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			1

			Bruno was still glowing from his morning canter at Pamela’s riding school as he sipped his first coffee of the day at Fauquet’s café and scanned the headlines of Sud Ouest. Balzac, his basset hound, was waiting patiently at Bruno’s feet for his customary portion of croissant when the dog felt rather than heard the vibration of the phone at his master’s belt. Balzac slumped glumly onto his belly and lowered his head onto his paws, knowing that this meant his morning treat was likely to be delayed.

			‘Bonjour, Florence,’ said Bruno after checking the caller’s number on the screen. ‘This is an early call. Everything okay with the children?’

			‘We’re fine, Bruno, but I’m worried about Claudia. She was really sick last night at a lecture in the castle in Limeuil, but there was no answer when I called just now to see how she was. And her landlady says she never came home.’

			Along with several of his friends, Bruno had instantly liked and befriended Claudia, an American student from Yale University working on her doctorate in art history and studying with an eminent local scholar. ‘Maybe she met a boyfriend,’ he suggested.

			‘I don’t think there is one, at least not in France. Bruno, she really wasn’t in good shape last night, dizzy and white as a sheet. I wanted to walk her home, but she said she’d be fine, just needed to lie down and rest.’

			‘Did you check with the urgences?’

			‘No, I have to get the kids to the maternelle.’

			‘Okay, I’ll take care of it.’

			Bruno ended the call, knowing instantly that he wouldn’t be able to perform his usual morning role, managing the traffic at the town’s nursery school. He called the local fire station – the pompiers also served as the local emergency medical service – to learn that they had not been called out the previous evening. Then he phoned the town’s medical clinic. They also reported nothing unusual. He paid for his coffee and croissant and climbed the steps to the mairie to tell the mayor’s secretary he would be going to Limeuil. Back downstairs, he installed Balzac in the passenger seat of his van and set off past the fire station, past the town’s vineyard and up the long sloping hill that led to the top of one of the prettiest villages in France, and one of the oldest.

			Bruno knew there had been an Iron Age hill fort on this site before Julius Caesar’s Roman legions stormed it. They then built their own fortification to command the strategic hilltop that overlooked the point at which the River Vézère flowed into the larger Dordogne. What Florence had called the castle was a modern addition, little more than a century old and erected by a former doctor of the sultan of Morocco who had retired to his native Périgord. He bought the hilltop, ruins of the old medieval fortress and all, and commissioned a new house designed, Bruno assumed, to look like one of the French Foreign Legion forts in the Moroccan desert. The original white stucco of the walls and battlements was now grey, and the building held the gift shop, café and offices of the team of young gardeners who tended the sprawling hilltop for the town and had turned it into a popular tourist attraction. The castle’s large rooms with their view over the two river valleys were now the local cultural centre, hosting lectures, literary events and occasional art exhibitions.

			The previous evening there had been a lecture by a local historian on the archaeology of Limeuil, which Bruno would normally have attended but for the weekly meeting of St Denis’s town council. It had been a routine session, and Bruno’s only role had been to report on the progress of the plans he’d drafted for the free concerts, night markets and fireworks displays that were mounted for the summer tourist season. This role as impresario for civic entertainments gave Bruno huge pleasure. The session had ended early, and after a brief vin d’honneur for a veteran council member who was retiring, Bruno and the mayor had taken him for a convivial dinner at Ivan’s bistro. Bruno had been home and in bed with the latest issue of Archéologie magazine soon after ten and asleep by ten thirty, and looking forward to riding his horse, Hector, at seven the next morning.

			Limeuil’s hilltop car park was already full, the cars bearing number plates from the Netherlands, Britain and Germany, although it was April, still early in the season for tourists. Bruno left his van outside the nearby restaurant and followed Balzac up the twisting path into the gardens, not yet open to the public, and asked for David, the bearded young man who ran the place. Bruno found him weeding in an area called the apothecary’s garden, full of medicinal plants and herbs. As always, whatever the weather, David was wearing ancient leather shorts and several layers of T-shirts, and he and Balzac greeted each other like old friends.

			‘I haven’t seen anything unusual this morning, but I’ll ask the others,’ David said when Bruno explained the reason for his visit. ‘Do you want us to organize a search for her?’

			Bruno nodded. ‘I’m told she was feeling dizzy, so she may have fainted. Were any of the staff at the lecture, someone who saw her leave?’

			‘I’ll call a staff meeting, organize a search,’ David said, pulling out the kind of whistle used by sports referees. ‘We’ve got a school group coming in forty minutes, but we should have enough time.’

			He blew three quick blasts, and from various spreads of foliage, past the giant sequoia tree and water garden and around the heap of stones that were all that remained of the medieval tower, two young men and two young women emerged with secateurs or spades in their hands. Each put out a forearm for Bruno to shake rather than offer a muddied hand and then bent down to greet Balzac as David explained the reason for his visit.

			‘I was at the lecture,’ said Félicité, whom Bruno remembered from his tennis class when she’d been a schoolgirl. ‘I know Claudia and I remember she got up, said something to Florence and left very discreetly not long after the speaker dimmed the lights to start showing slides. Florence said later that Claudia wasn’t feeling well.’

			‘What time would that have been?’ Bruno asked.

			‘We were all there by seven, and I think the lecture started by seven fifteen. The part with the slides came a few minutes later,’ Félicité said. ‘There was fruit punch before the talk began. Maybe it disagreed with her.’

			The search began while Bruno, Balzac at his heels, went down the hill to Madame Darrail’s house, where Claudia had rented a room. Built on a slope so that the entrance from the street seemed to lead into a small, single-storey building, the house once entered revealed a much-larger home. Stairs led to a second, lower floor down the slope of the hill, with the rooftop of another house below. The widow of a man who had run the local canoe-rental centre, Madame Darrail was a dour woman of about sixty with a trim build, dark brown eyes, a sallow skin and iron-grey hair. She spent her summers in the kiosk by the river, taking bookings and money and handing out life jackets while her son, Dominic, ran the canoe business. A native of Limeuil, she was accustomed to walking up and down the steep slopes three or four times a day at a pace that left Bruno breathless. This morning, he felt himself lucky to find her at home.

