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  Police National
Place Dubernin
Périgueux


  INCIDENT REPORT
Dossier PN/24/MI/47398(P)


  
            	    Incident:




    	    Unnatural death.







        	    Cause of death:




    	    Stab wounds, exsanguination.







        	    Related incident:




    	    Not known, no sign of robbery.







        	    Date:




    	    11 May.







        	    Location:




    	    Commune de St Denis, Dordogne 24240.







        	    Reporting Officer:




    	    Chief of Police Municipale, Courrèges, Benoît.







        	    Judge Magistrate:




    	    To be appointed.







        	    Case Officer:




    	    Brigade Chief (Detectives) J-J Jalipeau.







        	    Victim:




    	    Hamid al-Bakr.







        	    Date of Birth:




    	    14/7/1923







        	    Place of Birth:




    	    Oran, Algeria.







        	    Profession:




    	    Retired Army sergeant, caretaker. Army number 47937692A.







        	    Social Security number:




    	    KV47/N/79457463/M.







        	    Place of work:




    	    (last known) Military School of Engineers, Lille.







        	    Address:




    	    La Bergerie, Chemin Communale 43, St Denis, 24240.








  


  Report:


  CoP Courrèges, accompanied by Gendarmerie Captain Duroc, Etienne, Post 24/37, were called to the remote country home of the deceased after a telephone call from the victim’s grandson, Karim al-Bakr. Death was certified by Morisot, Albert, Fire Chief of St Denis. Death caused by blood loss after stab wounds to the trunk. Victim had been beaten and hands were bound. Scene of Crime team called from Bergerac.


  Note: All reports to be copied to Office of Prefect, Périgueux.


  
CHAPTER 1



  On a bright May morning, so early that the last of the mist was still lingering low over the great bend in the river, a white van drew to a halt on the ridge over the small French town. A man emerged, strode to the edge of the road and stretched mightily as he admired the familiar view. He was still young, and evidently fit enough to be dapper and brisk in his movements, but as he relaxed he was sufficiently concerned about his love of food to tap his waist, gingerly probing for any sign of plumpness, always a threat in this springtime period between the end of the rugby season and the start of serious hunting. He wore what appeared to be half a uniform – a neatly ironed blue shirt with epaulettes, no tie, navy blue trousers and black boots. His thick, dark hair was crisply cut, his warm brown eyes had a twinkle and his generous mouth seemed always ready to break into a smile. On a badge on his chest, and on the side of his van, were the words Police Municipale. A rather dusty peaked cap lay on the passenger seat.


  In the back of the van were a crowbar, a tangle of battery cables, one basket containing new-laid eggs, and another with his first spring peas of the season. Two tennis racquets, a pair of rugby boots, training shoes, and a large bag with various kinds of sports attire added to the jumble which tangled itself in a spare line from a fishing rod. Somewhere underneath all this were a first-aid kit, a small tool chest, a blanket, and a picnic hamper with plates and glasses, salt and pepper, a head of garlic and a Laguiole pocket knife with a horn handle and corkscrew. Tucked under the front seat was a bottle of not-quite-legal eau de vie from a friendly farmer. He would use this to make his private stock of vin de noix when the green walnuts were ready on the feast of St Catherine. Benoît Courrèges, Chief of Police for the small Commune of St Denis and its 2,900 souls, and universally known as Bruno, was always prepared for every eventuality.


  Or almost always. He wore no heavy belt with its attachments of holster and pistol, handcuffs and flashlight, keys and notebook, and all the other burdens that generally weigh down every policeman in France. There would doubtless be a pair of ancient handcuffs somewhere in the jumble of his van, but Bruno had long forgotten where he had put the key. He did have a flashlight, and constantly reminded himself that one of these days he ought to buy some new batteries. The van’s glove compartment held a notebook and some pens, but the notebook was currently full of various recipes, the minutes of the last tennis club meeting (which he had yet to type up on the temperamental old office computer that he distrusted) and a list of the names and phone numbers of the minimes, the young boys who had signed up for his rugby training class.


  Bruno’s gun, a rather elderly MAB 9mm semi-automatic, was locked in his safe in his office in the Mairie, and taken out once a year for his annual refresher course at the gendarmerie range in Périgueux. He had worn it on duty on three occasions in his eight years in the Police Municipale. The first was when a rabid dog had been sighted in a neighbouring Commune, and the police were put on alert. The second was when the President of France had driven through the Commune of St Denis on his way to see the celebrated cave paintings of Lascaux. He had stopped to visit an old friend, Gérard Mangin, who was the Mayor of St Denis and Bruno’s employer. Bruno had saluted his nation’s leader and proudly stood armed guard outside the Mairie, exchanging gossip with the far more thoroughly armed presidential bodyguard, one of whom turned out to be a former comrade from Bruno’s army days. The third time was when the boxing kangaroo escaped from a local circus, but that was another story. On no occasion had Bruno’s gun ever been used on duty, a fact of which he was extremely but privately proud. Of course, like most of the other men (and not a few women) of the Commune of St Denis, he shot almost daily in the hunting season and usually bagged his target, unless he was stalking the notoriously elusive bécasse, a bird whose taste he preferred above all others.


  Bruno gazed contentedly down upon his town, which looked in the freshness of the early morning as if le bon Dieu had miraculously created it overnight. His eyes lingered on the way the early sunlight bounced and flickered off the eddies where the Vézère river ran under the arches of the old stone bridge. The place seemed alive with light, flashes of gold and red, as the sun magically concocted prisms in the grass beneath the willows, and danced along the honey-coloured façades of the ancient buildings along the river. There were glints from the weathercock on the church spire, from the eagle atop the town’s war memorial where he had to attend that day’s ceremony on the stroke of noon, from the windscreens and chrome of the cars and caravans parked behind the medical centre.


  All looked peaceful as the business of the day began, with the first customers heading into Fauquet’s café. Even from this high above the town he could hear the grating sound of the metal grille being raised to open Lespinasse’s tabac, which sold fishing rods, guns and ammunition alongside the cigarettes. Very logical, thought Bruno, to group such lethal products together. He knew without looking that, while Madame Lespinasse was opening the shop, her husband would be heading to the café for the first of many little glasses of white wine that would keep him pleasantly plastered all day.


  The staff of the Mairie would also be at Fauquet’s, nibbling their croissants and taking their coffee and scanning the headlines of that morning’s Sud-Ouest. Alongside them would be a knot of old men studying the racing form and enjoying their first petit blanc of the day. Bachelot the shoemender would take his morning glass at Fauquet’s, while his neighbour and mortal enemy Jean-Pierre, who ran the bicycle shop, would start his day at Ivan’s Café de la Libération. Their enmity went back to the days of the Resistance, when one of them had been in a Communist group and the other had joined de Gaulle’s Armée Secrète, but Bruno could never remember which. He only knew that they had never spoken to one another since the war, had never allowed their families to speak beyond the frostiest ‘bonjour’, and each man was said to have devoted many of the years since to discreet but determined efforts to seduce the other man’s wife. The Mayor had once, over a convivial glass, told Bruno that he was convinced that each had attained his objective. But Bruno had been a policeman long enough to question most rumours of adulterous passion and, as a careful guardian of his own privacy in such tender matters, was content to allow others similar latitude.


  These morning movements were rituals to be respected – rituals such as the devotion with which each family bought its daily bread only at a particular one of the town’s four bakeries, except on those weeks of holidays when they were forced to patronise another, each time lamenting the change in taste and texture. These little ways of St Denis were as familiar to Bruno as his own morning routine on rising: his exercises while listening to Radio Périgord, his shower with his special shampoo to protect against the threat of baldness, the soap with the scent of green apples. Then he would feed his chickens while the coffee brewed and share the toasted slices of yesterday’s baguette with his dog, Gigi.


  Across the small stream that flowed into the main river, the caves in the limestone cliffs drew his eye. Dark but strangely inviting, the caves with their ancient engravings and paintings drew scholars and tourists to this valley. The tourist office called it ‘The Cradle of Mankind’. It was, they said, the part of Europe that could claim the longest period of continual human habitation. Through ice ages and warming periods, floods and wars and famine, people had lived here for forty thousand years. Bruno, who reminded himself that there were still many caves and paintings that he really ought to visit, felt deep in his heart that he understood why.


  Down at the riverbank, he saw that the mad Englishwoman was watering her horse after her morning ride. As always, she was correctly dressed in gleaming black boots, cream jodhpurs and a black jacket. Her auburn hair flared out behind her neat black riding hat like the tail of a fox. Idly, he wondered why they called her mad. She always seemed perfectly sane to him, and appeared to make a good business of running her small guest house. She even spoke comprehensible French, which was more than could be said of most of the English who had settled here. He looked further up the road that ran alongside the river, and saw several trucks bringing local farmers to the weekly market. It would soon be time for him to go on duty. He took out the one item of equipment that never left his side, his cell phone, and dialled the familiar number of the Hôtel de la Gare.


  ‘Any sign of them, Marie?’ he asked. ‘They hit the market at St Alvère yesterday so they are in the region.’


  ‘Not last night, Bruno. Just the usual guys staying from the museum project and a Spanish truck driver,’ replied Marie, who ran the small hotel by the station. ‘But remember, after last time they were here and found nothing, I heard them talking about renting a car in Périgueux to put you off the scent. Bloody Gestapo!’


  Bruno, whose loyalty was to his local community and its mayor rather than to the nominal laws of France, particularly when they were really laws of Brussels, played a constant cat-and-mouse game with the inspectors from the European Union who were charged with enforcing EU hygiene rules on the markets of France. Hygiene was all very well, but the locals of the Commune of St Denis had been making their cheeses and their pâté de foie gras and their rillettes de porc for centuries before the EU was even heard of, and did not take kindly to foreign bureaucrats telling them what they could and could not sell. Along with other members of the Police Municipale in the region, Bruno had established a complex early warning scheme to alert the market vendors to their visits.


  The inspectors, known as the Gestapo in a part of France that had taken very seriously its patriotic duties to resist the German occupation, had started their visits to the markets of Périgord in an official car with red Belgian licence plates. On their second visit, to Bruno’s alarm, all the tyres had been slashed. Next time they came in a car from Paris, with the telltale number ‘75’ on the licence plate. This car too had been given the Resistance treatment, and Bruno began to worry whether the local counter-measures were getting out of hand. He had a good idea who was behind the tyre-slashing, and had issued some private warnings that he hoped would calm things down. There was no point in violence if the intelligence system could ensure that the markets were clean before the inspectors arrived.


  Then the inspectors had changed their tactics and come by train, staying at local station hotels. But that meant they were easily spotted by the hotel keepers who all had cousins or suppliers who made the crottins of goat cheese and the foie gras, the home-made jams, the oils flavoured with walnuts and truffles, and the confits that made this corner of France the very heart of the nation’s gastronomic culture. Bruno, with the support of his boss, the Mayor of St Denis, and all the elected councillors of the Commune, even Montsouris the Communist, made it his duty to protect his neighbours and friends from the idiots of Brussels. Their idea of food stopped at moules and pommes frites, and even then they adulterated perfectly good potatoes with an industrial mayonnaise that they did not have the patience to make themselves.


  So now the inspectors were trying a new tack, renting a car locally so that they might more easily stage their ambush and subsequent getaway with their tyres intact. They had succeeded in handing out four fines in St Alvère yesterday, but they would not succeed in St Denis, whose famous market went back more than seven hundred years. Not if Bruno had anything to do with it.


  With one final gaze into the little corner of paradise that was entrusted to him, Bruno took a deep breath of his native air and braced himself for the day. As he climbed back into his van, he thought, as he always did on fine summer mornings, of a German saying some tourist had told him: that the very summit of happiness was ‘to live like God in France’.


  
CHAPTER 2



  Bruno had never counted, but he probably kissed a hundred women and shook the hands of at least as many men each morning on market day. First this morning was Fat Jeanne, as the schoolboys called her. The French, who are more attuned to the magnificent mysteries of womanhood than most, may be the only people in the world to treasure the concept of the jolie laide, the plain or even ugly woman who is so comfortable within her own ample skin and so cheerful in her soul that she becomes lovely. And Fat Jeanne was a jolie laide of some fifty years and almost perfectly spherical in shape. She was not a beauty by any stretch of the imagination, but a cheerful woman at ease with herself. The old brown leather satchel in which she collected the modest fees that each stall holder paid for the privilege of selling in the market of St Denis thumped heavily against Bruno’s thigh as Jeanne, squealing with pleasure to see him, turned with surprising speed and proffered her cheeks to be kissed in ritual greeting. Then she gave him a fresh strawberry from Madame Verniet’s stall, and Bruno broke away to kiss the roguish old farmer’s widow on both wizened cheeks in greeting and gratitude.


  ‘Here are the photos of the inspectors that Jo-Jo took in St Alvère yesterday,’ Bruno said to Jeanne, taking some printouts from his breast pocket. He had driven over to his fellow municipal policeman the previous evening to collect them. They could have been emailed to the Mairie’s computer, but Bruno was a cautious man and thought it might be risky to leave an electronic trail of his discreet intelligence operation.


  ‘If you see them, call me. And give copies to Ivan in the café and to Jeannot in the bistro and to Yvette in the tabac to show their customers. In the meantime, you go that way and warn the stall holders on the far side of the church. I’ll take care of the ones towards the bridge.’


  Every Tuesday since the year 1346, when the English had captured half the nobility of France at the Battle of Crécy and the grand Brillamont family had to raise money to pay the ransom for their Seigneur, the little Périgord town of St Denis has held a weekly market. The townspeople had raised the princely sum of fifty livres of silver for their feudal lord and, in return, they secured the right to hold the market on the canny understanding that this would guarantee a livelihood to the tiny community, happily situated where the stream of Le Mauzens ran into the river Vézère – just beyond the point where the remaining stumps of the old Roman bridge thrust from the flowing waters. A mere eleven years later, the chastened nobles and knights of France had once again spurred their lumbering horses against the English archers and their longbows and had been felled in droves. The Seigneur de Brillamont had to be ransomed from the victorious Englishmen all over again after the Battle of Poitiers, but by then the taxes on the market had raised sufficient funds for the old Roman bridge to be crudely restored. So, for another fifty livres, the townsfolk bought from the Brillamont family the right to charge a toll over the bridge and their town’s fortunes were secured forever.


