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Prologue

Russell the Jack Russell was an attractive, enthusiastic ­terrier with a white body and a tan face. He knew every nook and cranny of the hill town of Sainte-Catherine, having lived there for almost a year.

Life with Russell’s first owner had been hard. Of course, as a dog, he had known no better. The deprivations of ­living with a band of rootless wanderers were all he had ever experienced – irregular meals, cold nights outside their tents, infrequent affection or even attention. Then the gang had moved on without a backward glance, leaving him behind to fend for himself in the narrow, cobbled streets.

Summer had ended and life as a stray had become harder still.

Then, though, his luck had turned. A new human took him in and washed the red bandana that served as his collar.

His second and current owner was as different from his first as could be imagined. As a dog, he didn’t know her name – Zoe Pascal – but he knew that she spoke kindly to him, fed him regularly, allowed him to sleep on a corner of her large bed, took him for walks. She even – though this was not something that Russell appreciated from his canine point of view – took him to see Firmin Séchan, the elderly vet, for check-ups and inoculations.

On this particular day, Russell felt pleased with life. He was well fed, because the previous day had welcomed a big party in the square, and there had been all manner of scraps and illicit gifts beneath the tables.



He was out of doors, tracking his indulgent mistress through the narrow backstreets. It wasn’t an official ‘walk’. Russell was merely following, sniffing at drainpipes, verifying his well-marked canine territory, catching her up just as she disappeared beyond the sliding glass doors of the supermarket.

Russell didn’t know precisely what happened inside that particular building. The supermarket was a mysterious place inside which he had never been allowed to tread. But he did know that his mistress would emerge with heavy bags full of interesting food.

Satisfied that he was not required, Russell pitter-pattered back up through the town, his claws making little scratchy sounds on the rounded stones.

Back in the main square, Place Sainte-Catherine, he wove between the market stalls, making a beeline for a place where he had once come across a roast-chicken carcass discarded on the ground. On arrival, he was disappointed to discover that the miracle had not repeated itself.

He made for the door of his home. Inside, he knew, another human was waiting – one who also liked him and who often invited him to curl up warm on her lap. But he didn’t go inside because something much more exciting caught his attention. He froze, spotting the unmistakable shape of a brown rat creeping along the gulley by the plinth at the foot of the wall. It scuttled into the alley that led round behind the bookshop.

Russell gave chase, his little legs a blur of energetic motion. The rat came into view. Russell was almost upon it and—

It was gone, disappeared through a ragged hole at the foot of a damaged door.

Russell pushed his pointy face into the gap, struggling to get through, but his muscular shoulders were too wide. ­Infuriatingly, he could see, despite the gloom within, the twin twinkles of the rat’s eyes, watching and waiting, believing itself safe.

Russell pulled himself out of the ragged hole in the ­timbers, barely noticing a sharp splinter cutting a scratch, all the way through his fur into his skin. He opened his strong jaws and began chewing at the wood, softened by sun and rain and time.

Single-minded determination meant that Russell was soon successful, able to tear away a portion of the weakened panel, widening the gap. Once within the shadowy interior, he recognised from the dirt and dust and damp that it was a place no human inhabited.

Excitedly, he raced around the ground floor, eventually identifying the rat’s hiding place – a broken pipe that gave access to the drains.

Russell knew that was a place he couldn’t follow. Even his sharp teeth were not enough to break clay and stone.

That was when he caught another scent.

Tentatively, because he wasn’t sure exactly what he would find, Russell climbed the cold staircase of terracotta tiles to a gloomy landing. Following an unmistakable and enticing odour, he entered a small square room where, to his surprise, a human lay crumpled and untidy on the bare boards, as if thrown there by some giant, careless hand.

Even from a distance, Russell could tell from the body’s lack of movement and warmth that the human was dead.




I

The Reading Circle





One

‘A New and Daring Idea’

Two weeks earlier

In Aix-en-Provence, the ‘city of a thousand fountains’, a man with a ready smile, a charming manner and an apparently inexhaustible willingness to help was looking at a magazine rack on a newsagent’s kiosk.

