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A Scent as Sweet as Death








Chapter One

IT’S AN ORDINARY SPRING AFTERNOON IN PARIS, DRIZZLY AND mysterious and filled with promise, when Olivia Beech, an American sommelier fresh off a plane from New York City, discovers the neighborhood.

She almost didn’t find it, and she wouldn’t be the first. Gros-Caillou, as this triangle of streets under the Eiffel Tower is known, is little more than a sliver of the 7th arrondissement, a place so hidden, so quiet, that even Parisians walk by without stopping. There are no nightclubs or designer boutiques here. No catwalks or fancy museums or glamorous celebrities. Only sidewalk cafés and traditional bakeries, an old-fashioned bistro, a florist, and a library tucked among rows of elegant apartment buildings. It is a place removed from the rest of the city, indeed from the rest of the world, and while it isn’t easy to find, once you’ve discovered its pleasures, you can’t quite bear to leave.

Olivia stands outside a bistro Français traditionnel, a small, elegant restaurant called Chez Jacques. With its classic French dishes and its exceptional—some would say miraculous—wine cellar, the bistro is a legend. For over a century, it’s held strong against the storm of change, quietly serving comfort food to the neighborhood, everything from coq au vin, the chicken so tender it dissolves in wine sauce, to soupe à l’oignon oozing melted Gruyère, to the vanilla bean crème brûlée that the writer Colette famously described as having “a scent as sweet as death.”

Olivia has been invited to the bistro by Jacques himself, un grand chef who left his three-star Michelin restaurant in Lyon to take over the family bistro in Paris. She’s here for a job interview, and despite rushing from the airport, and the weight of the worries and disappointments she’s endured these past months, she’s exactly on time: four o’clock, the lunch rush over and happy hour—l’heure de l’apéritif—not yet begun.

The bistro is quiet and empty and waiting for her.

Olivia grips her carry-on suitcase, her palms wet and her heart beating at the very thought of meeting Jacques. In just a few minutes, one of the most exacting French chefs in Paris will test her ability to taste wine. He will pour six glasses and ask her to identify each of them—where it was made, when it was made, who made it, the kinds of grapes, and—most important—the quality of its taste. Valle de Loire or Côtes du Rhône or Bordeaux. Last year, she’d have aced it, no problem. Now? After all that’s happened? She’s not so sure.

Olivia peers in through the window of the bistro, and something elemental shifts in her heart. She’s never been to Chez Jacques, and yet she knows this place. The leather banquettes and dark wood paneling, the hooded lamps casting a glow over red-and-white checked tablecloths, the linen napkins folded in triangles, the cheese cart bursting with fromage.

It is like coming home.

And while the test makes her so nervous she can hardly breathe, this bistro is her friend. Bracing herself, she pushes open the heavy wooden door. As she steps inside, a wave of scent washes over her.

The salty depths of beef bourguignon bubbling in the kitchen.

Just-ironed linen napkins folded on the tables.

Warm baguettes fresh from the oven.

Chocolate gateau cooling on a rack.

The scent of a French bistro.

The scent of all that is good in the world.

For a moment, Olivia forgets that she doesn’t have the job yet, that she could blow the tasting, mess it all up just as she’s messed up so much else lately, and takes a moment to imagine all the delicious things to be found before her. Crisp pomme frites paired with a bone-dry champagne. The soothing custard of crème caramel. This is a place custom made to comfort her with its small pleasures. To give her back what she’s lost.

At the far end of the room, Olivia sees her territory: a wood bar, its brass shining at high polish. Wineglasses are lined up on the surface and bottles stacked up in bins behind.

Wine. Glorious, fickle French wine.

Complex, subtle, contradictory, impossible French wine.

Magnums, jeroboams, Balthazars of the stuff just waiting for Olivia Beech, a woman Wine Spectator once hailed as “the Nose of the Future.” Not long ago, she was the most respected young sommelier in the business, a Master Sommelier at the age of twenty-seven, one of only a few women in the world to hold that title. She’d been the head sommelier at a Michelin-starred French restaurant in New York City, pouring wine for the most discerning connoisseurs in the world. And then, six months ago, the very thing that brought her to such heights had led to her downfall—taste.