  These had been early skirmishes in the age-old war between the French peasant and the tax collectors and enforcers of the power of the state. And now, the latest depredations of the inspectors (who were Frenchmen, but took their orders from Brussels) was simply the latest campaign in the endless struggle. Had the laws and regulations been entirely French, Bruno might have had some reservations about working so actively, and with such personal glee, to frustrate them. But they were not: these were Brussels laws from this distant European Union, which allowed young Danes and Portuguese and Irish to come and work on the camp sites and in the bars each summer, just as if they were French. His local farmers and their wives had their living to earn, and would be hard put to pay the inspectors’ fines from the modest sums they made in the market. Above all, they were his friends and neighbours.


  In truth, Bruno knew there were not many warnings to give. More and more of the market stalls these days were run by strangers from out of town who sold dresses and jeans and draperies, cheap sweaters and T-shirts and second-hand clothes. Two coal-black Senegalese sold colourful dashikis, leather belts and purses, and a couple of local potters displayed their wares. There was an organic bread stall and several local vintners sold their Bergerac, and the sweet Monbazillac dessert wine that the Good Lord in his wisdom had kindly provided to accompany foie gras. There was a knife-sharpener and an ironmonger, Diem the Vietnamese selling his nems – spring rolls – and Jules selling his nuts and olives while his wife tended a vast pot of steaming paella. The various stalls selling fruit and vegetables, herbs and tomato plants were all immune – so far – from the men from Brussels.


  But at each stall where they sold home-made cheese and paté, or ducks and chickens that had been slaughtered on some battered old stump in the farmyard with the family axe rather than in a white-tiled abattoir by people in white coats and hairnets, Bruno delivered his warning. He helped the older women to pack up, piling the fresh-plucked chickens into cavernous cloth bags to take to the nearby office of Patrick’s driving school for safe keeping. The richer farmers who could afford mobile cold cabinets were always ready to let Tante Marie and Grande-mère Colette put some of their less legal cheeses alongside their own. In the market, everyone was in on the secret.


  Bruno’s cell phone rang. ‘The bastards are here,’ said Jeanne, in what she must have thought was a whisper. ‘They parked in front of the bank and Marie-Hélène recognised them from the photo I gave to Ivan. She saw it when she stopped for her petit café. She’s sure it’s them.’


  ‘Did she see their car?’ Bruno asked.


  ‘A silver Renault Laguna, quite new.’ Jeanne read out the number. Interesting, thought Bruno. It was a number for the Departement of the Corrèze. They would have taken the train to Brive and picked up the car there, outside the Dordogne. They must have realised that the local spy network was watching for them. Bruno walked out of the pedestrian zone and onto the main square by the old stone bridge, where the inspectors would have to come past him before they reached the market. He phoned his fellow municipal police chiefs in the other villages with markets that week and gave them the car and its number. His duty was done, or rather half his duty. He had protected his friends from the inspectors; now he had to protect them from themselves.


  So he rang old Joe, who had for forty years been Bruno’s predecessor as chief of police of St Denis. Now he spent his time visiting cronies in all the local markets, using as an excuse the occasional sale from a small stock of oversized aprons and work coats that he kept in the back of his van. There was less selling done than meeting for the ritual glass, a petit rouge, but Joe had been a useful rugby player two generations ago and was still a pillar of the local club. He wore in his lapel the little red button that labelled him a member of the Légion d’Honneur, a reward for his boyhood service as a messenger in the real Resistance against the Germans. Bruno felt sure that Joe would know about the tyre-slashing, and had probably helped organise it. Joe knew everyone in the district, and was related to half of them, including most of St Denis’s current crop of burly rugby forwards who were the terror of the local rugby league.


  ‘Look, Joe,’ Bruno began when the old man answered with his usual gruff bark, ‘everything is fine with the inspectors. The market is clean and we know who they are. We don’t want any trouble this time. It could make matters worse, you understand me?’


  ‘You mean the car that’s parked in front of the bank? The silver Laguna?’ Joe said, in a deep and rasping voice that came from decades of Gauloises and the rough wine he made himself. ‘Well, it’s being taken care of. Don’t you worry yourself, petit Bruno. The Gestapo can walk home today. Like last time.’


  ‘Joe, this is going to get people into trouble,’ Bruno said urgently, although he knew that he might as well argue with a brick wall. How the devil did Joe know about this already? He must have been in Ivan’s café when Jeanne was showing the photos around. And he had probably heard about the car from Marie-Hélène in the bank, since she was married to his nephew.


  ‘This could bring real trouble for us if we’re not careful,’ Bruno went on. ‘So don’t do anything that would force me to take action.’


  He closed his phone with a snap. Scanning the people coming across the bridge, most of whom he knew, he kept watch for the inspectors. Then from the corner of his eye he saw a familiar car, a battered old Renault Twingo that the local gendarmes used when out of uniform, being driven by the new Capitaine he had not yet had time to get to know. From Normandy, they said, a dour and skinny type called Duroc who did everything by the book. Suddenly an alert went off in Bruno’s mind and he called Joe again.


  ‘Stop everything now. They must be expecting more trouble after last time. That new gendarme chief has just gone by in plain clothes, and they may have arranged for their car to be staked out. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.’


  ‘Merde,’ said Joe. ‘We should have thought of that but we may be too late. I told Karim in the bar and he said he’d take care of it. I’ll try and call him off.’


  Bruno rang the Café des Sports, run by Karim and his wife, Rashida, very pretty though heavily pregnant. Rachida told him Karim had left the café already and she didn’t think he had his mobile with him. Putain, thought Bruno. He started walking briskly across the narrow bridge, trying to get to the parking lot in front of the bank before Karim got into trouble.


  He had known Karim since he first arrived in the town over a decade ago as a hulking and sullen Arab teenager, ready to fight any young Frenchman who dared take him on. Bruno had seen the type before, and had slowly taught Karim that he was enough of an athlete to take out his resentments on the rugby field. With rugby lessons twice a week and a match each Saturday, and tennis in the summer, Bruno had taught the lad to stay out of trouble. He got Karim onto the school team, then onto the local rugby team, and finally into a league big enough for him to make the money that enabled the giant young man to marry his Rashida and buy the café. Bruno had made a speech at their wedding. Putain, putain, putain …


  If Karim got into trouble over this it could turn very nasty. The inspectors would get their boss to put pressure on the Prefect, who would then put pressure on the Police Nationale, or maybe they would even get on to the Ministry of Defence and bring in the gendarmes who were supposed to deal with rural crime. If they leant on Karim and Rashida to start talking, there was no telling where it might end. Criminal damage to state property would mean an end to Karim’s licence to sell tobacco, and the end of his café. He might not talk, but Rashida would be thinking of the baby and she might crack. That would lead them to old Joe and to the rest of the rugby team, and before you knew it the whole network of the quiet and peaceful town of St Denis would face charges and start to unravel. Bruno couldn’t have that.


  Bruno carefully slowed his pace as he turned the corner by the Commune notice board and past the war memorial into the ranks of cars that were drawn up like so many multi-coloured soldiers in front of the Crédit Agricole. He looked for the gendarme Twingo and then saw Duroc standing in the usual line in front of the bank’s cash machine. Two places behind him was the looming figure of Karim, chatting pleasantly to Colette from the dry cleaning shop. Bruno closed his eyes in relief, and strode on towards the burly North African.


  ‘Karim,’ he said, and swiftly added ‘Bonjour, Colette,’ kissing her cheeks, before turning back to Karim, saying, ‘I need to talk to you about the match schedule for Sunday’s game. Just a very little moment, it won’t take long.’ He grabbed him by the elbow, made his farewells to Colette, nodded at Duroc, and steered his reluctant quarry back to the bridge.


  ‘I came to warn you. I think they may have the car staked out, maybe even tipped off the gendarmerie,’ Bruno said. Karim stopped, and his face broke into a delighted smile.


  ‘I thought of that myself, Bruno, then I saw that new gendarme standing in line for cash, but his eyes kept moving everywhere so I waited behind him. Anyway, it’s done.’


  ‘You did the tyres with Duroc standing there!?’


  ‘Not at all.’ Karim grinned. ‘I told my nephew to take care of it with the other kids. They crept up and jammed a potato into the exhaust pipe while I was chatting to Colette and Duroc. That car won’t make ten kilometres before the engine seizes.’


  
CHAPTER 3



  As the siren that sounded noon began its soaring whine over the town, Bruno stood to attention before the Mairie and wondered if this had been the same sound that had signalled the coming of the Germans. Images of ancient newsreels came to mind: diving Stukas, people dashing for aid raid shelters, the victorious Wehrmacht marching through the Arc de Triomphe in 1940 to stamp their jackboots on the Champs-Elysées and launch the conquest of Paris. Well, he thought, this was the day of revenge, the eighth of May, when France celebrated her eventual victory, and although some said it was old-fashioned and unfriendly in these days of Europe, the town of St Denis remembered the Liberation with an annual parade of its venerable veterans.


  Bruno had posted the Route Barrée signs to block the side road and ensured that the floral wreaths had been delivered. He had donned his tie and polished his shoes and the peak of his cap. He had warned the old men in both cafés that the time was approaching and had brought up the flags from the cellar beneath the Mairie. The Mayor himself stood waiting, the sash of office across his chest and the little red rosette of the Légion d’Honneur in his lapel. The gendarmes were holding up the impatient traffic, while housewives grumbled that their bags were getting heavy and kept asking when they could cross the road.


  Jean-Pierre of the bicycle shop carried the tricolore and his enemy Bachelot held the flag that bore the Cross of Lorraine, the emblem of General de Gaulle and Free France. Old Marie-Louise, who as a young girl had served as a courier for one of the Resistance groups and who had been taken off to Ravensbruck concentration camp and somehow survived, sported the flag of St Denis. Montsouris, the Communist councillor, carried a smaller flag of the Soviet Union, and old Monsieur Jackson – and Bruno was very proud of arranging this – held the flag of his native Britain. A retired schoolteacher, he had come to spend his declining years with his daughter who had married Pascal of the local insurance office. Monsieur Jackson had been an eighteen-year-old recruit in the last weeks of war in 1945 and was thus a fellow combatant, entitled to share the honour of the victory parade. One day, Bruno told himself, he would find a real American, but this time the Stars and Stripes were carried by young Karim as the star of the rugby team.


  The Mayor gave the signal and the town band began to play the Marseillaise. Jean-Pierre raised the flag of France, Bruno and the gendarmes saluted, and the small parade marched off across the bridge, their flags flapping bravely in the breeze. Following them were three lines of the men of St Denis who had performed their military service in peacetime but who turned out for this parade as a duty to their town as well as to their nation. Bruno noted that Karim’s entire family had come to watch him carry a flag. At the back marched a host of small boys piping the words of the anthem. After the bridge, the parade turned left at the bank and marched through the car park to the memorial, a bronze figure of a French poilu of the Great War. The names of the fallen sons of St Denis took up three sides of the plinth beneath the figure. The bronze had darkened with the years, but the great eagle of victory that was perched, wings outstretched, on the soldier’s shoulder gleamed golden with fresh polish. The Mayor had seen to that. The plinth’s fourth side was more than sufficient for the dead of the Second World War, and the subsequent conflicts in Vietnam and Algeria. There were no names from Bruno’s own brief experience of war in the Balkans. He always felt relieved by that, even as he marvelled that a Commune as small as St Denis could have lost over two hundred young men in the slaughterhouse of 1914–1918.


  The schoolchildren of the town were lined up on each side of the memorial, the infants of the Maternelle in front sucking their thumbs and holding each other’s hands. Behind them, the slightly older ones in jeans and T-shirts were still young enough to be fascinated by this spectacle. Across from them, however, some of the teenagers of the Collège slouched, affecting sneers and a touch of bafflement that the new Europe they were inheriting could yet indulge in such antiquated celebrations of national pride. But Bruno noticed that most of the teenagers stood quietly, aware that they were in the presence of all that remained of their grandfathers and great-grandfathers, a list of names on a plinth that said something of their heritage and of the great mystery of war, and something of what France might one day again demand of her sons.


  Jean-Pierre and Bachelot, who might not have spoken for fifty years but who knew the ritual of this annual moment, marched forward and lowered their flags in salute to the bronze soldier and his eagle. Montsouris dipped his red flag and Marie-Louise lowered hers so far it touched the ground. Belatedly, unsure of their timing, Karim and the English Monsieur Jackson followed suit. The Mayor walked solemnly forward and ascended the small dais that Bruno had placed before the memorial.


  ‘Français et Françaises,’ he declaimed, addressing the small crowd. ‘Frenchmen and Frenchwomen, and the representatives of our brave allies. We are here to celebrate a day of victory that has also become a day of peace, the eighth of May that marks the end of Nazism and the beginning of Europe’s reconciliation and her long, happy years of tranquillity. That peace was bought by the bravery of our sons of St Denis whose names are inscribed here, and by the old men and women who stand before you and who never bowed their heads to the rule of the invader. Whenever France has stood in mortal peril, the sons and daughters of St Denis have stood ready to answer the call, for France, and for the Liberty, Equality and Fraternity and the Rights of Man for which she stands.’


  He stopped and nodded at Sylvie from the bakery. She pushed forward her small daughter, who carried the floral wreath. The little girl, in red skirt, blue top and long white socks, walked hesitantly towards the Mayor and offered him the wreath, looking quite alarmed as he bent to kiss her on both cheeks. The Mayor took the wreath and walked slowly to the memorial, leant it against the soldier’s bronze leg, stood back, and called out, ‘Vive la France, Vive la Republique.’


  And with that Jean-Pierre and Bachelot, both old enough to be feeling the strain of the heavy flags, hauled them to an upright position of salute, and the band began to play Le Chant des Partisans, the old Resistance anthem. Tears began to roll down the cheeks of the two men, and old Marie-Louise broke down in sobs so that her flag wavered and all the children, even the teenagers, looked sobered, even touched, by this evidence of some great, unknowable trial that these old people had lived through.


  As the music faded away, the flags of the three allies – Soviet, British and American – were marched forward and raised in salute. Then came the surprise, a theatrical coup engineered by Bruno that he had arranged with the Mayor. This was a way for the old English enemy, who had fought France for a thousand years before being her ally for a brief century, to take her place on the day of victory.


  Bruno watched as Monsieur Jackson’s grandson, a lad of thirteen or so, marched forward from his place in the town band where he played the trumpet, his hand on a shiny brass bugle that was slung from a red sash around his shoulders. He reached the memorial, turned to salute the Mayor and, as the silent crowd exchanged glances at this novel addition to the ceremony, raised the bugle to his lips. As Bruno heard the first two long and haunting notes of the Last Post, tears came to his eyes. Through them he could see the shoulders of Monsieur Jackson shaking and the British flag trembled in his hands. The Mayor wiped away a tear as the last pure peals of the bugle died away, and the crowd remained absolutely silent until the boy put his bugle smartly to his side. Then, they exploded into applause and, as Karim went up and shook the boy’s hand, his Stars and Stripes flag swirling briefly to tangle with the British and French flags, Bruno was aware of a sudden flare of camera flashes.


