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			1

			The three skulls transfixed him. The first, the original that had been unearthed after seventy thousand years, was not quite complete. Beside it stood a reconstruction, an exact copy but artificially filled in with the missing parts of the jaw and cranium. Behind them, glowing eerily in the museum’s carefully crafted lighting, was an artist’s attempt at reconstructing the face that had once covered the skull. Maybe it was a trick of the light that made it seem larger than the others. Reluctantly, Bruno Courrèges shifted his gaze back to the original, whose caption said it was the closest to a perfect Neanderthal skull ever found. It came from the rock shelter of La Ferrassie, a place he passed each day as he drove from his home to his office at the Mairie of St Denis, where for the past decade or more he had carried out his duties as the local chief of police in the Périgord region of France.

			The region boasted an extraordinary wealth of prehistoric remains, from painted caves to carvings from the tusks of mammoths, and Bruno had become an enthusiast who had now visited all the known caves and was a regular visitor to the museum of prehistory in Les Eyzies, close to his home and where he now stood. The reconstructed face set him thinking. It made him recall the curious obsession of his friend Jean-Jacques, known to the region’s police as J-J, with another and more recent skull. Bruno knew this skull well since its enlarged photograph had for three decades accompanied J-J’s rise to become the chief of detectives for the department of the Dordogne. For as long as Bruno had known him, and for years before that, the photograph had gone with J-J to every office he had occupied. These days, it was fixed to the back of J-J’s door, where he could see the skull from his place at the imposing desk that was standard issue for such a senior official. His visitors couldn’t miss it as they left his room. His fellow cops often speculated why J-J submitted himself willingly to this constant reminder of his first big case, the one he had failed to solve as a young detective some three decades earlier.

			J-J claimed not to remember why he had called the skull ‘Oscar’ but every policeman in south-western France knew the story. A truffle hunter out with his dog in the woods near St Denis had found a tree downed by a storm. The fallen trunk had blocked a small stream tumbling down the slope and forced it into a new channel. The rushing water had then eroded a bank and exposed something that had attracted the hunter’s dog: a human foot, partly decomposed and partly nibbled by woodland creatures. The hunter had called Joe, Bruno’s predecessor as the municipal policeman in St Denis. Joe had visited the site and in turn had informed the Police Nationale in Périgueux and they had sent J-J, their newest young detective, to investigate.

			Determined to make his name with this unexpected case, J-J had rushed to the scene, established a security cordon, demanded spades and a local photographer from the Mairie and help from the local gendarmes. With their support he had carefully unearthed the remains of a healthy young male with long blond hair, perfect teeth and dressed in a T-shirt which still bore the faded logo of some forgotten rock band. The body’s own bacteria and the insect life and soil microbes had done their work in the year or so since the death, as estimated by the medical examiner. Too little flesh remained for any cause of death to be evident. The fact that the corpse had been deliberately hidden persuaded J-J that the man had been murdered.

			To the horror of the watching gendarmes, J-J had donned medical gloves and carefully removed the remaining earth that still covered much of the body. He’d then commandeered a steel sheet about two metres long and a metre wide, along with a forklift truck from a nearby builders’ depot and had them both manhandled up through the woods. He had then slid the steel sheet into the ground a few centimetres beneath the deliquescent remains and inserted the prongs of the forklift to raise and remove the body. Using four staves of wood beneath this steel plate, he’d ordered eight gendarmes to carry it like some heavy military stretcher, down to the flat land adjoining the campsite below. It was then taken by truck to the morgue in Périgueux for a forensic autopsy.

			Meanwhile, J-J had spent an hour foraging for any sign of a bullet in the soil beneath where the body had been discovered. Nothing useful had been found, even when the gendarmes with metal detectors and volunteers from the local hunting club had made a careful fingertip search of the vicinity. They had found the sites of two small fires, remnants of charred wood ringed with stones, and some disturbed soil which, on examination, turned out to be a latrine. The burial site was but a short walk through the woods from a popular commercial campsite. It seemed to have been a regular place for what the French called le camping sauvage, where people squatted on a temporary and unofficial campsite in the woods without paying the fees required for a formal campground.

			In those days before DNA had transformed the forensic profession, J-J had challenged himself to discover how the man had been killed. In the morgue, when the remaining flesh and organs had been painstakingly removed in the hope of finding a bullet or perhaps some evidence of poisoning, J-J had peered at every rib in search of a scratch that could have been made by a knife. Finally, in desperation, he persuaded the investigating magistrate assigned to the case to let him try one last, desperate measure. He’d used his own money to buy a large metal pot, removed the body’s head and went to the kitchens in police headquarters to demand the use of a mobile cooking stove. He moved it into the courtyard and proceeded to boil the head until all the flesh had fallen away.

			This took some time and the aroma at first intrigued and then horrified the other policemen in the building, along with those members of the public with businesses close by and the two local news reporters who had a small office near the entrance. The stench itself was unforgettable but at least its reach was confined at first to a limited area around the police building. Soon, however, local shopkeepers began to complain and then the Mayor and the Prefect arrived to demand an explanation, each of them wearing masks that had been soaked in some mentholated liquid. By the time they arrived, the local radio reporter had already broadcast the news that the local police were cooking a corpse.