Because he was a student of character and of human behaviour, the magazines that most interested him were the popular science ones, in particular those with a focus on psychology – because the uses and abuses of psychology were fundamental to how he had resolved to live his life.

He picked up one with a garish headline that suggested that sex was ‘la guerre’ – a kind of warfare – but soon put it back.

That’s a foolish idea.

He found another that was more up his street, whose main article was about the curation of people’s online presences, separate from their true lives.

As the virtual self takes over, the real self disappears

Because he was someone who took great pains not to be known too well – either IRL, in real life, or online – he thought: But that, surely, is the point?



He paid for the magazine and also bought a packet of Marlboro Light cigarettes – not because he was addicted to nicotine, but because he had found that some women liked to see a man smoking.

Walking away from the kiosk, he almost found himself caught up in a selfie – two young women wearing what he thought might have been taken for underwear when he had been young, but which today seemed common daywear.

To avoid being photographed, he offered to take the shot himself. The young women posed on the fountain’s edge, puckering up their lips and leaning their heads back to accentuate their firm young jawlines. He suggested they flick the water into the air – ‘so that the droplets catch the sunlight’ – and they were delighted with the results. The man deployed his ready smile and charming manner, gracefully accepted their thanks and walked away, certain they would soon forget him.

Middle age is invisible to the young.

In his light-grey summer suit, he swiftly merged with the crowds. He was heading for a restaurant that he had read about on Google Maps, recommended in a review from a woman who lived not far away, in a hill town called Sainte-Catherine in the Verdon nature park. Navigating a labyrinth of narrow streets in the old town, he soon found the place. The review even itemised what the woman and her friend had eaten.

La Table Provençale is a perfect little establishment by a pretty fountain in a lovely square, with a terrace that’s sheltered from the wind by olive trees in huge ­planters. I had the pâté with exquisitely vinegary cornichons and thin triangles of toast, plus a dish of green vegetables, parboiled then tossed in butter and pepper. My friend had steak tartare, a mound of uncooked minced beef with a raw egg on top, dressed with tabasco sauce. Of course, we shared a portion of double-cooked chips on the side :-)

After the smiley, the price of the meal was listed, including wine, with a comment that it was ‘excellent value’. That opinion gave the smiling and apparently sympathetic man a glimpse of the financial resources available to the reviewer.

Which is always good to know – that, in making her a target, I would not, in fact, be wasting my time.

He sat down at an empty table in a quiet corner, partly concealed by one of the ‘huge planters’ mentioned in the review. He knew it might take a while for the waitress to find him.

But that’s the point of choosing a table in the shadows. If she doesn’t easily notice me, no one else will, either.

He was in no hurry and passed the time reading his psychology magazine. The lead article asked:

Do we need a fantasy self so that other people don’t know who we really are?

His answer was a definite: ‘Yes’.

How many endless hours do we waste, curating a self-image to present to others online, not forgetting that others are doing the same?

He didn’t believe that time was wasted.

The waitress finally came and he placed his order, mimicking the one the Google Maps reviewer had mentioned.

‘Très bien, monsieur.’

He watched her slide away, youthful and sinuous.

Not my type.

A shaft of sunlight dazzled him, through the olive-tree leaves. He shut his eyes, wondering if, in truth, the reviewer might be a potential new target.



The fact that she made the effort to reward the restaurant with a good write-up is a hint as to her character – someone generous and open. I don’t think this woman is curating a separate online self. She is who she appears to be. And that’s good. That makes her a strong candidate.

He found himself contemplating a different conundrum.

But I already have a target in play. Do I have time to lay the groundwork for another hunt?

Waiting for his food to come, he shifted his chair slightly into deeper shade and used his very modern phone, connected to the internet through a VPN, a virtual private network, for privacy. He tracked the reviewer online, finding posts about her everyday life. He learned that she was in business for herself – which was another good sign – running an attractive stone-built bookshop on a beautiful cobbled square. He read posts about her perky dog, a white-and-tan Jack Russell.

She is tender-hearted. That’s even better.

Extending his search, he discovered that she was English by birth and Provençale only by adoption. Then he found out, with surprise, that she had been central to a celebrated murder investigation – not merely as a witness, but as someone who had seen connections and motivations and ­solutions hidden to the police. She had exhibited resourcefulness, intelligence and courage.