			‘Ah, Bruno, you must have got my message,’ she began, a worried expression on her face that eased into a faint smile as she noticed Balzac and bent down to pet him. ‘About the American girl.’

			‘There was no message on my mobile,’ he replied. ‘If you called the landline, I’ll get it later when I get back to the office. But that’s why I’m here. Florence from the collège was worried about Claudia and called my mobile. She said she’d spoken to you.’

			‘I last saw Claudia around six yesterday when she got back from work. She’d said she was going out to a lecture, so I’d made some soup and put out some cheese for her, but she said she couldn’t eat a thing. She had cramps, you know, so I made her some thyme tea and she took a pill and felt well enough to go to the lecture. I had an early night and didn’t realize until this morning when Florence called that Claudia hadn’t been back. Her bed wasn’t slept in.’

			‘Can I see her room?’ Bruno asked. ‘Is it unusual for her not to come back? Does she have a boyfriend?’

			‘First time I’ve known her not to have slept here, not that she’s been with me long. She never spoke of any boyfriend here. But I think there was somebody in America. She used to have his photo sitting next to her bed, but I don’t see it now.’

			‘And do you know what pills she was taking?’

			Madame Darrail shrugged. ‘There are some medications in her room.’

			Madame Darrail lived on the top floor of the house, with a kitchen and dining room to one side of the entrance hall and a living room and her bedroom on the other. Along the hall was a series of framed photographs, one that seemed to be of her wedding, another of an attractive city of white buildings climbing a hillside from a port, which Bruno thought might be Algiers. The next two were of military men, both in parachutists’ uniforms and wearing red berets. One was a stranger, but the other was the unmistakable General Jacques Massu, his tough features slashed by a brisk moustache. He had been a loyal Gaullist from 1940 until his death.

			‘Massu,’ Bruno said, pausing and looking at the photo.

			‘A great soldier,’ she said. Bruno nodded, although he thought Massu’s temporary victory in suppressing the Algerian independence fighters had been a classic example of a military victory that was also a strategic defeat. Massu’s use of torture had hardened Algerian resistance while at the same time eroding support in France for the war.

			‘And the other soldier?’ he asked.

			‘My late father. I left Algeria as a baby with our whole family.’

			Bruno nodded again. Something like a million French settlers had left around the time that de Gaulle had negotiated Algerian independence. Madame Darrail moved on to a staircase at the far end of the hall. It led to a lower floor that contained two bedrooms and a separate bathroom. Each bedroom had its own sink.

			Claudia’s room had a magnificent view over the Dordogne Valley, and a narrow balcony with just enough room for two folding chairs. The room held a double bed that was neatly made, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers, a mirror and a small table and chair. A rucksack was under the table, which was piled high with books on art. A smaller pile of paperbacks stood on a bedside table. Postcards of what looked like paintings by Old Masters were sellotaped to every wall.

			Tucked into the gap between the mirror and its wooden frame were family photos. Two of them featured a young girl of about nine or ten years old standing between two people, probably her parents. The man was tall, bald and had his hands on the little girl’s shoulders. The woman was plump with fine eyes and a cheerful expression, as if she smiled a lot. Behind them was a large garden with steps leading to an imposing terrace and mansion. Despite its old-fashioned style, the building looked new. Another photo, which seemed to have been taken five or six years later, showed the same girl with the same tall man with a third person clearly cut out of the photo.

			On a glass shelf above the sink a cosmetics case was open, and Bruno saw two pharmacist’s containers of yellow plastic and an opened packet of an extra-strength painkiller, an ibuprofen. One container came from a pharmacy in New York City, another from a store in New Haven, Connecticut. Bruno did not recognize the names of the drugs but scribbled down the details. In the wastepaper basket beneath the sink were some used paper tissues and a photo that had been torn in half. Bruno donned a pair of evidence gloves and put the two halves of the photo together. It showed the head and shoulders of a handsome young man holding a tennis racket, with a handwritten note in English that said, ‘All my love to darling Claudia. Ever yours, Jack.’

			‘All her clothes are here as you can see. Lovely dresses, Armani and Chanel, but most of the time she seemed to wear jeans and sweatshirts,’ said Madame Darrail, opening the wardrobe. ‘And her lovely silk nightie is under the pillow. It’s a Lanvin. When she’s not out at work she’s working in here on that little computer of hers.’ She looked around quickly and then said in a tone of surprise, ‘Funny, she must have taken it with her.’

			Bruno was leafing through the papers on the desk, mostly printouts or photocopies of what seemed like articles in vari­ous learned journals in French, English and Italian about the French Renaissance and the art and sculpture of the period. There were piles of handwritten notes on similar topics, each headed by the name of a specific museum or château. A sketch pad contained a series of pencil drawings of Limeuil and its two bridges over the rivers, of the castle and its gardens and several quick sketches of the market in St Denis. They were so good that Bruno recognized two of the people. Claudia was a talented artist. Alongside all the papers was an iPhone, still plugged into its charger, lying on top of a blue American passport.

			Bruno picked up the passport and read that Claudia Ursula Muller had been born in Philadelphia and had a French student visa that was valid for two more years. She was twenty-five years old. Her passport showed she had visited Thailand, Singapore and Britain during the past year. In the phone’s case was a small flap that opened to reveal two credit cards. One was a platinum Visa card and the other a black card issued by Muller Investment Trust, of which Bruno had never heard. As Bruno touched the phone screen it came alive with the photo of a white cat staring impassively at the camera. Below it a keyboard of numbers seemed to require him to enter an access code to open the phone, so he put it back down.

			‘Did she have a handbag or a purse?’ he asked.

			‘I never saw a handbag; she always had that computer case. When she paid the rent, it came from a man’s wallet that she kept in her back pocket. She paid me with a cheque on a French bank account, but I forget which one. Claudia kept some other papers in the wallet, like her driving licence and student card, that sort of thing, but there’s no sign of it here.’

