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			In memory of my dear friend, Pierre Simonet, an orphan who became a soldier and then a village policeman whose wise and generous personality inspired me to write the Bruno novels. Like my fictional Bruno, Pierre was a fine cook, knew everybody, danced at weddings and taught the children to play rugby and tennis. He died this year after a short illness, not long after his retirement. The real Pierre was also a husband and father, who had a strong and enduring marriage with the late Francine, and they raised a fine son, Adrien.

			    So this book is dedicated with great respect and affection to all three Simonets.
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			Chapter 1

			Bruno Courrèges, chief of police of the Vézère valley in the Périgord region of France, eased himself a little stiffly from his venerable Land Rover and gazed up affectionately at the Hôtel de Ville of the small town of St Denis. Behind the flags of France and Europe on the balcony was the office that had been his for over a decade but he had not seen it for more than two months. After being shot in the shoulder, he had spent several weeks in hospital followed by a further six weeks at a convalescent centre reserved for French police injured in the line of duty. On the less fashionable part of the Mediterranean coast, it had offered good food, congenial company, excellent nursing and physiotherapy, and Bruno felt restored if not yet fully recovered.

			His faithful basset hound, Balzac, who had given Bruno a lavish welcome on his return to St Denis the previous evening, scrambled down from the vehicle and stood beside him. Balzac’s welcome, and that of his horse, Hector, and of his closest companions who had gathered at the familiar dining table of the riding school to celebrate his return, had touched Bruno’s heart. His friends had visited him in hospital, first in Périgueux and then in Bordeaux where his shattered collarbone had been rebuilt. At the end of the meal, when all the others had discreetly left, Pamela had taken him upstairs to her room. A former lover who was now a very dear friend, she sometimes, when the mood was on her, claimed amorous privileges. This time was just to ensure, she had said playfully, that everything was in working order. And, gloriously, it was.

			
			

			The flags drooped and the roofs glistened from the heavy rains overnight. Glancing down over the balustrade, Bruno noted how high the River Vézère was running, lapping over the quayside below. He was reminded that the weather always turned in late October, in time to make his winter hobbies of rugby and hunting into muddy affairs. But the rain was good for the Brussels sprouts and broccoli he’d planted back in August, he assured himself. There were few customers in the weekly market and some were carrying umbrellas, others like Bruno were wearing woollen caps against the chill wind. Perhaps that was why, even with Balzac at his heels, nobody in the market seemed to recognise him as he walked to the familiar entrance. 

			Bruno mounted the familiar stone stairs of the Mairie, each one bow-­shaped by centuries of footsteps, up to the first floor where his office was located. The local bush telegraph had spread the word of his return and a crowd was there to greet him: the Mayor and his deputy, Xavier; Claire, the flirtatious secretary, and Roberte from the social security office; Michel from public works; Marie from the housing office and even Laurent, the handyman, and his wife, Clémentine, the cleaner. His police colleagues, Juliette, the municipal policewoman from Les Eyzies, and Yveline, the local commander of gendarmes, were the first to greet him with a hug. They were followed by everyone else, save the Mayor, who had been at the welcoming dinner the previous evening and had brought a magnum of Bruno’s favourite 2009 Grand Millésime from Château de Tiregand.

			
			

			Genuine as the Mairie welcome was, Bruno was aware of a certain stiffness among his colleagues, a disturbance in the atmosphere, as though something in the building had gone sour. He could not define it, but the place had changed. He was accustomed to being in a happy ship, where people worked well and amiably with each other, convinced that they were all doing something worthwhile. One of two of them glanced nervously at the closed door of Bruno’s office.

			‘I still have two more weeks of convalescent leave to go and then the toubib has to sign me off as fit for duty, so don’t feel nervous that I’m back,’ he said, smiling. ‘I just came in to take a look in my office to be sure you haven’t borrowed all my pens and broken my ancient printer.’

			There was a slightly nervous laugh as the ranks parted and people shuffled aside and now there was an expectancy in their eyes. Had they clubbed together to buy him some gift or filled the room with flowers? Bruno hoped not. Salaries in the Mairie were notoriously low, and most of them had families to raise. He waved at them as he reached his door, saying, ‘Good to be back, even briefly,’ as he entered.

			For a moment Bruno thought he had used the wrong door. The desk was now under the window and the rest of the furniture had been changed. His battered old metal filing cabinet had disappeared, along with the elderly printer which he’d kept on top. In its place stood a humidifier and he could smell incense burning, a vanilla scent. He could not see if his own swivel chair with its signature squeak had gone as well, since it was now behind the desk and occupied by a woman’s figure, her face silhouetted by the light spilling in from the window behind.

			
			

			‘Did nobody ever teach you to knock?’ came a sharp voice, the timbre suggesting that his intrusion was yet another of many burdens to be borne.

			‘Not when entering my own office,’ he replied, trying to conceal his surprise. ‘Who are you and why are you sitting in my chair?’

			‘I am Mademoiselle Cantagnac, the new executive administrator to the chief of police. And who are you?’

			‘I’m the chief of police. What was wrong with the office that had been prepared for you?’

			‘It did not meet the required norms, being too small, with too little natural light. The workspace specifications for civilian officials supporting the police are quite clear. I was informed you were not to resume your duties until after your doctor’s approval at the end of next week. And if that’s your dog, it’s against regulations to have animals in the workplace.’

