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			The lunar calendar said that the new moon made this a good day to plant broad beans, rocket and spinach, just as the previous days of a waning crescent moon had been the time to weed and to start a new compost heap. As Bruno Courrèges sowed the seeds he’d brought from his greenhouse, he wondered if this was some old wives’ tale. Other gardeners Bruno knew and trusted, prime among them the Mayor of St Denis, the small French town where Bruno served as Chef de Police, swore that the traditional ways of the lunar calendar worked for them. Certainly there was no arguing with the quality of the crops they harvested. So when the Mayor had given him a copy of the lunar almanac and advised him to follow its advice, Bruno thought he’d try. At the far side of his vegetable patch, his basset hound, Balzac, gazed at Bruno curiously, probably wondering why he was not allowed to play in this part of the garden.

			‘There’s some science behind it,’ the Mayor had insisted. ‘It’s like the tides of the sea. The moon’s gravity draws up the moisture in the soil when it’s waxing and lets it down again when it’s waning. So plant your above-ground vegetables when it’s a waxing moon and your below-ground ones when it’s waning. It works for me.’

			The last of the seeds sowed, Bruno used his watering can to sprinkle the ground and then stretched to ease his back, turning his face to the early morning sun. He’d picked the last of his vegetables when the moon had said the time was ripe, and some of them were already in the big stockpot he kept atop his wood-burning stove. Cooking a couple of quartered chickens with carrots, onions and potatoes had made a plain but filling meal for his friends the previous evening. Now with some more vegetables and garlic and a pack of green lentils added it would provide him and his dog with a hearty stew throughout the week.

			Back in the house, Bruno heard his guests moving around upstairs in the new bedroom he’d built under the roof. He added some logs from his woodpile to the stove, closed the damper and then reopened it a notch. It would keep the place warm all day and let the stockpot cook slowly, the way he liked it. He poured the last of the previous evening’s wine into the stew and added some hot water.

			He wanted to clean his Land Rover and get to the tennis club early for the meeting and subsequent parade of classic cars, a new event in the calendar of St Denis. His house guests would get there on their own. Despite the work he had put into organizing the event, Bruno had never thought of himself as a car enthusiast. He didn’t read car magazines and he seldom recognized the make of a new car until he saw its insignia. He put fuel in one end of his own vehicles and water in the other and expected them to function – they were merely tools to take people or goods from one place to another. He entrusted their repair and maintenance to experts. He had driven many different vehicles, military and civilian. These days he mostly drove the utility police vans supplied to him by his employer, the Mayor and council of St Denis, or the elderly Land Rover he had inherited from a hunting friend.

			The Land Rover had inspired a surprising affection. It was not a comfortable vehicle to drive, built before the modern conveniences of adjustable seats, power steering and anti-lock brakes. Indeed, it was nearly twenty years older than Bruno. He had been surprised to learn this qualified it as a classic car. But it could go just about anywhere – cross rivers, climb the steepest and muddiest slopes, and negotiate the rock-strewn trails through the woods where he hunted the region’s abundant game. And it had never let him down. This was more than he could say for some of the fancy cars his friends drove, which seemed to require the skills of a computer expert as much as a traditional car mechanic. In his days in the French army, Bruno had driven jeeps, trucks, motorbikes and even the occasional armoured car. He had a painful memory of the deafening and bone-shaking experience of driving an AMX-30, France’s main battle tank, on the testing grounds at Saumur and had vowed never to repeat it. Forty tons was more than Bruno felt he could handle, particularly when the instructor had closed the driver’s hatch so that his vision was limited to two narrow slits and a blurry periscope. Driving had held little appeal for him ever since.

			Nor did Bruno consider himself to be a particularly good driver. He took little pleasure in driving fast and had been called to the scene of too many road accidents to want to push his limited skills. He had once been taken frighteningly fast around a course by a skilled rally driver, his friend Annette, a magistrate in Sarlat. She had skidded around bends, missed trees by inches and accelerated over the crests of hills with a force that slammed Bruno’s head against the roof of her specially equipped Peugeot. He thought he had been saved from unconsciousness only by the helmet she had supplied. Such driving was not for him. Bruno’s sole ambitions as a driver were to be competent and safe.

			Bruno decided to skip his usual morning run so that he could wash and polish the Land Rover. He scrubbed the mud from the wheel wells and used a touch-up pen to cover the deeper scratches in the faded green paint. He wiped clean the canvas-­covered seats and washed the windows, inside and out, and swept away the dust and gravel from the interior. He tidied up the rear, putting his tennis gear in one bag, his rugby boots and tracksuit in another, and his all-weather garments and hunting clothes in a third.

			A freshly washed dog blanket now nestled between the bags, where Balzac could rest while waiting for his master. A bowl and water bottle stood ready for Balzac’s refreshment. When Bruno drove, Balzac preferred to ride on the passenger seat where he could watch the road and landscape and, in the absence of a car radio, listen to Bruno sing. Other than his occasional attendance at church or on convivial evenings at the rugby club, Bruno reserved his singing for his Land Rover and his shower.

			As Bruno drove into town, Balzac seemed to appreciate his owner’s version of ‘Que reste-t-il de nos amours?’ Bruno tried to catch the breathy, almost playful tones of the Charles Trenet 1943 original. For Bruno, no other version would do, although most French singers had made their own recordings, singing it too slowly or making it too sad. His own mood when he thought of his past love affairs was of fond nostalgia rather than tragic loss. The memories made him grateful, so when Bruno pulled his gleaming car into the parking lot by the tennis club, he was pleased to see a familiar ancient Citroën deux-chevaux.

			Pamela, its owner and his former lover, was standing nearby and admiring the Baron’s venerable 1958 Citroën DS, which still looked more modern than most of the vehicles on the road. Its owner was leaning with one elbow on the car’s roof as he chatted to her and gestured proudly at his second car, the old French military jeep that he used for hunting. It was being driven today by Sergeant Jules from the Gendarmerie. Pamela waved and beckoned Bruno to join them. He let Balzac jump out of the car and scamper across to her. He waved back but went to greet his two house guests, who had followed in their own car, before leading them across the parking lot to meet his friends.

			It was a fine turnout for the classic car meeting, thought Bruno proudly, as well as a very international gathering. Bruno’s English friend Jack Crimson was at the wheel of his Jaguar Mark 2, his daughter Miranda beside him. Horst, a German archaeolo­gist, was dressed for the part, wearing white gloves and a flat cap as he helped Clothilde, curator of the local museum of prehistory, from the seat of her Porsche Speedster. A retired Dutch architect had brought his boxy DAF Variomatic and someone else had an elderly Saab. Lespinasse from the garage was flicking a duster over his perfectly restored Citroën traction-avant from 1938 – the oldest car at the gathering. To Bruno’s eye the most striking vehicle was a white Jaguar E-type. From its passenger seat Annette was waving at him; at the wheel beside her sat a good-looking and fair-haired stranger.

			‘Meet George Young, a friend from London,’ Annette said to Bruno as he approached, her hand on the young man’s arm. ‘He runs a company bringing British drivers over to take part in French rallies and races. I met him at the Rallye des Remparts in Angoulême and persuaded him to bring his Jaguar to St Denis for our parade. He’s going to navigate for me at the race tomorrow.’

			Her voice was animated, Bruno noted, almost giddy. The two men shook hands and then Bruno introduced his two guests from Alsace. It was about time Annette found herself a boyfriend, thought Bruno, and the Englishman looked suitable enough. He was about Bruno’s height, slim but with powerful shoulders and a friendly smile. His French was fluent as he chatted to the couple from Alsace about his visit – he called it a pilgrimage – to the Bugatti collection at the Musée Nationale de l’Automobile in Mulhouse, near their home.