			When the policemen began to grumble, J-J had been summoned to the Commissioner’s office, where he showed his letter of authorization to boil the skull. It had been signed by the magistrate who had by then departed on a long-planned weekend trip to visit his parents in Brittany and in those days before mobile phones, there was no immediate way to reach him. The Commissioner then announced that he had some urgent business at the Bergerac police station, almost an hour away, that required his personal attention. The Mayor and Prefect found themselves met by the Deputy Commissioner, who had been told of the magistrate’s authorization and pleaded to his visitors that there was nothing he could do. His youngest detective was leaving no stone unturned in his pursuit of a murder case.

			‘You might at least have insisted that this unpleasant procedure take place in some remote location rather than in the centre of the city,’ the Mayor had said, the force of his protest somewhat diminished by his mask, which made the Deputy Commissioner ask for every statement to be repeated. Finally, he led the two distinguished visitors, one representing the city of Périgueux and the other the Republic of France, to the small courtyard where they found J-J, oblivious to the stench, stirring the pot amidst clouds of pungent steam.

			The Mayor strode forward and turned off the bottle of gas beneath the mobile stove. At the same moment, J-J had hauled the now fleshless skull from the pot with a pair of heavy tongs and waved it at his visitors in a manner that made them back away nervously. He then announced, his face beaming with pride, ‘It worked. See for yourselves, messieurs. He was bludgeoned to death! We couldn’t see that from the decomposed flesh.’

			The Mayor, Prefect and Deputy Commissioner each looked at the tell-tale cracks between the eye and ear sockets of the gleaming white skull as the two local news reporters entered the courtyard, notebooks at the ready.

			‘We are looking for a left-handed killer, gentlemen,’ J-J went on, who had become a policeman after a boyhood devotion to the detective skills of Sherlock Holmes. ‘You will see the wound is on the right side of the victim’s head, and from the shape of the cracks it was evidently delviered from in front.’

			‘Could this not have been established more simply, perhaps by an X-ray of the skull?’ asked the Prefect.

			‘Indeed, sir,’ replied the Deputy Commissioner. ‘But you will doubtless recall that you refused to endorse our proposed budget for modernizing our police laboratory and installing an X-ray facility.’

			J-J, intent only on the skull and the clues it offered, did not notice the reporters scribbling in their notebooks. The Mayor, who had an eye for such things, and who vaguely recalled having told the local hospital to refuse police requests to use their X-ray machine on the grounds that the public health came first, was already regretting his decision to demand an explanation from the police. Regretting even more his suggestion that the Prefect should accompany him, he said, ‘Well, the cooking is now over, the smell will soon disperse and the vital clue has been found. It only remains to congratulate the police on their ingenuity in difficult circumstances and perhaps we might adjourn, my dear Deputy Commissioner, to the open air, and leave this enterprising young detective to his duties.’

			It was the event that made J-J’s reputation with the press, the public and above all with his colleagues in the police. Even the Commissioner forgave him when the Prefect reconsidered his earlier verdict and approved the budget for a state-of-the-art facility, including an X-ray machine, for the new police scientific laboratory. But this was little compensation for J-J, who then embarked on a long and fruitless attempt to identify his corpse, even though the Mayor had persuaded the local hospital to let him use the X-ray machine to document an unusual double break in the body’s left leg, made some years before death. J-J had been confident that medical records would eventually enable him to confirm the name of the most celebrated corpus delicti in the history of the Périgord police.

			There had been no local report of a missing young male with fair hair and no such missing person reported in France in the twelve months that the medical examiner estimated had been the maximum time since death. J-J went through Interpol to ask other European countries whether they had any candidates on their lists of missing persons, and even tried the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, all without success. As the Berlin Wall came down and relationships improved with the police of Russia and Eastern Europe, J-J widened his search. Through French embassies, he made contact with the medical associations and the health ministries across Europe, seeking a doctor who might recall treating the unusual leg break. He turned his attention to the T-shirt on the body and tracked down the Austrian rock band that had enjoyed a brief success and sold several thousand T-shirts in Germany and Switzerland on the strength of it. Months passed and then years, but J-J’s labours, to which he devoted much of his spare time, were all in vain.

			He had a body, or at least a skeleton. He had a murder and had identified the murder weapon as a collapsible spade, produced in large numbers by the US army and widely available at army surplus and camping stores around the world. What he did not have was an identity, only the photograph of Oscar’s skull that covered the back of his office door as a memento mori of the case he’d never solved.

			And so Bruno, studying the artist’s reconstruction of a Neanderthal face from the original skull, had the first glimmerings of an idea. The face did not look primitive. It was almost entirely human but with elements of our primate ancestors, with the same heavy jaw and prominent bone ridges above the eyes. The reconstruction seemed more real because the artist had also produced not simply a face, but the whole body from the ancient skeleton of La Ferrassie. The man was sitting, a thick and brawny arm outstretched as he made some point to a small child sitting rapt with attention before him. The child’s face had also been reconstructed from another Neanderthal skull and the scene was to Bruno’s eyes wholly convincing.

			He paused at the next display case, startled at the sight of a young woman with a defiant or perhaps proud pose of her head. She was clad in furs with beads around her neck, her eyes looking sidelong at some scene that made her gaze watchful, even suspicious. She had a high forehead, full lips and prominent cheekbones. She had been reconstructed from a partial skeleton found at the Abri Pataud rock shelter in Les Eyzies, just along the main street from this national museum of prehistory. The skeleton of the body, a young woman of roughly eighteen years, had been discovered with the skeleton of a newborn child; her skull had been found four metres away, protected by some stones that appeared to have been deliberately placed. She was a Cro-Magnon, or early modern human, who had lived some twenty thousand years ago, nearly twenty thousand years after her people had replaced the Neanderthals.