On reflection, then, not a suitable victim.

His meal arrived. He ate with satisfaction, unhurried and solitary. After a while, he ordered a second large glass of an excellent Carignan-grape wine from the local Maurice vineyard.

‘And some extra toast and butter to go with this generous portion of pâté, if you wouldn’t mind?’

The smiling waitress was happy to oblige. She had no idea who he was or how he lived. She assumed that he was what he appeared.



The extra toast arrived very quickly, diverted from another table who would have to wait a little longer. The man beamed his thanks. The waitress seemed to feel rewarded, seen.

Left alone, he set about finishing his meal. The sun was warm through the spindly branches and the narrow grey-green leaves. Soon, his second glass was almost empty, too.

Perhaps because of this slight intoxication, the charming and charismatic stranger began smiling to himself between his last mouthfuls, pleased with a new and daring way of looking at things – a thought that he would take care never, under any circumstances, to express aloud, IRL.

Other things being equal, I think I might enjoy the challenge of taking down the universally admired Zoe Pascal.







Two

‘A Sense of Renewal’

Ten days later

In the delightful southern French hill town of Sainte-­Catherine, nestled in beautiful Provence, Zoe Pascal was enjoying life. Her relocation from the noise and bustle of London eight months before had turned out a success – even though she had been drawn into two perplexing criminal mysteries.

The first had become known in the media as ‘the French bookshop murder’. The second she thought of as ‘the ­château murder’.

Though, in the end, we managed to keep the details private.

In both, Zoe had survived unexpected physical peril and emerged with honour.

More to the point, despite the winter fall-off in visitors, my bookshop has remained profitable.

It was coming up to the weekend of May 1st and Zoe was looking forward to a long and financially rewarding tourist season, working all hours, selling – as she told her friend, Brigadier Antoine Grenelle, the local municipal police officer, seldom seen without a glass in his hand – ‘bucketloads of summer reads, guide books, hiking maps, romantasy, true crime, murder mysteries and thrillers’.

In France, the May 1st bank holiday gave a sense of renewal. It was not just a celebration of the start of five or even six months of fabulous good weather – for which Provence was rightly famed. It was also the Fête du Travail, the ‘feast of labour’, commemorating more than two centuries of combat for employees’ rights.

A hard worker herself, Zoe’s bookshop was at the top of the lovely hill town, at the eastern end of Place Sainte-­Catherine, a large cobbled square, spread out beneath lime trees in bright new leaf. From her front door, she could see the market traders setting up outside.

Marcel Maurice, with his one good arm, was helping his nephew, Thierry, erect their stall, offering delicious wines direct from their own vineyard.

Elise Guillaume, assisted by her daughter Cécilie, was dressing her trestle tables with beautiful pot plants and cut flowers from her own garden and greenhouses. Elise was a good friend and Zoe was fond of both mother and daughter. Several times over the winter, when the weather had been fine, they had played tennis together, rotating two from three.

Though that has dropped off recently. And Elise and Cécilie seem to be arguing. I wonder what that’s about?

Robert Petit, the butcher – who had taken a heavy-handed fancy to Zoe – was bouncing his chicken rotisserie over the uneven stones, trailing its power cable, keen for the delicious fragrance of his barbecued free-range meat to draw the crowds. He gave her a wave and she nodded politely in reply, not wanting to encourage him.

Napoléon Etienne, the sour-faced and suspicious second-­hand book merchant, also seemed to have her in his sights.

He’d like to see my business fail and leave all the book-selling to him.

Though Zoe was a habitual early riser, the market ­traders always began setting up well before she started welcoming customers into La Librairie de Mes Rêves – the Bookshop of My Dreams – purchased with her life savings the previous summer. That meant that she had time, on this fine morning, with the chilly overnight air still fresh and clean, to sit and read a book on an ageing dining chair with a rush seat, dragged outside into the sunshine between the cherished oleanders that stood sentinel either side of her front door.

She was not alone for long. Soon Marcel was asking: ‘Is it too early for British ladies to take a glass of Carignan?’

