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      The sun splashed on the dashboard of an old blue and white VW camper van as it trundled steadily down the main road towards Châtillon-sur-Indre. Archie Darling was singing along in the driver’s seat to a song blasting from the new stereo system. It was Thin Lizzy, ‘Whiskey in the Jar’. The breeze blew in through the open window, ruffling his fair hair and his dog’s short fur.

      He’d grown up with all the Irish music. It was in his roots, in his soul, and it lifted his spirits. It had been with him his whole life. In truth, it had got him through the last year and a half.

      Dr Ivy Saunders had got him through too, and she’d told him in no uncertain terms that he was ready for this holiday, this life-changing expedition across France.

      Solo. Apart from his dog.

      Too right he was ready for a break. He raised his voice, gazing at the lush scenery, singing louder.

      In the distance, the heat haze danced above the tarmac like a promise. The Dordogne seemed to shimmer, a fresh page in his life. He glanced in the mirror at the Dalmatian secured in the dog harness, sitting comfortably behind him in the middle seat, sniffing the new air. He’d customised the back of the camper van to enable Juno to ride in comfort, like a queen.

      ‘We’ll stop in a minute for a bite to eat, will we, Juno?’

      The dog lifted her head at the sound of his voice, her eyes bright and intelligent. Her tail began to beat a rhythm of anticipation. She looked around and settled herself again, trusting that food would come soon.

      Archie steered the VW camper away from the main road, turning down a narrow tree-lined lane, following a sign that pointed to Camping L’Indre. He knew exactly where he was going. Just for tonight, he was staying in a place he’d booked online, preferring the peace and quiet of the countryside, the river and the Brenne national park to the town centre. Tomorrow he was going on to his friend’s wedding.

      Archie drove in through a pair of tall gates, leaving a small group of motorhomes behind him, towards a willow tree not far from the river. Vibrant greenery surrounded him, soft sunlight, and he listened to the calming gurgle of the water. He stopped to glance at his phone. It was just past six.

      He’d received various texts, several from officers back in the nick wishing him a good holiday. One from his boss, Suleman Barak, saying to take his time and not to rush back – he’d accumulated a lot of leave. One from his colleague Shona Omotola, a promising DC, asking him to send her lots of photos of the wedding. One from Kat’s mum Wendy in Warrington, sending love, hoping he’d enjoy meeting up with old friends from the Marines after all this time. And one from his brother Shane in London, asking to borrow some money. That was typical Shane.

      He’d reply to them all later.

      His glance swept to the river Dordogne, smooth and green in the early evening shade, and he stared for a while as if hypnotised. Then he leaned back to unclip Juno’s harness and she sprang down, rubbing against his legs. He found cool water, a bowl and some dog food. Juno snuffled happily and Archie allowed his fingers to trail along her white fur, ruffling the dark spots. He’d bought her last year as a puppy – she’d been born in June, hence her name, and he’d dedicated his free time to training and exercising her. They’d bonded quickly. Juno was his running partner now, most mornings and evenings she jogged alongside him, or accompanied him on walks through the woods.

      He’d never said it aloud, but she’d been a lifesaver.

      He murmured, ‘Are you all right, Juno?’

      She responded with the familiar long stare, the trusting eyes. She understood him.

      Archie glanced into the back of the VW, at his sink, small cooker, bed, stack of luggage, folded bedding, a couple of backpacks, a box of food supplies, his best suit encased in a plastic cover, ready for Craig’s wedding. He’d seen Craig at his own marriage nine years ago, and recently, they’d kept in touch through a WhatsApp group of old Marine friends.

      Archie shook his head to dissolve the memories, like buzzing flies. His own wedding day had been glorious, but nowadays, those thoughts were tinged with sadness.

      It was sometimes the same with the camper van. He’d bought it two months ago, customised it, installed a Bluetooth sound system, made it comfortable for camping. Amelia would have loved it.

      She’d have loved Juno too.

      Amelia, his little girl, and Kat, his wife. His mind went back to that day, eighteen months ago. Snow had been falling fast over Bristol, silent behind the office window – it never usually snowed in Bristol, but that day was a white-out. He was meant to pick Amelia up from primary school but work had taken over and Kat had done the school run in her little car. Amelia had been looking forward to her Nativity play performance that evening. She was going to be a shepherd, an Irish one, just like her daddy. She’d been practising the accent.

      A lorry had skidded in the snow, not far from the school gates. They’d both been killed instantly.

      Archie glanced down the road, at the sunshine that played on the water like November sparklers. That was why he was here now. He was determined to get the old Archie back. Kat would want that. In a way he was doing it for her.

      His work in the police had been full-on for a year and a half – especially the work he’d spearheaded with local kids, organising school-based workshops, mentoring programmes, sports and arts projects, and targeted support. He’d buried himself in these projects to help others.

      Archie glanced back towards the river. It had been a long day’s drive. Juno had eaten and now she looked drowsy. Tomorrow, they’d get up early, have a run along the riverbank, find a café for breakfast, then he’d drive the rest of the journey to the Dordogne; to Saint-Amédée-de-Fleur, which was 20 km beyond Sarlat. There was going to be a big party at the house and then the day after, Craig would marry his French bride.

      Craig was around the same age as him, thirty-nine, and had been married once before. The marriage hadn’t worked out, and Craig had moved to France a few years ago. He’d said on the phone, ‘I’ve never looked back, Arch. You should do the same thing. Up sticks. Move out here. Retire. It’s a great life. And I met Elodie. I’ve started over.’

      Archie had said he wouldn’t rule it out. He laid out a plastic cloth, a cup and plate, then he reached into the back of the camper van, looking for cool water in a metal bottle, crusty bread, cheese and some big juicy tomatoes. His stomach told him he needed to eat.

      Without meaning to, his fingers brushed a notepad and pen, and he picked them up. He remembered Dr Ivy Saunders with a smile. Before he left for France, she’d given him the notepad with the bright pink and blue stripes and the words ‘My Thoughts’ printed in fancy handwriting on the front.

      ‘You should keep a diary while you’re away, Archie,’ she’d said. ‘Write down your feelings.’

      Archie had agreed, just because Dr Ivy was so positive and cheery. That day, that final therapy session with Ivy, he’d leaned back in the comfy armchair and stared out of the window at the streets of Bristol. He’d had no idea what a holiday in France would bring. But the wedding was a good reason to travel. Catching up with Craig and old Marine pals. He’d been a Marine before the police force, before Kat. In Afghanistan, and other places.

      But he was grateful to Dr Ivy. Suleman, his DCI, had referred him to an Employee Assistance Programme, believing Archie should have counselling and bereavement support. Ivy had one of those gentle whispery voices that sent him to a distant place where he stopped listening and was surrounded by his own thoughts. He’d often mutter, ‘What was that, Ivy?’ and she’d repeat it all over again: he ought to take compassionate leave. He ought to speak more about his feelings, join a support group, exercise just a little less – he was becoming obsessive – and spend more time in new company. He should take up a different hobby, a calming one.

      It was Ivy who’d suggested he should get a camper van and travel. It had seemed like a great idea.

      Archie glanced at the notebook again and wondered what Ivy wanted him to write, then he tossed the book into the back of the camper and reached for the food and water. He was hungry now. Juno nestled beside him and he took a bite. It felt great to be in France.

      Much later, he rolled beneath a duvet, Juno curled at his feet, and answered all the texts on his phone. Then he closed his eyes and waited for the usual thoughts to rush in. Life had been hectic: he’d done nothing but work and run and visit the gym for the last eighteen months. That was the paradox: he worked all the time to help others, to keep himself busy. Ivy had been right. He needed some Archie time now.

      Yes, down time in the Dordogne would be welcome.

      Juno was asleep, snuffling, making that low snickering sound of contentment. Archie lifted his head and gazed out of the back window. The moon was high, a bronze circle behind milky clouds, reflecting an identical shimmering disc in the river. The wind ruffled the leaves of the willow. He thought briefly about the drive tomorrow, the route he’d take, the busy main road then the winding country lanes that followed the river, bordered by steep limestone cliffs, through charming villages, past castles perched on hills.

      He planned to arrive by lunchtime and was looking forward to catching up with Craig and meeting his bride-to-be. Archie knew it would be difficult, all the condolences, the embarrassed eyes shifting away, murmurs of, ‘I’m so sorry to hear about Kat… Amelia…’ and Archie with nothing to say, no way to avoid the well-meant sympathy. It was the one thing he’d never been trained to deal with.

      He’d heard from his friend Ollie Rowland more frequently. Rowley came to London to see his father from time to time, and he and Archie always met up for a drink and to talk about the old days. Rowley had been one of his closest pals in Afghanistan: he had stayed in the Marines when the others had moved on and made a career of it. Like many others, it had cost him his marriage. He was stationed in Norway now, where he was involved in Arctic operations, and he had a place in the Alps. It would be nice to catch up with him and Craig again.

      Archie held that thought and rolled into a ball before drifting into sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning was about routine, as usual. He woke at seven and stretched his limbs before going for a run around the river with Juno, then he went for a shower in the basic campsite facilities. It reminded him of some Marine barracks he’d encountered years ago; the hammering ice-cold water on his skin didn’t bother him. He jogged back to the VW camper in shorts, fair hair damp, barely noticing the sidelong glance from a young woman who was feeding ducks with her toddler.

