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Pour mes soeurs, Ellen et Claire


 


For letting me be your shadow


and for singing me to sleep.










Chapter 1


Christian Dupuy woke up dead. He knew he was dead because his skull was split in two, each side throbbing mercilessly, his limbs were leaden lumps of meat and his eyes were glued shut. As for his tongue, it was cleaved to the roof of his mouth by a foul-tasting layer of fur, rendering him incapable of producing anything more eloquent than a burbling death rattle. 


No one could endure this and still be living. Therefore, he had to be dead.


He lay there, the sunshine spearing through the shutters stinging his eyelids and the call of the cockerel grating on his fragile nerves. Then his stomach roiled and a groan escaped his parched throat.


Alive then. But only just. 


Moving cautiously, he stretched out an arm, feeling the familiar lumps of his aged mattress beneath him. So he’d made it as far as his bed. Alone. Nothing new there. And he was still dressed, his shirt twisted and tight around his massive chest like a shrunken shroud.


The cockerel crowed again and he cowered, hands moving to cover his ears. He needed to close the shutters. Or find a gun. But either option involved standing up, and right now that was out of the question.


He reached across to the bedside table, fumbling for his watch. It must be late. There was warmth already in the rays of sunlight touching his body. Peeling open an eyelid, he struggled to focus as a stab of pain seared his retina. 


Seven-thirty. Time to get up.


He let the watch fall to his chest; his arm dropped to his side and his eyes closed. He was in no condition to work. Christ. How the hell had he got into this state?


They’d been celebrating. A big party for Bastille Day and the reopening of the post office all rolled into one. He remembered making a toast with champagne, could recall laughing at his fellow deputy mayor collapsed comatose next to the loudspeakers, and then bits of the meal, but not much more. Which was unlike him. He hadn’t been this drunk since his sister’s wedding, when he’d been woken up in the old orchard by a donkey nibbling his jacket. That had been nothing compared to this.


Through the haze of his hangover, he forced himself to concentrate until snapshots of memory came to him. René and Paul plying him with brandy in the gardens of the Auberge. Laughing as they held out yet another glass. And another. A slap on the back from Serge Papon in passing. And then, could it be right? A faltering image of dancing. Him? Under a big sheet of canvas that was slapping against its poles in the night-time breeze. The marquee. Had he been dancing in the marquee?


He groaned at the thought. What had it been? A high-tempo rhythm that had got him up on the makeshift stage doing a John Travolta. He, who was as nimble as his Limousin bull on the dance floor. Almost as wide too.


Ah well. If that was the worst that had happened.


He took a deep breath, feeling queasy as soon as he did, a sense of unease rising up through his body on the crest of the nausea. There was something else about last night. They’d been trying to cheer him up. Yes, that was it. They’d been teasing him about being morose. Being a killjoy. Which was why he’d got up and danced, tired of their nagging. But what on earth had he been so depressed about?


And then it hit him. Like a sledgehammer to the solar plexus. His eyes flew open, his body jackknifed upright and a burning anguish coursed through his entire being, centring on his thumping heart and radiating out to every extremity, far worse than any hangover. 


Christian Dupuy had just remembered. He was in love. 


 


Love. There was nothing like it in the world. Even the exhil­aration of an early morning bike ride up past the Dupuy farm, the Pyrenean peaks radiant in the rising sun, failed to equal the sheer thrill that Fabian Servat felt every time he looked at the woman lying in the bed before him. Red curls spilling over the pillow, her breathing soft and measured, she was beautiful. And she was his. Well, almost. If he could pick up the courage, she might be.


Discarding his towel on the floor, his skin still damp from his shower, he peeled back the sheet and lay down next to her. He spent every waking moment wondering at the marvel of Stephanie Morvan and the miracle that had brought them together. He tried not to think about how easy it would be for her to walk away. Tried not to think about the fact that she could do so much better than him. 


She murmured as he pulled her body towards him, wrapping his angular frame around her soft curves. ‘Morning,’ he whispered.


‘Ummm.’ She turned, eyes barely open, a smile already on her lips. And then she snuggled into him.


Ask her! Now, while she was half-asleep. Ambush her before she had a chance to come to her senses and say no. Because that’s what he feared most of all. That she would say no.


‘Stephanie?’


‘Ummm?’ She gazed up at him, cheeks flushed, hair tousled, lips begging to be kissed. 


‘It’s time to get up.’ 


Fabian’s nerve had failed yet again. And he hated himself for it.


 


Sitting outside the bar in the morning sunshine that was flooding the valley floor, René Piquemal took a long drag on the first of the day’s many Gauloises and exhaled on a sigh. 


He was supposed to have quit. Again. But no matter what he did, he always seemed to end up smoking. And he was tired of it.


As if in accord, his stomach rumbled dangerously, the mixture of espresso and nicotine not a welcome one this morning. After the party last night, it was hardly surprising. A fair quantity of the brandy that had been intended to rouse a despondent Christian Dupuy had ended up being rerouted his way. 


He stubbed out his cigarette, drained his coffee cup and turned his attention back to the newspaper. There was not much of interest. He’d hoped that their protest the day before over the closure of the post office might have made the front page, but that’s what happened when you demonstrated on Bastille Day. All the journalists were on holiday and so nothing got reported properly.


On page six he finally found it. A good honest blockade of the Tour de France on the very day that was synonymous with revolution and it was consigned to a couple of paragraphs and a blurred photo. Ridiculous!


He threw down the paper in disgust. Which was how he noticed it. A small advertisement in the bottom right-hand corner. 


‘Ready to quit? Need a hand? Give us a call!’


He read it through twice, stroking his moustache in contemplation. It sounded so easy. Too easy? He reached for the packet of Gauloises. Might as well smoke the lot. Because this time he was going to give up for good.


 


Down the road, Lorna Webster couldn’t believe her luck. She’d risen at six-thirty and started preparing the croissants and pains au chocolat, as she did every morning during the height of the tourist season. But today, a miracle had happened. For the first time since she’d fallen pregnant back in March, she hadn’t felt sick. Not even when the flaky pastries had been pulled warm from the oven, the smell normally making her heave. 


