
        
            
                
            
        

    

Hanging Around in the Pyrenees

Elly Grant








Copyright (C) 2017 Elly Grant

Layout design and Copyright (C) 2019 by Next Chapter

Published 2019 by Next Chapter

Cover art by Cover Mint

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.





Hanging around

Everything looked strange to the man as he stumbled towards the trees. His head felt woolly and the ground beneath his feet seemed cushioned, as if he was walking on cotton wool. The man was unsure of where he was, or for that matter, where he'd been. He hadn't drunk much alcohol but the pills he'd ingested were undoubtedly the cause of his confusion. The landscape looked as if it were melting, stretching and bending surreally, like a Dali painting. The ladder in front of him was leaning against a sweet chestnut tree, its rungs and sides twisted and rippled like snakes writhing. The nut cases attached to the branches of the tree, were spiky like hedgehogs and, as he tried to focus on them, he believed they were hedgehogs, so he was extra careful not to touch their spines. Under the influence of the mind-altering drugs, they'd become alive to him, and he wondered how the creatures had managed to climb up the steep trunk of the tree.

The man gripped the sides of the ladder and with faltering steps, he began to ascend. The voice in his head kept talking, instructing him, and he felt compelled to obey. On reaching the top of the ladder he eyed the loop of stout rope which hung from a thick branch and reached out for it. He liked the feel of the noose in his hands. It reminded him of a braid of hair. He rubbed it gently against his cheek imagining it belonged to a beautiful girl. In this dreamlike state the beautiful girl wanted him to caress her, he could picture her willowy frame, feel her skin, smell her perfume. He inhaled deeply and felt a familiar stirring in his loins. Now he could hear her voice urging him on, telling him what to do. Carefully, he drew the noose over his head and tightened it around his neck, wobbling slightly on the ladder from the exertion. Then he looked up, marvelling at the myriad of sparkling diamonds dancing across the black, night sky. The voice in his head kept talking, but he could no longer concentrate, he was tired now and he just wanted to lie down on his bed and go to sleep.

For a split second the world stood still then he tumbled, dropping, before a sudden, sickening jolt halted his fall. The last thing he heard was a loud crack as his neck broke. Then, the only sounds in the night were from the cicadas, rubbing their legs together in a macabre applause, and the creak of the trees in the cool night breeze.







Chapter 1

I am sitting at the table and the sun is streaming in through the open door. Even though it's near the end of October, the light is bright and sharp. There is no chill in the air, the temperature is still over twenty degrees, but my garden shows signs of autumn. Ollee, my dog, lies at my feet, his head resting on his paws. He's not asleep, his eyes are open, and his bat-like ears are twitching. He sighs as he watches me put the last bite of my croissant into my mouth. The open pot of blackberry jelly seems to be winking at me, tempting me to eat more of the delicious preserve and, as I reach for some warm baguette, Ollee sits up and licks his lips expectantly, his eyes never leaving mine.

“That dog has had quite enough to eat this morning,” my friend Patricia says. She shakes her finger at Ollee who lies back down. “He stole some cheese out of the shopping bag. I left the packet on the floor while I unpacked the rest of the groceries. Little thief,” she admonishes.

Ollee has the good sense to look guilty. He sighs once more before standing and slinking off into the garden.

“I'm so relieved that my fruit and nuts have now been harvested and dealt with,” Patricia says. “Your Papa was wonderful. I'd never have coped without him. My orchard has produced so much this year, it's amazing. Now that the nuts and apples are stored, I'm free to get on with my paintings for the Christmas sales.”

Patricia's face is bright and happy. For those of you who haven't met us before, we are best friends, like sisters, in fact. We live in our lovely house in the foothills of the eastern Pyrenees with Ollee our dog and Mimi our cat. We also have several hens and some rabbits, but their numbers change from time to time depending on what is being cooked for dinner. I am the most senior police person in the area having risen from near obscurity in a very short time, helped by the deaths of some very unsavoury characters. Solving major crimes propelled me forward to the highly esteemed position I now enjoy. Patricia and I are well respected in town and many important people want to socialise with us, although some wagging tongues still try to imply we are more than just friends. They cannot accept us living together because Patricia is a lesbian who doesn't hide her inclinations. I love Patricia and I would do anything for her, and she loves me, but we are not lovers. We are in our late thirties and she too has come from nothing, but she now has her own business producing pies and preserves. The demand for her produce far outstrips the amount she can supply so next year we are going to look for a local, professional kitchen to rent and an employee or two to work for her. Patricia is very talented and is also well known as an artist. I am so proud of her achievements.