  Mon Dieu, thought Bruno. That Last Post worked so well we’ll have to make it part of the annual ceremony. He looked around at the crowd, beginning to drift away, and saw that young Philippe Delaron, who usually wrote the sports report for the Sud-Ouest newspaper, had his notebook out and was talking to Monsieur Jackson and his grandson. Well, a small notice in the newspaper about a genuine British ally taking part in the Victory parade could do no harm now that so many English were buying homes in the Commune. It might even encourage them to complain less about their various property taxes and the price of water for their swimming pools. Then he noticed something rather odd. After every previous parade, whether it was for the eighth of May, for the eleventh of November when the Great War ended, on the eighteenth of June when de Gaulle launched Free France, or the fourteenth of July when France celebrated her Revolution, Jean-Pierre and Bachelot would turn away from each other without so much as a nod and walk back separately to the Mairie to store the flags they carried. But this time they were standing still, staring fixedly at one another. Not talking, but somehow communicating. Amazing what one bugle call can do, thought Bruno. Maybe if I can get some Americans into the parade next year they might even start talking, and leave one another’s wives alone. But now it was thirty minutes after midday and, like every good Frenchman, Bruno’s thoughts turned to his lunch.


  He walked back across the bridge with Marie-Louise, who was still weeping as he gently took her flag from her. The Mayor, and Monsieur Jackson and his daughter and grandson were close behind. Karim and his family walked ahead, and Jean-Pierre and Bachelot, with their almost identical wives, brought up the rear, marching in grim silence as the town band, without its best trumpeter, played another song from the war that had the power to melt Bruno: J’attendrai. It was the song of the women of France in 1940, as they watched their men march off to a war that turned into six weeks of disaster and five years of prison camps. ‘… day and night, I shall wait always, for your return.’ The history of France was measured out in songs of war, he thought, many sad and some heroic, but each verse heavy with its weight of loss.


  The crowd was thinning as they turned off to lunch, most of the mothers and children going home, but some families making an event of of the day and turning into Jeannot’s bistro beyond the Mairie, or the pizza house beyond the bridge. Bruno would normally have gone with some friends to Ivan’s café for his plat du jour, usually a steak-frites – except for the time when Ivan fell in love with a Belgian girl staying at a local camp site and, for three glorious and passionate months until she packed up and went back to Charleroi, steak-frites became moules-frites. Then there was no plat du jour at all for weeks until Bruno had taken the grieving Ivan out and got him heroically drunk.


  But today was a special day, and so the Mayor had organised a déjeuner d’honneur for those who had played a part in the parade. Now they climbed the ancient stairs, bowed in the middle by centuries of feet, to the top floor of the Mairie which held the council chamber and, on occasions such as this, doubled as the banquet room. The town’s treasure was a long and ancient table that served council and banquet alike, and was said to have been made for the grand hall of the chateau of the Brillamont family itself in those happier days before their Seigneur kept getting captured by the English. Bruno began counting; twenty places were laid for lunch. He scanned the room to see who his fellow diners might be.


  There was the Mayor with his wife, and Jean-Pierre and Bachelot with their wives, who automatically went to opposite ends of the room. For the first time, Karim and his wife Rashida had been invited, and stood chatting to Montsouris the Communist and his dragon of a wife who was even more left-wing than her husband. Monsieur Jackson and Sylvie the baker and her son were talking to Rollo, the local headmaster, who sometimes played tennis with Bruno, and the music teacher, who was the conductor of the town band, and also the master of the church choir. He had expected to see the new captain of the local gendarmes, but there was no sign of the man. The plump and sleek Father Sentout, priest of the ancient church of St Denis who was aching to become a Monsignor, emerged puffing from the new elevator. He was pointedly not talking to his lift companion, the formidable Baron, a retired industrialist who was the main local landowner. Bruno nodded at him. He was a fervent atheist and also Bruno’s regular tennis partner.


  Fat Jeanne from the market appeared with a tray of champagne glasses, swiftly followed by young Claire, the Mayor’s secretary, who carried an enormous tray of amuse-bouches that she had made herself. Claire had a tendresse for Bruno, and she’d talked to him of little else for weeks, leaving the Mayor’s letters untyped as she thumbed through Madame Figaro and Marie-Claire to seek ideas and recipes. The result, thought Bruno as he surveyed the offerings of celery filled with cream cheese, olives stuffed with anchovies and slices of toast covered with chopped tomatoes, was uninspiring.


  ‘They are Italian delicacies called bruschetta,’ Claire told him, gazing deeply into Bruno’s eyes. She was pretty enough although over-talkative, but Bruno had a firm rule about never playing on one’s own doorstep. Juliette Binoche could have taken a job at the Mairie and Bruno would have restrained himself. But he knew that his reticence did not stop Claire and her mother, not to mention a few other mothers in St Denis, from referring to him as the town’s most eligible bachelor. At just forty he thought he might have ceased being the object of this speculation, but no. The game of ‘catching’ Bruno had become one of the town’s little rituals, a subject for gossip among the women and amusement among the married men, who saw Bruno as the valiant but ultimately doomed quarry of the huntresses. They teased him about it, but they approved of the discretion he brought to his private life and the polite skills with which he frustrated the town’s mothers and maintained his freedom.


  ‘Delicious,’ said Bruno, limiting himself to an olive. ‘Well done, Claire. All that planning really paid off.’


  ‘Oh, Bruno,’ she said, ‘do you really think so?’


  ‘Of course. The Mayor’s wife looks hungry,’ he said, scooping a glass of champagne from Fat Jeanne as she swept by. ‘Perhaps you should start with her.’ He steered Claire off to the window where the Mayor stood with his wife, and was suddenly aware of a tall and brooding presence at his shoulder.


  ‘Well, Bruno,’ boomed Montsouris, his loud voice more suited to bellowing fiery speeches to a crowd of striking workers, ‘you have made the people’s victory into a celebration of the British crown. Is that what you meant to do?’


  ‘Bonjour, Yves,’ grinned Bruno. ‘Don’t give me that people’s victory crap. You and all the other Communists would be speaking German if it wasn’t for the British and American armies.’


  ‘Shame on you,’ said Montsouris. ‘Even the British would be speaking German if it wasn’t for Stalin and the Red Army.’


  ‘Yes, and if they’d had their way, we’d all be speaking Russian today and you’d be the Mayor.’


  ‘Commissar, if you please,’ replied Montsouris. Bruno knew that Montsouris was only a Communist because he was a cheminot, a railway worker, and the CGT labour union had those jobs sewn up for Party members. Other than his Party card and his campaigning before each election, most of Montsouris’s political views were decidedly conservative. Sometimes Bruno wondered who Montsouris really voted for once he was away from his noisily radical wife and safe in the privacy of the voting booth.


  ‘Messieurs-Dames, à table, if you please,’ called the Mayor, adding, ‘before the soup gets warm.’


  Monsieur Jackson gave a hearty English laugh, but stopped when he realised nobody else was amused. Sylvie took his arm and guided him to his place. Bruno found himself sitting beside the priest, and bowed his head as Father Sentout delivered a brief grace. Bruno often found himself next to the priest on such occasions. As he turned his attention to the chilled vichyssoise, he wondered if Sentout would ask his usual question. He didn’t have to wait long.


  ‘Why does the Mayor never want me to say a small prayer at these public events like Victory Day?’


  ‘It is a Republican celebration, Father,’ Bruno explained, for perhaps the fourteenth time. ‘You know the law of 1905, separation of church and state.’


  ‘But most of those brave boys were good Catholics and they fell doing God’s work and went to heaven.’


  ‘I hope you are right, Father,’ Bruno said kindly, ‘but look on the bright side. At least you get invited to the lunch, and you get to bless the meal. Most mayors would not even allow that.’


  ‘Ah yes, the Mayor’s feast is a welcome treat after the purgatory that my housekeeper inflicts upon me. But she is a pious soul and does her best.’


  Bruno, who had once been invited to a magnificent dinner at the priest’s house in honour of some visiting church dignitary, raised his eyebrows silently, and then watched with satisfaction as Fat Jeanne whipped away his soup plate and replaced it with a healthy slice of foie gras and some of her own onion marmalade. To accompany it, Claire served him with a small glass of golden Monbazillac that he knew came from the vineyard of the Mayor’s cousin. Toasts were raised, the boy bugler was singled out for praise, and the champagne and Monbazillac began their magic work of making a rather staid occasion convivial. After the dry white Bergerac that came with the trout and a well-chosen 2001 Pecharmant with the lamb, it became a thoroughly jolly luncheon.


  ‘Is that Arab fellow a Muslim, do you know?’ asked Father Sentout, with a deceptively casual air, waving his wine glass in Karim’s direction.


  ‘I never asked him,’ said Bruno, wondering what the priest was up to. ‘If he is, he’s not very religious. He doesn’t pray to Mecca and he’ll cross himself before a big game, so he’s probably a Christian. Besides, he was born here. He’s as French as you or I.’


  ‘He never comes to confession, though – just like you, Bruno. We only ever see you in church for baptisms, weddings and funerals.’


  ‘And choir practice, and Christmas and Easter,’ Bruno protested.


  ‘Don’t change the subject. I’m interested in Karim and his family, not in you.’


  ‘Karim’s religion I don’t know about, and I don’t think he really has one, but his father is most definitely an atheist and a rationalist. It comes from teaching mathematics.’


  ‘Do you know the rest of the family?’


  ‘I know Karim’s wife, and his cousins, and some of the nephews who play with the minimes, and his niece Ragheda who has a chance to win the junior tennis championship. They’re all good people.’


  ‘Have you met the older generation?’ the priest pressed.


  Bruno turned patiently away from a perfectly good tarte tatin and looked the priest squarely in the eye.


  ‘What is this about, Father? I met the old grandfather at Karim’s wedding, which was held in the Mairie here without any priest or mullah in sight. Are you trying to tell me something or worm something out of me?’


  ‘Heaven forbid,’ said Father Sentout nervously. ‘No, it is just that I met the old man by chance and he seemed interested in the church, so I just wondered … He was sitting in the church, you see, while it was empty, and I think he was praying. So naturally, I wanted to know if he was a Muslim or not.’


  ‘Did you ask him?’


  ‘No, he scurried away as soon as I approached him. It was very odd. He wasn’t even polite enough to greet me. I had hoped perhaps he might be interested in Catholicism.’


  Bruno shrugged, not very interested in the religious curiosity of an old man. The Mayor tapped his glass with a knife and rose to make the usual short speech. As he listened dutifully, Bruno began to long for his after-lunch coffee, and then perhaps a little nap on the old couch in his office, to restore himself for a tiresome afternoon of administration at his desk.


  
CHAPTER 4



  Bruno always made it his business to establish good relations with the local gendarmes, who kept a station of six men and two women on the outskirts of town, in front of the small block of apartments where they lived. Since the station supervised several Communes in a large rural district in the largest Department of France, it was run by a Captain, in this case, Duroc. Right now, a very angry Duroc, dressed in full uniform, was leaning aggressively across Bruno’s untidy desk and glowering at him.


  ‘The Prefect himself has telephoned me about this. And then I got orders from the Ministry in Paris,’ he snapped. ‘Orders to stop this damned hooliganism. Stop it, arrest the criminals and make an example of them. The Prefect does not want embarrassing complaints from Brussels that we Frenchmen are behaving like a bunch of Europe-hating Englishmen. My boss in Paris wants no more destruction of the tyres of government inspectors who are simply doing their job and enforcing the law on public hygiene. Since I am reliably told that nothing takes place in this town without you hearing about it, my dear Chief of Police, I must formally demand your cooperation.’


  He almost spat the final words and delivered ‘Chief of Police’ with a sneer. This Duroc was a most unappetising man, tall and thin to the point of gauntness, with a very prominent Adam’s apple that poked out above his collar like some ominous growth. But, thought Bruno, one had better make allowances. Duroc was newly promoted, and evidently nervous about getting orders from high in his first posting as officer in charge. And since he would be here in St Denis for a couple of years at least, getting off on the wrong foot with him would be disastrous. In the best interests of St Denis, Bruno knew he had better be diplomatic, or he could forget his usual courteous requests to ensure that the traffic gendarmes stayed at home with their breathalysers on the night of the rugby club dance or the hunting club dinner. If the local sportsmen couldn’t have a few extra glasses of wine on a special night without getting stopped by the cops, he would never hear the end of it.


  ‘I quite understand, Capitaine,’ Bruno said emolliently. ‘You’re quite right and your orders are entirely proper. This hooliganism is a nasty blot on our reputation as a quiet and law abiding town, and we must work together on this. You will have my full cooperation.’


  He beamed across his desk at Duroc, who now sported two white, bloodless patches on his otherwise red face. Clearly, the Captain was very angry indeed.


  ‘So, who is it?’ Duroc demanded. ‘I want to bring them in for questioning. Give me the names – you must know who’s responsible.’


  ‘No, I don’t. I might make some guesses, but that’s what they’d be. And guesses are not evidence.’


  ‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ Duroc snapped. ‘You wouldn’t even know what evidence is. You’re just a country copper with no more authority than a traffic warden. All you’ve got to offer is a bit of local knowledge, so you just stay out of it and leave it to the professionals. Give me the names and I’ll take care of the evidence.’


  ‘Evidence will not be easy to come by, not in a small town like this where most of the people think these European laws are quite mad,’ Bruno said reasonably, shrugging off the insults. In time Duroc would discover how much he needed Bruno’s local knowledge and, for his own good, he would have to cultivate the patience to teach his superior. ‘The people round here tend to be very loyal to one another, at least in the face of outsiders,’ he continued. ‘They won’t talk to you – at least, not if you go round hauling them in for tough questioning.’


  Duroc made to interrupt, but Bruno rose, raised his hand to demand silence, and strolled across to the window.


  ‘Look out there, my dear Capitaine, and let us think this through like reasonable men. Look at that scene: the river, those cliffs tumbling down to the willows where fishermen sit for hours. Look at the old stone bridge built by Napoleon himself, and the square with the tables under the old church tower. It’s a scene made for the TV cameras. They come and film here quite often, you know. From Paris. Foreign TV as well, sometimes. It’s the image of France that we like to show off, the France we’re proud of, and I’d hate to be the man who got blamed for spoiling it. If we do as you suggest, if we go in all heavy-handed and round up kids on suspicion, we’ll have the whole town round our ears.’


  ‘What do you mean, kids?’ said Duroc, his brows knitted. ‘It’s the market types doing this stuff, grown-ups.’