			‘Who’s staying in the second bedroom?’ Bruno asked, wondering if the landlady had made a point of prying into her lodgers’ affairs.

			‘One of the girls who works in the gardens up the hill, Félicité. She and Claudia are friendly. What do you think has happened to the girl?’

			‘She may have been more ill than you thought and collapsed somewhere. The gardeners are looking. But if you’ll let Balzac sniff her nightie, he might be able to track her down.’
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			Bruno and his dog went back up the hill, Balzac trotting ahead and sniffing with that purposeful air he had when on a scent. He went straight up the winding track and into the lecture room at the castle, still full of chairs from the previous evening. He sniffed around the room and then went out again through a French window and up the slope past a giant sequoia tree to the waist-high stone wall that circled the hilltop. Further along the wall Bruno saw that two of the gardeners were already leaning perilously over it, scanning the steep slope below.

			Bruno looked over the edge to the long drop, maybe five or six metres to the first of the houses, a little more than that to the eighteenth-century building the locals called the new château. There were fissures in the rock, and Bruno thought he’d have little difficulty in climbing it and imagined most of the young boys in the village would have done so. To the right there was a long terrace of grass and another stone wall beneath it. Bruno saw no sign of Claudia, and now Balzac was moving on. The hound trotted along the wall to the viewing point that looked down over the two valleys and then along the avenue of chestnut trees and up to the stone well that had for centuries guaranteed the castle’s water supply.

			On Bruno’s previous visits the well had been sealed and covered, with a stout chain and padlock securing the wooden lid. Now the well was a work site, flimsily roped off with a single strand of red-and-white tape and a warning sign but with no lid to seal it. Bruno knew that was a serious safety violation. Scaffolding had been erected around and above the well, a cement mixer stood alongside, and a rope ladder hung from the scaffold. David was perched on a couple of wooden planks that spanned the scaffold, gripping the rope ladder and peering down into the depths.

			‘Was this well left like this overnight, or are the workmen here somewhere already?’ Bruno asked, pulling out his phone to take a photo to record the scene. It would be time-dated automatically.

			‘The workmen didn’t show up today so far,’ David replied. ‘We’re having to repoint the joints in the wall because it hasn’t been done for decades, maybe for a century. I can’t see anything much. Do you have a torch?’

			‘Just a little one, a key light,’ Bruno said, handing over a bunch of keys. ‘Don’t drop it, or I’ll never get back into my van or my house. Have you got a better one here somewhere?’

			‘Yours is no good, too feeble,’ said David, tossing back Bruno’s keys. He swung down onto the stone wall and vaulted to the ground, then darted off, shouting over his shoulder that he had a powerful spotlight back in the castle.

			Bruno climbed up and looked into the well. He saw nothing except some ropes and the descending rope ladder. He could just about imagine that a disoriented young woman, feeling dizzy, might stumble through the red-and-white tape. But the wall was well over a metre in height. She would have had to climb it, which seemed unlikely.

			Then he heard a faint catlike sound, and at once Balzac barked in the way he did to draw Bruno’s attention. Bruno peered down and then heard it again, a meowing. It sounded far away. Bruno clambered onto the rope ladder and went down a few steps to escape the glare and let his eyes adjust to the well’s darkness. Then he heard the cat again, sounding very weak.

			Bruno climbed back up the rope ladder. The workmen had used a flimsy platform, just three stout planks screwed together with a bolt at each corner through which ropes coming down from the scaffolding had been secured. A pulley system with a brake allowed it to be raised and lowered. The platform was covered in small lumps of dried cement, and it did not look very stable. When David returned, Bruno asked him to keep a tight grip on the ropes while Bruno found out how to lower the thing.

			He went down as far as the rope ladder reached, perhaps five or six metres. With one hand gripping the rope ladder and the other holding one of the platform supports, he peered over the edge, seeing only a deep blackness below. He was suddenly aware that it was markedly colder inside the well. A strange smell seemed to seep from the depths, something he recognized from far inside the very deepest caves. It was not unpleasant but somehow alien and lifeless, as though the damp limestone was so ancient it was expressing something of the fossils of which it had been formed.

			A shout came from above, and then something was coming down slowly towards him, a beam of light that was swinging one way and then another, and then dazzling him when it flashed across his face. David was lowering a large spotlight on yet another rope. Bruno let go of the rope ladder, grabbed the light and shone the beam below. But as he shifted his weight, the platform began to swing, and he felt even less confident of his hold. He told himself to pause and think this through. Finally he took in his teeth the rope that held the spotlight, transferred his grip to the rope ladder and waited for the platform to stabilize. Bruno wondered how the workmen had ever managed in such perilous conditions to cement the joints between the stones of the well.

			He managed to hook one leg around the rope ladder, and that seemed to keep the platform in place. Gingerly, trying to shift his weight as little as possible, he peered over the edge and shone the light down, hearing yet more meowing as he did so. At once he saw that the stone walls of the well went down only another two or three metres, below which it seemed to have been carved out of solid rock, or perhaps widened from some natural seam. The sides of the well narrowed unevenly, or maybe that was just the perspective. Shining the light straight down was a mistake, sending up a shimmering, uneven reflection from the water far below.

			Bruno pointed the light at the wall just above the waterline, and this allowed him a fleeting glimpse of a small cat, apparently sitting on the water. He adjusted the light and saw the animal was clinging desperately to something he could not identify. It was rounded, perhaps a log. He knew that people put logs in their swimming pools in winter to prevent them from freezing over. Maybe they used the same method in wells.

			Bruno heard a shout and looked up at the narrow circle of sky, suddenly dazzled by the change in light and the way movement sent the platform twisting again. It took him a moment to make out the silhouette of a head and shoulders looking over the well’s rim. The head seemed much further away, although it could hardly be more than ten metres.

			‘Are you okay?’ David called. ‘Do you see anything?’

