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			The young boy’s thin arms started to tremble under the strain. He gritted his teeth, tears forming in the corners of his eyes, and summoned every ounce of his remaining strength to keep his arms out straight, to stop the heavy books from falling on the floor. His shoulders shook and his elbows began to buckle.

			‘Attention!’ Madame shouted as he felt himself start to sway, his field of vision narrowing to blurry grey pinpricks. He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply through his nose, concentrating on the feeling of the air entering his lungs, of his ribcage expanding to let the outside in. In the fresh air he found untapped reserves of strength, the trembling in his limbs subsiding as he rounded his lips and slowly exhaled, his belly button drawing back into his spine as he focused on becoming solid, immutable.

			‘Non!’ Her voice was muffled, far away, his ears felt like they were clouded with water, or cotton wool. ‘Eyes open!’ A sharp slap across the cheek. He bit his lip and tasted blood but managed to avoid flinching. But it was all for nought – his hard-­won equilibrium had been shattered. Almost simultaneously, the two heavy tomes tumbled to the floor.

			That was the last thing Matthieu heard before his knees gave way, his skull hitting the old stone floor with a heavy thunk. He didn’t hear Madame’s horrified screams, nor the wailing sirens, not the clicking of the police’s crime scene photographer’s cameras, nor the swoosh of the wet mop as it wiped what was left of his blood from the flagstones.

			

		

	
		
			1

			Bruno Courrèges, chief of police of the Vézère Valley in the département of France officially named the Dordogne but which the locals stubbornly continue to call the Périgord, was engaged in one of his favourite pursuits. He was in the kitchen of his house on a Saturday evening in winter, cooking, with a glass of wine at his elbow. This was not unusual, since he loved to feast his friends, but on this particular evening he was cooking for two, which was rather less common. And he was doing so with a touch of romance in his heart, and a sense of occasion that had ensured that the carpets had been vacuumed, the sheets and towels changed, and the windows scrubbed till they sparkled.

			His wine had been freshly poured from a bottle chilling on the steps outside the kitchen door, a locally grown Chardonnay from Château les Brandeaux. A bottle of Château Mondazur from the Pécharmant had been opened and awaited decanting. He had cooked a new batch of his own dog biscuits, not just for his basset hound, Balzac, but to be shared with an elegant young female of the same species who was also expected for dinner. She was named after the defiantly liberated novelist George Sand, who had shocked nineteenth-­century France by wearing trousers and smoking in public while conducting flamboyant affairs with Chopin, de Musset and Prosper Mérimée, among others. It had been Bruno’s recognition of the dog’s name, and his appreciation of her looks, style and pedigree, that had alerted him to the special attractions of George Sand’s owner, Laura Segret, who was to be his guest that evening.

			

			They had met in unhappy circumstances, connected by the suicide of Laura’s friend and business partner, Monique Duhamel. Bruno had found the body, in her own car, parked near a spot of Monique’s happy childhood memories, and had brought to Laura a farewell letter addressed to her from her friend. The legal complications surrounding Monique’s death had brought Bruno and Laura repeatedly together, and mutual admiration for each other’s dogs soon turned into mutual attraction between their owners.

			Cooking for a lover was special, Bruno thought, an act of love in itself. There was the planning of the setting; should lovers sit face to face? But the magic of touch would be much easier if one sat at the head of the table and the other alongside. It would also facilitate one of the special pleasures of lovers dining together, to offer choice forkfuls to the beloved. And then there was the choosing of the menu – nothing too heavy – and then of the wines, to be enjoyed in moderation.

			Soup was not a good idea, and Bruno had decided to present as a first course a little smoked salmon. It was to be accompanied by two thin slices of toasted wholemeal bread, generously smeared with avocado, and a touch of black pepper. He had already prepared the dessert, a light syllabub of lemon juice, double cream and two wine glasses of Rosette, the sweet but light white wine that was unique to the Bergerac. Bruno had experimented with the dessert wine of the region, Monbazillac, but found it tended to dominate. These two dishes had been already prepared and were cooling in the fridge.

			

			For the main course, he had decided on duck legs, picked up the previous day from his friends at the Lac Noir farm, who sold so many breasts to restaurants for magrets that they always had plenty of legs to spare. He swapped four legs and four of the tender aiguillettes in exchange for one of his own truffles. He recalled cooking aiguillettes with a sauce Montmorency, of sour cherries with orange juice, sweet cherries and kirsch, but that had been back in summer when cherries were ripe, so he’d thought of using honey and mustard to sauté them. But then he had a sudden mental image of himself and Laura each with a duck leg in hand, chewing happily together like some modern version of his favourite king Henri Quatre with his mistress Gabrielle d’Estrées. The memory of several jars of blackcurrant jelly made the previous summer confirmed his choice.