  ‘I don’t think so,’ Bruno said slowly. ‘You ask for my local knowledge, and I’m pretty sure that a few kids are doing this. And if you start hauling in kids, you know what the outcome will be. Angry parents, protest marches, demonstrations outside the Gendarmerie. The teachers will probably go on strike in sympathy and the Mayor will have to take their side and back the parents. The press will descend, looking to embarrass the government, and the TV cameras will film newsworthy scenes of the heartland of France in revolt. It’s a natural story for them – brutal police bullying children and oppressing good French citizens who are trying to protect their way of life against those heartless bureaucrats in Brussels. You know what the media are like. And then all of a sudden the Prefect would forget that he ever gave you any orders and your chief back in Paris would be unavailable and your career would be over.’


  He turned back to Duroc, who was suddenly looking rather thoughtful, and said, ‘And you want to risk all that mess just to arrest a couple of kids that you can’t even take to court because they’d be too young?’


  ‘Kids, you say?’


  ‘Kids,’ repeated Bruno. He hoped this wouldn’t take too much longer. He had to do those amendments to the contract for the public fireworks for the Fourteenth of July, and he was due at the tennis club at six p.m.


  ‘I know the kids in this town very well,’ he went on. ‘I teach them rugby and tennis and watch them grow up to play in the town teams. I’m pretty sure it’s kids behind this, probably egged on by their parents, but still just kids. There’ll be no arrests out of this, no examples of French justice to parade before Brussels. Just a very angry town and a lot of embarrassment for you.’


  He walked across to the cupboard and took out two glasses and an ancient bottle.


  ‘May I offer you a glass of my vin de noix, Capitaine? One of the many pleasures of this little corner of France. I make it myself. I hope you’ll share a small aperitif in the name of our cooperation.’ He poured two healthy tots and handed one to Duroc. ‘Now,’ he went on, ‘I have a small idea that might help us avoid this unpleasantness.’


  The Captain looked dubious, but his face had returned to a normal colour. Grudgingly he took the glass.


  ‘Unless, of course, you want me to bring in the Mayor, and you can make your case to him,’ Bruno said. ‘And I suppose he could order me to bring in these children, but what with the parents being voters, and the elections on the horizon …’ He shrugged eloquently.


  ‘You said you had an idea.’ Duroc sniffed at his glass and took a small but evidently appreciative sip.


  ‘Well, if I’m right and it’s just some kids playing pranks, I could talk to them myself – and have a quiet word with the parents – and we can probably nip this thing in the bud. You can report back that it was a couple of underage kids and the matter has been dealt with. No fuss, no press, no TV. No nasty questions to your minister back in Paris.’


  There was a long pause as the Captain stared hard at Bruno, then looked out of the window and took another thoughtful sip of his drink.


  ‘Good stuff this. You make it yourself, you say?’ He sipped again. ‘I must introduce you to some of the Calvados I brought down with me from Normandy. Maybe you’re right. No point stirring everything up if it’s just some kids, just so long as no more tyres get slashed. Still, I’d better report something back to the Prefect tomorrow.’


  Bruno said nothing, but smiled politely and raised his glass, hoping the inspectors had not yet found the potato.


  ‘We cops have got to stick together, eh?’ Duroc grinned and leaned forward to clink his glass against Bruno’s. At that moment, to Bruno’s irritation, his mobile, lying on his desk, rang its familiar warbling version of the Marseillaise. With a sigh, he gave an apologetic shrug to Duroc and moved to pick it up.


  It was Karim, breathing heavily, his voice shrill.


  ‘Bruno, come quick,’ he said. ‘It’s Grandpa, he’s dead. I think – I think he’s been murdered.’ Bruno heard a sob.


  ‘What do you mean? What’s happened? Where are you?’


  ‘At his place. I came up to fetch him for dinner. There’s blood everywhere.’


  ‘Don’t touch anything. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ He rang off and turned to Duroc. ‘Well, we can forget about childish pranks, my friend. It looks like we have a real crime on our hands. Possibly a murder. We’ll take my car. One minute, while I ring the pompiers.’


  ‘Pompiers?’ asked Duroc. ‘Why do we need the firemen?’


  ‘Round here they’re the emergency service. It might be too late for an ambulance but that’s the form and we had better do this by the book. And you’ll want to tell your office. If this really is a murder, we’ll need the Police Nationale from Périgueux.’


  ‘Murder?’ Duroc put his glass down. ‘In St Denis?’


  ‘That’s what the call said.’ Bruno rang the fire station and gave them directions, then grabbed his cap. ‘Let’s go. I’ll drive, you ring your people.’


  
CHAPTER 5



  Karim was waiting for them at the door of the cottage, white-faced. He looked as if he had been sick. He stepped aside as Bruno and Duroc, still in his full-dress uniform, strode in.


  The old man had been gutted. He lay bare-chested on the floor, intestines spilling out from a great gash in his belly. The place stank of them, and flies were already buzzing. There was indeed blood everywhere, including some thick pooling in regular lines on the chest of the old Arab.


  ‘It seems to be some kind of pattern,’ Bruno began, leaning closer but trying to keep his shoes out of the drying pools of blood around the body. It was not easy to make out. The old man was lying awkwardly, his back raised as though leaning on something that Bruno could not see for the blood.


  ‘My God,’ said Duroc, peering closely. ‘It’s a swastika. That’s a swastika carved in the poor bugger’s chest. This is a hate crime. A race crime.’


  Bruno looked carefully around him. It was a small cottage – one bedroom, this main room with a big old stone fireplace which was kitchen, dining and sitting room all in one, and a tiny bathroom built onto the side. A meal had been interrupted; half a baguette and some sausage and cheese lay on a single plate on the table, alongside the remains of a bottle of red wine and a broken wine glass. Two chairs had been knocked over, and a photo of the French soccer team that had won the World Cup in 1998 hung askew on the wall. Bruno spotted a bundle of cloth tossed into a corner. He walked across and looked at it. It was a shirt, all its buttons now torn off as if the garment had been ripped from the old man. No blood on it, so somebody quite strong must have done it before starting to use the knife. Bruno sighed. He glanced into the bathroom and the tidy bedroom, but could see nothing out of place there.


  ‘I don’t see a mobile phone anywhere, or a wallet,’ he said. ‘It may be in his trouser pocket, but we’d better leave that until the scene-of-crime and forensic guys get here.’


  ‘It’ll be sodden with blood anyway,’ said Duroc.


  In the distance, they heard the fire engine’s siren. Bruno went outside to see if his phone could get a signal this far from town. One bar of the four showed on the mobile’s screen, just enough. He rang the Mayor to explain the situation, and then everything seemed to happen at once. The firemen arrived, bringing life support equipment, and Duroc’s deputy drove up in a big blue van with two more gendarmes, one of them with a large, rather old camera. The other carried a big roll of orange tape to mark out the crime scene. The place was suddenly crowded. Bruno went out to Karim, who was leaning wretchedly against the side of his car, his hand covering his eyes.


  ‘When did you get here, Karim?’


  ‘Just before I rang you. Maybe a minute before, not more.’ Karim looked up, his cheeks wet with tears. ‘Oh, putain, putain. Who could have done this, Bruno? The old man didn’t have an enemy in the world. He was just looking forward to seeing his great-grandson. He’ll never see him now.’


  ‘Have you called Rashida?’


  ‘Not yet. I just couldn’t. She loved the old guy.’


  ‘And Momu?’ Karim’s father was the maths teacher at the local school, a popular man who cooked enormous vats of couscous for the rugby dinners. His name was Mohammed but everyone called him Momu.


  Karim shook his head. ‘I only called you. I can’t tell Papa, he was so devoted to him. We all were.’


  ‘When did you last see your grandpa alive? Or speak to him?’


  ‘Last night at Momu’s. We had dinner. Momu drove him home and that was the last I saw of him. We sort of take it in turns to feed him and it was our turn tonight, which is why I came up to fetch him.’


  ‘Did you touch anything?’ This was Bruno’s first murder, and as far as he knew the Commune’s first as well. He had seen a lot of dead bodies. It was he who organised the funerals and dealt with grieving families, and he had coped with some bad car crashes so he was used to the sight of blood. But nothing like this.


  ‘No. When I got here, I called out to Grandpa like I usually do and went in. The door was open like always and there he was. Putain, all that blood. And that smell. I couldn’t touch him. Not like that. I’ve never seen anything like it.’


  Karim turned away to retch again. Bruno swallowed hard. Duroc came out and told the other gendarme to start stringing the tape. He looked at Karim, still bent double and spitting the last of the bile from his mouth.


  ‘Who’s he?’ Duroc asked.


  ‘Grandson of the victim,’ Bruno replied. ‘He runs the Café des Sports. He’s a good man, he’s the one that rang me. I’ve talked to him. He touched nothing, rang me as soon as he got here.’ Turning back to Karim, he said, ‘Karim, where were you before you drove here to pick up your grandpa?’


  ‘In the café, all afternoon. Ever since I saw you this morning.’


  ‘Are you sure?’ snapped Duroc. ‘We can check that.’


  ‘That’s right, we can check that. Meantime, let’s get him home,’ Bruno said soothingly. ‘He’s in shock.’


  ‘No, we’d better keep him here. I called the Brigade in Périgueux and they said they’d bring the Police Nationale. The detectives will want to talk to him.’


  Albert, the chief pompier, came out, wiping his brow. He looked at Bruno and shook his head.


  ‘Dead for a couple of hours or more,’ he said. ‘Come over here, Bruno. I need to talk to you.’


  They walked down the drive and off to one side where the old man kept a small vegetable garden and a well-tended compost heap. It should have been a pleasant spot for an old man in retirement, the hill sloping away to the woods behind and the view from the house down the valley.


  ‘You saw that thing on his chest?’ Albert asked. Bruno nodded. ‘Nasty stuff,’ said Albert, ‘and it gets worse. The poor old devil’s hands were tied behind his back. That’s why his body was arched like that. He would not have died quickly. But that swastika? I don’t know. This is very bad, Bruno, it can’t be anyone from round here. We all know Momu and Karim. They’re like family.’


  ‘Some nasty bastard didn’t think so,’ said Bruno. ‘Not with that swastika. Dear God, it looks like a racist thing, a political killing. Here in St Denis.’


  ‘You’ll have to tell Momu. I don’t envy you that.’


  There was a shout from the cottage. Duroc was waving him over. Bruno shook hands with Albert and walked back.


  ‘Do you keep a political list?’ Duroc demanded. ‘Fascists, Communists, Trots, Front National types, activists – all that?’


  Bruno shrugged. ‘No, never have and never had to. The Mayor usually knows how everyone votes, and they usually vote the same way they did last time, the same way their fathers did. He can usually tell you what the vote will be the day before the election and he’s never wrong by more than a dozen or so.’


  ‘Any Front National types that you know of? Skinheads? Fascists?’


  ‘Le Pen usually gets a few votes, about fifty or sixty last time, I recall. But nobody is very active.’


  ‘What about those Front National posters and the graffiti you see on the roads?’ Duroc’s face was getting red again. ‘Half the road signs seem to have FN scrawled on them. Somebody must have done that.’


  Bruno nodded. ‘You’re right. They suddenly appeared during the last election campaign, but nobody took them very seriously. You always get that kind of thing in elections, but there was no sign of who did it.’


  ‘You’re going to tell me that it was kids again?’


  ‘No, I’m not, because I have no idea about this. What I can tell you is that there’s no branch of the Front National here. They might get a few dozen votes but they’ve never elected a single councillor. They never even held a campaign rally in the last elections. I don’t recall seeing any of their leaflets. Most people here vote either left or right or Green, except for the Chasseurs.’


  ‘The what?’


  ‘The political party for hunters and fishermen. That’s their name. Chasse, Pêche, Nature, Traditions. It’s like an alternative Green party for people who hate the real Greens as a bunch of city slicker Ecolos who don’t know the first thing about the countryside. They get about fifteen percent of the vote here – when they stand, that is. Don’t you have them in Normandy?’


  Duroc shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I don’t pay much attention to politics. I never had to before.’


  ‘Grandpa voted for the Chasse party last time. He told me,’ Karim said. ‘He was a hunter and very strong on all that tradition stuff. You know he was a Harki? Got a Croix de Guerre in Vietnam, before the Algerian war. That’s why he had to leave to come over here.’


  Duroc looked blank.


  ‘The Harkis were the Algerians who fought for us in the Algerian war, in the French Army,’ Bruno explained. ‘When we pulled out of Algeria, the ones we left behind were hunted down and killed as traitors by the new government. Some of the Harkis got out and came to France. Chirac made a big speech about them a few years ago, how badly they’d been treated even though they fought for France. It was like a formal apology to the Harkis from the President of the Republic.’


  ‘Grandpa was there,’ Karim said proudly. ‘He was invited up to be in the parade for Chirac’s speech. They paid his way, gave him a rail ticket and hotel and everything. He wore his Croix de Guerre. Always kept it on the wall.’


  ‘A war hero. That’s just what we need,’ grunted Duroc. ‘The press will be all over this.’


  ‘Kept the medal on the wall?’ said Bruno. ‘I didn’t see it. Come and show me where.’


  They went back into the room that looked like a slaughterhouse and was beginning to smell like one. The pompiers were clearing up their equipment and the room kept flaring with light as the gendarme took photos. Karim kept his eyes firmly away from his grandfather’s corpse and pointed to the wall by the side of the fireplace. There were two nails in the wall but nothing hanging on either one.


  ‘It’s gone.’ Karim shook his head. ‘That’s where he kept it. He said he was saving it to give to his first grandson. The medal’s gone. And the photo.’


  ‘What photo?’ Bruno asked.


  ‘His football team, the one he played in back when he was young, in Marseilles.’


  ‘When was this?’


  ‘I don’t know. Thirties or Forties, I suppose. He was in France then, as a young man.’


  ‘During the war?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ Karim shrugged. ‘He never talked much about his youth, except to say he’d played a lot of football.’


  ‘You said your grandpa was a hunter,’ Duroc said. ‘Did he have a gun?’


  ‘Not that I ever saw. He hadn’t hunted in years. Too old, he used to say. He still fished a lot, though. He was a good fisherman, and he and Momu used to go out early in the mornings before school.’


  ‘If there’s a gun, we’d better find it. Wait here,’ Duroc instructed, and left the room. Bruno got out his phone again and rang Mireille at the Mairie, and asked her to check whether a hunting or fishing licence had been issued to the old man. He checked the name with Karim. Al-Bakr, Hamid Mustafa al-Bakr.