			‘Will the rope ladder take your weight as well?’ Bruno called up.

			‘There are usually two guys down there, one working on the platform, the other on the ladder,’ David shouted back, his voice strangely distorted. ‘Do you want me to come down?’

			‘I can see a trapped cat,’ Bruno called back. ‘Wait and I’ll look again.’

			He looked down, less troubled by the swinging of the platform now that he had the rope ladder wrapped around his left arm. Then he felt a sudden shoot of pain in one knee as he shifted his weight onto one of the small lumps of dried cement the workmen had left on the platform. He put the rope with the light back between his teeth, used his free hand to remove the lump, and then thinking it might give him a sense of depth he dropped it into the well. Mentally he counted, one-thousand-and-one, one-thousand-and-two, and he was about to begin one-thousand-and-three when he heard a faint splash.

			He remembered from grade school that an object dropping in gravity fell at just over nine metres per second. That meant nine metres in the first second and then eighteen in the next one and twenty-seven in the third. Mon Dieu, he thought, this could go down thirty metres.

			He took the rope from his teeth and shone the light down the walls. Keeping the beam above the water, he aimed all around the rough sides of the rock. It gave just enough light for him to see the cat moving, backwards and forwards and now circling. Whatever surface the cat stood on, it seemed unstable, bobbing in the water as the cat moved. It was certainly no log. As that thought penetrated, Bruno felt a sudden foreboding of what else it might be.

			He moved the light’s beam a little and told himself to look for certain predictable shapes. What he’d thought was a log could be a leg. Perhaps there was the curve of a rump and a bobbing head. It was hard to be sure. Was he being carried away by his own imagination? He should try to get lower to be sure. He tried adjusting the pulley, but it refused to allow the platform to descend further.

			‘How far down does this rope ladder go?’ he called up.

			‘It’s only fifteen metres, but I have a second one. I could attach it. What can you see?’

			‘I’m coming up,’ said Bruno, deciding that it would be foolish to try going down further with a makeshift rope ladder. This was a job for professionals with the proper equipment.

			Bruno put the rope holding the light back between his teeth and began to climb the rope ladder, his legs feeling strained from kneeling and his hands almost numb from gripping the various ropes. The rope ladder began twisting and swaying as he climbed, bouncing against one wall and then swinging back against the ropes holding the work platform below. Bruno paused, catching his breath and taking one leg at a time from the ladder to ease the strain in his thigh muscles. He gritted his teeth and climbed again, one step at a time. Maybe three steps to a metre, he told himself, only thirty steps at most, and he must already have done more than half that.

			He began to make out individual stones from the light coming in from above. He must be almost there. Five, four, three more steps and he saw that David was standing on the rim of the well, steadying the rope ladder with one hand while gripping the scaffolding with another.

			‘Putain, I don’t want to do that again.’ Bruno panted as David helped him off the ladder and onto the stone rim. Bruno heard a whimpering sound from below and looked down to see Balzac wagging his tail at seeing his master re-emerge from the depths. ‘But someone has to go down properly, I mean all the way,’ Bruno said, taking a deep breath of fresh air. ‘I think the cat may be standing on a body.’

			‘A body?’ David’s voice rose an octave as he said the words. He looked aghast. ‘Christ, you don’t think . . .’

			Bruno was already calling the pompiers in St Denis. Ahmed answered. He was one of the two professional firemen who managed the score or so of volunteers in the town’s fire brigade. He was also qualified as a paramedic. Bruno explained that there might be a body as much as thirty metres down the well at Limeuil, over which scaffolding had already been erected. Could they help?

			‘Thirty metres?’ exclaimed Ahmed. ‘We’ll have to get one of the trucks up there with a winch, but, yes, if the truck can get there we can do it.’

			‘You’ll need four-wheel drive,’ said Bruno.

			‘No problem. Limeuil, you say. Give us fifteen minutes, maybe twenty. Any chance the body may be alive?’

			‘I doubt it, and I’m not even certain that it is a body, but a young woman has been missing since last night . . .’ Bruno’s voice trailed off.

			‘We’re on our way,’ Ahmed said. The confidence in his voice was reassuring. ‘Do you want me to call the medical centre?’

			‘I’ll do that,’ said Bruno. ‘Even if she’s dead, we’ll need a doctor here for the death certificate. One more thing: there’s a cat down there, Ahmed, and it’s definitely alive.’

			He ended the call and hit the speed-dial for Fabiola, his good friend and the doctor he most trusted. He got her voice mail, left a message asking for an urgent callback and then dialled the medical-centre receptionist to find out if Fabiola was on call that day. She was with a walk-in patient, he was told. The receptionist promised to get Fabiola to call Bruno as soon as she was free. He turned back to David.

			‘The first thing you have to do is close the garden. I’m sorry about the school trip, but this now looks like the scene of a death that needs to be investigated. It might even turn out to be suspicious.’

			David’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to protest, but Bruno simply ignored him and kept talking.

			‘Then I want you to make as complete a list as you can of everyone who was at the lecture last night and which staff you had here, particularly whoever locked up. I need to talk to all of them right away.’

			David nodded and pulled out a mobile phone.

			Bruno then pondered whether he should add that there could be serious ramifications for the town and its hilltop gardens if his suspicions turned out to be correct. He decided they deserved the warning. And he felt angry at the irresponsibility of the builders working on the well.

			‘You also might want to inform your mayor that the town could face legal proceedings for failing to secure a dangerous construction site.’

			Bruno held up a hand as David tried to interrupt and raised his voice to talk over his protests.

			‘I can’t believe you were prepared to let schoolkids walk around these gardens with the well left wide open and scaffolding that made it easy to clamber up. The whole site was protected by nothing more than a flimsy bit of red-and-white tape.’ The more Bruno thought about it, the angrier he felt.

			‘I suppose the builders thought it was too much bother to dismantle the scaffolding every evening and replace the locked cover. I’d like their names and contract details and a copy of the estimate they must have given you before the work started. I want to see if they included a charge for securing the site.’