Passing Jacques’s test will give Olivia more than a job. It will allow her to repay her debts, rebuild her reputation, and reclaim her dignity. But even more important: It will give her a chance to start over. There is just one problem. Olivia Beech has lost her sense of taste. She will not be able to taste Jacques’s wine. She cannot taste a thing.






Chapter Two

OLIVIA LOST HER SENSE OF TASTE IN THE WAY OF ALL TRAGEDIES: suddenly, without warning, on a seemingly ordinary morning.

She woke up and everything felt a little off. Her throat and chest hurt, her breathing felt labored, her joints ached. Her roommate, Laura, her friend and fellow sommelier who worked at the same fancy French restaurant as Olivia, made her a cup of soup. But instead of Campbell’s Chicken Noodle, it tasted of . . . nothing. Even worse than nothing. It had a cardboard funk with overtones of paper pulp and wet cotton. The only time she’d tasted anything like it was in a glass of oxidized sherry. Something was very wrong.

Laura left their West Village apartment to buy Olivia a drugstore COVID-19 test on Greenwich Street. It confirmed her worst nightmare: Olivia was sick.

Covid was hard on everyone, but it was brutal to the restaurant industry. Not only did most restaurants close in the early months of the pandemic, but everyone who made their living through their sense of taste—chefs and sommeliers in particular—lived in fear of getting sick. Long Covid, with its mysterious, seemingly uncurable symptoms of chronic exhaustion, brain fog, and (worst of all) flattened tastebuds terrified them. Olivia had protected herself and yet there it was: Olivia had Covid. She couldn’t smell or taste anything. And while her chest cleared and her sense of smell returned, her most precious, most vital sense did not.

Everything tasted of nothing.

There are two types of sommeliers—those born with a heightened sense of smell and those who must train relentlessly through trial and error, smelling and memorizing thousands of scents. Olivia had been the first kind of talent. A natural. Her powers were instantaneous, intuitive, and shockingly accurate.

She had a photographic scent memory that gave her a real advantage when it came to wine competitions and blind tastings. With a mental catalogue of thousands of shades of scent at her disposal, she could beat even the most experienced sommeliers. It all came naturally to her. When she inhaled, she just knew what was in the glass. The violet, red berry, and pepper scent of a Côtes du Rhône; the herbaceous pear and pineapple of a Washington State white; the brioche, citrus, and apple of champagne. With Olivia’s nose, there was no question or doubt about what she was drinking.

She’d passed the Court of Master Sommeliers exam on the first try. It was a grueling test that often took years to overcome. When Olivia succeeded, she became an industry celebrity. Richard Drake, a fiery and ambitious restaurateur with multiple Michelin-starred restaurants and an exacting sense of taste, hired her on the spot, making her the youngest Head Sommelier in New York City. With her extraordinary nose, her future was guaranteed. Olivia Beech was the most talented and talked-about sommelier of her generation.

Until she lost the ability to taste.

It seemed impossible. Absurd. Some kind of cosmic joke. Like Matisse losing his vision or Beethoven going deaf. As a sommelier, her life was in service to taste. Her greatest gift was capturing the essence and pleasure of a fleeting sensation—the mellow white peach and honey of a great Riesling; the explosive apricot and orange blossom of a viognier—and sharing it with others.

After testing positive for Covid, Olivia was overcome with despair. For a solid week, she didn’t leave her bed, crying and sleeping and eating the cardboard-flavored food Laura brought her. Fate, or the Gods, or just really, really bad luck had taken the thing that made her special—her extraordinary taste. Why had she been given such a precious gift only to have it snatched from her?

And then one night, something caught her attention. Laura had just come in from her shift at the restaurant. Olivia opened the door to her bedroom and peeked out to find Laura pouring a glass of wine at the kitchen island.

“What are you drinking?” Olivia asked.

Laura brought over the glass and gave it to her. “You tell me.”

Olivia swirled the wine. It was white, slightly golden in color. When she brought it to her nose and inhaled, delectable aromas flooded her senses: orange blossom, elderberry, and honeysuckle topped with notes of lemon peel, thyme, and white smoke. The aroma was ambrosial, succulent. Delicious. Divine.

Sancerre.

Olivia remembered the taste of this wine. She’d had a glass of Sancerre on her birthday the year before. It had been all limestone and fruit, crisp and vibrant, with a clean, herbal aftertaste. Sancerre was one her favorite white wines, one of the most perfect expressions of Sauvignon Blanc. Her heart had almost broken at the realization that she would never taste it again.

