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Bruno tried always to be reachable on his mobile phone, even when he wasn’t on duty. And on this cool, damp Sunday afternoon in spring, with clouds and rain showers sweeping in from the Atlantic some sixty miles to the west, it was his day off. Bruno could think of few better ways to enjoy it than to accompany the local women’s rugby team in the regional final.


They were all aged between sixteen and nineteen, and had been trained by Bruno over the past decade. Teaching wasn’t part of his remit as town policeman of St Denis, but he relished his involvement with these young people and he was deeply proud of the team. Women’s rugby was a relatively new sport in France and there were many, not least in the town’s male teams, who thought the game was too rough for the fairer sex. But few could maintain that prejudice once they had seen the girls play. They tackled one another as hard as the men, but they ran and passed more, played a faster and more elegant game and kicked the ball ahead with as much skill and more finesse. They were seldom bogged down in the muddy, grinding mauls that often marked the play of the male teams. If Bruno had to sum up their style in a single word he’d have said they played with more grace.


That was not how it looked on the field this afternoon. The ball was slippery in the drizzle and most of the players were so smeared with mud that it was hard to tell one team from the other. The score was level, at twelve points each. The opponents came from the much bigger town of Mussidan and they had been champions of the Dordogne département the previous year. Few, except Bruno, gave the St Denis girls much chance.


Suddenly the mobile phone vibrated at Bruno’s waist. He ignored it. With only ten minutes left to play, the St Denis team was just fifteen metres from the opponent’s goal line and pressing hard. The ball had gone loose from a scrum and two players, one from each side, were wrestling for possession. As their teammates piled in behind, St Denis won possession and the ball went out towards their winger. Then Bruno groaned as the ball at the wing was passed forward for a foul. The referee blew his whistle and called for a formal scrum. Bruno took the opportunity to glance at the screen of his phone. It was Pamela, a former lover who had remained a close friend. He decided he’d better take the call.


‘Bruno, dear, I need your help,’ came the familiar voice. ‘One of my cookery school clients who was coming from Bordeaux by train failed to turn up at the station as planned. And she’s not answering her mobile phone. I tried to check with Bordeaux airport whether she’d been on the plane but they pleaded security and refused to tell me. I’ve got her photo. She sent one so that I could recognize her at the station. Can you help?’


On the pitch, the two squads, each of eight forwards, advanced upon each other like warriors from some far-distant age. The front rank of three had their arms around each other’s shoulders and they were crouching, ready to duck their heads and slam into the interlocked shoulders of their opponents. Behind them the remaining forwards ducked down, locked into place and began to push. On each side were the flankers, and Bruno’s eyes were on the nearer of the two, Paulette. About to turn nineteen, the daughter of the town florist, she was the finest natural athlete and ball player he’d ever trained, male or female. Bruno knew one of the scouts for the national team was somewhere in the stand. They always watched a regional final, looking for promising new players. Paulette was the first player he’d worked with who could reach the supreme level of playing for France.


‘I’m tied up but I’ll see what I can do later this afternoon,’ he said quickly, his eyes fixed on the pitch. ‘Send me a text message with the name and flight details and email me the photo.’ After a brisk but affectionate farewell he closed his phone.


Pushing from the flank, Paulette added her strength to the St Denis forwards as the two squads slammed together, all of them shoving hard as the opponent’s scrum half tossed the ball between the feet of the two front rows who vied for possession. Paulette’s head was down to watch where the ball was going and as soon as she saw it being heeled back away from St Denis, she began to peel off from the scrum and anticipate the next move when the ball would emerge into open play.


It was a matter of delicate judgement. If she got ahead of the ball, Paulette would give away a penalty. If she hung too far back, the opposing scrum half would have time to pass the ball back to a teammate who could kick the ball safely up the field and out of play. The rule in rugby was that a passed ball flew faster than a human being could run. But in this instance, Bruno thought, the opposing fly half was standing a little too close. At the least, Paulette should be able to charge down a kick and, with enough speed, she could catch the fly half in possession.


Paulette timed it perfectly. As the scrum half began to pull the ball from the scrum and turned to pass it back, Paulette pounced. Her sprinter’s acceleration matched the speed of the ball and she hit the opposing fly half just a second after the pass was received. Paulette wrenched the ball free, side-stepped and accelerated towards the line with only the full back to beat. She dropped the ball onto her foot, punted it neatly over the full back’s head, caught the ball as it dropped and had time to run behind the posts to ensure an easy conversion. Five points for the try and two more from the conversion. Along with every other spectator except the Mussidan team’s sullen trainer, Bruno leaped into the air with excitement and admiration for a dazzling piece of play.


‘Well played, St Denis,’ he called out, ignoring the beep of an incoming message on his phone as Paulette placed the ball for her conversion kick. He assumed it would be Pamela, sending the details she had promised about the missing woman. Paulette stepped back a few paces, focused carefully and then strode forward and kicked the ball easily between the posts.


‘Now, don’t let up,’ Bruno shouted. ‘Let’s have another score.’


‘Mon Dieu, that girl’s a marvel,’ said Lespinasse at Bruno’s side, owner of the St Denis garage and this year’s chairman of the rugby club. ‘They never saw that coming. She’ll play for France one day, you mark my words.’


Bruno nodded, distracted by the sight of Paulette bent double and retching and then dropping to one knee. The St Denis trainer ran onto the pitch, squeezed a damp sponge onto the back of her neck and gave her a bottle of water. Paulette took a swig, nodded and then jogged back to join her teammates.


