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Winter in the French Pyrenees can be a schizophrenic season. The furious storms that swoop down out of sullen skies to smother the peaks and valleys in thick snow, layering treacherous ice on sheltered stretches of tarmac and hanging icicle pennants on exposed rock, can give way overnight to sun-dimpled days, the heavens a broad expanse of blue cradling the brilliantly white mountains below. Serge Papon, Mayor of Fogas, loved the mercurial nature of this time of year, the switchback changes of mood as the weather vacillated, making the residents of the three small mountain villages over which he presided wary of even the brightest skies. 


Today was such a day. After a few weeks, the snow, which had arrived on the sleigh of Père Noël, had departed, leaving behind a crystalline sky and a warmth that held a premature promise of spring. Even though he was well acquainted with the vagaries of the season, as he gazed out of the windows of the bar in La Rivière six days into January, Serge Papon couldn’t help being filled with a sense of potential.


Life was good. His community had recently survived a direct challenge to its autonomy from the more affluent commune of Sarrat across the river. They had welcomed the first babies born in the area in a long time. Then on Christmas Eve there had been a wedding to celebrate, Serge officiating over the ceremony of Fabian and Stephanie, two young people who were fine examples of the good folk of Fogas. And, thought Serge with a roguish smile, who would help repopulate the ailing commune.


A burst of laughter took his attention across the narrow valley road to where a crowd of locals were clustered around the Christmas tree that dominated the space next to the garden centre. René Piquemal was protesting about something, the sound of the stout plumber’s indignation carrying through the bar’s open windows, while the others teased him good naturedly as they set about the task of dismantling the tree. Serge’s eyes came to rest on the woman standing at the bottom of the ladder leaning against the fir, her right foot resting on the last rung. Véronique Estaque. His daughter. She was laughing, her face alight and cheeks dimpling, auburn hair held back in a clasp, and he could see his mother in her features – that way she had of tilting her head as though constantly analysing the world around her.


She was happy, sparkling as brightly as the tinsel in the morning sunshine. Serge felt his own lips curving in response, struck once again at how much joy he had found in knowing her, being privileged to call himself her father even if that fact had only recently been disclosed. That she had found happiness simply intensified his feelings for her. 


René Piquemal made another comment, his words lost to Serge in the rumble of a tractor rolling past. But whatever he’d said caused Véronique to double up with laughter and in turn provoked a grumble of discontent from atop the ladder where a curly-haired giant of a man was gingerly balanced, clinging to the tree in an attempt to remove the star.


‘Stop shaking the ladder!’ he bellowed, causing Véronique to blush and everyone else to laugh even harder.


Christian Dupuy. Second deputy mayor of Fogas. Farmer. Sufferer of vertigo. And, Serge hoped, his soon-to-be son-in-law. Although judging by the fact that it had taken the farmer almost three years to ask Véronique out, Serge wasn’t counting on performing the nuptials himself. In fact, he knew he wouldn’t be presiding over the wedding of his daughter. Because this very day, after twenty-seven years of dutiful service, Serge Papon was resigning as mayor of Fogas. 


 


‘Sorry! But I did say you should let me go up there.’ Véronique waited for Christian to come down the ladder in careful steps before rewarding his return to the safety of terra firma with a kiss. Colour flooded back into the wan cheeks of the farmer whose head for heights was notoriously lacking.


‘And what kind of a man would that make me? Allowing my . . .’ Christian stalled, still not sure about the terminology for the new status Véronique occupied in his life. At forty-two, he was reluctant to use the juvenile-sounding ‘girlfriend’, ‘lover’ felt ridiculous and made him sweat, and ‘sweetheart’, ‘babe’ or ‘woman’ were liable to unleash the legendary Estaque wrath down on his head. Instead he fudged the issue. ‘Allowing you to go up there in my place?’


‘He’s right!’ interjected René from the other side of the tree where he was wrestling with a string of fairy lights. ‘You women need to leave us some pride. It’s bad enough that you’re kicking us off career ladders without taking over the real thing as well!’


A series of groans met his outburst. It was all René had been able to talk about since opening his copy of the Gazette Ariégeoise over an espresso in the bar, a state of high dudgeon following the sharp shock of caffeine because the new appointment for the position of préfet for the department of Ariège, where the commune of Fogas was situated, had been announced. And it was a woman. 


‘Mock all you like,’ he growled, his frustration at the day’s news exacerbated by the fact that the Christmas lights were now tangled around him, binding him to the prickly branches of the enormous conifer. ‘But I’m entitled to my opinion. This region can’t be ruled by a female – it’s too wild, too remote.’ He cast a light-entwined hand up towards the mountains which towered in the distance, and the conjoined tree shook precariously over him, a shower of dead pine needles falling on his beret. ‘How can the fragile female temperament be expected to govern that? Or the men who live here?’


‘He’s right,’ said Stephanie Morvan, stepping across to the plumber’s side from where she’d been winding up lengths of tinsel, her long, nimble fingers setting to work on the twisted cable that held René captive. ‘We aren’t a match for the brute strength of the men of these parts. And what would we know about hunting or fishing, which so dominate these valleys? In fact, I don’t think any of us women would last a week in the wilds of this area if we didn’t have men around to keep us safe . . . And rescue us from Christmas decorations.’


With a grin, she disentangled the last section of lights and held up the knotted flex in triumph to a burst of female applause, René glowering at his damsel in shining armour as he moved away from the tree.


‘Don’t fight it, René,’ said Christian with a laugh. ‘I, for one, am happy to be governed by a woman!’ He glanced down at Véronique and slipped an arm around her waist, pulling her close to his side. And as Véronique Estaque, postmistress of Fogas and girlfriend/lover/sweetheart of the second deputy mayor, looked up at the large man next to her, she knew she could never be happier.


 


‘They’re taking their time getting that lot down,’ said Josette Servat, surveying the commotion across the road from the doorway of the épicerie.


Annie Estaque nodded, an indulgent look in her eyes as she saw her daughter laughing with Christian Dupuy. ‘Therrre’s no rrrush,’ she said, her Ariégeois accent rolling across the words. ‘Let them enjoy life.’


Josette turned her gaze on her friend. ‘You’re sounding very philosophical all of a sudden.’


‘Old morrre like!’