“2020 Sancerre,” Olivia blurted out. “Domaine Mathias Planchon Le Paradis.”

Laura went to the kitchen and gave Olivia the bottle. It was a 2020 Sancerre from Domaine Mathias Planchon, the words Le Paradis bold on the label.

She nailed it. She’d identified this wine with one smell.

A blaze of hope exploded through her. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? Most sommeliers relied on taste and scent to identify wine, but Olivia’s superior nose could do the work of two senses. She hadn’t tasted the Sancerre, merely smelled it. And yet she identified and described it perfectly.

She hadn’t lost everything. Her nose would carry her through.

And for a while, it did.

Olivia went back to work, and for a few months she managed to hide the truth. She lied to her boss, and everyone else, only to be discovered, humiliated, and fired. She lost her dignity and her reputation. Not a single restaurant in New York would hire her. She’d given up hope when Jacques called, offering her the chance at a new life in Paris. No other chef in their right mind would do that for Olivia. And yet, Jacques had believed in her, despite her mistakes.

She’s known Jacques for years, but when he steps from the bistro kitchen, Olivia hardly recognizes him. Decades of cooking (and eating) some of the richest food in the world has left him stout. Still, he’s strikingly handsome. Dark hair. Broad shoulders. Full lips, and dark stubble over his chin. He’s a bear of a man, big and soft. There’s something soothing about him. Just being in his presence promises warmth and nourishment.

With Jacques, there’s no small talk. He gestures for Olivia to follow him to a polished-wood bar trimmed with brass where a series of balloon glasses filled with a ruby-colored wine stand waiting.

“We have six glasses of Burgundy before us,” Jacques says, glancing at the bar. “This region creates the most wonderful, most complex, most frustrating wines in the world. They are complicated to make and difficult to store, but when they are good, they are merveilleux. But I don’t have to tell you that. You know Burgundy very well.”

Of course, he’s right. Olivia knows Burgundy. She loves Burgundy. She’d traveled to Burgundy dozens of times, visiting vineyards in Beaune and Mâcon, meeting winemakers. She knows the terroir, the grapes—Pinot Noir for red Burgundy; Chardonnay for white—and the taste of every vineyard in that region.

But most important, she knows the scent of Burgundy. It’s a part of her, an emotional experience she feels deep in her heart, like the sweet-sour odor of a baby or the musky scent of your first lover. There’s no doubt in her mind that she can tell Jacques everything about this wine, even without tasting it.

Six glasses of Burgundy. The most complex, the most wonderful wine in the world.

Jacques smiles and pushes a glass toward Olivia, a gesture that brings tears to her eyes. It’s the chance of a lifetime. This is her shot at redemption.

“Don’t look so worried,” Jacques says, picking up on Olivia’s tension. “Relax. Enjoy the wine. Just tell me what you taste, Olivia.”

She feels her stomach flex with worry. If only Jacques knew the truth. Maybe Olivia should tell him, but there isn’t time for her to second-guess herself. The test has begun.

Olivia squares her shoulders, ready. Drawn to the first glass like a butterfly to a flower, she lifts and inhales, letting the scent envelop her. In a fraction of a second, a flash so instantaneous that it precedes language, she has it: the vintage, the grape variety, the region, the winemaker, and the scent profile. Red forest fruit, ripe Burlat cherries, violets. A young wine. The freshness points to biodynamic agriculture from a small, organic producer. It has a delicate minerality under the brightness of the fruit that she’s tasted in wines from the village of Gevrey-Chambertin. It’s Domaine Tortochot. 2016.

She knows this wine. Knows everything about it.

Her chest fills with pride so buoyant she could almost fly.

But something is wrong. Olivia detects it right away. A disturbing scent lying under all the fruit, like a snake hidden in a basket of cherries. When she looks closely at the color, she notices a slight cloud in the bright ruby liquid. Swirling it in the glass, she sees the softest fizz of effervescence, and the viscosity seems heavier than it should be, with thick tears.

Something is definitely off.

Jacques stares at her, waiting. “You hesitate, mademoiselle?”