As play resumed Mussidan tried a short kick, followed by a rush of all their forwards together. But the St Denis players held them, and when they slipped the ball to their scrum half and she tried to dart around the maul Paulette was there to bring her down just before the final whistle went. The girls of St Denis had won their first championship by a convincing score, nineteen points to twelve, and Bruno was dancing with joy on the touchline as the two teams filed past one another, exchanging handshakes in the traditional courtesy of the sport.


Cheering themselves and beaming with pride, their faces still flushed from the game, the whole team then lined up to hug and thank Bruno in a great crush of muddied womanhood. Bruno had tears in his eyes as he slapped them on the back and told them how splendidly they had played and how much they deserved to win the champions’ cup.


Then the parents and families gathered round to praise and embrace their daughters. They were followed by the Mayor, who handed Bruno a flask of cognac and he took a celebratory swig. Philippe Delaron, the town photographer who worked for Sud Ouest newspaper, was trying to round up the girls for a team photo but they were all too excited to listen to his appeals until Bruno marshalled them into sufficient order for the photo. Somehow the Mayor placed himself with a politician’s skill into the centre of the picture. Finally, with the winning trophy held high, the young women tugged Bruno into their ranks for a final photo. As they broke up he noted that Paulette was looking unusually pale.


‘Are you okay?’ he asked her, trying to look into her eyes for any sign of concussion. ‘Did you get hurt in that tackle?’


‘I’m fine,’ she said briskly, avoiding his gaze. ‘Just something I ate. Don’t worry.’ She turned and hugged him fiercely before greeting her parents, ignoring Philippe’s appeal for one last photo and then joining the rest of the team heading for the showers.


Bruno scanned the small crowd of spectators as they began to leave the stadium, hoping to spot the scout for the national team. A solitary man still sat in the stand, tapping away at a tablet on his knee. A sports writer or the scout? Bruno wasn’t sure but he knew better than to try and lobby the man on Paulette’s behalf. If he hadn’t been impressed by her skill and her sense for the game, the scout was in the wrong profession. Bruno knew that he would find out soon enough, when the French team announced the names of the thirty young women who would be invited to the summer camp to prepare for the next season. Now that women’s rugby was starting to be televised, money was available to invest in the sport.


Bruno pulled out his phone and called an old police academy friend who worked in the security section at Bordeaux airport and passed on the details of the missing client at Pamela’s cookery course. She had messaged him the name of Monika Felder, on the British Airways flight from Gatwick, adding a British mobile number and an address in Surrey along with the information that the cost of the week-long course had been paid in advance. Bruno was promised a call back after his friend had checked the airport computer.


Suddenly someone from the changing rooms was calling Bruno’s name, asking if he could find a doctor. He trotted over to the beer tent, where Fabiola and her partner, Gilles, were eating grilled sausages on buns while waiting for the girls to dress and pile into the hired bus that would take them back to St Denis.


‘There’s a call for a doctor in the changing rooms,’ he told Fabiola. ‘Can you help?’


She nodded, her mouth still full of sausage, handed him the remaining half of her bun and headed to the changing rooms. Bruno followed, waiting outside while Fabiola went in.


Paulette’s father, Bernard, came to join him and asked, ‘What’s this about wanting a doc? Who’s it for?’


‘No idea,’ Bruno replied. ‘We’ll learn soon enough. Paulette played well.’


‘We’ve been worried about her. She was sick just after breakfast this morning. Said it was just nerves before the big match.’


Bruno glanced quickly at him and patted Bernard on the shoulder, trying to conceal his own sudden alarm. Then Florence came to the door of the changing rooms. She taught science at the St Denis collège and acted as team manager. She was looking flustered and beckoned Bruno to join her.


‘Paulette fainted in the showers,’ she whispered, trying to ensure that Bernard couldn’t overhear. ‘She said she was just a bit dizzy and not to make a fuss. Fabiola is looking at her now.’


Florence went back inside and a few minutes later out came the players, some in jeans, others in short skirts and fashionable

jackets, looking more as if they were coming from a disco than from a hard-fought match. At the tail came Florence and Fabiola, Paulette between them and looking fine, if a little pale.


‘It was nothing,’ she told her father, hugging him. ‘Just the excitement.’


‘She’ll be fine,’ said Fabiola, without smiling.


Bruno handed her the remains of the sausage and bun, now cold and not looking at all appetising. Fabiola tossed it into a nearby bin.


‘I’d love one of those,’ Paulette said. ‘I’m famished.’ She set off with her father to the food stand.


‘Is she really okay?’ Bruno asked when they had gone.


‘Mother and babe both doing well,’ Fabiola said grimly. ‘She’s nearly three months pregnant, hasn’t seen a doctor yet and hasn’t told her parents. She’s in perfect health but I don’t want her playing any more rugby this year.’


Bruno was about to say something about the trial for the national team but stopped himself in time and then closed his eyes and grimaced. There were now more important things in Paulette’s life than rugby. He sighed, thinking of the hours of practice he had put into refining her skills.


‘Did the other girls hear? Do they know about this?’ he asked.


‘I took her into the trainer’s room for a quick examination so I don’t think they overheard anything,’ Fabiola replied. ‘But her teammates aren’t fools.’


‘Merde, merde, merde,’ said Florence.


She had put just as much effort into Paulette’s future, maybe more. Paulette had been a poor pupil, kept back one year after

failing her exams to get into a lycée, and it had taken the combined influence of Bruno and the Mayor to get the lycée to accept her. Bruno had called in some favours to secure a promise from a university with a special course for sports teachers that they would be happy to take her, if she passed the bac, the baccalauréat exam at the end of the two years at the lycée. Suddenly, what had seemed to be a very promising future for Paulette that matched her athletic gifts was now at risk.


‘She must have known she was pregnant?’ Bruno asked.