			From the corner of his eye, Bruno saw movement in the woods behind the tennis club and recognized Félix lurking in the trees. Félix was an undersized, sullen teenager who shunned the tennis and rugby lessons Bruno offered to the other students in the town’s collège. He was the youngest child of two parents now well into in their fifties. Félix’s older siblings had long since left home and the father had been unemployed for years. His mother, from a French island in the Caribbean, worked as a cleaner at the school. She had bequeathed to her son a skin just a shade or two darker than café au lait, which meant some fellow pupils sneered at him as a métis, a half-caste. Félix had suffered a number of brushes with the law for shoplifting, petty vandalism and one case of joyriding in a stolen car. Bruno reminded himself to check on the boy’s age; once past sixteen, his next offence could mean juvenile detention. Bruno felt disappointed that he’d never been able to straighten the boy out; he thought of Félix as one of his failures.

			‘Him again,’ said Yveline, commandant of the small Gendarmerie in St Denis, who had suddenly appeared at Bruno’s side. She was in uniform. ‘You know we’re going to have a lot of trouble with that kid.’

			‘We already have,’ said Bruno, and gave Félix a stern stare before leading his friends to join a group congregating at a long trestle table set up in front of the club. One of the waitresses from Fauquet’s café was serving croissants and pains au chocolat and dispensing coffee from two large thermos flasks.

			Bruno had chosen this spot for the cars to assemble, away from the main road and out of sight of the crowds who were expected for the parade. He had almost finished his coffee when two strikingly modern cars arrived. Fabiola was at the wheel of her new Renault ZOE electric car, and behind her came Alphonse, the town’s only councillor from the Green Party, in his electric Kango van. Alphonse had persuaded the Mayor to make a nod to the environment by welcoming electric cars into St Denis’s first Concours d’Elégance. That was the title Annette had dreamed up for what Bruno thought of simply as a vintage car parade, one of the events marking the name day of St Denis.

			The idea had come from the Baron over a rugby club dinner the previous year when the Mayor had been looking for ways to extend the tourist season beyond the summer months. The first idea had been a visitors’ day at the town vineyard, then Stéphane had suggested a special rugby match and Lespinasse had proposed a sports-car rally. Ah said the Baron, always keen to show off his splendid Citroën, that could be combined with a vintage car parade. Bruno had remained silent, knowing that whatever plans were made he’d be the one the Mayor assigned to make them work.

			At that point Xavier, the efficient deputy Mayor, had opened his diary and reminded his companions that the date fell on the weekend when the delegation from St Denis’s twin town in Alsace came for their annual visit. They came each year to commemorate the welcome the refugees from Alsace had been given in 1939 and 1940. The first wave had come just after war was declared in September 1939, when the French government evacuated to the Périgord the civilians from the regions near the German frontier. The following year, after the French surrender and the German reoccupation of Alsace and Lorraine, Alsatians of French stock had been deported to make room for German settlers. Most of the deportees came to the Périgord. Inevitably, in the four years before D-Day and France’s liber­ation, friendships were forged between the refugees and their hosts, marriages took place, and after the war towns throughout Alsace twinned with those where they had been welcomed.

			So the weekend of the town’s name day now included a special market with stalls and vendors from Alsace, a rugby match with a team from Marckolsheim and a visitors’ day at the vineyard followed by a feast. Lespinasse had arranged that St Denis would at the same time host the regional heats for the French rally drivers’ championship. Father Sentout, St Denis’s priest, had arranged a choral service for two choirs with his counterpart from Alsace and Antoine the boatman had organized a fishing competition. Bruno had been assigned to coordinate it all, and to arrange a fireworks display to round off the celebration. It was not what he had been trained to do in his course at the police academy, but this role as impresario of civic events gave Bruno great pleasure. It also meant that he had established a firm friendship with his Alsatian counterpart, Thomas, who with his wife was staying at Bruno’s home for the weekend. Bruno had been their guest during his visits to Alsace for the twin town reunions.

			‘I don’t see Sylvestre,’ said Thomas, a worried look on his weather-beaten face. ‘He’s a friend from Marckolsheim and we’re counting on him to bring something very special for the parade. I hope he hasn’t lost his way.’

			Thomas and his wife were devoted hikers, striding across the Vosges near their home most weekends and spending their summer vacations walking in the Alps. Bruno recalled with respect the pace they had set on a long day’s hike from Colmar to Mulhouse on his last visit to Alsace. A few years older than Bruno and a little taller, Thomas was trim and fit. His wife Ingrid looked equally healthy, despite the bottles of Alsace wine they had brought and downed at Bruno’s dinner table the previous evening.

			‘I’d better give the drivers their briefing,’ said Bruno, looking at his watch. ‘It’s almost time to begin.’

			Thomas pulled out his mobile phone to call Sylvestre as Ingrid greeted Fabiola and Pamela, whom she had met over dinner at Bruno’s house the previous evening. Bruno took from his shoulder bag, and began handing out, a sheaf of photocopies he’d made of the route the drivers would take through St Denis. Each photocopy carried a number, indicating the order in which the cars would start.

			‘If I could have your attention,’ he began, using his parade-ground voice. ‘The route of our motorcade is clearly marked on your maps. We’ll go through the main streets before turning onto the quayside, where we’ll park on the long stretch before the bridge. Please park as I do, facing the stone wall and with your back to the river. Leave enough space for people to walk all around the cars, and keep an eye on your vehicles in case kids try to climb in. I’ll lead the way, so nobody should get lost. The Baron will bring up the rear in the Citroën DS. And please keep at least two car lengths’ distance from the vehicle ahead. Thank you.’

			As he finished, what looked like a furniture truck turned the corner, sounded its horn and pulled up on the street, too big to fit into the already crowded parking lot. Two men in white overalls, white caps and goggles jumped from the driving compartment, waved at the crowd and went to the rear of the truck. One opened the wide double doors while the other pulled out a long ramp, lowered it to the ground and then clambered inside. Bruno heard the sound of a powerful engine being started, dying with a ragged cough and then starting again. A cloud of exhaust fumes surged from the rear of the truck and then a bright blue open-topped racing car from another era began to back slowly down the ramp.

			The windscreen was no more than ten centimetres in height and the hood took up two-thirds of the car’s length. The front wheels and axle were at the very front of the vehicle, ahead of the curved flat radiator. Leading back from the driver’s seat the sides of the car curved in to form a pointed rear that looked as sharp as an axe blade. There were no mudguards above the wheels and a spare tyre was attached to the car’s side with thick leather straps. The driver revved the engine and unleashed the harsh, potent roar of a thoroughbred before turning and driving slowly to face the suddenly silent crowd. Bruno could read the red badge on the arch-shaped radiator: Bugatti.

			‘Sylvestre always likes to make an entrance,’ said Ingrid drily, once the throaty growl of the engine note had quietened. ‘That’s the one he bought last year. He paid seven hundred thousand euros and he says it’s worth a lot more now.’

			‘A Type 35 from 1928, the car that made Bugatti’s name,’ said Thomas, something close to reverence in his voice. ‘It was the only car of its day that could be driven both on the road and in Grand Prix races. Despite the Italian name, it’s a French car, designed and built in Alsace.’

			‘It won every race going,’ said Young, Annette’s friend, in worshipful tones. ‘It took the world championship in 1926 and the Targa Florio five years in a row.’ He moved forward to help the driver from the cockpit and, as if suddenly released from bondage, the rest of the crowd surged forward to cluster around the Bugatti.

			‘Welcome,’ said Bruno, introducing himself and handing the driver his photocopied map. ‘We’re honoured to have your car here. You’re number nineteen, next to last in the parade. You’ll follow the traction-avant and be just ahead of the DS.’

			‘Thank you, and please call me Sylvestre,’ said the man in white, pushing his goggles back onto his brow. He looked to be in his thirties. He had bright blue eyes, a prominent nose and a firm jaw. The grip of his handshake was unnecessarily strong but his smile was affable.