The sudden improvement in her condition was just as well. With every bedroom in the Auberge occupied and a fully booked lunchtime to prepare for, she was a busy woman. She glanced through the service hatch to the restaurant where breakfast was already under way, guests making the most of an early start to what was going to be another scorching summer day. Paul was discussing the best route up to the Spanish border with a couple from Toulouse who were dressed in hiking gear. He caught her eye and she grinned, giving him a thumbs up. And as she did so, she felt a fluttering in her stomach, like bubbles being blown through water.


The baby. She hadn’t been sure the first time she’d experienced it. Thought it was just wind. But now she knew. Their child was moving around.


Raphaël. That was her latest suggestion. But Paul had vetoed it straight away, saying there was too much resonance with the cartoon ninja turtles of his youth. It was difficult. Choosing a name for a person who had yet to appear. And choosing one in a language that wasn’t their own. For the one thing they had agreed upon was that they would opt for a French name rather than an English one. But what if they got it wrong? While their knowledge of the culture they’d been living in for nearly two years had grown immensely, they still weren’t locals. What happened if they called him Sébastien and he turned out to be a Frédéric? 


She flicked open the book of baby names that was never far from her reach these days. 


Mathilde? 


Pretty. But there was no point in looking at girls’ names. Because Lorna knew without a doubt that the new life she was carrying inside her was a boy. What she didn’t know was just how important his arrival would be. 


 


No matter how much he desired it, Bernard Mirouze really wasn’t cut out to be covert. There was the not-so-small matter of his bulky body to start with, Nature having granted him a physique more suited to sloth than stealth. Nor had he been blessed with the grace of movement so essential in all things clandestine. As he worked through his morning exercises in the copse behind his back garden, lumbering from tree to tree and then wriggling across the ground on his stomach in a grotesque parody of the man he sought to emulate, his furtive manoeuvres were accompanied by the crashing of branches, the rustle of undergrowth, and the odd curse. So it was that he proved easy to locate.


‘Serge!’ he exclaimed, a wet nose touching his cheek as he lay prone. ‘How did you find me? Clever boy!’


He patted the warm back of the panting beagle and then noticed the mound of fur that had been deposited next to him on the ground. 


‘Another rabbit?’ Bernard stood up and lifted the dead animal by the back legs, its head lolling, eyes staring blankly. ‘Good dog! One more for the freezer.’ 


And without questioning why the beagle’s offering felt cold to the touch despite its recent death, the aspiring tracker headed back to his house, his appetite whetted by thoughts of lapin à la moutarde. If only he had a wife to cook it for him.


 


As he was only a couple of houses further down the hill in the small mountain village, Pascal Souquet should have been able to hear his neighbour crashing through the trees as he practised his dark arts. But no. Even with the windows thrown wide to let in the last of the cool air before the temperature soared, the first deputy mayor couldn’t discern a thing. Not the birds singing, not the whine of a distant chainsaw, not even the blaring horn of the butcher’s van as it parked up opposite the disused lavoir. Neither could he make out what his wife was saying to him, although he could see her lips moving and presumed from the scowl on her sharp features that his sudden onset of deafness was, in this case, a blessing. 


He rubbed his ears to no avail, hearing nothing but the high-pitched sound of a wet finger dragged around the rim of a glass. Knowing the cause must lie in the revels of the evening before, since he had suffered no affliction prior to that, he tried in vain to remember what had occurred. One minute he’d been raising a reluctant glass to celebrate the successful protest against La Poste, which had resulted in the reopening of the post office – a development he had no reason to rejoice in – and the next, he’d woken up on the sofa, head thick and muggy, ears not functioning. Given the mess he’d managed to get himself into over the last few months, perhaps it was no bad thing. Could they really send a man to prison if he was stone deaf? 


His phone skittered across the kitchen table, the vibration telling him what his useless ears couldn’t. He picked it up to study the display and his heart sank. It was him. The very man who had built the trap that Pascal was now enmeshed in. He stared at the screen until the caller hung up, deafness providing a reprieve. But for how long?


Well acquainted with the man concerned, Pascal Souquet knew it was immaterial. The deaf deputy mayor was in over his head and there was no way out. 


 


At a mere distance of forty kilometres away to the north-east, but over such mountainous terrain that rendered the journey at least an hour in good conditions and in a car more roadworthy than Christian Dupuy’s old Panda 4x4, the medieval town of Foix was already astir. Capital of the department of Ariège, it was home to the fonctionnaires, the civil servants who were so essential to the running of the French Republic. And in a rather imposing building that clung to the rocks above the river that gave the department its name, they were at work. 


Once the morning greetings and the obligatory espresso were out of the way, delivering the post was the first order of duty in the offices of the Préfecture. And in the bag today, which was lighter than normal thanks to the bank holiday the day before and the impending summer break for the month of August, lay an innocuous white envelope. Nestled among its beige padded compatriots, it gave no indication as to the impact it would have. And when a hand pulled it out of its resting place and left it on a pile of other missives that lay on the polished surface of a Louis XV desk, no one would have thought it important. It was addressed by hand. It lacked a stamp. But as the morning sunshine cut through the arched windows and burned across its surface, it was as though a fuse had been lit.


Because for the good people of the commune of Fogas, that sleepy community across the hills, which was slowly waking up from the excesses of the night before, this very letter was tantamount to a bomb about to be hurled among them.










Chapter 2


You’d think it would be easy. Ten months in the place and he should really know his way around. But still he was frequently bewildered by the tangle of medieval streets and alleyways in the old town. Like today. 


Having left the car at home, tempted to walk to work by the azure sky and the brilliant sunshine, he’d gone hopelessly astray. Somehow he’d ended up on Rue de la Comédie and had lost his bearings. In this part of Foix, the morning sun was of no use as a compass, hidden as it was behind the red rooftops of the four-storey houses that loomed over the narrow, cobbled streets below. He hadn’t even been able to see the three towers of the castle, which sat imperiously on a rocky outcrop to the west. So when he’d glimpsed a sparkle of river down an alleyway, he’d headed for it, knowing that it would bring him safely to his destination, albeit the long way round. 


Turning left as soon as he came to the banks of the Ariège, he’d followed Rue du Rival along the river until he emerged onto Place St Volusien, instantly distinguished from the many other squares in the town centre by the impressive stone abbey on its northern side. And round the corner from the abbey, he knew with some relief, were the gates of the Préfecture, where he worked. Where in fact he was the Préfet, the State’s representative for the department of the Ariège-Pyrenees, to give it its formal title. One of the youngest ever préfets in the history of the French Republic, a rising star in the ranks of the elite fonctionnaires, and Jérôme Ulrich couldn’t even find his way to the office.


