance that evoked the essence of Provence.

      “Pardonnez-moi, excusez-moi,” she said as she maneuvered her way through the crowded food court until she reached the greeting area of the arrivals terminal beyond which no non-ticketed person could pass.

      A flood of weary travelers pushed past her as she strained to catch sight of her niece. Like Maggie, Nicole had dark hair and was not very tall.

      When she didn’t see Nicole in the crowd at the arrivals gate, Maggie felt a knot of anxiety begin to pulse in her chest.

      Had Nicole missed her flight?

      Maggie took her cell phone out of her purse to double check she hadn’t gotten the arrival time wrong. She immediately saw two texts from Nicole.

      <where R you>

      <this place sucks! did you forget about me?>

      Maggie quickly dialed Nicole’s phone number and started to move away from the arrivals gate.

      Nicole didn’t answer.

      Frustrated, Maggie, leaned against a wide stainless steel pillar that shot dramatically to the ceiling and texted Nicole.

      <Im here where are you>

      Almost  immediately, Maggie felt her phone vibrate and glanced down to see the incoming text message.

      <bag claim>

      Because of the crowds it took Maggie nearly five minutes to make her way down the escalator and across the main food court to the baggage claim area. She scanned the luggage carrousels and saw her niece standing off to the side, her wheeled bag already collected and at her feet.

      Nicole’s hair was cropped short around her face. She was wearing a tight singlet, obviously no bra, and a pair of shorts. When Nicole turned to look at the giant plexiglass clock hanging overhead, Maggie could see half her derrière was hanging out.

      Fighting her initial reaction of horror, Maggie called Nicole’s name but Nicole had her ear buds firmly in her ears.

      Maggie hurried over to her and as Nicole looked up, she threw her arms around the girl.

      “Oh my gosh, you look so adult!” Maggie said. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t at the gate to greet you.”

      Nicole rolled her eyes. “Fine. Can we go, please?”

      Surprised at Nicole’s manner, Maggie glanced around at the other passengers waiting for their bags.

      “Is everything—?” Maggie started to say.

      “Yes!” Nicole said sharply, grabbing the handle of her rolling bag. “Everything is just peachy, okay? I’ve only been waiting for an hour and meanwhile every suck-all French weirdo in this stupid country has come over to smack his lips at me, that’s all!”

      Maggie felt a knot forming in her stomach. “Your flight got in an hour early?’

      “No, Aunt Maggie,” Nicole said with sarcasm. “You caught me. I’m exaggerating. Now can we go?”

      Pulling her bag behind her, Nicole lurched off in the direction of a big orange sign announcing the way toward Parking.
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      “Why do I need to go to Dormir?” Luc said from the passenger seat of Laurent’s aging Citroën coupe. “I was just there yesterday.”

      Laurent didn’t answer him. Luc couldn’t see Laurent’s eyes behind the sunglasses he wore but knew that he wouldn’t have been able to interpret Laurent’s expression or mood even if Laurent hadn’t been wearing sunglasses.

      Luc felt his body tensing.

      During the time he had been living at Domaine St-Buvard he’d been forced to go to school in Aix—every day! And when he wasn’t sitting in a classroom like some simpleton being forced to learn something he’d never in a million years ever need, he was being worked like a field hand at Domaine St-Buvard.

      And when there wasn’t something for him to do there, Laurent loaned him out to work at Dormir!

      One of the kids at the monastery who Luc had known from the summer he’d lived there himself said everyone knew that the only reason Laurent had brought him into his home was so he didn’t have to pay the going rate for day laborers.

      Luc glanced at Laurent and felt an irrational frustration and anger filter through himself. He gripped the armrest of the car, digging his fingers into the leather.

      “Stop that,” Laurent said without looking at him.

      “Why do I have to go to Dormir?” Luc said again, hearing the whine in his own voice and hating himself for it. “I worked in the garden all day yesterday.”

      “The job is not finished.”

      The job will never be finished, Luc thought angrily. Not while this slave driver has a three hundred hectare vineyard and a bed and breakfast that needs constant work.