“Well . . .” she says, suddenly unsure of herself. Could she be wrong? This is definitely a Burgundy from Gevrey-Chambertin and the minerality points to Domaine Tortochot, but there’s something else in there, a harsh, unnatural scent. What could it be? Could Jacques have added something to the wine to see if she noticed? Could this be part of the test? Of course it was. After what happened in New York, it was only natural that he’d throw her a curveball.

“There’s something weird going on with this wine,” she says at last.

“Weird?” Jacques sounds surprised, even doubtful, and for a terrifying second, she wonders if she’s made a mistake. But she takes another whiff and knows she’s right. This wine is damaged.

“I think it’s corked.” But even as Olivia speaks, she knows that isn’t the problem. The essence of the wine is fine. It hasn’t gone bad. It just has something else in it, a blob thrashing around like a housefly in an ointment.

“The cork was not compromised.” Jacques’s brow furrows in consternation. “I opened the bottle and decanted it myself. Maybe the scent is misleading you?”

Olivia catches her breath as she realizes what he means: The only way to understand what’s really going on with this wine is to taste it. Yet drinking it won’t help Olivia in the least. Still, she must go through the motions. She must pretend to taste the wine, even if she cannot. But as Olivia lifts the glass, Jacques grabs it from her hand and drinks.

The taste must have been awful, because his reaction is violent, immediate, and leaves no doubt that Olivia’s nose was right: There’s something terribly wrong with this wine.

More than wrong. Jacques recoils, stumbles backward, his eyes wide with surprise. He drops the crystal glass. It shatters over the floor, spattering wine across the parquet.

“Jacques?” Olivia rushes to support him. “Jacques, are you okay?”

Could the wine be that bad? Or was it something else? Could Jacques be having a heart attack? There’s no time to come to a conclusion before he collapses, landing among broken glass and spilled Burgundy.






Chapter Three

CHANTAL DE GRASSE, A WOMAN OF A CERTAIN AGE—SHE COULD be forty years old or sixty, no one in the neighborhood knows for sure—stands in the doorway of her flower shop on Rue Sédillot when Olivia Beech arrives at the bistro.

Stepping out to the sidewalk for a better look, Chantal sees a woman in a pale-yellow dress, with long straight hair, white canvas tennis shoes, and a carry-on suitcase. Not someone from the neighborhood, not even from Paris, by the look of it.

Chantal had predicted that trouble was coming. Just that morning she received a delivery of pink peonies from the hothouse outside Paris, dozens of them, so gorgeous that she almost overlooked the fact that peonies, with their risqué petals and spicy scent, always bring drama. Bien sûr, all flowers create a mood. Daisies boost optimism; carnations invite friendship; calla lilies soothe a broken heart. Roses, as everyone knows, put you in the mood for love. If Chantal feels lonely, which she does more than she’ll admit, she pins a red rose to her lapel and hopes for the best.

You can never, never go wrong with love.

But drama? Non, merci. Nobody wants drama around here. Least of all Chantal.

There’s too much agitation in the neighborhood already. Prosper—the intellectual of the 7th, as Chantal teases him—has been spending his afternoons at Martine’s café reading books about the future. Globalization, climate change, and the dangers of technology—tomes of doom checked out from the American Library on Rue du Général Camou, where he works part time. Prosper tries to debate the finer points of the coming apocalypse with whoever will buy him a beer. Nobody does, and that is pretty much the end of it.

Still, sometimes things happen in the dead of night—graffiti on the bourgeois apartments near the Champ de Mars; political tracts stuffed under doorways. Chantal suspects Prosper is responsible, but she’s not about to judge him. Such anger? C’est normal. He’s twenty-five years old, and one must be angry at twenty-five, or there is no fire to fuel the rest of the trip.

Besides, he’s not wrong.

There’s much to worry about these days. Chantal and the rest of the neighborhood knows that as well as Prosper. But they’ve learned to survive through quieter measures. By living the way they want at the speed they want with the people they want. By refusing to give their attention to what makes them unhappy. Ugly things are everywhere, but it doesn’t mean one has to live an ugly life.

Chantal checks her hair in the mirror, a radiant crown of silver-blond that falls in asymmetric sheafs around her face, like some kind of radical modern sculpture, then switches off a neon sign in the window of her shop, Les Fleurs d’Amour written in glowing pink cursive. Grabbing an armful of pink peonies, she marches across the street, to see Gaston at the pâtisserie.