‘It’s only just gone eight,’ Zoe replied, affecting a scandalised tone at the offer of a robust local red.

‘White wine then?’ he asked her with a twinkle.

‘Not even,’ she told him.

Marcel retreated, laughing. After two or three minutes more, Robert Petit came wondering if he should reserve a chicken for ‘la belle Zoé’.

‘Not today, thank you, Robert. I’ll probably get something to take away from the Auberge.’

Frowning, he told her: ‘I suppose we must all share our spending in these hard times.’

He sloped away and Zoe thought: He does look rather ­harassed. I hope he’s not serious. It would be a huge loss if the butcher’s shop closed down. The Hyper-U supermarket down on the ring road just isn’t the same.

For fifteen glorious minutes, she was allowed to read in peace, discovering that the new Vaseem Khan novel about India’s first female police detective was just as good as the online reviews suggested.

‘Madame Pascal, Zoe, I’m sorry to intrude . . . ?’

The voice was hesitant, polite, ‘old-school’. Zoe looked up and smiled.

‘Bonjour, Firmin. How are you?’

The elderly vet was dressed, as usual, in a flannel shirt and shapeless cardigan.

‘Still struggling on, you know. It does no good to complain.’



‘I agree,’ said Zoe. ‘How can I help you? Do you need something from the shop? I haven’t turned on my computer yet.’

‘I, er, that is to say . . .’

Firmin looked as if he was changing his mind or had ­perhaps forgotten what he wanted.

He must be eighty if he’s a day.

‘Go on,’ she encouraged him.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ he began again, ‘but I wonder if I might make an importunate request?’

He gestured, clumsily, with an enormous leather portfolio that he needed both hands to carry.

‘What kind of importunate request?’ asked Zoe, intrigued.

‘Not to be indiscreet, and I realise this is not, in truth, a decorous question to address to a lady, a very beautiful lady, as your many admirers have recognised. But, if I may, is it not so, I believe you sleep in the rear room, on the first floor above the Librairie?’

Because Zoe’s bookshop had, many years before, been the village school, she was not surprised that he was aware of the layout.

‘That’s right, I do. Why?’

‘If you would permit me, I thought it might be amusing, unless I would be in the way, to create, as it were, a work of, not to say art, but a pictorial record, taking advantage of the excellent viewpoint . . .’

Firmin seemed to lose the thread of his complicated sub-clauses and gestured again with his leather portfolio, this time towards the first-floor window above the front door.

‘You mean,’ said Zoe, ‘that you would like to set up in my spare bedroom and paint a view of Place Sainte-Catherine on the day of the village fête, with everyone smiling and joyful, looking forward to a prosperous summer?’

‘How clever you are,’ he told her.



‘But, of course. It’s a lovely idea.’

‘Really? I am so pleased.’

Firmin glanced around. Zoe did, too, noticing that their conversation was being overlooked with interest by her neighbours.

He suggested: ‘Perhaps I ought to come back at a more seemly hour . . . ?’

‘You’re here now. Will you need a table or anything?’

‘I have all I need in my portfolio, including a collapsible easel. I assume there might be a chair I can use?’

‘There’s another like the one I’m sitting on between the bookshelves. I’ll bring it up for you.’

‘Please don’t trouble. I have already imposed enough.’

*

That was how it began. Quite soon, though she did not yet know it, Firmin’s sketching and painting would furnish a central clue to an unexplained appearance – and disappearance – leading Zoe into an investigation that she would, at first, have to conduct alone.

Because no one else would realise that there had even been a ‘French market murder’.





Three

‘Is It a Joyful Scene, Though?’

Zoe left Firmin to his preparations and strolled away through the market, interested to come across a new trader whose table was spread with bunches of deliciously fragrant ­lavender, plus lavender-scented honey, tinctures, moisturising creams, and organza bags of aromatic buds for use in laundry cupboards and linen chests.

The woman tending the stall, laying everything out with graceful precision, appeared to be Zoe’s own age, with long, naturally blonde hair, styled in a chunky plait, just on the verge of showing grey.

‘Good morning, my name’s Zoe Pascal. I run the bookshop. I don’t think we’ve met?’