      Once Juno was strapped in and his luggage secured neatly in the back, Archie pulled on sunglasses, set the GPS on his phone and drove back to the main road. Music filled the van – The Pogues. His eyes scanned the distance – there would be somewhere in Châtillon-sur-Indre to eat.

      ‘Let’s get breakfast, Juno,’ he murmured. ‘Black coffee, a croissant and some dog biscuits. We’ll find a little café, sit outside under a parasol and just take our time.’

      His eyes moved to the driver’s mirror. Juno was watching him, listening.

      ‘Un café, s’il vous plaît,’ Archie practised aloud. He remembered that you asked for un café if you wanted black coffee; with milk was au lait. He smiled at how confident he sounded. His French wasn’t bad. He could give it a go, for sure. He didn’t care if he made mistakes.

      But sometimes his mistakes had come back to haunt him, like at the breakfast in Normandy some years ago, at a table with Kat. He’d been holding her hand when he’d asked for ‘le préservatif’, thinking he was asking for jam.

      It was the French word for condom. He’d realised too late and burst out laughing when he’d seen the waiter’s shocked face.

      Kat had looked perplexed: she’d had no idea what he’d said. Later in the hotel room, Archie had explained, and she’d punched his arm playfully and mimicked his accent, affectionately calling him an ‘eejit’. They’d both fallen about laughing.

      He grinned at the memory as he overtook a slow van. Then he saw what he was looking for, a red and white building with chairs and tables on the pavement, colourful parasols, and the sign: Café: Le Paddock. Ouvert.

      Without a thought, he indicated and pulled into the parking area. In a movement, he clambered out, relaxed in pale T-shirt and shorts, opening the door, releasing the harness and allowing the Dalmatian to spring to his heels. The sun blazed bright and hot on the pavement before him.

      ‘Come on, Juno,’ he said, under his breath. Archie and Juno walked to a bistro table and sat down.
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      Later, Archie drove through the Dordogne, enjoying the scenery, from one quiet village into another. Finally, he saw the sign jutting from the foliage by the side of the road. Saint-Amédée-de-Fleur. He manoeuvred the camper van steadily across a curved bridge, gazing at the winding river that ran smooth and dark beneath it, parallel to the road.

      On the other side was a quaint fortified village, crammed with grey stone buildings that seemed to exhale mysterious historical stories. It would be fascinating to explore: enthusiasm filled him and he felt almost like a kid again. He drove past half-timbered houses and a pale castle with tall towers that appeared to loom in the clouds.

      ‘I can see why people come here, Juno. It’s lovely.’

      It was certainly unlike Bristol. The Dordogne breathed in at a slower pace, relaxing. Healing. Kat would have adored it. She’d have called for him to stop, then she’d have been out of the van in shorts and T-shirt, wanting to photograph all the medieval and Renaissance architecture.

      He turned the corner and drove slowly, taking in the charming village, the turrets and the old buildings, the river gurgling beneath the arched bridge. He saw a fortified church, beautiful and ancient, with simple lines and holes in the wall, probably once used by archers. He wanted to climb up there.

      There was a little market: just four stalls set up close to the edge of the car park, and a woman was busily selling colourful vegetables. Another sold loaves of bread, jams. Maybe later this week he’d call in. ‘Un pain de campagne s’il vous plaît.’

      But he wouldn’t ask for préservatif.

      He grinned. Yes, it might be nice to look around a bit. Archie had read that there were castles, prehistoric caves and good restaurants in the area. He wanted to visit them all.

      It felt like a good place to unwind, a quiet backdrop with stunning views. Maybe he’d even be able to write some thoughts in his notebook for Dr Ivy.

      He liked the idea of writing daft things for her. Jokes. Their conversation usually became quite heavy going and he’d often lighten the mood by larking around, playing the eejit. Then Ivy would laugh and Archie would skilfully change the subject to something lighter – music, TV, the weather. Just for a while.

      He imagined writing something silly about himself in the book to make her smile. Maybe composing a limerick, just as he’d done as a kid, and one came to his lips without trying.

      
        
        
        There was a young man from Aghamore

        So poor he picked scraps from the floor –

        But he ate all his greens

        Then he joined the Marines

        And now he’s a big deal in the law.

      

      

      

      Making things up came easily to him. Maybe that’s what made him a good copper. He was sharp witted. Cheery. Even as a kid, he’d been bright and cheeky.

      If he’d seen how his future would unfold, he’d have been surprised. He was a Detective Inspector now, a good one at that. DI Darling always got the job done. Those days of acting the maggot were long gone.

      Archie smiled – he and his brother Shane had been tearaways, little gobshites. Their mother had been houseproud: proud in so many ways – she had nagged them all the time, saying that they’d give the family a bad name, but in truth, they were just lively kids with too much energy. Archie’s dad would sit in the armchair with the paper and smile.

      Of course, Archie was well past the troublesome stage now. He couldn’t say the same about Shane, but that was another story.

      They’d been raised in Aghamore, County Mayo. A beautiful place, but remote. He’d loved it there; he’d been bright at school, popular, in the thick of the craic and the shenanigans until he was sixteen. Then his father found a job in Bristol and brought the brothers to England, because his mother had left them for another man. Archie had a half-sister somewhere in Ireland he’d never met.

      The road began to rise in a coil from the valley, a steep path that sliced through a forest, branches overhanging on both sides. Archie revved the engine and noticed a small sign for Manoir la Poisse. Craig’s house. It wasn’t far now: a short drive to the top of the hill.

      Around the corner, he pulled hard to the side of the road to avoid a woman who was walking in the middle, oblivious to traffic. She looked like someone from the 1960s, a floppy felt hat over her long brown hair teamed with a maxi dress with bell sleeves and psychedelic swirls. She was carrying a basket. As he passed, she shouted something, then she did a little twirl of excitement. Archie was in two minds whether to carry on or not, so he slowed down. The driver’s window was wide open, and the woman’s face appeared in the frame. She was probably in her late twenties, very friendly, and clearly French.

      ‘Vous allez chez Elodie?’

      ‘Pardon?’ Archie wasn’t sure what she’d said. She’d spoken really quickly.

      ‘Vous-êtes anglais?’

      ‘Oui.’ Archie understood. He was Irish, but English would do for now.

      She pointed to the van. ‘Êtes-vous ici pour le mariage de Craig et Elodie?’

      ‘I’m here for Craig’s wedding, yes.’ He smiled and tried his rusty French. ‘Craig est mon ami…’

      The woman nodded enthusiastically and pointed to the camper van. ‘Peux-tu me conduire?’

      Archie took a moment to understand. ‘You want a lift? Of course, yeah. Jump in.’

      The woman was already tugging at the passenger door, wriggling into the seat. Archie indicated the seat belt, and she muttered something that might have meant that it wasn’t far to go, but he said, ‘S’il vous plaît,’ and she made an apologetic face and clipped herself in. Then she turned to the back seat and saw the dog. ‘Quel magnifique chien!’

      ‘Elle s’appelle Juno,’ Archie said in his best French.

      The woman held out a hand. ‘Sabine.’

      He shook it. ‘Archie.’

      ‘Je suis la demoiselle d’honneur d’Elodie demain,’ Sabine said, and her expression showed that she knew Archie didn’t understand. She tried again. ‘At the wedding tomorrow – I am Elodie’s maid.’

      ‘Right.’ Archie nodded. ‘I know Craig from years ago – he’s an old friend.’

      ‘Oui.’ She nodded emphatically again, then she gave an enigmatic smile. ‘Moi aussi.’

      Archie assumed she was an old friend of them both. He didn’t know much about Elodie, but he’d meet her soon.

      They had arrived at a set of tall metal gates, wide open, colourful balloons tied on high metal bars. He drove down a long gravel path flanked by perfectly spaced cedars. In the distance there was a grand house surrounded by trees and bushes. As they approached, there were several vans parked on the grass at the front, people unloading, a large marquee being put up, flowers everywhere.

      ‘Is the wedding in that marquee?’ Archie asked.

      Sabine shook her hair again. ‘No. In la Chappelle. Marquee afterwards for more invitées. Now lunch is in the garden. Roulez là-bas.’

      She was pointing a finger, directing him. He was starting to get used to her accent, her hurried breathy French, as if everything was incredibly exciting. He continued driving past a vast orangery, a long garden that appeared to be full of vegetables and flowers, a small patio area with a gîte and woodland full of cheerful-looking chickens. A sporty blue BMW was parked outside the gîte, top down. He noticed the 05 number plate. And there was something familiar about the first two letters…

      He drove on until Sabine waved her hand. ‘Arrêt. Arrêtez ici.’

      He could see the front of the house now, its sweeping steps and grand frontage. Archie braked slowly and the camper came to a standstill. Juno wriggled in her harness behind him and gave an excited bark. Sabine opened the door and pointed to a long table not far from the stone steps that led to the house where several people were sitting, eating, talking. The smoky aroma of a barbecue hung on the air and he could hear the lively bubble of chatter.

      Sabine adjusted her floppy hat and grinned, holding out a hand. ‘Come, Archie. We eat. And we drink champagne.’