			‘I’m not sure we have much paperwork,’ David replied. ‘The guy who’s doing the job is a member of the town council. You know how it is in a village like this. It was pretty informal.’

			Bruno looked back at him impassively. ‘Then you’d better tell your mayor to take a very careful look at the town’s insurance policy about injuries to third parties.’

			‘Merde, Bruno, the outer gates were locked last night.’

			Bruno shook his head firmly. ‘Not while the lecture was taking place, they weren’t. And if that’s who I think it is down there, your builders and the town could be facing a charge of negligent homicide.’
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			As he waited for the pompiers to arrive, Bruno thought back to his first meeting with Claudia. It had been one of the days governed by the cahier de surveillance, the logbook on suspect persons and activities that was kept in every police station in France. It was marked in the cahier as the day of the expected return of one of the few notorious citizens of St Denis, a young man who was being released that day from prison after serving a ten-year sentence, with another year added for taking part in a prison riot.

			The arrest and trial had taken place sometime before Bruno had arrived in St Denis to take up the job as town policeman, but he knew about it. The case had been all over the French media. Laurent Darrignac had been a bright and enthusiastic youngster, son of a local farmer, who had just graduated from a respected agricultural college in Lorraine before returning to help his father and eventually take over the prosperous family farm. It was a fine property, some fifty hectares, which was big for the Périgord. They raised dairy cattle and veal on the slopes and had corn and sunflowers growing on a wide stretch of fertile and lucrative valley land, attracting generous subsidies from the European agricultural authorities.

			On graduation day, Laurent and his classmates had gone out for a celebratory lunch, and since he had drunk the least he was asked by the others to drive back from the hilltop restaurant. It was late in the afternoon, the sun low enough to dazzle a driver. Rounding a bend while trying not to be distracted by his boisterous classmates who were passing around a bottle of cognac, Laurent had run into a group of Boy Scouts hiking up the side of the road. Three died from the impact, including the scoutmaster who led the way, and four were injured. One would never walk again.

			The accident occurred at a time when the French National Assembly was debating a toughening of the laws against drunk driving to bring the legal limits for alcohol into line with those of other European countries. Opposition to the new law, which had come mainly from deputies elected by regions producing wine and spirits, melted away with the news of the disaster. But that did not deter the various pressure groups from intensifying their campaign. Laurent was in their sights as a symbol of the damage drunk drivers could do.

			He had a fraction over 0.8 milligrams of alcohol in his blood, which at the time was the legal limit. The campaigners were trying to lower the limit to 0.5 milligrams, and Laurent became the focus of the crusade led by a pressure group called Mothers Against Drunk Drivers, which also brought a civil lawsuit against Laurent demanding compensation for the victims’ families.

			Under the law as it stood at the time, the deaths of the Boy Scouts meant that Laurent should have lost his licence for five years, paid a heavy fine and faced a short prison sentence, most of it probably suspended while he remained for two or three years on probation. But public opinion being what it is, and politicians being who they are, and the opinion polls and the media being so overwhelmingly against the young man, the court had thrown the book at him. Laurent was given three sentences for manslaughter and four for grievous injury, all to run consecutively. Already facing the loss of the family farm from the private lawsuits, his parents decided they could not afford an appeal.

			The farm was indeed lost soon afterwards. Laurent’s father shot himself. His mother died of breast cancer soon after the prison riot that saw Laurent’s sentence extended. He was escorted to her funeral under police guard and in handcuffs, still so famous that the scene attracted TV cameras and a scrum of press. But by now, the public mood had shifted, and the media, ever capricious in their judgements and always looking for a new angle to revive an old story, claimed that the law had gone too far and that Laurent was as much a victim as a villain.

			So on the day Bruno first met Claudia, Laurent was coming back to St Denis, where Bernard Marty, one of the fellow students who had been in the car on the day of the fatal accident, had agreed to give Laurent a room at his own farm while Laurent tried to rebuild something of his life. Bernard was also the only one in the car who had regularly visited Laurent in prison.

			Bruno wondered how rough a time Laurent had known in prison and how much resentment he might feel about the draconian nature of his punishment. He did not relish the prospect of an embittered and probably unemployable ex-convict in his village, but Bruno felt there might be some grounds for hope. The cahier de surveillance had noted that Laurent had been moved to an open prison in the Jura Mountains for his last three years, where he was allowed out to work each day on a nearby farm, returning to the prison each evening.

			Bruno knew that Laurent had merely been given a rail warrant for a one-way ticket to the train station of St Denis. Afraid of press coverage, Bernard Marty had told Bruno he thought he’d better not meet Laurent at the station. Bruno had understood. So it was Bruno who waited, in his own elderly Land Rover rather than his police van, for Laurent’s train. He had arrived a few minutes early to see if any media had got wind of Laurent’s return. He told himself that if Philippe Delaron, the local correspondent for Sud Ouest, was waiting with a camera, he’d have to think of a way to dissuade him. Laurent deserved a new start without the press dogging his footsteps. But the platform had been empty when the train pulled in.

			The first person to descend had been a stranger, an attractive young woman in jeans and leather jacket with a long scarf wound several times around her neck, making her ponytail of light brown hair jut out almost horizontally. She was carrying a rucksack and a crammed and evidently heavy laptop bag. She looked around the deserted station in bewilderment, noticed the sign for the local taxi service and pulled out a phone. At the last moment before the doors closed, a burly man in his thirties with thinning fair hair stepped down from the train and placed an old-fashioned suitcase without wheels on the platform. He looked around. Laurent had aged a bit, but Bruno recognized his face from the prison photo.

			He had powerful shoulders and the thick wrists of a farmer, and he stood with his feet planted squarely on the ground as if he’d be hard to shift. On a rugby field, he’d be an opponent to take seriously or a teammate one could count on. In the army, Bruno thought, he’d have been a natural sergeant.