The woman met Zoe’s gaze with a generous smile, ­holding out a rough and calloused hand.

‘Virginie La Source.’

‘What a lovely name.’ Zoe dredged up some local knowledge, the name of a nearby town famous for its lavender ­festival, and asked: ‘Are you from Valon?’

‘Not far from there. Is your shop doing well?’

‘Quite well,’ said Zoe, noticing for the first time that ­Virginie La Source had bags under her eyes and deep worry lines carved into the weary skin of her face. She wondered if her new acquaintance’s hands were rough from work because she couldn’t afford help in the fields. ‘I hope you have an excellent day,’ Zoe told her. ‘We’re expecting good crowds in Sainte-Catherine for the May Day weekend.’

‘I hope so too,’ said Virginie, with what looked like a forced smile.

Zoe continued through the square and out the other side, past the octagonal Templar church that had played such an important role in the French bookshop murder, then down the narrow street to Place Saint-Bertrand, where the everyday café, the Auberge Sainte-Catherine, sat in friendly rivalry with the refined gastronomic excellence of the high-class restaurant, Le Gourmand.

Under the orange umbrellas of the Auberge, Zoe found her appealing but wilful adopted stray, Russell the Jack Russell, assiduously making friends with Brigadier Antoine Grenelle. Dressed in his pale-blue police uniform, Antoine was having breakfast, including a sweet white wine – a Muscat – in a tiny glass. Zoe’s dog was trying to entice from him scraps of his croissant and pain au chocolat.

‘Russell, viens ici. Come here.’

Russell understood commands in both English and French but knew that, when his mistress used both languages, she meant business. He scuttled over and she crouched to straighten the red bandana he wore round his neck with her name and phone number stitched into the hem. Then she set off back up the hill.

Russell walked at heel for all of ten strides, before darting away on another doggy errand.

Zoe’s friend Denis Allard emerged from the guest house, Chez Denis & Davide, impeccably clean-shaven and perfumed, his dyed-black hair still damp from his shower.

‘Madame Pascal, I’m so pleased to see you. It’s happening at last. What fun! I thought we’d advertised it too late. To think we only had two bookings a fortnight ago and now we’re full up!’



Denis was talking about Zoe’s enterprising plan to bring reading groups to Sainte-Catherine, putting them up at Chez Denis & Davide, and offering a variety of literature-themed activities out of the Bookshop of My Dreams.

‘I have high hopes,’ she told him.

‘Davide is sorry he can’t be here to help.’

Zoe knew that Denis’s partner was in Paris, helping out an old friend who had fallen and broken both wrists.

‘I’m sure we’ll cope,’ she told him. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘It’s not just this group, though. We’ve five booked for the second bank holiday.’

She nodded. Denis was referring to May 8th, commemorating the World War II ‘victory in Europe’.

‘Yes, I’m so glad.’

‘And four already for Ascension Day later in the month.’ His face expressed anxiety but also excitement. ‘What a brilliant wheeze you had. It’s such a relief to see the place full. It’s so hard to make ends meet.’

‘I expect it is,’ said Zoe, thinking that complaints about business were becoming quite a thing this morning. ‘Do they look like a jolly crowd?’

‘I don’t know about jolly, but they’re all eating a massive breakfast. I’m off to the market because I need more pastries. Would you like to come in and say hello, Madame Pascal?’

‘Later, please, Denis. We’ll keep to the schedule and let them settle in and enjoy their free days first. And do remember to call me Zoe,’ she said, with a smile. ‘I’m not a friend of your grandmother’s, even if I am a smidgen older than you are.’

‘Yes, of course. I’m sorry. It’s just you’re such a celebrity now, and so very much more clever than I could ever pretend to be.’

‘That’s not true, Denis. You’re making a wonderful success of your guest house.’



He sighed and asked her, rhetorically: ‘But for how long . . . ?’

He bustled away, heading for the enticing stall of the visiting boulanger, in the centre of the market.

Slightly unnerved, she pondered Denis and his world-­weariness, Robert Petit’s harassed expression, Virginie La Source’s roughened hands, Antoine with glass in hand much too early in the day.