			Bruno had chopped four cloves of garlic together with a handful of dried rosemary leaves and rubbed the mixture into the flesh and under the skin of four fat duck legs before laying them flat in a roasting pan, dusting them with five-­spice powder and letting them marinate for an hour while he brought in sufficient wood to keep the stove going through the night.

			Then he set the oven and put the roasting pan with the duck legs in for an hour and carried on with his cleaning. When the hour had passed he poured out the cupful of fat that had been sweated from the legs and added a quarter-­litre of his home-­made chicken stock and a glass of red wine, returned the pan into the oven and lowered the heat for another thirty minutes.

			

			As Bruno checked his watch he saw it was almost eight – Laura seemed to be running late. He checked his phone, but she hadn’t messaged. After thirty minutes had passed he checked on the duck and there was still a little stock not yet evaporated, so he lowered the heat further and gave it another twenty minutes. By this time he was getting nervous. She had planned to arrive by 19:30, and given it was Saturday she should have left the office hours ago. Strictly speaking, she shouldn’t have been there at all.

			This was now a dilemma: wait for her arrival and then serve the first course at once, or forget the first course and let her sit down and catch her breath so they could enjoy a drink together. He decided to do the latter and began peeling the potatoes, setting them to parboil before moving on to the garlic and mushrooms. There was still no word from Laura and it was almost nine. A call to her mobile went straight to voicemail; he hoped that meant she was driving. He would only need ten or fifteen minutes at most to slice the half-­boiled potatoes and put them with the mushrooms, garlic and some parsley into a frying pan. He would also have to heat the remaining wine and the blackcurrant jelly and blend them into a gentle simmer, stirring constantly until it was ready to pour over the duck legs for their final twenty minutes in the oven.

			At 21:15 he called the desk at the gendarmerie to ask if there was any trouble on the roads from Périgueux or Bergerac and was assured that all was well. Bruno now pondered his options. He could put the wine jelly mix over the duck legs and roast them for another twenty minutes and they would be perfect. Or he could stop everything, wait another half hour and know that he could have a hot meal on the table at ten, which Laura would find welcome after an evidently busy and perhaps difficult evening.

			

			Bruno was aware that the transition of her company after Monique’s death had not been going as planned. Laura had wanted to move the headquarters from the market town of Sarlat, whose tourist-­trap status made movement almost impossible throughout the summer, to be closer to Bergerac and its airport. Many of their clients arrived by private plane, or by flights from London, Berlin or Amsterdam; she had assumed that the remaining clientele, who had long complained of the difficulties of reaching Sarlat, would fall in with her plans. But although she was by far the longest-­serving member of the company’s directors, she was not Monique, and she did not carry Monique’s authority.

			It was an unusual business that Monique had invented and slowly built with Laura’s help, selling a package deal to clients who liked the idea of owning a small French chateau but could hardly justify the expense and the heavy insurance costs. Monique had realized that if the chateau were rented out by the week year round, and thus constantly inhabited, the insurance costs would plummet. They now had thirty such chateaux on their books, with owners who spent July, August and Christmas in their chateau, which for the rest of the year was rented out to holidaymakers, companies holding seminars or conferences, for fashion or commercial shoots and film-­makers. They even had a package deal with a local dentistry to offer cosmetic treatments to international clients for a fraction of the cost back home, with recuperation in a French chateau thrown in.

			Laura had been startled to learn that the two women who worked out of Périgueux and managed the properties in the north of the Périgord did not want to move to a common base in Bergerac, and nor did the ones based in Sarlat. The two Bergerac-­based staff did not want to move to the farmhouse near the airport that Laura had thought would have been perfect as their new HQ. Now her colleagues were suggesting that perhaps the company should be broken up into separate parts. The whole affair had been complicated by Monique’s will, which had left Laura as the largest single shareholder in the company. But Laura could easily be outvoted by the other women. Three of them had been on board for not much more than a year while Laura could boast a decade’s service.

			

			Bruno had no voice in the matter, but he knew that in Sarlat, Laura’s house and business were barely thirty minutes from his home outside St Denis. The Bergerac farmhouse would be an hour away, differences in commuting time that would not be helpful for a love affair, let alone a more enduring relationship. Laura now had the worst of both worlds with half her fellow partners in revolt against her move of the business office to the old farmhouse she had rented beside Bergerac airport. The two in Perigueux and another partner in Sarlat had refused to accept the change. And Bruno was not even sure whether Laura was officially living at her old address in Sarlat or at the Bergerac farmhouse. But he was unhappily aware that she was all too seldom seeing him. 

			Finally, his phone rang.

			‘I’m so sorry, chéri, but I only just got away. In fact I walked out, because otherwise you might have been arresting me for the murder of that greedy bitch from Périgueux.’

