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Ordinary men have to live in submission, have no right to transgress the law, because, don’t you see, they are ordinary. But extraordinary men have a right to commit any crime and to transgress the law in any way, just because they are extraordinary.

Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment






PROLOGUE

August 1996

He finds himself in a cobbled courtyard, breath hissing back at him from buttressed walls. A rasping, gasping breath, full of fear and the certainty of death.

He knows every window by heart in this cloister of the two charnel houses. Colours embedded in the glass with affixed enamel. Le Miracle des Billettes, Elijah’s Sacrifice, The Mystic Wine-press. Beloved images lost forever in the dark.

Moonlight glances off the shiny surface of cobbles worn smooth by the feet of holy men. His own feet slip and clatter as he scrambles through an alley between buttresses, heart squeezed by the hand of desperation. A green bin spins away in the darkness, spilling its decaying contents across the yard. The door ahead of him lies ajar, the corridor beyond bathed in the ghostly light of the moon, angling between tower and apse to slant through frosted glass arches. He sees a sign and a red arrow – Vitraux du Cloître – and turns the other way, past the sacristy.

The door to the church is open, and he is almost sucked through it into the vast, glowing stillness. The stained glass rises all around, its colours turned to black by the dead light of the nearly full moon. His panic fills the vaulted vastness with every painful breath. To his right a statue of the virgin cradling the baby Jesus watches impassively, impervious now to the prayers he has offered her so piously over so many years. The neighbouring chapel has been given over to noticeboards pasted with announcements that he will never read.

He hears the footsteps following in his wake, and breath rasping in lungs that are not his own. He flees along the north ambulatory; past the Chapel of St. Paul, the Chapel of St. Joseph and the Souls in Purgatory. At the end of the church, ninety silvered organ pipes rise in shining columns to the figure of Christ Resuscitated, flanked by two angels. He wants to scream, help me! But he knows they cannot.

He turns beneath the nine metre span of the only remaining screen in all of Paris, a delicate tracery of stone carving and spiral staircases curling around slender columns soaring into blackness, and he stops beneath Christ on the cross, a Calvary taken from the chapel of the École Polytechnique to replace a predecessor destroyed during the Revolution. How often he has knelt here, before the altar, to receive His flesh and drink His blood.

He stops here now, and kneels again for one last time, the footsteps almost upon him. And as he rises and turns, the last thing he sees at the far end of the nave, before red turns to black, is a sign commanding him to SILENCE.




CHAPTER ONE

I

July 2006

The Rue des Deux Ponts cuts across the centre of the Île St. Louis, from the Pont Marie straddling the Seine on the north side, to the Pont de la Tournelle on the south. The island is no more than two hundred metres across and, side by side with the Île de la Cité, stands at the very heart of old Paris.

Enzo had wondered how his daughter could afford an apartment here, where four square metres of real estate could cost upwards of three hundred thousand euros. But Simon had told him that she was in a tiny sixth-floor studio up in the roof of her apartment block, and that the rental was being subsidised by her employer.

The previous night in the small hours, at home in Cahors, he had questioned the wisdom of trying to see her. He had to go to Paris, anyway. The stupid wager! But in the end, it was Sophie who had made his mind up.

It had been a hot twenty-one degrees, humid and sticky. Somewhere across the jumble of mediaeval red-tiled roofs a clock had chimed two, a deep, sonorous ring that pealed across the centuries. The old quarter of this ancient town in southwest France dated back to Roman days, and in some of his lonelier moments here Enzo felt only a breath away from the beginnings of human history. His armchair reclined by the open window, his guitar laid across his chest, he stared at the ceiling and brushed his steel slider along the length of the fretboard, strings softly weeping, evoking the blues of a not so distant past. By leaving for Paris the next day he would miss the start of the annual Cahors Blues Festival.

Floorboards creaked in the hall. ‘Papa?’

He’d turned his head to see Sophie in her nightdress framed in the doorway, and had to blink away sudden tears, surprised sometimes by just how much he loved her. ‘You should be sleeping, Sophie.’

‘Go to bed, Papa. It’s late,’ she’d said softly. She always spoke English to him when they were alone. English with an oddly incongruous Scottish accent, like the sweet scent of whisky drifting in the warm air of a summer’s night. She’d padded across the salon and perched on the arm of his chair. He’d felt her warmth.

‘Come to Paris with me.’

‘Why?’

‘To meet your sister.’

‘I don’t have a sister,’ she’d said. There was no rancour in it. Just a cold statement of fact, as she saw it.

‘She’s my daughter, Sophie.’

‘I hate her.’

‘How can you hate her? You’ve never met her.’

‘Because she hates you. How could I ever like anyone who hates you?’ She had lifted his guitar away then, and laid it against the sill, and slid down into the seat beside her father, laying her head on his chest. ‘I love you, Papa.’

*

He had found the apartment block quickly enough. Number 19 bis, on the west side of the street, next to Le Marché des Îles fruit and vegetable store. He had no idea what the entry code was for getting into the courtyard. He could have rung for the concierge, but what would he have told her? That his daughter lived here, on the top floor? And if the concierge had taken him up, what would he have said if Kirsty had shut the door in his face?

So he lunched in the L’Îlot Vache bistro on the corner of the Rue St. Louis, sitting on his own in the window, watching the faces drift past, sunlight slanting down between tall old buildings that leaned at sometimes curious angles. He sat until the restaurant was empty, his waiter hovering impatiently nearby, waiting for him to pay so that he could go home for the afternoon. Finally he settled up and walked across the street to the Louis IX Bar, and found himself a table in the doorway and nursed a beer for nearly two hours. More faces passed. More time. The angle of the sun grew more acute as it slid down the sky into early evening. And still the tourists filed by, perspiring in the July heat, and private cars and taxis belched their fumes into the fibrillating air of a long Parisian summer’s day.

Then he saw her, and in spite of all the hours of anticipation still felt as if he had been punched in the gut. It was twelve years since he had last laid eyes on her, a brittle, difficult fifteen-year-old who wouldn’t speak to him. She was crossing the Rue des Deux Ponts from east to west, carrying groceries in pink plastic bags dangling from both hands. She was wearing denims that cut off inches above the ankle and sat low on her hips beneath a short, white, sleeveless top that bared her belly to the world. It was the fashion, although very few girls had the figure to carry it off. Kirsty was one of them. She was tall, like her father, with square shoulders and fine, long legs. And she wore her hair long, again like her father, but not tied in a ponytail like his. It was a rich, chestnut brown, like her mother’s, and flew out behind her in the warm breeze like a flag of independence.

Enzo left several coins rattling on his table, and hurried along the street to intercept her. He caught up with her as she was juggling with her shopping bags to punch in the entry code. ‘Here, let me take one of these,’ he said as the electronic lock buzzed and she pushed the door open with her foot.

She turned, startled. Whether it was the unexpected Scottish voice in the middle of Paris, or the odd familiarity of this strange male, it took her some moments to realise who he was. By which time he had taken the bags from one of her hands and was holding the door open for her. Her face flushed with confusion and embarrassment and she pushed past him into a passageway that led to the inner courtyard. The time it took for that simple act was long enough for her to find her anger. ‘What do you want?’ she hissed, keeping her voice low as if she was frightened they might be overheard.

He hurried after her as she strode along the passage and into a tiny, paved courtyard filled with potted trees and a tangle of lush, green plants. Apartments rose dizzyingly all around them into the small square of blue Paris sky above. Ground floor windows were barred, and the door of the guardian’s apartment stood at the foot of an ancient wooden staircase. ‘Just to talk, Kirsty. To spend a little time with you.’

‘Funny …’ Her voice was coarse with bitterness. ‘You were never around when I wanted to spend time with you. You were too busy with your new family.’

‘That’s not true, Kirsty. I’d have given you all the time in the world if you had only let me.’

‘Oh, yes!’ She turned on him at the foot of the stairs. All the colour had drained from her face. ‘Of course. It was my fault. I should have known. It was my fault you left us. It was my fault you chose to go and live in France with some other woman and start another family. Why didn’t I see it? All those nights I lay awake listening to mum crying herself to sleep in the next room, and I never realised it was my fault. All those birthdays and Christmases you weren’t around. All those moments in a girl’s life when she wants to know that her dad’s watching, that he’s proud of her. The school concert. Sports day. Graduation. Why didn’t I understand then that it was my fault? After all, you always had a great reason to be somewhere else, didn’t you?’ Her emotion finally choked off the diatribe, and she was working hard to catch her breath. The intensity in her eyes made it hard for Enzo to meet them. He had never before felt the full force of her anger. He was shocked. ‘Give me those!’ She snatched at the bags of shopping he was holding, but he held them away from her.

‘Kirsty, please. There’s never a day in my life that I don’t think about you, or the hurt I caused you. You’ve no idea how hard it is to try to explain these things to a child. But I’m still your father, and I still love you. All I want to do is talk. To tell you how it was. How it really was.’

She stared at him for a moment in silence, anger turning to contempt. ‘I don’t have a father,’ she said finally. ‘My father died a very long time ago.’ Her eyes dropped to the bags he was still holding. ‘Are you going to give me those?’ But she barely gave him time to respond. ‘Oh, well, fuck it!’ she said. ‘Keep them.’ And she turned and ran up the stairs leaving him standing in the courtyard, feeling foolish and bereft.

He had no idea how long he stood before finally laying the bags carefully on the first step. There didn’t seem any point in going after her with them. He turned slowly and went back out to the street.

II

He was sitting alone at Kong’s rooftop restaurant above the Kenzo building on the Rue du Pont Neuf when Simon finally showed up. The place was packed with diners enjoying the Paris panorama. Enzo had hoped to dine at the Samaritaine, where the view was better, taking in all the familiar landmarks in the fading light: the Panthéon, Notre Dame, the Eiffel Tower. But it had closed down, and he’d had to make do with the more restricted view of the Tour de Saint Sulpice and the Vedettes du Pont Neuf, along with the inane babble of the Paris in-crowd. A crowd in which Enzo had rarely felt so alone. The fact that everyone else was in company seemed only to emphasise his isolation. He’d had little or no appetite, and left his main course almost untouched, preferring instead to work his way steadily through the bottle of Pinot Noir he had ordered.

Simon waved away the waiter and pulled up a seat. He’d already eaten, he said, and poured himself a glass of Enzo’s wine. He turned to take in the view of the city as he sipped it, perhaps guessing the answer to his unasked question. Then he turned and said, ‘Why do you always look so damned miserable, Enzo?’

Enzo grinned. ‘Maybe because I am.’ He gave a little Gallic shrug, an unconscious gesture acquired over many years. ‘So when are you going back to London?’

‘Tomorrow.’ Simon looked at him directly and sighed. ‘I don’t know what your problem is. Take a good look at yourself, Magpie.’ It was the nickname Simon had given his friend when the white streak first grew into his dark hair during his early teens. And it had stuck. ‘You’ve got a great life here. A beautiful apartment in Cahors. A daughter most parents would die for …’ No sooner were the words out of his mouth than he cringed at his gaffe. ‘Jesus, Enzo, I’m sorry.’

Enzo smiled ruefully and shook his head. ‘Daft bastard,’ he said. ‘You’re just lucky you never had any kids. Bringing home boyfriends with stupid hair and extraneous pieces of metal stuck in their faces.’

‘Bertrand?’

‘He’s too old for Sophie.’

‘What age is he?’

‘Twenty-six.’

‘And Sophie’s what? Eighteen?’

‘Nineteen.’

‘So he’s seven years older than her. You were what? Thirty, when you set up home in Cahors with Pascale? And what age was she?’

Enzo growled, ‘Twenty-three. But that was different.’

‘No it wasn’t. Seven years is seven years.’

‘I didn’t encourage Pascale to give up her studies. And I think I had more to offer than a lifetime pumping iron in some stupid gymnasium.’

‘Like what? The brilliant career in forensics you nearly had?’

Enzo glowered dangerously. He folded his arms and crossed his legs, body language drowning out what he didn’t want to hear.

Simon said, ‘I’m not being judgmental here, Enzo. But she was just twenty-three. A kid, for Christ’s sake. Have you had a conversation with a twenty-three-year-old recently?’

‘Not as many as you,’ Enzo shot back. ‘Twenty-three must be about the average age of the women you’re screwing these days.’

‘Probably. And, you know, the sex is great, but the conversation sucks. Why do you think none of the relationships lasts more than a few weeks?’

‘Because you’re too damned old. They tire you out.’

Simon grinned. ‘You might be right.’

They sipped in silence and listened to the animated voices of the diners at tables all around them.

Until Simon said, ‘So what happened?’

Enzo avoided his eye. ‘She wouldn’t talk to me.’

When he glanced up he saw Simon gazing at his glass thoughtfully and suddenly saw him looking old. For years he had only ever seen Simon as the boy he had gone to school with, played in the band with, shared girlfriends with. Now, his head slightly bowed, the once dark beard peppered with grey, the light caught the scalp beneath his thinning hair and cast shadows beneath his eyes. He looked his age – a man approaching his fiftieth birthday. Simon stopped staring at his glass and drained it instead. ‘I thought things might have changed.’

‘Why?’ It was Simon who had told him that Kirsty was in Paris.

‘Her mother.’ He signalled the waiter and ordered a brandy. ‘You know we’ve always kept in touch.’

Enzo nodded. He had never been sure quite why. The three of them had grown up together in Scotland, on the south side of Glasgow. Simon had gone out with Linda before Enzo, and then all but lost contact when he went south to study law in England, returning only once to be best man at their wedding.

‘Linda thought things might have changed. After all, Kirsty’s a big girl, now. Nearly finished her postgrad in translation and interpretation. And you don’t win a year’s internship with a company in Paris unless you’ve got your head pretty well screwed on.’

‘Well, nothing’s changed. Not for Kirsty, anyway.’

‘What did she say?’

‘She told me to fuck off.’

Simon’s brandy arrived and he sipped on it contemplatively. ‘So what now?’

‘I might as well just go home.’

‘I thought you had an appointment with Raffin?’

‘I’m not sure I’ll bother.’

Simon cocked an eyebrow. ‘Two thousand euros, Enzo. You can hardly afford that on your salary.’

Enzo glared at him. Simon had been instrumental in forcing the issue to a bet in the first place. And as the only lawyer present had promised to bear witness to the parties involved and keep the cash in escrow until an outcome was agreed.

*

The tables beneath the candy-striped awning of Le Bonaparte were nearly all full when Enzo arrived, Parisians and tourists alike indulging in the café culture that so characterised the city, sitting in serried rows sipping drinks, watching the endless ebb and flow of humanity in the Place St. Germain des Prés. It was nearly dark now, the biscuit-coloured stone of the ancient church of St. Germain floodlit starkly against a deep blue sky. Enzo took a table on the corner, beneath a No Entry sign, and ordered a brandy. He checked the time. It was after ten, and he was late. He wondered if, perhaps, Raffin might have come and gone already. He had told the journalist that he would recognise him by his hair, tied in a ponytail, a silver stripe running back from his left temple. He never thought about how other people might view him, with his baggy cargo trousers and white running shoes, and his large selection of voluminous, collarless shirts, which he rarely tucked in. And, of course, the ubiquitous canvas satchel that he slung across his shoulder. Sophie’s favourite fond insult was to call him an old hippie. Which was probably how most people saw him. But he was also a big man, and kept himself fit by cycling, so he tended to stand out in a crowd. He was aware that women found him attractive, but he had always shied away from committing to another relationship after Pascale.

By twenty past he had finished his brandy and was contemplating leaving. As he searched for coins in his pocket, he became aware of a figure standing over him. He looked up to see a tall, thin man with longish brown hair swept back to the upturned collar of his white shirt. He carried a light summer jacket carelessly across his shoulder, and his trousers, belted at a slim waist, were immaculately creased, gathering in fashionable folds around neat, black-leather Italian shoes. He had a cigarette carefully held at the end of long fingers, and took a final draw before flicking it away across the cobbled street. He held out his smoking hand. ‘Roger Raffin,’ he said. ‘Sorry I’m late.’

‘That’s okay,’ Enzo said, shaking his hand. He was surprised at how cool it was.

Raffin sat down in the vacant seat, and with the practised ease of a vrai Parisien, signalled a waiter with a black apron and white shirt who materialised almost immediately at their table. ‘A glass of Pouilly Fumé.’ He nodded towards Enzo’s glass. ‘Cognac, is it?’

While they waited for their drinks, Raffin lit another cigarette and said, ‘I checked you out on the internet, Monsieur. It says you are a professor of biology at Paul Sabatier University in Toulouse. Why am I even talking to you?’

‘I was with the police scientifique in Scotland. But it’s a long time since I practised. The internet didn’t even exist then.’

‘So what makes you think you are qualified to pass an opinion on anything today?’

‘I was trained as a forensic biologist, Monsieur Raffin. Seven years with Strathclyde police in Glasgow, the last two as head of biology, covering everything from blood pattern interpretation at major crime scenes, to analysis of hairs and fibres. I was involved in early DNA databasing, interpretation of damage to clothing, as well as detailed examination of murder scenes. Oh, and did I mention? I am one of only four people in the UK to have trained as a Byford scientist – which also makes me an expert on serious serial crime analysis.’

‘Made you an expert, Monsieur Macleod. Things have changed.’

‘I’ve kept myself apprised of all the latest scientific developments in the field.’

‘So why aren’t you still doing it?’

‘Personal reasons.’

Raffin looked at Enzo appraisingly, fixing him with startlingly pale green eyes. He looked no older than thirty-five or thirty-six. He had a creamy-smooth tanned complexion and pale lips. His nose was thin, and sharp, and a little too prominent, but he was a good-looking young man. He sighed as their drinks arrived and took a delicate sip from his misted glass. ‘Why should I co-operate with you on this?’

Enzo tipped his brandy glass to his lips and the stuff burned all the way down. He felt reckless and brave and in need of something to fill a vacant place in his life. And it seemed like a good idea not to mention the wager at this point. ‘Because I’m going to find out what happened to Jacques Gaillard,’ he said. ‘With or without your help.’

III

Raffin’s apartment was in the Rue du Tournon, on the first floor, above two art galleries. It was within a hundred metres of the floodlit splendour of the Senate building, the home of the French government’s Upper House, tiers of classical pillars supporting its crowning dome at the head of a long, narrow street running all the way down to the Boulevard St. Germain, and the Seine beyond that.

Raffin tapped in his entry code, and pushed a huge, heavy green door into a cobbled corridor. At the far end, they emerged into an L-shaped courtyard dominated by a tall chestnut tree. Lights burned in windows which lay open, cooling apartments after the build-up of heat during a long, simmering day. They could hear people talking, laughing, still seated around dinner tables. Somewhere, someone was playing a piano, an uncertain rendition of Chopin.

‘I’ll want a guarantee of exclusivity,’ Raffin was saying. ‘No one else gets to publish the results of your investigations. I’ll have sole publication rights. Perhaps we should put that in writing.’

‘Whatever you like,’ Enzo said.

Raffin pushed open a half-glazed door and they began up wooden stairs that circled a narrow lift shaft. He had made up his mind in an instant, draining his glass of Pouilly Fumé at Le Bonaparte in a single draft and getting to his feet. ‘Okay, let’s do it. I have reams of notes made during my research. Only a fraction of the stuff ever made it into the book. Come back to my place and you can take them away to look at.’ He had already started across the street when he stopped, and almost as an afterthought turned back to Enzo. ‘And you can pay for the drinks.’