			Bruno shook his head in awe rather than in disbelief at the sight of this woman whose face had moved him. There was a lively intelligence in her features and a self-reliance in her stance that made him realize with a start of surprise that this was a woman who attracted him. He could imagine seeing her in a crowd on the street outside or gazing out from the window of a passing train or even sitting at another table in some outdoor café. He let the fantasy run on, imagining sharing glances with her across the crowded café, perhaps arranging to meet. This was a woman that stirred thoughts of might-have-beens; a woman with whom he could even imagine, across the millennia, falling in love.

			The next face he recognized, but not her adornment. The reconstructed head wore a skull cap of dozens of tiny shells, carefully pierced and then sewn together. He had seen it before at the famous rock shelter of Cap Blanc, just a few kilometres up the road towards Sarlat, where prehistoric people had crafted a massive bas-relief of horses, deer and bison. They were so lifelike that they might almost be emerging from the rock into which they had been carved.

			In 1911, archaeologists had found an almost complete human skeleton buried beneath the hooves of the central horse of the sculpture, the bones protected by rocks at the feet and more rocks balanced above the head. It was presumed at first to be male, but then the local landowner sold it to the Field Museum in Chicago for the equivalent in francs of one thousand dollars in 1926. Henry Field, who collected the skeleton in New York and wrapped it in cotton wool to be taken back to Chicago, noted at once that the pelvic girdle was female and arranged such a blaze of publicity that on the first day it was shown to the public, more than twenty thousand people crowded into the museum to see the first prehistoric skeleton ever displayed in the United States.

			Five years later, by which time it had been seen by more than a million visitors, the skull was withdrawn from exhibition to be fully reconstructed. A detailed examination found it to be a young woman of around twenty years, 5ft 1in tall, and that she had lived between thirteen and fifteen thousand years earlier. She had been buried with an ivory point, perhaps a harpoon or spear head, about three inches long, on or perhaps inside her abdomen. This led to speculation that this weapon might have been the cause of her death, a suggestion of long-ago murder that was astutely promoted by Henry Field to bring in more visitors to his museum. He also suggested that the location of her burial suggested that she might have been one of the sculptors of the unique equine frieze.

			The reconstruction of this woman’s face had delighted Bruno since he had first seen it at Cap Blanc, not only because she was lovely in a strikingly modern way with huge eyes, a graceful neck and high cheekbones, but because of the skull cap of shells that she wore. It made her look like some café society beauty of the 1920s. Bruno could almost imagine her dancing the Charleston.

			‘What do you think of the exhibition, Bruno? You’ve been studying it long enough.’ The speaker was Clothilde Daumier, a short, red-haired powerhouse of a woman who was one of the museum’s curators and a leading expert on the prehistory of the region. She and her German archaeologist husband, Horst Morgenstern, were good friends and Bruno had been one of the witnesses at their recent wedding. As she spoke, she came forward and they embraced.

			‘It’s wonderful,’ Bruno replied. ‘Thank you for inviting me to this preview. I’m overwhelmed with the skill of these reconstructions.’

			‘In that case, you can tell the artist yourself,’ Clothilde said, steering him towards an attractive, grey-haired woman who moved gracefully as she advanced to shake Bruno’s hand. ‘Elisabeth Daynès, meet Bruno Courrèges, our chief of police and a good friend who has a great interest in archaeology. He even found a modern corpse in one of our ancient graves.’

			‘Clothilde’s archaeologists found it,’ Bruno said, smiling. ‘I just helped find out who it was. But please, let me tell you how moved I am by your work, bringing these people back to life in this way. You are a great artist, madame.’

			‘You’re very kind, Monsieur Bruno,’ Elisabeth replied. Her voice was soft and well-modulated, with just a hint of an accent of the Midi. ‘I always enjoy meeting Clothilde’s friends. How did you realize the body you found was not some prehistoric skeleton?’

			‘Because he was wearing a Swatch. And Clothilde informed me that they had only been made since 1983. Tell me, have you ever worked with the police in trying to reconstruct the faces of unidentified skeletons?’

			‘A little, but only informally. It’s a considerable investment in time and effort to do such a reconstruction and since so much of our work is seen by the courts as inspired guesswork, the police are understandably reluctant to finance such projects.’

			‘I find it hard to understand why the courts are so reluctant when I see your work here, madame,’ Bruno said.

			‘Please, call me Elisabeth,’ she said, as Clothilde steered them towards a reception area where they were handed glasses of wine and Clothilde excused herself to welcome some other guests to the preview. ‘I understand the courts’ point of view. If you study the verbal descriptions that people give of strangers, they usually describe the hair, its style and colour, the colour of the eyes, and whether the face is fleshy or lean. But those are three elements that we cannot discern from the skull itself. What we can do is use the contours of the individual skull, which vary much more than you might think, to reconstruct each of the forty-three muscles in the human face. So in terms of form and structure, I think we can go a long way to reconstruct the features. But the hair, the eyes, the depth of flesh – that’s almost impossible.’

			‘So the muscular structure of a face varies with the small differences in the shape of each individual skull?’