‘Not so old that you can’t still waltz with the best of them . . .’ Josette cast a mischievous glance towards the archway that led to the bar, beyond which the robust figure of Serge Papon could be seen sitting at a table, his focus on the group around the Christmas tree and a contented smile on his face.


It had been the talk of the commune – Annie Estaque and Serge Papon dancing on Christmas Eve. The story of the wedding waltz had twirled out of the bar in La Rivière on the valley floor, and swept up the mountains to Picarets and Fogas, the other two villages which made up the commune and which sat astride opposite ridges. Embellished, polished and retold again and again over the festive season, the tale had captivated the residents of these Pyrenean settlements who, normally in a state of perpetual discord, were united in their fascination at this possible rekindling of a romance. A romance thirty-seven years in the making, which had produced an illegitimate daughter along the way who had only found out less than a year ago the identity of her father.


It was the stuff novels were made of.


Annie snorted, knowing only too well that while little else grew in the mountains during the winter, gossip was sure to flourish. ‘It was just a waltz.’ But even as she said it, she gave a fond look across the épicerie at the mayor. ‘He always was a good dancerrr.’


Josette raised an eyebrow and nudged her friend in the ribs. ‘Seems like it’s not just the youngsters who are enjoying life!’


 


Pastis in hand, Serge Papon was taking stock. It wasn’t something he was prone to do, far more a man of action, caught up in the politics of this region which had held him enthralled for so long. But now, at the moment when he was taking a step back from it all, it seemed only apt to reflect on his tenure on the Conseil Municipal, the body that ruled the commune. 


It had been eventful. Fresh out of the Tungsten mines up in Salau, he’d been fuelled by ambition in the early days, the more prestigious stages of departmental and regional governments his initial aim. But it hadn’t taken long for him to be seduced by the needs of his community, to become convinced his talents were better spent here than in some modern office block on the banks of the Garonne in Toulouse, far from the mountains and the valleys that defined him. 


So he’d concentrated on Fogas. Had seen off initial challenges to his position. Had cemented his place in the hearts of the locals by working diligently – and sometimes with a bit of cunning and low-level corruption – on their behalf. He’d won battles and lost some too – the Auberge des Deux Vallées at the end of La Rivière being the most recent. He smiled wryly as he watched the owners, Paul and Lorna Webster, helping to take down the decorations across the road, Lorna rocking a pram with one hand as she unhooked baubles from the tree with the other.


To think he’d tried to stop them moving in. What a mistake that would have been. For now, not only were they running a thriving business which brought tourists and valuable tax revenue into the commune, but they had increased the dangerously dwindling population with the birth of their twins in the autumn.


The skirmish two years ago surrounding their purchase of the Auberge had been a warning to him; a gentle reminder that he was getting old as he was successfully out-manoeuvred by one of his deputies. And that perhaps it was time he moved aside. But politics was never a smooth ocean and over the following twenty-four months, the small boat of Fogas which he captained had been faced with high seas, leaving him no option but to remain in command until things quietened down and he could hand over to the most suitable person; someone who had grown into the role just as Serge had felt his own abilities waning.


The problems besetting them had been two-fold. Firstly, the terrible trouble over the re-introduction of bears in the forests of Fogas, which had enraged the local population and concluded with the awful death of one of the creatures in what had been termed an accident. Had it been? Serge still wasn’t convinced. A large presence of hunters in an area of the woods earmarked for agricultural burning just didn’t make sense. The fact that a bear had been trapped in the resulting fire and then fell to its death . . . ?


Not surprisingly, the official report into the incident had been far from conclusive. But it had stated that two of the alleged attacks by bears on livestock in the region, which had helped fuel the unrest, had been staged. As for what purpose? The investigators had been at a loss to suggest a reason although inquiries were ongoing. So Serge, receiving the document last October during a second wave of political upheaval, and not wanting to add more fuel to the fire in the form of the inconclusive file, had taken a decisive step and kept the information to himself until the latest tempest had passed. 


He took a long sip of his pastis and thought about the report that lay buried in his desk drawer up in the town hall in Fogas. It was time he shared it with his fellow councillors, now that they had reached a relatively peaceful period. He’d pass it on to Christian tomorrow, along with a copy of his resignation letter.


Which brought him to the most recent bout of rabble-rousing that had almost been the end of Fogas. Even thinking about it caused a burning sensation in Serge’s chest akin to indigestion. He took another swig of pastis to ease the discomfort, and mulled over the turbulent summer before.


It had started with a letter. Sent from the mayor of Sarrat, the commune basking in the sunshine across the river, long winter shadows draped across the gentle slopes of its pastureland. No one looking at the pastoral picture this January morning could conceive of the chaos that had come out of it. A turmoil precipitated by greed and ambition. And a ruthless mayor who wanted to annex the much smaller, less-prosperous Fogas. But what the people of Serge’s commune lacked in wealth, they made up for in passion, and after several months of acrimonious debate, the matter had been taken out of their hands when the former préfet had ruled that any talk of merging the two political districts should be shelved for a period of twelve months.


A year. That was all they had before the matter of the takeover – for that was what it would be – was raised again. But this time, there would be no last minute reprieve. It would go down to a council vote, possibly even a referendum, and the decision would be final. And if Serge and his supporters – who were against the proposal for so many reasons, not least a distrust of the man across the river orchestrating it all – were to win, they had to start preparing for battle now.


Which was why there was a letter on his desktop waiting to be delivered the following morning. Serge Papon was resigning as mayor. But he would keep his place on the council. And in doing so, the necessity of a by-election would be avoided, the councillors simply proceeding to vote in the new mayor at the next meeting of the Conseil Municipal. Having calculated his move with the precision of an old campaigner, Serge knew the person to take his place would have plenty of time to get his ammunition sorted before the issue of the merger raised its head again. More importantly, he also knew that in the current climate, Pascal Souquet, first deputy mayor, social climber and advocate of the amalgamation, would struggle to win a mayoral vote. Which should, if Serge was gambling correctly, leave the route clear for his preferred choice of successor – Christian Dupuy. 