			‘This is my friend Freddy, he’s from India,’ Sylvestre said, beckoning forward his companion. ‘We’re both glad to be here. My grandmother told me a lot about this place. She was born just outside St Denis and I thought this was a good opportunity to take a look at some property she left me.’ His expression was arrogant, almost haughty as he gazed around at the crowd, before raising his voice to ask, ‘And which of these charming ladies would like to ride in the Bugatti with me?’

			Sylvestre’s eyes settled briefly on Fabiola, standing alone. ‘How about you, Mademoiselle?’

			‘Thanks, but I’m driving my own car, the new Renault,’ she replied coolly. ‘We have electric cars in the parade.’

			‘Excellent,’ said Sylvestre, and looked at Bruno. ‘In that case, would you have room for one more? I’ve got a Tesla in the back of the truck and Freddy can drive it.’

			Suddenly he seemed aware of Félix, who had somehow pushed himself forward to stand at the side of the Bugatti and gaze reverently into the driving compartment.

			‘What about you, young man. Would you like to take a spin?’ Sylvestre asked. And with what Bruno thought was an understandable glance of triumph at him, Félix clambered inside and seemed to glow with pride. As he took his seat, Félix looked up at Sylvestre in awe.

			Bruno had heard of the Tesla, an American-made electric sports car that ran on some revolutionary new battery, but he’d never seen one. Freddy clambered into the back of the big truck and backed out a sleek grey car. When Sylvestre turned off the Bugatti’s engine, Bruno realized that the Tesla was utterly, eerily silent.

			2

			Shortly after the motorcade had ended and the cars had parked along the quayside, Bruno felt his phone vibrate. What with the noise from the crowds clattering down the stone steps to the riverbank to inspect the cars, he could barely make out that Dr Gelletreau was reporting a death. Bruno walked away to get clear of the clamour.

			The doctor told him that an elderly man had been found dead by his wife in Savignac-le-Miremont when she returned from visiting her sister. She’d called him at once. The doctor said the cause of death looked like a heart attack. The town wasn’t in the commune of St Denis, but as a courtesy, Bruno took care of the births and deaths registration for the small neighbouring communes, hence the call. He went in search of the Mayor to explain why he had to leave and found him admiring the Bugatti with the wide-eyed look of a little boy. Bruno entrusted his dog to Thomas and Ingrid and headed for the Gendarmerie where he had parked his official police van.

			The commune of Savignac was composed mostly of farms, woods and heathland, its village tiny. Barely a hundred people lived in the whole commune. Henri-Pierre Hugon, the dead man, had been serving his third term as a member of the local council. Bruno found his house easily. In rural areas, friends and neighbours erect a pole at the home of each new council member, bedecked with a French flag and laurel wreaths and a sign saying ‘Honour to Those We Elect’. Bruno followed Dr Gelletreau’s directions until he saw the pole, its flags now somewhat faded, and turned in to see the doctor’s elderly Citroën. The plump old man came to the door as Bruno pulled in.

			‘How goes the vintage car parade?’ Gelletreau asked, shaking hands. ‘I’m hoping I’ll get there in time to see them all. This shouldn’t take long. Madame Hugon is bearing up well. In fact she’s making us some coffee. As soon as you’ve finished I’ll call the undertakers.’

			‘Has he been dead long?’ Bruno asked.

			‘He died in his study and the light was on so I think it was sometime yesterday evening. The central heating was on, which means the body temperature doesn’t tell us much. I’ve been treating him for heart trouble for several years, since he was working in Périgueux. I’ve had him on beta-blockers and he’d been overweight as long as I’ve known him, even more than me. You knew him, didn’t you?’

			‘Only to say hello to, mainly through SHAP, and I have a copy of his book at home,’ Bruno said. ‘He made his living as a researcher. I don’t think I know his wife.’

			SHAP was the Society for the History and Archaeology of the Périgord, a body of local enthusiasts and scholars who held monthly meetings and organized lectures in a splendid sixteenth-­century townhouse in the heart of Périgueux. The Mayor had been a member for years and had encouraged Bruno to join, for which he was grateful. He tried never to miss the sessions and remembered with pleasure lectures he’d heard on the diet of the prehistoric peoples of the region, the development of medieval castle design and on the brief period in the sixteenth century when Bergerac had been the capital of France, or at least of the Protestants rallying to King Henri IV. He’d also heard the dead man give a memorably dry lecture on Périgueux during the Second World War, during which few in the audience managed to stay awake. SHAP had helped Hugon publish his book, an encyclopedia of the members of the Resistance in the Périgord. Hugon had spent his life working as an archivist for the département and since his retirement had continued to visit them regularly in his new role as freelance historian and researcher. He was invariably neatly dressed and Bruno had heard he was a meticulous worker with a good reputation among local lawyers and notaries.

			‘How old was he?’ Bruno asked.

			‘He’d have been seventy-five next month. But he never exercised, always down in those gloomy archives. He lived a very sedentary life and he was a smoker.’

			Once indoors, Bruno gave his condolences to Madame Hugon, accepted a cup of coffee and asked when she had found her husband.

			‘About an hour ago, when I got back, maybe it was a bit more than that,’ she said. Madame Hugon was dry-eyed and composed, with no sign of shock or grief. Her hair was white and she looked to be about the same age as her husband but in much better health. Short and slim, she wore lace-up flat shoes, a dark skirt and a light-blue blouse.

			‘I’d been at my sister’s in Sarlat for a few days. She has a new grandchild. My nephew drove me back because he wanted to see the old car parade and Henri was using the car while I was away. He was working on a big research job and needed to go back and forth to Périgueux and Bordeaux. I’d left meals in the freezer for him.’

			Her nephew had dropped her at the house, and she’d let herself in. The front door had not been locked. She’d called for her husband, got no reply and found him dead on the floor beside the desk in his study. She had touched his cheek, found it cold and called Dr Gelletreau.

			‘You didn’t call the urgences?’ Bruno asked. The pompiers of the St Denis fire brigade provided the local emergency service.

			‘There was no point. He’d obviously been dead for hours. The doctor kept warning him this might happen but Henri would never listen.’ She shrugged and then looked at Dr Gelletreau. ‘He hadn’t touched those meals I’d left for him, and from the dishes he’d left in the sink it looks like he’d lived on steaks and fried potatoes, all those things you’d told him not to eat.’

			‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Bruno said. ‘I’d better take a look in the study. What was this big research job he was doing?’

			‘He’d been at it for a couple of months, five days a week. Never told me what it was, just something about the war and the Resistance, but he said he’d make enough from it for us to have a nice holiday in the sun this winter. He used to get a hundred and fifty euros a day for his research work. I’d always wanted to see Morocco and I was looking forward to it.’

			‘Do you know who hired him?’ Bruno asked. She shook her head and Bruno did the maths as Gelletreau led the way into the study, where the desk lamp was still lit. If Hugon had been working on a research project for two months he’d have earned six thousand euros, a tidy sum.

			The chair had been overturned and Hugon’s plump body lay sprawled beside it, one leg partly under the desk. His right hand was clutching at his shirt front and his face looked as though he’d died in pain, his lips drawn back from his teeth. On his desk was the lamp, an old-fashioned telephone, a blank message pad and pencil lined up neatly beside it, and a closed laptop computer. The printer was on a small side table, switched off, and with no printouts in the tray.

			There was no sign of a diary or notebook that might provide a clue to his researches. The drawers of two filing cabinets against the wall were closed. Bruno pulled on a set of evidence gloves and opened each drawer in turn. Most of the files were organized alphabetically and seemed to reflect the names of the people to be included in his encyclopedia. One file marked ‘Current Projects’ was empty. His bank statements showed no unusual activity, just his pension payments, reimbursements from medical insurance and some modest bank transfers from lawyers, presumably research fees. There was no sign of the six thousand euros. Bruno wondered where was the account book he would have to keep for tax records?