			‘Exactly,’ she said, nodding with enthusiasm. ‘We use a laser measurement system to map the precise shape of each skull down to fractions of a millimetre and put that into a computer which creates a three-dimensional model. Then we use a high-precision 3D printer to give us the head. After that we use the laser again to compare this printed skull with a cast we make of the original skull to check that they are absolutely identical. Developing and perfecting that system took a year of work but now it’s almost automatic.’

			‘Why bother with the computer-printed version when you have a cast of the original skull?’

			‘Because we can do so much of the work on recreating the musculature on the computer where it’s easy to make adjustments,’ she replied. ‘And with the computer, we can share images of our progress with colleagues all over the world. When we reconstructed the face of Tutankhamun, we could stay in constant touch with the National Geographic people in Washington and the Cairo museum.’

			‘And if you knew the hair colour and that the body was that of a young man in his twenties, athletic and probably without much body fat, could you reconstruct something fairly accurate?’

			‘Absolutely, Monsieur Bruno. Should I assume that you have a particular skeleton in mind and that you’re hoping to enlist my help? I’m afraid my schedule is already impossibly full – perhaps Clothilde has told you of our project to recreate the entire family of hominids from the earliest times: Australopithecus, Homos habilis, ergaster, floresiensis and of course, Neanderthals and Homo sapiens. That takes all my time.’

			‘I understand. But perhaps you have some young associate or student with such skills?’

			‘Most of what I learned in this area came from Jean-Noel Vignal, whom I met when he was at the Forensic Institute in Paris. Perhaps you might consult him. But tell me about this body.’

			Briefly, Bruno recounted the story of J-J and Oscar, and she suddenly interrupted him.

			‘But those dates, you say 1988 or 1989, that is when I was here in the Périgord,’ she said excitedly. ‘I was working at Le Thot, the park that’s attached to the Lascaux cave. They asked me to reconstruct a mammoth and a group of human hunters. That was part of my earliest work in this field. I’d been working in the theatre on costumes and then on masks for the national theatre in Lille and I really became interested in ancient humans when I was making models for the prehistory museum at Tautavel in the Pyrenees. So I have a personal connection to this region at the time this young man died. Give me your card and I’ll talk to some colleagues and see what might be done. Now I’d better circulate but thank you for your interest and your kind words.’

			They exchanged business cards and she scribbled a personal mobile phone number onto the one she gave him.

			‘Au revoir, Elisabeth, and thank you for your exhibition and also for your help.’

		

	
		
			2

			Bruno put his idea to the back of his mind until he heard from Elisabeth that she had a possible candidate, a young student at a design school in Paris who was looking for a project she could submit to complete her diploma. Her name was Virginie. Her mother was Spanish and her father French and she had been raised in Madrid and Toulon. She had spent the previous summer vacation on an internship in Elisabeth’s studio.

			‘Virginie is good. She knows my techniques and her work is meticulous,’ Elisabeth said. ‘I’ll keep an eye on her progress with you and if this works out I’ll probably offer her a job in my studio when she graduates. She can continue to live on her student grant but she may need help with rent unless you can find her a place in a student hostel. And she’ll need a workshop. By the way, don’t be alarmed by the tattoos and the piercings! She’s good.’

			‘Ha! It takes more than a few piercings to shock St Denis. She sounds excellent, Elisabeth, thank you. I’ll discuss this with J-J and get back to you.’

			As soon as he’d cut the call, Bruno contacted J-J to invite him to dinner, but warned him they’d be visiting the Les Eyzies museum first.

			‘By the way,’ he asked J-J, ‘do you still have access to Oscar’s skull?’

			‘It occupies pride of place in our evidence room here. Why?’

			‘I’ll tell you later. And do you still have that budget for cold cases?’

			‘Certainly. It’s part of the training budget. We assign new candidates to unsolved cases to see how they shape up. What are you up to, Bruno?’

			‘I’ll let you know over dinner, J-J. But I think you’ll like the idea.’

			Bruno prepared a simple meal before he left to meet J-J at the museum. They’d begin with some smoked salmon he’d been curing for the past three days. The marinade was made of peppercorns, dill, salt, pepper, crushed juniper berries and lemon zest, with a shot glass of eau de vie drizzled over the mixture before it went into the fridge. The sauce to accompany the gravlax was made of Dijon mustard, cider vinegar, honey and sunflower oil. He had cooked a casserole of venison in advance and had made an apple pie that he would serve cold with ice cream.

			Knowing that Fabiola, the local doctor, was on duty at the medical centre that evening, he invited her partner Gilles, a journalist, suspecting he would be intrigued by the prospect of reopening an investigation into Oscar’s death. He also invited the Mayor of St Denis, whose political skills might come in useful if J-J met some official resistance to reviving his old obsession with Oscar. They met at the museum shortly before it closed, each relieved to be in an air-conditioned space and escape from the brutal July heatwave that had gripped south-west France for the past week. Clothilde showed them around Elisabeth Daynès’s exhibition while Bruno explained what he’d learned from his talk with her.

			‘Normally, a project like this would cost a fortune, but Elisabeth has a young student who’s keen to reconstruct Oscar’s face from his skull as part of her diploma,’ Bruno explained. ‘I’m assured she’s very good.’

			‘You’re proposing that we could get something close enough to Oscar’s real face that we could use it to identify him?’ J-J asked. ‘But how do we go about making sure enough people see it?’