The man had shown over the last two years that he had the necessary accomplishments to make an excellent mayor. Loyal, passionate, genuinely interested in the lives of those around him, he was led by his moral convictions, which had proven infallible throughout the troubles that had befallen the commune in recent years. To Serge’s relief, he had also revealed the cunning streak essential for any politician to survive in this region. Although it was a long way from the innate guile of the present incumbent, it would suffice.


Serge Papon took a final drink of pastis and decided he would walk across the road and tell Christian his news. It was the Epiphany. A time for kings. It was only fitting, therefore, that he was handing over his crown on this auspicious day.


He stood, glass in hand, reached to the back of his chair for his jacket and felt a sharp pain shoot down his left arm. Then he saw the glass fall, a chair tip over and the sound of a scream. When he looked around, he could see the sturdy shape of someone on the floor.


‘Josette!’ he shouted through to the épicerie. ‘Josette, call an ambulance!’


But Josette was already hurrying towards him. And she was screaming.
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It cut through the winter sunshine like a jagged knife through silk, tearing at the fabric of the day, renting holes in the perfection of the morning that could never be repaired. A scream. Primeval. Urgent. Impossible to ignore. 


‘What the hell—?’ Christian spun round to face the bar where the wailing had been joined by a cry for help.


‘Chrrristian! Vérrronique! Come quickly!’ Annie’s grey features were at the window.


They all ran.


 


‘He’s not breathing!’


‘I’ve called an ambulance.’


‘Loosen his collar.’


‘Get those tables and chairs out of the way—’


Panic, thick and dark, bringing the chill of fear despite the fire blazing in the hearth. All of it focused on the crumpled figure lying across the floorboards.


Véronique fell to her knees, tugging at the paisley tie, her fingers numbly undoing the top two buttons of the crisply ironed shirt, feeling for a pulse. Beside her, Christian, kneeling, his large frame bent over, broad hands splayed across the prone chest. Pumping. Willing life to continue.


‘Hail Mary, full of grace, blessed art thou . . .’ 


A soft murmur of prayer floated over the bodies clustered around them, providing rhythm as the farmer’s arms flexed and extended, flexed and extended. Véronique tried to join in with the familiar words, one hand clutching the cross that lay in the hollow of her throat, the other stroking that proud forehead. But her tongue was tied, twisted into a desperate supplication.


‘Don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me,’ she whispered.


In the distance, the shrill sound of a siren echoed faintly down the valley. 


 


Jacques Servat was ripped awake by the commotion. Torn from his mid-morning snooze in the inglenook that dominated one wall of the bar, his dreams of boyhood hikes across mountain meadows scattered on the screech of furniture being hastily moved, the mutterings of prayers and the wail of an approaching ambulance. He peered blearily at the cluster of stout figures pressing in on him, backs towards him, focus on something on the ground. Or someone. For Jacques could see a shoe, leather polished, sole worn, a strip of sock above it, and then his view was blocked by the anxious onlookers. Who was it?


He stood, joints creaking, and craned to see what held them all transfixed. Twisting to one side, through a mass of people he caught a glimpse of Christian, on his knees, his thick arms pumping up and down. And Véronique kneeling opposite him, the fresh track of tears on her cheeks, her face so close to the figure on the floor that she was shielding his identity from Jacques.


The siren blared ever closer and then stopped, a staccato of doors slammed and heavy feet hastened across the terrace.


‘Move aside, let them in!’ 


More bustle, people shuffling to make way for the doctor and three volunteer firemen from the station up the valley and Jacques was pushed even further back. 


 


Annie Estaque knew. From the colour of the skin to the blue tint on the lips. From the look in Christian’s eyes as he yielded his place to one of the pompiers. From the shake of head the doctor gave as he reached for the defibrillator.


But more than that, she knew from the black despair that was welling up inside her, suffocating, sucking the oxygen out of the room and leaving her faint. She felt Josette’s hand grip her and when she heard her daughter scream, Annie knew that she was right.


 


‘No!’ Véronique’s cry filled the bar as she flung herself across the exposed chest, wires trailing from the equipment that had failed to work its usual miracle.


‘I’m sorry . . .’ The doctor, head bowed, hands gesturing futilely. ‘There’s nothing more—’


‘No—’ A sob tore at her throat and Christian bent down to fold her body into his, her cries discordant and anguished, shredding the stunned silence.


‘Let me through! Let me through to her!’ 


Jacques Servat turned at the voice, his old friend Serge Papon bellowing from the back of the crowd, trying to force his way through to his distraught daughter.


 


‘Let me through, I said!’


Serge pulled at the arm of Bernard Mirouze, the rotund cantonnier blocking his way. But Bernard didn’t move. Didn’t even acknowledge him. Just stood there, beret in hand, fat tears spilling onto chubby cheeks, his back hunched in pain at Véronique’s distress.


‘Christian,’ Serge shouted, trying to call over the heads of the people in front of him. ‘Christian, is she okay?’


The farmer didn’t hear, kneeling beside Véronique, his arms cradling her to him, his broad shoulders shaking.


It was chaos. And Serge was more than a bit confused by it all. One moment he’d been putting on his jacket and the next, some poor sod had collapsed and triggered a meltdown. Josette and Annie had come racing through from the shop and before he could do anything to help the man on the floor, everyone from across the road had arrived, shouting, panicking. He’d been pushed to the back of the bar, up against the fireplace, and had struggled to see over those in front of him.


But when Véronique had started crying, it had torn his heart. He had to get to her.


‘Bernard, René. Move. Let me through.’


As though in response, the crowd parted and Serge Papon was afforded his first proper glance into the heart of the maelstrom. Christian and Véronique, entwined, crying. Annie Estaque standing behind them, a hand on her daughter’s head, face warped with grief as her old friend Josette supported her, tissue at her eyes. And radiating out from the splayed form on the floorboards, the people of Fogas, sombre, sobbing, shocked.


Who on earth was it?


Serge craned forwards to see the body. He let his eyes travel upwards, from the sharp-creased trousers to the jacket, open, the shirt, undone. Arms carelessly flung to the side. The tie – that tie! – loosened and draped around the neck in the manner of a lothario after a late night. He recognised it. Had worked his arthritic fingers hard tying it some hours ago. And above it, the chin, the fleshy jaw. He’d shaved them that morning.


‘I don’t understand,’ he muttered, looking down at the dead man who had thrown Fogas into mourning. A man he knew better than anyone.