For the young man from Alsace, negotiating his way around the mountainous department for which he found himself responsible was almost as difficult, the Pyrenean valleys proving as confusing to tell apart as the twelfth-century streets that befuddled him even now. Jérôme scratched his head and stared once more at the map that covered the wall before him. Then he glanced back down at the letter he held in his hand.


Thanks to his unintentional tardiness, the cause of which had provoked much mirth among his colleagues, a pile of communications requiring his immediate attention had been waiting for him when he arrived. But this one had caught his eye. Lacking a stamp and addressed in a careful hand, the white envelope looked incongruous against the glossy walnut swirls of the ornate desk he’d inherited. It appeared spartan. Functional. Both attributes that he prized, having no fondness for the frills and fripperies that some equated with his position. As far as he was concerned, his first tenure as préfet would probably last no more than eighteen months to two years before he was moved on to something else, so he had little time for ostentatious nonsense if he intended to make his mark. Which he did. And this letter looked like the very thing that would help him do that. 


With his finger, Jérôme traced the border of the place that the correspondence referred to. So small. A tiny commune hugging the border with Spain, it comprised three villages split across two valleys: Picarets and Fogas perched astride opposite mountain ridges, and La Rivière lying down below them on the valley floor. Together they made up the district of Fogas. And they were proving to be the bane of his life. 


‘How long would it take to drive there?’ 


His secretary scrunched up her face. ‘About an hour?’ She shrugged. ‘I haven’t been over there in years.’


Over there. She made it sound like it was another country. But then, looking at the terrain on the map, it was. Whereas Foix was built on limestone – all jagged crags and harsh backdrop sloping down to the Toulousain plain to the north – south-west Ariège, an area known as the Couserans, was a jumble of verdant valleys and soaring peaks. To those who lived there, it was the real Pyrenees. 


‘What appointments have I got this morning?’


‘Nothing. It’s nearly the summer break. All you have booked in is a call from the Director General of La Poste at two this afternoon. About the reopening of the post office. In Fogas.’ She tipped her head at the map with a wry smile.


He grimaced. Fogas. Again. He’d spent most of yesterday, a national holiday and supposedly a day off, on the phone to various people, embroiled in the unexpected protest the commune had sprung in an effort to get their post office reopened. The fact that they’d targeted the prestigious Tour de France meant their actions had reverberated at the highest levels. And he’d been caught up in the maelstrom. Which was perhaps why this letter held such interest for him. Not that he was the sort to extract revenge. But it had landed on his desk on a day when he wasn’t naturally inclined to be benevolent towards a polit­ical district that was making so many waves. And which seemed so insignificant.


‘I’ll make sure I’m back for that.’


She stared at him. ‘You’re going to Fogas?’


‘Yes, why?’


‘Well, be careful,’ she said, face serious. ‘If you have trouble finding your way around here, goodness knows how you’ll cope up in the mountains.’


He opened his mouth to reply but her next words forestalled him.


‘And they have bears, you know!’


The door closed behind her and a hiss of air escaped his lips in frustration.


Of course he bloody knew they had bears! His entire term in office had been dominated by heated disputes over the government-sponsored reintroduction of the beasts in the mountains. And all of it centred in the accursed commune of Fogas. 


Perhaps, he thought as he headed out into the hot sunshine, it was time to make sure that Fogas could cause no trouble ever again. Not for him. Nor for his successor.


 


If Jérôme Ulrich had difficulty navigating the streets of Foix, it appeared the satellite system in his car could fare no better in the wilds of the Couserans. Rather than taking him on the D117 all the way from Foix into St Girons, it had steered him across a more direct route. One that took no account of the terrain. He’d been jolted along back lanes barely a car wide and, for the last couple of kilometres, not even surfaced, and then the road had started climbing through a forest, the engine groaning at the effort as they went higher and higher. But when he reached the mountain pass known as the Col d’Ayens, suddenly the young préfet was glad his automatic map-reader had been foxed by the topography. For as he emerged from the trees into a small clearing, spread across the horizon in front of him was a long stretch of majestic peaks, their grey summits spiking into the serene sky. 


He didn’t think twice. He parked the car and got out. Nearly a year in the Ariège and he’d had no time to explore. He’d been rushed from meeting to meeting, liaising with police departments and fire brigades, overseeing memorial services and glad-handing local dignitaries. On top of that, he’d had to deal diplomatically with the incendiary situation caused by the presence of bears in these very forests; a situation that had literally gone up in flames despite his efforts to calm things down behind the scenes. So it was no surprise that this was the first time he’d seen anything like the vista that lay before him. It was simply stunning.


Raised in a mining community on the border with Germany, his childhood had been spent in and around the freight yards where the trains stacked high with coal lumbered past. Darting across the tracks, he would imagine his father had dug out every piece of the black rock that was on its way to support industry all over France. He’d been in the sheds the day the ground shook and Papa, along with twenty-one others, was killed in a massive explosion. Three months later, his mother had moved the family to Strasbourg to be nearer relatives and he’d become a city dweller, seduced by the cosmopolitan feel of his new home. The countryside hadn’t really featured in his upbringing. 


Determined to make life easier for his mother, he’d studied hard and won a scholarship to the prestigious École Nationale d’Administration, graduation from which guaranteed a fast track into the highest ranks of the civil service. He’d done well and received postings to Marseille, Lyon and the last one as sous-préfet back in Lorraine. None of this had engendered a love of the outdoors. Or an appreciation for nature. He was far too busy. But today, he was overawed by the beauty of the department he found himself in.


And the noise! In the warmth of the morning, birds were singing and cicadas tuning up in preparation for the afternoon, their soft buzz harmonising with the distant sound of cow bells, brought across on the slight breeze which was ruffling the trees and providing a welcome relief from what was already a hot day. It was the epitome of paradise. Until he remembered the letter.


Jérôme let his gaze drift down from the mountaintops to the valley below. Interspersed with lush pasture, a scattering of houses dotted the landscape, the arch of a church belfry visible over to his right, and from the valley floor came the glimmer of reflected sunlight. The river. That was the boundary.