On the first floor landing he fumbled in his pocket for his key and opened the main door into a square entrance hall. Pale light from streetlamps in the courtyard slanted through venetian blinds in long, narrow slats.

Enzo immediately sensed the journalist’s tension. ‘What’s wrong?’ he said.

Raffin raised a quick hand to silence him. Double doors from the hall lay open into the dark of the main salon. Beyond, bright yellow light fell across the floorboards from an opening in mirror-glazed bedroom doors which stood ajar. They could hear someone moving around beyond them, and Raffin tensed as a shadow passed through the light.

‘Cambrioleurs, he whispered. Burglars. He placed his jacket carefully over the back of a chair and turned to a bookcase with shelves ranged up to the ceiling. He selected a large-format, heavily bound encyclopaedia from one of the lower shelves. Clutching it above his head in both hands, he advanced into the salon. Enzo followed, thinking that the journalist looked just a little ridiculous. The History of the World E to F seemed an unlikely weapon. Waving an encyclopaedia around his head, he was more likely to frighten a burglar to death than do him physical damage.

Suddenly the bedroom door opened wide and electric light flooded the room. Raffin froze in mid-stride, the History of the World raised in readiness. A woman stood in the open doorway looking at him in astonishment. She was tall, wearing a long, black dress gathered at the waist. It was sleeveless, with a quite daring neckline. Dark hair, shot through with hints of silver, tumbled in luxuriant curls around her face and over her shoulders. Her skin was clear and lightly tanned, and large, startled black eyes held them both in their gaze. Enzo thought she was quite the most beautiful woman he had seen in a very long time.

She looked up at the book above Raffin’s head. ‘For Heaven’s sake put that away, Roger,’ she said. ‘History never was your strong suit.’

Slowly, Roger lowered the book. ‘What are you doing here?’ There was no disguising his annoyance.

She half glanced back into the bedroom. ‘Came to get the last of my things. You weren’t here, and I still have a key.’

He laid the History of the World on the dining table and held out an open hand. ‘Well, I’ll relieve you of that now, thank you,’ he said. She slipped long, elegant fingers into a pocket hidden among the pleats of her dress and produced the key on a length of leather thong. He snatched it from her. ‘Have you got everything?’ There was still tension in his voice.

‘I think so. I just need a bag to put it in.’

‘There are some large, plastic carriers in the dressing room.’

But she made no move to go and get one. Instead she looked beyond him to Enzo. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce us?’

Raffin glanced at Enzo, as if he had forgotten he was there. He said dismissively, ‘He’s just come to pick up some papers.’

Enzo stepped past him and held out his hand. ‘Enzo Macleod.’ He smiled. ‘Je suis enchanté, Madame.’

She shook his hand and held it in hers for just a moment longer than was necessary. Her eyes were compelling, and Enzo felt trapped by their gaze. She said, ‘I’m Charlotte. You’re not French.’

‘Scottish.’

‘Ah.’ A pause. ‘What papers?’

‘That’s really not any of your business, Charlotte,’ Roger said.

‘I’m investigating the disappearance of Jacques Gaillard,’ Enzo told her.

Raffin sighed deeply. ‘Now you’ll never get rid of her. Charlotte’s a … psychologist.’ He spoke the word as if it made a bad taste in his mouth. ‘Trained in criminal profiling.’

Enzo raised a dark eyebrow. ‘Where did you train?’

‘As a profiler? The United States. I spent two years there before coming back to set up my own psychology practice. From time to time the Paris police deign to seek my advice.’ She glanced in Roger’s direction. ‘But I make my living from people with everyday hang-ups. In my case, crime doesn’t pay.’

Roger said, ‘I’ll get you that bag.’ And he headed off through a tiny door in the wall to the left of what had once been a fireplace.

Charlotte advanced towards Enzo, and he tried to put an age on her. She was a little younger than Roger. Early to midthirties perhaps. ‘What are you?’ she said. ‘A policeman? A private detective?’

‘I used to be a forensic scientist.’

She nodded as if that explained everything.

Roger reappeared with two large plastic carriers. He thrust one at Charlotte and said to Enzo, ‘I’ll get those notes for you.’ And he disappeared through double doors into his study.

‘I suppose I should pack, then,’ Charlotte said, and she retreated to the bedroom.

Left on his own for a few moments, Enzo looked around Raffin’s salon. Tall windows opened on to the courtyard below. Bookshelves lined the walls on two sides of the dining table at one end of the room. The remaining walls were covered in art: still-lifes, classical scenes from Greek and Roman literature, oriental tableaux, and what looked like original artwork from old French movie posters. There was an upright piano next to the window, and an old, enamel stove sat in what had been the cheminée. Everything seemed to have a place, and was in it. There was a marked absence of those small, personal items that clutter up people’s homes providing clues to their character. Raffin had a certain style, in his deportment, the clothes he wore, the items he had chosen to furnish his apartment. But none of it gave much away, as if it were all a well-polished veneer designed to conceal what lay beneath. He reappeared, the plastic carrier now filled with heavy box files.

‘Here,’ he said. ‘That should keep you busy for a while.’ He turned towards the bedroom. ‘Excuse me a moment.’ He closed the door behind him, and Enzo stood in the stillness of the apartment, unable to avoid hearing the voices raised in angry whispers on the other side of the mirrored panels. It didn’t take long for the whispers to become shouts. Enzo focused his attention on one of the still-lifes. He did not want to be involved in other people’s domestic problems. After several minutes the voices subsided again, and there was a brief period of silence before the door opened and Charlotte emerged with her plastic carrier full of clothes, her face flushed with anger and embarrassment.

‘Goodbye, Monsieur Macleod,’ she said without looking at him, and she walked straight out of the apartment.

Raffin appeared in the doorway. He too, looked flushed. ‘Sorry about that.’ Although he didn’t sound sorry at all. ‘Things are never easy at the end of a relationship.’ He tilted his head towards Enzo’s bag. ‘When you’ve read through that stuff, any questions give me a call. Meanwhile, I’ll get some kind of agreement drawn up on publication rights.’

IV

When he reached the Boulevard St. Germain, Enzo saw her searching in vain for a taxi. There was still a lot of traffic in the street, and the cafés were doing brisk business, but there were no taxis in sight.

He joined her at the traffic lights. ‘Do you want me to call you one?’

Even with a sideways look her eyes had an alarmingly disarming effect. ‘You live nearby?’

‘My studio’s just down there, near the Institute. But there’s no telephone there. I meant on my portable.’

‘Oh.’ She seemed disappointed. ‘I thought maybe you were going to ask me up for coffee.’

He looked at her, caught off guard by her directness. ‘Sure.’ The green man appeared on the far side of the boulevard. ‘We’d better cross the road, then.’

They pushed north through the crowds thronging the narrow Rue Mazarine, towards the floodlit dome of the Institut de France. The cafés and bistros were full. Voices emboldened by drink and good company, raised in laughter and argument, echoed around the canyons and mediaeval alleys of this longtime bohemian Left Bank quartier. Only now, it was no longer populated by bohemians, but by the nouveau riche of the nouveau génération, wallets bulging with euros tucked into designer pockets and bags.

A young woman laden with shopping and clutching a baby emerged in a hurry from a late-opening mini-market, colliding with Enzo and sending tins and packets clattering across the pavement.

‘Merde!’ she gasped under her breath.

‘Je suis désolé,’ Enzo apologised, and he and Charlotte stooped to help her gather up her things. The baby was crying now, and the young woman was having difficulty getting everything back in the bags.

‘Here,’ Enzo said. ‘Let me?’ And he took the baby from her. For a moment, the mother appeared reluctant to let the child go, but something about Enzo seemed to reassure her, and she released the baby and turned to refill her bags hurriedly with Charlotte’s help. In the time it took the two women to rescue the shopping, Enzo had the baby laughing. ‘She’s a bright wee thing,’ he said, pulling a face and sending the infant into chuckling paroxysms. He turned to see Charlotte and the young woman looking at him, and he grew immediately self-conscious, handing the baby back to her mother and reclaiming his bag of box files.

‘Merci.’ The young woman hurried away through the crowds into the night, her baby looking back over her shoulder at Enzo, a smile still sparkling in her eyes.

Charlotte stood in the roadway, caught in the light of the shop window, elegant and beautiful in her black dress, regarding Enzo thoughtfully, a half-smile on her face.

‘What!’ he said.

She shrugged. ‘Nothing. I thought you were going to make me coffee.’

*

The studio apartment was on the first floor on the corner of the Rue Guénégaud and the Rue Mazarine, almost above the café Le Balto, and diagonally opposite the concrete monstrosity that housed the Paris Val de Seine School of Architecture. It was within sight of the magnificent Institut de France, home of the Academie Française which strove to protect the French language from the erosion of the modern world. Enzo had often thought there should be a similar institution to stop cretinous architects from ruining their cities.

From the first floor landing Enzo opened the door into the studio and Charlotte gasped. ‘I’d never have guessed you had such bad taste.’

Enzo grinned. ‘Interesting, isn’t it?’ He closed the door behind her and followed her into the main room. The walls were lined with a padded fabric imprinted with a bold, repeating design in red, brown and cream. ‘Very nineteen-sixties. Only, I’m afraid I can’t claim the credit. It belongs to the very elderly uncle of friends in Cahors. He’s in a retirement home, and they can’t sell it until he dies. I love it. I hope he lives forever.’

As he made the coffee he watched her wander about the room lightly touching the trophies and artefacts that cluttered every available space. Wood-carved African figures, a Chinese lacquered box, a green and gold porcelain dragon, a bust carved from ivory. ‘Apparently he was an inveterate traveller. An interesting old guy. I’d like to have met him.’

Charlotte turned to watch him, a quizzical smile again lighting her face. ‘You live in Cahors?’ He nodded. ‘And how many children do you have?’

He looked up, surprised. ‘What makes you think I have any?’

‘Because I watch people,’ she said. ‘it’s my job. So I can’t help noticing all the little micro signes that give a person away. It makes my friends paranoid. They think I’m watching them all the time.’

‘And are you?’

She grinned. ‘Of course. Perhaps that’s why I don’t have many.’

‘So what micro signes betrayed the fact that I’m a father?’

‘Your eyes. It’s a simple physiological fact that when a man with children looks at a child his pupils dilate. If he doesn’t have children they don’t.’

Enzo handed her a coffee. ‘It’s always my eyes that give me away. I make a very bad liar. Milk or sugar?’

She shook her head. ‘And such very curious eyes. One blue, one brown. Waardenburg Syndrome?’

Enzo was surprised. ‘You’re the first person I’ve ever met who knew what it was.’

‘A genetic disorder, characterised by a white streak in the hair. Sometimes accompanied by an arched palate and exaggerated facial features.’

‘And sometimes also by deafness. Fortunately I just have the eyes and the hair. And, of course, being a genetic condition, there’s a fifty-fifty chance of passing it on to your children.’

‘And have you?’

‘Fifty-fifty. One daughter has, and one daughter hasn’t. Different mothers, though. So that might have something to do with it.’

‘You’re still married, then?’

‘Widowed.’ He sipped on his coffee to mask his discomfort. It was not a subject he liked to talk about.

‘I’m sorry. Was it recent?’

‘Just short of twenty years. Is the coffee okay?’

‘Sure.’ They drank in silence for a few moments. Then she said, ‘So … what’s your interest in the Jacques Gaillard case?’

‘Academic.’ Then he smiled sheepishly and confessed, ‘And a rather stupid wager.’

‘A wager?’

‘That it would be possible to solve an old case by applying new science.’ He paused. ‘Or not.’

‘You haven’t picked the easiest of cases, then. There was never much evidence of any kind to go on. No body, no sign of a struggle. In fact, Roger took quite a bit of flak for including it among his seven most celebrated unsolved murders. No one’s even been able to prove that Gaillard’s dead.’

‘You know a bit about it, then?’

‘Yes.’ Charlotte drank some more coffee, and Enzo had the impression that she, too, was endeavouring to conceal a discomfort. ‘You know that Roger was only motivated to write the book because of the unsolved murder of his own wife?’

Enzo nodded. ‘It’s the seventh case.’

Charlotte examined her coffee cup. ‘It’s not easy, sustaining a relationship with a victim.’ She looked up and, as if feeling the need to explain, added, ‘Survivors are victims, too, you know.’ Then, ‘I was living with him while he was researching the book.’

Enzo nodded. ‘But not any more.’

‘Not any more.’ She set down her cup. ‘Perhaps you could phone that taxi for me now.’

‘Of course.’ He retrieved his mobile from a pocket in his cargos and began punching in a number.

‘Enzo …’ she said after he had ordered her car. It was as if she was trying the sound of it out for size. ‘What kind of name is that anyway?’

‘Short for Lorenzo. My mother was Italian. Married to a Scot. A lethal combination.’

‘It certainly is.’

When the taxi arrived and peeped its horn in the street below, Enzo went down to open the door for her. They lingered for a moment on the pavement, and he felt her slipping away like sand through his fingers.

‘Could I, you know, maybe take you to dinner sometime?’ He felt foolish, like a schoolboy asking a girl on a first date.

She avoided his eye. ‘I’ve just finished with Roger. I think maybe I need a little time to myself right now.’ She threw her bag of clothes into the back seat of the taxi and searched through her handbag, pulling out a discreetly embossed business card. ‘But if you ever feel the need of some professional psychological insights into the Gaillard case, give me a call. Thanks for the coffee, Monsieur Macleod.’

‘Enzo,’ Enzo said as she shut the door. And her taxi coughed diesel fumes into the night and turned into the Rue Mazarine.




CHAPTER TWO

I

Jacques Gaillard was dead. Enzo was certain of it.

He rubbed his eyes and looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. It was a little after three, and a party in one of the apartments opposite was still going strong. They had opened their windows wide, the musky aromatic smell of cannabis wafting its way across the narrow street, and the air was still vibrating to the monotonous rhythm of some endless Latin dance rap.

The party had begun around midnight, and Enzo had simply shut it out by reading through Raffin’s notes, and allowing himself to be absorbed into the arcane world of Jacques Gaillard.

JG, as he was known to his friends, had been the eldest son of a provincial lawyer in Angoulême. Early intellectual promise resulted in his being sent to the Henry IV Lycée in Paris, one of the best secondary schools in France. There, he rose to the top of his class, and won first prize in economics at the Concours Général. By this time he already knew that he wanted to go to ENA. The École Nationale d’Administration, the crème de la crème of the French system of grandes écoles, accepted only the brightest intellects in the country, and turned out Prime Ministers and Presidents like a shark grows new teeth.

A degree from the Institut d’Études Politiques, popularly known as Sciences-Po, would have been the normally accepted route. But his father had insisted that he take a ‘proper’ diploma first, and so he had enrolled at the Faculté de Droit et Sciences Économiques d’Assas. But such was the young Jacques’ genius, that this was not enough to keep him fully occupied. And so he had also enrolled at the Sorbonne, studying history.

By the time he graduated from both institutions, he had developed a good network of politically engaged friends. And had started his research into the history of early French cinema.

Acceptance to Sciences-Po was a formality and, given his previous academic record, his course there was reduced from four years to two. Such was his reputation for intellectual brilliance that by the time he sat the competitive exam for entry to ENA, he was already known to nearly half the members of the examination board. He sailed through the gruelling forty-five minute Grand Oral, during which prospective students are grilled, in public, on any subject chosen by a panel of five experts.

According to memoirs published later by some of that panel, and others who were there that day, Gaillard barely allowed them to get a word in.

Finishing in the top ten of his twenty-seven month course guaranteed him a pick of the top jobs in the Civil Service. Over the next twelve years his career went from strength to strength, and after a highly successful stint as principal advisor to the Minister of Finance, he was actively pursued by the Prime Minister’s office, eventually being appointed an advisor to the Prime Minister himself.

Which is when he published his book, The History of French Cinema, and his spectacular rise to prominence hit a brick wall.

Satirical cartoonists in the French media used him as a club with which to beat the Prime Minister. He was variously depicted as whispering advice into the premier’s ear on which of that week’s movie releases he should watch, or offering him tips on the most likely winner of best actress at the César Awards, or which film would take the Palme d’Or at Cannes. One particularly cruel cartoon in the satirical journal Le Canard Enchaîné conjured up an exceptionally gross-featured Prime Minister slipping JG a thick wad of two-hundred franc notes and asking if he could fix him up for the night with Sophie Marceau.

It seemed, however, that Jacques Gaillard was enjoying his new-found celebrity, and positively thrived on his increasingly frequent television appearances.

Then, between 1994 and 1996 he was ‘invited’ – a clear euphemism for ‘instructed’ – to direct students at ENA in an investigation into the history of French financial policies since the war. Perhaps an attempt by the government to lower his profile. But if that were the case, then it failed. For it was during that same period that Gaillard was asked by the French broadcaster TF1 to host his own cinema review show on television once a month, a chance he jumped at.

And then, that August, he vanished off the face of the earth. Enzo re-read Raffin’s account of it in the book.

He failed to return to his desk at the end of the August holidays. It caused a huge stir at the time. The papers were full of it for weeks. But the police made no progress at all. And, as always happens with these matters, the press found other things to write about, and the curious case of the disappearing Jacques Gaillard gradually slipped from public view. That was ten years ago. It still crops up from time to time. An article here, a feature piece there. But no one has ever shed new light on what happened to him.

Enzo had never seen Gaillard’s show, but when he looked through the various photographs in Raffin’s file, his face was very familiar. A cartoonist’s gift. Aged forty-nine when he disappeared, Gaillard had disguised his encroaching baldness by contriving an extraordinary bird’s nest of dyed and lacquered curls. He had also cultivated one of those excessive French moustaches which, after an initial droop, curled extravagantly up around his cheeks.

Also in the file was a copy of the page beneath the final entry in the desk diary found in Gaillard’s study. Enzo reflected that Raffin must have had good sources to get hold of material like this. The page containing the final entry itself had been torn out. But because of the impression it had left on the page below, the police scientifique had been able to treat the paper in the lab with electrostatic detection equipment to find and then visualise the fibres damaged by the abrasive pressure of the pen. Enzo looked at it carefully. Mad à minuit, it read. Evidently, Gaillard had spent some time on the entry, for he had gone over the letters several times, and then surrounded them with idle doodles and curlicues. The kind of doodles he might have engaged in absently during a lengthy telephone conversation. The police had secured phone records for the night before the date of the entry. They showed that there had been a phone call – about fifteen minutes long – shortly before ten o’clock. It was the last call registered to Gaillard’s phone, and it had been made from a public call box. In spite of extensive publicity, no one had ever admitted to making the call.

Enzo frowned and read and re-read the entry. Mad à minuit. Many before him had puzzled over it and, in the end, failed to make sense of it. Mad at midnight. Except that there was no such word as mad in the French language. And why would he have mixed English and French? It had to be a shortening of another word. Enzo pulled a French dictionary from the bookcase and looked up words beginning with mad. There were not many. Madame, mademoiselle, and Madeleine, the French for Magdalene. Madagascar and Madeira, Madras and Madrid. Madalopam, a strong calico. Madéfier, the verb to wet or moisten. Madone, the Madonna. Madrier, a thick plank of wood. Madrure, a mottle on wood or porcelain. A few others. But nothing that chimed.