			In the bookcase, filled with well-thumbed works of reference, were two shelves filled with hardbacked notebooks, covered in black leather and much too big to fit into a pocket. Bruno leafed through them. Hugon’s handwriting was neat and precise and every entry was dated. They were filed in order. The last one on the bookshelf ended with an entry for 30 July of that year. There was no sign of any current notebook, just two virgin notebooks, ready for use.

			The only item in the waste paper basket was an empty envelope from France Télécom. It was postmarked two days earlier, so it had probably been delivered the previous day. Bruno found a file for phone bills. In the past two months there had been far more calls than usual, including daily calls to and from a mobile number that did not feature in earlier bills. Bruno took out his own phone and dialled the number but an automated reply said the number was no longer available. That was odd. He called the security line for France Télécom and was told the number belonged to an unregistered pay-as-you-go phone.

			Bruno went back to Madame Hugon to ask if she knew the password for the laptop, but she shook her head; and nor did she recognize the phone number. She added that her husband had kept his diary and account books in his desk, unless he was going to the archives, when they’d be in his briefcase.

			‘They aren’t there now,’ said Bruno. ‘And there’s no sign of the briefcase.’

			‘Maybe he left them in the car,’ she said with a shrug, not seeming much concerned.

			The briefcase was in the car but it contained only blank notepads, pens, a copy of the previous day’s Sud Ouest and a half-empty pack of Royale cigarettes. Bruno went back to the body and found a wallet in the hip pocket. Inside were the usual identity, health and credit cards, along with five crisp new 200-euro banknotes. Bruno asked where Hugon had kept his clothes and was shown to a wardrobe in the marital bedroom. He checked the pockets of the jackets and the bedside tables but found nothing.

			‘Was there any sign that anybody else might have been in the house while you were away?’ Bruno asked Madame Hugon.

			She thought for a moment, then: ‘Not that I noticed. We never had many visitors, except for my sister.’

			‘Did you have any unusual visitors in recent days?’ She shook her head. ‘Did he seem worried by anything?’

			‘Far from it. He was pleased to have this new research project. Henri liked it when he was busy. He was never one to hang around the house, and he didn’t watch much television. There was nothing he liked more than poking around old archives, and getting paid for it was even better.’

			‘Was he working very hard?’ Gelletreau asked.

			‘More than usual. He was in his study until all hours, night after night. But that wasn’t so unusual when he had his teeth into something. It was like when he was writing that book. But it didn’t seem to be a strain. It was work, but the kind of work he loved. It always cheered him up to be on the trail of something.’

			‘Did he always work on the laptop or did he work with documents?’

			‘Both. He had a big file of papers he’d collected but he always had one of those black notebooks going as well.’

			‘There’s a file marked “Current Projects” in the filing cabinet but it’s empty and the last entry in the latest black notebook was for some time in July. So where’s the one for August and September?’

			‘I don’t know. Maybe he left it at the archives in Périgueux. He used to be in charge of the place, so they’d always let him leave stuff in his desk.’

			Bruno went into the kitchen and looked at the dirty dishes in the sink and piled up on the draining board, as if Hugon planned to leave them for his wife to wash on her return. There were four or five dinner plates, smeared with grease, some wine glasses, and bowls that might have held soup or breakfast cereal.

			‘He used the good coffee cups, that’s not like him,’ she said, sounding surprised for the first time since Bruno’s arrival. There were three dirty coffee cups beside the sink, all piled together as if they had been used at the same time.

			‘Did he drink much?’ Bruno asked, eyeing three empty bottles of Bergerac red wine, an undistinguished brand that Bruno recognized from the local supermarket.

			‘He liked his glass of Ricard before dinner and red wine with his meals, just a glass or two. Doctor Gelletreau had told him to cut back on his drinking.’

			‘How long were you away?’ Bruno asked.

			‘Just the three nights.’

			‘So he got through three bottles in three days. That seems like quite a lot for a man on his own.’

			She frowned, something like distaste in her expression. ‘I think he usually drank more when I wasn’t here, just like he’d go back to his steaks rather than defrost those nice meals I made.’

			Gelletreau nodded sagely. ‘He was never what I’d call a good patient. You can give them all the advice in the world but if they don’t want to take it . . .’

			Bruno thanked Madame Hugon and asked her if she wanted him to call anybody, perhaps her sister or a priest? She shook her head, saying she’d already called her sister in Sarlat to tell her of the death and her husband had never been a churchgoer. Once the undertaker had taken the body to the funeral home she’d drive back to Sarlat and stay there.

			‘I might put the house on the market,’ she added.

			In the garden, Bruno asked Dr Gelletreau if he’d signed the death certificate yet.

			‘No, I was waiting for you to arrive,’ the doctor said, a little stiffly. On an earlier occasion, he’d been embarrassed after putting down natural causes on a death certificate when Bruno had later discovered that the victim had been murdered.

			‘I don’t like this,’ Bruno said. ‘All that cash in his wallet, the disappearance of his diary and account book, those phone calls . . .’

			‘And the three coffee cups,’ said Gelletreau. ‘Still, I’m pretty sure it was a heart attack. You saw the way he was clutching his chest. It doesn’t look much like a murder to me. Hugon was a heart attack waiting to happen. And he certainly died yesterday.’

			‘So if his wife has an alibi from her family in Sarlat . . .’ said Bruno, thinking aloud.

			‘If that’s the case you’ve got a real mystery on your hands, unless you’ve got another one of your hunches.’

			Bruno looked back at the house, pulled out his phone and called his friend Jean-Jacques, the chief detective for the département, to explain his suspicions.

			‘What does the doc say?’ J-J replied.

			‘Heart attack, looks natural enough.’

			‘And the wife? Does she think it was a natural death?’

			‘Yes. She found the body after staying with family in Sarlat for a few days and she doesn’t seem concerned. It’s just me who thinks there’s more to this than meets the eye.’

			‘Merde, there’s no sign of any struggle, the doctor and the widow aren’t worried and you know the state of my budget and what we have to pay to get an autopsy done. If it wasn’t you saying this, Bruno . . .’ J-J’s voice trailed off. ‘Who’s the doctor present? Is it Fabiola?’

			‘Doctor Gelletreau seems ready to sign the death certificate, citing cardiac arrest.’

			J-J grunted. ‘Well, we can always ask for a second opinion. See if you can persuade Fabiola to take a look at the body when the undertaker comes for it. If she thinks it’s worth having an autopsy I’ll go along. By the way, have you heard anything from Isabelle?’

			‘Not lately,’ Bruno replied cautiously. In his own paternal way, J-J was almost as devoted as Bruno to Isabelle and claimed she was the best detective he’d ever trained. He liked to hope that she might one day give up her meteoric career, first in Paris and then with Eurojust in The Hague, and return to the Périgord to be his successor as chief detective. Bruno, who still dreamed of her and could never forget their passionate summer together, thought of Isabelle as the lost love of his life. But he cherished no such illusions of her possible return to the tranquil charms of the Périgord.

			‘Word from Paris is that she’s had a bit of trouble in some big operation in Luxembourg, ruffling some diplomatic feathers.’

			‘That’s news to me,’ said Bruno, making an effort to keep his voice neutral. He knew he would never stop caring about her. ‘But you know Isabelle, she’ll find some way to turn it to her advantage.’

			‘I thought maybe the Brigadier might have said something,’ J-J said. ‘I know he’s more in touch with you than with me, for which on the whole I’m quite grateful. It always means trouble when he’s around.’

			‘I haven’t heard from him for a while.’ The Brigadier, a senior figure in the ministry of the interior with wide-ranging responsibilities in security matters, had been Isabelle’s boss before she transferred to Eurojust. ‘And diplomatic trouble sounds way above my pay grade.’