      And a helpless laborer at his beck and call.

      Luc stared out at the passing scenery and tried to bite his tongue. It wasn’t Laurent’s habit to talk about things that were bothering him or to pick up on anything that might be bothering anyone else. He was the most selfish bastard on the planet.

      At least he didn’t hit me.

      Yet.

      Luc had to admit there had been a few good moments here and there over the winter and spring. Maggie was always kind to him and she smiled a lot. Once he got used to that it wasn’t terrible. Maybe even nice. And Jemmy and Mila actually treated him like a brother.

      But of course, they could afford to be gracious since it was their house that he was just a guest in.

      Nobody needed to tell him that as bad as things were now they were only going to get worse. Last summer he’d worked Laurent’s fields in the grape harvest and he knew Laurent was an exacting taskmaster. But at least then Luc had been getting paid for it! Now he’d work every day until he dropped and they expected him to be glad for a hot meal at the end of the day!

      He began to grind his teeth as he glanced at Laurent.

      And it’s not like he even notices what I do. He never tells me I did a good job. Never!

      Luc crossed his arms and glowered at the road ahead as Laurent turned down the village road toward Dormir.

      It’s because nobody ever says no to him.

      Because of his height and his money—nobody can stand up to Laurent and expect to be standing for long.

      Which is why I have only one option, Luc thought with bitter conviction.

      I need to get the hell out of here as soon as I can.
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        * * *

      

      Laurent didn’t expect Luc to do anything except get out of the car and slam the door behind him. So he wasn’t disappointed when that was exactly what he did. He’d already called Grace so he knew she would be nearby to steer Luc to the job she needed him to do in the Dormir garden.

      He backed out of the gravel drive and pointed the car in the direction of the l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité.

      He would call Danielle later to confirm that Luc’s attitude in the car hadn’t carried over to them. It was one thing to be a dégénéré with Laurent, but a different matter altogether to act that way with Grace and Danielle. Grace would likely tell Laurent that Luc behaved well even if he’d thrown a tantrum and broken private property.

      Danielle would tell him the truth. He knew she was fond of the boy but when asked directly if he’d behaved himself she wouldn’t lie to him.

      Forcing himself to at least temporarily shelve thoughts of Luc and whether the current situation was or wasn’t working out, Laurent focused on the task ahead at the monastery.

      For the past five years he’d hired as much of the steady stream of refugees that came through the monastery as he could manage to work his harvest. If they were good workers and showed conscientiousness, he would often keep some of them on to do other jobs in the vineyard through the fall and winter. To this end, he had built a series of four mini-houses on the perimeter of his property to house them.

      The young women and teenage boys needing the work tended to stay in dormitories at the monastery, leaving the mini-houses for couples and small families.

      So far it had worked out well. Two of the mini-houses had been inhabited by the same couples for the last two years while the other two houses had changed over from year to year.

      Thinking of the mini-houses made Laurent frown. Currently one of the mini-house couples—Gigi and Bernard—was showing signs of wear.

      When they first arrived, Gigi had been heavily pregnant so only Bernard worked Laurent’s fields. Later when Gigi miscarried, Laurent agreed to have them stay on until they could find work elsewhere. That was over a year ago. Gigi never did find any other form of employment and her allergies made it impossible for her to work in Laurent’s fields.

      Bernard had been drunk and disorderly twice during last summer’s six-day harvest.

      Laurent would have evicted them before now but then Luc had come to live with them at Domaine St-Buvard and Laurent had gotten distracted.

      He pulled into the parking lot of the church and stared up at the imposing stone rectory.

      Situated on the far side of the village, l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité was bordered to the north by what used to be Eduard Marceau’s vineyard.  With its cylindrical turrets and towers, the monastery looked like a medieval castle. Not for the first time, Laurent wondered at the monastery’s history.