‘Welcome to my world, Serge.’


He turned. Jacques Servat was standing next to him. His childhood friend. Husband of Josette. Jacques, who had been dead for more than two years.
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Twenty-four hours later, the residents of Fogas were greeting the first day in this new era with sadness. And profound shock. That the robust figure of Serge Papon would no longer feature in their lives was something many of them couldn’t contemplate. For the group gathered in the bar that morning, it was the only topic of their subdued conversation. 


‘The doctor reckons he was dead before he hit the floor.’ René shook his head in disbelief. ‘Cardiac arrest, he said. Gone. Just like that.’ He snapped his fingers and stared at the spot where the mayor of Fogas had collapsed.


‘It must have been the stress,’ commented the man next to him. A councillor, like René, Alain Rougé was well acquainted with the political turbulence that had rocked the commune for the last year and a half, the mayor caught up in all of it.


‘How’s Véronique holding up?’ Josette asked as she passed a coffee to Christian Dupuy, who was sitting on the other side of René.


Christian shrugged and wiped a hand across his weary features, as though he could erase the events of the day before. ‘Not good. I stayed with her last night but she didn’t sleep. She’s not eating either . . .’


Josette pursed her lips, knowing the postmistress and her love of food. A lack of appetite in Véronique Estaque was unheard of. And alarming.


‘It’s hardly surprising,’ said Stephanie Morvan, gathering up her things and preparing to cross the road to open her garden centre. ‘She only discovered her connection to Serge last year and now . . .’ She grimaced. ‘She must be heartbroken.’


‘She’s not the only one. Annie won’t answer my calls. How did she seem when you popped in, Fabian?’ Josette cast a worried glance at her nephew, who was leaning on the far end of the bar.


‘Old. Confused. She’s really not taking it well. I brought Chloé with me,’ Fabian said, referring to Stephanie’s eleven-year-old daughter and his newly acquired step-daughter who was a favourite of Annie Estaque’s. ‘But even that didn’t seem to cheer her. I think we’re going to have to keep an eye on her.’


‘I’ll drive up there later,’ said Josette. ‘Take some of that new coffee we’ve just had delivered. Anyone willing to act as my co-driver?’


Over a year on from first getting behind the wheel, and despite hours spent driving the roads and valleys of the Couserans region in the company of Véronique, Josette had yet to get her licence. Anyone who’d had the dubious pleasure of accompanying this learner driver knew why. Slower than a tortoise in winter and unwilling to accept that gears three to six served any purpose, she was far from a natural. It was little wonder then that when she made her request, backs turned, eyes averted and there was a palpable sense of relief when the door opened and claimed her attention.


‘Bonjour, Bernard,’ said Josette.


The shambling form of the cantonnier entered, head hanging low, eyes red-rimmed, his vibrant orange hunting beret replaced with one in black. As if in sympathy, his normally exuberant beagle trailed after him, ears drooping, face forlorn, a black collar encircling his neck.


‘Bonjour. Coffee please, Josette.’


‘And a croissant?’


‘No thanks. I’m not able to eat.’


His reply was met with surprised expressions. But in a mark of appreciation for the man’s pain, René Piquemal bit back the glib retort that came to his lips. For everyone knew that Bernard Mirouze had idolised the mayor of Fogas, who had offered him the job of cantonnier when no one else would employ him. Given Bernard’s frequent mishaps with the snowplough and his general incompetence in the position of caretaker for the commune, it was widely believed that Serge’s initial benevolence and continued tolerance of the hapless Bernard could only be the result of a distant family connection between the two men on Serge’s wife’s side. Whatever the reason, the grateful cantonnier had focused all his devotion on the charismatic mayor. And given that Bernard was in his mid-forties and unmarried, he had a lot of devotion at his disposal. Granted, some of that affection had been transferred onto the beagle he had acquired two years ago but even then, in naming the dog after the man he adored, he’d merely consolidated the two great loves of his life.


Stephanie put an arm around the chubby cantonnier as he lowered himself onto a stool.


‘How are you?’ she asked.


He shook his head, fresh tears welling up in his eyes. ‘I just can’t believe it. Even Serge is affected.’ He flicked a hand at the dog flopped on the floor in the very spot where his namesake had last lain. Head on paws, eyes sorrowful, the hound cast a further pall on the already sombre gathering.


‘I’ve got a galette des rois for you, Bernard,’ said Josette, trying to lighten the mood. ‘Perhaps this time you’ll get lucky!’


She placed a cake decorated with a paper crown on the counter and offered him a knife, but the cantonnier shook his head. 


‘I’m not in the mood.’


Which was when those gathered knew that Bernard Mirouze was upset indeed. Because for the last week, ever since the cakes which marked the Epiphany had gone on sale, the cantonnier had driven the populace of Fogas demented. Having discovered that this year the collectable porcelain figurines traditionally hidden in the galette des rois were shaped like miniature dogs, he’d been determined to find a replica beagle. So far he’d eaten a cake a day and although he’d accumulated a fine array of canines ranging from German shepherds to poodles, a tiny Serge had eluded him. Consequently, he’d taken to pestering everyone he knew to keep an eye out for the elusive fève. Yet even the prospect of finding such a treasure in the cake in front of him couldn’t alleviate his present despair.


‘Perhaps leave it until later, then?’ said Josette, placing the galette in a box and pushing it across the counter to the dejected man.


‘There’s something we can’t leave until later,’ said René, straightening up and addressing Christian Dupuy solemnly. ‘We need to talk about what happens next. On the council.’


‘This is hardly the time for politics—’


René brushed aside Stephanie’s interjection with a wave of his hand. ‘It’s always the time for politics. And Serge of all people would agree with me.’ He pointed a finger in the direction of Fogas, which was situated up the mountain that towered over the bar. ‘While we’re down here moping, that conniving bastard Pascal Souquet will be up there in the town hall measuring for a new desk.’


‘Give him some credit,’ muttered Christian, defending his fellow deputy mayor. ‘Even he wouldn’t be so crass.’


‘Pah!’ René’s moustache quivered with disbelief. ‘How can you be so naive? He’s already acting mayor thanks to Serge’s death. You really think he won’t be scheming how to turn that into a permanent position? Which means we need to start thinking right now about who we put forward for the by-election—’


‘By-election?’ asked Stephanie. ‘Can’t the council choose a new mayor without going through all that?’