			‘He’s a great deal more than an animal,’ Bruno said, putting into his voice a calm that he did not feel. ‘He is a highly skilled tracker dog who has saved two lost children and an elderly ­citizen suffering from Alzheimer’s disease who was close to dying of hypothermia. He also helped us save a civilian hostage. His predecessor was shot dead saving me from an armed terrorist. I can but hope, mademoiselle, that you might prove to be half as useful as Balzac, who was presented to me by the Ministry of the Interior to replace the dog that died. And now I would like my chair and my privacy, please.’

			He held open the door for her, but she did not move.

			
			

			‘If this used to be your office,’ she snapped, ‘you should be ashamed of yourself. Files in disarray, worksheets not completed, proper records not kept, your annual health and fitness reports never filled in, letters unanswered, and you have yet to file a single report on the work of your subordinate officers in Les Eyzies and Montignac.’

			‘Mademoiselle Cantagnac, I have a conference with the Mayor which will last for about an hour. When I return, I want this office vacated, the desk and chair returned to where they used to be and a report from you on what you claim to have achieved so far.’

			He pondered adding that if she did not comply, she faced arrest for obstructing a senior officer in pursuit of his duties, but he would save the big guns for later. And there would most certainly be a later.

			‘You’re still on convalescent leave,’ she replied. ‘You have no status here until you are formally declared fit for duty. We can go hand-­to-­hand then, but I should warn you I have a black belt in office judo since I’m also the departmental delegate for the Fédération Interco, of which I’ve verified you’re a member. Au’voir, monsieur le chef de police.’

			Telling himself that this was but a temporary retreat and summoning what little dignity he could manage, Bruno walked out, leaving the door open on the woman who sat on the national board of the Interco, the civil service trade union to which most civic employees belonged. She could probably bring the entire administration of the département out on strike if she chose, and then accuse him of sexism into the bargain. He wondered what on earth she had done in her past posting to have been assigned here, while he was in hospital and unable to resist. He would have to find out.

			
			

			Then, as Bruno began to walk away, he heard a familiar but most unusual sound, that of a dog purring almost like a cat. It was a contented rumbling deep in the basset’s throat, which Balzac only did when he was happy. Bruno turned and saw his own trusted hound fraternizing with the enemy. Balzac was standing on his hind legs, his paws in her lap, while Mademoiselle Cantagnac tickled his favourite spot just behind the ear.

			Well, he thought. She can’t be all bad if Balzac likes her. Bruno had limitless faith in his dog’s instincts.

			‘You survived your first encounter with our new battleaxe, I see,’ said the Mayor when Bruno took his usual seat across the vast desk that was said to be even older than the Mairie itself. ‘Watch your step with her, Bruno. She’s an impressive woman, committed to public service and terrifyingly efficient. She even took a law degree in her spare time.’

			‘I didn’t so much survive our first encounter as retire hurt,’ Bruno replied. ‘She began by telling me that no dogs were allowed in the workplace and finished by charming Balzac into that special purr of his. She seems to have commandeered my office, changed the furniture and reprimanded me severely for inadequate paperwork.’

			‘You know that she’s the Queen Bee of Interco?’ the Mayor asked, putting up his hands, palm first, as if to signal his helplessness in the matter. This was unusual. A former Senator, he had learned his politics while working for Jacques Chirac, first when Chirac was Mayor of Paris and then when he became Prime Minister. The Mayor had then gone on to hone his bureaucratic skills in Brussels. One of the three or four most powerful officials in the département, and probably the most experienced, he very seldom waved the white flag.

			
			

			‘What was her last post?’ Bruno asked.

			‘Running the Nouvelle Aquitaine task force on diversity, rooting out sexism, racism and any other ism you can think of,’ the Mayor said. ‘Her last report was received with great public acclaim and private relief; her task force was wound up with the thanks of a grateful bureaucracy and she no longer had a position. She has been assigned to you as executive administrator, to make sure this experiment in modernizing municipal policing is properly managed and committed to the latest principles of enlightened public service. Blame your friend Amélie at the Justice Ministry in Paris who dreamed up this pilot scheme and put you in charge of it.’

			‘I’m surprised that with skills like that Madame Cantagnac hasn’t taken over your office rather than mine,’ Bruno said.

			‘My plan is to move her into the big new gendarmerie we’re building near the station when it’s ready. It’s twice the size of the old one so there’ll be lots of room. My argument will be that such a move will improve coordination between the various arms of the police, which may be sufficient to convince Commandant Yveline of the gendarmes to accept the arrangement. With luck, you’ll have your office back in six months.’

			‘And in the meantime?’

			‘You’re hardly ever in your office anyway,’ the Mayor said. ‘You’re patrolling the market, or should I say taking Balzac for a stroll. You’re out meeting people, teaching the kids to play tennis and rugby, visiting other communes up and down the valley, having a drink in all the hunting clubs, making connections and building trust. As you always say, Bruno, preventing crime is much better than having to solve it.’

			
			

			‘So now that I’m homeless, as far as my work is concerned, why don’t I move in here with you?’ Bruno asked, leaning back and gesturing at the big, high-­ceilinged room with its walls of bookshelves and its views up and down the river. ‘If I don’t, our Mademoiselle Cantagnac will probably have you evicted and move in.’