The date of the entry was Friday 23 August, 1996. So presumably it referred to a rendezvous somewhere at midnight that night. The speculation was that the entry had been made in the course of that final phone call registered to his number the night before. But there was no way to prove it.

Enzo turned his attention, then, to photographs taken of Gaillard’s apartment, and wondered again how Raffin had managed to get copies. Then he noticed a tiny sequence of figures printed in red in the bottom corner of the prints. 29.03.06. A date. These pictures had been taken just a little over three years ago. He frowned. How was that possible? It was ten years since Gaillard had disappeared. He dug into the thigh pocket of his cargos and found his mobile. He tracked down Raffin’s number and pressed dial.

Raffin managed to convey sleepy and irritated in a single word. ‘Oui?’

‘Roger, it’s Enzo.’

There was a splutter of indignation from the other end. ‘Jesus Christ, Macleod, do you have any idea what time it is?’

‘How did you manage to take photographs of Gaillard’s apartment seven years after he’d disappeared?’

‘What?’ Raffin was now transmitting a mixture of incomprehension and anger.

‘Did you take these photographs of Gaillard’s apartment?’

‘Yes.’

‘How?’

‘Because the place hasn’t been touched since he vanished. His mother has preserved it. Like a shrine. Except that she refuses to believe he’s dead. She wants it to be there for him, just as he left it, the day he returns.’

Enzo could hardly believe his luck. A potential crime scene, preserved as in aspic, available for re-examination after ten years. ‘I want to see it.’

‘Talk to me tomorrow.’

‘No, I want to see it tomorrow. As early as possible. Can you arrange it?’

He heard Raffin sigh. ‘Call me in the morning.’ He paused. ‘At a civilised hour.’ And he hung up.

Enzo sat for several minutes contemplating the prospect of being able to revisit Gaillard’s apartment after all these years. No doubt it had been cleaned after forensics had finished with it. But there was so much you could learn about a man from the space he inhabited. And there was always the possibility that Enzo might see something others had missed.

The party across the street continued relentlessly. God, did these people not have homes to go to? Enzo adjusted the desk lamp and rubbed his eyes again in the bright light it spilled across the papers strewn over the desktop. He stretched and thought about bed. But his mind was still full of Gaillard, and his eye lighted again on the photocopy of the diary page treated by forensics. He stared at it for a long time, and then screwed up his eyes, inclining his head, and became aware that his heart-rate had suddenly increased. He looked around the apartment, frustrated that it was unlikely to provide the tracing paper he needed. And then he had a thought and crossed to the small, open-plan kitchen where he began going through the drawers. The third one turned up what he was looking for. A roll of greaseproof paper. He tore off a good twelve inches, and took it back to the desk, smoothing it out over the top of the photocopy. Crisp, opaque paper, but thin enough for the lines beneath to show through. Ideal. He reached for a pencil and immediately began the careful process of retracing Gaillard’s final doodles.




CHAPTER THREE

I

Passy is on the green métro line No. 6, which loops right across Paris from Nation in the east to Place Charles de Gaulle and the Arc de Triomphe in the west. It is a short walk up a steep hill from the station to the Place Costa Rica.

It was a misty morning, cool after the heat of the night before, and Raffin had the collar of his jacket turned up as if he were cold. But he had chosen to sit at a table on the pavement outside the Brasserie Le Franklin. The dregs of a grand crème stained his cup, and the crumbs of a croissant littered the tiny table in front of him. He was reading that day’s edition of Libération, the left-wing daily to which he most often contributed as a freelance. He looked up and frowned as Enzo slumped into the seat beside him. From here they had a view back down the Rue de l’Alboni to where the métro line stretched away above ground, disappearing into the mist over the Pont de Bir-Hakeim.

‘You’re late,’ Raffin said. It was all of five minutes beyond their agreed meeting time.

‘It happens,’ Enzo said without guilt, remembering the more than twenty minutes Raffin had kept him waiting the night before. ‘Is it all fixed?’

‘Of course. She’s waiting for us in the apartment.’

*

The elegant stone façade of Gaillard’s five-storey apartment block was in the Rue Vineuse. Raffin entered the code that unlocked the wrought-iron gate and pushed it open. Through a passage they walked into a small courtyard, glass doors leading to a wood-panelled lobby, where polished brass stair-rods held in place a thick-piled red carpet dressing a marble staircase. Beyond, Enzo could see another, bigger, courtyard, a garden with manicured lawn and shady trees. Everything about the place reeked of wealth.

Raffin said, ‘Gaillard achieved the aspiration of every ambitious Parisian to be entre cour et jardin.’ Enzo had heard the phrase before. To be between the courtyard and the garden was Paris-speak for having made it. To live almost anywhere in this prestigious sixteenth arrondissement was to have made it. It was an area populated by politicians and film stars, TV celebrities and pop idols.

They took the lift to the fifth floor, and Madame Gaillard opened tall mahogany doors to let them into her son’s long-empty apartment. She was a surprisingly small woman, shrunken by age, a little unsteady on her feet. Raffin had told Enzo on the way up that she was nearly ninety. As they shook hands, Enzo’s big fingers enveloped hers, and he was afraid to grasp her hand too firmly in case it broke.

‘Monsieur Raffin tells me you’re going to find my son,’ she said. And suddenly Enzo felt burdened by that responsibility. This was about more than just a bet entered into lightly over dinner. It was about a man’s life, a woman’s son. An almost certain tragedy.

‘I’m going to do my best.’

The old lady left them to wander through the apartment as they wished, while she went and sat by the window in the front room, staring out across the sea of mist that washed over the city below. Beautifully polished parquet flooring, liberally littered with expensive oriental rugs, led them from room to room. Antique furniture stood against cream-painted walls. A Louis Quinze armoire, a nineteenth-century chaise longue, an ancient, carved wooden trunk inlaid with silver and mother of pearl. All the furniture seemed to have been bought for effect. Chairs looked stiff and uncomfortable, the four-poster bed in Gaillard’s bedroom was unyieldingly hard. Heavy curtains were draped around all the windows, tied back by gold silk cord but still obscuring much of the light. There was an oddly gloomy feel to this top-floor apartment with its large French windows leading to ornate wrought-iron balconies. Enzo had an urge to throw back all the curtains and let the light in. But this was how Gaillard had lived. This was how he liked it.

Rows of dark suits hung in his wardrobe, polished shoes in a line along the rail beneath them. Dresser drawers were filled with neatly pressed shirts, socks, underwear. A silk dressing gown hung on the back of the door, as if Gaillard had left it there just moments earlier. A simple cross, adorned by the figure of Christ, hung on the wall above the bed. Enzo found his reflection looking back at him from a large, gold-framed mirror above the dresser. He saw Raffin behind him, hands thrust deep in his pockets, staring gloomily out of the window. On the dresser, a carved ivory box held tie-clips and cufflinks engraved with the initials JG. There was a clothes brush, a gilt hairbrush with two combs wedged in the bristles. There were traces of Gaillard’s hair still trapped between the roots of the teeth. Enzo glanced back through the open door, across the hall to the sitting room. Madame Gaillard had not moved from her seat by the window. He pulled one of the combs from the brush and carefully teased out a pinch of thick dark hair, two to three inches long. He took a small, clear plastic ziplock bag from his pocket, dropped in the hair sample and resealed it. Then he turned to find Raffin watching him. Neither man said anything.

They crossed the hall to the study, which adjoined the sitting room. Half-glazed double doors stood open between the two rooms, and Enzo could see through to the marble fireplace in the séjour, and the tall mirror set into the wall above. While the rest of the apartment seemed almost for show, Enzo felt he was meeting Gaillard for the first time when he entered the study. Here, the man was everywhere in evidence. A glazed bookcase against the far wall held his collection of literary classics. Something to be prized and kept safe behind glass. No doubt there would be first editions amongst them, but Enzo had the feeling that many of them had probably remained unread. His ‘living’ bookcase faced it on the opposite wall. Open shelves on either side of the door were untidily crammed with well-thumbed tomes. There were books and magazines on French and American cinema, rows of popular fiction with creased spines and dog-eared fly-leafs, whole series of works on politics and finance. An entire shelf was devoted to a collection of comic books – bandes dessinées as the French called them.

Enzo whispered to Raffin, ‘He never married, did he?’ Raffin shook his head. ‘Was he gay?’

Raffin shrugged. ‘Not that I know of.’

‘But no women in his life?’

Again, Raffin shrugged and shook his head, and Enzo wondered if they were to believe that Gaillard had practised an odd kind of celibacy. He looked around the walls at the dozens of framed photographs of Gaillard pictured with well-known faces of the day. Président Jacques Chirac, Prime Minister Alain Juppé. Movie stars and pop icons. Gérard Depardieu, Johnny Halliday, Vanessa Paradis, Jean-Paul Belmondo. And others whom Enzo did not recognise. There were several portraits of Gaillard on his own, posing for the camera with an imperious self-confidence. And a portrait-painting which caught that same expression. And Enzo began to wonder if the reason there were no women, or men, in Gaillard’s life, was because his ego had allowed no space for anyone or anything else.

Behind a large desk with a deep maroon leather-tooled top, more shelves groaned under the weight of literally hundreds of videos. French movies, American movies, Japanese films, South American, European, Chinese. More films than you could conceive of watching in a lifetime. In the far corner of the study there was a wide-screen television set, a mid-nineties state-of-the-art sound system. Opposite was the only comfortable chair in the apartment, a soft leather recliner with a drinks table placed at the right hand. It was not hard to imagine how Gaillard had passed all his solitary hours in this study.

‘The films are all catalogued.’ Enzo was startled by Madame Gaillard’s birdlike voice. She had left her chair and was standing in the doorway. ‘He has notes on every one of them.’

‘Did you watch them with him?’

‘Oh, no. I was very rarely here. He always came to me. After my husband died, he brought me to Paris and bought an apartment just a few streets away. He came every day.’ She wandered across the polished floor, supporting herself on a rubber-tipped stick, and gazed up at the collection of movies. ‘He loves his films.’ A tiny smile creased her face, and she stepped forward to slide one out from its place on a shelf a little above head-height. ‘His favourite. He says he has watched it nearly thirty times. He says it is the absolute true essence of Paris.’

Enzo took the box from her and looked at the black-and-white still on the cover. The title was blazed across it in yellow: La Traversée de Paris. A film by Claude Autant-Lara, starring Bourvil and Jean Gabin. Enzo vaguely remembered having seen it on television. Made in the nineteen-fifties, it was set during wartime Paris. Under the noses of the Nazi occupiers, two unlikely compatriots try to smuggle the dismembered pieces of a pig across the city to sell on the black market. Enzo was not sure why Gaillard had thought it so remarkable. Madame Gaillard took it back from him and returned it to its place on the shelf. ‘It’s the first one he’ll want to watch when he gets back, I’m sure.’

Enzo wondered how she could possibly imagine that he was not dead. Perhaps that belief was all that kept her alive. She gave him a wan smile and shuffled back through to the sitting room.

Enzo turned to Raffin. ‘Where’s the diary?’

‘On the desk.’

It lay open, beside the telephone, at the page which had been treated by the police forensics lab to reveal Gaillard’s final entry. Enzo could see where the page before it had been carefully torn out. By Gaillard? Or by someone else? Only Gaillard’s fingerprints had been found. Enzo flipped back through the diary. There was no evidence of other pages being removed. So it was not something Gaillard was in the habit of doing. From his pocket Enzo took the forensically treated copy of the last entry and spread it out on the desk. Mad à minuit. ‘Obviously you’re familiar with this,’ he said.

Raffin peered at it over his shoulder. ‘I’ve nearly gone blind looking at the damned thing.’

‘But sometimes it’s possible to look and not see.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘All these doodles next to the words, what do they look like to you?’

‘Well, nothing.’ Raffin squinted at them. ‘Just doodles.’

‘Have you ever doodled while talking on the telephone?’

‘Of course.’

‘So you start off with some basic design. You’re not even necessarily conscious of what it is. But the longer the call goes on, the more elaborate it becomes, until that first image gets lost. You might be hard-pushed yourself to remember how it started out.’

‘So?’

‘So, supposing we were able to take this back to that first, unconscious image, maybe it would tell us something about what was in his mind.’

‘How would we do that?’

Enzo said, ‘The early lines of a doodle tend to be gone over several times before you start expanding on it. So if we look for the heavier lines …’ He went into his pocket and took out the folded greaseproof paper he had used to trace the doodle the night before, and smoothed it over the copy of the diary page.

Raffin peered at it. He could see the lines Enzo had traced, and the ones he had not still showed through, but it wasn’t until Enzo lifted the tracing paper away again, that he saw what it was Enzo had drawn. ‘Good God! It’s a cross.’

‘There’s even the suggestion of the figure of Christ on it.’ Enzo traced his finger around the outline.

Raffin stood upright. He seemed startled. ‘Well, what does it mean?’

‘I don’t know,’ Enzo said. ‘There’s a cross on the wall above his bed. Was he a religious man?’

*

Gaillard’s mother looked up at them from her chair at the window when they came through to ask, and seemed puzzled by the question. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘He went to mass several times a week. He was absolutely devoted.’

‘What church did he go to?’

‘St. Étienne du Mont,’ she replied without hesitation. ‘It is the parish church of the Sorbonne. He began going there when he was still a student.’

II

St. Étienne du Mont, not unnaturally, stood at the top of a hill at the end of the Rue de la Montagne de Ste. Geneviève. It dominated the skyline as Enzo and Raffin walked up the steep incline from the métro station at Maubert Mutualité. The mist had lifted, and the sun was burning its way through a hazy sky. It was a warm climb.

The clock beneath the lantern on the oddly turreted bell tower of the church showed nearly ten-thirty. Below, in the Place de l’Abbé Basset, young artists sat sketching on semicircular steps leading up to an arched doorway. Raffin led them around to the Place Ste. Geneviève, past the rear of the Panthéon, and along the Rue Clovis to a side entrance leading to the priest’s house beyond.

The priest was an elderly man, bald, with a wispy fringe of thin silver hair. He walked them through the cloisters, his gowns flowing impressively in his wake. Sunlight streamed through the stained-glass windows. There were twelve of them, vividly coloured images of the Prophet triumphing over the priests of Baal, the miracle of the Manna in the Wilderness, the Last Supper.

‘I remember him well,’ the priest was saying, his voice reverberating through the apsidal Chapel. ‘He came to mass several times a week. He was a regular at confession.’ They passed along a short corridor, bypassing the sacristy, and through a door into the church itself. Enzo gazed up into its towering vaulted roof in awe. Light flooded in through stained glass in the apse and in the chapels all along each ambulatory, on to the organ pipes rising up at the far end in tiers of shining elegance. Somewhere unseen, the organist was practising, and the sonorous resonance of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D minor cascaded down from the roof in a waterfall of sound. The priest had to raise his voice to be heard above it. ‘Of course, like everyone else, we had no idea he’d gone missing until after La Rentrée. It was August, after all, and most of Paris had left on holiday.’

‘I know that you cannot breach the confidentiality of the confessional, father,’ Enzo said, ‘but had Monsieur Gaillard given you any reason to think that he might have been depressed, or under stress in any way?’

‘To be honest, I really don’t recall. I’m sure the police must have asked me at the time. But there’s nothing that sticks in my mind. I do remember I was far more distracted that month by the defiling of the church. We’re just coming up to the tenth anniversary of it. I do hope the culprits don’t feel the need to deliver any reminders. I’ve asked for a police guard just in case.’

‘Defiling of the church?’ Enzo was intrigued. ‘What happened?’

‘I remember something about that,’ Raffin said suddenly. ‘It was in all the papers at the time. Someone broke in and sacrificed an animal in front of the altar.’

The priest said, ‘It was a pig. They butchered it. Dismembered the poor creature. Blood and bits were everywhere.’

‘Why would anyone do something like that?’ Enzo asked.

‘God only knows.’ The priest raised his eyes to Heaven as if searching for belated enlightenment. ‘Some Pagan rite perhaps. Some Black ceremony, a sacrifice to the Antichrist. Who knows? No one ever owned up to it. But no matter how much we rubbed and scrubbed, we never could get the blood out of the stone. Here, see for yourselves …’ He walked briskly along the north ambulatory, past several of the chapels, to an altar beneath a delicately woven stone screen dominated by the figure of Christ on a large cross overhead. The area immediately in front of the altar was roped off at each side to keep tourists away. Rows of wicker chairs ranged off towards the back of the church. ‘There, you see.’ The priest pointed to the ancient stone flags and two steps leading up to the raised altar. ‘It’s faded over the years, but still quite visible.’ A large area covering the flags and the steps was discoloured. It would have been impossible to guess that it was blood. It was just darker where the blood had pooled and splashed and lain undisturbed long enough to be absorbed into the stone.

‘This happened during the night, then?’ Enzo said.

‘I discovered it myself the following morning. It made me physically sick.’

‘Can you remember what date that was?’

‘Monsieur,’ the priest puffed himself up indignantly, ‘it is a date burned into my memory for eternity. It was the night of the twenty-third to the twenty-fourth of August 1996.’

Enzo glanced at Raffin. The significance of the day was not lost on either of them.

The shrill warble of a phone was just audible above the reverberating roar of the organ, and the priest reached beneath his cassock to retrieve the latest Samsung flip-open model. God’s work, it seemed, could now be done by mobile. ‘Excuse me.’ The priest hurried away.

Enzo gazed thoughtfully at the dark-stained flagstones. A group of tourists stood opposite, beyond the rope on the south ambulatory, staring up at the stone screen beneath the cross. They became distracted when suddenly Enzo stepped over the rope on the north side, walked to the centre of the church, and crouched down in front of the altar as if praying. But if he said a prayer at all, it was to the God of Science. He searched in his satchel and produced a sturdy, bone-handled knife, folding out its well-sharpened steel blade. He began scraping along the edge of one of the flagstones, breaking off splinters and flakes of crumbling stone, and digging out the dirt of centuries from the cracks between them. He very quickly accumulated a small pile of stone flakes and dirt, which he gathered together with his knife and dragged on to a sheet of clean paper torn from a notebook. He carefully folded the paper to seal in the scrapings, and slipped it into a plastic ziplock bag.

Raffin was embarrassed. ‘What are you doing?’ he hissed, his voice almost drowned by the organ.

Enzo looked round. ‘What?’

‘What the hell are you doing?’ he shouted, just as the organist finished his piece. Raffin’s voice reverberated around the church, chasing the dying echoes of the fugue. Tourists all along each ambulatory turned to look.

Enzo returned the plastic bag to his satchel and walked back to the north ambulatory, stepping over the rope to rejoin Raffin. ‘No need to shout.’

Raffin lowered his voice self-consciously. ‘What are you playing at, Macleod? You can’t just go digging up the floor of a fifteenth-century church.’

Enzo steered the journalist towards the back of St. Étienne du Mont and the small door to the left of the main entrance. ‘I don’t know if you’re familiar with idiomatic English. But we have an expression in which we describe the process of trying to get information out of someone who refuses to talk, or even money out of a Scotsman, as like trying to get blood out of a stone. It’s another way of saying that it’s impossible.’

Raffin shrugged. ‘We have a similar expression, except that it’s oil from a wall – on ne saurait tirer de l’huile d’un mur. I’m surprised you haven’t heard it.’

‘Well, I don’t know about oil and walls, but these days it’s perfectly possible to get blood out of a stone.’

Raffin frowned. ‘Even blood that’s ten years old?’