‘Not if we don’t have a full complement of councillors. We have to fill Serge’s place before we can proceed and we won’t get long to do it. Which is why we need to get organised, because if we don’t win that seat, we could well be attending the inauguration of that weasel Pascal as our next leader. I, for one, don’t want that.’


‘Neither do I!’ snapped Christian, slamming his empty cup onto the counter. ‘But at the moment, I’m more concerned about taking care of Véronique and Annie, and preparing a suitable send-off for a man I admired, than the machinations of local government.’


He threw a handful of coins on the bar. ‘Thanks for the coffee, Josette. I’ll let you know when we get the details of the funeral sorted.’


With a sullen nod at the room, he took a step towards the door just as it was thrust open by the sturdy arm of Agnès Rogalle, driver of the butcher’s van that visited the area once a week.


‘Christian Dupuy! I want a word with you.’ She advanced into the room, hands on her ample hips, face puce, bosom shaking with anger, and the farmer found himself confronted by the indignant woman, a strong smell of raw meat assailing his nostrils from the smeared apron tied around her waist.


‘That thieving bastard has stolen another rabbit!’ she said, poking him in the chest with a sausage-like finger. ‘Yesterday, while I was parked up in Fogas serving customers. I didn’t report it straight away, out of respect for Serge Papon . . . may he rest in peace.’ She broke off and flapped a podgy hand through the four points of a cross before accosting Christian once more. ‘But I’m here now to register my complaint. Nine months this has been going on. Sausages, rabbits, a couple of steaks – all of it stolen off my van. I’ve complained to your council. I’ve called in the police. I even changed my visits here to Thursdays instead of Tuesdays, hoping to shake the felon off. And none of it has done any good. So I’m telling you this. Either you and the equally useless councillors who sit with you on the Conseil Municipal catch this bugger within a month, or I will stop calling in at Fogas. Let’s see how your voters like being without their mobile butcher when it comes to the next elections!’


She let her glare encompass the room and then fall on the dejected dog.


‘What’s up with him?’ she barked, striding across to lay a solid hand on his head, the beagle snuffling appreciatively at the gamey odour that made Agnès less welcome in human circles.


‘He’s depressed,’ mumbled Bernard, as the dog made a half-hearted effort to expose his stomach for a rub. ‘About Serge dying . . .’


Agnès nodded, gave the hound one last pat on his belly and headed for the bar.


‘Here,’ she said gruffly, reaching into a pocket before thrusting a fist in the direction of the cantonnier. ‘I heard you were looking for this.’


Bernard held out his hand and felt something drop into it.


‘As for you,’ said Agnès, glowering at Christian once more. ‘You’ve been warned. Catch the Butcher Burglar or there will be no more meat for Fogas!’


She strode across the floor, boards bouncing under her solid step, and was out of the door before anyone reacted.


‘That wasn’t fair . . .’ protested Christian, rubbing his torso where the imprint of that firm digit remained.


‘Fair?’ René gave a dry laugh, his fingers playing impatiently with a packet of Gauloises. ‘It’s politics, Christian. And like I said, it doesn’t stop just because we go into mourning. So I suggest we get our heads together and soon or it won’t be just Agnès and her butcher’s van that passes us by. It will be the next election too.’


‘Okay!’ Christian waved a hand in resignation. ‘Let’s meet tomorrow evening. Right now, I’m going to check on Véronique.’


‘Hang on, Christian!’ Josette was holding out the phone to him. ‘It’s Céline up at the town hall. She says she tried your mobile but it’s turned off. As always!’


Christian gave a sheepish grin at the admonishment and took the phone.


‘Bonjour, Céline—’


A tirade of squeaks could be heard issuing from the receiver, the town hall secretary clearly irate about something. The farmer listened intently, face grave.


‘Right. I’ll be straight up. Don’t do anything rash!’


He hung up and ran a hand through his curls.


‘Well?’ René was watching him over the rim of his cup.


‘You were right. When Céline got to work, Pascal was already there. She found him in Serge’s office, sitting at the desk as though he was the incumbent. When she challenged him, he reminded her that, as interim mayor, it was his prerogative. And then made a veiled threat about her position.’


René slammed a fist down on the bar, startling the others and making the beagle bark. ‘The bastard!’ he fumed. ‘I told you—’


The farmer raised a large hand, forestalling any further contribution. ‘That’s not all. Pascal was holding an envelope addressed to her. He’d opened it and was reading the contents.’


‘And?’


‘It was a resignation letter. Serge was resigning. Effective immediately.’


The news settled silently into the room, adding a poignancy to their already great loss. Then René jumped from his stool.


‘We need to get up there,’ he said. ‘I don’t trust Pascal one bit.’


‘I agree,’ said Christian, heading for the door once more. ‘Although it’s not Pascal I don’t trust. It’s Céline. Knowing her longstanding antipathy for him, I don’t trust her not to kill him!’


Accompanied by Stephanie and Alain, the two men left, and as the door closed behind them, Josette and Fabian went through to the épicerie, leaving Bernard alone at the bar. They’d all forgotten about Agnès and her gift. The cantonnier hadn’t. Bernard’s hand was still clenched tightly around something small and hard. 


Tucking his arm into his chest, he slowly opened his fist, and there, lying cute against the swell of his palm, was a tiny porcelain beagle. In a spasm of awareness, his fingers closed back over his prize and he felt the thud of his heart galloping within his chest. To a wounded soul, raw and vulnerable, Agnès Rogalle’s twin acts of kindness were almost too much to bear. And in the months to come, Bernard Mirouze would never know whether his feelings originated from her concern for his downhearted dog, or the figurine dropped into his hand. The end result, however, was the same. In a fertile soil devoid of focus, the shoots of love had started to grow.


For the first time in twenty-four hours, the tears that trickled silently down Bernard’s cheeks weren’t generated by sorrow.


 


Véronique Estaque was alone in her flat on the first floor of the converted old school. Sitting in an armchair, knees tucked under her chin, she was staring out of the high arch of windows at the village of La Rivière. Down below, Agnès Rogalle was striding away from the bar; a cyclist was making his way painfully along the road, following the river up to the village of Massat; and from the church at the back of the épicerie came the toll of bells sounding the hour. Rising out of it all, the sharp sides of the valley which culminated in the white-capped mountains that ranged above them, a blue sky spanning their peaks. It was idyllic. A view to soothe even the most troubled soul.