  ‘Look under A for the al and B for the Bakr,’ Bruno said. ‘And if that doesn’t find him, try H for Hamid and M for Mustafa.’ He knew that filing was not Mireille’s strong point. A widow, whose great skill in life was to make a magnificent tête de veau, the Mayor had taken her on as a clerk after her husband died young of a heart attack.


  Duroc emerged from the house. ‘Now we wait for the detectives. They’ll probably take their own sweet time,’ he said glumly. The Gendarmerie had little affection for the detectives of the Police Nationale. The gendarmes were part of the Ministry of Defence, but the Police Nationale came under the Ministry of the Interior and there was constant feuding between them over who did what. Bruno, with his own chain of command to the Mayor, was pleased not to be part of it.


  ‘I’ll go and see the neighbours,’ said Bruno. ‘We have to find out if they heard or saw anything.’


  
CHAPTER 6



  The nearest house was back towards the main road. It led to a gigantic cave, a source of great pride to the St Denis tourist office. Its stalagmites and stalactites had been artfully lit so that, with some imagination, the guides could convince tourists that this one was the Virgin Mary and that one was Charles de Gaulle. Bruno could never remember whether the stalactites grew up or down and thought they all looked like giant church organs, but he liked the place for the concerts, jazz and classical, that were held there in summer. And he relished the story that when the cave was first discovered, the intrepid explorer who was lowered in on a long rope found himself standing on a large heap of bones. They belonged to the victims of brigands who lay in wait to rob pilgrims who took this route from the shrines of Rocamadour and Cadouin to Compostela in distant Spain.


  The house belonged to Yannick, the maintenance man for the cave, and his wife, who worked in the souvenir shop. They were away from home all day and their daughters were at the lycée in Sarlat, so Bruno did not expect much when he rang the doorbell. Nobody came, so he went round to the back, hoping that Yannick might be working in his well-tended garden. The tomatoes, onions, beans and lettuces stood in orderly rows, protected from rabbits by a stockade of chicken wire. There was no sign of Yannick. Bruno drove back to the main road and on to the nearest neighbour, the mad Englishwoman. Her house was a low hill and a valley away from the old Arab’s cottage, but they used part of the same access road so she might have seen or heard something.


  He slowed at the top of the rise and stopped to admire her property. Once an old farm, it boasted a small farmhouse, a couple of barns, stables and a pigeon tower, all built of honey-coloured local stone and arranged on three sides of a courtyard. There were two embracing wings of well-trimmed poplars set back from the house, sufficient to deflect the wind in winter but too far to cast a shade over the buildings or grounds. Ivy climbed up one side of the pigeon tower and a splendid burst of bright pink early roses covered the side by the old iron-studded door. In the middle of the courtyard stood a handsome old ash tree, and large terracotta pots filled with geraniums made splashes of colour against the gravel. Beside the largest barn was a vine-covered terrace with a long wooden table that looked a fine place to dine in summer. Off to its side was a vegetable garden, a greenhouse and a level area for parking. On the other side, behind a low fence covered in climbing roses, he saw the corner of a swimming pool.


  From the top of the long gentle rise of the meadow, the property looked charming in the late afternoon sunlight, and Bruno drank in the sight. He had seen many a fine house and some handsome small chateaux in his many tours through his Commune, but he’d rarely seen a place that looked so completely at peace and welcoming. It came as a relief after the shock and horror of what he had found at Hamid’s cottage, as if the two places, barely a kilometre apart, could not exist in the same universe. He felt calmer and more himself for seeing it, and was reminded that he had a job to do.


  He drove slowly up the gravel road, lined on each side with young fruit trees that would form a handsome avenue some day, and stopped in the parking area. The mad Englishwoman’s old blue Citroën was parked alongside a new VW Golf convertible with English number plates. He settled his cap on his head, switched off his engine, and heard the familiar plop-plop of a tennis ball. He strolled around to the back of the farmhouse, past an open barn where two horses were chewing at hay, and saw an old grass tennis court that he had never known was there.


  Two women in short tennis dresses were playing with such concentration that they didn’t notice his arrival. An enthusiastic but not very gifted player himself, Bruno watched with appreciation, for the women as much as for their play. They were both slim and lithe, their legs and arms graceful and already tanned against the white of their dresses. The mad Englishwoman – called Pamela Nelson, he had heard – had her auburn hair tied up in a ponytail, and her dark-haired opponent wore a white baseball cap. They were playing a steady and impressive baseline game. Watching the fluidity of her strokes, Bruno realised that the mad Englishwoman was rather younger than he’d thought. The grass court was not very fast and the surface was bumpy enough to make the bounce unpredictable, but it was freshly mowed and the white lines had been recently painted. It would be very pleasant to play here, Bruno thought, and the mad Englishwoman could evidently give him a good game.


  In Bruno’s view, anyone who could keep up a rally beyond half a dozen strokes was a decent player, and this one had already gone beyond ten strokes and showed no sign of stopping. The balls were hit deep, and were directed towards the other player rather than to the corners. They must be knocking up rather than playing a serious match, he thought. Then the mad Englishwoman hit the ball into the net. As her opponent turned to pick up some balls from the back of the court, Bruno called out, ‘Madame, if you please?’


  She turned, shading her eyes to see him against the slanting sun that was sparkling golden lights in her hair. She walked to the side of the court, bent gracefully at the knees to put down her racquet, opened the gate and smiled at him. She was handsome rather than pretty, he thought, with regular features, a strong chin and good cheek bones. Her skin glowed from the tennis, and there was just enough sweat on her brow for some of her hair to stick there in charmingly curling tendrils.


  ‘Bonjour, Monsieur le Policier. Is this a business call or can I offer you a drink?’


  He walked down to her, shook her surprisingly strong hand, and removed his hat. Her eyes were a cool gray.


  ‘I regret, Madame, this is very much business. A serious crime has been committed near here and we’re asking all the neighbours if they’ve seen anything unusual in the course of the day.’


  The other woman came to join them, said ‘bonjour’ and shook Bruno’s hand. Another English accent. The mad Englishwoman was the taller of the two but they were both attractive, with that clear English skin that Bruno had been told came from having to live in the perpetual damp of their foggy island. No wonder they came over to Périgord.


  ‘A serious crime? Here, in St Denis? Excuse me, I’m forgetting my manners. I’m Pamela Nelson and this is Mademoiselle Christine Wyatt. Christine, this is our Chef de Police Courrèges. Look, we were just knocking a ball about and it’s probably time for a drink. We shall certainly have one so may I offer you a petit apéro?’


  ‘I’m afraid not this time, Madame. I’m on duty. It’s about the old Arab gentleman, Monsieur Bakr, who lives in that small cottage near Yannick’s house. Have you seen him today, or recently, or seen any visitors?’


  ‘Hamid, you mean? That sweet old man who sometimes comes by to tell me I’m pruning my roses all wrong? No, I haven’t seen him for a couple of days, but that’s not unusual. He strolls by perhaps once a week and pays me pretty compliments about the property, except for the way I prune the roses. I last saw him in the café earlier this week, chatting with his grandson. What’s happened? A burglary?’


  Bruno deliberately ignored her question. ‘Were you here all day today? Did you see or hear anything?’ he asked.


  ‘We were here until lunchtime. We lunched on the terrace and then Christine went into town to do some shopping while I cleaned the barn for some guests who arrive tomorrow. When Christine came back we played some tennis for an hour or so until you arrived. We’ve had no visitors except for the postman, who came at the usual time, about ten or so.’


  ‘So you haven’t left the property all day?’ Bruno pressed, wondering why they were still knocking up after an hour rather than playing a game.


  ‘No, except for my morning ride. But that takes me towards the river, away from Hamid’s cottage. I went as far as the bridge, and then picked up some bread and the newspaper and some vegetables at the market and a roast chicken for lunch. I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. But do tell me, is Hamid alright? Can I do anything to help?’


  ‘Forgive me, Madame, but there is nothing you can do,’ Bruno said. ‘And you, Mademoiselle Wyatt? What time did you do your shopping?’


  ‘I can’t say exactly. I left after lunch, probably some time after two, and was back here soon after four.’ She spoke perfectly grammatical French, but with that rather stiff accent the English had, as if they could not open their mouths properly. ‘We had tea, and then came out to play tennis.’


  ‘And you are one of the paying guests?’ She had very fine dark eyes and carefully plucked eyebrows but wore no make-up. Her hands and nails, he noticed, were well cared for. No rings, and the only jewellery was a thin gold chain at her neck. They were two very attractive women, Bruno decided, and probably somewhere near his own age, although he reminded himself that you could never really tell with women.


  ‘Not really, not like the people coming tomorrow. Pamela and I were at school together and we’ve been friends ever since, so I’m not renting but I do the shopping and buy the wine. I went to the supermarket and to that big wine cave at the bottom of the road. Then I stopped at the filling station and came back here.’


  ‘So you’re here on vacation, Mademoiselle?’


  ‘Not exactly. I’m staying here while working on a book. I teach history at a university in England and I have this book to finish, so I worked all morning until lunchtime. I don’t think I’ve met your Arab gentleman and I don’t recall seeing another car, or anybody on the way to the supermarket and back.’


  ‘Please tell me what’s happened, Monsieur Courrèges,’ said the mad Englishwoman, who was clearly not mad at all. ‘Is it a burglary? Has Hamid been hurt?’


  ‘I fear that I cannot say at this stage, I’m sure you understand,’ he said, feeling slightly ridiculous as he usually did when required to play the formal role of policeman. He thought he’d better try to make up for it. ‘Please call me Bruno. Everyone does. When I hear someone say Monsieur Courrèges I look around for an old man.’


  ‘OK, Bruno, and you must call me Pamela. Are you sure I can’t offer you a drink, some mineral water perhaps or a fruit juice? It’s been a warm day.’


  Bruno finally accepted, and they settled on some white metal chairs by the swimming pool. Pamela emerged with a refreshing jug of freshly made citron pressé, and Bruno leaned back to enjoy the moment. A cool drink in a delightful setting with not one but two charming and interesting women was a rare treat, and infinitely preferable to what would now be a madhouse of squabbling gendarmes and detectives and forensic specialists at Hamid’s cottage. That brought the sobering thought that his next task would be to go and tell Momu of his father’s death – if the Mayor hadn’t beaten him to it – and arrange a formal identification. Wasn’t there something special about Muslim burial rites? He’d have to check.


  ‘I didn’t know you had your own tennis court here,’ he said. ‘Is that why we never see you at the tennis club?’ Bruno was proud of the club, with its three hard courts and its single covered court where they could play in winter, and the clubhouse with bathrooms and changing rooms, a bar and a big kitchen. The Mayor had used his political connections in Paris to get a government grant to pay for it.


  ‘No, it’s the concrete courts,’ Pamela explained. ‘I hurt my knee skiing some time ago and the hard court is bad for it.’


  ‘But we have a covered court with a rubber surface. You could play there.’


  ‘I get quite busy here in the summer when the guests start to come. Once I have all three of the gîtes filled, it takes most of my time. That’s why it’s such a treat to have Christine here and play some tennis with her. It’s not a great court, hardly Wimbledon, but if you ever want to try a grass court just give me a call. My phone number is in the book under Nelson.’


  ‘Like your famous Admiral Nelson of Trafalgar?’


  ‘No relation, I’m afraid. It’s quite a common name in England.’


  ‘Well, Pamela, I shall certainly call you and see about a game on grass. Perhaps you’d like me to bring a friend and we could play mixed doubles.’ He looked at Christine. ‘Will you be here for long?’


  ‘Till the end of the month, when Pamela has a full house. So I’ve got three more weeks here in the lovely Dordogne, then I go back to Bordeaux to do some more research in the archives, checking on footnotes.’


  ‘It’s the best time, before the tourists come in the school holidays and block the roads and markets,’ said Pamela.


  ‘I thought the national archives were in Paris,’ Bruno said.


  ‘They are. These are the regional archives and there’s a specialist archive at the Centre Jean Moulin.’


  ‘Jean Moulin the Resistance chief? The one who was killed by the Germans?’ Bruno asked.


  ‘Yes, it has one of the best archives on the Resistance and my book is about life in France under the Vichy regime.’


  ‘Ah, that’s why you speak such good French,’ said Bruno. ‘But a painful period to study, I think. Painful for France, and very controversial. There are still families here who never speak to each other because they were on opposite sides during the war – and I don’t mean just the collaborators. You know old Jean-Pierre who runs the bicycle shop in town? He was in the Communist Resistance, the Francs-Tireurs et Partisans. Just across the road is Bachelot the shoe mender, who was in the Armée Secrète, the Gaullist Resistance. They were rivals then and they’re rivals now. They go on the same parades and march side by side, even on the eighteenth of June, and they never speak. Yet it’s been sixty years since it happened. Memories are long here.’


  ‘What’s so special about the eighteenth of June?’ Pamela asked.


  ‘It was the day in 1940 that de Gaulle appealed to France to fight on. He was speaking over the BBC,’ said Christine. ‘It’s celebrated as the great day of the Resistance, when France recovered her honour and Free France declared that it would fight on.’


  ‘“France has lost a battle, but she has not yet lost the war”,’ Bruno quoted from the de Gaulle speech. ‘We all learn that in school.’


  ‘Do they tell you that it’s also the anniversary of Napoleon’s defeat at the battle of Waterloo?’ Christine asked teasingly, winking at Pamela.


  ‘Napoleon defeated? Impossible!’ Bruno grinned. ‘Nobody who built our magnificent stone bridge here in St Denis could ever be defeated, least of all by the English of Perfidious Albion. Did we not drive you out of France in the Hundred Years War, starting here in the Dordogne under the great leadership of Joan of Arc?’


  ‘But the English are back!’ Christine said. ‘That was a temporary setback, but it looks as if the English are taking France back again, house by house and village by village.’


  ‘I think she’s teasing you, Bruno,’ said Pamela.


  ‘Well, we’re all Europeans now,’ laughed Bruno. ‘And a lot of us are quite glad the English come here and restore the ruined old farms and houses. The Mayor talks of it a lot. He says the whole Departement of the Dordogne would be in deep depression had it not been for the English and their tourism and the money they pour in to restore the places they buy. We lost the wine trade in the nineteenth century, and now we’re losing the tobacco that replaced it and our small farmers can’t compete with the big ranches up north. So you’re welcome, Pamela, and I congratulate you on this place. You’ve made it very beautiful.’


  ‘You might not say that if you came in midwinter and the gardens were bare, but thank you. I’m flattered that you approve and I’m very happy here,’ Pamela said.


  Bruno rose. ‘Sadly, I must leave now and get on with my work.’