But things are going well for me. Speaking of which, I should get ready to open up.

She found Russell sitting pert and upright on her doormat, so still that he reminded her – not for the first time – of an ornament. She glanced up at the first-floor window, ­spying Firmin, then checked her watch.

I still have a little time.

She climbed the stairs to the landing and politely knocked on the doorframe of the front bedroom.

‘Come in, chère madame,’ Firmin told her. ‘You know I’m not shy about my meagre accomplishments.’

Zoe approached the window. Firmin was sketching in charcoal on a large sheet of thick, cream paper. She watched his gestures as vague elements of the vista began to emerge: the stainless-steel rotisserie; a banner with the Maurice name on it above Marcel’s wine stall; Elise’s table of flowers; the cantankerous and jealous Napoléon Etienne laying out cellophane-wrapped vintage copies of large-format Astérix comic books.

Is it a joyful scene, though?







Four

‘How Awful’

Time passed and, for the umpteenth time that day, the old-fashioned doorbell rang on its curl of steel and yet another customer came wandering in. Zoe was dead on her feet, having enjoyed – but also endured – the busiest nine hours of her working life in Sainte-Catherine. The time was after six and she needed to focus on getting her accounts up to date, placing an order with her wholesaler – and the planning for the book group and its sequence of literary-themed activities.

What was I thinking? This is too much, all at once.

Russell took advantage of the open door and crept out to investigate a world of enticing smells. The late visitor was, to Zoe’s surprise, Virginie La Source, the lavender lady.

‘Did you have a good day?’ Zoe asked.

‘I did,’ said Virginie, looking round at the tidy bookshelves, the low-beamed ceiling, the lovely snug corner with leather club armchairs and wood-burning stove – unlit, of course, because the day was still warm. ‘I wanted to thank you for your kind words this morning. It set me up and made me feel less like I’m pushing a boulder uphill every day, only for it to roll back down again each night.’

‘Like Sisyphus,’ said Zoe, smiling. ‘In the Greek myth.’

‘That’s right. He was in a kind of Hell, wasn’t he? What was he being punished for?’

‘I don’t remember, if I ever knew. Are you already packed up?’



‘Yes, but everyone else is, too, so I thought I’d wait for the streets to clear then follow them down.’

Only the smallest vehicles were allowed to pick their way up into Place Sainte-Catherine from the ring road at the foot of the town. Most traders brought their goods in on rubber-­wheeled carts.

‘I’d offer to help but I’m have to prepare for—’

‘The book club,’ said Virginie, unexpectedly.

‘You know about it?’

‘Yes, I spoke to the man from the guest house.’

‘Denis Allard.’

‘That’s him. Does he think his hair dye looks natural?’ Virginie asked, then shook her head. ‘No, that’s rude. Forget I said it. Actually, I liked him, not least because he bought half a dozen organza bags of lavender to hang in his wardrobes and three pots of my special honey for his breakfasts. And he paid in cash, which is always welcome with taxes what they are.’

Zoe suggested: ‘There’s some coffee left in the pot. Would you like some?’

‘No, too late in the day for me.’ Virginie smiled and sighed. ‘How can I be dog-tired every solitary evening, but still not properly sleep?’

‘That must be frustrating. Will you be here again tomorrow?’

‘Yes, but I’m going to Aix for the big market.’

She added a phrase in French that had no direct translation in English. ‘On fait le pont.’ It meant, literally, ‘we’re making the bridge’ or ‘we’re bridging’. It happened whenever a bank holiday fell on a Tuesday or a Thursday so that the Monday or the Friday could also be taken as holiday as well, ‘bridging’ to the preceding or the subsequent weekend.

‘In that case, I hope you have a restful evening.’

Virginie’s face brightened. ‘Oh, no, not restful, exactly. I have a rendezvous.’



For some reason, Virginie’s tone told Zoe that it was with a man – a ‘date’, in fact.

‘That sounds lovely,’ Zoe told her. ‘Did you want any help browsing? I was about to close.’

‘No, I just thought I’d say thank you,’ Virginie repeated, vaguely.

‘You said “solitary evening”. So you live alone? Is it an isolated life?’