			A wintry sun was taking some of the chill from the January day, and Bruno was wearing a red jacket over his uniform shirt and trousers. He climbed out of his car with Balzac at his heels, approached Laurent, stretched out his hand to welcome him home and offered to drive him to the farm where he was expected.

			‘Thank you, but who are you?’ Laurent asked as they shook hands, looking surprised but then giving a hesitant smile and glancing down at Balzac. Bruno saw that Laurent was fit and in blooming health, his face weather-beaten rather than suntanned, and his hand roughened by work.

			‘I’m Bruno Courrèges, chief of police for St Denis and the Vézère valley. I replaced Joe when he retired. I thought you might have seen enough of police vehicles and uniforms lately, so I came in my own car.’ He picked up Laurent’s suitcase and turned to head for the Land Rover.

			‘Your dog? Does he hunt?’ Laurent had crouched down, and Bruno saw with approval that he waited for Balzac to come to him.

			‘He comes along when I go hunting bécasses and he’s usually helpful unless some other interesting scent captures his interest. That’s the way with basset hounds.’

			‘You know where we’re going?’ Laurent asked, still crouched down and now scratching Balzac’s chest in that special place between the two front legs, one of the few spots the dog could not reach. Balzac looked ecstatic.

			‘Yes. I’ll take you to Bernard Marty’s farm.’

			‘I thought Bernard would be here.’

			‘Bernard and I discussed it and agreed that it might be better for me to pick you up in case the media showed up.’

			Laurent gave a curt nod, rose and followed Bruno, glancing curiously at the young woman with the rucksack who had been the only other descending passenger. She was standing by the taxi sign, her phone to her ear, but looking disconsolate.

			‘Bonjour, mademoiselle,’ Bruno said, opening his jacket so she could see the police insignia above his shirt pocket. ‘I’m the town policeman, Bruno Courrèges. We only have one taxi here, and this is usually the day he takes people from the retirement home to the hospital in Périgueux for their treatments. He won’t be back for a while. Can I help?’

			‘Bonjour, monsieur, and thank you,’ she said in good French but with a strong American accent. ‘I have an appointment with a Monsieur de Bourdeille at the Chartreuse de Miremont and don’t know how else to get there.’

			‘Then let me give you a lift; it’s on my way. And please call me Bruno.’ He put out his hand for her to shake, and she took it, looking surprised when Bruno helped her out of her rucksack and installed it in the back alongside Laurent’s suitcase. Bruno introduced her to Laurent, describing him as a local farmer, held the rear door open for her and gestured Laurent to sit in front.

			She gave him a friendly grin as she settled into the back seat, the look of a young woman who expected events to turn out to her satisfaction. There was a self-assurance and an easiness of manner about her that reminded him of other American women he had met.

			‘I’m Claudia Muller, and thanks, this is really nice of you. Do you know the way to the chartreuse?’

			‘Of course, Monsieur de Bourdeille is well known in these parts. We don’t have many eminent art historians and collectors like him.’

			‘And a war hero, I was told,’ she said.

			‘He was shot and arrested for Resistance activities as a schoolboy,’ Bruno replied. ‘He’s in a wheelchair but otherwise in good health for his age. What brings you to visit him?’

			‘I’m a graduate student in art history, working on the French Renaissance, and he’s the expert, a legend in the field. My supervisor in Paris arranged for me to spend some time study­ing with him.’

			‘Your French is excellent, but I thought I detected an ­Ameri­can accent,’ said Bruno.

			‘Right you are. I’m at Yale University, in the States, but right now I’m attached to the Sorbonne, and my French supervisor is one of the curators at the Louvre.’ She had leaned over the rear seat to reply. Then she shifted her gaze to ask Laurent what kind of farming he did.

			‘Mostly dairy cattle,’ he said, turning around in his seat to address her.

			Bruno was struck by the thought that this was a man who would have had little contact with women for many years. Yet he seemed at ease in the presence of an attractive and friendly young woman and not overawed by her evident intelligence and qualifications.

			‘I’m also interested in falconry and I’m hoping to do more of that,’ Laurent added.

			‘That sounds interesting,’ she replied. ‘Have you flown birds yourself?’

			‘Yes, two of them,’ Laurent replied to Bruno’s surprise. There had been nothing about that in the cahier de surveillance. ‘I flew a red-tail hawk and a peregrine falcon, beautiful birds. That was at a specialist farm in the Jura.’

			‘Did they only come back to you?’

			‘No, they were training birds, raised to be accustomed to different people, so long as they had food to offer. I got pretty close with the hawk and I’ll miss him. I’m hoping to raise a bird of my own now if I can.’

			‘I’d love to see that, if you’d let me,’ she said, and again Bruno noted her natural friendliness and ready enthusiasm. He wondered if he should warn her that it might be mis­interpreted, especially by someone like Laurent, fresh out of prison. Bruno glanced at Laurent and noted a solidity about him, a man of self-control. And Laurent answered Claudia with cool courtesy.

			‘That would depend on how long you are here. It takes a lot of time, and I have to find a very young hawk and get the bird used to me.’

			‘Let’s stay in touch,’ Claudia said eagerly. ‘Here’s my card with my French mobile number and here’s one for you, too, Bruno.’

			She chatted on, about falconry, about farming, asking about the cattle in the fields they passed until she could tell the difference between a Blonde d’Aquitaine and a Limousin. She asked Bruno if he also came from a farming background.

			‘No, I was raised in Bergerac, which counts as a big city around here. But I keep some geese and chickens,’ he said.

			‘What about horses?’ she asked. ‘Is there someplace around here I can go riding, like rent-a-horse?’

			‘There’s a good local riding school, and you can join the morning or evening exercise rides. It’s not expensive.’ He rattled off Pamela’s number from memory, and she put it into her mobile phone. ‘I go myself whenever I can.’

			‘How far is it?’ she asked. ‘I’m not planning on getting a car here.’

			‘It’s a ten-minute drive from St Denis. Let me know when you want to try it, and I could pick you up.’ Bruno turned to Laurent and asked if he’d ever tried riding.