She was oblivious to it all. Instead her gaze was concentrated on the Christmas tree, neglected strands of tinsel dangling forlornly from its branches, a string of lights left trailing on the ground. No one had had the enthusiasm to return to the task which had been so brutally interrupted the day before. So now the tree stood there ragged and abandoned, the best part of it stripped away. Véronique knew exactly how that felt.


Ten months. That was all she’d been given. After thirty-six years of not knowing, she’d been granted the briefest of intervals with her father – barely enough time to get used to saying ‘Papa’. But time enough to make her affection for him grow, and the pain at his sudden passing seem unbearable.


She’d have laughed a year ago if anyone had told her that she’d be so affected by the death of Serge Papon. Back then, he was just the mayor. Roguish. Not always trustworthy. A figure of authority from her childhood, and sometimes one of political opposition in her adult life. Then Maman had made her revelations last spring and slowly, surely, Véronique had begun to see the man in another light. A strong bond had formed between the pair of them – Serge, newly widowed, clearly delighting in his sudden conversion to fatherhood, while her initial caution mellowed into love. Now that had been ripped from her and she was left with an aching heart and a regret for all the things that would never be said.


Her father was dead. And she didn’t even have a photograph of him.


The phone rang but she didn’t move. Just hugged her knees tighter and tried to stem the anger that was rising in her chest. But it was difficult. Because no matter how Véronique viewed the situation, she couldn’t help thinking it was the political shenanigans which had plagued Fogas over the previous eighteen months that had killed Serge Papon, robbing her of any future with her father. And her mother, by withholding his identity for so long, had deprived her of any past.


Véronique Estaque wasn’t sure that she would be able to forgive either culprit.


 


‘Can I come out now?’


The tone was both imperious and irritated, because Serge Papon was a vexed ghost. Deciding not to wait for the all-clear, he eased himself out from his cramped quarters and flexed his tired knees, his shoulders and back protesting as he straightened up.


All morning he’d been bent double, squashed into the recess under the hinged flap on the bar that butted up to the wall. With the coffee machine situated on the flap, the access was never used and provided an ideal hiding place. But after spending several hours there with Bernard’s fat feet dangling precariously close to his head and the coffee machine spluttering and gurgling above him, he’d had enough.


‘What are you doing?’ hissed Jacques Servat from the fireplace where he’d passed the morning pretending to snooze but with half an ear on proceedings and the odd glance at his new companion who was known not to take orders too well. ‘She could come back in at any minute!’


Serge grunted. ‘I don’t care. And anyway, how do we know she’ll be able to see me?’


‘Because she can see me,’ retaliated Jacques. ‘So logic dictates—’


‘Logic?’ Serge’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You’re talking of logic and here we are, both dead, yet both in the bar having a conversation. Logic has nothing to do with this.’


And it didn’t. Serge Papon’s new existence defied everything he’d ever learnt, either through science or religion. Seemingly, although he’d died, his consciousness hadn’t, and as a result, he was capable of arguing with his old friend without Bernard Mirouze being aware of a thing. Despite sitting right next to them.


It was going to take some getting used to.


At first, he’d thought he was dreaming when he saw the shock of white hair and the scrawny frame of Jacques Servat beside him. It was hard to say who’d had the biggest surprise, both of them staring at the other in disbelief. Then Jacques had explained the situation and, in the hours that followed, Serge had tried to come to terms with what he’d been told. He’d watched numbly as his corporeal frame was taken away by the undertakers and the bar – which had become the focal point for the villagers in the aftermath of the tragedy – emptied, leaving only a few regulars behind. Which is when Jacques had made him take cover. To protect Josette, he’d said. Stop her having a coronary when she realised that she now had two ghosts to contend with.


Serge hadn’t believed him. Couldn’t conceive that all this time Josette had been living with a ghost in her hearth and had never said a word. But when the customers had left and Josette started closing up for the night, Serge had seen it for himself. With the door locked and the shutters pulled to, she’d come over to the fireplace and started talking to her dead husband. Jacques hadn’t been able to reply, of course – his voice inaudible to Josette. But they’d communicated with gestures and facial expressions, conversing with such ease that Serge, cooped up in his hiding place with the cold draught from under the cellar door chilling his back, had wished Josette would hurry off to bed so he could get closer to the fire.


Which was what he intended to do now. He stretched, joints creaking and popping, and Jacques winced.


‘So run it past me again,’ Serge said, sitting in the opposite side of the inglenook to Jacques. ‘Who else can see you?’


‘Chloé Morvan.’ Jacques’ face lit up at the mention of the young girl who was the closest thing he had to a grandchild. ‘It must be something to do with her being half-gypsy on her mother’s side.’


‘And she hasn’t told anyone?’


‘Not a soul!’


Serge shook his head. It was impossible to comprehend. ‘But not Stephanie? If Chloé can see you, why can’t her mother?’


Jacques shrugged. ‘Who knows? Although I think Stephanie suspects something now and then. Almost as though she can see me out of the corner of her eye.’


‘And you can’t go beyond these two rooms?’ Serge nodded towards the épicerie in the background, visible through the arch that connected it to the bar. ‘That’s it?’


‘It’s enough,’ said Jacques.


‘Well it might be for you,’ muttered Serge, already feeling trapped by the limitations of his new life. Or death. Whatever it was. ‘Some of us are used to having a bit more power!’


‘You’re about to have even less,’ muttered Jacques in response. ‘Josette’s coming. Get back under there!’


And with a firm hand on his back, Serge was propelled towards the counter to resume his position next to Bernard’s feet. It was not, he fumed as he shuffled to get comfortable, befitting to someone of his stature. And he didn’t know how long he would endure it, the frailty of Josette’s heart notwithstanding. 


 


Serge Papon wasn’t the only one contemplating the weakness of that vital organ. As Annie Estaque reached the top of the mountain ridge that looked down over her farm, breath coming in short gasps, pains in her chest, she knew she’d overdone it. Less than a year on from her ‘episode’, as she liked to call the heart attack that had felled her last spring, she was feeling the effects of climbing the hillside. And of the last twenty-four hours.