He fetched the map from the car and opened it across the bonnet, finding his place a lot faster than he had in the office. So that was the commune of Sarrat spread out before him. It was bathed in sunshine, fields offering good grazing, the church roof newly slated. 


And Fogas? Across the thin ribbon of water that separated the two districts, hidden in the depths of the valley, lay the village of La Rivière, the centre of the commune. Two gorges radiated out from it, clearly defined, but as he traced the swathes they made in the land, his eyes met nothing but trees and mountainside. Yet somewhere up there, brooding and dark, were Picarets and Fogas, the other two points on the triangle that formed this vexatious community.


He pondered his next move. Should he go down? See it first hand? He’d changed out of his suit for the drive over and, dressed as he was in three-quarter-length trousers and a short-sleeved shirt, he was suitably disguised to pass unrecognised, most people only having seen him in his uniform, which was all gold brocade and brass buttons. Besides, it seemed only fair to base his decision on his own evidence. Even though he was convinced it would make no difference. 


As he folded up the map, smoothing out a stubborn crease, he knew what he was going to do. After all, if one side was already on board, surely it wouldn’t be such a difficult task? And now that he was here, he could see that it made sense. It was exactly what the President had asked of his préfets. To combine resources. To cut costs. To provide for a future that was sustainable. All of which had been pointed out in the letter that had brought the préfet all this way from his desk. From first impressions, Jérôme Ulrich couldn’t see anything that would lead him to disagree. 


 


‘You’re wrong, I tell you!’ A sturdy fist thumped the table, making the drinks arranged upon it jolt. 


‘Wrong? What the hell would you know?’


‘A lot more than you!’


As he walked towards the small bar in La Rivière, its terrace already busy, Jérôme Ulrich pulled his baseball cap low over his forehead and cast a wary eye at the three men involved in a heated debate at the nearest table. One was short and dark and verging towards the heavier side of plump, a moustache quivering with indignation as he made his point between puffs on a Gauloise. Another was slimmer, older, his greying hair cut short around a face burning with intensity. And the third? He was clearly a drunkard. A huge slab of a man, head propped on meaty hands, blond curls hiding his face. A despairing groan emanated from him as his companions continued their raucous discussion and the préfet couldn’t help checking the time. 


Half past ten. And the man was already inebriated.


It was obvious they were locals. Apart from the fact that they stood out a mile from the tourists consulting guidebooks and enjoying the magnificent views as they sipped their morning drinks under a welcome canopy of wisteria, the three men spoke in the broad accent of the Ariège. It was an accent that Jérôme’s ears had yet to fully acclimatise to. 


‘Do you think the pair of you could argue more quietly?’ muttered the drunk, voice hoarse, a bloodshot eye peeping out between thick fingers. 


But his companions showed no mercy. 


‘It’s an abomination, that’s what it is,’ shouted the moustache, a finger pointing in the face of his adversary. ‘A desecration. And I’ll tell you why . . .’


Jérôme didn’t wait to hear. Instead he entered the bar, the thick stone walls ensuring the interior felt cool compared to the burgeoning heat outside. Allowing his eyes to adjust to the sudden gloom, he paused at the threshold. It was a small room and although dark, despite the two long windows thrown open to let in the warmth, it was . . . homely. Surprisingly, that was the word.


With a scattering of tables taking up the floor, a big inglenook fireplace dominated the wall on the left, a long counter running perpendicular to it boasting a fantastic-looking coffee machine, and to his right was an archway, beyond which were racks of bread and vegetables. An épicerie. Beautifully laid out, from what little he could see. 


Slightly taken aback, he decided he would have a drink before checking out the provisions on sale.


‘Monsieur?’ The elderly lady behind the bar was waiting for his order.


With a longing glance at the coffee machine, he decided to stay undercover and go native. ‘A pastis, please.’


He leaned against the counter. The only other person choosing to drink inside on such a glorious day was an old man sitting on a stool in the corner, the greying T-shirt hanging on his sparse frame proclaiming his love for bears. 


The irony of it. Here of all places, where one had been hounded to death only a month ago. 


The préfet reached for his drink and added water from the jug left next to it, watching the amber liquid transform as opaque swirls settled into a cloudy mixture. It was the only thing he liked about the stuff. The way it changed. Wrong-footing you if it was your first time. He took a sip and tried not to grimace.


‘Coffee please, Josette.’ The drunkard was standing next to him, face grey, a hand on his stomach as though it was delicate, and a rolled-up towel tucked under his arm. 


‘Sounds serious,’ Jérôme offered, tipping his head in the direction of the open windows, beyond which the discussion was continuing at full volume. 


‘Oh, it’s serious all right,’ came a muttered reply.


‘Politics?’


The drunkard shook his head and instantly regretted it, reaching up to hold it gently.


‘Religion, then?’


‘No,’ the man whispered, grasping the espresso and downing it in one, no care for the fact it was scalding.


‘What then?’ Jérôme asked, nonplussed.


But there was no need for the drunkard to reply as a chair scraped across the terrace floor and the man with the moustache leaped to his feet and provided the answer.


‘I repeat, you CANNOT put tomatoes in a cassoulet!’


 


The tourist spluttered into his pastis, and for the first time that awful morning Christian Dupuy managed a smile.


‘They’re arguing over the recipe for cassoulet?’ the man asked, incredulous.


‘Welcome to Fogas,’ quipped Josette from behind the bar. ‘We take our food seriously.’


‘And our heritage,’ René butted in, head thrust through the open window. ‘Anyone worth their salt knows that a cassoulet should be made without tomatoes.’ He turned back to the terrace, arms outstretched. ‘Who agrees with me?’


A murmur of response came from his audience and a brave soul posed a question.


‘Are you using duck confit or goose confit?’


‘Duck, of course. And the finest haricots from Pamiers.’


‘But you’re supposed to use goose,’ came another voice.


‘Goose? Where are you from? England? Only someone who doesn’t know how to cook would use goose.’


‘Actually, I’m from Castelnaudary,’ came the stinging retort, and within seconds there was a cacophony of voices, arguments carrying across tables and everyone shouting.


‘Merde!’ Christian clutched his poor head, which was pounding with every word as the tourist – for that was what he must be, dressed in a shirt and shorts, map clutched in one hand and a Paris Saint-Germain cap on his head – walked over to the door to get a better view.


‘Is it always like this?’ the man asked.