      ‘Follow me, Juno.’ Archie bent down to ruffle his dog’s fur, ignoring Sabine’s hand, then he followed her towards a long wooden table where a group of people were seated, heads together. There were a lot of bottles on the table which was littered with half-eaten food.

      ‘Archie. Mate.’ A tall man noticed him and stood up immediately. His handsome face broke into a smile. Craig was smooth headed now and bearded, not as Archie remembered him, although he was still rugged, powerfully built, wearing a close-fitting T-shirt and smart jeans. He held out both arms. ‘I’m glad you could come.’

      Archie walked into the embrace and felt strong hands patting his back. He grinned. ‘How are you, Craig?’

      ‘Good, good. Enjoying the best life here.’ The smile faded. ‘Arch, I was sorry to hear about⁠—’

      ‘Mm.’ Archie nodded, quickly dispensing with the platitudes. Although the sentiments were well meant, he could sense Craig’s awkwardness. ‘It’s good to be here. And congratulations to you and⁠—’

      He turned to the woman who was standing next to Craig. She was willowy, dark-haired, pretty, but her smile was hesitant. She was appraising him, looking up and down. Her English was good but heavily accented. ‘Craig, is this your other friend from the Marines?’

      ‘Yes, but Archie’s a copper now.’

      ‘Copper?’ The woman looked unimpressed. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘A detective. In the police.’

      ‘Really? You didn’t say.’ Craig’s fiancée wrinkled her nose. She leaned in for her cheek to be kissed and Archie did the honours.

      ‘Enchanté, Elodie,’ he said softly.

      ‘Ravie de vous rencontrer,’ Elodie muttered, but she didn’t seem very pleased to meet him. She turned away quickly, beckoned for Sabine to sit next to her and reached for the wine bottle. ‘Parlons mariages, hein?’

      ‘Sit, have a drink with me – it’s been too long,’ Craig said, oblivious to Elodie’s lack of good manners.

      ‘I will.’ Archie accepted the can of beer that Craig thrust into his hand. ‘Well, this is the perfect setting for a wedding.’

      ‘For the rest of my days. It was Elodie’s grandmother’s house, on her mother’s side. It’s ours now. Well, it’s my mother-in-law’s, to be honest.’ Craig’s face flushed with pride. ‘I’ve got a house on the other side of the village I need to sell.’ His eyes lit up. ‘You should buy it, Archie. Saint-Amédée’s a lovely village.’

      Archie grinned. ‘I drove through it. It looks gorgeous.’

      ‘My place’s rented out. A couple of Americans are in there right now. But you’re welcome to have a look round. The area’s really popular with ex-pats. We even have an English tennis club.’

      ‘I might stay on a bit, if that’s all right with you.’ Archie felt the warmth of the midday sun on his face as he sat down. Juno settled at his feet. He imagined starting life again in the Dordogne, as Craig had, and wondered what it would bring. Leaving the past quietly where it was, in his heart. It was tempting. Retirement. Space to grow.

      ‘You’re welcome to stop in the house.’

      ‘No, I’ve got the camper van, Craig.’

      ‘You can park up by the lake. It’s perfect. Stay as long as you like. Have you got time off work?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Archie had as much holiday time as he wanted. He gazed around the table. There must be ten, fifteen guests eating and drinking. ‘Is this traditional in France to have a pre-wedding party?’

      ‘Oh, every day’s a party in Saint-Amédée.’ Craig gave a high laugh, then he was serious again. Archie thought he seemed a bit different now from the high-spirited Marine he’d once known. This new Craig was anxious and edgy. Archie had never heard the nervous laugh before – that was a new addition too. Craig did it again, a sort of whinny. ‘I’ll have to introduce you to some more of my friends. They’ll all be here tomorrow. The wedding’s at twelve.’

      ‘Great.’ Archie sipped his beer and reached for an empty bowl. ‘Here, Juno.’ He filled it with mineral water from a bottle and placed it at Juno’s feet. She started lapping, that wet slobbery thirsty sound she always made.

      ‘Well, look who’s here,’ a voice boomed from behind him. ‘Archie Darling, my main man. Good to see you. It’s been too long.’

      ‘Rowley – it’s definitely been a while.’ Archie stood up and found himself suffocated in a broad bear hug. The man was no taller than he was – six feet – but his muscles were iron hard. Archie pulled back and looked into a brown leathery face, fierce dark eyes, short curly hair and said, ‘You haven’t changed a bit.’

      ‘It’s life in the Marines. It keeps me young. I’ve been busy. Running ops. I’m a Lieutenant Colonel now. I thought I’d give it a couple more years, then I’ll pack it in. Norway’s not where I see myself spending the rest of my days.’

      ‘You look well on it,’ Archie said and he meant it.

      ‘You could’ve stayed in…’ Rowley shook his head. ‘The difference was, my wife was glad I was away all the time, but Kat wanted you home. Yeah.’ He looked genuinely sad. ‘I’m so sorry to hear about your family…’

      ‘Thanks.’ Archie nodded quickly.

      ‘I liked Kat. She was a good woman. And Amelia. It must have been tough on you, mate.’

      ‘Mmm.’ Tough was an understatement. Archie put on his brave, cheery face, the one he always used when he wanted to move the conversation to something else.

      ‘I’d have come to the funeral, but work got in the way.’

      ‘You sent flowers.’

      ‘I’m sorry though,’ Rowley said again, then he seemed to notice Archie’s expression and changed the subject. ‘You remember when Michelle left me?’

      ‘Um, yeah.’ Archie had been there when it had happened.

      ‘I moved on. I got a place in the Alps. I go skiing when I can. And I still like my motors. I came here in my latest car.’

      ‘The blue beamer? I saw it back there. Very nice.’ Archie remembered seeing the number plate, admiring the sleek lines of the car.

      Rowley grinned. ‘I haven’t done too badly for a kid from Lewisham. I’m stopping in Craig’s gîte. He’s fallen on his feet, marrying Elodie. That family are made of money.’

      ‘It looks like it.’ Archie glanced around, at the garden, the manor house, the woodlands beyond. ‘It’s beautiful here.’

      ‘It is. Elodie and her family and friends come as a package.’

      ‘Elodie seems nice,’ Archie said. In truth she hadn’t been particularly welcoming, but she’d probably had her mind on other things; tomorrow’s wedding for one.

      ‘Have you met her mother, Sophie?’

      ‘No.’ Archie glanced around the table to see if there was a woman who looked like Elodie. There wasn’t.

      ‘Oh, I met her a few days ago – I’ve been here a week – and…’ He lowered his voice. ‘…she’s a piece of work, I can tell you.’

      ‘In what way?’

      Rowley’s eyebrows went up to imply that Sophie was attractive. ‘Flirtatious, pushy. She wanted to ply me with drinks and tell me the story of her life. That sort of woman worries me.’

      Archie grinned. ‘Women worry you?’

      ‘Sometimes.’ Rowley laughed loudly and Archie felt Juno stir at his feet. ‘I’ve got five hundred men under my command, and it never occurs to me that I’m out of my depth, but a woman like Sophie…’ He shuddered and then laughed.

      ‘Is she here now?’

      ‘No – Craig said she was on business somewhere.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘How long are you staying, Arch?’

      ‘I’d like to hang around for a bit after the wedding, take in the Dordogne.’

      Rowley nodded towards the VW camper. ‘You came in that? With the dog?’

      ‘Yes – Juno loves it.’

      ‘I’m here for another week. We can hang out, do the tourist stuff, explore the valley, spend a bit of time chilling.’

      ‘That’d be nice.’

      ‘You’re welcome to come back to Megève and do some skiing whenever. Maybe this winter?’

      ‘Great.’ Archie hadn’t skied for a while. He and Kat had gone to Zermatt once, a year after they’d met. He was an able skier, but she’d fallen over all the time, covered in snow, laughing. It had been a wonderful holiday.

      He wasn’t so fond of snow now.

      ‘I might.’

      ‘You know, Archie, the people around here might be of interest to someone in your line of work.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘They are some dodgy characters. You’ll see what I mean. And the English are just as bad.’

      ‘Craig said there was an English tennis club.’

      ‘Yes, I met some of the ex-pats. They speak no French whatsoever. Listen up—’ Rowley glanced down the table towards where a middle-aged man and a woman were talking in loud voices to two younger women.

      The woman’s face reflected her indignation. ‘And the French bureaucracy. Awful. Especially when combined with the language barrier.’

      One of the younger women, a redhead, said, ‘Yeah, I heard that a bunch of times since we’ve been here.’ Archie recognised an American accent and wondered if she and her companion were the ones who were renting Craig’s house.

      ‘Let’s get another beer,’ Rowley said. ‘And there’s food on the barbie. You haven’t eaten.’

      ‘I will.’ Archie looked up from his seat as Sabine draped herself over his shoulder. Her eyes shone as if she’d already drunk a lot of wine.

      ‘Archie, I get you food? Il y a Merguez saussicons, brochettes, et côte de boeuf. Et aussi un bon vin rouge.’ She waved a half-empty bottle.

      ‘Thanks, but no worries.’ Archie smiled sheepishly. ‘I’m vegetarian.’

      ‘Végétarien? C’est fou. Pourquoi? Tu dois changer.’ Sabine frowned, as if he had a terrible disease.