Dead. That vibrant life force which had dominated the community for so long, gone. She’d known the minute she saw him lying there, his face in repose, arms cast out. Christian had insisted on trying to resuscitate him but Serge Papon had always been a stubborn bugger. Why would his heart be any different? If it had chosen to stop working, there wasn’t anything they could do to change that.


She sat on a rock and took deep breaths, waiting for her pulse to drop to more normal levels, her two Pyrenean mountain dogs flopped next to her, their bodies warm and heavy against her legs. Above her the sky stretched cloudless, the sun yielding a heat akin to late spring, and in the distance she could just make out the cluster of buildings that formed the village of Picarets.


What now? Politically, the three villages that formed the commune of Fogas had been cast adrift by the sudden death of their redoubtable leader. And in the vacuum Serge’s loss left behind, the issue of the merger with Sarrat was sure to raise its head once more. Perhaps this time it might meet with success.


Politics! Here she was, thinking about politics. That was the effect he had on you. He took hold of you, pulled you into his world and made everything vibrate with energy. When you were with him, you felt the intensity of his focus, overwhelming, discomposing. Then when it switched away from you, the loneliness, the loss. She hadn’t stood a chance when he’d turned his attentions on her that day, up on a plateau above Picarets. A surprise encounter, a beautiful sunset and a man who had the ability to make you feel special. Loved even.


The result? Véronique. And thirty-six years of lying, depriving Annie’s daughter of a father and Serge of his child in order to save the marriage of an innocent woman who couldn’t have children.


Some might say it had been a noble sacrifice, others that it was pure selfishness. Annie didn’t know what it was. It had been, in her view, the only option back then. Better than the alternative the wronged-wife, Thérèse Papon, had urged on her, which would have seen Véronique never born. So Annie had weathered the snide remarks and the gossip that came with being a single mother in a rural community. Had kept her head down and raised her child in the best way she knew how. But if she could do it all again . . . ?


Annie rested a hand on the solid head of one of her dogs, the animal pushing against the comfort of her palm. She’d made mistakes. Many of them. Falling for Serge Papon in the first place. Agreeing to keep a secret that should never have been. Now she was reaping the consequences. Because it turned out the biggest danger to her heart wasn’t the physical weakness she’d discovered the year before. It was the loss of the only man she’d ever loved, and the potential loss of her daughter.


Véronique was refusing to answer her calls. She didn’t want her mother anywhere near her. And Annie didn’t blame her. 


She tipped her head back, letting the sun pour over her face in a vain attempt to stop the tears in her eyes from spilling over.


 


He’d almost been caught. The thought brought a sheen of sweat to his brow that had nothing to do with the warm temperatures outside. A second earlier and she’d have seen it – the evidence in his hands.


In the village of Fogas, across the valley from the rock where Annie Estaque was sitting, interim mayor Pascal Souquet quickened his pace, heading down the hill from the town hall to the sanctuary of his home. He’d awoken that morning filled with a sense of well-being, an optimism that had been lacking from his life of late. For unlike the majority of the local population, Pascal saw only opportunity in the wake of Serge Papon’s death. The permanent position of mayor was up for grabs and he was determined it would be his.


Knowing it was important to be seen as the steady hand on the tiller in this time of turmoil, Pascal had got to the town hall earlier than usual, before the secretary Céline Laffont had even arrived. He’d let himself in and headed up the stairs to the reception area where, as first deputy and only a part-time presence, he suffered the indignity of sharing a desk with Christian Dupuy. And while it could be said, thanks to Christian rarely spending time in the town hall, that Pascal had full possession of the lump of unappealing stainless steel squeezed into the corner by the photocopier like an afterthought, it was a constant annoyance to him that the other occupant of the office space, Céline Laffont, habitually used the flat surface as a dumping ground. Unwanted photocopies. Tubes of toner. Packs of paper. She’d even installed a recycling box on it. As if he and his workspace were of no account.


This morning had proved no exception. Several stacks of envelopes and letters were strewn across the grey metal, submerging the computer keyboard – a mailshot which, judging by the half-drunk lipstick-stained cup of coffee next to it, had been abandoned abruptly. And Pascal had found himself looking forward to the day when he would take his rightful place in the now vacant office next door. Which would also be the time when he could give the insolent Céline her marching orders.


Then it had dawned on him. He was acting mayor. He had every right to be in there. With confident strides, he’d crossed the room and opened the door to the mayor’s office.


It was vast, allocated to the first elected mayor of the commune of Fogas just after the Revolution when the mountain villages of Picarets, La Rivière and Fogas, inspired by the ferment sweeping the land, had decided they too wanted self-rule. Tired of their demands being drowned out by the louder, more numerous inhabitants of the pastureland opposite, the three villages had broken away from the mighty commune of Sarrat and formed their own political district. And as if to compensate for decades of being deemed insignificant, they’d built a grandiose town hall high up on the ridge in Fogas so their former neighbours could no longer look down upon them. The room Pascal was standing in was the pinnacle of their achievements.


The interim mayor crossed the bare floorboards to the massive desk in front of the window and sat down, surveying the space with a critical eye. Rugs. He’d order in some Persian rugs to cover the scratches and dents in the old boards. And he’d decorate the dour panelled walls with modern art, purchased through his contacts in Paris. The hideous map of the commune, faded and torn, would have to go. So would that stupid aerial photograph Serge had persuaded the council to buy simply because it showed all three villages at once, something which the geography of the region normally made impossible. As for the desk . . .


He pushed himself back in the chair and regarded the solid mass of wood with distaste. Not a barley twist in sight. Not a hint of an ormolu mounting. It sat, broad and stout, the surface nicked and scratched in the process of governance; and while it was no doubt a fine example of the woodworking talents of some local peasant in the nineteenth century, it was not the work of a craftsman. It too would be making its way to the tip. And Pascal already knew what would be taking its place.


He’d seen it in a small antique shop in Courchevel a couple of weeks ago during the Souquets’ traditional Christmas sojourn to a ski resort. Dating from the 1850s, it had a black hide writing surface and gilt edges, barley twist detailing down the side pedestals and, most impressive of all, a floor-length vanity panel on the front complete with ormolu florets. Greeted by the desk’s grandeur, people walking through the door would know they were dealing with a man of influence, a person of rank. As opposed to someone prepared to while away his days sitting behind a woodworm-infested block of ugliness.