      His working arrangement with the monastery was a good one for all concerned. Frère Jean—the monk who ran the refugee program at l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité —had more people needing shelter, food and work than he could provide. And Laurent needed dependable workers year after year. Taking some of the people from the dormitories to live in Laurent’s mini-houses allowed Frère Jean to help more families every year.

      As Laurent walked toward the rectory, he nodded at two monks who appeared on the front gravel walk, their hands tucked into the sleeves of their robes. He thought he remembered they were Polish. They nodded at him but didn’t speak.

      Laurent went to the rectory door and knocked. The door was opened by a monk easily as tall as Laurent and one whom Laurent had never seen before.

      “Is that Laurent?” Frère Jean called from inside. “Come in! Come in!”

      A volley of harsh coughing erupted and when Laurent walked into the room, he saw Frère Jean bent over, red in the face, trying to catch his breath.

      “Mon frère?” Laurent asked.

      Frère Jean waved away his concern. “It is nothing. I’m fighting a bug. Come sit down.”

      Laurent took a seat opposite Frère Jean. The other monk remained standing as though not sure he would be staying.

      “Laurent, this is Frère Dominic. He is a Benedictine and new to us.”

      Laurent nodded at the monk. He immediately was aware of registering an instinctive dislike of the man. From years of learning to pay attention to his gut for a line of work he no longer did, he did not dismiss the feeling as irrational.

      “First things first,” Frère Jean said, rifling through a stack of file folders on his desk. “We have many more possible workers this year. Do you think you can use them all?”

      “How many?”

      Frère Jean flipped through the folders, stifling another wet cough. “Maybe thirty?”

      Laurent did not need thirty people to harvest his vineyard. He would be happy with half that number. But thirty people needed work and for that he would take them.

      “That is fine.”

      “And what about accommodations?” Frère Dominic said, stepping forward. “We need the dormitories for the women and children here at the monastery.”

      “Yes, thank you, Frère Dominic, I was just getting to that,” Frère Jean said. He turned to Laurent. “Are all your houses full?”

      Laurent knew that Frère Jean was well aware that they were. Laurent had plans to construct another four houses later in the year, but right now he had only four.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Laurent said. “We had talked about possibly setting up tents.”

      Frère Dominic again interrupted. “These people deserve better than tents! That is no more than they would get in a state-run detention camp!”

      Although far better than a ditch at the side of the road, Laurent nearly said.

      “Yes, well,” Frère Jean said before he began coughing again. “We will have to give this more thought. Meanwhile, I have a dozen young men from last year.” He pushed the folder across the table to Laurent. “And another dozen men and women. And the ones who are living in your houses now will work the harvest, I assume?”

      “I am not sure,” Laurent said with a frown.

      “I thought it was a condition of them living in the houses,” Dominic said with an acid tone of voice. “If they don’t work, they should be made to leave.”

      “As they are my houses,” Laurent said, “I decide who leaves and for what reason.”

      “How fair is that?” Dominic said, looking at Frère Jean. “You have people there not working yet they are living rent-free?”

      “Is that not what we do here too, Frère Dominic?” Frère Jean said calmly, one eye on Laurent to gauge how angry he might be getting.

      “Well, of course, if you have enough money you may do what you want,” Frère Dominic said with a shrug. “Always that has been the way of the world.”

      Laurent swallowed down his building anger. He’d never easily worn the mantle of a wealthy man with status and to have it spat in his face so baldly was hard to endure. He flexed his fist and then released it to pick up the file folder.

      “We have three young men,” Frère Dominic continued, “who are nearing the age where they are too old to remain here at l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité unless married. You said that yourself, Frère Jean.”

      “This is true,” Frère Jean said but shrugged as if to say, but what is to be done about that?

      “And they are white, true Frenchmen,” Dominic said, raising his voice. “Do they not deserve the best chance to succeed?”

      Laurent had heard enough. He stood up with the folder in his hand and bowed to Frère Jean.

      “Get that cough checked out,” he said. “It does not sound like you are winning the battle with it.”

      “Oh, it is nothing. Let me know, Laurent, if the population of your houses changes, yes?”