      ‘Ah, I’m fine.’ Becoming veggie had been a decision he and Kat had made together years ago, before Amelia was born. They’d been committed to it as a family and he wouldn’t change now. ‘I’ll get myself something in a minute.’

      ‘Let’s have a drink.’ Rowley glanced at Sabine and stood up.

      ‘Why not? I’ll have what you’re having,’ Sabine murmured, making herself comfortable next to Archie.

      ‘Coming up.’ Rowley offered her a smile that suggested they already knew each other. ‘They’ve got all sorts of booze, Arch. There’s some good Scotch. I’ll bring a bottle, and we can have a proper catch-up.’ He headed off at a stroll towards a table laden with bottles.

      ‘That man is your friend?’ Sabine snuggled closer to Archie. ‘He’s nice. We had dinner together one time.’

      ‘Oh?’ Archie was interested.

      ‘Yes, I showed him a little place to eat. We went in his blue car and ate moules and talked about music. Then we came home and he shook my hand. He’s a gentleman.’

      ‘He is. We knew each other – dans les Marines.’

      ‘Oh, yes, you’re soldiers.’ Sabine giggled. ‘Moi, je suis pour la paix pas pour la guerre.’

      ‘Of course.’ Archie shrugged his shoulders. ‘I think you’ll find most of us are for peace, not war.’

      ‘Je m’en fiche.’ She looked around, unconcerned. ‘Voilà. Your friend brings whisky. And he has three glasses. We can drink together. It’s good to drink with new friends before le marriage demain.’

      Archie glanced up as Rowley came over with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s and three glasses. Sabine reached out for a drink just as Craig arrived, patted Archie on the back and said, ‘Archie, mate, let’s talk to some people, get something to eat.’

      ‘I will, in a minute.’ Archie reached down to stroke Juno, then glanced at his watch. It was only three o’clock. It was going to be a long afternoon, then a long evening.
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      Darkness had wrapped itself around the French countryside like a velvet cloak. A smoky wood fire was burning in a brazier, little sparks rising towards the night sky like fireflies. The barbecue was smouldering, the remnants of roasted meat moved to one side.

      People were still chattering, but voices were hushed now, tête-à-têtes, earnest faces. Sabine had stayed for yet another drink, wrapping her arm around Rowley, then Archie, telling them she liked English men and they could invite her to dinner any time. Then she’d become bored and drifted away.

      Archie gazed around the table. Rowley was emptying the last of the whisky into his glass. He was in the mood to talk. ‘The problem is, Archie, being in the Marines is like being in a bubble. In that bubble we’re all mates together. Muckers, there for each other. Of course… we have our difficult moments.’

      He fell silent, serious now, thinking. Archie raised his glass in agreement. He was drinking sparkling water now: he’d had one whisky, just to be sociable. Rowley had drunk most of the bottle.

      ‘You could trust the guys in the Marines, Arch – they’re your guys, know what I mean. But outside that bubble, there’s no order to things. Look at this little lot here – they’re not what they seem.’

      ‘Oh?’ Archie felt Juno wriggle against his feet. It was bedtime. He’d make his excuses and leave soon.

      ‘I wouldn’t trust any of them. Craig’s changed. You must have noticed.’

      Archie flashed him a warning look. Rowley’s voice was loud: he was used to being heard by his men and here at a party, he hadn’t adjusted his volume.

      Rowley carried on, loud as ever. ‘Dodgy, the lot of them.’

      ‘How do you mean?’ Archie glanced down the far table, to where the drinking was still going on. Sabine waved to them both; she was back now, sitting further up, swaying a little, her eyes soft with booze, talking to a large moustached man in an expensive jacket.

      The ex-pats from the tennis club were speaking in bad French to a short, square man who was waving a finger furiously to make his point. The American women were talking to Elodie: Archie overheard one of them speaking fluent French, saying something about her work in journalism and how she took lots of photographs. Elodie appeared to be very interested.

      Craig was poised at the barbecue, talking to a slim man in dark clothes; both of them were eating the last of the sausages. Archie watched him, thinking that Rowley had noticed the difference in him too. He’d always been a joker, a bit immature even. But there was something about him now, as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. For a man who was about to get married, he looked very stressed. And then there was that nervous laugh.

      But perhaps that was normal for a bridegroom just before his wedding. Archie remembered his own wedding and managed a rueful grin.

      Rowley was still making allegations, although he’d lowered his voice now. Archie thought he seemed genuinely troubled. ‘I can smell criminals, Arch. I mean big-time criminals. There’s something shady going on here. After twenty years in the Marines, I can spot a crook a mile off. It’s to do with how people look at you sideways when they talk to you. They say one thing and you know that they’re thinking something else. You must get that in your line of business.’

      ‘Yeah, we see it all the time. What’s going on, Rowley?’ Archie wanted to know more.

      ‘Just watch them. You’ll see. I’ve been here a week and I’ve got my suspicions.’

      ‘Tell me more.’

      ‘Not now. I’ve been on the whisky. I’ll tell you tomorrow. I’ll give you the lowdown when I’ve sobered up.’

      ‘Right. Well, I’d better be getting back.’ Archie stood up, Juno alert at his heels. ‘It’s been a long day.’

      ‘Of course.’ Rowley got to his feet too. Despite how much he’d drunk, he seemed cold sober, a glint in his eye. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      ‘At the wedding.’

      ‘No. Come round first thing. For breakfast. I’ve got granola and fruit. Or I can whip up poached eggs on rye?’

      ‘Sounds good,’ Archie said.

      ‘I’ll get the coffee on around nine,’ Rowley said.

      ‘Perfect. I usually go for a run first thing.’

      ‘Good to know you still keep yourself fit. They’ve got a big pool here round the back – heated, of course. I’ve been going in there. And I brought my weights. I like to keep in shape,’ Rowley said. ‘You can’t let yourself go to seed.’

      ‘Exactly.’ Archie turned and he felt Rowley’s iron grip on his bicep.

      ‘Archie?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘I’m sorry – about Kat. And your little girl.’

      ‘Thanks, Rowley. I know.’

      ‘And Arch⁠—’

      ‘Rowley?’

      ‘Watch out for these people. I’m serious. This house holds some secrets.’ Rowley tapped a finger against his nose. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ve seen tomorrow. Over breakfast.’

      ‘Right.’ Archie reached down to Juno. ‘I’ll see you then.’ He made his way over to Craig, who was smooching with his bride-to-be, so he lifted a hand and called, ‘Good luck for the big day.’

      ‘Thanks, Arch.’ Craig made a jokey face and gave the wild laugh. ‘Second marriage is the triumph of hope over experience.’

      ‘Yeah, wasn’t that Oscar Wilde?’ Archie’s eyes twinkled. He’d heard the quotation somewhere. ‘I’ll see you.’

      ‘We’ll catch up—’ Craig called, but Elodie pulled him into an embrace, making sure he only had eyes for her.

      The two American women were talking to the English couple again. Sabine had cornered the slim man in black clothes and was speaking animatedly to him in fast French. He had his hand on her arm, a possessive gesture. They appeared to be discussing something passionately.

      ‘Come on, girl.’ Archie moved quietly over to the camper van, settled Juno in her harness and drove back down the lane, past the gîte and Rowley’s sparkling sporty BMW, past the garden and dark trees that whispered softly in the night breeze, towards the orchard and the lake beyond. It glowed pale in the moonlight now.

      He parked the camper on a flat piece of grass and clambered out, looking at the vast expanse of dark water and the reflection of the moon, an overhanging leafy tree. For a moment, he wished he could ring home and tell his wife and daughter about his evening, how he’d met Rowley and Craig again, about how the rising smoke of the barbecue curled towards the enormous canopy of stars. A romantic moment.

      More than anything, he wished he could have brought them with him and shared it all.

      There was a soft whine, and Juno was by his side, nibbling the dry food he’d put down. In the dark, he could hear her crunching the biscuits.

      He gazed up at the moon again, a suspended gold coin amongst a spattering of stars. Briefly he thought about the notebook Ivy Saunders had given him. He was no poet, but something made him want to write a simple poem.

      
        
        
        When I see the moon

        I remember how it was

        I miss you tonight…

      

      

      

      It was meant to be a haiku. But words couldn’t change anything.

      He certainly was in a romantic mood though. He grinned; it must be due to Craig’s wedding. But being here in the Dordogne, with time to call his own and space to think, had filled him with optimism. He was here with old friends from the past. He wanted to share their laughter and good company.

      And tonight he had his dog and the beauty of the sky.

      He glanced at the moon one more time, watching it slide behind a straggling cloud. It was time to tuck up with Juno at his feet. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day. The wedding. He’d focus on that.

      At first, rolled beneath the duvet, Archie couldn’t sleep. He was thinking of how much his friends had altered. Of course they had: a lot had changed since they were in the Marines together.

      Craig and Rowley had both been at his wedding. He’d been to both of theirs, Rowley to Michelle and Craig to Annie. Archie had liked Annie, a Geordie girl with a sense of humour and an incredible capacity for drinking brown ale. It surprised him how unlike Elodie she was although, logically, Craig would choose someone different now. Craig had changed too.

      They were all older. Wiser.

      The idea of being wise made him laugh out loud. He’d always been too much of a joker to be wise. Kat had often affectionately called him an ‘eejit’ and she was from Warrington.