Enzo nodded. ‘And even from the floor of a fifteenth-century church.’ He smiled. ‘The wonders of modern forensic science. It will be a fairly straightforward matter to extract DNA from the sample scrapings I’ve taken and subject it to some basic precipitin tests.’

‘Precipitin?’

‘You mix the DNA on a glass slide with some anti-pig globulin. If there’s a positive reaction, there will be a visible clot, or clump – or “precipitate” form – and we’ll know whether or not it was pig’s blood.’

‘But we already know that it’s pig’s blood. You heard the priest. They left the butchered beast behind.’

‘That’s right. And I confidently predict that we will indeed confirm the presence of pig’s blood. But we’ll also mix the DNA with some anti-human globulin, which will tell us if there is any human blood amongst it.’

Raffin’s face darkened, and he glanced around self-consciously. A sign on a stand next to them urged them to SILENCE. He lowered his voice. ‘Gaillard’s blood?’

‘Well, we’ll be able to tell that, too, from the DNA.’

‘You think Gaillard was murdered here?”

‘I don’t know.’ Enzo paused. ‘Yet. But this was his church. Even although it was another ten days before he was actually reported missing, he made a rendezvous to meet someone the same night that intruders broke in here and slaughtered a pig. He drew a cross next to the rendezvous in his diary. A lot of coincidences there.’

‘It’s a bit of a leap, though.’

‘Perhaps. But sometimes you have to make those kinds of leaps.’ Enzo paused for reflection. ‘And think back to earlier this morning. His mother told us that his favourite film was La Traversée de Paris. Two men smuggling the pieces of a dismembered pig across Paris. Another coincidence?’

‘What are you suggesting?’

‘Suppose that someone lured Gaillard here and murdered him in front of the altar.’

‘Why?’ Raffin frowned. ‘Why would they?’

Enzo raised his hands. ‘That’s another question altogether. But make the leap with me. Suppose that’s what happened. Suppose he was murdered right there …’ He turned and looked back down the church towards the cross and the screen and the bloodstained flags. ‘Suppose he was hacked to pieces in front of that altar, some bizarre, ritualistic killing, and then the pieces of a pig and its blood strewn about to disguise the fact that it was a human being who had been murdered. Who would ever think to check that there was human blood with the pig’s? You heard the priest. They were shocked, horrified by the thought of an animal sacrifice being performed in their church. They called the police, yes, but I’ll bet you it was all cleaned up before anyone would even have thought to question it.’

The notion seemed to shock Raffin. ‘What makes you think he might have been dismembered?’

‘Ah, now that’s more difficult to quantify. But in my head I keep coming back to La Traversée de Paris. A dismembered pig in the film, a dismembered pig in the church. Only, they left the pig behind. So what happened to Gaillard? Wouldn’t it be easier to take him away in pieces? And might that not also be like some kind of strange homage to La Traversée? Instead of the pig, it was the dismembered pieces of Gaillard which were smuggled away across the city.’

Suddenly the organ burst into life again, and the dramatic opening notes of Bach’s Trio Sonata for Organ No. 2 in C minor filled the church.

*

The world outside, awash with sunshine and filled with tourists, seemed strangely unreal. Only the strains of the organ from within carried with them the reminder of the dark theories that Enzo had conjured out of the bloodstained flags. The two men stood on the steps, blinking in the sunlight, gazing out beyond the Panthéon and the arcaded arches of the Ste. Geneviève Bibliotheque towards the ancient Faculté de Droit and the Mairie of the sixth arrondissement.

‘What now?’ Raffin asked.

‘First of all, I have to call in a favour from the director of a laboratory here in Paris. Then we need to find out how many unidentified body parts have turned up over the last ten years.’

Raffin raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Well, that should be easy. Where do you propose we start?’

Enzo pulled the folded newspaper from Raffin’s jacket pocket. ‘I take it you have access to the cuttings library at Libération.’

‘Of course.’ Raffin snatched the journal back.

‘Then that’s where we’ll begin.’




CHAPTER FOUR

I

The offices of Libération were tucked away in the narrow Rue Béranger in the third arrondissement, where the city’s rag-trade conducts its wholesale and retail activities.

The newspaper archives were reached by a rickety lift which took them to the fourth floor, glass-walled offices lined with shelf upon shelf of box files and bound copies tracing the history of the newspaper back to its first edition in 1973. Large windows looked out on Le Petit Béranger brasserie in the street below.

Raffin and Enzo spent nearly twenty minutes flicking through drums of index cards and fetching corresponding boxes from shelves that groaned with numbered files. A row of filing cabinets had drawers labelled with everything from Accidents du Travail to Vietnam, but their contents held nothing of any interest. They had been unable to find a single cutting referring to unexplained or unidentified body parts.

‘Isn’t there microfilm we can look at?’ Enzo was frustrated by their lack of progress.

‘They started to put everything on to microfiche a few years ago,’ Raffin told him, ‘but somehow it all got scratched and ruined in the reader.’

‘Well, aren’t there internet archives?’

‘Oh, yes. Everything from 1994 on. But you have to subscribe to get access to it.’

‘And don’t you subscribe?’

‘Well, no,’ Raffin confessed. ‘Why would I? I’ve got access to this place.’

‘Where you can’t find anything!’ Enzo was losing patience. ‘Can’t the newspaper access the internet for you from here?’

‘I suppose they could. Only I don’t think they have a computer here in the cuttings library.’

There had been an odd sense of old-fashioned informality about the whole place. The lack of security, the worn carpet in the lobby, the unfinished renovation work which greeted them when they stepped out of the lift, the tables of apparently randomly stacked boxes of cuttings lining the hallway. It was a sense which only increased with the arrival of a middle-aged man with dark, thinning hair and a close-cropped beard. He wore black, corduroy trousers and a grey tee shirt, and Raffin introduced him to Enzo as La Mémoire du Journal. The memory of the newspaper. ‘He’s been with Libé since the first edition hit the streets more than thirty years ago.’ It seemed that the most reliable archive the paper possessed was filed in the head of La Mémoire du Journal.

‘What exactly is it you’re looking for?’ he asked. When Enzo told him he frowned. ‘I don’t think we have a separate category for that. We would only file what was reported, and we would only report something particularly unusual. There’s nothing that immediately springs to mind.’

Enzo sighed. This had been a complete waste of time. ‘Thank you anyway.’ He and Raffin turned towards the lift.

‘Except, of course, for the skull in the trunk.’

Enzo turned back. ‘A skull in a trunk?’

‘Yes …’ La Mémoire began flipping through file cards, every one meticulously handwritten by himself. ‘Yes, here we are. I filed it under Catacombes.’

Which pricked Raffin’s interest. ‘Why?’

‘Because that’s where it was found.’ He crossed the room and ran his finger along a row of box files until he identified the one he was looking for. He pulled it out and laid it on the desk to open it, and then flipped back the spring to release its cuttings. ‘There was quite a bit of coverage at the time, just because it was so unusual. But it was a one-day wonder, really. Nothing ever came of it as far as I remember.’

Enzo sat down and started spreading the cuttings out in front of him. ‘What do you remember exactly?’

‘Just that it was discovered somewhere in the tunnels below Place d’Italie. About five years ago. A surveyor, I think, working for the Inspection Générale des Carrières. There had been some kind of collapse beneath the Avenue de Choisy, and that’s how the trunk came to light.’

Raffin peered over Enzo’s shoulder at the cuttings. ‘And it had a skull in it?’ There were photographs of a skull with the mouth and teeth smashed.

‘Yes, the skull of a middle-aged male, I believe. Quite recently deceased, they thought. Five, ten years, something like that. But it wasn’t so much the skull which created the interest, as the items found with it.’ Even as La Mémoire spoke, Enzo turned over one of the cuttings to reveal a grainy photograph of an odd collection of apparently unrelated items. ‘Ah, yes,’ said La Mémoire. ‘I remember now. Very strange stuff. A scallop shell. An antique stethoscope. A thigh bone – I think there were tiny holes drilled through either end of it. A gold insect on a chain. A pendant, I think.’ He shuffled through the cuttings. ‘Yes, it was a bee.’

Raffin lifted one of the clippings, squinting at its picture and caption. ‘And a copy of an Ordre de la Libération with 12 May 1943, engraved on the back of it.’

‘What’s an Ordre de la Libération?’ Enzo asked.

‘They were medals given out by de Gaulle to men and women who helped in the Libération of France,’ La Mémoire said.

Enzo let his eyes drift over the cuttings in front of him. ‘How bizarre. And they never figured out what it was all about?’

‘Apparently not.’

II

Place Dauphine, at the west end of the Île de la Cité, was where officers from the Brigade Criminelle on the Quai des Orfèvres sometimes grabbed a bite of lunch. It was a dusty, tree-filled square lined with apartments and restaurants, once the home of Yves Montand. And because of the proximity of the Palais de Justice, it was also home to the Paris Bar, le Barreau de Paris, from which the city’s advocates practised their black arts from beneath a grinning Cheshire cat painted on a rooftop gable. The pavement tables under the twin awnings of Le Caveau du Palais restaurant had been full just a little earlier. But Inspecteur Georges Thomas was having a late lunch, and so some of the seats around him had already emptied. Enzo and Raffin pulled chairs up at his table and ordered a couple of glasses of chilled white wine and watched as he used fat fingers to tear off chunks of bread and mop up the juices on his plate. His hair was cropped short, shiny steel bristles above a round tanned face with a day’s growth of silvered whiskers. His lips shone with the grease from his meal. He dragged a crumpled napkin across them and then wiped his fingers one by one. He cleansed his palate with a last mouthful of red wine and belched loudly, nodding his satisfaction.

A quick call to Raffin’s contact at the Préfecture de Police had established that Thomas had been in charge of the unsuccessful investigation to identify the skull found below Place d’Italie. He was in his mid-fifties now, treading water until retirement, and was in the habit of treating himself to long lunches in the Place Dauphine. ‘The skull? Yeah. Fucking weird one that,’ he said. ‘The local cops passed it on to us. But, you know, there was fuck all to go on. No fingerprints on the trunk, or on any of that strange shit that was in it.’ He waved the waiter over and said he would have an île flottante and a coffee.

‘What happened to it?’ Enzo asked.

Thomas looked at him as if he had two heads. ‘What kind of fucking accent is that?’

‘He’s Scottish,’ Raffin said.

Thomas made a slight forward thrusting movement of his jaw to indicate his contempt for anyone who wasn’t Parisian. ‘What happened to what?’

‘The trunk and the stuff that was in it.’

‘They’ll still be in the greffe.’

‘Greffe?’

‘The evidence depository,’ Raffin explained. He looked towards Thomas for confirmation. ‘In the Palais de Justice?’

Thomas nodded. The waiter arrived with his dessert, and the detective chased frothy lumps of egg white around a pale, watery custard which he managed to dribble down his chin. ‘I gotta blizzard of paperwork on my desk gonna make me go blind.’ He wiped his face again with his napkin. ‘But if you guys want to see the stuff, then I guess I could always take time out to show you.’

*

Le greffe was a large subterranean room in the bowels of the Palais de Justice, rows of metal staging supporting lines of shelves filled with the accumulated evidence of investigations past and present. Each item was bagged and labelled and tracked by a computerised index held by the Gardien du Greffe – the Keeper. It was less than five minutes’ walk from Le Caveau de Palais.

The Keeper was a man who looked as if he rarely saw daylight. His skin was pale, almost grey, and his oiled black hair was scraped back across a shrunken head. He displayed no interest when Thomas asked to see the trunk. He searched through the index on his screen and gave the detective instructions on where to find it – Row 15, Shelf C, Production Number 53974/S.

Row 15 was at the bottom end of the room, and Shelf C was near the ceiling. Thomas required stepladders to reach it. He located the bag, wrapped his arms around the trunk and lifted it down, carrying it to a table at the end of the aisle. He untied the bag and removed it to reveal a battered tin trunk, about the same size as an average suitcase, but deeper. It was a dark, military green, scraped and scored and a little rusted. ‘There were no distinguishing markings on it,’ Thomas said. ‘No manufacturer’s label. And it was probably damaged in the tunnel collapse.’ He released the catches on either side and the lid creaked as it opened. ‘Et voilà.’

Enzo and Raffin peered inside. There were the items described in the newspaper articles: the scallop shell; the antique stethoscope, looking for all the world like an elongated horn from a vintage car; the thigh bone with its tiny holes drilled at either end; a bee, elaborately fashioned in gold and attached to a fine neck chain; the Ordre de la Libération with its green and black strip of cloth, the medal itself engraved in black with the double cross of Lorraine. ‘Where’s the skull?’ Enzo asked, disappointed.

‘The pathologist’s still got it.’ Thomas snorted. ‘Fucking weirdo. He does these facial reconstructions in clay. It’s a hobby. Like, you know, he enjoys it or something.’

‘He did a facial reconstruction from the skull found in the trunk?’

‘Sure.’

‘And?’

‘And what?’

‘You circulated photographs of it?’

‘Sure we did. It was pretty distinctive. Completely bald. But no one recognised it.’

Enzo felt a wave of disappointment. “Bald” was not a word he would have used to describe Gaillard. ‘Was the face cleanshaven?’

‘Completely hairless.’

‘Would it be possible to see it?’

‘You’ll need to ask him that.’

Enzo looked at the items in the trunk again. He put a hand inside. ‘May I?’

‘Allez-y.’

Enzo lifted them out one by one and laid them on the table. They were an odd collection of articles to find together at any time. But buried in a trunk with an unidentified skull, made them notably peculiar. ‘What about the thigh bone? Was it related to the skull?’

Thomas shook his head. ‘The experts said it was much older. They figured it was probably part of an anatomical skeleton. You know, the kind of thing a bone specialist would have in his office.’ He lifted up the femur. ‘And these tiny holes … They figured that’s where the bones were wired together.’

Raffin said, ‘And you never worked out what these things were doing in there with the skull?’

The detective shook his head. ‘A complete fucking mystery. Take a better man than me to work it out.’ Enzo and Raffin made fleeting eye contact.

‘What about the date on the back of the medal? 12th May 1943. Does it have any significance?’

‘Not that we could figure.’

Enzo reached into his satchel and produced a small, square digital camera. He held it up between thumb and forefinger. ‘Would it be okay if I took some photographs?’

Thomas thought about it for a moment, running a chubby hand over his bristled jaw. ‘Yeah, I guess …’ And as Enzo lined up the items one by one to snap them, the detective said, ‘So when’s this piece going to be in the papers?’

Enzo felt his face colouring, and concentrated on the photographs. They had required a cover story. But Raffin was not in the least uncomfortable with their subterfuge. ‘Depends what progress we make,’ he said.

‘As long as you don’t quote me,’ Thomas growled. ‘I’m retiring at Christmas. I don’t need the hassle.’

‘Any quotes will be strictly unattributable,’ Raffin reassured him.

Enzo finished taking his photographs. ‘And the trunk was found in the … the catacombs?’

The detective nodded. ‘That’s right.’

‘I didn’t know there were catacombs in Paris.’

Thomas spluttered and laughed. ‘You’re kidding me! Jesus, there’s nearly three hundred kilometres of tunnels under the city.’

‘You mean the sewers?’

‘No, no, no. The catacombs are way below that. Way below the métro, too.’

Raffin said, ‘The catacombs are twenty to thirty metres down. Hacked out of solid rock by quarriers over centuries.’

Enzo was astonished. ‘What for?’

‘For the stone. The whole of Paris was built with rock dug out from beneath it. There’s a few kilometres of catacomb that you can visit officially, but the rest of it’s dangerous, and strictly off limits.’

Thomas snorted. ‘Which makes it a magnet for every freak and weirdo in the city. There’s all sorts of shit goes on down there. Drug dealing, illicit sex, you name it.’

Raffin said, ‘They recently discovered an underground cinema, and a nightclub. All powered from lines tapped illegally into the power grid. There’s a whole subculture that exists down there. Tunnel rats, they call them. People who just love to explore the dark and the unknown. And there are extreme tourists who pay illicit guides to take them down for a good time. I wrote a piece about it a few years ago. I went down officially …’ He glanced at Thomas. ‘And unofficially. My unofficial guide had better maps. He’d spent years exploring the tunnels and charted them meticulously.’

Thomas sighed and looked ostentatiously at his watch.

Raffin took what he thought was his cue. ‘Well, thank you, Inspecteur. We’d better not keep you.’

Thomas scratched his jaw again. ‘No, I’m just thinking. Maybe you guys would like to see where the trunk was found. My paperwork can wait. And, anyway, this case has never been officially closed. So any publicity’s good publicity.’

Raffin looked to Enzo for a response. Enzo nodded. ‘That would be very helpful, Inspecteur.’

III

Enzo felt the temperature falling as they went down rung by rung, hand below hand, foot below foot. Until they reached a small, stone-clad chamber. The manhole cover thirty feet above them had slipped back into place with a deep thud, shutting out the daylight. All that lit the thick, velvet blackness that wrapped itself around them now were the battery-powered lamps mounted on the helmets that the tunnel cop had insisted they wear. Their beams raked back and forth in the damp air as they turned their heads, and Enzo saw a stone staircase arcing down into deeper darkness. The distant rumble of traffic from the Place d’Italie overhead was still audible. Just.

The tunnel cop had met them in front of the soaring glass frontage of the Gaumont Grand Écran opposite the nineteenth century splendour of the thirteenth arrondissement’s town hall, and led them down a side street to where a temporary canvas awning had been raised around a circular manhole cover in the pavement. The metal-framed letters IDC were embedded in the cover, above a slot into which the cop inserted a sturdy iron key to lift the lid. Thomas had introduced him simply as Franck, and then announced that he would wait for them in the café on the corner of the Rue Bobillot.

‘Be careful, these steps are uneven.’ Franck led them down in what felt like an unending spiral, dizzying and disorientating. They heard a far-off growling, the air around them vibrated and the ground shook. ‘It’s just the métro,’ Franck shouted back to them. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

And still they went down. Enzo felt his ears popping with the pressure, and he shivered. The temperature had dropped by more than fifteen degrees. Finally, they seemed to reach the foot of the staircase, and bowed their heads to pass through an arched entryway into a narrow tunnel. The walls and ceiling were constructed entirely from masonry and led them into a section of tunnel hacked from pure limestone. It ran off to left and right. Franck turned right, taking them past columns and arches to a junction where a long gallery led to another arched doorway opening into a square room lined by stone benches. There were niches set into the walls, charred by candles, and layered with the solid coloured pools of once molten wax. There was a stone table set in the centre of the room. There was, too, evidence of recent habitation: food wrappers and empty beer cans and cigarette ends. It smelled of grease and stale smoke.

‘I thought since we were down here anyway you might be interested in seeing this place,’ Franck said. ‘The quarriers built it for their own recreation. It was originally called the salle des carriers, but it’s more popularly known these days as the salle de repos. It’s a favourite meeting place for tunnel rats. We raid it from time to time, but they usually have a pretty good early warning system.’

Enzo wandered around this perfectly constructed stone room more than thirty metres below an unsuspecting world above and ran his fingers lightly over the cool, smooth stone. Beneath an arched niche in the back wall, the date 1904 had been carved into the stone. It was just over a hundred years since men had created this room as a place of rest. He could not imagine what life must have been like down here for the generations of quarriers who had hacked tens of thousands of tons of stone from limestone bedrock to build their city. What kind of existence had they eked out in this dark, choking, subterranean world?