			‘Mine, too, I imagine. Still, Isabelle always trusted your hunches and I’ve learned there’s usually something to them,’ J-J said. ‘So if Fabiola agrees that it’s worth taking a closer look, I’ll approve the autopsy.’
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			‘This event has been a great success,’ said the Mayor, leaning back in his chair with a glass of wine and staring contentedly at the crowded tables that filled the St Denis winery. ‘Our vintage cars made the TV news, thanks to that old Bugatti, and Fauquet’s café was packed all day. And just look at this turnout tonight! We’ll have to start doing this every year.’

			That means more work for me again next year, thought Bruno, clinking his glass against the Mayor’s, but he was pleased that the car show had brought in a crowd. Mauricette had told him her hotel had never before been full so early in the season. She’d devised a special offer for the weekend that had attracted tourists who liked the idea of a winery dinner without the risk of being breathalyzed on a long drive home. And after the local TV and radio publicity for the Concours, a lot more people were expected next day to watch the rally. Bruno had spent most of Friday checking on the safety barriers along the route. Once the race was over he’d have to help the farmers pick up the hay bales they had placed at every corner.

			At a sign from Julien, who ran the town vineyard, the Mayor rose to his feet and went to the dais that stood in front of the stacked wine barrels at the end of the winery. There wasn’t much space, with the drums, guitars and keyboard for that evening’s music and dancing already in place. More barrels stood against the wall and between them ran long rows of tables and chairs, all filled with people who had paid twenty euros a head for the vineyard dinner of soup, pâté, roast duck, cheese with salad and a piece of walnut tart. As much wine as they wanted was included in the price of their meal, all of it from the town vineyard. Most of the diners had also bought tickets for the raffle, five euros for six chances to win. Tapping an empty bottle with a fork, the Mayor called for silence and announced that the draw was about to take place. The first prize was a case of the local wine, the second prize six bottles, and there were three third prizes of two bottles each.

			‘Would our lovely ladies come forward please to draw the winning tickets?’ the Mayor called, and Fabiola, Annette and Florence made their way towards him, Fabiola shaking her head in mock despair at the Mayor’s old-fashioned way of introducing them. He identified each woman as they joined him on the dais: Fabiola as one of the town’s doctors, Annette as the local magistrate and star rally driver, and Florence as the science teacher at the collège.

			‘We didn’t have teachers or doctors or magistrates like these when I was a boy,’ the Mayor said. ‘But because we all want to wish Annette the best of luck in tomorrow’s rally, I’ll ask her to wait a little so she can draw the ticket for the first prize. Florence, please draw three tickets for the third prizes. Each winner gets a bottle of our excellent Vézère red and another of our delicious dry white wine. And Fabiola will draw the ticket for the second prize.’

			The third and second prizes went to strangers, which was as it should be, thought Bruno, hoping that a tourist would also win the first prize. Each winner had been cheered by his and her neighbours at the various tables, but then a silence fell as Annette reached into the bucket to draw out the winning ticket. She read out the number.

			‘That’s me,’ called out a male voice, and Bruno saw the Bugatti owner, Sylvestre, rise in his place and clasp his hands above his head in victory. Then he raised his voice to call across the tables to the Mayor.

			‘Have another draw. I donate my prize back to you.’ He paused and grinned around the winery. ‘I can’t drink, I’m driving.’

			He sat down to a round of applause. Annette drew again and this time Bruno cheered when his friend Ingrid rose to claim the prize. The Mayor made a point of saying how pleased he was that the prize went to someone from their twin town in Alsace, adding that the visiting delegation would be at the St Denis market the next morning, offering their wines and crafts and special foodstuffs.

			‘And then our local restaurants and producers will offer a food market in the main square after the end of the race, just as we do each Tuesday evening in July and August,’ the Mayor went on. ‘There’ll be roast chicken from rotisseries, hams grilled over open fires, snails, moules frites, along with salads, pizzas, tartes aux pommes, and wine from the town vineyard. So we’ll hope to see you again tomorrow. Now it’s time for the dancing.’

			He stepped down and St Denis’s own rock band took their place on the dais. Lespinasse from the garage started with a drum roll. His son Edouard was on bass, Robert the singing architect on rhythm and Patrice from the camera shop played lead guitar. Jean-Paul, the church organist who was also the local piano teacher, climbed up to join them with his accordion around his neck and began with the theme from ‘Mon Amant de St Jean’. A classic from the bal musette dancehalls of the 1930s and recently revived on one of the best-selling CDs in France, it was a song known to all present. Bruno led Florence to the dance floor and saw Fabiola and her partner Gilles, Thomas and Ingrid, Annette and her Englishman come to join them and suddenly the floor was full. A cheer went up when the Mayor joined them with his friend Jacqueline just as Robert was singing the line about how the girl knew the young man was lying to her but she liked him anyway.

			The music went on with the band’s usual mix of Edith Piaf, Sixties’ classics, Johnny Cash and Francis Cabrel numbers until Florence and Annette said they were thirsty and hauled the two men back to their table for more wine. Annette kept her hand in Young’s as they sat and Bruno wondered if Young knew that Annette was the daughter of an extremely rich and controversial financier.

			‘I’m so glad Sylvestre brought his Bugatti. It was the star of the show,’ said Annette, over the sound of the music. She gave Young a fond look. ‘How did you persuade him to come?’

			‘He didn’t need much persuading,’ Young replied. ‘He told me he’d been planning to come down here to see some family property and the chance of winning a Concours d’Elégance was too tempting to pass up. Even if nobody outside the Périgord has heard of the St Denis Concours, he reckons the title will raise the price of the Bugatti when he wants to sell it.’

			‘If I had a car like that, I’d never let it go,’ said Florence, so firmly that Bruno and the others turned to look at her. ‘I’m not really a car person and I can’t say I think of it as good to look at in a conventional way. It was too brutal, too arrogant in the way it seemed to embody raw power, but it still struck me as extraordinarily beautiful.’ She paused, and then tossed her head and laughed, trying to shift the mood that she had suddenly made serious. ‘Anyway, I’d be far too terrified even to think about driving some mechanical beast like that. But there was something very seductive about the way it sounded.’

			‘A mere seven hundred thousand and it’s yours,’ said Bruno, grinning. ‘I heard that was what he paid for it. I had no idea they were worth so much. How about that E-type of yours?’ he asked Young. ‘What’s that worth?’

			‘I got it years ago as a wreck for the equivalent of eight thousand euros, restored it myself and now it’s probably worth a hundred grand,’ Young replied. ‘I put years of work into it because that’s the only way I was able to afford it. The old Porsche that was in the parade will probably be worth about the same. If you cleaned up that Land Rover, you’d get a pretty good price. What year was it built?’

			‘Nineteen fifty-four,’ said Bruno. He remembered Hercule, the friend who had bequeathed it to him, saying that he’d been in the French army, fighting in Indo-China, the year his Land Rover was made. Bruno knew that 1954 was a year of special significance for his friend, the year of the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu. Hercule had bought the vehicle decades later, when he’d taken his pension and settled down in the Périgord to hunt and raise truffles.

			‘Fully restored, you might get fifty or sixty thousand,’ said Young. ‘It’s a booming market, now that the Arabs and Chinese are starting to invest in classic cars. That’s how Sylvestre does so well with his auctions. He’s already got a showroom in Dubai and he’s planning to open another one in Shanghai. I know he’s expecting to get at least a million for his Bugatti and I presume that’s how he plans to finance his Chinese operation.’

			Florence rolled her eyes and Bruno shook his head, stunned by the figures he was hearing.

			‘Is that how you got to know Sylvestre, through these classic car sales?’ Florence asked Young.

			‘In a way. I first met him at an auction in England a couple of years ago but we’ve met since at several rallies. He’s a very good driver and unlike me he’s got the money to pursue his hobby seriously.’