      Craig was moving on now, that was all. Elodie was what he wanted for this stage of his life. He was living in France, in the beautiful Dordogne. That was his future.

      Rowley seemed different too. He’d been Archie’s closest companion in the Marines, wholly trustworthy and completely honest. They’d shared hard times, watched each other’s backs. Archie had been there when Rowley received the phone call from Michelle that she’d found someone else. Rowley had been there when Archie poured his heart out, having made the decision that he was going to leave the Marines. Kat had hated him being away from home. They were thinking of starting a family.

      And so he’d left and joined the Avon and Somerset Police.

      Archie rolled over and all the old memories came rushing back. Amelia’s birth. Holding his new baby. The lump in his throat, the whirlwind of love and gratitude and joy, like nothing he’d known before. Things had certainly changed for him.

      Rowley was older and tougher now.

      Toughened – his life experiences had carved indentations deep in his brow, made his eyes keener, his jaw squarer and more set. And perhaps he’d become cynical. Archie recalled a few of the things he’d said:

      ‘I can spot someone who’s basically untrustworthy.’

      ‘Crooks.’

      ‘I’ll give you the lowdown when I’ve sobered up.’

      Archie wondered what he was talking about. Was he referring to someone in particular?

      The wedding would be interesting tomorrow. Yes, he was certainly intrigued, even though the day might come with a rush of emotions old and new. He stared up at the curved darkness of the roof, the interior of the camper van, and stretched his legs, feeling Juno wriggle and settle again.

      Archie reached for his phone. There were a few messages from friends, colleagues. A joke from Shona:

      
        
          
            
              
        Guess what?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Someone broke into the police station and stole all the toilets.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        The police have nothing to go on.

      

      

      

      

      

      Archie smiled. Typical Shona. She was a good colleague. They had each other’s backs.

      It was time to sleep. And tomorrow he’d think of nothing but weddings and the wonderful time he’d spend in the Dordogne.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning, Archie woke at seven and stared through the back window towards the lake. Through the dappled leaves, the sunlight reflected magical colours on the water, shimmering gold and turquoise. Juno wriggled next to him and they both peered out, two noses against the glass. The lake was smooth, calm and deep blue: Archie imagined the effect of widening ripples as he dived in. ‘Will we give it a go, Juno?’

      Juno barked once and Archie pushed open the door and ran barefoot in swim shorts across the damp grass and dived straight into the water. Juno was splashing, white and black fur wet, eyes wide, as he felt the thrill of the ice-cold water against his skin. Archie plunged beneath the surface and came up again, feeling the water drip down his face and the ripples spread in perfect circles as he splashed. They both swam soundlessly together for a while, man and dog, enjoying the water’s bite, the sense of tranquillity that held them in its arms as the sunlight warmed their faces.

      ‘Right,’ Archie said, ‘let’s get this day started. We’ll go for a run, then off to Rowley’s.’

      Juno barked excitedly and followed him to the side, shaking herself free of tiny water drops while he stood shivering.

      Back at the camper van, he towelled himself roughly, then rubbed Juno’s fur dry. He pulled on a vest, shorts, running belt and trainers and set off at a good pace towards the forest. He accelerated past Rowley’s gîte and was surprised to notice that the blue BMW wasn’t there.

      He paused at the sweeping gravel drive that led to the gates and the road, listening to the sound of a motor accelerating towards them. A sporty red Toyota hurtled round the corner, slowing down, its engine idling, a smiling Craig in the driving seat. Next to him was a large bag of bread and another filled with croissants. He called, ‘Good morning, Archie. Today’s the big day.’ He looked more nervous than ever.

      ‘It is.’ Archie glanced down at Juno. She glanced up at him, all eyes, as if she was excited about the wedding too.

      ‘Come up to the house after your run. We’re having breakfast, just me and the groomsmen and a few of the lads. Elodie’s with Sophie and the other women; they’ll be getting ready in Sophie’s flat.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘You haven’t met Sophie. She came back late last night. But she’s looking forward to meeting you.’

      ‘I was going to call in on Rowley.’ Archie glanced over his shoulder towards the gîte. ‘Where’s his car?’

      ‘Didn’t he tell you he had to get back? After you’d gone?’ Craig shook his head as if he couldn’t remember.

      ‘Back where?’

      ‘Someone told me. Apparently, he had to go back to Norway for some reason. I think it was Norway. Or it might have been the Alps.’

      ‘Now? I wonder why.’ Archie was disappointed. ‘Right. I’ll text him and ask. Yes, I’ll come up to the house. That’d be nice.’

      ‘There are some people I want you to meet. My groomsmen, Hugo and Rémy. Hugo’s in charge of the rings. He’s one of the good guys. He owns a business in the village. Rémy’s the local mayor, and you must meet Monty, who’s in the police. You’d have a lot in common with Monty.’

      ‘Right.’ Archie moved his shoulders briskly. ‘I’ll finish my run, then I’ll come up.’

      ‘Great.’ Craig revved the engine. ‘I’ll save you some pastries. And there’ll be champagne.’ He winked. ‘Purely medicinal, of course.’

      Archie raised a hand in goodbye and watched him drive away. Then he began to jog towards the woodlands. Shrouded by the shade of the trees, he felt the temperature drop and the cold air made him shiver, but he’d soon warm up. He could sense Juno just behind him as he took a narrow path into the dense foliage and he heard the Toyota engine rumbling up the drive.

      Archie ran along the path. Tall oak and walnut trees were whispering shadows on either side. He saw Juno dive to the left into the bushes in pursuit of a scent and he whistled to her. There was a crashing sound in the undergrowth: probably a red deer or a wild boar running away. The Dalmatian came back to his side, and they thudded onwards at a fast pace.

      Archie was thinking about a nice hot shower in the manor house, followed by warm croissants and steaming coffee, a hearty breakfast with the groom and his boys. He’d enjoy meeting new people, especially the police officer. It would be good to find out more about policing in France.

      It was a real pity about Rowley though. It was feasible that he’d been called back to work, but it was strange he hadn’t texted.

      The overhanging trees became denser, and the sunlight was blocked out overhead as Archie led Juno into the centre of the woods. Something to his right caught his attention and he stopped dead. A dark shape like an unlit bonfire loomed large, something glinting metallic blue beneath, covered with branches. Juno was already hurrying over, sniffing the ground and barking. Archie moved some of the heavy undergrowth away. Beneath the pile of wood was a blue car. It might have been deliberately hidden from view.

      Archie took a step backwards. It was a sporty BMW. Rowley’s car.

      He moved to the back and dragged more branches away, exposing the car, top down, strewn with leaves and dust, but otherwise there was no visible damage. The number plate was missing and it looked as if it had been unscrewed and removed.

      He didn’t know the actual number of Rowley’s car, but the plate had an 05 on the right-hand side: the departmental code for Hautes-Alpes.

      Wait – there had been something. Being a copper meant he was always observant. He remembered things. And the first two letters of Rowley’s plate were AD.

      Archie Darling. Amelia Darling. Of course.

      But one thing bothered him. If Rowley had returned to Norway, or the Alps, then why was his car here?

      And more to the point, if he hadn’t gone back home, where was he?

      Archie turned round abruptly and began to thunder through the woods towards the gîte, increasing his pace, Juno at his side. A disturbing sense of worry was gnawing at him.

      Something didn’t feel right.
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      The front door of the gîte was ajar. It creaked as Archie pushed it open and Juno was about to run in. He clicked his tongue, and she moved behind him, letting him take the lead. His observational skills took over; he was professional now. As he stepped into the room, the coldness of the air made his skin prickle. At first glance, it was an ordinary living room; Rowley’s jacket had been thrown carelessly across the sofa. His mobile phone had been left on a cushion.

      So he might not be far away.

      Archie picked the phone up and slipped it into his running belt, next to his own. He took a few steps forward and peered into the kitchen.

      On the drainer was a plate, a cup and a fork: they were clean and bone dry. The kettle wasn’t warm. Archie opened the fridge door. Inside was a carton of milk, an open yoghurt, and a punnet of strawberries.

      Juno sat down and sniffed the air. Then she whined softly. Archie nodded in her direction.

      Something was definitely not right.

      It was possible that Rowley was upstairs asleep, although he’d promised breakfast and he’d always been a stickler for punctuality. It was past half eight. Archie thought it was unlikely that a man like Rowley, used to routine, to the gruelling demands of a military schedule, would still be in bed. He moved to the wooden steps that led to the first floor. Over his shoulder he showed a finger to Juno.

      ‘Stay here.’

      She sat obediently, her eyes on him all the time. He crept upstairs.

      Archie had no idea what he’d find, but he felt his body tense; he expected something to be wrong. The sense of it filled the air.

      ‘Rowley?’

      He stood at the open door and stared at the rounded bulk of a human shape lying on the bed. It was Rowley’s back. His shoulders were hunched, his head to one side, as if he was resting. A quick glance around the room told Archie that there was something amiss. The curtains hadn’t been drawn. The bedroom light was blazing.

      ‘Rowley?’

      Archie said his name again, but Rowley made no movement. He could be asleep.