			

			‘Sorry you’ve had such a grim time,’ he replied, trying to sound understanding and supportive and dampening down his own sense of frustration. ‘Where are you now? I’m sure you must be hungry.’

			‘I’m still in Bergerac, and I’m too tired and too angry to drive. I’ll crash at Sylvie’s place tonight and see you tomorrow. Will your dinner keep?’

			‘Yes, of course, don’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘We don’t need to eat. But it sounds as though you do need comfort. Shall I drive over and pick you up?’

			‘You’re so sweet, Bruno, but I’m not fit company. I’ll probably be stalking the floor in a not-­so-­quiet rage. And I’ll make sure to be on time tomorrow.’

			With a heavy heart Bruno set about finishing his dinner preparations, a romantic supper pour deux now two sad meals for one. He made a plate for himself and wrapped up the second portion to reheat for a quick supper later in the week. Despite his careful attentions in the kitchen Bruno ate without pleasure, his mind on the unique challenge of pursuing a relationship with a woman clearly dedicated to her career. He had been down a version of this road before, he thought. Was Laura becoming Isabelle mark two? He quickly shook his head to dislodge that notion. Laura and Isabelle were two very different women, and he couldn’t let his baggage from one affect the potential of happiness with the other.

			 

			Despite waking up alone, the pans from last night’s attempt at a romantic dinner mocking him on the draining board while he made his coffee, Bruno had to admit that it was a beautiful Sunday morning in the Périgord, the first day of the year that really felt like spring. It had been an endless winter, the Vézère Valley draped in an uncharacteristically thick blanket of grey cloud from All Saints’ all the way through to Shrove Tuesday. For the first time in his many years in the Dordogne, Bruno had come to understand his friend Pamela’s occasional sense of claustrophobia from the high hills and thick forests that surrounded them.

			

			But this morning was different – fresh, vibrant. Bruno recalled the opening line of one of the many novels Pamela had pressed upon him over the years: ‘It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen . . .’ As if cued, a distant bell tower struck the hour – a perfectly normal nine.

			Reaching his Land Rover with a spring in his step and a smile on his face, Bruno rolled down both windows before putting his keys in the ignition. He turned right down the main street, following the new one-­way system through the centre of St Denis at the twenty kilometres per hour crawl now mandated by law. One advantage of this new system, though, was how much it encouraged interaction – scarcely a shopkeeper allowed his vehicle to pass by without a wave, a smile, or a bonjour.

			To his left was the Moroccan boulangerie whose hearty olive loaves had become something of a bad habit before his once-­daily indulgence had been cut back to weekly. On the other side of the road, Florence was dunking a croissant into her café crème in the courtyard of the Café de Paris, her nose so deep in Le Figaro that she failed to notice Bruno call and wave as he passed on his way out of town. Her twins, Dora and Daniel, were rather more alert and blew kisses at Balzac.

			

			Today he was a man on a mission – St Denis was undergoing a slump, and Bruno had decided that he was going to be the man to bring his beloved town back to life. It had been St Denis that had restored him after the horrors of his time in the Balkans all those years ago, and as a man of honour it was on him to return the favour.

			Bruno drove in the direction of St Christophe de la Domaine, on the other side of Les Eyzies. Similar in size to St Denis, in recent years St Christophe had positioned itself as the most desirable village in the Périgord, attracting a seemingly endless stream of high-­rollers after the town had been chosen as the location for a Netflix series that had done for it what Inspector Montalbano did for Sicily, every bed and every table booked solid from New Year’s Day to Christmas Eve.

			The drive took him along winding roads lined with thick rows of chestnut trees. Where pockets of sunlight made it through the dense foliage they landed on the green buds just now beginning to spring from the bushes, the scent of greenery filling the cab and bringing with it a vitality, an energy, that can only come from the newness of spring. Bruno inhaled deeply. ‘Ah, what a beautiful day,’ he said to Balzac, who seemed to snuffle his agreement.

			As he drove, familiarity making easy work of the sweeping corners that rolled up and down the gentlest of hills, the thick forest eventually making way for open fields that in the summer would be given over to maize and sunflowers, Bruno turned his mind to the meeting ahead. As luck would have it, the mayor of St Christophe was an old friend from St Denis – everyone in the Périgord was an old friend from St Denis, it seemed sometimes – and he looked forward to a weekend morning spent both reminiscing and brainstorming.

			

			Rounding the final bend, the forest gave way to the valley below, layers of green falling over themselves into the slowly moving river, less springtime swollen than usual after an atypically mild – if grey – winter. After the damaging floods of the previous autumn, very little rain had fallen – a relief for those whose homes had been at risk from the deluge, but yet another challenge for the vignerons and farmers whose livelihoods depended on a more reliable climate.