‘It really is.’

‘But it’s a date you have tonight rather than a meeting with someone associated with your business?’

‘Actually, maybe both?’ said Virginie, guilelessly. ‘I mean, a friend first, I’m glad to say, but an investor second. Mechanisation would be such a help.’

Zoe watched Virginie rub her calloused hands together and drift away to the coffee table by the wood-burning stove.

She sounds well educated, almost refined, more suited to a chic Parisian soirée than labouring in the fields. I wonder how she came to be a farmer. Was it some abrupt change of heart, like it was for me with the bookshop – a desire for a new life?

Zoe propped the door open with the ancient hat stand – inherited with her purchase of the premises – because the evening felt close. The sun would down a little after eight and its final rays would be shining directly on her west-facing windows. She didn’t want the shop to become stuffy and overheated.

‘Is this the book connected to “the French bookshop ­murder”?’ Virginie asked.

Zoe had half a dozen copies set out on the coffee table, in front of the stove. ‘Yes, it is.’

‘I’ll take one, if you can spare it?’

‘Of course.’

Virginie brought it to the island counter and paid at the till, using crumpled cash, presumably from Denis.

‘I hope you have a lovely evening,’ said Zoe.



Virginie brightened again, her mouth and eyes widening into a naïve smile.

‘I think I will.’

She left and Zoe felt unnerved by the impression she left behind.

More like a gullible teenager than a grown woman.

*

When Virginie La Source arrived the following morning, dragging a large flat-bed trolley with pneumatic tyres, piled high with her lavender-themed produce, Zoe assumed this was her second visit up from the car park because her table was already in situ, between Marcel’s wines and Elise’s flowers. Zoe went to say hello because, the previous day, she thought the newcomer had seemed in need of a friend.

‘Did you have a good evening?’

‘It was wonderful,’ said Virginie, beaming.

‘I’m so glad. What did you do?’

‘Well, first, he helped me with the watering. You know it hasn’t rained more than two or three drops since the middle of April?’

‘I suppose it hasn’t. That was kind of him.’

‘Yes, then he was very interested in my product range and had good ideas about how to get the creams and the honey into some high-class shops. He’s very well connected in retail. We met on an online discussion forum.’

‘That sounds encouraging.’

‘Yes, I’m afraid we got carried away, building castles in Spain.’

Zoe hesitated for a moment, absorbing the image.

I think I would be more likely to say: ‘Pie in the sky’?

Zoe told her new friend: ‘Like the song says: “You’ve got to have a dream.” Isn’t that right?’



‘Exactly,’ said Virginie, grinning. Then she added something that gave Zoe pause. ‘I expect people would call me silly, but why shouldn’t I be lucky, for once.’

Zoe wondered: What exactly has Virginie done that people would think ‘silly’?

‘Did you set up your lavender farm all on your own?’ she asked. ‘Is farming in your blood?’

‘No, not at all. My husband and I bought the place when his parents died and we moved down from Lyon. But it had always been our dream.’

‘Always lavender?’

‘Actually, no. Arthur and I were looking for somewhere we could plant roses to supply the perfume industry based around Grasse.’ That was a famous town about a hundred and fifty kilometres away. ‘But everything over that way was too expensive. Then the property outside Valon came up and, when we visited, the fields were in full bloom and we just fell in love with it.’

‘How wonderful.’

‘For a little while,’ said Virginie in a small voice.

Zoe looked round, not wanting to be indiscreet. The bustle of the market meant that no one was listening to them.

‘Did something happen?’

Virginie’s voice became pained. ‘Arthur began forgetting things, losing track of his glasses and his keys, then where he was supposed to be, what he was supposed to be doing. His expression became glassy. Do you know what I mean?’

‘Was it temporary?’

‘No, it was what they call an RPD, a “rapidly progressive dementia”.’

‘How awful.’

‘Six months later, he didn’t know me.’

Zoe bit her tongue. She had been on the point of repeating her inadequate phrase: How awful.

‘That must have been a terrible strain,’ she ventured.



‘He’s in a home, now, of course,’ said Virginie. ‘He will never come out. The farm, on my own . . .’