			‘I did a bit lately at the farm in the Jura, and I’d like to do more, but I’ll have to see if I can afford it.’

			Bruno took the long hill up to Limeuil, slowing where he had to creep through the narrow stone archway at the top of the village. He then drove along the wooded ridge that led to the chartreuse. Occasional breaks in the trees offered magnificent views over the valley, and then he reached the stone gateway that opened to a wooded avenue of plane trees and a gravel drive that led as straight as an arrow to the chartreuse.

			A long, low house of the local honey-coloured stone, built in the early eighteenth century, it was only one storey high except for a handsome square tower with a domed roof above the pillared entrance. French windows led from the tower room to a balcony on which someone was sitting. As he parked, Bruno saw it was an old man in a wheelchair, enjoying the rare sunshine of the winter afternoon and apparently unaware of their approach. He might have been asleep. The sun glinted on a bottle of wine that stood on a table at his side.

			‘Why, it’s beautiful, like a small château!’ Claudia exclaimed. ‘And what a great garden. It must take a lot of work. And that looks like a vineyard over there. Do you think they make their own wine?’

			‘Indeed they do, and it’s very drinkable,’ said Bruno, taking her rucksack and leading the way to the main entrance. Laurent clambered down from the Land Rover to shake her hand in farewell, and he wished her good luck with her research.

			Madame Bonnet, the housekeeper for Monsieur de Bourdeille, opened the door with a welcoming smile as they approached. Bruno explained that there had been no taxi at the station, so he had given Claudia a lift.

			‘Let the young woman come up, Madame Bonnet,’ came an imperious voice from the balcony above. It did not sound like the voice of an old man, but Bruno knew that de Bourdeille had to be at least ninety. ‘Let’s see what my colleagues at the Louvre have sent us.’

			‘Don’t worry about him, dear,’ said Madame Bonnet, ushering Claudia inside and shrugging apologetically at Bruno as she closed the door. ‘He likes to sound like an old bear, but deep inside he can be a kindly old soul.’

			‘Bonjour, monsieur,’ Bruno called up to the balcony as he waved farewell to Claudia and returned to the car. The old man waved airily in return.

			Bruno had then driven Laurent to Marty’s farm and on the way learned that Laurent had become friendly with his prison governor after volunteering to work in the library and had been assigned to day release at a place where the farmer kept raptors as a hobby. Bruno had wanted to ask if it felt odd being a prisoner and letting the birds fly free only to return to the falconer’s hand. It seemed uncomfortably close to Laurent’s own situation, so Bruno held his tongue and listened to Laurent talk about the difference between various species and the way the females were usually larger than the males.

			‘Did you know that there’s a château here in the Périgord where they practise falconry?’ Bruno asked him.

			‘Château des Milandes,’ Laurent replied. ‘I know, I’ve got the chance of a job there. The falconer is an old friend of the farmer who trained me, and he’s offered to give me a trial. He’s getting on in years and is looking for someone to work with him and maybe take over one day. I’d like that.’

			‘How do you plan to get there?’ Bruno asked. Laurent had no driving licence, which would take several weeks to obtain even if he passed the test, and no money for a car.

			‘My friend is lending me his little scooter,’ Laurent replied. ‘It’s only fifty cc, so I won’t need a licence. I won’t go much above fifty kilometres an hour, but at least I’ll be mobile. In the meantime, I can practise driving Bernard’s car on the farm and then take the test.’

			When they arrived at Marty’s farm, Bruno was asked to stay for a glass of wine. Thinking it might help ease the reunion of the two men, he accepted. But first Marty showed them around, proud of his herd of Blondes d’Aquitaine, and assuring Laurent that although originally prized for the quality of their beef and the ease the cows had in calving, which meant lower vet bills, they were now becoming much better at milk production than in the days when the two had been at agricultural college.

			‘The Blondes have been a godsend,’ Marty said, leaning on a gate that overlooked a field filled with grazing cattle. ‘Things have changed since we were studying. The big supermarkets have forced down the price of milk until you can barely cover the costs of production. But I’m getting nearly seven thousand kilos of milk per cow, and the beef I sell is where I get my profit. People like your dad who stuck with the Limousins have been in real trouble. Even the ones who invested in Holsteins have been squeezed by the vet bills.’

			Bruno enjoyed hearing farmers talk, even though more and more these days they spoke as if they farmed Brussels for the European subsidies rather than farmed the land.

			‘What’s your percentage of calving problems?’ Laurent asked.

			‘About two per cent,’ said Marty. ‘They’ve got a high pelvis and the calves are slim in the shoulder, which helps explain it. I used to reckon on six or even eight per cent with the Limousins, which is how the vets got so rich.’

			‘Two per cent?’ Laurent shook his head in near disbelief, but he was smiling at his old friend. ‘Things have certainly changed since my day, but it’s good to see you doing well, Bernard. And the cattle look in fine shape; you can be proud of them.’

			They were getting on easily, Bruno saw, so there was no need for him to stay, but Marty insisted and they walked back to the farmhouse. At their approach Marty’s wife came out of the kitchen with a toddler in one hand and a baby in her arms. Another shock for Laurent, Bruno thought, a little nervous at the way the ex-prisoner would react as this new reminder of what his jail time had cost him. But apparently he knew all about Bernard’s family, greeting the wife by name and taking the baby boy in his arms saying, ‘So this is little Laurent.’ And at that, Bruno knew it would be all right.

			‘I know it’s been rough on you, these last few years,’ Bernard said as they sat around the kitchen table with a glass of his own wine in hand. ‘But you’ve taken good care of yourself, kept fit, stayed in touch with farming.’

			‘It was a lot tougher on the parents of those boys who were killed than it ever was on me,’ Laurent said. ‘They lost everything, and I just lost a few years, but I learned a lot when I was inside, about life, about people. Convicts are much like everyone else. I even made a few friends.’