“Danielle, Danielle, you're daydreaming. I asked you what you'd like to do today.” Patricia's words cut through my thoughts.

“I'd prefer not to be in town on my day off, but apart from that, anything you like.”

Her blue eyes sparkle. “You'll think I'm mad after the amount of work I've done gathering in my crop, but I'd like to go into the mountains to find chestnuts. I've been given this great recipe for making something the English call stuffing. It's made from apricots and chestnuts and you can freeze it. Chestnuts don't keep the way other nuts do. So, they can't be stored, but they can be cooked and frozen.”

“You're right. I do think you're mad to give yourself more work. But it's a glorious day and there'll be no problem finding them; besides I'll get to eat the produce, so I won't complain. Ollee will enjoy the outing. You fetch some baskets and I'll get the car ready.”

Within a few minutes we are on our way heading for the nearby town of Ceret. I pick my way up the narrow winding road behind the town. On one side, great, jagged rocks poke out from the mountainside, and on the other the land falls steeply away. The drop seems bottomless. For some reason the occasional cars coming down the mountain towards us are travelling very fast. I am forced to stop as we attempt to manoeuvre around one another, without one car being scraped on the rocks or the other plummeting down the mountainside.

“I don't understand why these stupid people are going so fast,” Patricia says nervously. She is gripping the edges of her seat. “Are they trying to cause an accident?”

“Don't worry. A couple of more minutes and we'll be stopping. I know a good place where we can pull off the road,” I reply, trying to reassure her.

When I do pull in, she releases her bated breath and I too am relieved. I'd forgotten how horrible the drive was, although the scenery is breath taking. We are over five hundred metres up and the view is spectacular. The mountain seems to flatten out at this point and fields of trees stretch out on both sides of the road. Most are fenced with electric fencing to protect the crops from wild boar and the occasional human raider, but chestnut trees are everywhere, and the nuts and prickly shells cover the road and verges.

“This is perfect,” Patricia says delightedly.

As she opens the car door, Ollee jumps from the back seat to the front, and using Patricia as a spring board, pushes past her and leaps out. At least the exuberant dog understands about roads I think, and I'm pleased to see that as he runs off, he avoids stepping on the tarmac.

We are like children again as we pick up the rich, brown nuts, and even though they will all taste the same when cooked, the delight of finding larger specimens thrills us. A myriad of butterflies, in every colour, flutter round us, and every so often we hear the sound of rustling as nuts fall from the trees and the crack as they hit the ground. The noise startles Ollee and he barks and jumps around, looking first skywards and then at the ground. His confusion is hilarious, and we laugh every time he does this.

“What is it, Ollee? Is it a rabbit?” Patricia says, as another nut hits the ground. “There it is,” she says pointing, and the dog takes off barking, looking for the creature he assumes made the sound.

“At the rate the nuts are falling, it should keep him amused for ages,” I say. “How many kilos do you want?”

“I can use whatever we gather because once they're cooked and out of the shell they won't take up too much room in the freezer. But there'll be plenty available as they're still falling, so don't knock yourself out. It's surprisingly hot today for working.”

We continue collecting for a while longer, then I take two folding chairs from the car and we sit in the sun and relax, inhaling the perfumed air and listening to Ollee's intermittent barking.

“This is idyllic,” Patricia says. “How lucky we are to live in this region.”

“We are very lucky,” I agree.

Our rest is disturbed by Ollee's barking when we realise it has become persistent.

“What's the matter with that dog now?” Patricia asks.

“I hope he hasn't cornered a wild boar. There are lots of them here in the mountains. We'd better check.”

I look around and pick up a sturdy stick for protection, just in case, and we follow the sound of his barking. We cut through some trees and see Ollee jumping around near a clearing. He is looking skyward and barking excitedly.

“Not a boar, thank goodness,” Patricia says. “More likely a bird or a squirrel.”