			‘Nice try, Bruno. Just leave this with me and I’ll have something sorted out by the time you come back on duty, which the battleaxe tells me is not for another two weeks, and you have to be passed fully recovered and physically fit first. Now, changing the subject, what do you know about abandoned graves?’

			‘Not much. Is this our business? If so, you could assign our in-­house lawyer, Mademoiselle Cantagnac, to find out. Or is it a church problem?’

			‘That’s what we need to find out. You know the old disused hotel, the Domaine de la Barde, on the road to Périgueux just outside town? It’s a lovely eighteenth-­century building, classic Palladian design, but now pretty run-­down. It went bankrupt before you arrived here, about fifteen years ago or more, leaving lots of creditors. Since we are the main ones, for unpaid property taxes, I had thought vaguely of taking it over and turning it into an arts complex or maybe some new centre for computer training. But we now have a potential buyer, except that this abandoned grave may be a problem. Are you fit enough for a stroll? It’s not far.’

			‘A stroll will do me good, and Balzac. Who’s the buyer?’

			
			

			‘An Englishman, a Monsieur Birch, somewhere in his late thirties, with a wife and young child. He has an interesting idea, turning the outbuildings into gîtes, with bed and breakfast rooms in the chateau and a cookery school in the off-­season. Apparently, he used to be a chef. He already took over another old building outside Sarlat, restored it, got it running as a business and sold it at a handsome profit. And there’s another interesting aspect that I’ll explain as we walk.’

			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			They set off across the road and up the steps to the higher square and avoided the market stalls that filled the long Rue de Paris and took the narrower Rue Gambetta to the old parade ground by the gendarmerie. As they walked, the Mayor explained that there was a British TV company involved. They were the makers of a programme called Do-­It-­Yourself Château, popular on daytime TV and now sold to other broadcasters around the world. They would follow five or six British families who were each restoring a different French chateau, and follow their trials and tribulations, but usually with a happy ending as old ruins became hotels or grand family homes. Apparently, transforming such ruins into wedding venues was very popular, the Mayor said, since such episodes ended with some attractive couple tying the knot.

			‘It seems weddings make wonderful television, usually having at least one crisis and being very telegenic,’ the Mayor continued, adding that he could show Bruno the TV recording Monsieur Birch had made of his previous restoration.

			A couple of hundred metres beyond the old gendarmerie they came to a belt of shrubland and trees on the left. The Mayor stopped.

			
			

			‘Look down here,’ he said. ‘You see that big square of dirt? That’s the old tennis court. He cleared off a couple of patches to see if it was still sound beneath and it seems to be fine, easily restored.’

			After another fifty metres they came to a pair of rusted iron gates that still bore patches of faded blue paint. The gates opened with a screech of metal and they entered, walking along a narrow drive shaded by trees. On their left was a solid but dilapidated building, perhaps the old stables since it had a tall double door for coaches and what looked like a hay loft above. That space would be turned into four self-­contained gîtes, the Mayor explained. Beyond it to the right was the chateau, a handsome structure despite the missing shutters, the overgrowth of ivy and missing roof tiles. It had an imposing central door, two storeys – each boasting six double windows – and more rooms and smaller windows in the roof, all topped with a tall chimney stack.

			‘A lot of work to be done,’ said Bruno, as Balzac trotted off to explore the overgrown garden, pausing to lift his leg on an apple tree that had been left unpruned for many years. ‘How much land goes with it?’

			‘A bit more than four hectares, stretching beyond the tennis court and across the stream. It reaches most of the way up to the Resistance memorial on the road leading to St Avit.’ Looking around, Bruno focused on the remains of what had once been a formal garden, with rows of trees, unkempt paths and a dilapidated fountain.

			‘Down there is what used to be the restaurant and then further on, behind that low building, is the swimming pool. That will need restoring,’ the Mayor went on. ‘Behind those trees is an old forge, which Monsieur Birch says could be made into another fine gîte. I asked Michel to take a good look at the various buildings, and he said the main structures and roof timbers were all sound. There’ll be a lot of work, new plumbing, electrics, repairing the roof and bringing the insulation up to code, but very little that’s structural. And since Monsieur Birch has already done a fine job on the other old chateau, he should be able to handle this, and it would be a handsome addition to our town.’

			
			

			‘What’s that other building behind the chateau?’ Bruno asked.

			‘It was a flour mill, used to be powered by the stream but now converted into a home and studio and bought recently by that artist couple from Limeuil – you know, Romain and Madeleine. It used to be attached to the Domaine by a big archway, but the old owner sold it off along with enough land for a garden when he was running out of cash.’

			‘So, what’s this about a grave? Where is it?’

			‘I don’t know. But there was a reference to it in the property deeds, a small separate plot, three metres by two, and still part of the overall estate. I’d hate for that to block what could be a fine project.’

			‘If it’s in the deeds there should be coordinates for the exact location. What does the notaire say?’ Bruno asked. ‘Was it our own Brosseil who drew up the deeds?’

			‘No, Brosseil’s grandfather added the grave to the deeds some sixty or so years ago. The date is not entirely clear. Michel tried to find the exact spot but the whole area is overgrown woodland. It would need clearing to know if the grave is there, and if it’s occupied, if that’s the right word.’

			
			

			‘Anything in the town records about a burial? I presume you have asked Father Sentout about the church records. I seem to recall that family members could traditionally be buried on private property.’