			Young explained that he’d first noticed Sylvestre bidding for a Ferrari Modena Spider. He himself had dropped out when the price reached a hundred thousand pounds, about a hundred and thirty thousand euros. The auction was held at the old Goodwood race track and it had gone down in history because a 1954 Mercedes Formula One racing car went for just under thirty million dollars, still the record for a public auction.

			‘The real money tends to be restricted to private auctions,’ Young added. ‘A Ferrari 250 GTO is supposed to have gone for over thirty million at a private auction in Italy, though it may just be rumour. Those private events are by invitation only and I’m not on the list for any of those. Sylvestre gets invited to them, probably because of his Dubai connections.’

			‘It makes my Land Rover seem cheap,’ Bruno said. ‘Are these classic car sales the way Sylvestre made his money?’

			‘No, you have to start with a lot of money to get into the game. His family in Alsace is into property and I gather they’re very rich and own shopping malls and office blocks, but I don’t know the details. We’re quite friendly and usually have a drink or a meal together when we meet up or when Sylvestre comes to London, but I couldn’t claim that we’re close friends. He’s a prickly type, a bit arrogant, but he certainly knows his way around cars.’

			‘Talking about our neighbour Sylvestre?’ came the voice of Bruno’s friend Thomas, Ingrid on his arm.

			‘We were just hearing about Sylvestre’s car-sales business,’ said Bruno, shifting his chair to give them room to sit down.

			‘His family was very lucky,’ Thomas explained. They had been farmers, with land between Marckolsheim and Strasbourg. Just before war broke out in 1939 the French government bought some of the land to turn it into a military airfield. There was a court case because it was a compulsory purchase and Sylvestre’s grandfather had sued because the government offered too little money. After the war the air force still wanted the airbase and offered a deal by which they paid rent and promised that if they ever gave up the airfield Sylvestre’s family could buy it back for the original price. In the 1960s, when de Gaulle thought French security would depend on nuclear weapons, France began cutting back on conventional forces. Sylvestre’s family got the land back cheaply, complete with a runway, hangars, underground fuel bunkers, offices and barracks.

			‘Strasbourg was then becoming one of the centres of the new European community and wanted a civilian airport,’ Thomas went on. ‘Sylvestre’s father sold the airfield itself for many times more than he’d paid to buy it back. But he kept the rest of the land, thinking it was bound to increase in value.’

			‘And it certainly did,’ Ingrid chimed in. ‘His heirs became one of the wealthiest families in Alsace. That’s how Sylvestre can afford to spend seven hundred thousand on that Bugatti of his.’

			‘That’s nothing,’ said Young, taking out a smartphone from his shirt pocket. He tapped a few buttons and then held up the screen to show an extraordinary, gleaming black car with the sweeping aerodynamic lines of the 1930s and a hood that seemed to stretch out for ever.

			‘Mon Dieu, it’s beautiful,’ said Florence.

			‘This is the most expensive car of all time. What do you think it might be worth?’ Young asked.

			‘Twenty million,’ Bruno suggested, plucking a figure from the air. Prices like that were meaningless to him. The only sense of value he could ascribe to them was to think of the prices of châteaux he knew were for sale. A million could buy a charming and habitable seventeenth-century château just a few kilometres away. Ingrid said five million and Annette shook her head, saying she knew the price and their estimates would have to go a lot higher.

			‘Thirty million,’ Florence suggested, laughing.

			‘More than that even,’ said Young. He suddenly looked solemn, as if this were serious business.

			‘What is it?’ Bruno asked.

			‘It’s another Bugatti, a model known as the Atlantic. Its real name is Type 57C, built in 1936. One of these was bought by the Mullin Museum in California for an undisclosed sum. The word is that it went for thirty-seven million dollars. It’s certainly the most valuable car of all time.’

			‘That’s insane,’ said Bruno, thinking it was almost obscene. ‘How can any car be worth that?’

			‘They only made four of them. One is owned by Ralph Lauren, there’s the one in the museum, a third was destroyed by a train at a railway crossing and another was lost somewhere in France during the war. It was being driven from the factory in Alsace to Bordeaux for safe-keeping but it never arrived and nobody knows what happened to it.’

			‘I agree with Florence,’ said Bruno, taking Young’s phone and looking at the car more closely. ‘It certainly is beautiful. Is that the one in the museum?’

			‘No, that’s the one owned by Ralph Lauren.’ He opened another photograph of the same car in silver-blue. ‘That’s the one bought by the museum.’

			Bruno was about to ask about the one that was lost in the war when Fabiola and Gilles descended to haul them all back to the dance floor.
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			Bruno reined in at the top of the ridge and checked his watch as he waited for Fabiola to catch up on her old horse. He was meeting Thomas and Ingrid at Fauquet’s café at nine for breakfast but there was still time for a decent gallop before taking Hector back to the stables. He looked down at the familiar valley of the river Vézère, still shrouded in early morning mist. The St Denis bridge and the quayside where the vintage cars had been parked on display all lay somewhere beneath that fog. Stray tendrils were rising like wisps of steam as the first, hesitant rays of the sun peeked above the ridge and began to melt away the mist. The spire of the old church and the houses that clambered up the hill seemed to float weightlessly in the sky. His horse and dog stood still and silent as their eyes followed his gaze down into the valley until Balzac turned, hearing Victoria’s hooves lumbering up the slope towards them.

			‘What did you think of Annette’s young man?’ Fabiola asked as she brought her horse to a halt beside him. Her mare, Victoria, gave a neigh of gratitude and Hector turned to rub the side of his head against hers. Sometimes Bruno thought that horses were more socially adept than many of the people he knew.

			‘Too soon to tell, but I liked him from the little I saw,’ Bruno replied. ‘He seemed good-natured and friendly and he danced well. Apart from his passion for cars, that’s about all I can say. But if Annette likes him, that’s good enough for me.’

			‘I think it’s more than just liking him,’ Fabiola said. ‘Did you see how she looked at him? I hope it works out for her. But it won’t be easy, her staying here in the Périgord while he’s in London most of the time. I’m sure they can have thrilling reunions at rallies and car auctions, but you don’t get to know a man that way.’

			Bruno looked at her with amused affection. ‘Gilles was in Paris and you were down here but it worked out for you two.’

			‘Gilles was ready to leave Paris and join me here. I don’t think that’s the case for Annette and George and I don’t want to see her hurt. Do you think he’s ready to make some kind of commitment? Annette will need that.’

			‘He drove all the way down here from London to be with her, so he’s obviously more than just interested.’

			‘That’s not what I mean by commitment, Bruno. You know what I’m talking about. She seems so much more interested than he is. And he’s not just good-looking, he’s seriously handsome, the sort of man who’s had lots of girls. Don’t you think so?’

			Among the many things that baffled Bruno about women was the time and effort they spent analyzing the love affairs of their friends. They seemed to make it all so complicated. Bruno liked to recall a scene from his favourite movie, Les Enfants du Paradis, when the actress Arletty turns to the tongue-tied young man who is besotted with her, lets her gown fall and says, ‘L’amour, c’est si simple.’ Bruno knew it was never quite so easy. There was an old Périgord proverb about love being like food; it changed with the time it spent cooking. But he couldn’t see how it helped for others endlessly to pick over the passions and disappointments of their friends.

			‘It’s early days for them,’ he said. ‘They met at the Angoulême rally this summer and again at the car show in Paris, so this is only their third meeting. He isn’t even staying at her place.’

			‘They haven’t been to bed together yet,’ Fabiola replied. ‘She’s nervous about that. Annette’s not very experienced and she thinks he is.’

			‘That’s for them to work out, like it worked out for you and Gilles,’ said Bruno, and looked at her steadily. ‘Are you ready to ride on?’

			‘You aren’t over your affair with Pamela,’ she said, ignoring his question.