Our attention is on the dog, and at first, we see nothing else. We continue to walk forward for a better look. A breeze blows and there is a loud creaking sound. We both look up. Patricia's hand shoots to her mouth. “Oh, mon Dieu,” she whispers.

We are startled. There is a body hanging from the tree. It's a man. A stout rope is tightly wound around his neck and he's dressed smartly in a white shirt and beige trousers. His brown shoes are highly polished. His clothes are more suited to an office than this rural spot and he looks out of place in this setting.

“Suicide,” I mutter. “I'd better phone for help.”

“How did he get up there?” Patricia asks.

I look around. “There, in the long grass,” I say pointing. “There's a ladder. He must have climbed up the tree then kicked it away.”

“His hands are purple where the blood has gathered, but he doesn't seem to have been here long. The vultures haven't pecked out his eyes yet,” Patricia says matter-of-factly.

She is rather an expert on corpses as she worked for many years in the local funeral parlour. The man's eyes are staring blankly; his face is contorted, and his head is at an angle with his neck clearly broken. It's difficult to determine his age, but not young. His body is fat and his hair, such as there is of it, is grey. The man's trousers are discoloured from the bodily fluids which he evacuated during death. The faecal smell cuts through the gentle aniseed perfume of the surrounding wild fennel.

“What a lonely way to end your life, but at least the setting is beautiful,” I observe.

“I shouldn't have said the day was idyllic,” Patricia replies. “I should have known it was tempting fate.”







Chapter 2

We return to our chairs. There is no point in standing around waiting for the emergency services to arrive or for the corpse to decompose and stink further. After some time, a car arrives from Ceret with two young police officers inside, then a couple of minutes later, a fire service vehicle. I am disappointed that my friend, Jean, is not one of the pompiers on the truck.

“Does anyone recognise the hanged man?” I ask. I am met with blank stares.

“I don't think he lives locally or one of us would surely know him,” a fireman says, and we all nod in agreement.

Another vehicle approaches. Inside is my assistant Paul. He joins us.

“Poullet is on his way. Pierre Junot is driving him. You might want to put on your lipstick, Boss,” he adds, making a joke.

“How on earth did Junot hear about this?” I ask. “The last thing I want is that idiot snapping away with his camera and making stupid assumptions.”

Pierre Junot is our local photographer and sometimes he works as a freelance journalist.

“Doctor Poullet's car is in the garage. Remember it failed its CT because all the tyres were bald, and the emissions were poisonous. Junot is his neighbour,” Paul explains.

“Merde,” I reply. “Why didn't you drive the old fool?”

“I tried, Boss, but he said Junot's car is bigger and more comfortable.”

“He should go on a diet,” I reply bitterly. “He's the size of a baby elephant. With all of us hanging around, this is becoming a circus.”

Eventually, an old battered Peugot comes into view. It is backfiring and coughing its way along the track. It splutters and jumps before stopping behind the fire truck. Junot leaps out, his camera swinging from a strap around his neck.

“If he gets in my way I'll suspend him from that and hang him next to the corpse,” I hiss, and Paul laughs.

The passenger door is thrown open. “Junot, Junot, get me out of this contraption,” the unmistakeable voice of Doctor Poullet calls. It takes Junot and a laughing Paul a few moments to extricate his enormous bulk from the car. The doctor mops at his sweaty face with a damp, limp handkerchief. “Well, where is the unfortunate man? Are we going to stand around all day? Has someone brought a picnic? Maybe we'll play petanque,” he scowls.

“This way my friend,” I reply, pointing the way.

“Do we know who he is?” Poullet asks.

“Nobody recognises him, but perhaps you or Junot will enlighten us,” I reply.

Once again, we all stand around observing the corpse which is gently swinging in the breeze.

Poullet sighs audibly and mops his brow again. “His name is Henri Boudin. He is sixty-four years of age and yesterday evening he dined on a very fine cassoulet. He used to live in Ceret, but now he resides in Argeles.”

“You can tell all that just by looking at the corpse hanging there?” Junot asks incredulously.

“No, you idiot,” Poullet replies, “I can tell you this because he is my wife's cousin and he dined with us last night.”