			‘Theoretically that’s still the case, but so hedged in with conditions and inspections of water tables by hydrological and other experts that I thought I’d leave all that to you, Bruno. Father Sentout says he has no record of such a grave. But he told me that if a grave has been abandoned for more than thirty years, it can be emptied and the remains properly interred elsewhere, or cremated with a proper record of the location of the ashes. A formal notice would have to be published in the legal gazette, so that lawyers and notaires could have a chance to contact any descendants who might file objections.’

			‘Well, I can go and see Brosseil and learn what I can. Do you have an address for this Monsieur Birch?’

			‘Yes, he’s rented a place in Audrix so he could register his boy for school here. He seems a decent enough fellow and he speaks reasonable French. He told me he’d learned it when working in the Alps during the skiing season. He was the chef at various luxury chalets.’

			‘Hence the cookery school idea,’ Bruno said.

			‘Indeed. Birch has his head screwed on. He said it wouldn’t make sense to run the chateau as a hotel since it would only be filled for four months of the year. So he plans to live in it with his family in one wing and rent out the other five or six rooms as bed and breakfast places so he wouldn’t have to employ staff all year round. And he’d have four gîtes to rent out, five when he restores the old forge. I think you’ll like him since he cooks and he used to play rugby. What’s more, he seems keen to get the tennis court back in order.’

			
			

			‘What about the bankruptcy and the existing creditors?’ Bruno asked.

			‘I had a quiet word with the judge. Our unpaid property taxes have priority among the creditors and if we suspend that claim, Birch has offered to pay enough money into the court to give the other creditors about thirty per cent of what they are owed. Since they wrote off those bad debts more than ten years ago they’ll be happily surprised by their windfall. The judge is prepared to approve that, and then we would start getting about six thousand a year in property taxes, plus a couple of year-­round jobs and three or four more part-­time jobs in season. And there’ll be work for our craftsmen and decorators for a year or so. St Denis will have a paying asset rather than a crumbling liability.’

			‘You said suspend the town’s claim on the unpaid taxes, rather than waive them,’ Bruno said.

			‘That’s right. So, if and when Birch eventually sells the place, we’d want our unpaid taxes, which he agrees would come out of his profit. He obviously reckons he’d make more than enough on the deal and most of it would have been swallowed by inflation. Thus everybody wins, Bruno, so long as you can sort out the problem of the grave, which may well be empty for all I know. And now you’re going to meet some friends for lunch at Ivan’s, where I shall leave you.’

			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The friends in question – Horst and Clothilde – were waiting at the restaurant. Both were prominent archaeologists at the museum of prehistory in Les Eyzies. A stranger was with them, a woman who looked to be in her thirties, dressed in jeans and a fleece jacket over a military-­style khaki shirt. She had dark hair tied into a neat bun at the back of her neck. Her expression was serious, almost solemn, and she wore not a scrap of make-­up that Bruno could discern. Her eyes were a clear blue and she had a pleasant, slightly guarded smile, as if she were nervous, or perhaps naturally shy.

			Before any introductions, Clothilde, a small, red-­headed power­house of a woman, rushed up to give Bruno a hug and a kiss on each cheek.

			‘We were so worried about you,’ she said, ‘but the Mayor always said you’d make a full recovery. And nobody believes that story about Russian criminals shooting you at a traffic stop when half the French army just happened to be on hand for your rescue. Speculation has been running wild, as you can imagine.’

			‘It always does,’ said Bruno. ‘But I’m almost as good as new.’ He broke off to shake the hand of Horst, a cheerful German professor with a white beard who had finally married Clothilde in the St Denis Mairie after years of on-­again-­off-­again romance. They had pursued one another from rock paintings in Australia to tombs in Egypt; from prehistoric burials in southern Africa to Scythian sites in Ukraine. Bruno had been a witness at their wedding. Clothilde joked that she’d only agreed to marry him because of the bathroom that Horst had installed in his house. It was said to boast different nozzles firing jets of hot water from every direction, with a sauna and hot tub attached. Bruno had long been promised an invitation to try it.

			
			

			‘This is our friend Abigail Howard,’ said Clothilde, ‘known to all her friends as Abby. She’s a former pupil of mine from the USA who’s staying with us. She’d like to stay longer so she’s currently house-­hunting. She wants to pick your brains about starting a business here as a specialist guide for American visitors.’

			When he shook Abby’s hand, Bruno felt calluses which made him suspect she might be a serious tennis player. She went down on one knee to make friends with Balzac, murmuring something in excellent French about having grown up with basset hounds. Balzac seemed to take to her at once. Next Ivan came out of the kitchen, arms outstretched to embrace Bruno, but then held back, asking if Bruno’s shoulder was yet healed.

			‘Almost,’ said Bruno, using his good arm to embrace the chef who was also the owner of the restaurant. ‘And who is your new friend in the kitchen whose cooking all my friends have been recommending?’

			‘Marta, from Krakow in Poland,’ said Ivan. ‘She makes wonderful pierogi and you’ll love her zurek, a white borscht made with sour rye, celery root and hard-­boiled egg. And she makes the most delicious apple and sour cream cake with rum that’s my favourite. You can have that for dessert.’

			
			

			‘Where did you meet her?’ Bruno asked with a grin, knowing Ivan’s habit of coming back from each annual vacation with a woman of a different nationality who would bring her local cuisine to titillate the taste buds of St Denis.