  Pamela smiled at him and stood up. ‘You must come again. I’ll expect your call for that mixed doubles game. And if there’s anything I can do for Hamid, perhaps take him something to eat, please let me know.’


  ‘Indeed I shall. And thank you for your thoughtfulness. But I think the authorities have matters in hand.’ He realised he was sounding formal again.


  ‘If there has been a burglary, should I take extra precautions?’ she went on, not looking in the least concerned but obviously probing. ‘I do always lock the doors and windows at night and set the alarm.’


  ‘No, there’s no reason to think you’re in any danger,’ Bruno said, but knew she would be sure to hear of the murder so he had better say something reassuring.


  ‘You have an alarm, and here’s my card with my mobile number. Feel free to call me at any time, day or night. And thank you for that refreshing drink. It’s been a pleasure, Mesdames.’ He laid his card on the table, bowed and walked back to his car, waving as he turned the corner by the horses. He felt much better – until he thought of the call he must pay on Momu.


  
CHAPTER 7



  Momu lived in a small modern house down by the river. It looked as if it had been built from one of the mass-produced kits that were springing up to provide cheap homes for locals who had been priced out of the market for older houses by the English with their strong currency. Like all the kit homes, it had two bedrooms, a sitting room, kitchen and bathroom side by side to share the plumbing, and all built on a concrete slab. The vaguely Mediterranean roof of rounded red tiles looked quite wrong in the Périgord, but maybe the Mediterranean look helped Momu feel more at home, Bruno thought charitably, as the house where he had spent several convivial evenings came into view. He sighed at the tangle of illegally parked cars that almost blocked the road. One of the most obstructive belonged to the Mayor, which was very unlike him. But the Mayor’s presence was a relief – he would have told Momu. Bruno drove on for a hundred metres, parked legally and thought about what he had to say and do. First he would have to sort out the funeral arrangements and then try to reassure the family that Karim would be home soon, assuming the Mayor had taken care of the rest.


  Bruno walked back to the house. Inside all the lights were blazing and he could hear the sound of a woman crying. He took off his hat as he entered and saw Momu slumped on the sofa, the Mayor’s hand on his shoulder, but he rose to greet Bruno. Momu was a burly man, not as big as his son but barrel-chested and broad in the shoulders. His hands were big, and his wrists thick like a labourer’s. Just the solid look of him was enough to keep order among his pupils, but they soon kept quiet from respect. Momu was a good teacher, they said, and made his maths classes interesting. Bruno had heard he made every class work out the combined weight of the local rugby team, and then of all the inhabitants of St Denis, and then of all the people in France, and then for the whole world. He had a deep, hearty voice, always heard at rugby matches on Sunday afternoons, cheering on his son. They touched cheeks and Momu asked for news. Bruno shook his head.


  ‘I’m very sorry for your loss, Momu. The police won’t rest until we find who did this, believe me,’ Bruno said. He shook hands with the Mayor and the other men in the room, all Arabs except for Momu’s boss, Rollo, the headmaster at the local school. Rollo held up a bottle of cognac and offered Bruno a glass, but he looked around to see what others were drinking and took an apple juice like the Arabs. This was their home, their time of grief, so he would abide by their rules. Anyway, he was on duty.


  ‘I just came from the cottage,’ he said. ‘We’re still waiting for the detectives and forensic men from Périgueux. Nothing more will happen until they arrive, and the police doctor releases the body. The gendarmes have sealed the place off, but when the detectives are done, I’ll have to ask you to go up there and take a good look around to see if you notice anything missing or stolen. There were no obvious signs of a burglary or theft, except for a missing photo, but we have to check. When the police are through, they’ll take the body to the funeral home but I need to know what you want to do then, Momu. I don’t know if you have any religious rules or special customs.’


  ‘My father gave up religion a long time ago,’ Momu said solemnly. ‘We’ll bury him here in the town cemetery, in the usual way, as soon as we can. What about Karim? Is he still up there?’


  Bruno nodded. ‘Don’t worry. It’s routine. The detectives have to talk to the person who found the body but they probably won’t keep him long. I just wanted to come and pay my condolences here and find out about the funeral and I’ll go right back up there and keep an eye on Karim. He’s had a very bad shock.’


  When he had called back at Hamid’s cottage, Bruno had gone through another argument with Duroc who, between angry phone calls to demand why the Police Nationale were taking so long to get there, insisted on keeping Karim at the scene. That was about all the gendarme had done. It was left to Bruno to call the Public Works and arrange for a portable generator and lights to be taken up to the cottage, which had only basic electricity and no outdoor light. He also arranged for the local pizzeria to deliver some food and drink for the gendarmes, something Duroc should have thought of.


  The sound of crying from the back room had stopped, and Bruno noticed Momu’s wife peering round the door. Bruno had always seen her in Western dress, but today she wore a black scarf on her head which she held across her mouth as though it were a veil. Perhaps it was her mourning dress, he thought.


  ‘What can you tell us?’ Momu asked. ‘All I know for sure is that the old man has been killed, but I still can’t believe it.’


  ‘That’s all we know at this stage, until the forensics team do their work,’ Bruno said.


  ‘That’s not what I heard at the fire station,’ said Ahmed, one of the drivers for the Public Works, who also volunteered as a fireman. There were two professionals at the small local fire station and the rest were local volunteers like Ahmed, summoned as needed by the howl of the old wartime siren they kept on top of the Mairie. And since the firemen were also the emergency medical team and the first people called out to any sudden death or crisis, it was impossible to keep anything quiet. The volunteers talked to their wives and the wives talked to each other and the whole town knew of fires or deaths or road accidents within hours.


  ‘It was a brutal killing, a stabbing. That’s all we really know so far,’ said Bruno cautiously. He had a good idea of what Ahmed must have heard from the other firemen.


  ‘It was racists, fascists,’ Ahmed snapped. ‘I heard what was carved on old Hamid’s chest. It was those Front National swine, taking on a helpless old man.’


  Putain. This bit of news had become public even faster than he had feared, and it would spread more poison as it travelled.


  ‘I don’t know what you heard, Ahmed, but I know what I saw, and I don’t know if it was meant to be some kind of pattern or if they were wounds he received when he put up a fight,’ he said levelly, looking Ahmed in the eye. ‘Rumour has a way of exaggerating things. Let’s stick with the facts for the moment.’


  ‘Bruno is right,’ said the Mayor quietly. A small, slim man whose mild-mannered looks were deceptive, he had a way of making himself heard. Gérard Mangin had been Mayor of St Denis long before Bruno had taken up his job a decade earlier. Mangin had been born in the town, into a family that had been there forever. He had won scholarships and competitive examinations and gone off to one of the grandes écoles in Paris where France educates its elite. He worked in the Finance Ministry while allying himself with a rising young star of the Gaullist party called Jacques Chirac and launching his own political career. He had been one of Chirac’s political secretaries, and was then sent to Brussels as Chirac’s eyes and ears in the European Commission, where he had learned the complex art of securing grants. Elected Mayor of St Denis in the 1970s, Mangin had run the party for Chirac in the Dordogne, and was rewarded with an appointment to the Senate to serve out the term of a man who had died in office. Thanks to his connections in Paris and Brussels, St Denis had thrived. The restored Mairie and the tennis club, the old folk’s home and the small Industrial Zone, the camp sites, the swimming pool and the agricultural research centre had all been built with grants the Mayor had secured. His mastery of the planning and zoning codes had built the commercial centre with its new supermarket. Without the Mayor and his political connections, St Denis might well have died, like so many other small market towns of the Périgord.


  ‘My friends, our Momu has suffered a great loss and we grieve with him. But we must not let that loss turn into anger before we know the facts,’ the Mayor said in his precise way. He gripped Momu’s hand and pulled the burly Arab to his side before looking round at Ahmed and Momu’s friends. ‘We who are gathered here to share our friend’s grief are all leaders of our community. And we all know that we have a responsibility here to ensure that the law takes its course, that we all give whatever help we can to the magistrates and the police, and that we stand guard together over the solidarity of our dear town of St Denis. I know I can count on you all in the days ahead. We have to face this together.’


  He went first to Momu, and then shook hands with each of the others and gestured to Bruno to leave with him. As he reached the door, he turned and called out to the head teacher, ‘Rollo, stay a while until I return to collect my wife.’ Then, gently gripping Bruno’s arm, he propelled him into the night, along the driveway and out of earshot of the house.


  ‘What is this about a swastika?’ he demanded.


  ‘It isn’t clear, but that’s what the gendarmes and the firemen thought was carved into the guy’s chest. They’re probably right, but I told the truth in there. I can’t be sure, not until the corpse is cleaned up. He was stabbed in the belly and then eviscerated. There could have been the Mona Lisa painted on that chest and I couldn’t swear to it.’ Bruno shook his head, squeezing his eyes to block out the dreadful image. The Mayor’s grip tightened on his arm.


  ‘It was a butchery,’ Bruno went on after a moment. ‘The old man’s hands were tied behind his back. There were no signs of a robbery. It looked like he was interrupted while having his lunch. Two things were missing, according to Karim. There was a Croix de Guerre he won while fighting for France as a Harki, and a photo of his old football team. The neighbours don’t seem to have seen or heard anything unusual. That’s all I know.’


  ‘I don’t think I ever met the old man, which probably makes him unique in this town,’ said the Mayor. ‘Did you know him?’


  ‘Not really. I met him at Karim’s just before he moved here. I never spoke with him beyond pleasantries and never got much sense of the man. He kept himself to himself, always seemed to eat on his own or with his family. I don’t recall ever seeing him in the market or the bank or doing his shopping. He was a bit of a recluse in that little cottage way out in the woods. No TV and no car. He depended on Momu and Karim for everything.’


  ‘That seems strange,’ the Mayor mused. ‘These Arab families tend to stay together – the old ones move in with their grown children. But a Harki and a war hero? Maybe he was worried about reprisals from some young immigrant hotheads. You know, these days they think of the Harkis as traitors to the Arab cause.’


  ‘Maybe that’s it. And because he wasn’t religious perhaps some of these Islamic extremists could see him as a traitor to his faith,’ Bruno said. Yet he didn’t think Muslim extremists would want to carve a swastika into someone’s chest. ‘But we’re just guessing, Sir. I’ll have to talk to Momu about it later. It must have been a chore for him and Karim, driving over every day to pick up the old man for his dinner and then taking him home again. Maybe there’s more to Hamid than meets the eye, and perhaps you could ask Momu if he remembers any details about that old football team his father played in. Since the photograph has disappeared, it might be significant. I think they played in Marseilles back in the Thirties or Forties.’


  ‘I’ll do that, Bruno. Now I must go back inside and collect my wife.’ The Mayor turned and held up a fist as he often did when he had prepared a mental list of what was to be done, unclenching a new finger to illustrate each different point. He always had at least two points to make but never more than four, probably because he would run out of fingers, thought Bruno, with a rush of affection for the old man. ‘I know you understand how delicate this could be,’ Mangin said. ‘We’ll probably have a lot of media attention, maybe some politicians posturing and making speeches and marches of solidarity and all that. Leave that side of it to me. I want you to stay on top of the investigation and keep me informed, and also let me know in good time if you hear of any trouble brewing or any likely arrests. Now, two final questions: first, do you know of any extreme right or racist types in our Commune who might conceivably have been guilty of this?’


  ‘No, Sir, not one. Some Front National voters, of course, but that’s all, and I don’t think any of our usual petty criminals could have carried out an act of butchery like this.’


  ‘Right. Second question. What can I do to help you?’ The fourth finger snapped to attention.


  ‘Two things.’ Bruno tried to sound as efficient as his boss when he spoke to the Mayor, aware of a sense of both duty and affection as he did so. ‘First, the Police Nationale will need somewhere to work, with phone lines and desks and chairs and plenty of space for computers. You might want to think about the top floor of the tourist centre where we hold the art exhibitions. There’s no exhibition there yet, and it’s big enough. If you call the Prefect in Périgueux tomorrow you can probably persuade him to pay some rent for the use of the space, and there’s room for police vans too. It might be useful for people to see a reinforced police presence in the town. If we do that, they owe us. It’s our town property so they’re on our turf, which means they cannot bar us access.’


  ‘And the second thing?’


  ‘Most of all, I’ll need your support to stay close to the case. It would help a great deal if you could call the Brigadier of the gendarmes in Périgueux and also the head of the Police Nationale, and ask them to order their men to keep me fully in the picture. There’s good reason for it, with the political sensitivities and the prospect of demonstrations and tension in the town. You know our little Police Municipale does not rate very high in the hierarchy of our forces of order. Call me your personal liaison.’


  ‘Right. You’ll have it. Anything else?’


  ‘You could probably get hold of the old man’s military and civil records and the citation for his Croix de Guerre faster than I’ll get them through the gendarmes. We know very little about the victim at this stage, not even whether he owned the cottage or rented it, what he lived on, how he got his pension, or whether he had a doctor.’


  ‘You can check the civic records tomorrow. I’ll call the Defence Minister’s office – I knew her a bit when I was in Paris, and there’s a chap in her cabinet who was at school with me. I’ll have Hamid’s file by the end of the day. Now, you go back up to the cottage and stay there until you can bring Karim back to his family. They’re getting worried. Any trouble, just call me on the mobile, even if it means waking me up.’


  Bruno went off comforted, feeling rather as he had in the Army when he had a good officer who knew what he was doing and trusted his men enough to bring out the best in them. It was a rare combination. Bruno acknowledged to himself, although he would never admit it to another soul, that Gérard Mangin had been one of the most important influences in his life. He had sought Bruno out on the recommendation of an old comrade in arms from that hideous business in Bosnia. The comrade happened to be the Mayor’s son. Ever since, Bruno the orphan had felt for the first time in his life like a member of a family, and for that alone the Mayor had his complete loyalty. He got into his car and drove back up the long hill toward Hamid’s cottage, wondering what arts of persuasion he might muster to prise poor Karim out of the custody of the tiresome Captain Duroc.


  
CHAPTER 8



  The regional HQ of the Police Nationale had sent down their new chief detective, Jean-Jacques Jalipeau, inevitably known as J-J. Bruno had worked amicably with him once before, on St Denis’ only bank robbery. J-J had cleared that up and even got some of the bank’s money back, but that had been two promotions ago. Now he had his own team, including the first young woman Inspector that Bruno had met. She wore a dark blue suit and a silk scarf at her neck, and had the shortest hair he had ever seen on a woman. She sat in front of a freshly installed computer in the exhibition room, while around them other policemen were plugging in phones, claiming desks, booting up other computers and photocopiers and setting up the murder board on the wall. Instead of the usual gentle Périgord landscapes and water colours by local artists, the room was now dominated by the long white board with its grisly photos of the murder scene, including close-ups of Hamid’s bound hands and cleaned-up chest where the swastika could clearly be seen.