Fabiola gave him a pitying look. ‘Don’t be an idiot, Bruno. Of course she knew, she just didn’t know what to do about it. I think she was hoping that with all the knocks from rugby it might just go away. But babies can be pretty resilient and Paulette is an extremely healthy young animal.’


Fabiola’s jaw tightened. She and her partner had been trying to have a baby for some time, but without success. Bruno knew from Gilles that Fabiola was starting to fret about it, despite the advice that she always gave to her patients that nature would probably take its usual course and they should avoid worry and simply enjoy the process.


‘Does the father know? The father of the baby, I mean, not her dad,’ he asked.


‘I have no idea. She just clammed up when I asked when her last period had been and refused to say another word. At least she promised to come into the clinic tomorrow so I can give her a full check and I’ll try to ask her then. At a guess I’d say the baby is due in October – just when she was planning to go on to university. If she decides to go ahead and have the kid, that is.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘It’s so damn unnecessary, these days. They get the sex education, they know there’s contraception available but they still make a mess of things.’


‘That poor girl,’ said Florence. ‘What a prospect to face. Still, she can always take a year off and go to university later. When you see her tomorrow, tell her she should feel free to come and talk to me about it.’


She could always go to university, Bruno thought, but the chance of a place on the French under-20 team would not come again and he knew Paulette had set her heart on it. And a sports teacher who had played for her country would have a much easier career path than one without.


It should have been a joyous ride home to St Denis on the team bus with the championship cup aboard. But Paulette had handed the cup to Bruno without a word, before stomping up the aisle to sit alone on a rear seat where she leaned back and closed her eyes, as if asleep. Clearly she was determined neither to speak nor to take part in any celebrations and that put a damper on the journey.


At least it meant there were none of the usual singalongs to drown out the call to Bruno from the security desk at the airport. Monika Felder had not been on that day’s flight, nor had she booked it. She had, however, flown in the previous day on the same British Airways flight. Her passport had been recorded by the Police aux Frontières before she passed through customs. And she was booked to take the return journey to London Gatwick in a week’s time.


‘Do you want the photo?’ Bruno was asked. He knew that surveillance cameras had been installed at more and more airports and access points so he quickly agreed. He could check it against the image Pamela had promised to send. He thanked his old colleague, ended the call and found Pamela’s email with the attachment. He clicked on it, expecting the drab near-anonymity of a passport-style photo. Instead, it could have been a studio portrait, carefully lit, of a strikingly lovely woman. She had blonde hair, artfully arranged to flatter her face and her large, dramatic eyes. Her cheekbones were high, her smile alluring while sufficiently restrained for the passport regulations, and her complexion seemed to glow with that soft perfection that so many Englishwomen enjoyed. It was a compensation, Bruno assumed, for living in that damp and foggy climate. She was standing slightly sideways while looking directly at the camera, a pose that showed off her long, elegant neck.


Bruno gave a low whistle of appreciation, thinking that anyone seeing a woman such as this would not easily forget her. That should make finding her much easier. His phone gave the double-beep sound of an incoming message. It came from his friend at the airport and even the grey image of the woman waiting at the passport desk could not conceal her beauty. She was evidently the woman in the photo Pamela had sent.


There could be any number of reasonable explanations for her failure to arrive as planned, Bruno thought. She may have missed the train, or decided to take a day off in Bordeaux, or been diverted by a sudden family emergency. Still, it was odd that she hadn’t called Pamela to warn of her late arrival. He called the English phone number that Pamela had sent him and heard the bland tones of a recording saying the subscriber was not available. He left a message with his own number.


As soon as he put his phone away, his thoughts turned to Paulette’s pregnancy, wondering whether Paulette would be more forthcoming with him than she had been with Fabiola. And if not, he began to think how he might learn the identity of the father of Paulette’s child and whether he should somehow let Paulette’s parents learn of their daughter’s condition. Legally, however, Paulette was no longer a minor, which meant she was entitled to her privacy.


Bruno sighed as he contemplated the cheap brass cup sitting on the coach seat beside him, far less impressive and much less costly than the cup for the young men’s championship that had been bought a generation earlier. Still, Bruno would ensure that it took pride of place in the club’s cabinet of trophies, despite the grumbles of the old guard who could still not bring themselves to take the women’s game seriously. Perhaps the championship would change that but he doubted it. The old ways died hard in St Denis and Bruno himself had at first questioned whether the girls should continue to play after puberty. It was the insistence of the girls that had converted him and made him increasingly proud of the young women he had trained. This should have been a day of triumph but Paulette’s situation had cast a shadow. Bruno’s dream of watching her trotting out onto the pitch in the blue shirt of the nation at the Stade de France in Paris had turned hollow.


How would her family react? If she were to have the baby, the family would have some decisions to take. But the real choice would have to be up to Paulette. Bruno grunted to himself, thinking that more and more frequently he was faced with situations for which the police academy had left him wholly unprepared.


Perhaps he should consult his colleague Yveline, the impressive young woman who commanded the local Gendarmerie. An athlete who had been on the French Olympic squad for field hockey, Yveline had taken a friendly interest in Paulette’s sporting prospects and she would have been at the match had she not been on duty. He’d visit the Gendarmerie before going home. He could tell her about Pamela’s missing customer at the same time, and that thought reminded him that he should check with Pamela if she had any news.


As Pamela answered his call, he heard in the background women’s voices and laughter. It was the time when her pupils would be preparing the classic Périgord dinner they would be eating that evening.


‘What’s on the menu?’ he asked her.


‘Blanquette de veau,’ she replied. ‘Since we have one empty place there’s going to be lots left over if you’d like to come and join us.’


‘I’d love to but I need to see the rugby team home and you’ll be pleased to hear that they won the championship. Then I have to check in at the Gendarmerie so I’ll call you after that to tell you if I can make it. Any news of your missing woman?’