			‘Publicity,’ said Gilles. ‘This is a great story and it’s very visual, just made for TV and social media. You have the skull and the reconstructed face and a long-ago murder. I’m sure my old editor at Paris Match would want a two-page spread on that, and so would Sud-Ouest and TV news magazines. It’s just the kind of quirky, off-beat story they love to wrap up a news bulletin.’ Gilles leaned back, made a mock-solemn face and adopted the half sonorous, half-folksy diction of a newsreader. ‘And now, from Périgord, how the archaeologists are helping police investigate a thirty-year-old murder that has never been solved.’

			‘I see what you’re getting at, but I’m not sure I can persuade the powers that be to give me a budget for this,’ J-J objected, but his eyes were bright as he kept looking at the reconstructed faces of the women in the display case. ‘Still, I’d certainly like to give it a try. Nobody could deny that these faces are amazingly lifelike.’

			‘You don’t need a budget,’ said the Mayor. ‘It seems to me that the artist will be working for free, or for not much more than pocket money. I’ll have a word with the Mayor of Périgueux and I’m sure we can get her a place in a student hostel. You’ll have plenty of room for her to work in that police science lab of yours, J-J. And since the original murder took place in St Denis, I imagine we can find some modest funds in our tourism promotion budget if required, so long as we can eventually put the reconstruction of the face on display for the tourists. Gilles is right, this is something that will catch the public imagination.’

			They took a last look around the exhibition, pausing once more before the exhibition case that depicted the life-sized reconstruction of the Neanderthal man with the child and beside it another display of a young Cro-Magnon man, spear in hand and poised to throw it.

			‘It’s a funny thing about these men with their straggling beards,’ said J-J. ‘It makes them look less modern somehow than the women.’

			‘Yes, I see what you mean, but imagine trying to shave with a piece of flint,’ Bruno replied.

			‘You’re both missing something,’ said Gilles, a note of excitement in his voice. ‘Look at the Neanderthal man with that animal fur draped loosely around him. And then look at the Cro-Magnon guy with his spear from tens of thousands of years later. His furs have been deliberately fashioned into trousers and a jacket. I’d never thought of it before but the Cro-Magnons must have invented the needle, which gave them the technology of sewing. It meant they could wear garments that were much better suited to surviving cold spells and ice ages. Maybe that’s how they flourished while the Neanderthals died out.’

			Later, in Bruno’s living room over their aperitifs, protected from the heat outside by the thick stone walls, the Mayor turned to J-J and asked if he’d ever thought of using the DNA from Oscar’s skull to help identify him.

			J-J shook his head. ‘It was all too new at the time, very expensive and not too reliable.

			‘It wasn’t until 1985 that a British scientist called Alec Jeffreys first established that everyone’s DNA is unique, J-J explained. The police were still studying the science behind it but a defence lawyer was quick to take advantage and the following year the lawyer used DNA in a British court in a case of two girls raped and murdered to show that his client was innocent, even though he’d already been convicted. DNA was then able to establish the real culprit. That made news and the following year it was first used in another rape case in Florida. France took some time to start using the technology, proposing to keep a national DNA database as late as 1996. It began with sex offenders but its use was not extended to those convicted of serious crimes until after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States.

			‘Even today, we only have some five million people in our national database,’ J-J told them. ‘The British and the Americans each have over twenty million. But it was French police scientists who showed its limitations. There was a case of a woman’s DNA connected to several murders in Austria, Germany and France, and French detectives established that the DNA came from a woman working in the factory that produced the cotton swabs used to collect the DNA from swabbing inside the mouths of suspects. The killer was finally caught – and turned out to be a man. But there’s no doubt that DNA has revolutionized police work.’

			That seemed a natural point to pause and Bruno invited them to the table, brought out the smoked salmon and asked how Oscar’s DNA might be useful today.

			‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ said J-J. ‘I’ll start by running it against the national database which is a long shot but it’s getting better. Then I’ll ask for a Europe-wide search through Interpol. I can work on that tomorrow. Our own lab can take a sample of the skull and get the DNA.’

			‘Isn’t Jacqueline supposed to be back soon?’ Gilles asked the Mayor, referring to the half-French, half-American historian who spent one term per year teaching at the Sorbonne, another at Columbia in New York and the rest of her year in St Denis. She now rented out her renovated farmhouse nearby and lived with the Mayor, an arrangement so mutually agreeable that it seemed to have subtracted several years from each of them.

			‘She’ll be back on Friday in time for the weekend,’ the Mayor said. ‘She stayed on for some conference in Washington at the Cold War research centre that relates to her next book, something about a horde of Stasi documents from the former East Germany. She emailed me to say that Jack Crimson is also attending the conference. Apparently he’s on some British committee that determines which official documents are to be declassified.’

			‘So Jack will be back here as well?’ Bruno asked. He was fond of the former British diplomat and intelligence official whose daughter Miranda helped Bruno’s former lover and still close friend, Pamela, run a nearby horse-riding school. They had recently started offering cooking courses to fill Pamela’s gîtes in the winter months when tourists were scarce. Bruno and other friends had been roped in to help demonstrate the local cuisine.

			‘No, Jacqueline told me that Jack is going back to London for a few days for some committee meeting, probably relating to the conference in Washington,’ the Mayor said. ‘He’ll be back later next week.’