Gaston’s family has owned the pâtisserie for three generations. Like his father and grandfather before him, he arrives every day at dawn, rolling and cutting and baking until the scent of vanilla and caramelized sugar fills the street. Gaston is only forty-five years old, but his calm demeanor and steadfast wisdom seem ancient. If Chantal feels anxious, a trip to the pâtisserie makes her feel better.

When Chantal arrives, the storefront window is filled with his succulent creations: chocolate éclairs, mille-feuille, chouquettes studded with sugar, cannelés de Bordeaux, and constellations of fruit tarts: strawberry, apricot, plum, fig. Glaze glistens and beckons and you can’t help but wonder: How could so many delicious things fit in one window? And which one to choose?

“Salut, Gaston!”

“Salut, Chantal!”

“Have you noticed that there’s a strange woman at Chez Jacques?” Chantal places her load of peonies near the cash register. Gaston, large and serious and covered in flour, stands behind the counter, arranging chocolate tartelettes on a tray.

“That must be the American sommelier,” Gaston says, without looking up.

American sommelier? Can an American even be a sommelier? Chantal wonders. Probably not.

“I heard she’s tasting wine with Jacques,” Gaston adds.

Tasting wine with Jacques? That was like hitting a few balls with Serena or sketching nudes with Picasso. It was simply incredible. More than incredible: It was something the Neighborhood Watch should know about tout suite.

“Do the others know about this, Gaston?”

Seeing her panic, Gaston slides a bite-size chocolate tarte over the counter and nods for her to take it. On the house. He doesn’t even ask. He knows what Chantal likes.

There was a poll in Paris Match a few years back that asked women what brought them more happiness, sex or chocolate. Chantal would never make such an outrageous choice, it was absolute madness to live without either, but the truth was: Chocolate has never broken her heart.

“Are you sure about the American?” Chantal asks, feeling flustered and a little undone by the taste of the chocolate: creamy and rich, the luscious concentration of ganache melting on her tongue. “Jacques was expecting her?”

Gaston smiles at Chantal’s reaction to his chocolate. Men love to make a woman lose control, even if only over her diet. “I heard it at Martine’s this morning.”

Good God, she should have known! Every morning, the neighborhood meets at Martine’s to drink café au lait and eat warm croissants on the sidewalk tables overlooking the Champ de Mars. From that corner, the whole neighborhood is on display, the Eiffel Tower rising on one side and the Seine stretching out on the other. Everyone pulls out their newspapers and pretends to read about what’s going on in the world, but, in fact, nobody gives a fig about the news. They are there for gossip, the latest and spiciest. Who has inherited a summer home in Normandy, and who has lost their cushy government job, or whether Augusta Dupin, their dear friend the neighborhood detective, has made an appearance. Their neighborhood is only four square kilometers, with a population of fifty thousand. The least populous district in Paris. Information spreads fast.

Coffee at Martine’s is the most important part of the day, where Chantal gets her first round of intel before it turns, by lunchtime, to misinformation. But that morning she’d been busy. She’d missed the most important gossip in weeks.

She needs details about the American. What else does Gaston know?

Buying time, Chantal chooses a sandwich, jambon beurre on a demi baguette, the thinnest layer of salted Breton butter giving it the taste of the sea. As she eats, she grills Gaston and learns that the American’s name is Olivia Beech, she’s there from New York City, and she has some fancy wine titles under her belt. But other than that, Gaston knows nothing.

So Chantal does what Chantal does best: She decides to find out for herself.

Grabbing her bouquet of peonies, she walks down the street, past Martine’s café, where someone sits languidly reading Proust and drinking a noisette, past the American Library—where Prosper was working his afternoon shift. Chantal is strutting, obnoxiously strutting through the neighborhood, but she can’t help it. It’s an occupational hazard. When walking with flowers, Chantal de Grasse wiggles every part of her body, as if she were Miss Universe taking a victory lap. Even her six-inch patent-leather heels can’t slow her down. Flowers hold that kind of power over Chantal. With all that beauty in her arms, she feels like the queen of the universe.

No point in relying on gossip, Chantal thinks as she arrives at the bistro. She’ll ask Jacques himself. She owes it to the others to find out what’s going on. The Neighborhood Watch must be ready for this American sommelier called Olivia, and whatever chaos she brings.