			‘Nor is she, so that makes two of us,’ he replied, irritated and aware of a childish urge to have the last word. He certainly didn’t want to pick over the bones of their parting with Fabiola. He touched his heels to Hector’s flanks and his horse sprang forward. Bruno could almost feel Hector’s pleasure at being unleashed, bounding almost at once into a canter, with Balzac lumbering along behind. Bruno pressed his horse to go faster to leave Fabiola’s probing remarks in his wake and feel nothing but the wind in his face.

			Forty minutes later, after stripping off his shirt to sluice down in the stable sink because there was no time to shower, Bruno walked into Fauquet’s café. The clock on the Mairie tower was striking nine and the market stalls displaying the foods from Alsace were already busy. Some in the crowd were eating portions of flammkuchen, thin slices of pastry covered with onions, bacon and melted cheese. Bruno’s mouth began to water as he caught the aroma. He was also tempted by a stall offering bowls of sausage chunks with choucroute and plastic glasses of Riesling. But he could see Thomas and Ingrid were already installed at a window table in the café. Before them were cups of coffee, the local newspaper and a basket of croissants and pains au chocolat. Ingrid was glancing through the weekly magazine of Sud Ouest and Thomas handed Bruno the paper. It was opened to a photograph of Sylvestre’s Bugatti on the quayside, surrounded by a throng of people.

			‘Your Mayor will be pleased with all the publicity,’ said Thomas. He tore off a piece of his croissant to give it to Balzac.

			‘I wonder if we’d have done so well if Sylvestre hadn’t come with that old Bugatti,’ Bruno said, swallowing a mouthful of croissant and regretting that he hadn’t bought some hot flamm­kuchen for them all. But his friends probably got enough of that at home, he told himself.

			Suddenly he caught sight of Annette half-running through the market towards them.

			‘Bruno, you’ve got to help,’ she said, bursting into the café. ‘George has got a terrible migraine so he can’t navigate for me and I can’t be in the rally without a co-driver. I asked Yveline but she’s on safety duty with the rest of the gendarmes. Please, please, please will you take George’s place? I won’t be able to enter the national rally unless I do well here today and there’s nobody else I can ask.’

			He almost choked in surprise on his croissant. ‘I’m not nearly good enough to be a co-driver,’ he said, and drank some water. ‘I’m not qualified, Annette. What about Sylvestre?’

			‘I can’t ask him as he’s competing with that Indian friend of his, Freddy. And you don’t have to drive, just navigate for me.’

			‘Navigate?’ he asked. ‘The rally track is clearly marked. You can’t get lost.’

			‘That’s not what I mean. You navigate by telling me in advance of every bend and obstacle coming up.’ From her shoulder bag she took out what looked like two rolls of paper towels on wooden handles and brandished them at him. ‘I’ve got your track roll here. You just have to read it out so I know what’s coming.’

			‘But I’ve never done this,’ said Bruno. ‘And the last time I drove with you I got car-sick.’

			‘You’ll be too busy concentrating on the scroll,’ she said. ‘Please, Bruno, this really means a lot to me.’

			He looked at the scroll, realizing that by turning the first wooden handle he could see a detailed line-by-line description of the road ahead. After the start of the rally, he read, there was an 80-metre straight on tarmac, followed by a 90-degree left turn onto gravel, then a 40-metre straight that led into a 60-degree left turn into a dip with a bad camber . . .

			He recognized the descriptions, having driven the track twice and walked parts of it when checking the hay bales that would protect the spectators.

			‘Did you make this roll with George Young?’ he asked.

			‘I spent days on it before he arrived, driving the route with a tape recorder and then transcribing the tape onto my laptop and finding a printer that could make a continuous roll. All you have to do is read it out.’

			‘I couldn’t hear myself think when you drove me around that motocross track,’ he said. ‘You won’t hear me.’

			‘I’ve got microphones and headphones in the helmets. And I know the track almost by heart. But if I don’t have a co-driver I’ll be disqualified.’

			‘I never thought of you as a man to turn down a damsel in distress,’ said Ingrid, grinning at him.

			‘Why turn down the opportunity for a new experience? You know you’ll regret it if you say no,’ said Thomas, giving a grin that was the echo of his wife’s.

			‘And she’ll never forgive you,’ said Ingrid.

			‘Right, I’ll never forgive you,’ said Annette, laughing as Bruno looked from one face to another and rolled his eyes. They all knew he’d have to say yes.

			‘Do I have time to finish my breakfast?’ he asked.

			‘Five minutes. The rally starts at two, but they’ll close the track at noon. Until then we can do test runs. We’ll do one slowly so you get used to it, a second one at medium speed and then a third all out. By then you should have learned to handle the roll and judge when I need to hear your instructions.’

			‘So simple,’ said Ingrid. ‘What could possibly go wrong?’

			‘Only the roll can go wrong,’ said Annette. ‘If you lose control of the paper it unravels and piles up all over the car and blocks my vision. I had that happen once and it’s not good. That’s why you have to get some practice. I’ll wait.’

			She folded her arms and stood at the end of the table, her jaw set and her eyes fixed on him, but smiling at him expectantly. He was reminded of the first time he’d seen her, in the square outside the café in her first week in her new job, showing off out of sheer nervousness by driving too fast. Annette had got a parking ticket from him and a speeding ticket from Sergeant Jules. She was only spared a charge of failing to stop at a pedestrian crossing when Florence realized it was her first job as magistrate and refused to press charges. Now she was a good friend who had learned to temper her own radical views and passion for the environment with a healthy respect for the customs and peculiarities of the Périgord. Bruno had come to admire her professionalism, and, in an avuncular kind of way – which was a new sensation for him – he was fond of her.

			‘This isn’t your car,’ he said in the parking lot, looking at the unfamiliar white Citroën DS3 festooned with advertising stickers for motor oils, car accessories and a garage in Sarlat. Annette opened the door to reveal internal roll bars forming a protective cage. ‘Where’s your blue Peugeot?’

			‘This is my race car,’ she replied. ‘It’s a turbo, borrowed from the Citroën garage in Brive. The owner’s son, Fabrice, usually drives it, but he broke his leg skiing so for once I’m being sponsored, which makes it my big chance to get into the national championship. That’s why I need you. I can’t give up this opportunity.’

			‘What happened to Fabrice’s navigator?’

			‘That would be me. That’s why I’m being given his place.’

			Bruno took the helmet from the passenger seat and eased himself into the car, feeling the high sides of the special rally seat enclose him. Annette climbed in her side and showed him how the double seat belts worked, straps over each shoulder and two more for the belt, meeting at a circular lock on his belly, like the one he recalled from parachute training in the army. He put on the helmet and Annette leaned over again to adjust his microphone and plug the trailing wire into a socket between the seats. She did the same for her own audio feed and began a countdown test. He heard her perfectly and then did his own countdown and she interrupted to say it was good.

			‘Now try unrolling this while we’re parked,’ she said, putting the first roll into a bracket attached to the glove compartment. Between his feet was a second bracket and she bent down to insert the main roll. ‘Just turn the handles on the top roll to feed the paper and read out the instructions to me as they come. Keep your feet braced and whatever you do, don’t let your legs tear the paper or we’re sunk. Try it.’

			It was easy enough, sitting in the parking lot, but she kept him practising for twenty minutes before rewinding the roll, clicking in her own seat belts and then setting off for the start of the course on the road to Les Eyzies. Once on the dirt track, she kept her speed down and Bruno had little difficulty controlling the paper roll. He even had time to glance up briefly at the route ahead, checking the instructions. The special seats and the double belts kept him securely in place, even when she began to pick up speed. The strain was on his neck, to stop his head swinging from side to side as she accelerated out of the sharp bends.

			‘Okay,’ Annette said. ‘This time, don’t touch the paper, just watch the road and get familiar with the track. I’ll go fairly fast, but nowhere near full speed.’