			‘I haven’t had a holiday yet this year, but now that she’s here I don’t need one,’ Ivan said, casting a fond look towards the kitchen. ‘No, she came to me, hearing from someone in Bergerac that there might be a job going. She was working as a waitress in a place where the owner kept trying to entice her into the pantry and the owner’s wife suggested she try here. I’m glad she did, and you will be, too.’

			As they took their places at the table, Bruno asked Abby if she played tennis, and Horst answered quickly, ‘She’ll wipe the floor with you, Bruno. She was in a team that won the US college championships.’

			‘Really?’ asked Bruno, impressed. ‘I help to run a kind of tennis school for our youngsters at the local club. Perhaps you might come along one day and do some coaching.’

			Her reaction startled him. Abby was looking over his shoulder, her mouth open and her eyes wide. He turned to see what had startled her and saw a Valkyrie.

			Bruno was no midget. His official height in the military had been one metre eighty-­five, but the woman who appeared through the kitchen door was at least fifteen centimetres taller, with shoulders to match. A burst of tightly curled blonde hair was piled up above a thick white headband. She greeted them all and put a beefy arm around Ivan, who barely came up to her chin and gazed up at her adoringly.

			
			

			‘You are all welcome,’ she said in an unusual accent that seemed both guttural and liquid at the same time. ‘I am Marta and I am cooking today. The soup is zurek, the main course is to choose between a chicken schnitzel or fresh trout with caraway seeds, and my special cake for dessert. Which one of you is the policeman?’

			‘I am, but not on duty yet,’ Bruno said, putting out his hand to be shaken but she took it to pull him towards her and kissed him on both cheeks. ‘Ivan told me you stepped in to cook for him when he was ill, and Father Sentout says you have a good soul, for a pagan.’

			‘And he’s a real expert on rugby, for a priest,’ Bruno replied. ‘Have you ever played? We have a good women’s team here.’ He was thinking that with Marta playing number eight, adding her weight and strength to the back row of the scrum and her height in a lineout, she’d be a formidable asset.

			‘I have never played but I need some exercise,’ Marta replied. ‘Perhaps I could come along to watch your women practise and do some running?’

			‘Tomorrow afternoon at five,’ said Bruno. ‘If Ivan can spare you.’

			‘Good. I know where your club is. I pass it when I go jogging. I should be back here soon after six to help Ivan cook. Now I must return to the kitchen.’

			‘Believe me, her cooking matches her personality so we’re in for a feast,’ said Clothilde, as they took their seats. ‘Now, as I said, Abby wants to know about the regulations for guides and whether she would need a brevet, since in France we seem to need formal qualifications for most jobs. She wants to put together a plan for a special tour of American connections to the region.’

			
			

			To be a licensed guide authorized by the tourist board, with rights to escort visitors into museums and national monuments, evidence of special skills and training were usually required, Bruno explained. A two-­year training course would be followed by an exam to earn the brevet. But to be a private guide, particularly in a specialist field like American links to the Périgord, there’d be rather more leeway, especially with a recommendation from someone like Clothilde as a curator of a national museum.

			‘Abby is a professional archaeologist with a doctorate from the University of Virginia,’ said Clothilde. ‘Horst and I would be glad to write a letter of recommendation to the Prefect and to the tourist board, stressing her extraordinary qualifications to be a guide for our regional archaeology sites. If it would help, we could make her a visiting curator at the museum, giving a course of lectures in English as well as French.’

			Bruno thought that Clothilde was going to unusual lengths to help this friend. There would be more to this than met the eye. But Clothilde and Horst were old friends. Naturally, he’d help if he could.

			‘Making her an official adjoint of the museum should more than suffice,’ said Bruno, and then turned to Abby. ‘If you plan to make a living from this, you might want to establish yourself as an micro-­entrepreneur, paying a modest fee for social insurance. But you’d need a carte de séjour, proof of legal residence.’

			‘That’s not a problem,’ she told him briskly. ‘I had an Irish grandmother, so I qualified for an Irish passport, which makes me a European citizen with the right to live and work anywhere in Europe.’

			
			

			‘Lucky you,’ said Bruno. ‘Does this mean you’ll be living in France permanently?’

			‘I only have a year’s sabbatical from my teaching job in the States, which should be time enough to see if this can work or not. I’m staying with Clothilde and Horst for the moment but I’m looking for a small place to rent,’ she said. ‘I think somewhere around St Denis would make sense.’

			‘We may be able to help with that,’ Bruno said. ‘I have two friends who rent out gîtes on their property and I think they have one coming vacant. It’s a small house but comfortable, with a private garden and access to their pool and grass tennis court. I think Fabiola – she’s the owner – asks about five hundred a month, which includes electricity, and there’s a big wood stove in the living room.’

			‘It sounds perfect,’ said Abby. ‘I’m grateful but I’m also curious that you’ve just tried to recruit me as a tennis coach and get Marta to join your rugby team. You sound more like the local sports director than a policeman.’

			‘That’s just my hobby,’ Bruno said, and swiftly changed the subject. ‘Clothilde vouches for your archaeological skills, but nobody has yet tried to make any speciality of the American connections to the Périgord. What special connections do you intend to present?’