			The conversation drifted off to sport and then through politics over the venison until interrupted by Bruno’s phone. He didn’t recognize the number of the caller but thought he’d better answer and was surprised to hear the voice of his cousin Alain, the one who had gone into the air force and the relative to whom he was closest.

			‘Bad news, Bruno,’ he began. ‘It’s about Mum. She’s had a stroke and been taken to hospital in Bergerac, the one on Avenue Calmette. It happened sometime last night but I just heard about it from my big sister. I’ll get some compassionate leave and head there tomorrow. I’m told she can recognize people but she can’t talk.’

			‘Sorry to hear it,’ said Bruno. ‘What time do you expect to be there?’

			‘I’ll have to sort out the paperwork at the base for my leave tomorrow morning and then I’ll drive up. Should be there at about four and I’ll stay with Annette for a day or two. Should I expect to see you?’

			‘I’ll get there as soon as I can after four,’ Bruno said. ‘Maybe we can have a drink together afterwards and catch up. It’s been too long.’

			‘Right, see you then.’

			The call left Bruno feeling pensive about his aunt and his childhood in the overcrowded tenement in a grim public housing project where all six children shared a bedroom, even the eldest, Annette. Bruno only ever saw her and the other siblings when he paid a duty call to his aunt on her birthday and at Christmas, each time taking her a bottle of his home-made vin de noix. Annette and the eldest brother, Bernard, lived in Bergerac, in public housing. The other three siblings had all moved away and Bruno had lost touch, except for Alain. Annette worked in the kitchen of the Bergerac retirement home in which her mother had been living and Bernard had been unemployed for years, claiming disability allowance for a bad back which did not seem to stop him taking part-time jobs as a painter and decorator, working off the books and only for cash.

			Alain was a senior warrant officer at the air defence control training centre at the Mont-de-Marsan airbase south of Bordeaux, better known as the home of two fighter squadrons equipped with Rafale interceptors, France’s most advanced warplane. The youngest of five children, Alain was just a year or so older than Bruno and they had grown up together when Bruno, aged six, had been taken in by his aunt from the church orphanage. It had not been a happy home and Bruno had long suspected that the main reason for his welcome was the more generous welfare payment his aunt received as a famille nombreuse at a time when the French state was trying to increase the population. The food, he recalled, had been better at the orphanage.

			‘You look like you’ve had some grim news,’ the Mayor said as Bruno returned to the table with the apple pie and ice cream. His friends nodded sympathetically when he explained the news of his aunt’s stroke.

			‘I don’t recall any of your family coming to St Denis to visit,’ the Mayor went on, as Bruno served them.

			‘My aunt came for a weekend in the early days and it was plain she didn’t like it, being woken by the cockerel, the silence for much of the time and the lack of town noises,’ Bruno said, half-smiling and feeling a mixture of affection and regret. ‘She was never a reader and she couldn’t get over the fact that I had no TV,’ he went on. ‘She thought the Dordogne valley was pretty and liked the castles but refused to visit any caves, thought they’d give her claustrophobia.’

			‘What about your cousins?’

			‘We’ve mostly lost touch. The youngest, Alain, is roughly my age, and we always got on well. He came for a weekend when I was playing in one of those old-timers’ rugby games against the youth team and he liked it a lot. He’s thinking of settling near here when he gets out of the air force in a couple of years.’

			‘There’s a programme I worked for when I was in the Senate, to let long-service veterans spend their last year training to be teachers,’ the Mayor said. ‘That might suit him. And we’re always short of teachers in rural areas, particularly men.’

			‘I’ll mention it when I see him at the hospital,’ said Bruno. ‘But I know he’s been thinking of setting himself up in business. He learned to be a radar tech and electrician and now teaches air defence systems so he’s good with computers.’

			‘Is he married?’ asked Gilles.

			‘Not yet. Like me, he can’t find the right woman.’

			‘You find them all right, Bruno,’ said Gilles, grinning. ‘You just don’t seem to be able to get them to the altar. It must run in the family.’
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			Bruno was anticipating a depressing visit when he arrived at the hospital the next day. His ancient Land Rover had no air con so he had driven the forty minutes from St Denis with all the windows open, the radio giving news of forest fires in Provence. The car park seemed to radiate heat from the relentless sun and he was sweating freely by the time he reached the hospital doors.

			Although looking forward to seeing Alain again, he felt oppressed by memories of his childhood. He had been the charity kid, expected to be grateful for his status as the least regarded relation in his aunt’s overcrowded home. There had been some happy moments. In childhood, there were impromptu games of soccer in the street, a birthday party with a special cake, and his growing friendship with Alain. They served to remind him of the wretched times, the way Bernard the bully, seven years older, would cuff him with casual regularity and sneer at Bruno’s dead mother as a whore.

			In the hospital, he found his aunt in a small ward of eight people, all elderly. The place smelled of disinfectant and cleaning fluids with an underlying hint of urine. She was the only one with a visitor, Alain. Bruno kissed his aunt on both cheeks, gave her the flowers he’d brought and received a grunt of acknowledgment in return. He embraced Alain, found a spare chair, sat down on the other side of the bed and announced that he was pleased to see his aunt looking better than he’d expected. She grunted again, waving the fingers of one hand in frustration at being unable to speak. Her face seemed to have been divided into two halves, one normal and the other melting like so much candle wax. The left side of her mouth and her left eye were drooping and the skin seemed to sag with them.