Josette laughed. ‘Yes. Pretty much. When they start swinging punches I’ll throw a bucket of water over them. Or set our second deputy mayor onto them.’ 


She gestured at Christian with the tea towel she was holding, and the hung-over deputy saw a flash of surprise cross the young tourist’s face. 


Fair enough. Christian didn’t look much like a figure of authority on a good day, his farmer’s gait and fashion sense tending to place him more as a man of the land than of the debating chamber. But today, he knew he presented an image of drunken excess. Still, it rankled. The way people made presumptions based on a ten-minute assessment.


He studied the young man, who had a sharp eye on the goings-on outside. He was of medium height, good-looking, strong across the shoulders and with a bearing that suggested the military. As did the cropped hair. But those hands. They were the soft hands of an office dweller. And despite his allegiance to a Parisian football club, the man’s accent and demeanour suggested he was from the north-east. 


A loud burst of noise from the terrace pierced Christian’s ears and he winced. 


‘Have you taken anything?’ enquired Josette, her face sympathetic.


‘I know of only one hangover remedy and I’m off there now.’ He tapped his towel.


‘The pool?’ She shivered. ‘Rather you than me! It’s freezing even at this time of year.’


‘Never used to stop Jacques taking a dip.’


Josette’s eyes flickered to the empty hearth at the mention of her deceased husband. ‘You’re right. He always said it was the cure for all ills. Personally, I think I’ll stick to modern medicine!’


As Christian walked out of the bar, making his way through the cassoulet debate, which had settled into genial banter, he hoped his old friend Jacques Servat had been right. Because at this precise moment, the big farmer needed to be cured. And not just of an aching head.


He trudged down the road in the hot sun, not daring to glance up at the windows of the old school as he walked past. Just in case she was looking out. The last thing he wanted this morning was to come face to face with the woman who was causing him such torment.










Chapter 3


Jacques Servat had been dead two years and had never felt better in all his life. If you discounted that he was still hard of hearing and his knees had seen better days. But considering he was confined to the four walls of the bar and épicerie, his after-life existence not coming equipped with a right to roam, he was doing very well, thank you. And as he watched the large figure of Christian Dupuy mope down the street, gaze steadfastly averted from the windows of the apartments which had been built in the old school, Jacques couldn’t help chuckling.


The man was in love. And based on this morning’s conduct, it was possible that he had finally realised the fact. Because, even allowing for an horrific hangover, the farmer had been behaving oddly.


Firstly, he’d jumped every time somebody walked into the bar, as if he was waiting for someone in particular. Then he’d been incredibly tetchy when Josette had merely enquired if he had seen the postmistress today. And finally, there was his demeanour. Beyond the bloodshot eyes. Ignoring the pallor of a deathly headache. There was a fatality about him that hadn’t been there before. Not even when he’d been in danger of losing his farm and his livelihood. It was in the slope of his shoulders. The heavy lift of his legs. The weariness of his words. 


He was a man in love with no hope of being loved in return.


Jacques rubbed his hands in gleeful anticipation. What sport this would bring to his days. Much as he admired the young man – saw him as a surrogate son, in fact – a ghost needed something to enliven his waking hours. 


With Christian disappearing out of sight at the end of the village where the road and the river bent back on themselves, Jacques returned his attention to the bar. The debate over cassoulet had died down and René was now holding court by relaying his version of yesterday’s demonstration to the tourists. Josette, Jacques’ wife, was working hard, serving drinks and clearing tables while their nephew, Fabian, was behind the counter in the épicerie.


There was another man in love! But at least young Fabian had been rewarded by having that love returned. Although quite what Stephanie Morvan saw in him, Jacques couldn’t understand. No disrespect to his nephew intended. In fact, the entire commune, especially the men, were still scratching their heads over the incredible fortune of the lanky Parisian who had landed in the region eighteen months ago and managed to snare the most beautiful woman the Ariège had ever seen. 


Servat genes. That had to be the answer.


A clatter of glasses caught his attention as Josette came through from the terrace with a laden tray and very nearly collided with the man Christian had been talking to.


‘Sorry!’


‘Not at all. I’m standing in a particularly stupid place. Here, let me help.’


And just like that the man took the heavy tray from Josette and walked over to the bar.


‘Thank you.’


‘You’re welcome. You seem busy today.’


Josette shrugged. ‘It’s high season. Tourists everywhere. Don’t get me wrong, mind. I’m not complaining. We have to make the money when we can.’


‘And the rest of the year?’


‘It’s quiet. Regulars like René and Alain out on the terrace. And Christian who was here earlier.’


‘The deputy mayor?’


She nodded. 


‘Excuse me if this seems rude, but it doesn’t sound enough to sustain you all year round.’


‘I make do. I have my nephew helping me, now that we’ve extended the premises and brought it a bit more up to date. Hopefully we’ll see a pickup in business over the next few years. Despite the recession.’


‘And retirement?’ 


Josette laughed. ‘Oh, that! One of these days I’ll find the time to retire.’


‘Josette!’ a loud voice called from the terrace. ‘A pastis, please.’


‘Excuse me, that’s the mayor,’ Josette explained as she bustled out to the newly arrived customer. 


Her words made the man at the counter start, and as she walked away he pulled his baseball cap lower, turning his back to the terrace to finish his drink. Which was when Jacques recognised him. The sharp nose. The haughty features. Handsome but with a touch of Teutonic arrogance. 


A cold grip of fear clenched Jacques’ stomach. Something wasn’t right. The questions he’d asked. The intense way he’d followed René’s ridiculous argument. The fact he was dressed like a tourist when he was anything but.


The man was getting ready to go when Josette came back inside.


‘You off then?’


He nodded. 


‘Sightseeing?’


‘Yes. Thought I’d visit Saint-Lizier and then perhaps Foix.’


‘Oh, you must! Saint-Lizier is worth a trip just to see the Bishops’ Palace. And Foix is interesting. Overrun with civil servants though!’ She let the disdain colour her voice and Jacques cringed. 


‘I’ll keep an eye out for them,’ the man replied with a smile and made for the épicerie, averting his face as he passed the open door of the bar.


Josette turned to pick up his glass and noticed her husband out of the corner of her eye. He was slapping his forehead.