			‘It reminds me a bit of my time in the army,’ said Bruno. ‘Your time was never your own and someone else was always in charge, but there were compensations, comradeship. It must have been much, much harder in prison, but I have to say I admire your attitude, Laurent. I’d better be going, and thanks for the wine, Bernard.’

			As Bruno rose to go, Laurent put a hand on his arm. ‘Thanks for picking me up, Bruno. You should know that I’m not bitter about what happened. I deserved it. But there was one thing that kept me going while I was in there. That new law on drunk driving they passed after I killed those kids, you know it worked? Deaths are down forty per cent since then. That’s over five thousand lives. That’s how I can sleep at night. So don’t worry about me.’

			‘Good for you,’ Bruno said, leaving most of his wine undrunk as he left.
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			French driving lessons were expensive, usually around twelve hundred euros for the minimum twenty hours of instruction required, and Laurent had almost no money. He opted for the cheap alternative: registering Bernard Marty as his supervising driver and undertaking to do a thousand kilometres driving with him within the next couple of months before taking his test. And his work on Bernard’s farm in the mornings and evenings prevented him from joining the riding-school exercises. Claudia, however, became a frequent rider, getting her mother to FedEx her riding boots and clothes overnight from New York. She paid Madame Bonnet to borrow her car to get to and from the riding school.

			It was clear from her first session that she was a fine horsewoman, and Bruno had no qualms in letting Claudia ride his own horse, Hector, when he was too busy. Félix, the stableboy, fell instantly in love with her, and Bruno noted how well she managed his teenage crush with a blend of kindness and courtesy. Pamela was cool with her at first, critical – in private – of someone who paid two thousand dollars for handmade Tucci riding boots from Italy. But Pamela warmed to Claudia when she saw how readily the American girl joined in with the rubbing-down of the horses and helped muck out the stables.

			Claudia soon struck up a friendship with Miranda, Pamela’s partner in the riding school, who invited her to one of the Monday evening dinners that had become a regular event for Bruno’s friends. Claudia volunteered to cook one evening and persuaded the local butcher to furnish her with a dozen enormous T-bone steaks, a cut little known in France. It was to be, she announced, an all-American meal, with fish chowder to begin, the steak and French fries, and chocolate brownies with ice cream for dessert. She even ordered a case of Stags’ Leap, a California wine, from Hubert at the wine cave. Florence quickly established a bond when Claudia volunteered to give a talk on art history at the collège where Florence taught.

			‘She’s obviously wealthy, but she certainly makes every effort to be friendly,’ Pamela agreed one Monday evening when Claudia had made one of her regular trips back to Paris to see her supervisor at the Louvre. ‘I hope our local young men don’t misinterpret her openness.’

			‘Not once they’ve seen her playing tennis, they won’t,’ Bruno had replied, recounting his own defeat at her hands.

			Claudia seemed careful to avoid any local romantic entangle­ments, referring occasionally to her American boyfriend of long standing. She made a trip to see him in London, where he was working at a law firm, and there were weekends together in Paris, where she kept an apartment. Bruno knew she saw Laurent from time to time, visiting him and his hawks at Château des Milandes and at Marty’s farm. She had them rocking with laughter one Monday evening when she recounted how Laurent had tried to teach her how to milk a cow.

			Bruno invited them both to join him and the mayor one afternoon at SHAP, the Périgord history and archaeological society, for a lecture on medieval falconry in the region, which he thought would interest Laurent. He and Claudia had been impressed by the SHAP building, an imposing seventeenth-century hôtel that had belonged to a noble family, and even more by the lecture. It was given by one of the society’s members, an antiquarian bookseller and amateur historian who showed a series of slides of medieval paintings and miniatures on the theme.

			Bruno was fascinated to learn that falconry was introduced to Europe by the Huns after the fall of Rome and that it had spread quickly. The first slide the lecturer showed was an image from the Bayeux Tapestry showing King Harold of England hawking. The Arabs were the real masters of the sport, he explained, noting that the Koran states that meat caught by a trained hawk is considered clean for Muslims to eat. Scientific hawking began in Europe in the thirteenth century when King Frederick II of Hohenstaufen learned the sport when on Crusade and had the classic Arabic text on falconry by Moamyn translated into Latin. He then wrote his own version, De Arte Venandi cum Avibus – The Art of Hunting with Birds – which swiftly became popular in France. It was, claimed the lecturer, the first serious work of ornithology to appear in Europe since classical times, and even had the temerity to challenge some of Aristotle’s writings on nature.

			Bruno had always assumed it was a sport for the aristocracy and was surprised to learn from the lecture that each social class had its own proper bird: an eagle for an emperor, a gyrfalcon for a king. Earls and bishops had the right to fly peregrine falcons and knights and abbots had sakers. A lady would train a merlin, and a yeoman would fly a goshawk while the humble parish priest had to make do with a sparrowhawk.

			When the lecture ended, Claudia signed up on the spot to join the society and began poring over the index of its bulletins and publications. The mayor went off chatting with old friends while Bruno and Laurent joined the lecturer in the garden, where wine was being offered.

			Bruno listened, fascinated, as the two men began discussing whether the bell should be attached to the two centre tail feathers, as Laurent argued, or to the leg, as the lecturer preferred. The bell, Bruno learned, was to help locate the hawk in the field and also back at the farm to alert the falconer if his hawk was nervous or unsettled. The lecturer went on to claim that a peregrine-saker hybrid was his preferred bird while Laurent defended his own red tail. In any event the two men soon agreed to go hawking together. Their conversation quickly became too technical for Bruno to follow, so he began chatting to other members he knew until people started to leave and it was time to prise Claudia away from the library.

			‘I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you brought me here, Bruno,’ she said as they drove back to St Denis in the mayor’s car. She tried to invite them all to a local restaurant for dinner but the mayor had a meeting, Laurent had to help Marty to bring in and milk the cows, and Bruno wanted to give Hector his evening ride. They all agreed to meet and dine another evening. Then she insisted that Laurent teach her how to tie a falconer’s knot as they sat in the back of the car.
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