In his former life, when the boulevards of Paris had been his playground, Pascal Souquet would have bought the antique the moment he saw it. But since falling victim to a pyramid scheme, which had collapsed just after he’d entered it at the height of the financial boom, things had been different. He’d lost everything. The house. Their life savings. His job, too, thanks to stress. Now he was the poor relation – the Souquets’ home in Fogas inherited from his wife’s mother, the majority of their income from his wife’s wages, and rare indulgences like skiing trips only possible because they stayed in a luxurious chalet owned by his wife’s wealthy brother-in-law. When it came to shopping for antiques, Pascal was reduced to looking longingly through the window.


But that was about to change. Soon he would be elected mayor and from there, the national stage beckoned. It wouldn’t be long before he was moving upwards, taking steps to the Conseil Général in the departmental capital of Foix and then on to the regional government up in Toulouse. And with that heady rise back to where he belonged, his financial situation would revert to what it should be.


It was a goal that made his exile amongst the yokels of Fogas just about bearable. In the meantime, like the Persian rugs and the modern art, the desk he’d seen in exclusive Courchevel could be bought on expenses. Fogas and its inhabitants could foot the bill.


Pascal reached into his pocket and pulled out a scrap of paper. The dimensions for his new desk. Eager to get started on what was promising to be a bright future, he’d begun rummaging for a tape measure in the drawers next to him. Which was how he’d found it. In the bottom drawer, wedged down below the files hanging neatly from metal railings. He wouldn’t have seen it but for the fact that he noticed the files at the front were higher than those at the back. Curious, he’d parted them and seen the dull green folder lying beneath.


He’d lifted it out. Opened it. And knew that he had just saved his own career. Possibly even sidestepped a stint in prison. He’d been staring aghast at the flimsy pages when he’d heard a creak of floorboards on the other side of the open door. Acting on instinct, he’d shoved the papers down the back of his trousers, dropped the folder back into its hiding place, kicked the drawer shut and spun towards the desk. Flustered, he’d picked up the first thing he’d seen. An envelope, addressed to Céline. Without thinking, he’d flicked a finger underneath the flap, pulled out a letter, and by the time the footsteps had crossed the threshold into his room, he was apparently engrossed.


‘What are you doing in here?’ Céline had spat at him. ‘And what’s that?’


Sweat on his brow, he’d resorted to authority, reminding the impudent secretary of his new status. And of the vulnerability of her position. She’d reacted by snatching the letter out of his hands and telling him the day he was made mayor he’d have her resignation. She’d embellished her statement with her colourful opinions on his abilities as a community leader but he’d withstood her onslaught and her accusations of snooping with a forced calm, aware all the time of the danger he was in. When she’d stormed back into reception and reached for the phone, he’d stood up and headed for home. Because he didn’t want to be in the town hall when Christian Dupuy came haring up from La Rivière. He couldn’t risk being caught with the papers that were scratching at his back as he walked down the hill.


Reaching his house, he opened the door, threw a quick bonjour in the direction of his wife and, without answering her startled query about his hasty return, headed for his office. There he placed the papers in the small safe he’d bought before Christmas, justifying the odd purchase to his wife by alluding to the growing number of break-ins in rural areas. He closed the door, turned the dial on the front and slumped onto a seat, staring at the grey box that now held enough to finish him forever.


When he got the chance, he’d have to burn them. Every last one of those incriminating pages. It was the only way. Because if his wife found them, Pascal Souquet could no longer guarantee she wouldn’t use them against him.


 


The three villages that make up the commune of Fogas are tucked into the steep sides of the Pyrenees, down where France nestles up to its neighbours of Spain and Andorra. Hence, if you walk due south from the little commune, traversing the difficult terrain and the numerous peaks, you arrive surprisingly quickly in the Catalan province of Lleida. There, high up in the mountains, is a remote village, consisting of little more than a church, a bar and a clutch of houses. With the sun shining as brightly that day as it was across the Pyrenees in France, the terrace of the small bar was the perfect place for lunch.


‘There you are!’ Maria Dolores, the bar owner’s wife, placed a heaped plate in front of the massive man who was her only customer that day. And most days at this time of year. Too secluded to benefit from the ski business that brought people flocking from Barcelona and Madrid, the village survived on a mixture of summer tourism and agriculture. It was the latter that had brought this French Adonis to their community, the big man walking down from the border one day last summer to declare himself, in his limited Spanish, available for work. His offer had been snapped up and he’d lived amongst them for six months, working hard, saying little, but impossible to ignore. Especially if you were a woman with any sense of romance left in your bones.


And Maria Dolores, despite being married for thirty years, having raised five children and being a grandmother, had plenty. So between serving beers, preparing meals and keeping the two small guest rooms clean, she spent her idle hours thinking about the Frenchman, Arnaud Petit. Maria Dolores didn’t speak much French, the lip-numbing contortions required for pronunciation having put her off a long time ago at school. But she knew enough to spot the irony of the man’s name. For there was nothing ‘petit’ about him.


Large, strong hands, capable of handling sheep with ease yet nimble enough to skip across a laptop keyboard, a stern jaw that occasionally softened into a smile, a mane of long black hair like midnight on a new moon, and those eyes! Burning with intensity, they made you feel as though you were the only other person in his universe. All that and then there was the way he moved. An economy of motion, like a panther, full of coiled energy straining to be unleashed.


Maria Dolores shivered delightfully, and with one last look to make sure he was enjoying his food – because ultimately appreciation of her cooking was how to win her heart and keep it – she left him to his meal.


Arnaud Petit, aware of the pride his hostess took in her culinary skills, was always careful to show his delight in her offerings. Luckily, he never had to feign his pleasure. And today was no exception. Talking a mouthful from the plate before him, he groaned with satisfaction. Succulent chicken covered in herbs alongside the piquant flavour of chorizo, her Arroz con Pollo y Chorizo was one of his favourites. He leaned forward in his chair and prepared to savour it. After all, he doubted he would ever taste it again. For tomorrow he would be leaving. Heading back across the mountains into France.
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