Franck was watching him with mild amusement. ‘You should visit the ossuary sometime.’

‘Ossuary?’

Raffin said, ‘In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Paris authorities started clearing city centre cemetries which had become a health hazard. They allocated about eleven thousand square metres of the catacombs out at Denfert as a dumping ground for the bones. There are something like six million people stacked up in those tunnels, floor to ceiling. The bones and skulls are arranged in macabre patterns.’ He chuckled. ‘I suppose the men who transferred them from the cemetries had reason enough to find ways of amusing themselves.’

It occurred to Enzo that there was irony in the discovery of a single skull in tunnels which concealed six million.

‘Anyway,’ Raffin said, ‘this isn’t what we came to see, is it?’

‘No.’ Franck turned and led them back along the gallery and through a rabbit warren of tunnels. They passed street names beautifully carved into blocks of stone corresponding to the names of the streets above – BOULEVARD VINCENT, RUE ALBERT BAYET – and surrounded by the scratched and spray-painted graffiti of a less elegant generation.

They carried on until they reached a stone marked ROUTE DE PARIS À CHOISY CÔTÉ EST, and they turned left into a narrower transverse tunnel that took them to the other side of the street overhead.

‘We’re under the Avenue Choisy here,’ Franck said. ‘Right below Chinatown.’

On the other side, a marker stone was inscribed ROUTE DE PARIS À CHOISY CÔTÉ OUEST. But here, the way was blocked. The roof and part of the wall had caved in, piles of stone and rubble and earth preventing their further progress.

‘Well, this is it.’ Franck turned around and his lamp nearly blinded them. ‘For what it’s worth.’ Both Enzo and Raffin raised their hands to shade their eyes. ‘The Inspection Générale des Carrières send surveyors down regularly to check below the sites of possible new buildings. No point in throwing up skyscrapers if they’re just going to fall down again. It was a surveyor who came across this tunnel collapse. It seems the tin trunk had somehow been concealed in the wall, bricked into a recess. If the roof hadn’t come down it would still be there.’

*

The world above ground was a burned-out white, blinding and hot. Enzo’s eyes adjusted quickly, but he knew that it would take the sun longer to warm through to the chill deep in his bones. The Place d’Italie was jammed with traffic and late afternoon shoppers. White flags emblazoned with red Chinese characters fluttered on either side of lamp posts around the small park which created a roundabout for the traffic, and Enzo noticed for the first time that half the population seemed to be oriental. Ethnic Chinese from French Indochina. He looked down the length of Avenue Choisy and saw the red lanterns and flashing neon characters delineating Chinatown and wondered just where exactly they had been below ground.

Franck had gone to find detective Thomas from the Quai des Orfèvres. Raffin was still brushing the dirt from his trousers. ‘What now?’

‘I want to talk to the pathologist.’

Raffin checked his watch and shook his head. ‘Then you’ll have to go on your own. I still have to earn a living – and I’m going to have to change out of these clothes.’

IV

It was only four stops on the métro from Place d’Italie to the Quai de la Rapée in the neighbouring twelfth arrondissement. Enzo sat gloomily in the crowded carriage, sunlight streaming through windows as the train rattled beneath the girdered arch that spanned the Seine. With all these bodies pressed around him, the heat was stifling. He looked down to his left and saw the square redbrick building that housed the Institut Médico-Légal on the west bank of the river. The bodies stored there, in tiered drawers, would be kept at a somewhat cooler temperature.

Enzo was not optimistic. What had seemed like an interesting development, the skull in the trunk, was probably no more than an eccentric diversion. If the pathologist had reconstructed a head from it without facial or scalp hair, then it couldn’t be Gaillard. Even if the flesh and brain of the head had rotted away to nothing, the evidence of hair would still have remained. It took hair much longer than five years to decompose. King Tutankhamun had still had hair.

So what was left? Nothing but a theory constructed from a bloodstained floor, a doodle in a diary, and a fifty-year-old French movie.

He got off at the Quai de la Rapée and walked back along the river bank, traffic roaring past on the expressway below. On the far side of the water, the boats of the River Police were tied up at the Quai St. Bernard. A small park beside the morgue was deserted. Cars and trucks thundered across the Pont d’Austerlitz, and the clatter of the métro trains was only slightly muted by their rubber wheels. It was a noisy corner of the city, but Enzo supposed that the morgue’s present tenants would not be too troubled.

The bodies were kept downstairs, behind the thick stone walls of the basement, and there cut open in tiled rooms devoid of daylight by pathologists in pursuit of death’s dark secrets. There was disabled access to the main entrance one floor up, but it occurred to Enzo that the real disabled access was one floor down, via the back door. He climbed steps to the front door and walked into an airy reception hall lined by the busts of famous physicians and asked for Docteur Henri Bellin.

Bellin’s office was up a narrow staircase on the first floor. The pathologist was a man in his sixties, and gave the impression of being possessed by a nervous energy he found difficult to contain. A tweed suit hung on a tall, angular frame that Enzo was sure carried less flesh than some of the cadavers downstairs. He had a pathologist’s pallor, and strong, bony hands scrubbed so clean they were almost painful to look at. He was in the process of clearing his desk for the day. Like most pathologists, he was meticulously tidy.

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ he said. ‘I remember it well. Odd, very odd. All those strange items in the trunk. Still, that wasn’t my brief. My only interest was the skull.’

‘You carried out a forensic examination?’

‘Yes, yes I did. Nothing very remarkable about it as I recall. A middle-aged male, aged somewhere between forty-five and fifty-five.’

‘How could you tell?’

‘Females have more delicate mandibles, and much more gently sloping foreheads.’ He laughed nervously. ‘And I never like to discuss the fact that there is roughly two hundred cubic centimetres less space in a female skull to house the brain. Women don’t like to hear it.’ He slipped some papers into a briefcase. ‘I was able to determine the age because the sutures – that’s the joints between the bones – were completely ossified. There were also some deep furrows on the inside of the skull, something usually caused by blood vessels in an older person.’

‘I believe the teeth had been smashed.’

‘That’s correct. Someone had taken a cylindrical instrument of some sort and done considerable damage. To the mandible as well. I had to do quite a bit of reconstruction work around the mouth.’

‘Presumably the teeth were smashed to prevent identification from dental records.’

‘Yes, of course. There were a number left intact, though. Not enough to facilitate positive identification – assuming that we’d had something to compare them to – but enough for me to recast and recreate a mouthful of teeth for the facial approximation.’

‘The reconstruction?’

‘Forensic facial approximation is what I prefer to call it. I have evolved my own technique. A blend of the Russian and American methods. You know, Gerasimov claims one hundred percent success. Even Gatliff claims seventy percent.’

‘And what is your success rate?’

‘Oh, I think probably around eighty. The skull from the catacombs is one of my notable failures.’ But it was not a failure with which he seemed too concerned. His present preoccupation seemed to be with leaving. ‘Was there anything else?’

‘Do you still have it?’

‘Do I still have what?’

‘Your forensic facial approximation.’

‘Well, yes, of course.’

‘Could I see it?’

Bellin sighed his irritation and glanced at his watch. ‘I suppose so.’ He crossed his office and threw open the doors of a tall wall cabinet. The shelves inside were lined with heads, strange lifeless eyes staring out from the darkness of their odd final resting place. Nearly thirty human faces sculpted in plasticine. Likenesses of the dead. Hair, too, was represented by interwoven layers of plasticine, making it easy for Enzo to recognize the skull in question. It was the only one without any. Enzo stared at it curiously. It did not appear to bear much resemblance to Gaillard, except for a similar fleshiness about the lips and a slight droop at the corners of the eyes. The nose was, like Gaillard’s, unremarkable. Enzo was disappointed that the face did not seem more familiar. He had spent hours the previous night staring at photographs of Gaillard. But he knew that facial and head hair can dramatically change the way a person looks.

Enzo reached up and touched the recreated face, almost as if he were hoping to feel the bristles where the flamboyant Gaillard moustaches had been shaved.

‘You recognise him?’ Bellin seemed surprised.

‘Only because I’d been told you’d made the face and scalp hairless. Why did you do that?’

‘Because there was no hair with the skull.’

‘Isn’t that unusual?’

Bellin shrugged his indifference. Lack of success had bred lack of interest. ‘Sometimes mice take hair away from decomposing heads to build nests.’

‘But the head was locked in a trunk. It wasn’t airtight, so no doubt insects got access to accelerate the process of decomposition. But there was no way mice could have got into that trunk.’

‘That’s true,’ Bellin conceded.

‘So didn’t it strike you as odd that there was no hair at all?’

‘It was impossible for me to determine why there was no hair. He might have suffered from alopecia. His head might have been shaved.’

‘And if his head and his face had been shaved, might someone not have done that for the same reason they smashed his teeth – to prevent recognition, to stop identification?’

‘Of course, anything is possible.’

Enzo reached into his satchel and searched for a photograph of Gaillard from Raffin’s file. He held it out towards Bellin. ‘Whiskers and a coiffure like this might have been somewhat recognisable, don’t you think?’

Bellin took the photograph. ‘Good God! It’s Jacques Gaillard.’

‘Like I said. Somewhat recognisable.’

Bellin lifted his reconstruction off the shelf and carried it through to a small adjoining room. There were computers here, and facial and cranial charts on the walls, and a table in the centre of the room with a half-completed facial approximation on it, tiny wooden dowels inserted at thirty-four different reference points around the head. The skull had been cast in plaster, and the mandible in cold cure resin, before being rearticulated with the cranium. Both were visible down one half of a face criss-crossed with a complex of plasticine strands representing the musculature. Bellin placed the finished head next to it and switched on a bank of overhead lamps which bathed the table in soft, bright light. He looked at the photograph, examined the head, and then re-examined the photograph. Suddenly he had rediscovered all his lost enthusiasm.

‘There are umpteen points of correlation here.’

‘Can you put hair on the head? And a moustache?’

‘I can do better than that. The danger is, of course, that one is influenced by the original. But I can photograph my approximation, front, side and back, and digitise the images into the computer. And with the help of an interesting piece of software called Face, as well as Adobe Photoshop, I can recreate Monsieur Gaillard’s unusual whiskers and coiffure and superimpose them on to a 3D image of the head.’ He removed his jacket, draping it over the back of a tall stool at the table, and lifted a white overall from the back of the door. His earlier impatience to leave for the day was quite forgotten.

‘How long will it take?’ Enzo asked.

‘Hmmm?’ Bellin seemed almost unaware that Enzo was still there. He had already begun setting up his camera.

‘How long?’

‘Come back tomorrow morning, Monsieur.’




CHAPTER FIVE

I

Enzo sat in the window of Le Balto, below his studio, dipping his croissant in a large, milky coffee, and absently watching the regulars lining up along the bar drinking small, black coffees which they washed down with cold water. The morning was sticky and overcast. Across the street, people were breakfasting under the green awnings of the Bistro Mazarin, and the street cleaners had opened sluice gates to let water wash down the gutters of the Rue Jacques Callot before draining back into the sewers below.

‘Salut.’ Her voice startled him out of his reverie, and he turned to find Charlotte standing by his table. She wore jeans, and a knee-length, black cotton waistcoat open over a white tee shirt. ‘May I join you?’

He stood up. ‘Of course.’ They shook hands formally.

She turned towards the small, ginger-haired woman behind the bar. ‘Un petit café.’ They sat facing each other. ‘Do you want another?’ she asked as an afterthought.

He shook his head. ‘What are you doing here?’ And, then, before she had time to answer, ‘Looking for me, I hope.’

A smile split her face and crinkled around her eyes. ‘Naturally.’ When her coffee arrived Enzo waited while she stirred in the sugar. She took a sip and looked up. ‘Roger tells me you have come up with a theory about what might have happened to Jacques Gaillard.’

Enzo shrugged. ‘It’s just a theory.’ He tipped his head quizzically. ‘Why would that interest you?’

She shrugged. ‘I’m always interested in the psychology of murder.’ Then paused. ‘And, as you know, I was around when Roger was doing his research.’ She took another sip of her coffee. ‘And … maybe it seemed like a good excuse for seeing you.’ She examined the table for a moment, as if reluctant to meet his eye. Then she looked up boldly. ‘So?’

‘So what?’ It made him feel good that he might have been the real reason she was here.

‘So what’s your theory?’

‘Didn’t Roger tell you?’

‘No, he didn’t, actually.’

Enzo regarded her thoughtfully. ‘Tell you what. I’ve had analysis done on some hard evidence I collected. The lab should have the results for me in …’ He looked at his watch. ‘… About half-an-hour. Why don’t you come with me? And then we’ll know whether or not it’s more than just a theory.’

She held him in the gaze of her dark eyes for several moments, and he felt his stomach flip over. She was having a disproportionately disconcerting effect on him. ‘Okay.’

*

As he made his way down towards the Seine from the Rue de l’Université Enzo saw her rise in expectation from the bench where she had waited for him. Barges ploughed their way up river. A private motor boat passed in the other direction. The long, glass-topped boats of the bateaux mouches below the Pont de l’Alma opposite rose and fell gently on the wash. A little further east, along the leftbank, tourists queued for tickets for a tour of les égouts – the Paris sewers. They were not yet open. Enzo was holding the large manila envelope they had given him at the lab, and seemed a million miles away.

‘What happened?’ Charlotte asked.

Enzo forced himself to focus on her. ‘The night Gaillard disappeared, a person or persons unknown broke into the church of St. Étienne du Mont. St. Étienne’s had been Gaillard’s church for nearly thirty years. The intruders slaughtered a pig in front of the altar.’

‘Why?’

‘To cover the fact that they had just murdered Jacques Gaillard on the same spot.’

Charlotte’s eyes opened wide. She had turned quite pale. ‘How can you know that?’

‘Because I took a sample of the bloodstains left in the stone. And the laboratory analysis shows that there were two types of blood staining the flagstones in the church. Pig. And human.’

‘That doesn’t prove it was Gaillard’s.’

‘No. But the DNA does. The DNA extracted from the human blood in the church matches the DNA in a sample of hair that I provided for the lab. I took that hair from a comb in Gaillard’s apartment.’ Enzo paused. ‘Gaillard was butchered – very possibly dismembered – right there in front of the altar where he normally worshipped.’

For a moment he thought that she was going to faint. She grabbed his arm and half-staggered.

‘Are you all right?’ He put an arm around her and felt that she was trembling.

She pushed him away. ‘I’m fine.’ She seemed embarrassed. ‘It’s just … well, it’s horrible.’ She took a deep breath. ‘In my job, you deal with everything in the abstract. In the mind. It’s a shock to be confronted with the reality.’

The sun broke through the mist above the city for the first time, sending light coruscating across the broken surface of the river. Somewhere a tug sounded its horn, and they heard laughter coming from the queue for les égouts.

‘One more shock, then. If you can take it,’ Enzo said, and she looked up into his face, brows deeply furrowed. He preferred her eyes when they were smiling.

‘What?’

‘A visit to the morgue.’

II

Docteur Bellin was involved in an autopsy when they arrived at the Institut Médico-Légal, and so they waited in the tiny park next door. It was named after an architect, Albert Tournaire, and was little more than a central flowerbed ringed by a path and flanked by tiny lawns and a handful of trees. They sat on one of the benches, with their backs to the dead, and looked along the river instead towards the Pont Sully and the twin towers of Notre Dame beyond. A hot July sun had burned off the early morning cloud, and the sky was the clearest summer blue. A dusty white heat was already beginning to settle on the city.

Charlotte had barely spoken two words on the métro, and now she sat in contemplative silence, before turning to look thoughtfully at Enzo. ‘I saw him on television, you know. Never missed his show. I was a student then, and movies were important.’ A pale smile flickered briefly across her face, reflecting some thought that came and went. ‘I suppose he must have been more than twice my age, but I had quite a crush on him at the time.’

Enzo was surprised. ‘He was a strange looking guy.’

‘He had charm and personality and wit. You don’t find much of any of that in today’s crop of celebs.’ She almost spat the word ‘celeb’ on to the path, a clear enough indication of the contempt with which she regarded contemporary French celebrities. She turned to gaze earnestly at Enzo. ‘Why would anyone want to murder him like that?’

‘You’re the psychologist. You tell me.’

She didn’t seem to like that much and looked away again, and Enzo regretted his bluntness. But she changed the subject before he could try to soften it. ‘You said your daughters had different mothers. What happened?’

He wasn’t sure if she was genuinely interested, or simply finding an excuse to talk about something else. ‘I got married when I was twenty.’

‘Ouch! Too young.’

‘It was. We were still students. At our hometown university. We did it to get away from home, really. Get a place of our own.’ He shook his head at the memory. ‘A damp, grotty, onebedroomed tenement flat in Partick with a shared lavatory on the landing. By the time we graduated, the relationship had probably run its course. But then she got pregnant.’

Charlotte looked at him. ‘Women don’t just get pregnant, Enzo. Men make them pregnant.’

Enzo nodded his acknowledgement. ‘Okay, we got pregnant – and spent the next seven years regretting it. Not the kid, not Kirsty. Us. The fact that we’d tied ourselves to one another when it wasn’t really what either of us wanted. And, you know, you do that thing, stay together for the kid. And I’m not sure it’s the right thing.’

‘Sounds like you’re building up to a justification for leaving them.’

Enzo looked at her. ‘I forgot. I’m talking to a psychologist.’ And, after a moment, ‘Are you going to bill me for this?’

‘So you met someone else?’

Enzo looked away. None of it had seemed predictable to him then. But no doubt Charlotte had heard the same story a thousand times. ‘At a conference of the International Association of Forensic Scientists in Nice.’

Charlotte smiled. ‘I suppose they picked Nice because of its importance to forensic science.’

Enzo laughed. ‘It’s true. Sunshine and seafood are very important to forensic scientists.’

‘Was she a forensic scientist?’

‘She’d just graduated. She was twenty-three. I was thirty. And I knew she was the one. From the minute she spilled her drink in my lap.’

Across the Seine a police boat gunned its engine and set off up river at speed, blue light flashing, siren wailing.

‘So you left your wife and kid and came to France?’

‘It wasn’t just my family I gave up. It was my career. In those days my French wasn’t that great, and I’d never have got a job in the police scientifique. And, of course, by then Pascale was pregnant.’ And before Charlotte could say anything he corrected himself. ‘I’d got her pregnant.’

‘Good God,’ Charlotte said, ‘have you never heard of condoms?’ He smiled. ‘So what happened?’

Enzo’s jaw set and he stared silently towards the Île St. Louis. ‘She died in childbirth. Left me a beautiful daughter to remind me of her every day of the rest of my life.’ He stood up quickly, thrusting his hands in his pockets to hide the emotion he felt welling up inside. ‘But Sophie was also her gift. The best thing that ever happened to me.’

After a long moment, Charlotte asked, ‘What about your other daughter?’

Enzo’s lips tightened. ‘Kirsty won’t even speak to me. And do you know what’s ironic?’ He turned to find Charlotte looking up at him. ‘She’s here, in Paris. Living on the Île St. Louis. Not half a mile from here.’ He gazed back down river. ‘And it’s as if I don’t even exist.’

*

Bellin had the smell of death about him. No doubt he had showered after changing out of his surgical pyjamas, but still he brought the perfume of the autopsy room with him into his office. He was clearly excited, dark eyes shining with anticipation. He took them through to his tiny studio. The head he had taken down from the shelf the day before was still on the table. Charlotte looked at it curiously.