			Bruno wondered how sad he truly felt. He knew he had little real affection for his aunt, a woman he usually remembered as tired or angry, always ready to swat one of her brood of kids with a soup ladle or hairbrush or whatever came to hand. He could not recall ever being hugged by her but he knew he was supposed to feel grateful that she’d taken him in from the orphanage.

			With an effort, Bruno thrust away these thoughts and he and Alain exchanged small talk, trying at first to include her with news of the family, her care in the hospital and the kindness of the nurses. Being unable to join in seemed to upset her so they sat quietly, each of them holding a hand. Bruno had her left hand and it was cold and seemed almost lifeless. Soon she drifted off to sleep and snored quietly.

			‘It’s good to see you, Bruno, despite this sad occasion. It’s been far too long,’ Alain said. ‘And thanks for coming.’

			‘Good to see you, too,’ Bruno replied. ‘You’re not looking bad for a man of your advanced years.’

			‘Just eighteen months older and wiser than you, Bruno.’

			Bruno laughed, genuinely pleased to see his cousin. Even though Alain liked soccer while Bruno was a devoted rugby man, Bruno still knew they had a lot in common. They looked roughly the same age. Each of them had kept his hair and looked trim and fit. Alain’s hair was fair while Bruno’s was dark and Bruno was four or five centimetres taller. Alain had a heavier, almost stocky build but Bruno thought there was a family resemblance in their features.

			‘Are you still getting out into civilian life in, what is it – two or three years?’ Bruno asked.

			‘Less than two years to go. That’s still the plan, even though it’ll mean I have to start buying my own clothes,’ Alain said. ‘But it looks like it’ll be a very different life because I might not be leaving alone.’

			‘You’ve met someone?’ Bruno asked eagerly.

			‘A tech sergeant at the base, her name’s Rosalie Lamartine,’ Alain said, his eyes lighting up as he spoke of her. ‘She’ll have done twenty years when my twenty-five are up so she’ll get a decent pension. It’s a bit difficult with the rules against fraternizing with people of different ranks but we’ve spent some weekends together and had a wonderful two-week vacation in Senegal just before Christmas. That’s when we each knew this was it.’

			‘I’m really happy for you, Alain. That’s great news. I’d better start saving for a wedding present.’ Bruno punched his cousin lightly on the arm and they both laughed. ‘Are you planning to marry once you’re out?’

			Alain nodded. ‘Maybe before, if Rosalie gets the promotion she expects. Then we’d be the same rank and we could get hitched and qualify for married quarters. She’s young enough to have kids, which is something we both want. She’s terrific, good-natured and funny, I think you’ll like her.’

			He took out his mobile phone, punched the keys and proudly showed Bruno his favourite photos of his new love. Tanned a little more pinkish-red than brown and dressed in a light blue bikini that barely covered her ample figure, she was smiling at the camera while holding up a fat slice of watermelon. Bruno noted the dark hair and laughing brown eyes, good cheekbones and generous mouth and nodded in approval. She was an attractive woman.

			‘You’re a lucky man,’ said Bruno. ‘She’s glorious. Le bon Dieu has sent you a real gift.’

			‘Yes, she’s wonderful, and the troops like her.’ Alain’s eyes were glowing as he studied the photo. ‘And here she is in uniform. She carries her rank easily.’

			He called up another photo of the same woman in standard camouflage dress, her eyes fixed on the assault rifle she was stripping. Her hair was piled up beneath her beret, showing off her neck. In another photo, still in uniform, she was chatting with some soldiers with an expression that was firm but not unfriendly.

			‘Bring her to St Denis for a weekend so I can get to know her,’ Bruno said. ‘You can have the honeymoon suite, a whole top floor to yourselves, and I’ll keep my basset hound from coming up to roust you out at dawn. I’m afraid I can’t answer for the cockerel.’

			Alain laughed. ‘It can’t be worse than a bugle calling reveille. And I’ll look forward to seeing your place again and trying your cooking. I’ve told her a lot about you and we saw a couple of articles in Sud Ouest about some cases you solved. Rosalie was impressed but said she was happy she’d got the handsome cousin.’

			Bruno grinned. ‘Are you still thinking of setting up as an electrician when you’re out?’

			‘Maybe, I’m not sure. Rosalie is interested in a new programme, training to be a teacher during your last year in the military, while staying on full pay.’ Bruno recalled the Mayor mentioning this. ‘So we could be back to civilian life in just over a year. She’s thinking of going to a vocational school which is also something I could do. That would mean two salaries plus two pensions. We’ve thought of settling somewhere near Bergerac, maybe in the wine country around Pomport.’

			‘It sounds like you have it all worked out,’ said Bruno, feeling just a hint of envy. Still, Alain’s good fortune meant there was hope for Bruno yet.

			‘How about you?’ Alain asked. ‘Any woman in your life or are you still carrying a torch for the policewoman in Paris? Isabelle, is that the one?’

			‘I see her from time to time and I still feel like a besotted teenager whenever I’m with her but we both know there’s no hope of settling down. She’s devoted to her career.’

			‘Maybe one of the bridesmaids will catch your eye at our wedding. I’ll count on you to carry the ring and to make a speech.’

			Bruno was trying to think of a suitable reply when a student nurse approached them and said the specialist was free to see them. She directed them to an office down the corridor.

			‘Are you the next of kin?’ asked the middle-aged woman behind the desk. A stethoscope hung around her neck and there were shadows under her eyes. She looked close to exhaustion but she’d straightened up and smiled when they entered.