Chapter Four

TO WALK FROM THE COMMISSARIAT CENTRAL DE POLICE ON RUE Fabert to Martine’s café, Gardien de la Paix, Hedi Al-Mansouri needs roughly ten minutes. But on mornings when he craves a café crème, or if his mother isn’t well and he’s gone to work without breakfast, Hedi can get there in eight. It’s a direct route along the Quai d’Orsay or, even faster, down Rue de l’Université to Martine’s café, where his neighbors gather around marble-topped tables eating warm croissants as the day begins. Hedi’s neighborhood is as small and walkable as a village, every inch of which he knows by heart.

But truth be told, he doesn’t like to rush.

Strolling the streets of his beat at a leisurely pace is a municipal police officer’s primary weapon. Of course, Hedi carries a wooden tonfa, a club about the size of his forearm; a three-hundred-milliliter can of pepper spray that can disperse the line outside Gaston’s pâtisserie, if need be; and a pair of handcuffs that he’s used exactly once, on Bastille Day 2023, when a drunk woman flung herself at him, screaming something about loving everyone, including Algerians. Hedi cuffed her gently, and told her that he is from Tunisia, merci beaucoup, not Algeria, and that he loves her too.

It’s true. Hedi loves the people he serves. He loves his role as the face of the city of Paris. It’s a kind face, a gentle face, a face that smiles while rescuing your cat from a tree or asking your neighbor’s teenagers to turn down their music. A Tunisian face that does not scowl when it is mistaken for an Algerian face.

His neighbors may not know the difference between a Lebanese, an Iranian, or a Moroccan man, but what they do know is food. Couscous and kebabs and baklava. That is how he’s best understood. When Hedi was in grade school, kids used to call him Monsieur Couscous or Monsieur Kebab, and he would smile and laugh with them.

It hurt at the time, but now: How can Hedi fault them? Couscous and kebabs are delicious. What is delicious is lovable. Delicious food connects us to those who are not like us. It creates, in the end, understanding. The kids who called him Monsieur Couscous were trying to identify him with something they liked. Hedi is the same. He cannot get enough of Gaston’s famous éclairs, even though Gaston, who can be a bit of a grouch when he’s been baking for days on end, is often difficult to stomach. Sometimes French food is more enjoyable than French people, non?

When Romain calls with an alert about Chez Jacques, Hedi is out the door of the Commissariat before he ends the call. Jacques de Bizet is a friend, and it always causes Hedi concern when a friend’s name comes up in a neighborhood alert. Hedi admires Jacques. The man is famous, a national treasure, and yet everything Jacques does goes against expectations of what it means to be a celebrity chef. Rumor had it he’d been approached to create a reality show, to write a cookbook, to open a chain of Chez Jacques bistros in London and New York, to be featured on Netflix’s Chef’s Table. But he refused. Hedi respected Jacques for standing by his principles, creating excellent dishes executed using traditional methods. For honoring the beauty and truth of his creations.

Even more important: Jacques nourishes the neighborhood. He has fed Hedi, and everyone in Gros-Caillou, for three decades, almost as long as Hedi has worn a police uniform. Three decades! Has it really been that long?

Hedi spent a decade with the Police Nationale first, then fifteen years with the Brigade de Recherche et d’Intervention, better known as the BRI, the Special Crimes Unit, where he worked with his friend and partner Augusta Dupin. Five years ago, when she gave her resignation, Hedi transferred to the Police Municipale. Nothing was nearly as fun at the Brigade after Augusta Dupin left.

Hedi doesn’t regret it. He isn’t busting drug rings or chasing jewel thieves or exposing high-level financial crimes, but he’s doing something more important: He’s connecting with the people, keeping their streets pleasant and safe, giving them the reassurance that their city cares that they’re happy. He patrols the Esplanade des Invalides, checking on the man who sleeps in a tent on the grass. He passes by the Marché de Saxe-Breteuil on Thursday morning, to mediate a ruckus when the cheese stall runs out of Saint-Nectaire. He strolls along Rue Cler to apprehend a pickpocket caught in the act. Hedi doesn’t miss the days when he was working twelve-hour shifts, and not only because he has what his homeopath calls “adrenal fatigue,” and that everyone else calls “un burn-out.” It’s because he’s never felt so necessary as when he’s patrolling his neighborhood.