      “Of course.”

      “Meanwhile, when do you think you will begin the harvest?”

      “It is still too soon to say. I would say if the rains hold off, we are looking at the first two weeks of next month.”

      “Very good. Au revoir, Laurent! Say hello to Luc for me, yes?”

      Laurent smiled briefly and left the room, happy to have kept his temper under wraps.

      It certainly would not do to punch the new monk in the nose on his first day on the job.

      Laurent’s phone buzzed and he fished it out of his pocket as he got into the driver seat of his car.

      It was Danielle.

      “Allo, Laurent,” she said. “Is this a bad time?”

      “No time is bad for you, Danielle. Is everything all right?”

      “Oh, yes! But of course! Absolutely. There is just one small question.”

      “Yes?” Laurent said, impatiently. “And what is that?”

      “Did you drop Luc off? Because we have yet to see him.”
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      Maggie knew Nicole must be exhausted and she kicked herself for not being there when Nicole got off the plane. She hurried to catch up with her niece.

      “Are you hungry? Uncle Laurent has something special planned for tonight but we can definitely stop and get a snack if you’re peckish.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Nicole said with exaggerated weariness. “None of my friends call their relations aunt or uncle like they’re five years old or something. So if you don’t mind, Maggie.”

      Maggie forced herself to smile. “Oh. Sure. No problem.”

      “What about Laurent?”

      “I don’t know, sweetie. Your uncle is very old school. I’m afraid you’ll have to ask him.”

      Nicole groaned as if even the thought of doing that was too much to be endured.

      As they walked out of the terminal the heat and steam of the day clung to Maggie’s hair. It felt like a weight settling on her shoulders as she guided Nicole to her parked car.

      “We’re this way, down two levels,” Maggie said. “How was the flight?”

      “Oh, dear God. It was a flight, okay? It stayed up in the air. Nobody died.”

      Is this just jet lag? Maggie wondered in bewilderment. At the memorial service Nicole had been her usual sweet and pleasant self. Whoever this doppelgänger was who’d gotten off the transatlantic flight from Atlanta, she was not her niece.

      “Do people just piss in the streets over here?” Nicole blurted out in disgust as they walked past a particularly malodorous corner wall near the escalators.

      Maggie didn’t smell anything but it was entirely possible she was so used to the smell she couldn’t detect it any more. Some French men, especially the older ones, often thought nothing of unloading wherever they happened to be as long as there was at least a bare minimum of privacy.

      And sometimes when there wasn’t.

      “I think there’s a fête in Avignon this weekend,” Maggie said brightly. “It’s music and also faience and artwork. And of course food! Should be a lot of fun. I’m trying to remember if we ever took you to Avignon when you were younger.”

      “Do I look like someone trying to decorate a house? And whatever the hell faience is, just give me a break.”

      Nicole produced the word “fay-yance” like she had no idea of what the word meant.

      “How’s your French?” Maggie asked with a slight frown as she pulled out her car fob and unlocked the car as they approached. The car chirped and its parking lights flashed at them.

      “I don’t know. How’s your Swahili? You seriously don’t think I know a word of this stupid language, do you?”

      Maggie reminded herself that Nicole had just gotten off a long flight and was not herself. But the thought still shocked her.

      She doesn’t speak French?

      “I thought you took it in school,” Maggie said as she pulled the passenger car door open for her.

      Nicole let go of her luggage handle and the bag tipped over and banged into the car door. She tossed her purse in the car.

      “I switched to Spanish instead. Uncle Ben said it made more sense.”

      Him you call uncle?

      Maggie reminded herself that Nicole was young and she’d be able to pick up the language in no time.

      Maggie unlocked the passenger door and opened it for Nicole, who got in and looked up at Maggie.

      “How long do I have to stay?” Nicole said with a grimace.

      Maggie smiled through the nausea forming in her stomach. “Well, it looks like we’ve got you for the month, chérie.”

      As I know you already know.