			‘Well, I’d start with Thomas Jefferson and his admiration for Archbishop Fénelon, and take them to visit the chateau where Fénelon was born, and to Rouffillac where he stayed. I’d also take them to the chateau at La Bachellerie near Terrasson whose plans we think Jefferson copied as the design for the White House in Washington. Then there’s Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot, who began writing “The Waste Land” while the two poets were on a walking tour in the Périgord. Many people, including me, think it’s the greatest poem of the twentieth century,’ she said, almost vehemently, warming to her theme.

			
			

			‘And of course,’ she went on, ‘Pound virtually adopted the troubadours of the Périgord, translated the songs of Bertran de Born and even wrote poems in their old Occitan language. Since Eliot also wrote the verse play Murder in the Cathedral, about the killing of Thomas Becket, I’d take visitors to the Chapel St Martin, near Limeuil. It was one of three churches the Pope ordered Henry II to build as a penance for Becket’s murder, two in England and one in France.’

			‘I love the medieval frescoes in that chapel of St Martin, not just the big ones behind the altar but the little ones too. They’re fading but still so beautiful.’

			Bruno smiled and nodded approval. ‘You can tell your clients that the experts say they represent two Old Testament prophets but we locals all think that the fresco of the two men with the bottle in the side chapel represent Becket and King Henry in happier times when they were bosom buddies and drinking companions.’

			‘I shall make a point of it,’ she said, for the first time smiling at him warmly. Bruno felt a little like a schoolboy being praised by a teacher.

			‘I’d also want to talk about the American paratroopers who were dropped near Cadouin in August 1944 to help the Resistance. There weren’t many Germans left here by then, but they were able to join in the liberation parade in Périgueux. As well as all that there are the Lindberghs, the family of the first pilot to fly across the Atlantic. His son married Monique Watteau, a local writer who had earlier been the mistress of the actor Yul Brynner. Then I’d take them to Josephine Baker’s Château des Milandes. She wasn’t just a superstar of the jazz age but also was asked by Martin Luther King’s widow to take over the leadership of the civil rights movement after her husband was assassinated.’

			
			

			‘She declined,’ Bruno interjected, ‘saying she felt obliged to continue raising her rainbow family, children she had adopted from almost every race on earth.’

			Horst then broke in to say, ‘We took Abby to that American-­owned vineyard you recommended to us, Bruno, the Château de Fayolle near Saussignac, with that lovely red Sang du Sanglier wine you raved about. So Abby’s also thinking of a day touring the vineyards.’

			‘Sang du sanglier. Blood of wild boar,’ Bruno murmured, smiling. ‘And then you could cross the river to the Montravel region and take them to Montaigne’s tower, where you could read out his essay on the American Indians he met.’

			‘Great idea! I’d been wondering how to bring in the great Montaigne,’ Abby said, giving him that warm smile again. ‘That would make an excellent bridge. And just a little further is the Château de Montréal, one of whose sons explored the St Lawrence river in the seventeenth century and gave the name of his family home to the place that became Montreal.’

			‘My congratulations,’ Bruno said, looking at her with respect as Ivan came in with the soup tureen. He was impressed by her research and the look of keen intelligence in her face. But there was a tension about her, as if she were a woman under pressure. She could hardly be nervous of her professional skills as a guide, he thought. Maybe there was one link between the Périgord and her homeland that she might not know. He’d only come across it by accident.

			
			

			‘You have certainly done your homework on our region so I hesitate to bring up something that you may already know, but have you heard of the Duc de Lauzun?’ he asked.

			Abby shook her head. ‘No, is that in the Périgord?’

			‘Not quite,’ Bruno replied, as Clothilde served out the soup. ‘Lauzun is just over the border in Lot-­et-­Garonne. But the duke was also the Marquis of Biron, a splendid medieval fortress in the south of the Dordogne, close to the bastide of Monpazier. And this Marquis of Biron deserves to be better known as one of the founders of your country.’

			‘As an explorer?’ she asked. ‘I’ve not heard of him.’

			‘No, not as an explorer but as a soldier. He was an aristocrat but he was also a professional soldier and he commanded a legion of volunteers who fought alongside the Marquis of Lafayette in the liberation of your United States. Above all, he fought with George Washington and Lafayette at the siege of Yorktown in 1781. That was the battle which forced the surrender of the British army under General Cornwallis and secured American independence. The duke did well enough to be chosen by Washington and Lafayette for the honour of taking the news of the great victory back to the King in Paris.’

			‘That’s a wonderful addition to my list,’ said Abby. ‘How on earth did you come across that special piece of history?’

			‘Through my dog,’ Bruno said. ‘Balzac is descended from the old royal hunting pack of King Louis XIV at Cheverny, but you may have heard that basset hounds were introduced to America by the Marquis of Lafayette. He took a breeding pair as a gift to George Washington, who imported several more and that led to what is known as the Stonewall Jackson breed of bassets. Balzac has some of that ancestry, a fact that prompted me to do some research into Lafayette and his adventures in your War of Independence. That’s how I came across the memoirs of the Marquis of Biron.’

			
			

			‘That’s a lovely story,’ said Clothilde. ‘I’ve always known, Bruno, that your dog was a natural aristocrat and this Polish soup is so good it might have been made for him. Do you you think Balzac might enjoy a little bowl of his own? Or might Ivan object?’