She stopped and Zoe tried to finish her thought.

‘Between the two of you, the work was manageable, but it’s a struggle alone?’

‘Yes,’ said Virginie, no longer energised by her ‘date’ with her unnamed visitor. ‘It’s all becoming too much.’







Five

‘We Shouldn’t Be Doing This’

Another busy day flew by. At closing time, Zoe bounced up the stairs to her first-floor kitchen to wolf down a salad she’d prepared earlier, protected from insects by a dishcloth – delicious sliced tomatoes, white cannellini beans and sweet corn, dressed with oil and vinegar, fine-chopped parsley and a few pieces of crumbly mature goat’s cheese. Then she brushed her teeth in the bathroom, pushed dampened fingers through her short grey hair and went back downstairs.

She was just in time. Through the part-glazed front door, she saw Denis approaching, gesturing enthusiastically, the book club trailing in his wake. They were, as she had been told to expect, four women and two men.

No, four women and one man. Someone’s missing.

Yet again the doorbell clanged. Denis surged in on a tide of his own body spray, enthusiasm and pent-up excitement.

‘Here we all are. Come in, come in. This is the place.’

Zoe felt suddenly uneasy because the new arrivals were already asking questions about ‘the French bookshop murder’.

‘In a sense it was a village mystery?’ asked one woman.

‘With the bookshop at the heart of the village?’ chipped in another.

‘When did you first begin to understand the puzzle?’ enquired a tall woman in a chic track suit.



‘And,’ asked the first, ‘at the end, is it true that you were home alone in the middle of the night with a stranger hiding somewhere in the building?’

‘Those are all very good questions,’ Zoe told them. ‘How about we have a seat and I’ll tell a little about what happened, but that’s not really why we’re here—’

‘Can we meet Russell?’ interrupted a small woman who hadn’t yet spoken. She wore a floral summer dress with a loud pattern of red roses on a white background. ‘When I heard about him being locked in that car, I felt shivers.’

‘I don’t know where he is just now.’

‘Does he come and go as he pleases?’ she asked. ‘Is that quite safe?’

‘He’s a law unto himself,’ said Zoe, honestly.

‘That’s terriers for you,’ said the sole man in the group. He had a forthright expression and a droopy brown moustache. ‘Independent.’

It took a minute or two to set up, arranging the inherited dining chairs, plus some outdoor ones from the bookshop’s internal courtyard, alongside the leather club armchairs, in the snug area round the stove. Denis sat at the back, his eyes very alive, looking forward to the story just as much as the new arrivals.

I’ve not shared many particulars with anyone except the police. I don’t think I should go into too much detail . . .

*

Half an hour’s drive away, in her spacious office in Aix, the recently appointed commissaire de police, Sandra Languet, was frustrated. On her desk was a dossier from the local tax authorities, pinpointing several rural businesses that seemed worthy of further investigation.

This is not what an officer of my seniority should be spending her precious time on.



She put a call through to a more junior detective, Bastien Marchand, a very tall man who always seemed to dress as if he was on his way to a nightclub.

Which has the advantage, at least, that he doesn’t look like a policeman.

Marchand stooped as he entered.

‘Have you read this?’ she asked, beaming her habitual, professional smile.

‘Oui, madame.’

‘I don’t have time for it.’

‘Non, madame.’

‘What do you suggest?’

An assiduous and effective officer, Marchand had a ready answer.

‘We could start with somewhere small-scale, like Sainte-Catherine, for example? The local municipal police officer could make some discreet enquiries?’

‘Are you acquainted?’

‘Not personally but I took the liberty of looking him up. Brigadier Antoine Grenelle. He’s been in post a long time. There’ll be no one and nothing he doesn’t know about the place.’

‘Good,’ said Sandra Languet. Then, not knowing how wrong she was, she added: ‘I can leave it in your capable hands, Marchand, and put Sainte-Catherine right out of my mind.’

*

Back at the bookshop, Zoe began a little hesitantly but soon got into her stride. In fact, she started to feel a kind of nostalgic yearning for her younger life when she had been a successful actress in musical theatre, before moving into personal management and becoming an agent.

She came to the end with a
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