‘What’s the matter?’ she hissed, making sure no one could see her talking to an empty fireplace. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d been caught out and she was convinced her nephew thought she was insane. The return of her beloved husband in spectral form had been a blessing in so many ways, but it was also something of a burden. There was the fact that no one else apart from her and young Chloé Morvan could see him for a start. And the fact that he couldn’t speak for another. Sometimes it felt like living with Marcel Marceau. Albeit with more hair.


Right now her version of the famous mime artist was shaking his head mournfully and pointing at the back of the departing tourist she had been speaking to. Then he bent over the large table next to the fireplace, where that morning’s copy of La Dépêche had been abandoned at the sports pages, and he started blowing. Cheeks puffed out, his transparent shape contorted with the effort as, one by one, with painstaking endeavour, the pages of the newspaper started to turn. 


‘Here, let me,’ she whispered, moving to his side. ‘Point when I hit the right page.’


She began flipping through the paper at speed and was on the obituaries section when he started frantically indicating. Bemused, she stared at the death notices, the stock sales announcements on the opposite side, and then she looked at him. But he was gesturing for her to turn back. So she did. And there he was. The tourist. In profile. The very same profile that was walking out of the épicerie. Only in the photo before her he was wearing a military-style uniform festooned with gold brocade.


Pushing her glasses up her nose, she read the caption out loud. ‘“Taking the salute at the Bastille Day military parade, Préfet Jérôme Ulrich . . .”’ She paused, looked out of the window at the man walking down the road and then stared back at the photo. ‘Merde!’ 


Fabian Servat, who had always thought Tante Josette was a mild-tempered woman, entered the bar just in time to witness her expletive. It was the second time in less than three months that he had heard his aunt swear and his face creased with concern.


‘What’s the matter now, Tante Josette?’


‘I’ve just insulted one of the most powerful men in the Ariège!’


‘What?’


Josette pointed a shaking finger at the figure getting into a car in the distance. 


‘Him. He’s the préfet. And I’ve just insulted him. He let me believe he was a tourist and I made a comment about civil servants—’


‘Never mind that,’ growled a familiar voice from the doorway. ‘What I want to know is why the Préfet of Ariège was skulking around here pretending to be a holidaymaker.’


Serge Papon, Mayor of Fogas, arms folded and bulbous forehead thrust forward, was glaring at the car as it drove past the bar, the préfet’s attention fixed firmly on the road ahead. 


‘It’s probably just his day off,’ offered Fabian. 


His naivety about the ways of politics in rural France earned him a scowl from both the older men present. And then Serge and Jacques turned as one to stare across the river as though they could see the troubles coming. 


‘Not again!’ muttered Josette as she headed back to work. ‘What I wouldn’t give to have a bit of peace and quiet around here.’


 


Christian held on to the knotted roots of a tree, revelling in the serenity of his surroundings as he let his body be tugged and swayed by the water making its way past him. Already the tension in his shoulders had eased, the pounding in his head was abating and his aching heart was soothed by the beauty of the sunlight cutting through the green shade above.


Perhaps he could just stay here for the rest of his life. Although it probably wasn’t feasible in winter. It had been cold enough getting in this mid-July morning, the glacial waters never still long enough to warm up the way some of the mountain tarns did. 


Known locally as ‘the pool’, the section of river Christian was relaxing in was upstream from La Rivière at a point where the banks narrowed for a sudden bend, leaving the water deep enough to go over even the farmer’s head. Normally crowded with families at the height of summer, today it was strangely deserted, no shouts of playing children audible from the baby pools around the corner where a collection of large flat rocks sheltered bathers from the river’s unrelenting flow. 


Feeling no need for such protection, Christian let go of the tree roots that were anchoring him and began swimming against the current. So calm at this time of year, come winter the water would be thundering past, roaring on its way down the mountain to meet up with the Salat as it emerged from the Seix valley. From there it wound through St Girons, the nearest town of any size, and then merged with the mighty Garonne, which travelled north into the heart of Toulouse and on to Bordeaux. A majestic river by this point, it cut through the coastal city and tumbled out into a broad estuary before ending its journey in the Bay of Biscay.


While René the plumber found it perplexing that the cold waters that snaked through La Rivière could travel up the map in what he perceived to be a denial of gravity, for the farmer it was fascinating. To think that tiny Fogas with its population of just over one hundred people could be connected by such an artery to the metropolis of Bordeaux! On the rare days that he felt trapped by the confines of his commune and the prying ways of village life, he found solace in the thought that the river always found a way out. So too could he, if he desired. And today, he desired it.


He eased up on his strokes and immediately started to drift backwards, the current deceptively strong. Perhaps the waters would carry him all the way to Bordeaux? Into the Gironde estuary where he could jump on a cargo ship and start a new life somewhere across the ocean. Far away from Fogas. Far away from her.


It wasn’t a bad plan, Christian mused, as he stopped swimming altogether and flipped onto his back to be gently twisted and turned by the river. To leave everything behind. The idea had a certain attraction. Although he was aware of the irony inherent in his contemplating leaving just when everything was going so perfectly.


First there was the matter of his farm, which, thanks to an unexpected source, now had a viable future. With investment on the horizon, new projects to begin and the tantalising prospect of becoming less reliant on the middlemen who ate into his profits, he was excited about what lay ahead. Then there was yesterday’s announcement that the post office would be reopening in Fogas. Something which as second deputy mayor he knew was vital for the sustainability of the commune. They had fought hard, and slightly underhand, to keep this necessary amenity and it had paid off, making the outlook for the three villages appear brighter than before. 


Even on a personal level, things had seemed to be improving. Unmarried and still living with his parents, at the age of forty-one Christian was beginning to despair of ever finding a wife to share his life. Stuck up a mountain in a community that was dwindling and with most of his contemporaries having left the area to seek work long ago, there were few opportunities for him to meet the other sex. Then out of the blue, he’d got to know a beautiful woman. He’d even had a date with her, and she’d certainly been interested.


But Fate was a cruel mistress. She’d blinded the farmer to the attractions laid before him. Made him oblivious to the charms of the woman who was wooing him. Instead, as he’d realised in an epiphany that had come too late, he was bound to someone else. Someone he’d known since he was a boy. And someone who had no feelings for him. She’d made that much clear last night as she danced cheek to cheek with a man Christian called a friend. He’d watched in agony as they’d sloped off into the darkness beyond the marquee, the man’s arm around her shoulders, her body tucked into his. 