			‘I think Ivan would be delighted,’ said Bruno, grinning. ‘Balzac always gets something to eat whenever I’m here. And I think that like me he’d enjoy that tangy taste from the sour rye. I think it would make for a fine chabrol.’

			Having said that, he poured into the last couple of centimetres of soup half a glass of Ivan’s house red wine that came from the town vineyard, stirred the mixture with his spoon, then picked up the bowl with both hands, raised it to his lips and drank.

			‘Chabrol, that drives away the doctors and leaves no need for pharmacists,’ he intoned, as Horst and Clothilde followed suit. ‘It’s a local tradition.’

			Gingerly, Abby poured some wine into the remains of her soup, glanced at the eagerly expectant faces of her companions and tried it.

			‘Interesting,’ she said, smacking her lips. ‘It certainly works with this excellent soup. I was brought up on the American diet of bland white bread, breakfast cereals and processed cheese in slices, so I’m a pushover for anything tasty.’ She gave Bruno a swift grin, then turned to Clothilde, and asked, ‘Should I tell him now about our secret weapon?’

			
			

			Clothilde nodded. ‘Bruno knows enough about archaeology to see the significance.’

			‘I first met Clothilde at an archaeological dig in Virginia, near my home, when I was a schoolgirl, at a place called Cactus Hill,’ Abby said, smiling across the table at her friend. ‘I had a teacher who was fascinated by archaeology and she took our class to the site where she volunteered at weekends. They had begun excavating and the first indications were so startling for American history that extraordinary efforts were made over the next several years to be sure of what the site really told us.’

			She glanced affectionately at Clothilde. ‘I’ll never forget meeting you then – erudite and intimidating and exotic all at once. I was twelve at the time, tall for my age, and you and I were the same height. But you were this little French dynamo of a woman with the really cute accent, telling us that the whole story of America’s origins was being rewritten around us. I could hardly believe it, but I caught the archaeology bug and kept coming back with my teacher at weekends to help out, mostly making coffee and sandwiches. But there was an area that was left for us young volunteers to work at, under supervision – led by Clothilde.’

			Abby paused as Ivan cleared away the soup plates and served the main course, fish for all of them except Horst, who had chosen the chicken schnitzel. As they began to eat, Abby glanced at Bruno and asked what he knew of human settlement in the Americas. Bruno was thinking that the caraway seeds gave an interesting new flavour to the trout. They had obviously been roasted first and he was trying to decide whether they were more like fennel or anise. He pointed to his mouth, which was still chewing. Then he swallowed and took a sip of wine before answering.

			
			

			‘Only what I’ve read, that it happened during a great ice age about eleven or twelve thousand years ago when glaciers came down beyond the River Loire here in France,’ he said. ‘There was so much ice locked up in glaciers that people were able to cross the Bering Straits from Siberia to what is now Alaska, maybe even on foot. Then over several thousand years they explored down deep into South America, killing off mammoths and other great beasts along the way.’

			‘That’s the conventional wisdom,’ said Abby. ‘Well, at Cactus Hill we found human artefacts, tools and so on, that were dated to between eighteen and twenty thousand years ago. That was the first shock, almost doubling our ideas of the length of human habitation in the Americas. Then came the second shock: some of those tools looked extraordinarily similar to those of the Solu­trean culture in Europe at that time. This raised the fascinating possibility that people may have come from Europe across the Atlantic ice, or in boats skirting the pack ice, living off the sea as they came, like Inuits.’

			‘So, the original Americans could have come from Europe?’ Bruno said, amazed. ‘But I thought there was DNA evidence linking Native Americans to Siberian tribes.’

			
			

			‘There is, and more than that,’ Abby replied, the enthusiasm mounting in her voice. ‘There’s even DNA evidence suggesting that some of the earliest Americans may have come across the Pacific Ocean from Polynesia to Chile and Ecuador.’

			Bruno laughed aloud in delight. ‘This extraordinary human race – you can’t keep us down. Show us a sea and some fearless explorer will want to see what’s on the far side. But how do you explain all this to visiting tourists? Do you take them to Clothilde’s museum?’

			‘That’s certainly one option but I thought I’d also take them to some of the sites, perhaps starting with La Madeleine, the origins of the Magdalenian culture that followed the Solutrean. The place has so much more to excite visitors, that church built into the rock and the medieval village built into the cliff. And then there are these.’ Abby dipped into her shoulder bag to bring out replicas of some of the carved bones from the Les Eyzies museum. ‘You probably know this one of the bison licking its own neck from La Madeleine and the prowling hyena, and these bone harpoons. And now look at these.’ She pulled out photographs of very similar carvings in bone, saying of each one in turn, ‘Lakota Sioux, early nineteenth century; Ojibwa wolverine carving, early twentieth century; and then these Inuit harpoons, bones carved into barbs, also nineteenth century.’

			‘I see your point,’ said Bruno. ‘But might not different peoples at different times re-­invent the barbed spear to catch fish? I recall one of Clothilde’s lectures on the way different cultures re-­invented the spear thrower,’ he said.

			‘You’re right,’ said Abby. ‘It’s not proof, but the style suggests a cultural connection, enough to get people’s imaginations working.’

			
			

			‘It will certainly intrigue tourists,’ said Bruno. He turned to Horst and Clothilde. ‘What about you two? Do you think pre­historic people crossed the Atlantic in the glacial period?’