			‘I’m her son and this is my cousin, her nephew,’ Alain said. ‘But we’re more like brothers, really.’

			Bruno felt himself almost absurdly pleased to hear Alain’s words. He’d never thought of himself in that way. They could have been brothers: he and Alain were similar types, Alain in the air force and Bruno in the army and then the police. They were both men whose chaotic childhoods had steered them towards the structure and routine of military life. He was still glancing sideways at Alain when the doctor began to speak.

			‘My name is Dumourriez and I’m the specialist who’s been treating your mother since she was admitted yesterday morning. I’m afraid I have bad news. We gave your mother a scan this morning and the results are not at all encouraging. She’s had two heavy strokes and there are signs of serious brain damage. I’m sorry but don’t expect her to be capable of rational speech again. Her heart is in very bad shape and she wasn’t in good health to begin with. I don’t think we’ll be able to do much more than to make your mother comfortable for the time she has left.’

			She paused and picked up a file from her desk and opened it to a page that Bruno recognized as a printout of a scan.

			‘Your mother certainly won’t be able to return to the retirement home where she was living, they aren’t equipped to care for her. We can’t keep her here so she’ll have to go either to a geriatric ward or, if her condition continues to decline as I expect, then she should go into a hospice.’

			‘You think she’s dying?’ Alain asked, but his tone made it clear it wasn’t a question. He seemed resigned to it.

			‘We’re all dying, I’m afraid,’ the doctor said with a shrug and a clearing of the throat that might have been a resigned laugh had she not been so visibly tired.

			‘But I’m sure she grunted when she recognized me and she squeezed my hand when I sat beside her,’ said Bruno.

			‘That was probably an automatic reaction. Please don’t get your hopes up. And she’s getting on for eighty. That’s a pretty good age and it’s clear she didn’t have an easy life. I wish I had better news for you.’

			The doctor rose to signal that the meeting was over. She ran a hand through her greying hair, pushing it back from her face. Bruno wondered how many such conversations she had gone through that day, that week. She handed Alain a sheet of paper.

			‘Here’s a list of the local hospices,’ she said. ‘I’ve marked the two that have a vacancy. I recommend the first one if you can get her in. Under the new rules, we’ve already had to inform the retirement home that your mother won’t be going back there so you’ll need to clear out her belongings.’

			‘What new rules?’ Bruno asked. He kept his voice neutral but there was something in his tone that made the doctor look at him properly for the first time. Under the red jacket that Bruno donned when he wanted to appear civilian, the doctor took in his uniform shirt and the police pouches at his belt.

			‘Gendarme?’

			‘Municipal, from St Denis,’ Bruno replied, lifting the left side of the jacket to show the police badge attached to the chest pocket of his shirt.

			‘The Conseil Générale of this département brought in the new rule last year,’ the doctor explained. ‘Here in the Dordogne we have one of the oldest populations in France; one in seven is aged seventy-five or older. That means an unusual degree of pressure on retirement homes, geriatric wards, hospices – and on people like me. For you, monsieur, it means significantly less crime, since most crimes are committed by younger people.’

			‘Not for white-collar crimes, madame,’ Bruno replied. ‘But I think we understand the extraordinary pressures you’re under. Thank you for what you did for my aunt,’ he went on. ‘When do you expect to move her to a hospice?’

			‘Tomorrow, two days at most. I’ll keep her under observation, see if there’s any reason for hope, but I have to say I doubt it.’ She glanced at the file open before her on the desk then looked up again to address Alain. ‘We have contact details for your sister, Annette, but you might give me your mobile phone and email, just to keep you informed. Please could you jot them down here.’ She pushed the file towards him.
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			Bruno’s aunt never regained full consciousness and died a few days after she was moved to the hospice. The funeral was a quiet affair, just Bruno, Alain, Bernard and Annette, and half a dozen of her friends and former neighbours. Some more residents from the retirement home turned up for the brief buffet lunch that was held after the cremation. Her other two children had sent wreaths, pleading that they were unable to get time off for the funeral. Nobody except Bruno seemed much surprised by this.

			‘I haven’t had time yet to go through her things,’ said Annette when only the family remained. ‘Not that there was much after she came to the retirement home. There was a photo album, some clothes I’ll give to Action Catholique, a couple of cushions she’d embroidered and a few photos in frames, her own wedding and mine, along with pictures of you and Alain in your uniforms. Not a lot to show for eighty years.’

			Bruno smiled ruefully at the thought. He had half-hoped that there might be something of his mother’s in his aunt’s belongings. On his visits to her, he had pored over the battered photo album, trying in vain to find at least a picture of the young woman who had given birth to him, and left him as a newborn baby at a church door and then disappeared. His aunt had refused to discuss her sister, saying she was long dead, and Bruno had to move on and learn to live without the woman who had abandoned him. Sometimes there was a wistful tone in his aunt’s voice when she said this. Bruno thought that in her way, and when she had the occasional moment to herself, she missed her little sister.

			The death of this last connection to someone who had known his mother made Bruno pensive as he drove back to St Denis. He’d always resisted the idea of tracking her down. Occasionally he had fleeting thoughts about her and about his unknown father. He’d have liked to know what she looked like, and what strange fate had driven her to abandon him before a week was out. But he knew the search would probably leave him more frustrated than when he started.
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