‘Not a word. But did she land?’


‘Yes, but I’ve heard from the airport that she landed yesterday, not today. Could she have mistaken the date?’


‘No, she emailed me two days ago to confirm her arrival at Le Buisson station today. The plane was scheduled to arrive at eleven this morning so I explained how to take the airport bus to the Bordeaux station and catch the train at two. She had lots of time, enough to get some lunch at the station and I was to meet her at four. But it’s a daily flight. Maybe she just wanted a day sight-seeing in Bordeaux. Do you think something might have happened to her? A sudden illness, perhaps?’


‘I’ll check with the station,’ he said.


As the homebound bus drew into St Denis’s rugby club, Bruno closed his phone. He had learned that no woman had been taken ill at Bordeaux station, nor on the airport bus. The train had been on time. He climbed out to congratulate the team once more and waved them off in their various cars. He called Yveline but she was off duty that evening. Finally he phoned Pamela to learn that she and her cookery school pupils were about to sit down to dinner.


‘The blanquette de veau looks perfect and I saved a place for you. We’re drinking that rosé from Château Briand that you like,’ she added.


‘I’m on my way.’
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Bruno rose early the next day to polish his boots and leather belt before his usual jog through the woods. His basset hound, Balzac, began by running at his heels but then as usual became distracted by some interesting scent and pottered off to fall increasingly behind. Bruno was confident that he’d turn up at the end of the run. And while Bruno knew he should be thinking of the special parade that was scheduled for later that morning, his mind turned again to Paulette’s pregnancy. He’d have to wait for Fabiola to tell him the outcome of her meeting with the girl, although knowing Fabiola’s care for the privacy of her patients, he did not expect to learn much. He would also have to call the ticket office in Le Buisson to see if there was any way they could check whether Pamela’s missing guest had boarded a train or even bought a ticket.


The missing Monika had been the main topic of conversation at Pamela’s dinner table the previous evening. Bruno had arrived late, just in time for the main course, and the introductions to the other clients had been hurried. There had been two middle-aged couples and three single women: two of them in their sixties and a fashionably dressed younger woman who was introduced as Kathleen. She was a journalist from one of the British Sunday newspapers, invited by Pamela to enjoy a free cookery course and write about the experience. She had prematurely grey hair, very well cut. Bruno guessed her to be in her mid-thirties, and was told she was a keen horsewoman who would be joining the morning rides to exercise the horses.


Bruno’s English was now, thanks to Pamela, good enough to follow most of the conversation. But when Pamela explained that Bruno was the local policeman, he had to fend off a barrage of questions about Monika. Adult missing persons were not usually recorded until three days had passed, he explained, but since she was a foreigner who might not speak much French he’d be making an extra effort to locate her. He’d been grateful when Pamela had changed the subject to Bruno’s other role as one of the several chefs on the course.


Bruno would be teaching them to make a pâté de foie gras and to show the customers how to get five separate meals from a single duck. The Baron would be showing how to make a stuffed neck of goose and then to use it in a classic cassoulet of the Périgord. Ivan from the bistro was giving up his day off – for a fee – to demonstrate his desserts, from crème brûlée to tarte au noix, pears poached in spiced red wine to sabayon de fraises, a dish of strawberries in a creamy custard, a favourite of Bruno’s. Odette from Oudinot’s farm was taking them to find various kinds of mushroom in her woods and then showing how best to cook them with veal. Stéphane was to demonstrate how he made his cheeses and yoghurts. Julien was giving them a tour of the town vineyard and winery and Hubert was giving them a wine-tasting session. Along with a tour of Bergerac vineyards and a couple of sightseeing trips to the Lascaux cave and some chateaux, they were in for a busy week, Bruno thought. Pamela and her English friend Miranda had planned it well.


Back at his cottage, Balzac was waiting patiently by the back door. Bruno showered and took special care with his shave before toasting the remains of yesterday’s baguette and sharing it with his dog while listening to the local news on radio Périgord. The final item concerned him and this morning’s parade which would mark Bruno’s promotion in rank and the increase in his responsibilities. He took his dress uniform from the dry cleaner’s bag, dressed and checked his appearance in the mirror before heading to his office in the Mairie. Usually his dog sat alongside him in the passenger seat, but Balzac sometimes laid his head on his master’s thigh, so today the hound went in the back of the van to ensure that Bruno’s impeccable uniform showed not a trace of canine hair.


As Bruno parked beside the Mairie, he noticed two other municipal police vans already there. From the window of Fauquet’s café, two cops in uniform waved at him. One was an overweight and untidy man who looked too old for the job, and the other a young woman in a uniform that looked at once new and rather baggy on her slim build.


The man was Louis, the municipal policeman of Montignac, a small town further up the Vézère valley. It was wealthier than St Denis, thanks to the thousands of tourists who came each year to visit the fabled prehistoric art in the nearby Lascaux cave. Just eighteen months from retirement, Louis had twice to Bruno’s knowledge been reprimanded for being drunk on duty. He made no secret of his resentment that Bruno had been given the promotion Louis felt was his due for long service.


The young woman was Juliette Robard, newly hired to replace the last policewoman of Les Eyzies, who had retired after being shot on duty. She had made a full recovery, but had decided to take a safer job at her Mairie. Juliette was a new graduate of the police academy. She was a local girl who had given up a secure job as a ticket inspector on the regional rail service to be nearer to her mother, who had been confined to a wheelchair after a car accident. Since her father was a long-standing member of the Les Eyzies town council, Juliette’s appointment had been almost a formality. It had also been hurried through, to ensure that Juliette was securely in place before the reorganisation of the municipal police, which would have required the new commander – Bruno – to give his approval to her recruitment.