			Spanning the banks on both sides was the town of St Christophe, neat rows of townhouses in the honey-­hued stone so characteristic of the département. Bruno’s eye was drawn to the church spire, which peered above the trees, and for a moment he fancied he could smell the waxy magnolias that dominated the market square with their discarded petals in late summer.

			It was a picture-­perfect scene, and a far cry from the soulless modern building on the outskirts of town that had been built to accommodate the ever-­growing number of public officials needed to service the Dordogne. Bruno paused at the entrance to the car park and called a greeting to Agnès, the eldest daughter of his nearest neighbour in the hills above St Denis. A recent graduate of the local school and also of Bruno’s rugby programme, Agnès had stepped straight into an admin role at the local council. It was a perfect fit for an efficient and dedicated young woman, he thought.

			Taking care to park his Land Rover in the shade, Bruno took out his phone to call Laura. ‘Did you make it in on time today?’

			‘I did. I’m sorry about last night, but I needed the sleep more than anything.’

			

			Bruno felt mildly aggrieved but understood. ‘Not a problem. I was able to rescue the dinner.’ He heard Laura draw breath down the phone and felt he might be treading on dangerous ground. ‘And I look forward to seeing you tonight, of course.’

			‘I don’t think tonight will be possible, I’m afraid.’

			‘No?’

			‘I can’t promise it won’t turn out like yesterday, and I don’t want to let you down again.’

			‘Another late one? What about the rest of the team? Isn’t there someone you can delegate to?’

			Bruno thought it was an innocent question, but the response was cool. ‘I am perfectly capable of doing my job.’

			‘Of course you are. It’s why Monique left you the lion’s share. I’m just worried about all these long hours you’re keeping – it can’t be good for you.’

			‘Then you won’t mind me ringing off so I can get on with my work.’

			The answering ‘I miss you’ landed on dead air, and Bruno felt dejected as he crossed the car park. He had scarcely made himself known at reception before a clattering of footsteps on the stairs heralded the arrival of Jérôme, an outstanding performer at the St Denis tennis club – and breaker of a few hearts – before finding his métier in the world of local politics on the other side of the Périgord Noir.

			‘Mon brave!’ Jérôme approached Bruno with his bear-­like paw extended, wrapping a hairy hand around Bruno’s own and drawing the policeman into a tight embrace before squatting down to lavish attention on Balzac. ‘It has been far, far too long.’

			

			Bruno pulled back, a smile on his face. ‘St Denis misses you, my friend. You should try and make the drive.’

			Jérôme shook his head. ‘It’s all work and no play, the life of a mayor.’

			‘I’m sure you hardly have a moment to yourself these days. I’m grateful you’ve made the time for me, especially on a Sunday.’

			‘For Bruno Courrèges? Anything.’ He pointed a thumb over his shoulder at the stairs. ‘Would you like to head up to the office, or shall we go for a coffee?’

			Bruno cocked his head to one side, thinking. ‘How about a walk along the river? It would be a shame to waste such a day.’ Jérôme nodded, and the two men walked in lockstep through the automatic doors and turned as one towards the riverside promenade, recently rebuilt thanks to a generous interpretation of EU community funding grants.

			They chatted companionably, Bruno taking in the extent of the work done while Balzac sniffed for updates from the local canine population. Where once the riverbank had been a resting place for abandoned stolen bicycles and the soda cans and beer bottles left behind by recalcitrant teens, now there were raised square flower beds dotted with the sprigs of new growth, surrounded on all sides with bench seating. As they drew closer to the historic centre, the wide flagstones were taken up with café tables, each and every one occupied. It was a far cry from the sorry state of affairs in St Denis, Bruno thought.

			‘This is looking fantastic,’ he said, turning to his friend. ‘I can’t believe what a difference it’s made.’

			Jérôme nodded. ‘It’s changed the character completely. Instead of kids hiding from their parents, we’ve got the whole town using it to meet.’

			

			‘And to work.’ Bruno waved his hand at a cluster of pulled together tables occupied by a group of men and women in their twenties and thirties, all of them sitting at laptops and barking into headsets.

			‘Netflix. They’re here to scout locations for season four.’

			Bruno pursed his lips and whistled slowly. ‘Season four? That’s impressive, I didn’t realize it had been running so long. And how is it with the tourists? A busy summer ahead?’

			Jérôme shook his head, but the look on his face was of astonishment, not denial. ‘Even busier than you can imagine, mon ami. It’s what, April? And we have maybe four beds available for the rest of the summer. Campsites, hotels, gîtes, you name it – we’re like Bethlehem on Christmas Eve.’

			Bruno laughed. ‘Not a bad problem to have. And, in fact, not unrelated to my purpose in coming to see you.’