      Archie edged forward and flipped Rowley over. His eyes were open. There were items strewn on the bedside table behind him: a hypodermic needle, a blackened spoon, a cheap lighter, cotton wool. Archie stepped back and eased Rowley towards him, catching his head as it lolled heavily. His eyes looked like hard glass, and there was spittle around his mouth.

      Archie’s heart had started to thump hard. He knew a dead body when he saw one, and the cause of Rowley’s death was obvious. He had a shoelace knotted around his left arm, the tie-off he’d used to inject a vein. There was a single hole marked by the darkness of blood. White powder was scattered on the surface of the bedside table. Archie touched the powder and lifted his fingertip to his lips, expecting the bitter taste of heroin. Of course it was. He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and felt immediately sad.

      With light hands, Archie felt for pulse, temperature. Rowley was just warm but starting to stiffen from rigor mortis in the jaw and neck; there were the beginnings of purple-red patches, livor mortis. Archie calculated roughly that Rowley had been dead for about three hours. So his time of death would have been around five. Early in the morning.

      Recent.

      Archie grabbed his phone from his belt and took several photos, the paraphernalia on the bedside table, then Rowley, from various angles, his face, his arm. His fingers found Craig’s number in contacts, and he pressed the call button. It took Craig a while to pick up.

      ‘Archie, mate? Coffee’s ready. Are you on your way?’

      ‘Craig, listen. Can you come to the gîte and bring your police friend? Now, please.’ Archie heard the authority in his own voice. He eased Rowley back to the position he’d found him. ‘I’m really sorry to tell you this, especially today, but Rowley’s dead.’

      ‘Rowley?’ Craig was shocked. ‘But I thought he’d gone home.’

      ‘No, he’s here, at the gîte. Can you come?’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Sure I’m sure.’ Archie wondered if he’d been a bit blunt, if the DI had taken over, if he ought to have broken the news more gently. He tried again. ‘It looks like he’s overdosed. It might be a good thing if you brought Monty.’ Archie added the name he remembered.

      ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Craig stammered. Archie heard him say, ‘Something’s happened to Rowley. He’s at the gîte. Archie says he’s dead.’

      ‘Mort? Ton ami?’ Archie heard a gravelly voice reply. ‘Dis-lui de ne rien toucher.’ Then Craig took over.

      ‘We’re on our way. Monty says⁠—’

      ‘I know. Don’t touch anything. I’ll be waiting outside.’ Archie turned back to Rowley and looked for anything else that told a story. There was a fierce open cut on his brow, which looked recent. Archie photographed it and took another close-up of the needle mark in his arm. He settled Rowley comfortably on the bed and began to think things through.

      Firstly, he felt sad. In shock. He’d have to move his emotions to one side, although his heart was still thudding. Rowley was his friend. Was – past tense. He had to be calm, to think.

      He’d never had Rowley down as a drug addict. He’d had tough times, especially after his marriage had failed, but he wasn’t the type. Archie had worked with addicts; he knew the signs. Rowley had one single needle mark. And there were regular drug tests in the military. Rowley would have been monitored.

      No, he was no addict.

      So what else might have happened? An accidental overdose. Had Rowley used drugs for the first time?

      Or had someone killed him and made it look like an overdose?

      Archie examined his friend with gentle fingers and took photos of the well-arranged paraphernalia. Everything had been too carefully placed. The death had all the appearances of being staged. But why would someone do that?

      He recalled Rowley’s booming voice last night.

      ‘Crooks.’

      ‘I’ll give you the lowdown when I’ve sobered up.’

      He’d never had the chance.

      ‘I’m sorry for what’s happened, mate. But—’ Archie sighed sadly. ‘I wonder what you found out. It looks like somebody got to you before you could tell me. What did you know? Who was on to you?’ He took a deep breath. ‘Leave it with me, eh?’

      Archie walked quietly downstairs, whistling to Juno to follow him, and went outside into the bright sunshine. He blinked and the sadness returned.

      He stood for a while, deep in thought, putting things in order. Rowley was a professional, a Marine, a leader. He was no drug addict. He had been dead for three hours, and certainly he’d have heroin in his blood stream. But last night he’d been fine: he’d promised Archie breakfast. He’d intended to go to Craig’s wedding, to stay on afterwards and spend time. They’d planned it last night.

      So, what had happened in the bedroom? Who had stopped him? Archie recalled the deep cut on Rowley’s head. The single puncture hole in his arm. There were no other tell-tale marks. The front door was unlocked. And Rowley’s car was in the woods, hidden under branches, with the number plate missing.

      There were some clues to unravel. Juno barked once and looked along the drive.

      An engine rumbled, its volume increasing, and Craig arrived with the short man Archie had seen last night: Monty. He hurried out of the car, self-important, square-shouldered. His face was red and indignant as if he was angry at being disturbed. He was around Archie’s age, maybe a little older, with a lined forehead as if he carried great responsibility, thick dark hair that tumbled in a clump over one eye.

      ‘Salut.’ Archie held out a hand in greeting, but the man ignored it.

      ‘Is it in here?’ Monty asked bluntly, pointing to the gîte.

      ‘It?’ Archie asked. He’d insist on respect.

      ‘The body you found.’ The police officer was irritated. ‘I’m Monty Renaudin. You’re⁠—’

      ‘Archie Darling, DI. Avon and Somerset Police.’

      Monty Renaudin assumed a superior air. ‘And you’re sure Oliver Rowland is dead?’

      ‘Yes. I found him upstairs. Drug overdose. Heroin.’

      ‘Oh, God. It’s my wedding day.’ Craig’s voice rose high and he looked distraught. ‘I can’t cancel now.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Craig.’ Monty rested a calming hand on his shoulder. ‘Leave this to me. I have officers who’ll come soon and deal with it and we’ll say nothing to Elodie. There’s no reason why your wedding can’t go ahead.’

      Archie was astonished. ‘You’ll need forensics to look around⁠—’

      ‘I can handle it, if it’s a simple case of overdose, as you say.’ Monty sniffed briefly. ‘I hope you’ve left no fingerprints.’

      ‘I checked the body, that’s all,’ Archie said. ‘And I didn’t say it was a simple case of overdose.’

      Monty seemed even more annoyed. ‘Was Rowland a known user?’

      ‘I doubt it,’ Archie said calmly. ‘We should go upstairs.’

      ‘I’ll go alone. I’ve called in some officers from Sarlat. They’re on their way. This isn’t your concern, Inspector Darling.’ He glanced down at Juno, who was staring at him. ‘Take your dog and go away, have some breakfast, get ready for the wedding. This is France, not England. I have the situation under control.’

      Archie stood his ground loyally. ‘Rowley was a friend of mine.’

      ‘Yet you didn’t know that he was an addict?’ Monty’s lip curled with indignation. ‘Leave this with me.’ With that he turned and barged into the gîte.

      Archie turned to follow and Craig grabbed his arm, holding him back. ‘You found him, Archie? Dead?’

      ‘I did, yeah.’

      ‘Are you sure he’s dead? How did you know it was heroin?’

      Archie sighed, remembering the deliberate layout of the spoon, the powder. ‘It couldn’t have been more obvious.’

      ‘Did you know he was an addict?’

      ‘Was he?’ Archie knew he wasn’t.

      ‘I don’t know. He’s dead—’ Craig’s face twisted as if he was about to cry. ‘Here, at our house. On my wedding day.’

      ‘I don’t think his overdose was intentional,’ Archie said dryly. ‘What do you think, Craig? You knew him well.’

      ‘I did. Off and on.’

      ‘He was a professional. He was fit. He wasn’t the sort of person who’d use class A drugs.’

      ‘Absolutely. I know that. But what if Michelle leaving him pushed him into it though? Perhaps he was depressed.’

      ‘Do you think so?’

      ‘He might have been,’ Craig said tentatively. ‘But why would he do it here, of all places?’

      ‘Didn’t you say he’d left, to go back to Norway or the Alps?’

      Craig closed his eyes, as if confused. ‘I heard that, yes.’

      ‘From who?’

      ‘Someone last night saw him leave. I can’t remember who. I spoke to so many people. I don’t know, Archie – I’d been drinking.’

      Archie took a deep breath, wanting to restore calm. The bridegroom looked in shock. ‘Are you OK, Craig?’

      ‘Yes, I’m shaken. You must be shaken too. But then we’re used to this, death, finding bodies.’ Craig remembered Archie’s situation. ‘Oh, I’m sorry – I didn’t mean⁠—’

      ‘I could use a shower.’ Archie closed the conversation down. ‘So, what’s the plan? I suppose Monty will take care of Rowley?’

      ‘He’s a professional, Arch – he won’t want anyone else interfering. The French police will be here, and they’ll just do what they do. Why don’t we leave him to it?’

      ‘What about Rowley’s next of kin? His dad’s in the UK. Someone needs to speak to him.’ Archie imagined Rowley’s father receiving the devastating news that his son had died of a heroin overdose. The body would need to be sent home, a funeral arranged. The Marines would need to be informed, then the usual procedures would be rolled out. He certainly didn’t want Rowley’s name dragged through the mud, his reputation tarnished with drugs. He said loyally, ‘This needs handling carefully.’

      ‘It does,’ Craig agreed. ‘I’ll talk to Monty.’

      Archie saw two police cars turning the corner from the road, into the drive. His hand reached down protectively to Juno.