Had she left with him? Agreed to accompany him to his next position of employment, wherever, as a tracker and outdoorsman, that took him? Perhaps even now, they were waking up in a tent in the mountains, preparing for an adventure that would last a lifetime. And who could blame her? What could someone like Christian offer in contrast? A life as a farmer’s wife, getting up early to help with lambing, managing a household budget that was never quite enough, and out in all weathers to look for a bull that was better than Houdini at escaping. 


There was no comparison. She would have gone.


The thought was colder than the waters flowing over his limbs. Gone. Was that better than if she were here to torment him on a daily basis? Would he heal more quickly if there were no reminders of the love he had allowed to slip through his fingers? Or did the perverse nature of the heart indeed mean that absence only served to heighten the pain? 


Not having any degree of experience in the ways of love, Christian didn’t have the answer. All he knew was that while the river had worked its usual magic on his hangover, it had failed to ease his tortured soul. So he would have to take a pragmatic approach, as he did to everything in life. He would dismiss her from his thoughts. Forget about the twist of auburn hair that fell against her cheek. Blot out the sound of her laughter, the small cross glinting on her throat as she threw back her head. And never recall the way she made him want to pull her close, enfold her in his arms and—


Banish her. Never think of her again. She was gone. 


He closed his eyes in resolution and, with a resounding smack, his head clipped a rock and he was submerged. Emitting a gasp as the water surged over him, he took in a lungful of river and started to splutter. But as he struggled to surface, his long legs unexpectedly hit the bottom and he rose up, chest and shoulders suddenly exposed to the air.


Disoriented, he rubbed his bleary eyes, trying to focus on the scene around him. Where was he? He was obviously no longer in the pool. The water was too shallow. And there were more rocks, as his sore head testified. As his vision adjusted to the brightness of the sun bouncing off the river, he could just make out someone lying on a flat boulder a couple of metres away from him.


Tanned. Shapely. Auburn hair splayed over the granite. Face in repose. Eyes closed. Around her slender neck, a small silver chain decorated with a cross and next to her, a bag and a discarded bikini top. 


As if to mock his pathetic attempts to thwart her, Fate had presented Christian with the very image he was trying to forget, in full, glorious, topless technicolour. 


He couldn’t help it. His tormented heart sent forth a cry that issued from the farmer’s throat as a groan, both of desire and despair. But when the woman’s eyes flashed open and she whipped round to look at him with a yelp of surprise, he somehow managed to turn it into something else.


‘B-b-b-bonjour, Véronique,’ he stammered, before flopping back down into the water, which failed to douse the flames on his cheeks.


 


‘How long were you standing there gawping?’ she demanded, a sting to her tone. ‘And don’t even think of turning around!’


Christian was taking the reprimand with his head down, standing in the river, his back to her, the swish of fabric telling him that she was frantically pulling on clothing.


‘I wasn’t. I just . . . I drifted . . . and then . . .’


‘You drifted? All the way down here?’


He nodded and heard a snort of derision from up on the rock behind him. 


‘Well, you could have said something. Coughed, even. That would have been the polite thing to do.’ 


He stared morosely at the water eddying past. He’d embarrassed her. And made a fool of himself. She now thought he was nothing more than a voyeur. But how was he to have known she would be there? Thinking she’d eloped with the tracker the night before, he hadn’t expected to bump into the village postmistress down at the river. Topless. Plenty of people sunbathed there in the nude, of course. It was a secluded spot, a small inlet on the opposite side to the path, screened from passers-by thanks to a thicket of ash and shielded by a huge rock that jutted into the water. With steep terrain rising out of it, no one could make their way here by accident. Except him.


No wonder she was sceptical. How could he have drifted all the way down the river, through the baby pools, to end up here? He scratched his damp curls in mortification, his hand coming away with a smear of red.


‘You’re bleeding.’ Slightly less venom and a soft splash as she joined him in the river. ‘Here, let me see.’


Before he could refuse, her hands were on his head, gently parting his hair. 


‘It’s deep. How did you do that?’


‘I banged it,’ mumbled the farmer. ‘On that.’ He pointed an accusatory finger at the offending rock.


‘While you were drifting?’ 


‘Yes! I smacked my head, went underwater and then when I stood up . . .’ He turned to her and made a vague gesture to where she’d been lying, her bag and book next to her towel, and his face flared again at the memory. And at the fact that she was now wearing a bright red bikini, which pulled his attention back to her curves.


He swung round to face the opposite bank before his wandering eyes could land him in any more trouble.


‘Does it hurt?’ she asked. 


‘Not any more.’ He’d said it before he thought through the implications. ‘I mean . . . Christ!’


He’d had enough. His headache had returned with malevolence, thumping at his temples and pulsating behind his eyes, and the heat of what must now be a lunchtime sun was making it worse. ‘Look, I’m sorry, all right? I didn’t even know you were still here. You were supposed to be gone.’


He shrugged and without another word waded out of the inlet and across the shallow section of the river, intent on going home. He was stepping up onto the bank when she called to him.


‘Christian! Wait, I’ll come with you.’


And he had to endure the sight of her making her way through the water, limbs glistening in the sunshine, body just perfect. He made sure his eyes were fixed on the ground as he helped her onto dry land, and focused only on his bare feet as he followed her through the trees to where he’d left his clothes at the end of the path to La Rivière. Then he dressed with his back to her in the strained silence. When he turned round, he was both relieved and disappointed to see she was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. They were some way up the steep track to the road, walking in single file, before either of them spoke. 


‘What did you mean back there?’ she asked, her voice quiet behind him. ‘When you said I was supposed to be gone?’


‘That’s what I thought.’


‘Gone where?’


‘Gone. With Arnaud Petit.’ Uttering the tracker’s name almost choked him. 


Her silence was overlaid with the hum of cicadas and the lonesome cry of a red kite.


‘No comment, then?’ From some distant perspective he was aware of the rancour that tainted his voice. Up close, he could do nothing about it.


‘What is there to say?’ Haughty. Aloof. ‘He asked me to leave with him.’


Christian felt a stab of pain but ploughed on regardless. ‘And you turned him down?’


‘Yes.’


Hope flooding his heart, he twisted on the narrow path to see her. She was pale, breath coming in short gasps as the hike took its toll. ‘Why on earth did you do that?’