			‘You mean it wasn’t for my good looks and scintillating company? Bruno, I’m offended!’ Jérôme laughed as he punched his friend in the bicep.

			‘And so you should be! No, this time I’m here for your brains.’

			‘That’s more like it,’ Jérôme interrupted before being silenced with a look.

			‘Jokes aside, I’m here for your counsel. St Denis is struggling these days, and I’d like your advice on how we can put ourselves back on the map.’

			Jérôme stopped walking and turned to look at Bruno, concern etched on his face. ‘Struggling how? We’re not even at Easter.’

			‘Struggling however you can imagine. When was the last time you came to the market?’ Jérôme paused to think and Bruno carried on. ‘It’s telling that you even have to think about it. Ten years ago and Tuesdays in St Denis were like the Galeries Lafayette during the sales – you couldn’t move!’

			

			‘And now?’

			‘And now we’re not even seeing the same number of locals. Le Croiseau moved their market to a Tuesday morning and ever since we’ve been, what do you call those rolling balls from the Westerns? Ah yes, tumbleweeds. We have been tumbleweeds. Pierre-­Olivier is considering not renewing his permit when it expires, says he’s not covering his costs any more. And he’s not alone.’

			Jérôme shook his head as Bruno went on. ‘It’s like dominoes. When a lynchpin like Pierre-­Olivier goes, others will follow. If enough leave, the market dies. And what’s a market town without a market?’ Jérôme made to interject, but Bruno held out a hand to stop him.

			‘Rhetorical question. The market is our heart. It’s where our old folks shop, where they stop and chat, where they keep a foot in the community. It’s where our farmers, our producers, our artisans make their living. Without the market, how long would the café stay open? The Maison de la Presse? The boulangeries? Our market is our magnet and we can’t afford to lose it.’

			Turning his back on the river, Bruno leaned his elbows on the railings and met his friend’s worried gaze. ‘I need another brain on this project and I’d like your advice.’ With a raised arm he indicated the revitalized riverside. ‘Look at what you’ve managed to pull off here.’

			 

			

			Bruno was reflective on the drive back to St Denis, so lost in thought that he failed to notice the chorus line of wildflowers beginning their dance on the verges. The flashing of his phone’s screen as it rang in its holder was harder to ignore, and a quick glance showed it was Pamela. He would ring her back the minute he parked. How productive his expedition would turn out to be remained to be seen, but if nothing else Jérôme had left him feeling confident that change was possible. If there was one thing he’d learned from his years in St Denis, it was that its population was capable of springing more than the odd surprise when push came to shove.

			Pamela’s call was entirely forgotten by the time he pulled into the parking lot next to the Hôtel de Ville that housed the Mairie. Bruno was chuckling at one of his earliest St Denis memories, more than a decade old now, of chasing an escaped camel through the backstreets after an over-­ambitious nativity scene went awry. Dozens of his fellow townspeople had joined in the chase, which concluded with one captured camel and a rather drunken Christmas singalong in the very square in which he was now parking. This was a town that had embraced him as a son, and as a son its rescue was on his shoulders, he felt.

			Bruno reached into the back seat, where his work clothes were freshly pressed and sitting tidy in a suit bag, ready for his afternoon rounds. Ducking into the Mairie, he tossed a quick bonjour at Claudette on the front desk before making his way to the bathroom in the lobby for a quick change.

			‘From Clark Kent to Superman!’ Claudette laughed when he re-­emerged. ‘Did you have a good morning off?’

			‘I went to St Christophe, had a coffee with Jérôme. He asked me to send you his love, tell you to stay out of trouble.’ Claudette blushed and Bruno smiled to himself; the receptionist’s crush on her former colleague was the stuff of town legend.

			

			Suited and booted, Bruno quickly assessed his reflection in the glass doors as he headed out and found that he looked properly professional. Waiting to cross the road by the bridge, he took the opportunity to look down at St Denis’s dilapidated riverside, shrouded in a thick tangle of climbing plants pockmarked with discarded rubbish. Little was left of the town bandstand and the remains of an ancient nunnery after October’s floods, which had left their mark on the town. Happily, the loss of life had been minimal, the only two confirmed deaths a cybercriminal and his brother.

			Under the carpet of greenery had once been a handsome brick path; he half-­remembered a fleur-­de-­lis pattern surrounded by a Greek key in a darker stone. In his mind’s eye he stripped back the foliage and littered the path with café tables and sun umbrellas, sun-­kissed laughing couples stopping for un petit apéro on their way to dinner, families having coffees as small children clattered between the tables, shouting for ice cream. Shaking his head of the vision, Bruno took a deep breath and turned around to begin his beat.