We are shocked. All of us stand in stunned silence uncomfortable that one of our numbers is connected to a suicide. It is as if Poullet has let off a fart. We are embarrassed for him, but don't know how to move on. After a moment, he says, “I'm feeling a bit faint. I must sit down.” The awkwardness is broken, and we rally to assist him.

“Here, Doctor, sit down here,” Junot says, and I'm pleased to see him indicating towards a wide tree stump and not one of my folding chairs which would never hold Poullet's bulk.

Junot begins to snap away with his camera.

“Have you no compassion?” Paul says shortly. “Our friend has just lost his cousin.”

“My wife's cousin,” Poullet corrects. “I hardly knew the man and I'd never really taken to him; we had nothing in common. But one thing is certain, he was not suicidal when I was with him last night. Something doesn't add up.”

“Perhaps the Doc's company was simply too much to bear,” one of the cops from Ceret mutters, cracking a joke with his colleague to lighten the mood.

“I'm commandeering your photos, Junot,” I instruct. This might not be all it seems. We could be standing in a crime scene.

“What should we do about the body?” a fireman asks. “Should we lift him down? We can't leave him hanging there in the sun or he'll turn into a kebab.”

All eyes are on the doctor.

“Yes, yes, cut him down. I think you'll learn more from asking me questions and from the autopsy. There's no reason to keep him hanging around. You'd better ask Doctor Picard to do the post mortem as I'm connected to Henri, and for all you know, I could have murdered the man.”

“But you didn't kill him Doctor, did you?” Paul asks the direct question that somehow has become stuck in my throat.

“No, I did not, and before you ask, neither did my wife's cooking.”

I arrange for Paul to take Patricia and Ollee home, so I can concentrate on the job in hand. So much for having a day off, I think. Then I spend the next hour taking notes.

“Where is Henri's car?” Poullet asks. “Has someone driven it back to town?”

“What car?” I ask aloud. “I haven't seen a car.”

“So, you thought he walked halfway up a mountain, at night, carrying a ladder?” Poullet says, and he raises his eyebrows at me. “And I thought you were clever, Danielle. Where did he get the ladder? Do people just leave random ladders lying around? Isn't that usual?” He and Junot exchange smirks and I feel my face redden.

“I have many questions which need to be answered,” I reply. “There would be no reason for the police to investigate if all crimes came solved and neatly packaged. Besides, there is still the chance Henri killed himself.”

“Not likely,” Poullet replies stubbornly.

“Not likely,” Junot agrees.

I scowl at Junot. “Go home,” I say. “You're finished here.”

“But perhaps…,” he begins.

“Perhaps nothing,” I say. “Go home and take the doctor with you. He's had a bad shock,” I add, leaving him no excuse to remain.

“I would like to leave now, Monsieur Junot, please. We can talk in the car. I still have to inform my poor wife about her cousin.”

“Of course, Doctor. Right away, Doctor. Let me open the car door for you, Doctor. We can indeed talk in the car.” He flashes me a triumphant smile and I'm so annoyed I could slap him.

“This is an ongoing case,” I say, as Poullet throws himself into the passenger seat rocking the car alarmingly. “You must not discuss it with anyone.”

Junot slams the door shut then goes around to the driver's side and climbs in.

“Yeah, right,” he answers then he starts the engine and pulls away in a cloud of exhaust fumes.

“Bastard,” I say, and I bang my clenched fist on my forehead with frustration.

After I gather the information I require, I leave the junior officers to finish things off at the scene then I telephone Paul and arrange to meet him in the office. We will have to formally interview Doctor and Madame Poullet, a task I'm dreading. He'll need the words dragged from his lips and she will never shut up. Neither will be able to tell us much, I suspect. Then I call Patricia to make sure she got home, and she answers on the third ring.

“Is that you finished now, Danielle? Are you on your way home?”

When I explain that I must go into work, I can hear the disappointment in her voice, but she knows my hands are tied and there's nothing I can do.

“Don't worry about us,” she replies. “Ollee and I will go for a walk then I'll cook something special for dinner. I'll open a bottle of good red wine to let it breathe. At least we'll be able to relax in the garden when you do return. After this month ends and things become quieter you'll be able to take most Saturdays off.”