She blinked and he thought she wasn’t going to reply, but then she said, ‘I’ve just got my job back. I can’t give that up.’


His laugh was cruel. Filled with the malice of a malignant hangover and the terror of an ensnared soul. ‘You turned down a man like Arnaud Petit just to be postmistress of Fogas? Then you’re a bigger idiot than I took you for!’


And so they emerged out of the shelter of the trees into the dusty parking space at the side of the road, the sun baking hard upon them, anger vibrating the air between them. 


‘Bonjour!’ hailed a voice. ‘Perhaps you could help me?’ 


Christian glanced at the occupant of the only parked car, perversely pleased to see the tourist who’d been in the bar earlier. The one who’d seemed to have trouble believing that Christian was a deputy mayor. With his baseball cap discarded on the seat next to him, he looked a lot younger. He was holding a map, and a flicker of recognition and something like wariness crossed his face as he spoke again.


‘Oh, hi. I’m trying to decide which is the best way back to Foix.’


Christian leaned down to the window, the cold blast from the air conditioning doing nothing to assuage his temper. ‘Sure,’ he said with a fixed smile. And with a broad finger on the map he traced a route up the valley and over the mountains that lay between Fogas and the departmental capital. ‘That’s your best bet.’


‘Not through Massat?’ the man enquired with a bemused look.


‘No. Over the Col de la Crouzette. Much better.’


‘Thank you!’ The tourist shook the farmer’s hand, the grip surprisingly firm for an office dweller, and he reversed back onto the road. It was only as the car disappeared around the bend that Christian realised it had a local registration. Which was odd for a tourist.


‘Why did you do that?’ asked Véronique.


‘What?’ asked Christian, all innocence.


‘Send him over the Col de la Crouzette. It’s a terrible road. Especially if you’re not from these parts.’


‘I met him earlier and I didn’t take to him,’ explained Christian, aware of how petty it sounded. ‘Anyway, how do you know he’s not from these parts? He’s got a local number plate.’


‘Because,’ said Véronique with exaggerated patience, ‘I recognised him. And he’s definitely not from here. In fact, whatever has put you in such a terrible mood has just sent the Préfet of Ariège back to his office over the worst possible route. And I can’t imagine that’s going to help diplomatic relations in any way. But then, what would I know? I’m just the idiot postmistress.’


She set off down the road, indignation shimmering around her rigid shoulders like a mirage. And poor Christian was left in the lay-by, mouth open, head aching and with the knowledge that the day could not get any worse. 


 


Pascal Souquet wasn’t watching his phone the next time it rang. He was staring into space, contemplating a life other than the one he had ended up living. A life that involved the finer things, like foie gras and champagne, a stroll down Avenue Montaigne, a weekend break on the Ile de Ré and winter skiing in Courchevel. All of which he had once been able to afford, back when they’d lived in Paris and he’d been a man of note. Before he’d made disastrous investments and lost everything. 


It was his wife who brought him back to reality, standing in front of him holding his mobile, lips pinched and eyes flinty. She threw a notepad on the kitchen table and stood, hands on hips, glowering at him. 


She was angry. When he glanced at the page covered in her writing he knew why.


HE called. He said to tell you the letter has been delivered. WHAT letter?


Pascal swallowed hard and for a brief second a shard of sound pierced the silence like a needle pushed through dough. But then nothing, just her finger jabbing noiselessly at the page. She was demanding an answer.


He raised his shoulders and shook his head. Letter? What letter? 


But Fatima Souquet was no fool. She grabbed a pen and scrawled another line on the pad, chucked the phone next to it and then managed to convey with her body the sound he couldn’t hear; the stamp of her footsteps across the tiles and the slamming of the door behind her. Seconds later, he saw the car being reversed out of the drive.


So, the letter had been sent, the plot was already in motion, and he was going to be dancing once more to the tune of another. But he couldn’t tell his wife what it entailed. Even without his present affliction. Because when she found out what was being planned, she would leave him as she had promised. He let his gaze fall on her silent reprimand.


I TOLD you he was dangerous. You should have listened to me!


Pascal traced the words with his finger. There was nothing he could do. It was too late. He was on a path from which he couldn’t turn, not without exposing himself to a possible prison sentence. He had to forge ahead and pray that everything came good. If it did, he would achieve all they had hoped for and more. If it didn’t . . .


Cocooned in the unnatural hush, he felt his shoulders start to heave, his chest rise and fall, moisture on his cheeks. But he was unable to hear the raw sobs that tore from his throat as he contemplated the mess he’d made.










Chapter 4


‘Pascal’s gone deaf!’ shouted a gleeful René as Christian approached the bar.


‘What?’


‘Precisely!’ René slapped the farmer on the back, chuckling at his own joke, and they headed into the cool interior. ‘Fatima was just down for some shopping. Told Josette that His Lordship has lost his hearing. She thinks it might have been something to do with the sound system last night.’


‘You mean the fact that we sat him next to the loudspeakers when he passed out?’


René nodded. 


‘It’s bad,’ added Josette from behind the counter. ‘He can’t hear a thing.’


‘No loss, living with a scold like Fatima!’ muttered René. ‘Two beers please, Josette.’


‘Orangina for me,’ revised Christian hastily. 


Josette placed the drinks on the bar and turned to the farmer. ‘So, how was your swim? Did it do the trick?’ 


Christian scowled. ‘Not really.’


‘Too many people?’


‘Something like that.’


‘Véronique was down there too, apparently. Did you see her?’


‘Yes.’


‘I thought she might have popped in when she got back, to discuss the new post office. Did she say anything to you?’


‘No.’


Josette raised an eyebrow at his terse responses and it was enough to make the sulky farmer relent.


‘Sorry. It’s not been a good day so far.’


‘Not so great here, either,’ added René. ‘Our trusty mayor has gone storming back up to the town hall in a right temper.’


‘Over what?’ 


‘First of all he was harangued on his way here by the lady who drives the butcher’s van—’


‘Agnès Rogalle,’ interrupted Josette. ‘She’s a distant cousin of the Rogalles up in Picarets.’


‘—who was complaining again about someone stealing meat while her back is turned—’


‘Seems it only happens when she’s parked up around here . . .’


‘—and was insisting Serge do something about it—’


‘Although what he could do I’m sure I don’t know. Perhaps if she spent less time leaning over the counter gossiping . . .’
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