			Officially far too senior for foot patrol, Bruno had no time for policemen of any stripe who found the task beneath them. To Bruno, to know the job was to know the people, and besides hosting groaning town feasts whenever the opportunity arose, as far as he was concerned there was no better way to know the people than to know their gossip, know their lives. He had always been of the mind that a village policeman did his best work through community involvement, by making his presence more familiar and reassuring than threatening. For as long as he’d been in St Denis Bruno had invested his free time in the local community, getting to know the local children through sport and other activities. Now that he was chief of police for the entire Vézère Valley it was a little trickier to get to know all his charges, but his approach remained the same.

			

			He suddenly remembered, he must ring Pamela. There were now two missed calls from her number. His own call rang out, and he left a message. ‘Sorry to have missed you, meetings and driving. But I’m back now, so do call me when you get this. Bisous.’

			He decided to head for the tabac on the roundabout, where Marcel was sure to bear a fresh grudge or six. Tourists parking in his spot, an increase in the price of fuel, someone ahead of him in line at the post office; somehow Marcel managed to find a new enemy with every passing day. It was hard to believe that this was the same grouch who dressed up as Père Noël every Christmas, driving all the way to his childhood home in Avignon to hand out gifts and entertain the kids spending the festive season at the local hospital. 

			‘Marcel, how are you today?’ As had been the case ever since they changed the smoking laws, Marcel was leaning in his narrow doorway, cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth like an extra in À Bout de Souffle.

			‘Very well, Bruno! And you?’

			He shrugged. ‘You know how it is.’

			Marcel nodded and tossed his cigarette to the ground. Bruno coughed and looked at it.

			

			‘Would you like to pick that up or should I write you a ticket for littering?’

			Marcel rolled his eyes but bent over and picked up the butt before stepping back into the shop, waving for Bruno to follow. ‘A coffee?’

			Bruno shook his head. ‘I’ve had enough coffee for the moment, thank you. Perhaps a sparkling water?’

			While pouring Bruno’s drink Marcel spoke under his breath, softly enough that the policeman had to strain to hear. ‘As far as I can tell the defectors are up to six now.’

			Bruno raised an eyebrow. ‘Six? You’re joking.’ His phone rang, and he answered without looking at the screen. ‘Allô bonjour?’

			‘Bruno!’ Pamela’s voice was breathier than usual, as if she’d been running. ‘I’m so glad to have finally caught you. I’m just off the phone with the gendarmerie; I seem to have come home to a murder.’
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			Bruno’s Land Rover joined a convoy of police cars and fire engines heading to Pamela’s. The property was at zero risk of conflagration, but the pompiers were also trained emergency medical technicians, and someone needed to be at the scene before the medical examiner could make it out from Périgueux. When he pulled up, Pamela was standing on the edge of her front lawn, a grey woollen blanket wrapped around her shoulders despite the warm spring air. There was a look of utter horror etched upon her face, and from a distance Bruno could tell that the officer she was with wasn’t bringing much comfort. ‘Pamela!’ He strode towards her. ‘I got here as soon as I could. Tell me what happened.’

			Bruno saw his Scottish friend blanch and swallow before inhaling deeply through her nose and setting her back and shoulders straight. It was a pose he knew well. ‘God, it was awful, just awful.’ She shook her head. ‘I’d just headed out to the boulangerie to pick up some bread for dinner, and when I came back, there she was on the patio, bleeding out onto the stone.’ Pamela shuddered, and Bruno gave her arm what he hoped was a reassuring squeeze.

			‘And so you called me?’

			

			‘What?’ She shook her head, whether to indicate no or to clear her mind of a sight that would never be unseen Bruno couldn’t tell. ‘Oh no, I called 112, asked for an ambulance. But you know how long they take to get here, so I asked for the pompiers too. It was only then that I called you. I didn’t go anywhere near the body. I didn’t want to disturb anything.’

			Bruno nodded. ‘You did the right thing. So this woman, the victim. Do you know her?’

			‘She’s my lodger, I’m sure I told you about her. Josette, Josette Quirit.’ Pamela shook her head. ‘She seemed like such a lovely woman, who on earth would want to hurt her?’

			Bruno shrugged. ‘I’ll have to notify any next of kin, her employers . . . Did you make a copy of her ID when she rented the room?’

			Pamela reached into the pocket of her trousers. ‘I did actually, there’ll be a photo of it on here somewhere.’ She quickly scrolled through what looked to be a thousand photos of horses and wildflowers on her phone, interspersed with shots of children he assumed were the nieces and nephews she sometimes spoke of. She held the phone out to Bruno. ‘Here you go. If you need anything more than that they’ll probably have more information at the old folks’ home. They must have done a background check before they hired her.’

			He copied all of the information from Josette Quirit’s ID card into his little notebook. ‘Yes, but without a warrant for that information it’s guarded by data privacy laws.’