			She got onto the gravel track and shot away, moving slickly through second gear and into third before braking hard for the corner and then skidding as she stepped on the accelerator. Bruno was stunned by the contrast between the sedate pace he would have driven this route and Annette’s suicidal speed. Corners came up far too fast and bends were whipped through so hard he felt the safety belts cutting into his flesh as they held him in place. Trees loomed before him and he closed his eyes, sure that a crash was coming. Then somehow they were skidding sideways but still on the track and he felt the panic rising again, certain that they were about to hit a pile of hay bales. His neck ached with the strain of stopping his head jerking from side to side. He was meant to be learning the route but his senses were too overwhelmed by fear and tension for anything to sink in.

			Bruno gritted his teeth; he would have to get used to this. As the road climbed up into the woods around St Cirq he felt his reactions start to adjust to the much higher speeds and to Annette’s mastery of the car. He began to anticipate the corners and brace himself for the car’s leap into the air when it crossed even the smallest ridge. He kept telling himself that Annette was completely in control when the rear of the car skidded sharply to one side. It was simply the way that she cornered.

			‘Let’s do that one more time, without using the roll,’ he said, when she pulled up at the finish. He heard the breathlessness in his own voice. ‘I’m just starting to get the hang of this.’

			Without a word, Annette clicked a stopwatch on the dashboard and set off again at speed, but this time he felt ready, his senses catching up with the sheer pace at which the inputs were coming and his body anticipating the lurches as the g-forces tried to hurl him from side to side. Somehow his brain had learned that slamming into a tree was not inevitable and that Annette would hit the accelerator just as she went into the bend rather than wait until she was coming out of it. And he knew he was recognizing bends and corners, the short straights and the dips where the car bottomed out. The feeling of panic had diminished. He felt he was back in control of himself.

			‘Okay,’ he said when she stopped again. ‘I think I’m ready to try it with the roll.’

			The next trip was worse. Bruno had almost no time to glance up at the route and his eyes lost focus as the car bounced over bumps in the road or took to the air as they went over even modest hill crests. At one point when Annette braked very hard to go into a sharp right-hand bend the g-force sent the paper ballooning out between his legs. Then Bruno briefly lost his place on the roll and knew he had to keep his thumb on the paper to mark each line as he read it. Somehow he got through to the end of the ride, and as Annette braked he closed his eyes and waited for his breathing to return to normal. His hands were trembling and he felt exhausted from the intensity of the concentration.

			‘Not bad for a beginner, Bruno. That was under seventeen minutes,’ she said. ‘Now we’ll do it again, only faster. If I’m going to win this thing, we’ll have to do it in fifteen.’

			5

			Two laps into the next training session, Annette distracted him by saying, ‘Someone very good is on our tail and I think I know who it is. Hang on tight.’

			Bruno hadn’t thought it was possible to go any faster but Annette raised her pace. Still, he was starting to anticipate each place on the paper roll by the way she shifted gears and braked and by the direction of the g-force at each bend. He learned to start reading out the next instruction as she accelerated out of each bend and to brace his legs to stop the paper ballooning when the car briefly took flight as she topped each hill.

			‘He’s very good,’ he heard Annette say as his tailbone crunched when she slammed through a dip in the road. He winced. ‘He’ll be the one to beat.’

			Bruno saw her eyes flick to the rear-view mirror and was amazed that she could spare time or attention for anything but the road ahead. He felt he had never gone so fast in his life, and had never heard anything louder than the roar of the engine as she pushed the tachometer into the red zone. But he kept up his commentary on the road ahead and felt confident enough to take the occasional brief glance at the road.

			‘That was our fastest yet,’ said Annette, slowing and braking to turn into the assembly area. ‘I think we’ll be fine. How do you feel?’

			‘I feel very grateful we have airbags,’ he replied. ‘As long as they’re working I’ll be OK.’

			She turned to him in surprise as the car drew to a halt. ‘They aren’t working. We have to dismantle all the airbags for serious rally cars. Some of the jolts we take when we land after a hillcrest are shock enough to trigger them.’

			Now she tells me, thought Bruno, trying to keep his face from betraying his dismay.

			Half a dozen rally cars were already gathered, most of them with their bonnets up, drivers leaning over their engines. Small knots of spectators were strolling around the cars and Philippe Delaron, the local Sud Ouest correspondent, was taking photos, posing excited small boys against the cars.

			‘What about that car behind us?’ Bruno asked.

			‘There won’t be a car behind us in the rally. We race against the clock, not against each other. That would be too dangerous. Here they are now.’

			A white Volkswagen pulled up sharply beside them, two figures inside, unidentifiable in their crash helmets. The driver pulled off his helmet and Sylvestre’s face emerged.

			‘I didn’t know you went in for this sport,’ Sylvestre said to Bruno while waving at Annette. He called across to her, ‘I bet you’ll be the fastest woman on the circuit. But where’s George?’

			‘He’s sick,’ she replied calmly. ‘Bruno stepped into the breach. He’s my secret weapon. Go too fast and he’ll give you a speeding ticket.’

			As Sylvestre laughed and drove off, Bruno’s mobile rang. He had to release his seat belt to get to it and saw it was Fabiola.

			‘I’m at the funeral parlour, looking at the late Monsieur Hugon,’ she said. ‘I can’t see much out of the ordinary but he’s been dead for at least thirty-six hours, maybe more. And the undertaker washed him down and cleaned him when he arrived, so there’s no body waste to examine. There’s some interesting irritation around the nose and mouth and in his throat, but it could be no more than a cold. He was certainly a prime candidate for a heart attack.’

			‘Gelletreau was treating him for heart trouble,’ said Bruno.

			‘I’m not in the least surprised. In fact, I’d have been surprised if he wasn’t. He’s very overweight and florid so he must have had high blood pressure. There are nicotine stains on his fingers so I assume he was a fairly heavy smoker. I found a bit of bruising that could easily have happened when he collapsed. Are you sure this is a suspicious death?’

			‘No, I’m not sure but there are some circumstantial things that worry me.’ Bruno explained his doubts about the absent files and notebooks.

			‘I see.’ She paused and then said, ‘I presume you asked for an autopsy. What did J-J say?’

			‘He was reluctant but said to ask if you could take a look to see if you thought an autopsy was justified.’

			‘Not so far, it isn’t. But I’ll take some swabs and get back to you. Will you be at the rally, watching Annette? I may see you there.’

			‘You certainly will, and you may get a surprise.’ He laughed, closed the phone and looked at his watch. It was noon; there would be no more time for practice laps.

			‘Tell me what happens in the real race,’ he said to Annette.

			‘They already drew lots and we go off fifth. That’s good because the track and corners won’t be too badly roughed up. There are twenty-four contestants and we start at three-minute intervals. Those who finish first and second in this regional heat qualify for the national championship. Can I buy you some lunch? I need a sandwich.’

			‘No thank you. I think I’d lose it on the first turn.’

			‘Make sure you drink some water, though. We need to meet up by one thirty. Regulations require flame-retardant gear, just in case, so you’ll need to change. I’ve got some in the back along with George’s overalls, which should fit you. Can I drop you somewhere?’

			‘Drop me in town. Give me the clothes and I’ll change in the Mairie. We can meet there later and I ought to show my face at the Alsace market first, just to say hello to the various stallholders. You could get something to eat there.’

			‘Good idea, but stay away from the wine kiosk,’ she said with a smile. ‘I want you keeping all your wits about you, so not even a taste of Riesling, please. But I’ll buy you a bottle after the race.’

			The midday sun was warm and the square in front of the Mairie was full of people gathered around the dozen or so stalls. Annette paused at one that was offering embroidery and lace, oven gloves and aprons with Alsace motifs. She bought a set of tea towels, murmuring to Bruno that she felt she ought to support them. Bruno leafed through a picture book at a stall run by the Alsace tourist board, recognizing one of the old concrete forts from the Maginot line that he’d visited with Thomas and Ingrid. He pointed it out to Annette.
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