			‘I’d like to think so, but the evidence is still very thin,’ said Horst. ‘Archaeologists have spent twenty years looking for simi­lar sites on the east coast of the Americas without definitive success.’

			At that point, Ivan brought out large servings of Marta’s special cake. By the end of the meal Bruno found himself committed to introducing Abby to Fabiola and Gilles to view their gîte, and to the Mayor to help her obtain the various bureaucratic approvals required to be a guide. He had also promised to lend her his copy of the memoirs of the Duc de Lauzun.

			‘If you ever get the chance to try Bruno’s cooking, seize the opportunity at once,’ Clothilde said as they rose from the table.

			‘Since you’re staying there, have you yet been invited to try Horst’s special shower?’ Bruno asked Abby.

			‘No, but the hot tub is great,’ she said, sounding a little distracted as she glanced anxiously at the door to the street, as if wary of whatever might lie beyond it.

			Bruno had noticed that she had taken a seat with her back to the wall and her eyes had been watchful, even when talking enthusiastically about her plans. She was evidently in good health and yet there were dark rings beneath her eyes as though she was short of sleep. This was a troubled and nervous woman, he thought. But Balzac had evidently taken to her, settling comfortably at her feet beneath the table. So, on an impulse as Horst paid the bill and Clothilde rose to leave, Bruno turned to Abby.

			
			

			‘We can go and take a look at this house that’s becoming available now, if you like,’ he said. ‘We can take my car and I’ll drop you back at the museum or at Horst’s house.’

			
			

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			As they approached Bruno’s vintage Land Rover, still parked in the town square, Abby asked, ‘Why is that stone cross standing there, overlooking the river?’

			‘It’s to mark the site of the old nunnery,’ Bruno explained. ‘It dates back to the tenth century and it was the first convent to declare for the reformed religion when the Protestants emerged in the sixteenth century. Then Catholic troops came along, evicted the women and looted the place and installed Catholic nuns. So, Protestant troops then evicted the Catholic nuns, probably very brutally, and so it went. The nunnery limped on until it was finally closed and the ruins demolished after the Revolution.’

			Bruno paused, as if remembering something. ‘Follow me,’ he said, as he headed down a ramp that led from the square to the riverbank. Halfway down he paused in front of padlocked metal gates protecting a small, vaulted chamber built of stone. He pointed out the stone remnants of the old nunnery inside: a broken pillar, half a cherub, part of a window frame and an impressive marble font. It stood waist-­high and was finely carved with vines and flowers. At Bruno’s feet, Balzac raised a paw and stared with canine longing at this font, but the iron bars were set too closely together for the dog to squeeze through. The basset hound turned aside and, with a natural courtesy, raised his leg to sprinkle the ramp downhill from the two humans.

			
			

			‘That’s all that remains of the nunnery,’ Bruno said, as they peered in. ‘But you should also see this.’ He led Abby down to the quayside and beneath the first arch of the bridge. Once there, he pointed out the marks, each of them dated, that showed the peak flood levels of the River Vézère, some within a hand’s width of the highest point of the arch.

			‘Wow, that highest one, marked 1944, must have flooded the far bank where the bank and medical centre now stand,’ Abby said.

			‘We’ve never seen the river quite that high since they built the big dams upstream. The river’s source is on the Millevaches plateau in the Massif Central, nearly a thousand metres above sea level, and it falls nearly eight hundred metres to this point. But we still get floods when the dams get full and they have to open the sluices. Only last winter, parts of Les Eyzies were flooded and the road to Bergerac was cut off near Le Buisson where the Dordogne overflowed its banks. A few years ago we had to evacuate the aquarium and the offices downstream in the old watermill and we lost electricity in half the town. That was when we decided to get rid of the streetlamps along the quayside.’

			‘So the river was flowing seven or eight metres higher than it is now?’

			‘Close to that,’ he said. ‘The far bank was all water meadows, and before the dams were built they regularly flooded. It’s why this region is so famous for ducks and geese. You can imagine all those flocks of birds, getting tired on their migration flights, looking down and seeing great expanses of water. It must have looked like a perfect spot, their own little St Tropez. And then there’s the energy factor: the dams on this river and on the Dordogne provide electricity for half a million people.’

			
			

			‘And it’s clean power,’ she said.

			‘Yes, of course, but more than that,’ Bruno said, ‘it’s our history. The rivers explain why people settled here; the Neanderthals more than two hundred thousand years ago. The Cro-­Magnons who made the cave paintings and engravings came along a bit later, but the same iron ore that gave them colours to paint made this valley an industrial powerhouse. It produced weapons and armour in the Middle Ages, and then in the age of sail many of the cannons for French warships were made right here and floated downriver to Bordeaux. In the eighteenth century there were a dozen blacksmiths on this stretch of riverbank, all making big guns.’

			‘Maybe you should be the guide here, rather than me,’ she said, grinning at him. ‘You feel so strongly about it.’

			‘It’s not that,’ said Bruno, surprised at her words and a little flattered. ‘I’m simply fascinated. What makes me cross is that we had so little of this when I was at school. We never even heard of Lascaux. It was all Julius Caesar and the Gauls, Charlemagne, the Crusades and Joan of Arc, the Sun King, the Revolution and Napoléon. The history of great men and one woman who happened to be French. But did they tell us that the word “France” came from the Germanic Franks? No, they kept on telling us that our ancestors were the Gauls.’
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