			‘I think if you tell them she’s been murdered they’ll be more than happy to put you in touch with her family.’ Under the blanket Pamela shivered, and she wrapped it more tightly around her, gulping as she did so. ‘So, what happens now? Do you need me to give you a statement? Am I a suspect?’

			

			‘At the moment I would say you are helping the police with their inquiries,’ Bruno said. ‘I’ll have to get someone to take a formal statement from you; you are the person who found the body after all. But once you’ve done that you’ll be free to go, although we’ll need you to tell us if you’re planning on leaving the département for the duration of our inquiries.’

			‘Really? That feels serious.’ Pamela bit her lower lip, a nervous habit with which Bruno was familiar. ‘And what about the house? Can I stay here, or is it a crime scene?’

			‘It’s an active crime scene, I’m afraid. Is there anyone else you can stay with? I’d offer my place but given the investigation it simply isn’t possible for me to host a potential witness. Sorry.’

			‘No need to apologize – I understand entirely. I’ll start making some calls. But what about the riding school? And Jack and Miranda’s houses? Will the whole place be on lockdown?’

			Both Jack Crimson and his daughter Miranda were close friends of Bruno’s and had been for almost as many years as he’d known Pamela. Miranda was Pamela’s partner in the riding school, and lived with her children in a small cottage on site, a hundred or so metres away from Pamela’s house. Next door lived her father Jack, a retired diplomat with a background in British intelligence, who had helped Bruno with several cases.

			‘I can’t answer those questions until we’ve assessed the scene, I’m afraid. But even if I assume the worst, we’ll make sure the animals are taken care of. Where are Jack and Miranda? Are they not here?’

			Pamela shook her head. ‘They’re both away for the week, a father–daughter trip to Biarritz with the children. Félix has been staying at Miranda’s while they’re gone, but I’ve not seen him since last night; he went into town to meet up with his friends.’

			

			Bruno nodded. ‘At least that reduces the number of people on site. You make those calls. I’ll go and assess the scene.’

			Bruno made his way around the side of the house and onto the back patio overlooking the swimming pool, a spot where he had enjoyed countless glasses of wine and simple shared suppers over the years, as both a lover and a friend. What had been a peaceful place from which to watch the sunset now told of horrors, with blood staining the pale flagstones and globules of blood and thicker matter splashed up the open shutters and the glass of the closed French windows.

			At the centre of the atrocity was the wiry body of a slim but strong woman who Bruno guessed to be older than himself. Her hair had been recently coloured an unusual mix of reds and greys and was cropped fairly short, in that uneven style Bruno knew to be popular among local women of a certain age. It wouldn’t take a coroner to identify the cause of death (although one was of course required by law); the hefty, bloodied stone and the concave skull together told most of the story.

			Where a specialist would be required was to determine the number of blows. From the amount of blood that surrounded the victim Bruno could tell that it had been a particularly ferocious attack, and he guessed that multiple strikes would have been inflicted post-­mortem, usually an indicator of a close personal relationship between victim and killer, a vendetta of sorts. Still, his job was to keep an open mind, not let assumptions cloud his judgement. He spotted Annette Fournet, a young officer whom he had always found to be highly capable, making notes in the corner and walked towards her. ‘Who’s running this investigation? Has it been assigned yet?’

			

			Annette looked confused. ‘I assumed it would be you, chief.’

			Bruno shook his head. ‘I have to recuse myself. The woman who owns this house is a friend.’ The junior officer raised her eyebrows but said nothing. ‘When they name a lead can you send him or her my way? I might be able to help with some background.’

			From the cab in his Land Rover Bruno began to make calls. First on his list was J-­J, or Jean-­Jacques Jalipeau, his friend and the closest thing he had to a boss at the Police Nationale – with whom he collaborated but was not employed, French national policing structures being rather complex.

			The phone was answered almost the instant Bruno heard the burr of the ringtone on the line. ‘Bruno, my man, how are you?’

			‘Not bad, J-­J, I’m okay. Has anyone from my Préfecture been in touch?’

			‘Not a soul. Why?’

			‘There’s been a murder in St Denis, and I’m going to have to recuse myself from the investigation.’

			‘Really?’

			‘The murder was on Pamela’s property.’ J-­J let out a long slow whistle. ‘Exactly,’ Bruno replied.

			‘The blessing and the curse of policing in a small town, eh?’

			‘The ties that bind. I’ve had a preliminary chat with Pamela, just to get a sense of the timeline before the coroner can give us an approximate time of death, and I’ve asked her to come in and make an official statement, but we’re going to need one of your officers from the police judiciaire to be sent over on secondment.’

			

			‘But of course, Bruno, of course. Send me an email detailing the request and I’ll get the wheels in motion.’