Besides, Hedi can’t quit. The disappointment would be too much for his mother. She’s proud that her son serves France, the country that welcomed them after everything went so wrong for them in Tunisia. Hedi is proud to wear his dark-blue uniform. He’s proud to bring safety and order to the streets of Paris. His name in Tunisian means calm and sincere, and if there is one thing that defines Hedi, it is his sincerity.

He’s out of breath when he arrives at Martine’s café, where he finds Romain waiting. Romain patrols Gros-Caillou on an Energica electric scooter, and by the look of it, he’s hurried here—his windswept hair giving him a disheveled glamor. Romain is a handsome man, perhaps too handsome. Hedi knows that if he were thirty years old, or even forty, he’d be in trouble. But trouble doesn’t interest Hedi anymore. He’s found much more excitement in its opposite: serenity.

Which, by the look of things, is about to be shattered.






Chapter Five

CHANTAL STANDS OUTSIDE THE PLATEGLASS WINDOW OF THE BISTRO, peering over her bouquet of pink peonies, waiting for the right moment.

It isn’t exactly a surprise attack, coming to the bistro like this. Chantal brings flowers to Chez Jacques three times a week. Just Monday, she’d delivered blue hydrangea, gorgeous periwinkle lacecaps that brightened up the whole place. There’s always something blooming on every table at Chez Jacques, a burst of color at the center of a meal that brings beauty and nourishment, two of life’s great necessities, together. Jacques knows the value of Chantal’s flowers. He’s a man of taste, after all.

Jacques is also a busy man, and so Chantal usually deals with his business partner, Françoise, who (by the way) has yet another lover. Chantal delivered flowers to her apartment on Rue de l’Université just that morning, an enormous bouquet of passionate red floribundas from an anonymous admirer. It was a shockingly forward declaration of love from a man (or woman—who are we kidding, Françoise is desired by one and all) in the throes of desperation. But who can blame anyone for falling in love with Françoise? She’s a beautiful and independent Parisienne who runs the bistro with an iron fist. Most everyone in the neighborhood is a little afraid of her. Now there’s a woman not to be messed with.

But let’s be frank. Les femmes Française, French women, they are irresistible. Nothing to be done about it. People fall in and out of love with Françoise several times a year, and Chantal is standing by ready to deliver the most expressive arrangements to mark each new lover. It’s her life’s work, delivering ephemeral beauty in the name of ephemeral love.

But back to Jacques and the American.

It’s a matter of timing. Chantal can’t interrupt until just the right moment. She’s been watching the bistro from her flower shop for years and knows how Jacques does things. He’s rigorous, a man with standards, and he doesn’t like surprises. She knows all the routines of the bistro, the lunch service, when waiters carry plates out to the sidewalk tables like dancers in a ballet, to the chaotic rush of dinner. But even after years of watching Chez Jacques, Chantal has never witnessed anything quite like what happens next.

Jacques and Olivia are drinking wine at the bar, when Jacques makes a face like there’s merde in his glass and falls to the floor. Hard.

That had to hurt!

Chantal shifts the flowers, trying to get a better look.

Olivia screams, clearly terrified. Jacques thrashes around for a few seconds, and then doesn’t move, not a good sign at all. And so Chantal shoulders open the bistro door, clutching her flowers to her chest, and runs to the bar. It doesn’t take a doctor to see what’s happened: Jacques, the man who welcomed and fed them and soothed their souls, Jacques, who knew how to celebrate their small triumphs (champagne, of course) and how to heal a broken heart (tarte tatin, no question), their Jacques lies sprawled on the floor, his white chef’s jacket spattered with red wine.

Chantal drops the peonies on a table, sits on her heels, and feels for a pulse.

There’s none.

Jacques de Bizet is dead. Unmistakably dead.

Chantal turns to Olivia. The poor woman stares at Chantal, so stunned she cannot speak. She opens and closes her mouth, but nothing comes out at all.

Shock. This American sommelier is in shock. But who wouldn’t be?

Chantal certainly is. She can’t believe what she’s seeing. When she’s imagined Jacques lying horizontally, it was always without clothes. Chantal had delivered many, many bouquets for him over the years—les fleurs d’amour with poetic messages sent by lovesick paramours. Jacques was a French man, after all, and French men have their secrets. Not as many secrets as French women, but still, they have their share, and Jacques more than most. If truth be told, which it won’t be—not by Chantal and definitely not by Jacques—he had lovers all over the 7th arrondissement. Perhaps even Chantal, once upon a time.