She's right, of course; things do wind down in November. And in December, when Le Therme, the spa, closes for the winter and all the 'curists' go home, the town too seems to shut down.

As I drive back, I try to formulate in my head the questions I need answered. I also find myself staring into fields and lanes in case I see Henri Boudin's car. Poullet said it was a blue Renault estate with a roof rack and a tow bar. He also told me it had bumps the length of the passenger side where Henri had an accident with a gate post while parking, so it shouldn't be too difficult to identify. If Henri drove himself to the field and his car is gone then the person who drove it away is involved in his death. But why he was killed, and who this person is, is a complete mystery to me.







Chapter 3

When I meet with Paul at the office we decide to leave the interviews with Poullet and his wife until Monday. Neither of us can face them today, and besides, it probably won't make any difference to the information we receive.

“Hopefully Madame Poullet will have had time to get over the shock of her cousin's death and Poullet will be numbed to the sound of her wailing and crying. Who knows, he might even be less belligerent,” Paul suggests.

“Fat chance,” I reply. “But I hope you're right because we'll have to interview them separately, and you're having Poullet.”

His shocked expression freezes his face and his hand covers his mouth.

“Please, Boss, no! He scares the life out of me and he hates me. I'll do anything. I'll wash your car. I'll take you out to lunch after the interviews, and I'll pay. I'll do your filing. Please, please, anything but Poullet.” Paul kneels on the floor, hands clasped as if in prayer. “Anything,” he begs.

“He doesn't hate you Paul,” I say laughing. “He hates everyone! You can beg all you like, but you're still getting Poullet. I've socialised with him, so I'm too close. We must be seen to be impartial. However, thanks for your kind offers, but my car is clean; we won't have time for lunch and you do most of my filing anyway.”

He stands, sighs and hangs his head in resignation.

“Right, Paul, let's get out of here while there's still some of Saturday left,” I say solemnly. “When you get home, rest up. You'll need all your strength for Monday.”

His reply does not require words. Just a single-fingered gesture.

When I arrive home Ollee is lying beside the front door in the shade. His head is resting on his paws and, as I approach, he opens his eyes, lifts his ears and wags his tail. He is obviously comfortable as he doesn't rise, but instead rolls onto his back, legs in the air, belly exposed. He turns his head towards me and sighs as if this small movement is all he can manage. As I stop beside him, he stares into my eyes and gives a small 'yip', begging for a tummy rub.

“Oh my, what a lazy lump you are,” I say, and oblige him by ruffling his chest fur and tickling his belly.

He shuts his eyes, and one of his back legs shakes with pleasure.

“What an easy life you have,” I say. If only everything in life was this simple, I think.

As I enter the house, rich cooking smells assault my nostrils. I detect a delicious mixture of aromas; as well as meat and fried onions, there is the sugary, buttery scent of one of Patricia's fruit pies.

“Honey, I'm home,” I call, copying the phrase from a movie.

“Dinner will be on the table in five minutes,” Patricia shouts from the kitchen. “I've set the table in the garden and the wine is breathing.”

I inhale deeply and then slowly blow the air out again, instantly feeling relaxed. I too can breathe, now that I'm in the sanctuary of our home.

Reaching up, I light the oil lamp which is suspended over the centre of the table from the pergola. It is barely evening, but darkness descends early in Autumn. Bunches of grapes still hang from the vines above our heads and the yellowing leaves throw shadows over everything beneath. While we eat, inevitably, our conversation is about the hanged man.

“Why would someone kill him in that way?” Patricia asks. “It's so odd. Why not just shoot him and be done with it? Much simpler than making him drive up the mountain in his car with a ladder. The killer must have had a gun or another weapon to force Poullet's cousin to comply. Why else would he hang himself?”

“You've answered your own question,” Patricia. “The killer wanted him to hang himself, to take his own life. He wanted Henri to know that he'd done something terribly wrong and to feel remorse. I'm sure this killing was personal. Betrayal perhaps. We're looking for someone with a grudge. At least we will be, once the powers that be rule out it being a simple suicide.”

“Marjorie came by to visit earlier,” Patricia says, changing the subject. “I was only home for five minutes before she arrived.”