  ‘Okay, here we go. Our rogues’ gallery of the extreme right. I hope your eyes are in good shape because we have got hundreds of snaps for you to view,’ said young Inspector Perrault, who had told him with a briskly efficient smile to call her Isabelle. ‘We’ll start with the leaders and the known activists and then we’ll go to the photos of their demonstrations. Just shout out if you recognise anyone.’


  Bruno recognised the first three faces from TV, party leaders in publicity shots. Then he saw one of them again at a public rally, standing on a podium to address the crowd. Then came random photos of crowds: strangers, ordinary French men and women being addressed by party officials, each photo identified by the name and position of the official, including various Departement chairmen, secretaries and treasurers, regional chairmen, executive committee members, known activists and local councillors. They were old and young, plump and scrawny, attractive and lumpy – the kind of people he saw at the market or in the crowd at a rugby game. In fact he knew one tough-looking chap who had played rugby for Montpon, at the other end of the Departement on the way to Bordeaux.


  ‘Just that one,’ he said. ‘I know him through rugby. He’s played here once or twice.’


  She made a note and they continued. Isabelle’s short hair smelled of a sports shampoo he recognised from the tennis club. She looked fit, as though she ran or worked out every day. Her legs were long and slim and her shoes looked too flimsy for a police officer and far too expensive, even on an Inspector’s salary.


  ‘Who collected all these pictures?’ he asked, looking at her hands, nails cut short but her fingers long and elegant as they danced over the computer keys.


  ‘We get them different places,’ she said. She had no regional accent, but was well spoken, sounding cool but affable, a bit like a TV news announcer. ‘Some from their websites, election leaflets, press photos and TV footage. Then there are some from the Renseignements Généraux that we’re not supposed to know about, but you know how computer security is these days. We take photos of their marches and rallies, just so we know who they are. We do the same for the far left. It seems only fair.’


  She was screening images of what looked like a pre-election rally in the main square of Périgueux, shot after shot of the crowd, taken from a balcony. There were dozens of faces in each shot and Bruno tried to scan them conscientiously. He stopped at one face, but realised it was only a reporter he knew from Sud-Ouest, standing to the side of the rally squinting against the smoke from his cigarette, and holding a notebook and pencil. He rubbed his eyes and signalled Isabelle to continue.


  ‘You sure you don’t want to take a break, Bruno?’ she asked. ‘It can send you crazy, staring at these screens all the time, especially if you’re not used to it.’


  ‘I’m not,’ he said. ‘We don’t have much use for computers down here. I don’t really know how to use them beyond typing and emails.’


  She stopped, told him to look out of the window to rest his eyes and came back with some sludgy coffee from the hotplate they had rigged up in the corner. ‘Here,’ she said, handing him a plastic cup and juggling her own as she fished one-handed for a cigarette and lit a Royale.


  ‘This coffee’s terrible,’ said Bruno. ‘But thanks for the thought. If we can spare five minutes there’s a café on the next corner.’


  ‘You must have forgotten what a slave-driver J-J can be,’ she smiled. ‘When I first started working for him I didn’t even dare go to the toilet. I’d go in the morning and then just wait. I’ll probably pay for it when I’m older.’


  ‘Well, this is St Denis. Everything stops for lunch. It’s the law,’ Bruno said, wondering if she would take this as an invitation. He wasn’t sure that he had enough cash in his wallet to pay for them both.


  ‘I think we’re too pressed for time,’ she said kindly, and turned back to the screen.


  This time the photos, of the same event in the same square, had been taken from another vantage point. Again, Bruno tried to look at each face. Nothing, nothing – then he stopped. There was a face he knew, a central heating salesman from St Cyprien to whom he had once given a ticket for obstruction. Again, Isabelle made a note then went on scrolling. The same rally, yet another vantage point, but no face he recognised except those that he’d seen in the previous photos.


  ‘Right, that’s the Périgueux rally. On to the one in Sarlat,’ said Isabelle, clicking her way expertly through the computer screens. She probably used these machines every day. The only computers they had in the Mairie were the big ones used for local taxes and social security and the one he shared with the Mayor’s secretary. In Sarlat the rally was smaller. Again, he saw a couple of people he knew from rugby, and one from a tennis tournament, but nobody from St Denis. Then she brought up the photos from a campaign meeting in Bergerac, and at the third shot he gave a small gasp.


  ‘Seen someone? I can blow the faces up a bit if you want.’


  ‘I’m not sure. It’s that group of young people there.’


  She enlarged the image but the angles were wrong, and she scanned through the rest of photos, looking for shots from a different viewpoint. And there, close to the stage, were two youngsters he knew well. The first was a pretty blonde girl from Lalinde, about twenty kilometres away, who had reached the semi-finals of the St Denis tennis tournament last summer. And the boy with her, looking at her rather than at the stage, was Richard Gelletreau, the only son of a local doctor in St Denis.


  ‘We may get lucky here,’ Isabelle said, when she had printed out the photos and scribbled down Richard’s name. ‘The Party branch in Bergerac is two doors down from a bank, and it has a security camera. Don’t ask me how, but somehow the RG got hold of the tape and made some mug shots of everyone coming in and going out during the campaign.’


  ‘Is that legal?’


  She shrugged. ‘Who knows? It’s not the kind of stuff that can be used in court, but for an investigation … well, it’s just the way it is. If you think this is something, wait till you see the stuff the RG has on the Communists and the left – archives going back to before the war.’


  The Renseignements Généraux was the intelligence arm of the French police, part of the Ministry of the Interior, and had been collecting information on threats to the French state, to its good order and prosperity, since 1907. They had a formidable, if shadowy, reputation, and Bruno had never come across their work before. He was impressed, even though the shots of the people entering and leaving the FN office were not very good. It was too far for a clear focus, but he could pick out young Richard easily enough, holding hands with the girl as they went in, putting his arm protectively around her waist when they left.


  They went through the rest of Isabelle’s mug shots, but Richard Gelletreau provided the only clear connection to St Denis.


  ‘What can you tell me about the boy?’ she said, swivelling her chair and picking up a notepad from the desk.


  ‘He’s the son of the chief doctor at the clinic here, and they live in one of the big houses on the hill. The father is a pillar of the community, been here all his life, and the mother used to be a pharmacist. I think she still owns half of the big pharmacy by the supermarket. The girl is from Lalinde. She played tennis here last year and I can get her name from the club easily enough. The boy went to the usual schools here and has just finished his first year at the lycée in Périgueux. He stays there in the week and comes home for weekends. He’ll be about seventeen by now, a normal kid, good at tennis, not much involved in rugby. His parents are well-heeled so they’d go skiing. And of course he was in the mathematics class with Momu – that’s the teacher who is the son of the dead man.’


  ‘Local knowledge is a wonderful thing. I don’t know what we’d do without it.’ Isabelle smiled at him. ‘Thanks, Bruno. Just hang on here and I’ll go and tell J-J. It may be nothing, just coincidence, but so far it’s the only lead we have.’


  The forensics team were still working, and the fingerprints report had yet to come in, but the preliminary report that lay on Isabelle’s desk was clear enough. Hamid had been hit hard in the face, probably to stun him, and then tied up for some time. The weals on his wrists where he had tried to work loose the rough red twine that farmers use were a clear indication that he had been alive and working on his bonds for more than a few minutes. He had been stabbed deep into the lower belly by a long, sharp knife, which was then pulled up and across ‘like a Japanese ritual suicide’ said the report. There was no sign of a gag, and screams would have been likely from the victim, the report went on. Traces of red wine were found in his eyes and his thinning hair, as though someone had thrown a glass of it in his face. The time of death was put between midday and two p.m., most probably around one o’clock. Indications were that the swastika had been scored into his chest postmortem. Bruno took some small relief from that.


  There was no sign of a theft. Hamid’s wallet was found in the back pocket of his trousers. It contained forty euros, an ID card, a newspaper photo of himself standing in a parade by the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, and another of Karim scoring a try in a rugby match. Apart from some old bills and postage stamps, that was it. There was a cheque book from Crédit Agricole in a drawer with some pension slips, and some previously unopened mail from the bank, mainly showing deposits from a military pension. The old man had over 20,000 euros in the bank. Bruno raised an eyebrow at that. He knew from the Mairie’s records that Momu and his father had bought the small cottage two years ago for 78,000 euros in cash, which was not a bad deal given the predatory way the local agencies were pricing up every tumbledown ruin to sell to the English and the Dutch.


  The old man had had no luxuries in the cottage, not even a refrigerator. He kept his supplies in a small cupboard – wine, paté, cheese, fruit and several bags of nuts. There were two litre bottles of cheap vin ordinaire, and one very good bottle of a Chateau Cantemerle ’98. At least sometimes the old man had cared about what he drank. There was cheap ground coffee in an unsealed bag on the shelf above the small stove which was fuelled, like the hot water, by gas canisters. This was routine in rural homes; Bruno cooked and heated his own water in the same way. He continued to run his eye down the list: Hamid had no gun and no hunting licence, but he did have an up-to-date fishing licence and an expensive fishing rod. No TV, just a cheap battery radio tuned to France Inter. No newspapers or magazines, but a shelf of war and history books whose titles were listed in the report. There were books on de Gaulle, on the Algerian War, the French war in Vietnam, World War II and the Resistance. And two books on the OAS, the underground army of the French Algerians who had tried to assassinate de Gaulle for giving the colony its independence. That might be significant, Bruno thought, although he could see no connection to a swastika. Apart from the money, and the medal and photo that had disappeared, there was not a lot of evidence of what seemed to have been a rather lonely and even primitive life.


  At the back of the file, Bruno found a new printout showing details from the pensions computer. Until almost two years ago, Hamid had been living up in the north, over twenty years at the same address in Soissons, until his wife Allida died. Then he moved to the Dordogne. Bruno did the calculation. The old man had come here the month after Karim’s marriage, probably to be with the only family he had left. His profession was listed as gardien, or caretaker. Bruno scanned the pension printout. He had worked at the military academy, where he’d had a small service flat. Yes, they’d do that for an old comrade with a Croix de Guerre. And with a service flat, he’d have paid no rent, which would account for the savings. There was no sign on the pension form of any medical problem, and no doctor was listed.


  That reminded him. He rang Mireille at the Mairie to see if the Ministry of Defence information had arrived yet. No, but she could tell him that Hamid was not named on any local doctor’s lists, nor at the clinic, nor with any of the pharmacies in town, and no medical claims were registered on the social security computer. Evidently he was a healthy person, probably thanks to having been a footballer. Why had that photo disappeared along with the medal?


  ‘Hey, Bruno. Robbed any good banks lately?’ grinned J-J, striding into the room with Isabelle at his heels. ‘I always thought you must have been the brains behind that job. It was too smart for those idiots we put away.’


  ‘It’s good to see you, J-J.’ Bruno smiled with genuine pleasure as they shook hands. They had been taken to a magnificent celebration dinner at Le Centenaire in Les Eyzies at the end of the case by the bank’s regional manager. Two Michelin stars, a couple of bottles a head of some of the best wine Bruno had ever tasted, and a chauffeur to take him home again. He’d had to stay off work the next day. ‘I see you’re a big shot now, top cop in the Departement.’


  ‘And there’s not a day goes by that I don’t sit back and feel a twinge of envy for the life you have here, Bruno.’ J-J gave him an affectionate slap on the back. ‘That’s what intrigues me about this vicious little murder – it’s so out of character for this place. Isabelle tells me you think we might have a lead in this doctor’s son.’


  ‘I’m not sure I’d call it much of a lead, but he’s the only local from St Denis that I recognised in the photos. This is a weekday. He should be at school in Périgueux.’


  Isabelle shook her head. ‘I just checked. He didn’t turn up on Monday. He reported sick, and they got a note signed by his dad the doctor.’


  ‘Gelletreau writing a sick note for his son? I think we’d better verify that,’ said Bruno, impressed at her speed of action but wary that she’d gone elsewhere to make the calls rather than do so in his presence. Not quite a team player, this Isabelle. ‘He doesn’t like writing sick notes at all, old Gelletreau. He accuses half his patients of malingering. He told me I just had a cold once, and it turned into pneumonia. And doctors are notoriously tough on their own families.’ He reached for the phone.


  ‘You see why I like this guy?’ J-J said to Isabelle. ‘Local knowledge. That’s real policing for you. Not all this computer crap.’


  ‘Madame Gelletreau?’ Bruno said into his phone. If Isabelle could move fast, so could he. ‘Could I speak to Richard, please? It’s Bruno about the tennis, or is he too sick? He’s at school in Périgueux, you say. Oh, my mistake, I’d heard he was at home sick. Very well, it’s not urgent.’ He rang off.


  ‘This looks a little more serious,’ said J-J. ‘A false note to school, and he’s at neither place.’


  Bruno drove down to the tennis club with Isabelle and checked the records. The semi-finalist from Lalinde was named Jacqueline Courtemine. Bruno rang his counterpart in Lalinde, a young ex-serviceman called Quatremer whom he knew only slightly and asked for an address and some information about the family. In return, Bruno explained that they were looking for a young man who might be in her company, and that Quatremer might want to keep an eye on the house until the Police Nationale turned up in force.


  Then he called Quatremer’s predecessor, an old hunting friend named René who had retired the previous year, put the same question and elicited a volley of information. Jacqueline’s parents were separated, perhaps divorced. The mother was living in Paris on money from the wealthy father, who had inherited a family furniture store and expanded it into a profitable chain that now stretched across the region. Between his business and his mistresses he was rarely at home, and Jacqueline had the large house on the outskirts of town pretty much to herself, as well as her own car. René thought she would be going to university in the fall and, he said, she had a reputation as a wild one. Bruno scribbled quick notes on how to find the house while Isabelle called J-J, and then warned his old friend that Quatremer might need some support and advice. ‘And warn your Mayor,’ Bruno added, before ringing off.


  Isabelle was already waiting in her car. She drove down to the main road leading to Bergerac and pulled in to wait for J-J. She fished in the back seat for the magnetic blue light, and as she clamped it onto her roof J-J’s big black Citroën drew up, flashing its lights, with another police car close behind. They joined the small convoy and raced towards Lalinde.