Bruno felt neither surprise nor resentment. That was how these matters were arranged in the region. He had known Juliette since, as a teenager, she had been one of the pupils in his tennis classes. He liked her and thought of her as a level-headed and shrewd young woman who would probably be a success in her new career. He appreciated Juliette’s cheerful disposition and there was something both intelligent and kindly about her eyes that suggested she would make a fine colleague. Moreover, she spoke good English. Bruno thought this was becoming essential for any policeman in the Périgord, a region whose most important industry was now tourism. Louis spoke no language other than French. Luckily Bruno would be able to approve the appointment of Louis’s replacement.


Bruno shook hands with Louis, kissed Juliette and gratefully accepted their offer of coffee. He was about to decline a croissant, but Balzac, who knew this café well, was giving him one of those appealing looks and Fauquet made the best croissants in the whole of the Périgord. And Fauquet had automatically brought one with Bruno’s coffee. Leaning forward in his chair so no crumbs fell on his uniform, Bruno enjoyed this sublime example of the patissier’s art and gave Balzac his usual portion.


‘Are you on good terms with your former colleagues on the railways?’ he asked Juliette.


‘Yes, most of them,’ she replied cautiously. ‘What do you want to know?’


He told her of the missing Monika and asked whether it would be possible to find out if she had bought a ticket for any of the trains from Bordeaux to any of the local stations in the last two days.


‘If she bought the ticket online from England, she’d have had to print it out and that would have been scanned by the inspector,’ Juliette replied. ‘If she used her credit card to buy the ticket at Bordeaux station, there would be a record, but you’d need her credit card number and it could take a while. And we’d need to open a formal missing persons’ file to get around the data confidentiality regulations.’


‘Are there any less formal ways to get an answer more quickly?’ he asked.


‘Of course,’ she answered with a grin. ‘Give me the full name and details and I’ll check who was on the duty roster for the Sarlat route for the last two days.’


He gave Juliette the information and from his phone emailed her and Louis a copy of the photo Pamela had sent.


‘Why all the fuss about some foreign woman missing her train?’ Louis asked.


‘The reason, Louis,’ Bruno said, ‘is that tourism is now the biggest industry in the département and that means we make a special effort to be sure everything goes smoothly for foreign visitors.’


Juliette gave him a playful punch on the arm and Louis grunted a reluctant assent, muttering something about not being quite up to speed with his new phone yet. Juliette, by contrast, was already speaking on hers, exchanging pleasantries with some former colleague and speaking in what sounded like technical terms known only to cheminots, as rail employees were universally known.


‘Both of our Mayors are coming, along with Bossuet from the regional council,’ said Louis, leaning forward and murmuring into Bruno’s ear. ‘I heard on the grapevine that Bossuet wanted to swear you in but your Mayor insisted on doing it himself.’


A recent study by the Ministry of Justice had decided that the local police forces needed more resources in computers, communications equipment and administrative support. Since Bruno had been one of the policemen surveyed in the study, his region had been picked for the pilot project to test the new system. Amélie, the young official who had made the survey, had strongly recommended that Bruno should lead the project. It meant that Bruno was being promoted to be chief of police of the entire valley, from Limeuil, where the River Vézère flowed into the Dordogne, all the way upstream to Montignac.


After today’s swearing-in, he would be in command of Juliette and Louis, and a new administrative assistant, yet to be hired, who would occupy a disused storeroom beside Bruno’s office, along with new computers and a secure communications system. For Bruno, it meant many more responsibilities, a modest pay rise, and the knowledge that he would spend much of his time driving back and forth to Les Eyzies and Montignac to coordinate his new team. He would have to learn how to get along with two new Mayors and their respective councils and the Conseil Régional of the elected politicians who ran the département. For Bruno, the most uncomfortable aspect of the change was that he would no longer be answerable solely to the Mayor of St Denis.


‘The parade has been pushed back to eleven so we have some time to wait,’ said Louis, with the sly look of a man with inside knowledge. ‘A little bird told me you might want to brace yourself for a surprise. And I don’t just mean a lunch, which is why it’s all been delayed. Some brass hats are supposed to be coming so we’ll be giving a lot of salutes.’


Bruno’s heart sank. He had picked up a hint that the Mayor was arranging something special. He had expected the swearing-in to be a formality, held in the Mayor’s office and all over and done with after a few minutes. If lots of saluting was to be involved, it seemed likely to be rather grander than that. And now he had two hours to kill. He should go up to his office to catch up on paperwork but it would not be a good idea to abandon his two colleagues.


‘A friend of mine is pretty sure he checked your missing woman on the train from Bordeaux two days ago,’ said Juliette. ‘He’ll be pulling into the station at Le Buisson on a change of shift and can give us half an hour.’


‘Let’s go,’ said Bruno, rising. He caught himself and asked Louis if he’d like to come along. Louis gestured with his head towards some of his hunting friends at the bar and said he’d stay with them.


They took Bruno’s van and pulled into the station forecourt about twenty minutes later. Juliette led the way around the back and through an anonymous door into a corridor lined with offices. At the far end was what Juliette called the relief room, where the train staff could rest on their breaks or between shifts. It had two sofas, a large dining table on which someone had set out a chess set, and a counter that contained a sink, a microwave oven and a coffee machine. Beneath the counter were a refrigerator, cupboards and a dishwasher. A small TV stood on a bookshelf half-filled with paperbacks, magazines and table games.


‘This is Sylvain, chess champion of the cheminots,’ said Juliette. A young man with a goatee beard turned from the coffee machine, embraced Juliette and held out a hand to Bruno.


‘You must be Bruno. How do you like your coffee?’ he asked.