      “Oh  puh-leeze. God. I’m sorry, Maggie. I just never thought you would be the kind of person who sprinkled French words in their sentences. So pretentious.”

      Maggie felt her ears starting to burn. Turning away to hide her embarrassment and her mounting annoyance, she jerked Nicole’s bag around to the back of the car and instantly spotted that the trunk lid was not shut all the way.

      She clenched her hands and felt a stiffness form in her jaw. The lock had been broken for at least two months and Laurent had promised he would fix it before Nicole’s trip. She felt a blast of annoyance—with Laurent and Nicole and her mother and Ben and basically the world at large.

      She grabbed the trunk handle and jerked it upward, then balanced Nicole’s bag on her hip to angle it into the back—snagging a hole in her favorite silk cardigan in the process.

      And then she stopped.

      She stood there, the bag resting on the rim of the trunk.

      And stared.

      Inside the trunk two glassy eyes stared back at her.
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      Dead. A man. Cold. No blood.

      Maggie dropped Nicole’s bag to the ground with a loud echoing thud.

      A leather briefcase was on the man’s chest. His eyes were open.  So was his mouth. Flecks of foam dotted his lips.

      “Hey! I have valuable stuff in there!” Nicole shouted as she got out of the car.

      “Nicole, no!” Maggie said, turning to her. “Don’t come back here!”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Nicole looked angrily at her bag on its side on the dirty car park floor and then at the interior of Maggie’s trunk.

      With the dead body in it.

      And she started to scream.

      Maggie slammed the trunk shut, but it bounced back open. She whirled around and grabbed Nicole by the shoulders and walked her away from the car. Nicole was shaking, her eyes glazed and unseeing.

      “What is…who…?”

      “It’s okay,” Maggie said, her mind racing as she took out her phone from her purse while keeping one hand on Nicole. “It’s just a…misunderstanding.”

      Nicole’s knees gave way and Maggie let her slip slowly to the ground as she held up her phone.

      No reception.

      She looked at Nicole. She couldn’t leave her here.

      A young woman walked across the parking lot forty yards away. She was looking down focused on her own phone.

      “Excusez-moi!” Maggie called to her. The woman didn’t look up.

      “I think I’m going to throw up,” Nicole said.

      Maggie knelt beside her. Nicole’s face was white, her lips trembling.

      “Can you stay here while I get you a bottle of water out of the car?” Maggie asked.

      Nicole’s eyes went to the car. The trunk lid was still poised obscenely in the air. She swallowed hard and nodded.

      Maggie gave her a brief squeeze and walked away until she finally got reception. From there she could see Nicole and the car. She dialed a number in her phone’s contacts.

      “You said you would lose this number,” a groggy voice said on the line.

      “There’s been a murder. At the Marseille airport. In the short-term parking lot. You need to come. Now.”

      Before he could respond, Maggie disconnected and rang Laurent.

      

      It took the police thirty minutes to get there and when they did, the first one out of the patrol car was Jean-Baptiste Moreau, the young detective who Maggie had worked with the year before when he was based in Arles. She’d heard he’d been transferred to Marseille and she had spent the better part of the last half hour flushed with gratitude that he had.

      While she and Nicole waited for the police Maggie gave Nicole the water and sat with her on the cold cement floor. Nicole had taken enough deep breaths to stop threatening to vomit. But she still wasn’t ready to stand up.

      “I want to go home,” Nicole said softly, her eyes riveted on the open trunk lid.

      “We’ll be home soon.”

      Maggie knew she’d been gone from the parking lot no more than thirty minutes from the moment she’d parked and walked into the airport to the moment she and Nicole returned. She knew that whoever had done this had likely been watching her and waiting for her to leave. And because she had no idea who was the dead man in her trunk, she had to believe his being there was just a random circumstance.

      I was just a clueless traveler with a dodgy trunk lid announcing to the world that the vehicle was unlocked.

      As soon as the first police car showed up, Maggie stood and helped Nicole to her feet. By the time she’d helped dust Nicole’s clothes off, Laurent was getting out of his car and striding toward them.