‘Is this it?’ she asked. Enzo nodded and watched her closely. She had been a fan of Gaillard. Watched his TV show. Had a crush on him. But she just shrugged and frowned. ‘Doesn’t look like anyone I know,’ she said.

‘Wait,’ said Bellin, and he sat down in front of the twenty-inch cinema screen of his Macintosh G5 and shuffled the mouse. His screensaver vanished and a photograph of Gaillard appeared in its place. He turned and looked triumphantly at Enzo.

Enzo was confused, uncertain of what he was supposed to be seeing. ‘Where’s the head?’

Bellin smiled. ‘You’re looking at it. Digital photographs of it manipulated by software, hair and whiskers superimposed and morphed on to the image.’ He hit a key, and an extra-ordinarily lifelike 3D image of the head began slowly revolving on the screen.

Enzo heard Charlotte gasp and glanced at her across the room. Her eyes were fixed on the image. ‘It’s him,’ she whispered.

Enzo looked back to the screen. ‘It certainly looks like him. But it’s not proof.’

‘How can you prove it, then?’ she asked.

‘DNA,’ Bellin said.

Enzo asked him, ‘Do you still have the skull?’

‘Of course.’ Bellin stooped to open a cupboard door. A row of seven or eight skulls sat side by side on the bottom shelf. He checked the labels, and then lifted one of them out and placed it on the table. The repair work around the lower mandible, where it had been smashed, was evident.

Enzo gazed at it curiously and felt the hairs lift up on the back of his neck. He had no doubt he was looking at Jacques Gaillard’s skull. He said to Charlotte, ‘When the Americans sent forensic pathologists to Bosnia in the nineties to try to identify bodies found in mass graves, they employed a new technique which allowed them to extract a DNA profile from old bones by, literally, grinding them down. It’s a technique more recently employed in Iraq.’ He looked at Bellin. ‘Your people can do this by grinding down a piece of the skull, can’t they?’

Bellin inclined his head in acknowledgement. ‘We can have a result in twenty-four hours.’




CHAPTER SIX

I

A large white swan left a gentle V-shaped ripple in its wake as it glided effortlessly up to their window and peered in jealously at the food on the table. Beyond, the shimmering red-tiled roofs of the old town rose up from Port Bullier to the imposing stone tower of the mediaeval prison and the painfully blue Lotois sky behind it.

Enzo was pleased to be back in Cahors, an escape from the noise and pollution of Paris, oppressive high buildings crowding narrow streets. Here, he could breathe again. He had missed the tree-covered hills rising all around from the banks of the river, the purity of the air, the simple sound of a church bell pealing out across ancient rooftops, calling the faithful to prayer. Life seemed so much less complicated here.

He was pleased, too, by the discomfort of Préfet Verne and his chief of police, Madame Taillard, who were sitting opposite. A copy of Libération lay on the table between them. The headline the sub-editors had given Raffin’s story was: GAILLARD ASSASSINÉ. A subheading read: La Vérité Après Dix Ans. There was a large reproduction of Bellin’s digitally treated forensic facial approximation of Gaillard’s head, full-face and profile.

The police chief was fixing Enzo with a hard stare, colour high on her cheeks. Enzo reminded himself that Hélène Taillard had once been attracted to him. There was a time when he might have felt something reciprocal, but that had long since passed. He suspected that she sensed this, and that it was fuelling her hostility now – a woman scorned. ‘It proves nothing,’ she said dismissively.

‘It proves that he was murdered,’ Enzo said.

‘Which is no more than everyone suspected,’ said the Préfet. He tore off a piece of bread and mopped some Roquefort sauce from his plate. He was handling the situation with more dignity than his chief of police.

Enzo liked Jean-Luc Verne. He was one of more than a hundred regional administrators, state-appointed and hugely powerful. A man several years Enzo’s senior, he had been running the Département du Lot for the past two years. They had met at a party and found they shared the same ironic sense of humour.

‘Suspected perhaps,’ Enzo said. ‘But in ten years the Paris police failed to find a single piece of evidence to prove it.’

Madame Taillard said, ‘Policing techniques have changed radically in ten years.’

‘Which, I think, was Monsieur Macleod’s point in the first place,’ the Préfet said. ‘And he is to be congratulated on his achievement. The political repercussions of Gaillard’s murder are, as we speak, reverberating around the corridors of power in Paris.’ He sipped appreciatively on a Château Lagrézette, which he had selected himself from the Carte des Vins, and turned back towards Enzo. ‘However, proving that he was murdered is one thing. To win our little wager you’ll need to determine who murdered him, and why. And that is quite another.’

There had been four of them at the dinner table the night they made the bet. Enzo, Simon on one of his unannounced visits from London, Préfet Verne, and police chief Taillard.

‘Which, I think, was my point,’ she said now, clearly piqued. ‘The trail is ten years old, as cold as the stone upon which Monsieur Gaillard was apparently murdered.’

‘But not as cold as it was,’ Enzo pointed out.

‘Ah, yes,’ said Préfet Verne. ‘The items in the trunk.’

They were all startled by a sharp rap at the window, and turned to see the swan glaring at them. It was not pleased at being ignored.

The Préfet said, ‘I think perhaps diners on the top deck are in the habit of throwing it titbits. It’s probably wondering why we’re not doing the same.’ Which would have been impossible since the air-conditioned lower salon of the Bateau au Fil des Douceurs restaurant was almost at river level, its windows sealed against the summer heat. And the water. The boat was berthed on the east side of the river, beyond the Pont de Cabessut, a chunky, white-painted vessel which looked as if it might topple over if ever it were to set sail. It had been Préfet Verne’s suggestion that they lunch there. He had expensive tastes. He turned his attention away again from the swan. ‘Where were we? Ah, yes, the items in the trunk. What on earth do they mean?’

‘Well, that’s just it,’ Enzo said. ‘They must mean something.’

‘Why?’ asked chief Taillard.

‘Because you wouldn’t cut off a man’s head and bury it in a trunk with five seemingly unrelated items unless you had a reason. And if there’s a reason, then there must be a way of working out what it was.’

‘And you intend to use forensic science to find out?’ said the Préfet.

‘No, I intend to use my brain.’

II

Madame Taillard drove back on her own to the Caserne Bessières at the north end of town. Enzo walked across the Pont de Cabessut with Préfet Verne, who was puffing gently on his postprandial cigar. Bright southern sunlight spilled across the rooftops to the old city wall and the Tour des Pendus, where lawbreakers were once hanged in full public view. They turned south towards the Place Champollion. ‘I know we all believed that something awful had happened to him,’ the Préfet said, ‘but one is never really prepared for the truth. Somehow it’s always worse than you could possibly have imagined. Poor Jacques.’

‘You knew him?’

‘Yes, but not well. We were at ENA together. There were nearly a hundred and thirty of us in our promotion, but everyone knew Jacques Gaillard. He was a character. Not necessarily a likeable one – he was somewhat full of himself. But he certainly brought a little colour into our dull academic lives. Ironic that he should have spent his last year back there teaching.’

‘It must have been something of a comedown for him. From Prime Ministerial advisor to teacher.’

‘No, not really. He wasn’t a teacher, exactly. There are no full-time professors at ENA – except for sport. The brightest pupils are taught only by the best brains. Top civil servants, captains of industry, former cabinet ministers, all invited to take time out of busy lives to pass on their experience to the next generation. It was George Bernard Shaw, wasn’t it, who said that those who can, do, and those who can’t, teach? Well, it was de Gaulle’s vision that those who do exceptionally well should teach their successors how to do likewise. Which is why he created ENA.’ They turned west and began the climb up the narrow Rue Maréchal Foch at the back of the cathedral towards the Hôtel du Département, and the offices of the Préfet. ‘So it wasn’t really a demotion, as such,’ he added. ‘More a sideways shuffle to move his celebrity spotlight away from the Prime Minister.’

They stopped at the gate of the Conseil Général and shook hands, and Préfet Verne pushed through wrought iron into the cobbled courtyard beyond, to vanish into his own administrative empire. Enzo crossed the square opposite the cathedral with a lightness in his step. The Saturday market was over, and a truck with large rotating brushes was cleaning away the debris. He reached the brick arches of La Halle at the foot of the Place Jean-Jacques Chapou and strolled in through the back entrance of the covered market with his hands in his pockets. Past the poissonerie, with all its fresh fish laid out on crushed ice; Le Chai the wine seller, where you could fill your own container from huge stainless steel vats; Monsieur Chevaline, the butcher; the charcuterie where Enzo sometimes bought pre-cooked plats asiatiques to carry out. The wine seller waved and shouted salut. The butcher called that he had some very tender filet mignon just in. But Enzo wasn’t buying. He was just revelling in being back. Where everything was a known quantity and everyone was familiar. Such a contrast with the hostile anonymity of Paris.

His good mood lasted for as long as it took him to open the door of his apartment and trip over something lurking in the shadows of the hall. It was hard and unyielding and caught him squarely on the shin. He cursed, and saw that it was Bertrand’s metal detector.

It had been there since before his trip to Paris, arriving unexpectedly one night as Enzo was heading down for a nightcap at the Café Le Forum. He had been confronted by Bertrand out on the landing, cradling the long-necked creature with its disc-like head in strong, muscular arms.

Enzo had never made any attempt to disguise his disapproval of this young man with his spiky, blond-tipped brown hair, and pointless pieces of metal piercing eyebrow, nose and lip. ‘What the hell … !’

‘Hi, Papa.’ Sophie’s bright, smiling face, appearing at Bertrand’s shoulder, had made Enzo momentarily forget his irritation. It happened almost every time. Whenever he wasn’t expecting to see her, and she caught him unawares, he always saw her mother in her. Those bright, dark eyes, her elfin face, long blue-black hair fanning out across her shoulders. And the memory of Pascale would wash over him, powerful and melancholic. The only part of Sophie which was identifiably him was the pale streak in her hair which ran back through it from her left temple, not as pronounced as his own, although there was no mistaking the stubborn streak they both shared with equal vigour. ‘You don’t mind if we leave it here for a couple of days?’ she’d said. ‘There’s no room at Bertrand’s mum’s, and the health and safety people would object if he left it lying around the gym.’

In spite of his antipathy towards Bertrand, Enzo could never bring himself to be angry with his daughter for long. ‘What on earth is it?’ he had asked.

‘A metal detector. Bertrand got it cheap at a brocante. Lots of the kids have got them now. Ever since they found those old Roman coins along the riverside above the Pont Louis-Philippe. They’re worth a fortune, you know.’

‘It wouldn’t be for long, Monsieur Macleod,’ Bertrand had promised. ‘Just until I can clear a space in my mother’s attic.’

But as the pain on his shin testified, it was still there. Enzo glanced at his watch. It was well into the afternoon now, but Sophie’s bedroom door was shut tight, and he figured she was probably still asleep. Kids! They thought nothing of sleeping their lives away. It seemed criminal, somehow, when you had lived longer than you had left, to think of wasting a single moment of your youth. It was gone before you knew it. He thought of that most famous of verses from the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam:

The moving finger writes: and, having writ,

Moves on: nor all thy Piety nor Wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a line,

Nor all your Tears wash out a word of it.

It seemed, too, particularly appropriate to Jacques Gaillard. Although not a young man, he’d had, from all accounts, an abundance of both piety and wit. And neither tears nor time had washed away his blood, spilled on the steps of the altar of St. Étienne du Mont. It made Enzo all the more determined to find his killer. He pushed open the door into the front room to see if the workmen had finished.

The séjour was in chaos. The ouvriers had removed the bookshelves along the far wall, and piled the hundreds of displaced books untidily on tables and chairs, and on most of the available floor space. Mounted in their place was a huge whiteboard, three metres by two. Enzo looked at it with satisfaction and began clearing a way to get to it. He would need to make some space on the table to set up his computer.

There was a knock at the open door from the landing, and a girl’s voice called, ‘Monsieur Macleod?’

‘Through here.’

A young girl, about Sophie’s age, appeared in the doorway. As soon as Enzo saw her he knew why she was there, and cursed inwardly at his forgetfulness. She was not an ugly girl, but physically awkward, big without being tall. She had what in Scotland would have been called good childbearing hips. She wore jeans stretched tightly across them, and a V-necked tee shirt which strained to contain breasts which one of Enzo’s fellow lecturers had once lasciviously described as being like cantaloupe melons. They had a tendency to draw the eye, and to his shame Enzo had found his eyes drawn to them on more than one occasion. She had a pretty face, and very long, dark, wavy hair which she often tied back in a loose ponytail. Her cheeks burned with the pink bloom of embarrassment.

‘I’m sorry, Monsieur Macleod … I hope I’m not disturbing you.’

‘Nicole.’ Enzo raised both hands in surrender. ‘I’m sorry, I completely forgot. You know, things have been … well …’ He gave up trying to find excuses. ‘I just forgot, that’s all.’

‘I know. I’ve been to the hospital. They didn’t know anything about it.’

‘Well, they wouldn’t. Because I never got around to speaking to Docteur du Coq.’

‘They said that I was too late and they’d already taken their complement of students for the summer.’

‘Shit,’ Enzo muttered under his breath.

‘Only, I’d been kind of counting on it. You know, for the money.’ She dropped her eyes to the floor, too self-conscious to meet his. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know what else to do, or where else to go.’

‘Oh, God. Nicole, I’m sorry.’ He wanted to give her a hug and tell her everything would be all right. But he wasn’t sure how close those breasts would let him get, and in any case he knew that everything wouldn’t be all right. Student jobs everywhere had been filled by now. He had let her down badly. And then he had an inspiration and said impulsively, ‘Look … why don’t you come and work for me here?’ Almost as soon as the words were out of his mouth he regretted them. How could he pay her? He supposed that if he won the bet – a thousand euros each from the Préfet and the chief of police – then he could afford to pay her handsomely. If not … well, that was something he would face up to later.

She looked up in astonishment, embarrassment replaced suddenly by a flush of slow-burning pleasure. ‘For you?’

‘I have a sort of project I’m working on this summer. I could do with an assistant. Someone smart. Someone good on computers, and the internet.’

‘Well, that’s me,’ she said eagerly.

‘I know.’

‘I’ve been online ever since I can remember. You know, “Nicole calling the world.”’

Enzo nodded, thinking that this was definitely a mistake. She might be his brightest student, and there was no doubting her academic brilliance. But there was no doubting, also, that she lacked certain social skills. Her upbringing as a single child on a remote hill farm in the Aveyron had not prepared her for sophisticated student life in France’s fourth-largest city. Her first year in Toulouse had been hard, not least because of the cruelty of some of her fellow students.

‘Oh,’ she said, suddenly downcast. ‘But where will I stay? It’s too far to travel.’

Perhaps, Enzo thought, this was a way out. ‘There’s a spare room here,’ he said, hardly believing he’d said it out loud. But, after all, he had let her down.

Her spirits lifted again. ‘I won’t disappoint you, Monsieur Macleod. I promise.’ And then she said, ‘What’s the project?’

Enzo sighed. ‘It’s difficult to explain, Nicole. Why don’t you go home and pack a suitcase tonight and come back tomorrow? I’ll explain in the morning.’

As he was seeing her out, a sleepy Sophie emerged from her bedroom wrapped in a towelling robe. She craned up to kiss Enzo on the cheek. ‘What’s happening?’ she said, looking at Nicole and blinking the sleep out of her eyes.

Enzo said, ‘Sophie, this is Nicole. She’s a student at Paul Sabatier.’ And to Nicole, ‘Sophie’s my daughter.’

Nicole put her hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. ‘Well that’s a relief.’ And then she thrust her hand out to shake Enzo’s. ‘See you tomorrow, Monsieur Macleod.’

When Nicole had gone, Enzo turned back to the séjour and caught his shin for a second time on Bertrand’s metal detector. ‘Jesus Christ, Sophie! Will you get rid of that damned thing?’

‘I’m sorry, Papa, I meant to put it in the spare room. I’ll do it now.’

‘No,’ Enzo said quickly. ‘Nicole’s going to be in there.’

Sophie looked at him as if he had two heads. ‘That girl?’ Enzo nodded uncomfortably. ‘Papa, what’s going on?’ She pursued him into the front room. The French windows were open and hot air wafted in from the square below.

‘It’s just for a few weeks.’

‘Weeks!’

‘I promised to get her a summer job at the hospital, and I forgot. Now she’s too late to get anything else.’

‘So she says.’ Sophie was highly sceptical. ‘Papa, I saw the way she was gazing up at you. She’s infatuated.’

‘Don’t be silly, Sophie. Of course she isn’t.’ Enzo was indignant. ‘She comes from a tiny hill farm in the Aveyron, and her folks have been struggling to put her through university. She needed that job. I owe her. So she’s going to help me with the Jacques Gaillard thing.’

Sophie relented and took his arm and squeezed it. ‘Papa, you’re too soft for your own good.’ She looked up at him with her mother’s eyes. ‘How are you going to pay her?’

‘I’m just going to have to win the bet, that’s all.’

For the first time Sophie became aware of the chaos in the séjour. She untangled herself from her father and looked around. ‘What’s going on in here?’

Enzo cast his eyes over the piles of books and glanced across at the whiteboard. ‘This is my war room,’ he said. ‘It’s where I’m going to do battle with Gaillard’s killer.’

III

Sophie had gone to the gym, where Bertrand ran courses in everything from dance to weightlifting, and Enzo had the apartment to himself again. The computer was set up on the table, wires trailing everywhere – to the wall socket, the telephone, the printer. He had downloaded the photographs from his digital camera and printed them out one by one. All five items found in the trunk below the Place d’Italie with Gaillard’s skull. Now he was sticking them up on his newly mounted whiteboard. Bellin’s approximation, cut from the front page of Libération, was taped to the top left-hand corner. Top-centre he placed the thigh bone, top-right the bee. He taped the shell, the antique stethoscope and the Ordre de la Libération along the bottom of the board, cleared a space in his favourite recliner and sat back staring at them. A pack of marker pens sat on top of a pile of books below the board, ready for writing up his initial thoughts. But he didn’t want to rush it. He wanted to clear his mind first. He needed to wash away all preconceptions and let these five puzzling pieces find their own place in his thoughts. This was going to be a long road, and he wanted to make as few wrong turns as possible. He reached for his guitar and began picking out a slow, mournful twelve-bar blues, and closed his eyes to find Gaillard staring back at him from the haunted shadows of his dead skull.




CHAPTER SEVEN

I

Nicole was waiting among the deserted Sunday morning tables of the pizzeria when he returned from breakfast at the Café Le Forum. She was pleased to see him. ‘Hi, Monsieur Macleod.’ She ignored his outstretched hand and leaned up to kiss him three times, alternating cheeks. He was taken aback. It was a customary French greeting between men and women familiar with each other, but not usual between lecturer and student. He wondered if, perhaps, Sophie was right about Nicole.

Her suitcase was huge, and very heavy, and she allowed Enzo to carry it up to the second floor. Circumventing the metal detector, he put the case in her room. She looked from the window over the jumble of rooftops behind the apartment. ‘This is lovely. Better than any job at the hospital.’

While she unpacked, Enzo explained the background to the Gaillard case. For her further enlightenment he had left, on the bedside table, a copy of Raffin’s book, as well as his frontpage piece in Libération about the identification of the skull. Nicole’s eyes opened wide. ‘So we’re going to be kind of, like, detectives?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Oh, wow. That’s amazing.’