‘Black, no sugar, thanks.’


‘So you’re the guy who lured our Juliette off the rails?’ said Sylvain, smiling before bending to take cups from a cupboard. ‘The railways aren’t the same without her.’ He looked at Juliette. ‘If it doesn’t work out, I’m sure we’d all be delighted to have you back on the service. At least our uniforms fit, which is more than I can say for the copper’s outfit they’ve given you.’


He suddenly noticed Balzac and kneeled down to caress the dog. Then he reached into the cupboard, brought out a packet of biscuits and told his guests to help themselves.


‘Is it okay if I give him one?’ he asked Bruno, waving a biscuit. ‘I had an uncle who had a basset, a lovely dog. What’s his name?’


‘Balzac,’ said Bruno, enjoying once again the way his dog made friends wherever he went. It made his job much easier. ‘And he’ll be your friend for life after you give him that biscuit.’


Sylvain poured out three coffees and then pulled a small computer from his official shoulder bag that was hanging from a hook beside the bookshelves. Bruno recognized it as the digital system for checking rail tickets. Sylvain pressed two buttons, entered what seemed to be a password and then began scrolling through various screens.


‘Monika Felder bought her ticket by computer from England, paid with an English credit card and printed it out herself. She paid full price so she could have used any train irrespective of peak or off-peak periods for the rest of this month.’ Sylvain spoke clearly in a precise manner that would have made him an excellent witness in court, Bruno thought.


Sylvain looked up. ‘We don’t take reservations on this line, so she wasn’t limited to any particular day. She took the daily 14:05 train from Bordeaux St Jean the day before yesterday and I checked her ticket before Bergerac. Because it was a printout, I had to read it with my scanner which is why we have all these details. She was the kind of woman you notice, well-dressed, striking. She asked me about return trains next Sunday, saying she had a flight that afternoon. I recommended that she take the 9:05, getting into Bordeaux St Jean at 11.55, in time for the airport shuttle at noon.’


‘Do you know at which station she got off?’


‘I’m pretty sure it was Lalinde even though her ticket went all the way to Le Buisson. I have to be on the platform at each stop so I can be sure everybody’s clear before I give the signal to the driver to start off again. So I remembered her, and the man she was with.’


‘What man? Was he on the train with her?’


‘Yes, they were chatting away in English when I checked her ticket. He didn’t have one, said in good French that he hadn’t had time to buy one at the station, so he paid in cash. But he had a Grand Voyageur card, which got him a small reduction.’


Bruno knew about this frequent traveller card. He’d have bought one himself but his police identity card got him even better reductions on the trains. ‘So you have the number of this man’s card.’


‘More than that,’ said Sylvain proudly. ‘Thanks to the card, we’ve got his name and address on file. His name is Patrick James McBride and he lives at Sainte Colombe, wherever that is. But the postcode starts with 24 so it’s in this département.’


‘I know it,’ said Juliette, opening her phone and accessing the local phone book. ‘It’s north of Lalinde, on the way to St Marcel. There’s a landline listed for him.’


Bruno checked his watch as she began to dial. There wasn’t enough time to get there and back before the parade was scheduled. Juliette shook her head to say there was no answer. She left a message, asking Monsieur McBride to call her back.


‘How did these two people seem to you?’ Bruno asked. ‘You said they were chatting away. Like old friends? Or strangers striking up an acquaintance?’


‘I don’t think they were married – they seemed too interested in each other for that. She was being flirtatious and he was being appreciative, you know, like people looking forward to jumping into bed together.’


‘I never knew you were such a romantic, Sylvain,’ said Juliette, rolling her eyes.


‘You bring out the best in me,’ he replied with a sly grin. Bruno got the impression this wasn’t the first time he’d flirted with Juliette, and that she had no intention of responding.


‘Thanks for your help,’ said Bruno as they finished their coffee and headed back to St Denis. Louis was still in the café, installed at a small table at the rear, drinking a petit blanc with two hunters, arguing happily about the merits of various guns pictured in the issue of Le Chasseur Français that lay open before them.


Bruno told Juliette that he would just check his messages and install Balzac in his office and rejoin them in time for whatever sort of parade the Mayor had arranged. But as he approached the Mairie’s main door, the Mayor’s secretary, Claire, emerged carrying a dog leash and a large suit-carrier. Claire was a relentless flirt, especially around Bruno.


‘Bonjour, Bruno, the Mayor wants Balzac to be there,’ Claire said, waving the dog leash and batting her eyelashes. ‘I’ll take good care of him. And the Mayor says you have to wear this so take off your old jacket.’


She handed him the suit-carrier. Bruno unzipped it to find a new uniform jacket with the two broad white stripes of a chef de service principal on his epaulette. While Claire attached Balzac’s leash Bruno ducked inside the Mairie’s entrance to change. It was a kindly gesture, he thought, but they could simply have put the new epaulettes on the old jacket that he’d just had cleaned.


At that point, a van full of gendarmes came up the Rue de la République, followed by a familiar Citroën with its tell-tale double aerial of a police vehicle, plus another official-looking car. The van double-parked while the occupants descended. At that moment Bruno realized just what a serious ceremony the Mayor had planned. Yveline, commandant of the gendarmes of St Denis, marshalled her troops into two ranks, stood them to attention and saluted as the Prefect and the Procureur of the département, each in uniform, emerged from the official car.