“How is she? What did our illustrious mayor's wife want? Did she come to buy some produce from you? She usually telephones to see if we're going to be in before dropping in.”

“Actually, she was very upset. She was no sooner through the door than she burst into tears.”

“What's happened? Is she ill? Is there a problem with one of the children?”

“The problem is with her rotten husband. As you know, he's been having an affair with a younger woman for some time. Marjorie is my best friend, after you of course, and I can't understand why she puts up with it.”

“Look, Patricia, everyone knows he's having an affair,” I reply, “but at least he keeps his mistress away from his family and their friends. He doesn't flaunt her in public. Marjorie puts up with it because she enjoys the position of being the mayor's wife. She lives a privileged life, both socially and financially. Being married to a cheating bastard like Francis has its compensations, so what's causing her grief? What's changed?”

“He just gave his mistress a job in his office. She is his new PA,” Patricia says. Her face is stiff with indignation and she stares into my eyes.

“Oh merde,” I reply. “No wonder she's upset.”

“Marjorie feels she cannot enter the Mairie now. Everyone who works there will know. She's frightened the town staff will be mocking her behind her back. She's scared that this is just the first step and perhaps Francis will try to replace her in their home too.”

I can't quite believe Francis has done this. He had the perfect set up. Why risk everything? His brains are certainly not in his head, I think.

Marjorie has been our close friend for some time now, but her husband has always been distant. Even though Marjorie's brother is gay, Francis is homophobic and has always kept Patricia at arm's length. I'm sure he still sees us as a couple while everyone else accepts us as we really are, as sisters not lovers. I have done favours for him and helped him, so he owes me. When I go to bed, I can't stop thinking about the situation. Perhaps I should talk to him and try to make him see sense. Something must be done before everything spins out of control. I rely on my close relationship with the mayor to keep the status quo in this town, and to support my extra-curricular work. I mustn't let the fool do anything that will put pressure on my position.

* * *

I have a very sleepless night, then I wake early on Sunday morning. It's still dark outside. Patricia is going to Montpellier with her friend Elodi, who is a savonniere. An elderly woman who also makes soap is retiring. She has offered to sell Elodi her remaining stock and some equipment at a knock down price. However, the lady is leaving for Paris early in the afternoon and it will take some time to load Elodi's van. The journey should take about two hours each way. So, it's a very early start for my friend. I don't hear her rise, or move about in the kitchen preparing her breakfast. Neither do I hear Elodi's van draw up or the front gate open. But Ollee does, and the little dog barks his head off. I'm sure he will wake the neighbours for miles around. Ollee barking for France at six o'clock on a Sunday morning is not going to make us popular.

“Sorry, I'm so sorry, Danielle,” Patricia calls. She knows I'll have been woken. “Quiet, Ollee, please stop; go back to your bed. Bed, now,” she insists.

Then I hear the front door close and silence resumes. I think about trying to go back to sleep, but it is no use. I'm awake now, so I decide to plan my working week as there is much to do both in the office and in our home before we wind down for winter. By ten, I've walked the dog, picked up a fresh baguette for breakfast and although I'm tired, I feel better for having sorted out my agenda. I decide to phone Poullet to arrange the earliest time to hold the interviews with him and his wife.

The call is answered on the third ring, so I know he's been awake.

“Yes. Who is it?” he says.

“Bonjour Doctor, ca va?” I ask. “It's me, Danielle.”

“Danielle,” he repeats. “Are you ill?” he asks. “Have you fallen in the street and can't get up? Are you having a heart attack?”

His voice is gruff and grumpy.

“I'm fine – thank you,” I reply hesitantly.

“Do you know what time it is? What day it is? It's Sunday,” he bellows. “The Lord's day. A day for church and rest. Why are you calling me?”

“You don't go to church and you rest most days,” I say cheekily. “I might be calling to invite you to lunch. I might be phoning to have a chat with you about something you're interested in.”

“And is that the case?” he asks, chuckling now.

“No, I'm phoning to make an appointment to interview you and your wife about Henri Boudin.”

“Tomorrow morning – ten thirty – not one minute before.”

The line goes dead. He has hung up without saying au revoir. Silly old fool I think. No wonder Paul's scared of him.
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