      The Marseille police department was seventeen miles away. Laurent had been nearly thirty.

      But they both got here at the same time.

      Nicole whimpered when she saw Laurent and launched herself into his arms. He caught Maggie’s eye over Nicole’s shoulder and Maggie registered his annoyed indictment.

      Are you kidding me? How is this my fault?

      She turned to greet Jean-Baptiste Moreau as he approached from around the back of her car where a team of medical examiners in white lab coats were setting up a work perimeter.

      “Bonjour, Jean-Baptiste,” Maggie said. “You made good time.”

      With curly chestnut  hair and large brown eyes, Jean-Baptiste’s angelic appearance belied his usually serious demeanor. Two years earlier when he and Maggie had worked together on the Arles Amphitheater murder, he’d been an eager and naive rookie.

      She could see he’d grown up since then. Unfortunately, like most detectives Maggie had known who’d had a little bit of success, he appeared no longer eager or amicable.

      “Tell me how the body came to be here,” he said as Laurent joined them.

      Maggie could see Nicole sitting in the front seat of Laurent’s car with her head bowed over her cell phone.

      “I would be interested to hear as well,” Laurent said, narrowing his eyes at Maggie and putting his hands on his hips.

      “I came to pick up my niece from a flight from Atlanta,” Maggie said to Jean-Baptiste. “I parked where you see my car is now. When I left my house two hours ago I promise you it did not have a dead body in the trunk.”

      Damn. And she’d been so close to making a completely snark-free statement.

      “You do not know the man?” Jean-Baptiste asked her.

      “What are the odds I would know a random dead body stuffed in my trunk? Stupid question.”

      “Maggie,” Laurent said, the edge in his voice low but unmistakable. “Just tell him what happened. Detective Moreau is not accusing you of putting the body there.”

      “Do you or do you not know who—” Jean-Baptiste said again.

      “No, I don’t know him!”

      “I will need you to make a statement to the effect.”

      Over Laurent’s shoulder Maggie saw that Nicole still appeared to be engrossed in her cell phone.

      Maggie hated that Nicole’s first impression of France since her last visit five years earlier was going to be poisoned by this terrible event.

      “Are you arresting her?” Laurent asked, his hand moving to lightly grip Maggie’s arm. She knew he was trying to ground her, to prod her to take a breath and remain calm.

      “No,” Jean-Baptiste said, reluctantly it seemed to Maggie. He glanced at his team working in the cordoned off area at the back of Maggie’s car. “But I’ll need to take a statement from her at the station.”

      Maggie felt a sudden heaviness invade her body. She wasn’t surprised of course but she couldn’t help the disappointment of knowing that she wouldn’t be there to welcome Nicole to her new home. She wouldn’t be there to see her reaction to the fresh flowers, the garden in full bloom, the zinnias and roses in her room.

      That was all ruined now.

      Maggie turned to Laurent. “Go on and take her home. I’ll come as soon as I can.”

      “Your car will need to be impounded,” Jean-Baptiste said. “Needless to say.”

      Maggie felt her eyes fill with tears and she angrily brushed them away. Laurent’s hand was still on her arm. As Jean-Baptiste walked away, Laurent pulled her into his arms and she buried her face in his chest, feeling the solidity and security of him.

      “It will be fine, chérie,” he said softly. “Children are resilient.”

      “I wanted everything to be perfect,” she said before pulling back to look into his face. “And now it’s all horrible.”

      “Oui, particularly for the poor man in the trunk of our Peugeot.”

      Maggie knew he was trying to break the tension but she couldn’t manage a smile.

      “Everything will be fine, chérie,” he said again, rubbing a hand down her back.

      Laurent was not given to public displays of affection of any kind. Maggie was tempted to give him a kiss but didn’t want to push his comfort limits.

      “I’ll call as soon as I can,” she said as she felt him pull away.

      “Bon,” he said and then surprised her by giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. As he walked back to his car, she felt a sickening combination of depression and determination.