Olivia hasn’t moved. If this was an old movie, Chantal would’ve thrown a glass of water on her face, or slapped her with a glove, but reality is a softer, gentler place than fiction, and so she puts her arm around Olivia’s shoulders and leads her away from the body.

“Come, come,” she says softly. “You’ve had a terrible shock.”

Olivia gestures to Jacques, then to the five glasses of wine on the bar, stoically waiting to be consumed. It doesn’t seem quite fair that Jacques should be gone while his wine endures. Such is the nature of things—humans are mortal, pleasure eternal.

Chantal tries again. “Now, my dear, tell me what happened.”

“He took a drink, and he . . .” Olivia stammers. “He . . .”

Chantal looks hard at Olivia, waiting for her to finish her sentence.

“He drank the Burgundy and he . . . and he . . .”

“He died,” Chantal says, speaking clearly and firmly. In her decades in the trenches of life, she’s learned a few things. One was: Never sugarcoat the truth.

There’s no sugarcoating this for Jacques. He is dead. His handsome face has twisted into something as cold and empty as a flowerless vase.

“The wine,” Olivia says, her eyes wide with terror. “I think it was poisoned.”

“How do you know?”

Olivia gestures to the air, as if it were obvious. “You don’t smell it?”

Chantal squats down next to the broken wineglass and inhales, but she smells nothing out of the ordinary. The odor of Jacques’s skin, which she adores. The spicy scent of peonies, drifting over from the table. And spilled Burgundy. A good one at that. Chantal shakes her head. Nothing like poison here.

“Hydrogen cyanide,” Olivia says. “Its scent is very distinct—bitter almonds. I told Jacques the wine was off. But he couldn’t smell it. I should have stopped him from drinking it.”

Olivia’s on the verge of tears. Chantal lets her catch her breath, then says, “Losing Jacques is a great tragedy. This bistro is part of our history, our traditions, our way of life. It is a connection to our parents and grandparents. To our heritage. Jacques was more than just a chef. He was an institution. But we will find who did this.”

“We need to call the police,” Olivia says. “They’ll know what to do.”

“Call the police? Do you know what will happen when you do that? They will take one look and see an American woman who was drinking wine with Jacques and they will arrest you. You could be a jilted lover, a rival restaurateur, an American spy trying to steal his tarte tatin recipe, which, by the way, I have been trying to steal for decades. Non, non. C’est impossible. They will think you did this.”

“I didn’t do this,” Olivia says fiercely, showing, for the first time in their short acquaintance, some real passion. Nothing like murder to reveal one’s true character.

Chantal admires Olivia’s spunk. She’d walked into their neighborhood to spend an afternoon sipping fine wine, watched a man die at her feet, and she’s angry. This is a woman after her own heart. Olivia wants to track down Jacques’s murderer and get answers.

As does Chantal. The neighborhood won’t allow this to go unpunished either. They will find Jacques’s killer and Olivia Beech will help them do it. Which is precisely why Chantal cannot let the police arrest Olivia.

“Now come, quickly.” Lifting her bundle of pink peonies from the table, Chantal puts them in Olivia’s arms. “Cover your face,” she whispers as she leads her out onto Rue Saint-Dominique, and into the gray afternoon. No point in risking exposure. Not even Prosper has been able to vandalize all the CCTV cameras in Gros-Caillou.

“Where are we going?” Olivia asks, her voice muffled by the crush of dramatic pink peonies.

“There’s only one person who can help us,” Chantal says, looping her arm through Olivia’s and leading the way. “Augusta Dupin.”

As they hurry away, leaving Jacques lying on the cold floor of the bistro, Chantal yearns to say something to memorialize her friend, offer some words of wisdom about life and pleasure and death, but all she sees are flowers. Funeral flowers. Lilies and carnations and white roses. Flowers strewn over marble tablets in Père Lachaise. Flowers on caskets. Flowers around urns. And Chantal, who believes funeral flowers to be the most perfect expression of all that is lovely and fleeting, can’t hold back her tears. None of this makes sense. Who would kill Jacques? Everybody loved him, didn’t they?
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