      Craig tapped his arm. ‘Come up to the house. I need to make sure Elodie doesn’t see any of this. She’s with Sophie and the others on the first floor. They mustn’t know.’ He looked desperate. ‘You can grab a shower, and we’ll wait for Monty to tell us what to do next. I suppose the less people who know the better for now and we can just run the wedding as if⁠—’

      ‘As if nothing has happened?’

      ‘I don’t know what else to say, Archie. I’m shocked. To tell the truth, I need a drink. Do you think Rowley had mental health problems? I mean – Afghanistan. Many people struggled afterwards. Perhaps he owed money. It could be anything, couldn’t it?’ Craig wiped a hand across his brow. ‘Of all the days for him to OD though.’ He shuddered. ‘It’s heartbreaking. But I suppose Monty’s officers are all over it – look. Can I give you a lift up to the house?’

      ‘Juno and I will run up in a minute,’ Archie said quickly, watching the two police cars screech to a halt. ‘I need to go back to the van, get Juno some water, collect my suit.’

      ‘Right, well, OK. I’ll go on ahead.’ Craig offered his best smile. But he slumped forwards, as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. ‘I’ll get the coffee on. And brandy.’ He shuddered. ‘Poor Rowley.’

      ‘Yeah, poor Rowley.’ Archie was filled again with sadness.

      ‘I’ll see you up there.’

      ‘Right. Oh, Craig, there’s just one thing…’ Archie watched Craig as he settled himself in his car and switched on the engine.

      ‘What?’

      Archie examined his friend’s face, wondering just how much he knew. At this stage, everybody was a suspect. He would have to eliminate them, one by one. Or not.

      ‘I was thinking…’ he said innocently. ‘I wondered if you had any idea – it’s obvious now that Rowley didn’t drive away first thing so – where’s his car?’
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      As Craig roared away in a cloud of fumes, Archie sat on the grass, deep in thought, smoothing Juno’s fur. It was pleasant enough to be waiting in the sunlight; the warmth seemed to soak into his skin, and he wanted to think for a while and to hear what Monty would say.

      He watched as four officers hurried into the gîte and disappeared. Archie wondered what they’d make of it all. If they’d find any fingerprints. If, like him, they’d feel instinctively that something was wrong. It was obvious, even to the most novice copper. They ought to notice the tell-tale signs that Rowley hadn’t been responsible for his own death. And they ought to ask if Rowley had a car, and if he did, where it was now.

      For a moment he thought about Craig. He’d changed a lot, from the chirpy Marine, always up for a laugh. Honest to the point of being gullible. The Marines had made a man of him. He’d toughened up, wised up, calmed down.

      But now he appeared – what? Troubled. As if something was bothering him. Maybe that was simply because he was the bridegroom. But how much did Craig know about what had happened to Rowley? He certainly hadn’t appeared to know anything about his car.

      So who’d told him Rowley had left?

      He glanced towards the orchards and gardens where vegetables grew in abundance and chickens pecked. There was a young man standing there, behind some tall sticks where beans were climbing, watching him. He was slim, in tattered jeans, boots, a T-shirt with some sort of rock slogan. His hair was long, possibly tied back, it was hard to see. Archie raised a hand in greeting.

      ‘Salut.’

      He wanted him to know he’d been spotted.

      The young man ducked back behind the beans and disappeared.

      There was a noise of the gîte door opening and he turned to see Monty Renaudin strutting out of the house with a young police officer, looking proud as a cockerel. He pushed a lock of hair from his eyes and said, ‘Merci, Jean-Claude. Ce n’était pas difficile. Je pense qu’on peut conclure.’

      The young officer said something quickly and moved to one of the cars, before clambering in and taking out his phone.

      Archie stood up quickly. ‘You think it was an overdose?’

      ‘Of course.’ Monty seemed in a hurry. ‘My men will remove the body and follow procedures.’

      ‘And what about forensics?’

      ‘We’ll do prints, have the body examined in our laboratories, yes,’ Monty said superciliously. ‘But it’s clear what happened. Oliver Rowland was a Marine. His life was difficult. And he took drugs to cope, overdid the dose and killed himself. Accidental death.’

      ‘What?’ Archie was appalled. ‘That’s ridiculous.’

      ‘Not at all.’ Monty put his hands on his hips. ‘Of course we will do our due checks because it was an unnatural death, and we will inform his commanding officers that he has passed, and someone will arrange for him to be flown back to family for burial.’ He looked Archie up and down. ‘There’s nothing for you to do. Except enjoy Craig and Elodie’s wedding.’

      ‘So, you’re sure he was an addict?’

      ‘Who knows? We’ll wait for the Public Prosecutor’s report.’ Monty managed a smile. ‘This is how we do things in France. Quickly. By the book. You don’t need to worry. But,’ he extended a hand, ‘may I say I’m sorry about your friend’s death. My condolences. You and Craig had clearly no idea that he had problems.’

      ‘I certainly didn’t.’ Archie pressed his lips together. He’d say no more for now: Monty was convinced that his theory was correct, and Archie was sure he was wrong. He’d bide his time, collect evidence. ‘Well, come on, Juno. Let’s get back to the van and grab our stuff.’ He met Monty’s glare, unblinking. ‘I’ll see you up at the house.’

      ‘I look forward to it,’ Monty said, but there was no sign that he meant it. ‘Oh, by the way – please say nothing of this to Elodie or her mother. I’d hate anyone to ruin their special day. After all,’ his eyes were bullet hard, ‘they’re gentle creatures and it would upset them to know there’s been a death. I’ll deal with the rest.’

      ‘Right,’ Archie said and began to jog away towards the VW camper, Juno running ahead of him.

      As his feet thudded on the grass, he could hear Rowley’s voice in his head, the suspicions he’d shared last night.

      ‘They are some dodgy characters. You’ll see what I mean.’

      Archie felt sure he was right. And he owed Rowley loyalty and friendship.

      He’d find out the truth.
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      Back at the camper van, Archie checked his watch. He couldn’t be too late – he’d promised to be up at the house for breakfast. He fed Juno biscuits, poured water into the bowl and while she lapped, he pulled on a hoody and reached in his belt for Rowley’s phone. It was a nice one, a latest model. He’d need to work out the password to get in.

      He felt a momentary pang of guilt – he shouldn’t have removed the evidence, but he was sure it would give him vital information, and he could always hand it back later, say he’d picked it up in error. Or leave it somewhere. It depended on what he found out.

      He tried Rowley’s date of birth – the first six numbers. It didn’t work. Rowley probably wouldn’t use anyone else’s birth date – Michelle had left, they’d had no children.

      He wondered whether to use obvious sequences – one to six forwards, backwards. No, Rowley wouldn’t do that. Then it occurred to him. All Marines have a service number, an eight-digit format beginning with a three. He remembered his own, and Craig’s and Rowley’s. Carefully he pressed Rowley’s serial numbers, and the phone came to life.

      Perfect.

      Archie tucked himself in the driver’s seat, feet up, and began to research on Rowley’s phone. He felt a twinge of remorse. He was intruding on Rowley’s private life. But he needed all the information he could get. Emails were few and far between, mostly work. Messages and texts were sparse – one or two from Archie, from Craig about the wedding, from a few guys he remembered from the Marines. There were a lot of WhatsApp messages to and from a woman called Signe Jensen, who seemed to be a good friend. Archie felt a deep pang of sadness reading their correspondence: there was something good burgeoning between them, something more than friendship. He wondered how Signe would find out about Rowley’s death, and what she’d be told.

      But there was nothing else to give him any clues.

      Rowley’s words came back to him. I’ve got my suspicions.

      Archie’s thumb moved to look through his photographs and he leaned forward, studying each picture. There were snaps of the village, Saint-Amédée-de-Fleur. The fortified church, the boulangerie/patisserie, with bistro tables outside. The brocante shop by the river that sold antiques and vintage goods. The mairie, a pretty white building with two French flags draped outside. Clearly the community hub.

      There were so many recent photos. Rowley had been at a café and had taken a great deal of snaps of people around the table. Craig and Elodie were there, deep in conversation with a blonde woman who was probably Sophie. Archie noticed more than a little resemblance between her and Elodie. There was a photo of Monty Renaudin, seated next to a man Archie hadn’t seen before. He wore spectacles and was self-assuredly handsome. The slim man in black clothes was there too, in a leather jacket, despite the warm temperature. Archie examined him carefully. He was on his phone, wearing sunglasses, with the distracted air of a rock star. And there he was again, in more photos, smoking a cigarette, talking to the woman who might be Sophie, and to Craig.

      There were several photos of Sabine wearing another long dress, smiling with the man in spectacles, talking to the one in sunglasses. She seemed to get around; there were more photos of her, by herself; chatting to Elodie, to Sophie, to the two American women.

      Archie’s thumb continued to move fast as Juno leaped up beside him. More photos appeared. The English couple from the tennis club in shorts and trainers, pristine tops. The man wore a panama hat. The woman had a pink cap with a visor, sunglasses, and she was drinking wine. They were probably in their fifties or sixties. Retired to France, presumably. And the two American women Archie had seen last night. One, the redhead, held her phone as a camera and was taking a photo of Craig and Elodie, who were posing. The other, dark-haired and confident in a crop top and shorts, was pouring wine into a glass.