			Bruno could hear the creaking wood as J-­J leaned back in his chair. ‘Watch you don’t tip over, my friend.’

			J-­J laughed. ‘Detective Bruno, never off the case.’

			‘Except this time. I’ll send you that request, but if you could get someone here by morning—’

			‘I’ll have someone on their way to you within the hour.’

			Bruno looked at his watch and judged that the officer from the police judiciaire he’d requested would be arriving in St Denis around sunset. ‘I’ll book a hotel room as soon as we’re off the phone and text you the details. Should I charge it through the Mairie, or can I bill the Police Nationale?’

			‘Make it two rooms and charge it to us. I’m long overdue a visit to St Denis.’

			No sooner was Bruno off the phone with J-­J than his mobile began to buzz again in his hand. It was Pamela.

			‘Bruno? I just wanted to let you know that I’ve found somewhere to stay. Florence has agreed to put me up tonight, and from tomorrow the Guyonnets have offered me, Jack, Miranda and the children the use of one of their bigger gîtes for as long as we need it. Gilles and Fabiola’s gîtes are all full with Abby’s Americans.’

			Bruno smiled with relief; that was one small problem he didn’t have to worry about. ‘Excellent. Are you at Florence’s now?’

			‘I’m about to arrive. One of your gendarmes, Mademoiselle Fournet, is giving me a lift.’

			Bruno nodded approvingly, satisfied the team were being both professional and thoughtful, although they technically weren’t ‘his’ gendarmes. ‘Let me know if you need me to bring anything over for you.’

			

			‘I’m sure Florence will be able to lend me anything I might need but thank you. Tomorrow I can always head into town and buy enough bits and bobs to see me through the week.’ 

			‘J-­J is sending us someone to manage the investigation; I’ve got to get off the phone and book them a hotel. But with any luck we’ll have you back in your place before too long.’

			‘Don’t let me keep you! I just wanted to let you know I was all taken care of, I know what you’re like for worrying.’

			Bruno smiled. ‘Give my love to Florence when you get there.’

			After Pamela rang off Bruno organized two rooms at the Hôtel St Denis for the visiting police officers, and texted J-­J with the details. Seconds later, he received a reply: ‘Merci. On our way. Breakfast tomorrow 8am. J-­J’. Tapping a quick thumbs up in reply, Bruno was about to put his car into gear and set off for the Mairie, where there was still work to be done, when he paused, phone still in his hand. Opening up the web browser, he Googled “Josette Quirit”. Dozens of pages of search results appeared, social media accounts, photo libraries and the like.

			Bruno navigated to Facebook and completed the same search; the list was sizeable. “Josette Quirit” and “France” scarcely narrowed it down at all, “Josette Quirit” and “St Denis” returned zero results, and “Josette Quirit” and “Dordogne” brought things to a more manageable figure. Of the half-­dozen profiles that hadn’t been set to private, none featured a woman of the right age. A handful of private accounts with visible profile pictures didn’t help eliminate anyone; the photos were a mix of pets and infants and famous world landmarks.

			

			He sighed. There was no guarantee a woman of her age would have been on social media, so there was no low-­hanging fruit to be found here at first glance. Bruno saw a long stretch of screen time ahead, and he didn’t relish the prospect one bit.

			 

			‘Bruno! To what do I owe this pleasure?’ He found himself clasped firmly by the Mayor, who planted a kiss on each cheek.

			‘It is good to see you again, Monsieur le Maire. Thank you for making time on a Sunday. I hope you enjoyed your holiday?’

			‘Wonderful. But the relaxing effect has worn off already, I’m sure you know what it’s like. Sit down.’ The Mayor led Bruno over to a pair of armchairs near a small coffee table, on which was sitting a cafetière and two cups. ‘I assume you’ll have a coffee?’

			Bruno nodded and perched on the edge of his chair while he waited for the drink to be poured. As the Mayor busied himself with the cups, Bruno surveyed the room, which had hardly changed since his first visit years before, the final stage of interviews for his new life in St Denis. His first impressions had been of a warm and jovial individual, and while the two men had butted heads over the years their relationship had yet to give him a reason to change his mind. If anything, they had grown ever closer, and Bruno tended to think of Gérard Mangin as the father figure he’d never had. While their methods might differ, the two had long been united in their desire to serve St Denis to the best of their abilities. Which, given his purpose in setting up this meeting, was exactly what Bruno was counting on.

			‘Alors, Bruno.’ The two men settled back in their respective armchairs, coffee cups and saucers balanced precariously on knees. With a shake of his head, Bruno refused the proffered splash of Armagnac, and smiled at the not insignificant dose of liquid fire Gérard added to his own cup. ‘It’s not like you to request a formal meeting out of hours – how can I help you today?’

			

			‘Has
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