Prunier, the Commissaire de Police for the whole department, was also in uniform. He and Jean-Jacques, the chief detective and known to all as J-J, climbed out of J-J’s Citroën. Bruno counted each man as a friend. Years ago he had played rugby for the army against a police team which had included Prunier, an acquaintance that had led to an invitation to dine at Prunier’s home and meet his wife and children. And Prunier had done a fine job in modernizing the force and raising its morale. Bruno had worked with him on a couple of sensitive cases and had come to trust his judgement and to admire the man’s finesse in navigating the complex politics of the region. In the ten years that Bruno had worked with J-J, the chief detective had become a valued colleague and a regular dining companion. But Bruno suspected that his relationship with each man depended to a considerable extent upon his independence. As an employee of the Mayor of St Denis, Bruno was not in the usual police chain of command. Had he been their subordinate, neither Prunier nor J-J could have been nearly so cordial.


The two top policemen of the département came up to shake his hand just as the Mayor, wearing his tricolour sash of office, stepped out from the Mairie. He was followed by the Mayors of Les Eyzies and Montignac and then by the Mayors of all the other communes whose populations were too small to justify their own policeman: Limeuil and Audrix, St Cirq and Campagne, St Chamassy, Thonac and Thursac. When had this been planned? Bruno wondered. And how had they organized this sizeable assembly without his knowledge?


After hands had been shaken all around, two of Bruno’s friends came out of the Mairie. The Baron was carrying the flag of les anciens combattants, the military veterans, and Xavier, the deputy Mayor, was carrying the red, white and blue flag of France.


‘You take your place behind the gendarmes,’ the Baron whispered to Bruno as he went past to the head of the parade. Then the school band appeared from behind the Mairie, playing ‘Lorraine’, the marching tune of the French army.


The two flag-bearers led them all across the bridge to the car park, where a gendarme lifted the metal barrier that had closed it to the public and saluted as they marched past him. They drew up before the town war memorial, a statue of a French soldier of the Great War standing on guard with bayonet fixed over a fallen comrade. The bronze eagle atop the obelisk that contained the names of the town’s war dead had been newly polished. A crowd had gathered, mainly employees from the Mairie and their families. Some of the shopkeepers and local residents had joined them, along with Philippe Delaron, the photographer and local correspondent for Sud Ouest newspaper. Beside him stood a local radio reporter with microphone outstretched. The Mayor, the Prefect and the Procureur stepped onto a small dais that had been placed before the memorial and the band fell silent.


‘Benoît Courrèges, chief of police of St Denis, come forward,’ the Mayor commanded and Bruno stepped smartly forward and saluted.


‘Do you solemnly swear to uphold the laws of the Republic as chef de service principal of the Police Municipale for the Vézère valley?’ the Mayor demanded.


‘I swear,’ Bruno replied.


‘Do you swear to observe the discipline and regulations of the Police Nationale as an officier judiciaire with the rank of lieutenant?’ This time it was the Procureur who administered the oath as the chief judicial officer of the département; Bruno had not expected this.


‘I swear,’ he repeated, wondering just how many people could now claim some authority over him.


‘Chef de Police Courrèges, step forward,’ commanded the Prefect. And as Bruno advanced to stand to attention before him, the Prefect took from an aide the small silver medal with its red, white and blue ribbon and pinned it onto Bruno’s chest.


‘In the name of a grateful Republic and by decree of the Minister of the Interior, I hereby present you with the police Médaille d’Honneur, for distinguished service,’ the Prefect announced. He stepped back and he and Bruno exchanged salutes. The band began to play the ‘Marseillaise’ and the flags rose, which meant Bruno had to maintain his salute until the national anthem ended. Then the small crowd applauded and the parade was dismissed.


It was a strange moment, with a touch of sadness about it as Bruno realized that his professional life was about to change. No longer would he be responsible solely for St Denis, a town of just under two thousand souls, with another thousand scattered across the hills and valleys, the woodlands and plateaus of the vast commune that surrounded the town itself. He knew someone in every household, or at least every family in this commune that was larger than the city of Paris. Most of them were friends and there were few homes where he was not welcome, where he had not shared a meal or a drink, or danced at a wedding, held the baby at a baptism or helped carry the coffin at a funeral. He was as much a part of the flow of the town’s life as the Mayor, the priest and the River Vézère itself.


Bruno could not even calculate how many people now lived in this new fiefdom of the whole valley that he had to police but there must be close to twenty thousand of them. He could never hope to develop among so many people the intimacy of his relationship with St Denis. And that personal knowledge, Bruno knew, had always been the key to his work as a country policeman. He would just have to try to train his colleagues in his methods, he concluded as the parade ended, the gendarmes were ordered to fall out and the dignitaries stepped down from the dais.


Bruno thanked them all, and then the various mayors came up and he shook each one’s hands and kissed the Mayoress of Thonac on both cheeks. In the back of his mind he was thinking that Louis had been born and raised in Montignac and despite his grumpy moods, he was a well-known and familiar figure. Bruno could not expect to change him and did not intend to try. He would focus instead on picking and training Louis’s successor. Juliette, however, seemed far more promising; quick-witted and engaging, she came with her own useful network of contacts among the cheminots.


He gave boilerplate replies to the two reporters, saying he was proud and honoured to be given the new job and what a privilege it was to serve the people of the Vézère valley. He was careful to call it la vallée de l’homme, the cradle of humankind, as the tourist board sought to label this region so rich in prehistoric sites and remains. Finally he escaped and strode quickly back across the bridge to the Mairie.


‘You’re improperly dressed, Lieutenant,’ came a familiar voice and J-J loomed up beside him. ‘Since you are now attached to the Police Nationale and our nation’s President has seen fit to declare a state of emergency, you’re going to have to wear a weapon at all times on duty. You will give up that old blunderbuss you use and start carrying the approved firearm, a lovely new SIG Sauer. I’ve got one ready for you at HQ and the armourer will give you a familiarization course on the range. You’ll have to bring in your old PAMAS.’