      Whoever was dead in the back of her car—and however he got there—she would get to the bottom of it.

      She’d get Nicole’s summer back on track if it killed her.
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      When they arrived home, Laurent parked next to Danielle’s car in front of Domaine St-Buvard. Danielle had left a voice message on his phone saying that Luc had finally turned up and she was giving him a lift back to Domaine St-Buvard.

      It is just as well, Laurent thought. If he hadn’t gotten the call from Maggie when he had, he probably would have driven to Dormir, found the boy and killed him.

      Nicole put her hand on the door but made no move to get out of the car. She had spoken very little on the ride from the airport.

      “You are hungry, chérie?” Laurent knew she was of course upset. What sane person wouldn’t be? He also knew that food could soothe most woes.

      “I just want to lie down,” Nicole said, staring out the window at the looming stone facade of the mas. “Do you think they’ll catch who did it?”

      “I am sure of it.”

      Nicole waited for him on the driveway as he pulled her bag out of the trunk when Mila flung open the front door and squealed, “Nicole! You’re here!”

      Mila bolted out of the house and threw her arms around Nicole but then pulled back, her enthusiasm muted by Nicole’s nonresponse.

      “Nicole is weary from her trip,” Laurent said. “Show her to her bedroom, chérie. Where are Luc and Jemmy?”

      “In the garden,” Mila said, gently taking Nicole’s arm and walking with her into the house.

      Danielle met them in the foyer and greeted Nicole with a hug. This time, Laurent noticed that Nicole managed to hug back.

      “Nicole has had a hard trip,” he said to Danielle. “She is going to lie down for a bit.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, chérie,” Danielle said to Nicole.  “No matter. We will visit later. You go on.”

      Nicole nodded mutely and let Mila lead her up the wide stone staircase to the upstairs bedrooms. Laurent set Nicole’s bag at the foot of the stairs. He watched her go and then turned to Danielle.

      “Where is he?” he asked gruffly.

      Danielle’s face hardened at his tone and she crossed  her arms. “Luc is not in trouble,” she said.

      “I’m not sure that is for you to decide,” Laurent said as he moved to the French doors where he could see both boys digging in the flower bed.

      “I’ve set them both to work. I would appreciate it if you did not countermand me.”

      Laurent snorted and glanced at her. “I know what you’re doing, Danielle.”

      “I’m not surprised. Unlike you, Laurent, I do not make a secret of my intentions.”

      “Where did you find him?”

      “Apparently he was never lost. He just went for a walk. I myself can often see the merit of a walk on a nice day.”

      “He knows I know what he did,” Laurent said, still watching both boys. “He can’t be allowed to believe I would let this behavior go unpunished.”

      Mila came downstairs, her shoulders drooping.

      “Chérie,” Danielle said and opened her arms so that Mila came into them. “Why don’t you get the profiteroles I brought?” She looked over at Laurent. “Mila and Zouzou made them earlier this week. They are perfection. Bechards could not have made them as well.”

      Heartened, Mila turned and disappeared into the kitchen.

      “So,” Danielle said as she settled into a chair in the living room. “A coffee, perhaps? And then you can tell me what happened at the airport.”

      Laurent sighed and turned away from the sight of the two boys. It was just agitating him, anyway. He sat down beside Danielle.

      “Mila,” he called. “Can you start the coffee, please?”

      “Of course, Papa!” Mila said, clearly excited about the idea of being entrusted with the task.

      “She is a big help to us at Dormir,” Danielle said. “But she is growing up fast.”

      “Too fast.”

      “So where is Maggie? And why was a healthy seventeen-year-old girl somehow done in by a mere transatlantic airplane ride?”

      Laurent ran a hand through this hair. “Maggie found a body in her car trunk at the airport.”

      Danielle sucked in a quick intake of breath and then shook her head. “Typical Maggie,” she said with a small smile. “These things only happen to her.”

      “Notice that, did you?”

      “When did the body get there?”

      “At the airport, presumably,” Laurent said.

      “Well, that explains why Nicole is
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