‘It’s serious work, Nicole. We’re talking about a man’s murder here. And a killer, or killers, who are still at large.’

‘Okay,’ she said, eager to get started. ‘Let’s get them, then.’

He ensconced her at the computer in the séjour and she said, ‘Are we broadband?’ Enzo nodded. ‘Good. I don’t know how anyone can work with dial-up any more. It’s so-oo slow. What search engine do you use?’

‘Google.’

‘Good, so do I.’

Enzo picked his way through the books littering the floor to the whiteboard. ‘This is how I’m going to work it,’ he said. ‘Around the board I’ve taped up photographs of the items found with the skull. As you can see, I’ve already started making notes under each of them. Each time we come up with a valid line of thinking on any of them, we’ll note that somewhere in the centre of the board, circle it, and draw a line to it from the item which has sparked the thought. Then we’ll be looking for connections, either between the thoughts or between the items, and we’ll draw more arrows and more circles. The theory is, that the thought which ends up with most arrows pointing to it is the key to the puzzle.’

Nicole stared at the board thoughtfully, and her intelligence kicked in over her immaturity. ‘What makes you think it’s a puzzle?’

‘Because there has to be a reason for these things being there. Some kind of message. It must be. Each item kind of like a cryptic clue.’

‘Why would the killer want to leave a message?’

‘I haven’t the least idea. But I’m not concerned with that for the moment. The first thing is to decipher the message. You can see I’ve started making notes on my first thoughts.’

‘You’d better take me through them, then.’

‘Okay, let’s start with the femur, the thigh bone.’ Underneath it he had written Anatomical Skeleton. ‘The police had already figured out that this was probably taken from the kind of anatomical skeleton used for demonstration purposes in medical schools. The small holes drilled at either end would have been for wiring the bones together. So now I’m thinking, why? What’s the point of this bone? Sometimes, in primitive societies, bones like this were used as weapons. Which is why I’ve written up Club with Murder weapon? in brackets.’ He held up his hand. ‘But don’t pay too much attention to that. There was no sign of cranial damage to the skull. It was just an initial thought. And there’s no particular reason I started with the bone.’ He moved along the board. ‘But it was after that I had my first revelation.’

‘Good,’ Nicole said. ‘I like revelations.’

Enzo pointed first at the scallop shell, and then to the bee. ‘Do either of these things mean anything to you?’

Nicole thought for a moment. ‘Didn’t Napoléon use the bee as his emblem? I can see golden bees embroidered on blue velvet. Something like that.’

‘Good girl. And what about the shell?’

‘A Coquille St. Jacques …’ Nicole said thoughtfully.

‘Okay, I’ll stop you right there. Why’s it called a Coquille St. Jacques?’

Nicole frowned. ‘Something to do with pilgrims, wasn’t it?’

‘Exactly. Since the early middle ages, pilgrims from all over Europe have been following trails through south-west France to Galicia on the northern Spanish coast, to a place called Compostela. It’s where the saint we call James in English, and you call Jacques in French, was supposed to have landed not long after the death of Christ. Saint-Jacques de Compostelle.’

Nicole was tapping away furiously at the keyboard. ‘Yeah, here we are.’ She had come up with a page on a website about routes to Compostela. ‘Compostela’s from campo stella, field of stars. Apparently the decapitated body of Saint-Jacques the Elder was landed there in 44 AD.’ She looked up, eyes shining. “Decapitated! Is that another clue?’

Enzo tipped his head thoughtfully. They were certainly looking for a body without a head. ‘Perhaps.’

She turned back to the screen. ‘Wow, this guy’s shown close to Christ in most of the paintings of the Last Supper. It says the body got floated ashore from a stone boat to a beach covered with scallop shells, and that’s how the shell became symbolic of the pilgrimage.’

Enzo said, ‘There are arguments about that. Some people say that the pilgrims brought shells back with them to show that they had reached the sea. You must have seen scallop shells carved in the stone lintels of houses in villages all over this area.’

Nicole nodded. ‘Yeah, we’ve got one above our door. I never knew why.’

‘They say that the pilgrims begged for water as they passed, and that it was given to them in the shells they brought back with them. If you had a shell carved above your door, it meant that you were willing to provide pilgrims with food and drink, even a bed for the night.’

She had been tapping away again as he spoke and abruptly changed the subject. ‘Okay … Here’s some stuff about Napoléon and the bees.’ She grinned. ‘I was right.’ And she read, ‘At his coronation as Emperor in 1804, Napoléon adorned his imperial robe with the gold bee figurines which had been discovered in the tomb of Childeric the First. And his throne room at Fontainebleau is filled with silks and brocades enriched with precious gold bee decorations.’ She looked up from the screen and screwed up her nose. ‘Why did he have a thing about bees?’

‘There is a legend that Bonaparte was advised to marry Josephine and adopt her two children, because they were supposed to be of Merovingean lineage – descendants of Christ. He was told it would make him part of that lineage. Childeric was the son of King Merovee of the Franks, the first of the lineage, and supposedly a direct descendent of Mary Magdalene. When Childeric’s tomb was opened in the middle ages, more than eleven hundred years after his death, it contained three hundred solid gold replicas of honeybees.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s one story, but who knows. The bee also has certain royal connotations. The Queen served by drones. Royal jelly. Maybe that’s what appealed to him.’ He turned back to the board. ‘Anyway, hold on to those thoughts.’ He lifted his marker and wrote Napoléon below the bee, and Saint-Jacques and Pilgrims below the scallop shell. Then he turned to Nicole again. ‘So the shell and the bee are both what?’

‘Symbols,’ she said simply.

‘Exactly. So, if those two are symbols, it would be reasonable to assume that the other items are also symbols, or at least symbolic of something, rather than being important in their own right.’

‘I see what you mean.’ She stared at the board where he had written Old Medicine next to the antique stethoscope. ‘So the stethoscope doesn’t have any meaning in itself. It’s symbolic of something like early medicine.’ She frowned. ‘When was the stethoscope invented?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘Well, let’s see if we can find out.’

Enzo picked his way back across the room to stand behind her as she put Google to work. She entered Antique Stethoscopes into the search window and hit the return key. The search brought up one hundred and four results, the first one of which was a site called ANTIQUE MEDICAL INSTRUMENTS. Nicole selected it and brought up a website headed ALEX PECK – MEDICAL ANTIQUES. She scrolled quickly down the page to find the first mention of antique stethoscopes, but it was just a list of early types and manufacturers. She scrolled further down to the second mention, and here found a link to two specific types of stethoscope. She clicked on the first, and up came a page on the Laennec stethoscope. She read out the entry. ‘A circa 1820s Laennec monaural stethoscope turned in three parts from cedar. Blah, blah …’ She skimmed through the rest, then, ‘René Theophile Hyacinthe Laennec – 1781 to 1826 – invented the stethoscope around 1816.’ She paused. ‘Just what I’ve always wanted to know. It doesn’t really tell us much, though.’

‘It’s a date,’ Enzo said. ‘1816.’ And he went to mark it up on the board beside the stethoscope. He heard Nicole tapping away at the keyboard behind him. And then an exclamation.

‘Oh, my God!’

Enzo turned, alarmed. ‘What is it?’

Her face was flushed with excitement. ‘I put Laennec’s full name into the search engine, and the first of about a thousand links that came up was for the Catholic Encyclopaedia. You’re not going to believe this. The entry for Laennec says that while studying in Paris he became a pupil of a Doctor Corvisart, who is described here as Napoléon’s great physician.’ She looked up, eyes shining. ‘Napoléon!’

Enzo grinned. ‘Clever girl.’ He immediately turned and, in the centre of the whiteboard, wrote in bold letters, Napoléon’s Doctor. Underneath it, the name Corvisart. He drew a circle around the names and pointed arrows to the circle from both the stethoscope and the bee.

‘What about the thigh bone?’ Nicole said. ‘If it’s really a piece from an anatomical skeleton, then that’s a medical allusion, too, isn’t it?’

‘You’re right,’ Enzo said, and he drew another arrow from the femur to the circle in the centre of the board. So there were now three arrows pointing to it. ‘It’s working,’ he said. ‘This is what’s supposed to happen.’

And then they hit a dead end.

Nicole spent the next hour chasing down dozens of websites about the physician. In the space of that hour they learned nearly everything about the man there was to know, but nothing that brought enlightenment. Napoléon was quoted as saying of him: ‘I do not believe in medicine, but I believe in Corvisart.’

‘I think I remember reading somewhere that Napoléon had an ulcer, and suffered terribly from piles,’ Enzo said.

Nicole made a face. ‘Monsieur Macleod! Too much information!’

Enzo retired to his recliner and stared at the whiteboard, listening to the clackety-clack of Nicole’s keyboard tapping away the seconds of his life. What possible relevance could Napoléon’s doctor have? He let his eyes wander to the Ordre de la Libération. Perhaps it had a website. He made a mental note to ask Nicole to check when she had finished with Corvisart. And then he thought about the date engraved on the back of the medal. 12 May, 1943. Perhaps it was a famous date in French history. He’d ask Nicole to check that as well. Sometimes streets or squares in France were named after important dates. He went in search of his Paris street planner among the clutter of books, eventually finding it and scanning through it for a street named 12 May, 1943. But without success.

Sophie emerged from her room late morning, bleary-faced and puffy-eyed. She barely acknowledged Nicole. ‘I’m off to Bertrand’s,’ she said. ‘I’ll see you later, Papa.’ And she was gone before Enzo could tell her to take the metal detector with her.

‘There’s a Rue Corvisart in Paris,’ Nicole said suddenly, as if her thoughts had been running along the same lines as Enzo’s. She was staring at the screen. ‘And a Hotel Corvisart. And a Lycée Corvisart, all in the same street. Oh, and there’s a métro stop called Corvisart. On the Green Line. Just one stop away from Place d’Italie.’

Enzo sat up. ‘Place d’Italie?’ He jumped out of the recliner and crossed to the whiteboard and wrote up, Street, Hotel, School, Métro, one below the other, and circled them. Then he pointed an arrow to them from Corvisart. ‘We’re getting somewhere, Nicole. If the head was buried in the catacombs beneath Place d’Italie, maybe the rest of him is also somewhere down there. Is there any way we can find out if there are tunnels below the Rue Corvisart?’

‘Let’s see …’ Nicole called up Google and entered Catacombs and then info, bringing up a list of around two-and-a-half-thousand links. Top of the list was a site advertising the official catacomb tour at Denfert-Rochereau. But they struck gold with the one below it. The link took them to www.catacombes. info, and eerie music immediately began to fill the room.

‘What the hell’s that?’ Enzo asked.

‘They’ve put a soundtrack on the website for a bit of atmosphere,’ she said.

Enzo came around to have a look at it. The site displayed vivid orange and white lettering on a black background. Nicole moved her cursor over a photograph of a manhole cover with a circle of blue around the letters IDF. She clicked on it, and the manhole cover slid aside, prompting a fresh page to appear with links to a welcome page, a history page, a page of photographs, and several others.

‘Try the photos page,’ Enzo said. Nicole clicked on the link, which took them to a page with a map tracing the peripheral boundaries of Paris and the route of the Seine through the city. It also delineated areas where the largest number of tunnel networks were to be found. Enzo pointed to the thirteenth arrondissement. ‘That’s where the Place d’Italie is.’ Nicole moved her cursor over it, and the area of tunnels on the map was immediately highlighted in green. She clicked, and they were taken to another page with a detailed map of the tunnel network below. Enzo gasped. ‘Salle des carriers! I was there.’

Nicole moved her cursor over the salle des carriers, clicked on it, and they were taken to another page filled with photographs of tunnels leading to the room, all spookily lit by strategically placed candles.

‘This is extraordinary,’ Enzo said. ‘Someone’s gone to a huge amount of work to put this site together.’

Nicole took them back to the map and located Place d’Italie on it. Almost all of the network was immediately north or east of it. None of the tunnels extended far enough west to take in the Rue Corvisart. ‘It doesn’t look like there are any tunnels under Corvisart,’ she said. ‘At least, not if this map’s to be believed.’

Enzo was disappointed. ‘Maybe I’m going to have to go back to Paris and look at this Rue Corvisart myself.’

‘It’s a pretty long street.’ Nicole looked at the map. ‘And anyway, aren’t you getting a bit ahead of yourself? I mean, we still don’t know the relevance of the scallop shell, or the Ordre de la Libération, or the date on the back of it.’

Enzo nodded. ‘No, you’re right.’ It was good to have someone else there to keep him focused. He felt his stomach growling and checked the time. It was midday. After twenty years in France he had acquired that quintessentially French biological clock which told him when it was time for lunch. ‘I’m going downstairs for some pizza. Are you coming?’

But Nicole’s attention was still riveted on the screen in front of her. ‘Um … no, thanks. I’m on a diet.’

‘Oh. Okay. Well, there’s stuff in the fridge if you get hungry.’

II

Enzo had a simple Margarita at La Lampara restaurant below the apartment. He washed it down with a quart de vin rouge and a half bottle of Badoit and stared through the trees opposite, past the cars in the square, to the arches of La Halle, closed now for lunch. Tables at all the restaurants and cafés were filled, groups and couples, locals and holidaymakers enjoying the food and the company. Even after all these years Enzo had never quite got used to eating alone, and he had developed the habit of eating quickly and settling up. There was never any reason to linger. But today he had a more pressing reason for speeding up the process. He had a sense that they were almost within touching distance of Gaillard’s killer.

When he got back to the apartment he found Nicole in a state of excitement, her breasts heaving hypnotically as she told him that she thought Corvisart had taken them up a blind alley.

‘Why?’ Enzo asked.

‘Because we thought all this medical stuff leading us to Napoléon was supposed to take us to Corvisart, because he was Napoléon’s personal physician.’

‘So?’

‘So Napoléon had another doctor. A much more famous one.’ She scrolled through the history of recently visited websites and recalled a page she had found during lunch. ‘Doctor Dominique Larrey.’

‘What’s so remarkable about Larrey?’

‘He revolutionised medical treatment on the battlefield. He pioneered amputation surgery, introduced ambulances to remove the wounded from the field, and the concept of triage in their treatment. Napoléon appointed him Surgeon-in-Chief to the French army, and he accompanied Napoléon on his expeditions to Egypt, Palestine, Syria, Germany, Poland, and Moscow. He was made a baron in 1810.’

Enzo shrugged. ‘Why do you think he’s more relevant than Corvisart?’

‘Okay, just listen.’ And she started reading. ‘Larrey’s name remains associated with an amputation of the shoulder joint, Mediterranean yellow fever, and ligation of the femoral artery below the inguinal ligament.’ She looked up, her face shining. ‘Femoral artery. That’s what you called the thigh bone, wasn’t it? The femur.’

Enzo inclined his head in doubtful acknowledgement. ‘Well, yes. But that seems a bit thin, Nicole.’

‘Ah, but wait, that’s not all. Here’s the best bit. He was born in the Pyrénées, and studied medicine under an uncle who was a surgeon in Toulouse.’

For the first time, Enzo’s interest was aroused. ‘Toulouse?’

Nicole grinned at him. ‘I thought that might get you. I checked. Toulouse was one of the most important stopping places on the pilgrim’s route to Compostela.’ She left the computer and brushed past Enzo to the whiteboard. She took a different coloured marker, scored out Corvisart under Napoléon’s Doctor. ‘If we make that Larrey instead …’ and she wrote up the name, ‘… we can point arrows to it from the femur, the bee, the stethoscope and the scallop shell.’ She drew in the arrows.

Enzo took the pen from her. ‘And we can add something else.’ He wrote Toulouse up on the board, circled it, and drew arrows to it from Larrey and from the scallop shell. ‘So now we have four arrows pointing through Larrey and a second from the shell, all going to Toulouse.’ Which was much closer to home than Enzo could ever have imagined – just an hour south of Cahors. Was it possible that Gaillard’s remains had been brought all the way to Toulouse? And if so, why? He stood back and examined the board afresh. ‘We haven’t looked at the Ordre de la Libération yet.’

‘They’ve got a website,’ Nicole said, and she started back to the computer. ‘I found it while you were out.’ She began tapping at the keyboard. ‘It didn’t seem very interesting, though.’ She brought the site up on screen, and read, ‘The Ordre de la Libération is France’s second national Order after the Legion of Honour, and was instituted by Général de Gaulle, Leader of the Free French movement, with Edict Number Seven, signed in Brazzaville on 16 November, 1940. Admission to the Order is meant to reward individuals, military, and civil organisations for outstanding service in the effort to procure the Libération of France and the French Empire.’ She sighed and clicked on a link to the site map, which brought up dozens more links. ‘There are links to all sorts of pages about the history of the Order, the chronology, official texts … You can download a PDF file with the names of all one thousand and thirty-eight recipients of the Order. There’s even a list of only those recipients who are still alive. Which no doubt needs regular updating.’

Enzo thought about it. ‘And the date? 12th May, 1943?’

‘There’s no reference to it on the site.’

‘Can you search Google just for the date?’

‘Sure.’ She tapped the date into the search window and hit the return key.

Enzo stood by her shoulder as the first ten results of three hundred and fifty-nine appeared on the screen. He groaned. ‘That’s a lot of links to wade through.’

‘We only need to look at ones that seem interesting.’ She began scrolling quickly through them, seemingly able to read them much more quickly than Enzo. The first site she brought up was about the capitulation of German and Italian forces in Tunisia on 12 May 1943. Many of the other sites also related to the same event. But Enzo couldn’t see any connection. Nicole carried on scrolling. There was some Nazi documentation on anti-semitism issued on that day, an Italian army commander who received his promotion, a Swiss composer whose date of birth it was. Nicole moved on to the second page. Several of the links led to German websites which neither of them could read. Nothing seemed relevant until Nicole moved on to the third page. And it leapt off the screen at them – the penultimate link. ORDRE DE LA LIBÉRATION. Nicole let out a tiny shriek and clicked on the link.

They found themselves back on the website of the Ordre, on the biography page of one of the medal’s recipients. A soldier in the French army called Édouard Méric. There was a black and white photograph of him, wearing what looked like an old sackcloth coat over his uniform. He had a cigarette burning between his fingers, and a slight, enigmatic smile below a thick mop of untidy hair. Nicole scrolled quickly through his life. He had been trained at Saint-Cyr military school in the nineteen twenties. He had spent two years in Germany before being transferred to Morocco, where he was wounded in action in 1926. He seemed to have remained, then, in North Africa, in various capacities, until the Second World War when he led a Moroccan unit of the French army to victory over the Germans in Tunisia. On 11 May and 12th, 1943, he and his men crushed the final resistance of German and Italian troops, capturing a large number of prisoners and a significant amount of equipment.

Both Enzo and Nicole were disappointed. ‘Is that it?’ Nicole asked.

‘It looks like it.’ Enzo scratched his head. ‘It’s not even very specific about the date. It’s May 11th and 12th. And I’m not sure what Tunisia has to do with anything else we’ve come up with.’ He drew a deep breath. ‘I’ll mark the name up anyway, since we’ve not come up with anything else.’ And he went to the board and wrote Édouard Méric next to the medal. He heard Nicole still tapping away at her keyboard.

‘Do you know what’s odd?’ she said, and then answered her own question. ‘You can get back to the main website from Méric’s page, but there doesn’t seem to be a link to it from the site. Which is very strange. I mean, I’m assuming that if there’s a biog page for Méric, there must be pages for all the others. But I can’t see any way of accessing them.’