‘Why do we keep changing the personal weapons like this?’


‘Because unlike the Americans we don’t have hundreds of millions of civilians with firearms,’ J-J said as they reached the Mairie. ‘The only way we keep the European arms industry going is by buying new ones, different weapons for the police and the army, the gendarmes and the navy.’


Never one to forego an opportunity of politicking among the other mayors and the state officials, the Mayor had arranged a vin d’honneur to celebrate Bruno’s promotion, followed by a lunch at the Mairie to cement relations with them all. Standing outside the Mairie, Bruno quickly rang his colleague at Lalinde, an ex-serviceman called Quatremer, and asked if he knew a foreigner called McBride at Sainte Colombe. No, came the reply but did Bruno want him to check on the man? Bruno said he’d be grateful and gave the address. He then climbed the old and well-worn stone stairs to the council chamber where the ancient wood table was laid for a formal lunch, the Mayor holding court for his guests while Claire circled with a tray of glasses holding champagne.


Bruno checked the menu card. They would be eating foie gras with a glass of sweet, golden Monbazillac wine, followed by fresh trout with toasted almonds, accompanied by a white wine from the town vineyard, then cheese and salad, tarte au citron and coffee. That meant four, maybe five speeches, Bruno calculated. The Mayor would offer a few words of welcome. After the foie gras Bruno would doubtless be expected to speak and Bossuet from the regional council would deliver his remarks after the fish, leaving the closing words to the Prefect, as senior representative of the French state.


‘I had to check with the protocol department of the Ministry of Defence about your new medal and where you should wear the ribbon,’ said the Prefect as they ate their foie gras. ‘Apparently, your Croix de Guerre takes precedence, so that comes first on the breast with the Médaille d’Honneur alongside.’


‘Thank you, monsieur,’ said Bruno. ‘I wouldn’t have known.’


‘It’s quite a feather in our caps for this département to be chosen for the pilot scheme on police reform. I gather the justice minister was most insistent after the report from that charming young woman from Guadeloupe who did the survey. Apparently she’s the minister’s political protégée.’


‘Amélie Duplessis,’ said Bruno. ‘A most impressive young woman, and did you know she’s also a professional jazz singer? She’ll be coming down this summer to perform at our summer concerts.’


So the lunch passed, political gossip, political speeches, Bruno’s own brief remarks limited to his thanks to all present, his pleasure in his new colleagues and his good fortune in living in such a peerless part of France that his trips back and forth up the valley would make duty into a pleasure.


The Prefect had just sat down after his own speech and the coffee had been served when Bruno’s phone vibrated. It was Quatremer from Lalinde, to say that Bruno should come right away and bring Jean-Jacques. McBride’s home was now a crime scene.
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Prunier agreed to drive back to Périgueux with the Prefect so J-J could use his own car. Bruno joined J-J to brief him on the way, Juliette following in Bruno’s van. It would be her first serious crime scene, Bruno thought, and without her knowledge of the rail ticket system the murder could have gone unknown for some time.


McBride’s home was charming, an old L-shaped stone farmhouse with a well-tended potager filled with the green tops of young carrots and radishes, beans, peas and a row of piled earth that promised asparagus. A mud-spattered Range Rover was parked beside a small tractor in the adjoining barn, which also contained a neat woodpile, the pump for the swimming pool and the oil-fuelled furnace for central heating. At the far end of the barn stood a workbench with a fine collection of tools that included a circular saw and a lathe.


In front of the house was a big courtyard with a large lime tree in the centre, surrounded by a neat herb garden that circled the trunk. Pots of young geraniums added splashes of colour and against one stretch of stone wall a small raised garden had been built, from which roses climbed up towards the windows of the upper floor. A crude wooden table surrounded by six chairs stood in the angle between the two wings of the farmhouse. Its main entrance seemed to be the open French windows where Quatremer was waiting for them.


‘The door was open when I got here,’ said Quatremer. ‘I called out but there was no reply so I went in to look around, not touching anything. It all seemed normal and tidy until I looked in the bathroom. That’s when I called your office, J-J, and then I called Bruno since he’d asked me to check on the owner.’


J-J nodded and told them all to put on evidence gloves and plastic bootees to cover their feet. Bruno always kept some in his car. J-J then led the way through a handsome sitting room at least six metres square. Several Persian rugs that looked expensive lay on the tiled floor. The remains of a wood fire in the cheminée had burned out, although Bruno noticed radiators to each side of the entrance doors and more under each window. A small hand axe was propped against the bricks of the cheminée, as though used to chop kindling.


Above the huge fireplace and on one wall hung hunting trophies; the skull of a mountain goat with formidably curved horns flanked by the antlers of several deer Bruno didn’t recognize but thought might be African. Bookshelves lined one wall, filled more with DVDs and CDs than books. Two sofas faced one another on either side of the fireplace with a coffee table between them on which stood an ashtray and English newspapers and magazines.


Against one wall an antique wooden cabinet held a tray of bottles, a large TV set and a stereo. Above them were photographs of a man in safari jacket and dark glasses, holding a heavy bolt-action rifle, smiling proudly. In one he stood with his foot on the head of a dead rhinoceros, in another beside an elephant whose tusks had been bloodily removed. A third photo showed the same man, flanked by two Africans in khaki overalls, standing above a dead lion with a different, modern rifle in his hand.


Bruno shook his head in distaste. This was not hunting as he knew it, to put food on the table. It could even be illegal, although he vaguely recalled that some countries sold to rich hunters the right to hunt and kill elderly beasts. A fourth photo showed the same man bare-chested on a sunny beach, holding the same rifle. Clustered in a vaguely familiar background were Africans towing ashore an inflatable boat which had a very large outboard motor.
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