  
CHAPTER 9



  The police convoy drew up to a large, detached house that stood on the low hill that rose above Lalinde with a sweeping view of the river Dordogne. The river was wide and shallow here, on its descent from the high plateau and into the flat farmlands that had for a century produced tobacco to make the dark Gauloises cigarettes. Designed in the traditional Périgord style, with a steep tile roof, tall chimneys and turrets like witches’ hats, the house gleamed with a brightness of stone that showed it had been newly built. Four cars, a motorbike and two small scooters called mobylettes were parked untidily on the broad gravel forecourt. Behind the house was a large garden, and then the land rose gently again to the hill that stretched all the way to Bergerac. Noisy rock music came from the open windows, and an empty bottle of wine lay on its side in the hallway.


  ‘Very welcoming,’ said J-J. ‘A wide-open door and the smell of grass – so we can hold her on a possession charge if we have to.’ He directed the second carload of detectives to go round to the back, knocked quietly on the open wooden door, waited for a moment and strode in.


  Several teenagers wearing vacant expressions were sprawled around a table in the big dining room that opened onto a patio and swimming pool at the rear. A large bar ran along the side of the room. Cans of beer and bottles of wine stood on the table, along with dirty plates, a cheese board and a bowl of fruit. Through the window, Bruno could see three young men with shaven heads and tattoos playing in the pool with two bare-breasted girls. J-J went over to the impressive stereo and pressed a button. The music whined to a blessed halt. Bruno could see no sign of Richard Gelletreau at the table or in the pool.


  ‘Mademoiselle Courtemine?’ J-J asked. Silence. He repeated her name. The silence lengthened. ‘Is Mademoiselle Courtemine or the owner of this property present? This is a police inquiry.’


  One of the girls at the table put her hand to her mouth and glanced at the wide staircase. J-J gestured with his head and Isabelle went quickly up the stairs.


  ‘Seize that,’ J-J told another detective, gesturing to the bag of grass and rolling papers on the table. ‘Then get all their names and ID. Bring that local copper in from the front gate. He should know most of them. What’s his name again, Bruno?’


  ‘Quatremer.’


  ‘Good, now we’ll try again,’ said J-J, facing the young people round the table. ‘I’m looking for Richard Gelletreau.’


  No response. The girls in the pool had their hands over their breasts. The lads were looking round, probably considering running for it, Bruno thought, but at that moment more police came round from the side of the house. Bruno tried to focus on the faces, to see if he recognised any of the young people. The youths in the pool looked vaguely familiar, perhaps from the surveillance photos he had seen. His eyes kept drifting back to the half-naked girls. His own teenage years had never been like this. If they had been, who knows what strange political group he might have been ready to join.


  ‘J-J,’ called Isabelle from upstairs. ‘Here.’


  J-J motioned Bruno to come with him. They walked side by side up the wide and handsome staircase. The landing above was the size of an average living room. Straight ahead was a corridor with a series of closed doors onto rooms that would have faced the town. They followed the sound of Isabelle’s voice to a second wing that must have stretched towards the garden. They walked into a large room that would have been bright and airy had the curtains been open, but was now dark but for some low lighting and the flickering of a TV. On the tangled bed were two young people, hauling themselves from sleep. The girl was trying to pull the sheet up to cover them. She was wearing a black bra, and a black peaked cap lay on her pillow. The boy, who was naked, could not move. His wrists and ankles were bound to the bedposts with scarves.


  Bruno raised his eyes from the couple on the bed to two posters on the wall. One was of Jean-Marie Le Pen, leader of the Front National; the other was what looked like an original cinema placard for the film The Battle of Algiers. Above the bed various objects hung on the wall, forming a tableau that included bayonets, daggers and a German Wehrmacht helmet. The boy on the bed turned his head away from the sudden light and groaned. It was Richard. He looked around, recognised Bruno, and groaned again.


  ‘Who the fuck are you?’ the girl spat. ‘Get out.’


  ‘Check out the TV, J-J,’ said Isabelle. ‘Nazi porn.’


  And it was. Two men in black uniforms with swastika armbands and SS lapel flashes were being serviced by two young women, one white and blonde and evidently willing, one black and in manacles.


  J-J moved very fast as the girl squirmed to the side of the bed. He caught her wrist in his strong hand and yanked it behind her back as she yelped. He held her firmly while he looked at the bedside table for which she had been reaching. A razor blade lay next to a small mirror on which sat some grains of white powder.


  ‘You’ve been a naughty girl,’ J-J said, still holding her firmly. ‘Cocaine. That’s three years, right there.’ He took a pen from his pocket and poked the lid of a small box beside the mirror. He shook his head at the pile of small white pills inside and then looked at the girl, who was now silent. She had stopped squirming and the bed sheets had fallen away to reveal that she was wearing black stockings, supported by a black suspender belt over a shaven pubis.


  ‘All this and Ecstasy too,’ said J-J quietly. It appeared to Bruno that J-J looked genuinely shocked. ‘I think we have enough here for trafficking charges. That could be ten years in prison, Mademoiselle. I hope you enjoy the company of tough old lesbians. You are going to be spending a lot of time with them.’


  He turned to Isabelle. ‘Put the cuffs on this young lady of the house, and then let’s take our own photos of this scene. I want another forensics team to go through this room and check out every knife in the house. The Périgueux boys are still at St Denis so you may have to call more in from Bergerac, and we’ll also have the narcotics lads in. We could do with some extra manpower for the search. It’s a big property.’


  He looked at Bruno. ‘Bruno, we must track down the owner of the house and this girl’s parents. They’ll have to be informed, and you’d better do the same with the boy’s father. Then tell my boys to organise a search of the premises as soon as they have all the young thugs downstairs arrested, charged with possession of illegal drugs and in police cells where we can question them. I take it this is indeed the young Richard?’ Bruno nodded. ‘He looks very like his photo. Isabelle, I want a lot of shots of the pair of them and make sure you get the focus just right. Then you can start checking out all the other videos and films in Mademoiselle Courtemine’s collection.’


  ‘Including her own,’ Isabelle said drily, pointing at the back wall. Neither Bruno nor J-J had yet noticed the small video camera on its tripod that pointed at the bed, a red light on its side still blinking.


  As evening began to fall, more carloads of police arrived, along with two vans to take away a total of eight young people. Jacqueline waited in handcuffs; Richard was finally untied once the police photographers had finished with the bedroom and the forensics team had taken their samples. He and Jacqueline were then each given a set of the plastic white overalls the forensics team used, handcuffed again and taken to police HQ in Périgueux. Bruno had tracked down the families. Jacqueline’s father was on a business trip to Finland and would fly home the next day. The mother was driving down from Paris. Richard’s father would meet them in Périgueux. Lawyers had been arranged, but the search had already found four shoe boxes of what the narcotics boys said were Ecstasy pills in one of the outbuildings.


  ‘Street value of twenty thousand euros, they tell me,’ said J-J, lighting an American cigarette. He and Bruno were standing on the wide terrace in front of the house that looked down to the small town of Lalinde and the broad Dordogne river. ‘They just found another shoe box in her car, hidden under the spare wheels. Lots of fingerprints. She can’t talk her way out of it. And those tattoo-covered louts in the pool turn out to be members of the Front’s Service d’Ordre, its own private security guard. They had photos of themselves with Le Pen at some party rally. Drugs in their cars and very large amounts of cash in their wallets.’


  ‘Have you told Paris yet?’ asked Bruno. ‘The politicians will love that. Front National types involved in a drug-running gang, perverting our French youth.’


  ‘Sure, sure,’ said J-J, ‘but it’s the murderer I’m after. I don’t much care about the politics, except that I hate that Nazi stuff. My God, after what this country went through in the war, to see these young kids getting caught up in that filth … that, and drugs and the kinky sex. Whatever happened to this generation, Bruno? Do you have kids?’


  ‘No kids, J-J, and no wife as yet,’ said Bruno, surprising himself with the note of sadness he heard in his own voice. Where had that come from? He changed the subject. ‘And straight sex was always good enough for me. If I came across a woman dressed in that Nazi way and wanting to tie me up, I think I’d be laughing too much to do her justice.’


  ‘Well, I certainly can’t say that porno film turned me on,’ said J-J. ‘Mind you, at my age there’s not much that does light my fire.’


  ‘Yet in the old days, there wasn’t much that didn’t get you going. Your reputation still goes ahead of you, J-J. I’m surprised that little Isabelle isn’t wearing armour.’


  ‘Not necessary with these new regulations, Bruno. Sexual harassment, rights of women – you’re lucky to be out it, down here in your little Commune. They can fire you these days if you so much as look at a woman colleague.’


  ‘We have that as well. It’s everywhere. We aren’t insulated from what goes on everywhere else,’ said Bruno. ‘Maybe I was fooling myself when I thought we were different down here, with our little weekly markets and all the kids playing sports and staying out of trouble. A good place to raise a family, you’d think, and now this. You know, J-J, this is my first murder.’


  ‘So when do your start on your own family, Bruno? You aren’t getting any younger. Or do you have your own little harem among the farmers’ wives?’


  Bruno grinned. ‘I wish. Have you seen the farmers’ fists?’


  ‘No, and I haven’t seen the farmers’ wives either,’ laughed J-J. ‘But seriously, aren’t you planning to settle down? You’d make a good father.’


  ‘I haven’t found the right woman,’ shrugged Bruno, and embarked on the usual half-truth that he deployed to keep his privacy, and to damp down the memory of the woman he had loved and lost, rescued and then failed to save. It was nobody’s business but his own. ‘I suppose I came close to it a couple of times, but then I didn’t feel quite ready, or I got nervous, or she lost patience and moved away.’


  ‘I remember that pretty brunette who worked for the railway – Josette. You were seeing her when we worked together.’


  ‘She went away when they did the cutbacks. They moved her up north to Calais to work on the Eurotunnel service because she spoke good English. I miss her,’ said Bruno. ‘We got together once in Paris for a weekend, but somehow it wasn’t the same.’


  J-J grunted, a sound that seemed to acknowledge many things, from the power of women to the corrosive effects of time and the inability of men to ever quite explain or comprehend them. As darkness spread over the river below them, they stood in silence for a moment.


  ‘I guess I’m lucky, really, having something close to an ordinary family life,’ said J-J. ‘Most cops’ marriages don’t work out, what with the strange hours and the things you can’t talk about, and it’s not easy making friends outside the police. Civilians get nervous around us. But you know that – or maybe it’s different down here for you, a country copper in a small town where everybody knows you and likes you and you know everybody’s name.’


  This time it was Bruno’s turn to grunt. He did think it was different in St Denis, at least for him, but he was sure J-J did not want to hear that.


  ‘The only thing she gives me grief about now is grandchildren,’ J-J went on. ‘She goes on and on about why our kids aren’t married and breeding.’ He sighed. ‘I suppose your folks are getting at you about the same thing.’


  ‘Not really,’ Bruno said shortly. No, he couldn’t leave it there. ‘I thought you knew I was an orphan.’


  ‘I’m sorry, Bruno. I didn’t mean—’ J-J turned away from the view to scrutinise him. ‘I remember somebody telling me that, but it slipped my mind.’


  ‘I never knew them,’ Bruno said levelly, not looking at J-J. ‘I know nothing of my father, and my mother left me in a church when I was a baby. It was the priest who christened me Benoît, the blessed one. You can understand why I call myself Bruno instead.’


  ‘Jesus, Bruno. I’m really sorry.’


  ‘I was in a church orphanage until I was five, and then my mother committed suicide up in Paris. But first she wrote a note to her cousin down in Bergerac naming the church where she’d left me. The Bergerac cousins raised me, but it wasn’t easy because they never had much money. That’s why I went off to the Army as soon as I left school. It wasn’t a very happy childhood but they’re the nearest to a family I’ve got, and they have five kids of their own so there’s no pressure on me.’


  ‘Do you still see them?’


  ‘Weddings and funerals, mostly. There’s a lad I’m close to because he plays rugby. I’ve taken him out hunting a few times, and tried to talk him out of going into the Army. He sort of listened; joined the Air Force instead.’


  ‘I thought you enjoyed your time in the service? I remember you telling some stories, that night we went out to dinner.’


  ‘Bits of it were fine. Most of it, really. But I don’t tend to talk about the bad times. I’d rather forget them.’


  ‘You mean Bosnia?’


  Yes, he meant Bosnia. He’d been there with the UN peacekeepers, but he quickly found there wasn’t much peace to be kept. They’d lost over a hundred dead, a thousand wounded, but nobody remembered that any more. They barely even noticed at the time. They were being hit by snipers and mortars from all sides, Serbs, Muslims and Croats. He’d lost friends, but the UN orders were they were not to fight back, hardly even to defend themselves. Not a glorious chapter. This was partly why he’d chosen to come and live here, in the quiet heart of rural France. At least it used to be quiet before they got a dead Arab with a swastika carved in his chest. He told J-J some of this, but not all.


  ‘Well, you turned out okay, despite everything. The orphanage, Bosnia, all that,’ J-J said finally. ‘And I’m a prying old busybody. I suppose it goes with the job. Still, I meant it about my wife, she’s a good woman. I’m lucky.’ J-J paused. ‘You know she’s got me playing golf?’


  ‘She never has,’ laughed Bruno, grateful for the change of subject, and of mood.


  ‘She started playing with a couple of her girlfriends, then she insisted I take some lessons, said we had to have some common interests for when I retire,’ J-J said. ‘I quite enjoy it; a nice stroll in the open air, a couple of drinks after, some decent types in the club house. We’re planning on going down to Spain this summer on one of those special golfing vacations – play every day, get some lessons. Look, bugger this, I need a drink. Stay here. I’ll be right back.’


  Bruno turned and looked back at the house. All the lights were on and white-garbed figures crossed back and forth behind the windows. The last time he had seen this many police was in the passing-out parade from his training course. He thought he knew what J-J was building up to say. This was going to be a very messy case, with politics and media and national interest, and he’d want Bruno out of it. That would be fine with Bruno, except that his job was to look after the interests of the people of St Denis, and he had no idea how to do that.


  ‘Well, it looks like we have our chief suspect for the poor old Arab.’ J-J’s silhouette loomed out of the light in the house, offering him a glass. A Ricard, mixed just right, not too much ice. The furniture tycoon would hardly miss a couple of drinks.


  ‘It’s circumstantial, unless forensics come up with some traces or we find the weapon,’ Bruno said.


  ‘One of those Nazi daggers on the wall, if you ask me. I told forensics to take special care with them.’


  ‘You know you’re going to lose control of this case once Paris gets involved. There’s too much politics.’


  ‘That’s why I want to wrap it up fast,’ said J-J. ‘They’re sending down a Juge-magistrat from Paris, along with something they call a media coordinator to handle the press. They’ll be spinning everything for the evening news and the Minister’s presidential ambitions. I’d be surprised if he doesn’t come down here himself, maybe even for the funeral.’
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