‘Maybe we’re both tired, Nicole,’ Enzo said. ‘My brain hurts, so maybe I’m not thinking too clearly. And maybe you’re not either. Why don’t we take a break?’

‘Good idea.’ Nicole seemed to brighten. She put the computer to sleep. ‘What do you want to do?’

‘I don’t want to do anything. That’s the point.’ Enzo slumped into his recliner. A couple of glasses of red wine with lunch always made him sleepy in the afternoon. ‘I’m going to close my eyes for a bit. Maybe you want to go shopping or something.’

Nicole shook her head gloomily. ‘Haven’t got any money.’ And Enzo felt a stab of guilt.

‘Maybe I’ll go and see Audeline. You remember Audeline, don’t you?’

Enzo was already starting to drift. ‘No.’

‘She’s in your first year biology class. We always sit together. Her parents live here. She’s got a summer job at a filling station …’

*

He felt soft breath in his face, and the back of a hand gently running down his cheek. He opened his eyes and saw her just as she had been all those years before. Just as he remembered her.

‘Pascale,’ he whispered, and she kissed him gently on the forehead.

‘It’s Sophie, Papa,’ he heard her say, and he sat up with a start. Sophie was sitting on the arm of his recliner. The air was very warm, the square below still crowded, although the shadows of the trees were lengthening towards the east. ‘How long have you been asleep?’ she asked.

He blinked, still groggy. ‘What time is it?’

‘After six.’

And he realised with a shock that he had been asleep in the chair for nearly four hours. His trip to Paris had taken more out of him than he thought. ‘Too long.’

‘Where’s the Amazon?’

‘What?’

‘Nicole.’

‘She’s not an Amazon.’

‘She looks like one.’

‘She can’t help the way she’s built. And, anyway, Amazon women cut off their right breasts so as not to hinder the action of drawing back their bow strings.’

‘Right enough,’ said Sophie. ‘She’s not lacking anything in that department.’

‘She’s gone to visit a friend.’ He heaved himself out of his chair.

‘Are you two planning a cosy evening in together, then?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Sophie.’ His sleep had done nothing to improve his mood. ‘And I don’t suppose you’ll be gracing us with your company tonight?’

‘I’m going to a concert with Bertrand.’

‘Of course you are.’ His voice was laden with sarcasm. He picked up a crumpled linen jacket and pulled it on over his tee shirt, and headed out to the hall.

Sophie followed him. ‘Papa, why are you so down on Bertrand?’

But he didn’t want to get into that right now. He spotted the metal detector and poked it with his foot. ‘Because he leaves booby-traps for me in my own house.’ He turned to face her. ‘Sophie, if that thing is not out of here by the time I get back, I’m going to throw it out of the window.’ He opened the door to the landing.

‘Aw, Papa—’

‘I mean it.’ And he headed off down the stairs.

III

The night could hardly have been clearer. The Milky Way was like smoke smeared across the sky. Pinpricks of light burned through the darkness, encrusting it like jewels, each one a sun with its own solar system. Millions of them. The possibilities of other life forms existing somewhere out there in the universe seemed infinite. And yet Enzo’s sense of being alone in it was almost crushing.

Mont St. Cyr was not so much a mountain as the highest hill around. It was on the south side of the River Lot, at the bottom end of the loop which defined and contained Cahors. And from here, the town lay spread out below, almost at Enzo’s feet, its lights washing the darkness and reflecting in the water. On the far side of the loop he could see the floodlit towers of the Pont Valentré, and far beyond it, cutting through the hills, headlights on the autoroute heading south towards Toulouse.

There was a huge radio mast here, clustered with antennae and satellite dishes, and a telescope for daytime tourists to view Cahors more closely from on high. Enzo perched on a bench below the balustrade, and Mont St. Cyr fell away sheer beneath him. He had come here the night she died. There had seemed no reason, then, to go on living. He had been consumed by grief and self-pity, drawn to the precipice. He had given up everything for her, and now she was gone. But almost as if she knew he would need a reason, she had left him one. A tiny part of herself. A little pink-faced, crusty-eyed screaming bundle wrapped in swaddling blankets that he had hardly been able to bring himself to hold. And as he sat here that night, wrestling with his darkest demons, she had been the only light in a very black place. A light drawing him back to sanity, to responsibility, to life.

He had come here often since then. It was a place that symbolised hope, a place where he knew that however lonely he might feel, he was not alone.

Tonight he had drunk too much at Le Forum, and then eaten alone in a tiny bistro off the Place de la Libération. He had not wanted to go back to the apartment, to face an evening alone with Nicole, the conversation of a nineteen-year-old, the awful temptation of those cantaloupe breasts. Alcohol had a habit of weakening the resolve. And that was not something he would have been able to live with in the cold light of day. And, so, here he was, on this hot summer’s night, in the same place he had been almost twenty years before. Nothing much had changed, except that he was almost twenty years older, the pink-faced bundle was on the verge of womanhood, and he was still alone.

Tonight, though, he was wrestling with different demons. A man’s murder. His killer, or killers. He had a sense that there must have been more than one of them. To have carried the dismembered corpse of a pig into the church and then taken away Gaillard’s body on his own seemed a monumental task for one man. And if there were more than one, then this was not just murder, but conspiracy to murder. For which there had to be some compelling reason. Something, perhaps, which Gaillard knew, that his killers did not want him to reveal. They had successfully made him disappear, concealing for ten years the fact that he had been murdered, so nobody had ever looked for a reason. Until now.

The most puzzling things were the clues left with the skull. For Enzo had no doubt that that’s what they were. But what possible reason could they have had for leaving them in the trunk – a trunk which, clearly, they had hoped would never be found? And where on earth would they lead, if indeed Enzo was capable of ever deciphering their meaning?

He heard a car coming up the drive through the trees behind him and sighed. He was no longer alone. In recent years the viewpoint had become a popular place for young men to bring their girlfriends. A romantic spot for back seat seduction. Reluctantly, Enzo rose from the bench and took the footpath back through the trees to where he had left his car by the basketball courts. He did not want to be accused of spying on courting couples. He saw the headlights of the car rake past the radio mast and draw to a stop at the balustrade. The engine was cut and the lights went out, and looking back Enzo could see the silhouettes of the young couple through the rear windscreen as their heads came together in a kiss. And he wondered if Sophie had ever been up here. Which led his thoughts to Bertrand, and he felt a stab of anger that his daughter should be taken from him by such a wastrel. Surely to God she deserved better?

He got into his car and started the engine, turning in the moonlight and driving several hundred metres downhill before putting on his lights. There was no point in spooking the young lovers.

*

The apartment was in darkness when he got back. It was after midnight. Sophie was not yet home. Her bedroom door stood ajar, and he could see moonlight slanting across the crumpled sheets of her empty bed. Nicole’s door was closed. He listened outside it for a moment and could hear her gentle breathing, almost a purr. She was asleep. He went quietly to his own room and eased the door shut. He undressed quickly in the moonlight which washed across the rooftops and through his open window, and slipped into bed.

For a long time he lay thinking of French medals and gold bees and stethoscopes. Of Napoléon and doctors. Before slipping into a shallow, restless sleep. He surfaced again, when he heard Sophie come in, and he glanced at the digital bedside clock. It was a quarter past two. He could never really sleep until he knew she was home. She went into her room, closing the door softly, and he heard her moving about, undressing, and then the creak of her bed as she climbed into it. What did she see in Bertrand?

And then he was dreaming of blood on a darkened altar. Great pools of it, blackened by the dark. He looked up and saw that it was dripping from the cross overhead, which toppled suddenly forward, landing with a crash on the altar. And he sat up with a start. His heart was pounding. He had heard something. Not the falling cross in his dream. Something real. Something that had wakened him. He looked at the clock. Nearly an hour had passed since he heard Sophie come in. Then there it was again. It sounded like something falling to the floor. And it was in the apartment.

Enzo slipped out of bed and crossed to the door, very slowly easing it open. He could see across the landing that Sophie’s door was shut. As was Nicole’s. And then a floorboard creaked in the front room, and Enzo saw a shadow cross the door frame. There was someone moving about in the séjour.




CHAPTER EIGHT

I

Enzo looked around his room for something that he might use as a weapon. But there was nothing immediately apparent. He thought of Raffin and his History of the World, and would have been grateful even for that. In the end he settled for one of his heavy winter brogues which he snatched from the bottom of the wardrobe. He clutched it in his right hand, level with his head, and made his way cautiously into the hall, dressed only in his boxer shorts.

He never bothered to lock the front door, and had been meaning for some time to fix the door-entry system downstairs. Now he cursed himself silently on both counts. The moon was at the back of the apartment, and so it was the light of the streetlamps from the square that fell in wedges through the French windows. They lay unevenly across the book-littered floor of the séjour, reaching towards the open double doors leading to the hall.

Enzo could hear the blood rushing in his ears. It was so loud he was convinced the intruder would be able to hear it too. He saw a shadow move across his line of vision, and he knew he had to strike while he still had surprise on his side. He moved swiftly through the hall and caught his shin on something hard and sharp, and called out in pain as he pitched forward, headlong into the séjour. His head sank into something soft and giving, and he heard a loud grunt. Both he and the intruder went sprawling across the floor. Enzo found himself lying on top of a large man breathing stertorously into his face. The smell of garlic and stale alcohol was almost overpowering.

Enzo was a big man himself, fit from years of cycling, but bigger hands grabbed his shoulders and lifted him bodily aside. The intruder roared, and before Enzo could move was on top of him. A huge, crushing weight. Now Enzo smelled body odour, the rank stink of stale sweat, and he had no choice but to breath it in as he gasped for breath. He felt hands at his throat, coarse digits like rusted steel, and he reached up in desperation to dig fingers into the man’s face, searching for his eyes, and finding a great thatch of wiry hair. He grasped two handfuls and pulled with all his might. His attacker howled and released his stranglehold on Enzo’s neck and tried to free himself from the grip on his hair.

Light flooded the room suddenly. Bright, yellow, electric light, and both men froze, mid-struggle.

‘Papa!’ a girl’s voice screamed in distress. They both looked around to see Nicole standing in the doorway. She was wearing a short, almost see-through nightie, the line of her breasts and hips clearly visible beneath it.

The man on top of Enzo issued an almost feral howl of anguish. ‘Putain!’ he screamed, spittle gathering all around his lips, and he took a swing at the face immediately beneath him. Enzo turned his head to try to avoid it, but the fist caught him a glancing blow on the cheekbone, high up, just below the left eye. Lights flashed in his head.

‘Papa!’

The man looked round again. This time Sophie stood next to Nicole, naked beneath the towelling robe she held closed across herself. The man’s eyes nearly popped out of his head.

‘Two of them! You filthy salaud!’ And he swung again, this time with his left hand, catching Enzo just below the ear. Sound, as well as light, exploded inside Enzo’s head.

But it wasn’t enough to drown out Sophie’s scream as she struck her father’s attacker full in the eye with a tightly clenched fist, following up with a left hook which caught him squarely on the nose. The man bellowed and blood spurted from his face. Enzo took the chance to heave him off, and he scrambled to his knees. The room was spinning, and he was unable to stand up.

‘Papa, what in God’s name are you doing?’ Nicole screamed at the man.

‘I knew he was up to no good!’ He was clutching his nose, blood trickling through his fingers, tears streaming from both eyes.

‘You’re Nicole’s father?’ Enzo was slower than he might have been in other circumstances. But still incredulous. ‘And you thought …’ He waved a hand wildly at Sophie, who was standing breathing hard, and ready to inflict more damage if necessary. ‘Jesus Christ, man! This is my daughter. Do you really think I’d be setting up some kind of love nest with Nicole right under the nose of my own daughter?’

Nicole’s father blinked at him in confusion, sitting on the floor amongst Enzo’s books, bleeding and gasping for breath.

‘You can check the sleeping arrangements if you want. Christ Almighty! What kind of pervert do you think I am?’

Nicole strode across the room, her face beetroot red with humiliation. She took her hand hard across the side of her father’s face. Enzo could see the force in it, and winced. He would not like to be on the receiving end of Nicole’s ire. ‘How dare you!’ she screamed at her father. ‘How dare you humiliate me like this! I hate you!’ And she turned and fled back to her room, deep sobs catching in her throat as she went.

Sophie knelt in front of Enzo and cupped his face in her hands. ‘Are you okay, Papa?’

Enzo put his hands over hers and gazed into her face. ‘I’m fine, Sophie.’ And he squeezed her wrists. ‘Thank you.’ Beyond her he saw, in the hall, Bertrand’s metal detector. It’s what had tripped him in the dark and sent him careening into the intruder. Bertrand! That stab of anger again. But he couldn’t be angry with Sophie. Without her intervention, God knows what damage Nicole’s father might have done him. ‘Go to bed, pet. I’ll deal with this.’

‘Are you sure?’

Enzo nodded. ‘On you go.’

Reluctantly, Sophie stood up. She glowered at the man whose nose she had very probably broken, and marched back through the hall to her bedroom.

Enzo leaned on a pile of books and pulled himself to his feet. He was giddy, and his face felt swollen and bruised. His shoulder-length hair was a tousled mess. He ran his hands through it, drawing it back from his face. With an effort, the farmer, too, heaved himself off the floor. The two men stood unsteadily glaring at each other.

Nicole’s father wiped his bloody hand on his trousers and held it out for Enzo to shake. ‘Pierre Lafeuille.’

Enzo hesitated a moment, then shook the proffered hand. What else was there to do? ‘Enzo Macleod.’

Lafeuille nodded, his eyes darting aimlessly around the room, anxious to avoid Enzo’s. ‘I thought—’

‘I know what you thought,’ Enzo interrupted him. ‘You were wrong.’ And he felt a momentary pang of guilt, recalling the fleeting temptation of the cantaloupe breasts. He looked at the farmer’s bloody face. ‘You’re still bleeding. We’d better clean you up.’

Lafeuille followed him across the séjour, through an archway and into the dining room. A breakfast bar separated the dining room from the kitchen area, and Enzo put a large bowl on it and boiled a kettle. When it had come to the boil he poured water and disinfectant into the bowl and handed Nicole’s father a wad of gauze dressing. The farmer dipped the gauze into the water with filthy hands and smeared the blood all over his face. Enzo threw him a towel. ‘Whisky?’ he asked.

‘Never tried it,’ Lafeuille said.

‘What?’ Enzo couldn’t believe it.

‘We make our own vieille prune on the farm. And poire. No need to go buying the commercial stuff.’

‘Well, now seems as good a time as any to have a go. I could certainly do with a drink.’ Lafeuille nodded, dried his face and watched as Enzo poured two generous measures of amber Glenlivet into short, chunky glasses, and added a splash of water. Enzo took the bottle and lifted his glass and picked his way back through the séjour to his recliner. Lafeuille followed, clutching his glass in one hand, and his nose in the other. ‘Push those books off that chair and take a seat,’ Enzo said. Both men sat and Enzo raised his glass. ‘To daughters.’ And for the first time, Lafeuille cracked a smile.

‘To daughters.’

And they drank deeply from their whisky glasses, so that Enzo very quickly had to refill them. ‘You like it?’

Lafeuille nodded. Then, ‘I’m sorry. She’s my little girl. She’s very precious.’

Enzo was touched. It seemed incongruous that a big bull of a man like Lafeuille should express such tender emotions. ‘They all are.’

‘I’ve never been to Cahors before.’ Lafeuille lived no more than a hundred kilometres away. ‘Never been anywhere. Missed my national service, because my father died and there was no one else to run the farm. This is the furthest I’ve ever been from home.’ Enzo looked at him with fresh eyes. He wore thick, blue working trousers and a crumpled cotton jacket over an open-necked checked shirt. His flat cap was folded into one of the pockets of his jacket. His hands were huge, scarred shovels, and he looked strong enough to pull a plough on his own.

‘I was scared when Nicole went to Toulouse,’ he said. ‘Her mother went with her to look for accommodation. I didn’t want to, because I was afraid if I saw what kind of a place it was I wouldn’t let her go.’ He seemed compelled to unburden himself. Perhaps, Enzo thought, he felt he owed an explanation to the man he had just tried to throttle. ‘When she told me she was moving in with you for the summer because you wanted her to work for you, I knew she believed that to be true. But I didn’t.’

Enzo ran a hand ruefully down the side of his face. He could feel a swelling on his left cheek, and it was painful to the touch. ‘No, I probably wouldn’t have either. To be honest, Monsieur Lafeuille, I only offered her the work because I’d promised to get her a job at the hospital and forgot. And I knew she needed the money.’

Lafeuille flushed deeply and got immediately to his feet. ‘Then I’ll take her home with me right now.’

‘No, no,’ Enzo said quickly. ‘She’s doing a great job. I really do need someone with her kind of skills. She’s a smart kid.’

‘We don’t need charity.’

‘Of course you don’t. But I do need Nicole. Even after just one day, I realise how difficult this project would be without her. Here, let me refill your glass …’

The big farmer hesitated for a moment, then sat down again, reluctantly, and held out his glass. Enzo filled it liberally, and the two men drank in silence for several minutes.

‘It’s hard being a father,’ Enzo said finally.

‘That’s true,’ Lafeuille agreed. ‘What’s your girl’s name?’

‘Sophie.’

‘Where’s her mother?’

‘She’s dead.’

Lafeuille looked at him, reappraisal in his eyes. ‘You raised her yourself?’ Enzo nodded. ‘Mon dieu, I could never have raised Nicole without her mother.’

Enzo shrugged. ‘You learn how. Sometimes the hard way.’ And a slight smile flickered briefly in his eyes. ‘She was about twelve years old,’ he said, ‘getting ready for school one morning, and her face was all flushed and pink. She told me she had cramps and felt sick. And I thought, oh my God, she’s starting her period. I guess that’s the sort of thing mothers usually deal with.’

Lafeuille chuckled. ‘Not if you grow up on a farm. You know about these things before you can walk.’

Enzo grinned. ‘Aye, well, it’s different for us townies.’

‘So what did you do?’

‘I sat her down and started to explain it to her in terms I thought she might understand. Nothing too explicit. And she listened and nodded solemnly as I talked round and round the houses. And when, eventually, I’d finished, she said, “Are you talking about menstruation? Because I started my periods last year.”’

Lafeuille laughed and his nose began bleeding again. He dabbed at it with the gauze. ‘Putain! That’s priceless!’

And so they sat and drank whisky until the bottle was finished, talking about their girls. And when the first light appeared in the sky, Lafeuille got unsteadily to his feet. ‘I’ve got to get back and milk the cows.’

‘You can’t drive in that state.’

‘I’ve driven in worse. Anyway, there’s no one on the roads at this hour. It’s just myself I’ll kill.’

‘Let me at least make you a coffee.’

Reluctantly, Pierre Lafeuille stayed another half an hour while Enzo poured hot, black coffee into him and tried to sober him up. Finally, there was no keeping him any longer. Enzo walked him down into the square. The sky was a pale yellow glow in the east, but the town was still asleep. Lafeuille shook his hand. ‘It’s been a privilege, Monsieur Macleod.’

‘It’s been an experience, Monsieur Lafeuille.’

Lafeuille grinned and got into his battered 2CV. It coughed unhealthily as he turned the key, but roared into life and the sound of it echoed around the square. Enzo watched as it weaved away down the Rue Georges Clemenceau towards the church of St. Urcisse. It would be a long hundred kilometres.
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