      Archie noticed another photo, the man with long hair he’d seen in the gardens wearing a rock T-shirt, watching. Another, a close-up of the young man; he looked shy, mousy, his hair tied back in a ponytail. But he seemed half-hidden, as if not wishing to be seen.

      There were even more pictures. Rowley had taken a lot of close-ups at the café gathering and it occurred to Archie that none of the subjects knew he was photographing them. There were no portraits, no poses or smiles. Just people eating, chatting, drinking, socialising.

      They weren’t holiday snaps.

      Archie worked quickly, collating the photos, sending them to himself. Then he picked up his phone, pressed a button for a call and waited.

      A cheery female voice filled his ear, breathy. ‘Archie. How are you? How’s the holiday?’

      ‘Shona, hi.’ Archie got straight to the point. ‘Look, I need your help with something.’

      ‘Oh? Sure. Fire away.’

      ‘Someone died here last night. It was unexpected. A drug overdose.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘He was my friend, Oliver Rowland. The thing is – he wasn’t an addict.’

      ‘I’m intrigued – tell me more.’

      ‘I’m convinced he’d never have taken class A drugs. He was a Marine, high up. A good guy. I spent yesterday evening with him – he had a T-shirt on and no marks to suggest he injected.’

      ‘So, what are you thinking?’

      ‘He was onto something dodgy, Shona. He told me that. Then I found him in the gîte, and it looked like an overdose, all the paraphernalia there, clear as daylight. But there was a suspicious cut on his head. I’ll send you some pics I took. Rowley’s car’s in the woodland, covered up, number plate missing. Hautes-Alpes registration.’

      ‘That’s weird.’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘Was he murdered, do you think?’

      ‘Yeah, I think so. But the police officer here thinks he OD’d. Or killed himself.’

      ‘Why would he think that?’

      ‘He’s a friend of the family – perhaps that’s it. Or he knows something. I can’t trust him yet. Or anyone. Is there anything you can find on him, Shona, please? His name is Monty Renaudin.’

      ‘R-E-N-A-U-D-I-N?’

      ‘Perfect.’

      ‘I’ll see what I can come up with, Archie. So – where are you exactly?’

      ‘In a village called Saint-Amédée-de-Fleur. I’m staying at a manor house just outside the village. Manoir la Poisse. Check out Craig Prichard. He’s an ex-Marine, retired. See what you can find.’

      ‘I will.’

      ‘I’ll send some of Rowley’s pics now, of some of the people he might have been suspicious of. Places that might be important. I know he was worried – he told me a few times that he was on to something – I don’t know what. And now he’s dead.’

      ‘Got ya, I’ll check things out.’

      ‘Would you?’

      ‘Anything for you.’ Shona was quiet for a moment. ‘You’re in France though, so I can’t interfere. It’s French jurisdiction, Archie.’

      ‘Right—’

      ‘I’ll keep it low key. I don’t want anyone to think we’re meddling. That would be a big no-no.’

      ‘I know that.’

      ‘Archie – are you OK?’

      ‘Fine, yeah. I’d better get a wriggle on. I’m late for the groom’s breakfast. But text me if you find anything.’

      ‘I will do. Archie?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Take care.’

      ‘Of course. Thanks, Shona. We’ll stay in touch.’

      The phone clicked. Archie sent a folder of photos to Shona, his own and Rowley’s. Then he reached into the back seat to collect his wedding suit and toiletry bag. His eyes fell on the striped book, with ‘My Thoughts’ printed in fancy handwriting, and he realised that what he needed to do was to keep a log of what had happened.

      What was today? Saturday, 20 June. He reached for the book and scribbled the date and ‘Rowley, 8.30 a.m. Shona – Photos’.

      He’d write more details in the notebook later. For now, he wrapped Rowley’s phone in a pair of socks and hid it at the bottom of his luggage, pocketing his own in his belt.

      Locking the van, his wedding suit over his arm, Juno at his heels, Archie set off at a jog towards the manor house. He needed to hurry up; he didn’t want to arouse any suspicion. Besides, he was hungry. And there was a wedding to attend.

      As he passed the gardens, he saw the young man in jeans and a rock T-shirt who looked up from feeding the chickens, watching.
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      There was a great deal of bustle as Archie passed the marquee on the lawn. Two vans had arrived with the caterers and florists. As he rushed up wide stone steps and into the vast hall, he could smell bacon, coffee and toast. He’d only expected croissants.

      Archie turned left, Juno bounding in front, through an archway that had been decorated with swathes of white flowers. A sudden rush of sweetness filled his nose. He crossed black and white flagstones, like a huge chess board, into a vast kitchen with a solid farmhouse table. Craig was sitting at the table in shorts and T-shirt, feet up, drinking coffee.

      ‘Archie, hi.’ He raised his cup as if nothing had happened earlier. ‘This is Archie. We were in the Marines.’ He glanced at Juno, who had placed herself in front of the cooker, gazing hungrily at the frying pan with sizzling bacon. ‘Get yourself some coffee, Arch. There’s lots to eat.’

      Archie glanced at the other men in the room; there were four of them and he’d seen them all on Rowley’s photos. His face registered no emotion as he spoke to the police officer. ‘Hi.’

      ‘Hello.’ Monty Renaudin shook his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

      Archie shook it, meeting his eyes. Monty had arrived at the house before him. He’d been quick. And now he was pretending they’d never met before. The policeman’s eyes met his, a moment of recognition. Archie said, ‘Enchanté.’

      A man in a pale blue suit was standing by the cooker, a large enamel range. He called, ‘I’ve got bacon and eggs here. I just fried them for the groom, to keep his strength up. Help yourself.’ He had a Yorkshire accent. It was the English man from the tennis club, minus his wife. She’d be with the women on the first floor, getting the bride ready.

      Archie poured himself a coffee and reached for a croissant. ‘This’ll do me fine, thanks.’

      ‘Oh, you’re Irish?’ the Yorkshireman said. ‘I’m from Settle. But I’ve settled in the Dordogne.’ He laughed at his own joke.

      ‘Willy runs the tennis club,’ Craig explained.

      ‘William Ackroyd.’ The Yorkshireman reached out a hand in greeting. ‘Where are you from in Ireland then?’

      ‘County Mayo. In the west.’ Archie smiled. ‘I live in Bristol now.’

      ‘Archie’s in the police,’ Craig added. There was a short pause then he said, ‘It’s great you could make the wedding.’

      ‘It’s a beautiful place.’ Archie took a gulp of coffee.

      ‘Of course, Elodie and I are already married.’ Craig still looked like a nervous groom.

      ‘In France, legal marriage has to take place first at the local town hall,’ the dapper man in spectacles explained with a smile.

      ‘But this is the celebration,’ Monty explained. ‘For family and friends.’

      ‘And this is my home now. I offered to sell Archie my old place,’ Craig smiled. No one else did.

      ‘Not everyone takes to life in France,’ William Ackroyd muttered. ‘Although a lot of us live in Saint-Amédée.’ He pronounced it Saint Amy-dee. ‘There’s a good ex-pat crowd here, from all over, London, Shropshire, Devon. A couple of Scots. We meet at the tennis club.’

      ‘I like a game of tennis,’ Archie said, although he’d never played much. ‘I might call in.’

      ‘Of course, but you’d have to join up officially, lad,’ William said with a shake of his head. He placed a piece of bacon and squirted ketchup between two pieces of baguette, then took a bite. Juno squatted in front of him: she hadn’t taken her eyes off the bacon. He eyed Archie. ‘Your dog wants a rasher. Can I give her one?’

      ‘No, thanks,’ Archie said. ‘The fat’s not good for her.’

      ‘Oh, on s’en fout. Ce n’est qu’un chien.’ A man was sitting next to Craig, rolling a cigarette. Archie had seen him before. He wore black clothes and a leather jacket and hadn’t taken his sunglasses off.

      Archie understood his words – he clearly didn’t like dogs. Archie thought of a smart reply in French, but it was best to say nothing at the moment. So far, no one knew how much of the language he understood, and it was best kept that way for now.

      ‘Hugo’s my right-hand man,’ Craig took over. He smiled towards the man in black, who had now put the cigarette in his mouth and was lighting it. ‘Hugo Tétreau. He owns the local antiques place by the river.’

      ‘I must call in and have a look round.’ Archie knew the shop. It had been in one of Rowley’s photos. Archie wondered why Rowley had made a record of it.

      ‘Tout dans ma boutique, c’est cher,’ Hugo said without looking at Archie, ‘mais éclatez-vous.’

      Monty guffawed. Archie pretended he hadn’t understood, but he knew well that Hugo had just implied that everything in the shop was too expensive for Archie.

      ‘Oh, it’s a nice shop, that brocante. My wife’s got herself some lovely bits and pieces. She collects plates.’ William Ackroyd hadn’t understood either. He wiped ketchup from his lips.

      ‘But welcome to Saint-Amédée.’ It was the man in steel-framed spectacles, smart in a suit. He held out a hand confidently. ‘I’m pleased to meet you again, Archie – we spoke briefly last night. I’m Rémy Lavaud, the local mayor of the commune. I hope you’ll enjoy the Dordogne. Are you here for the wedding only, or will you stay on?’

      Archie felt the firm handshake. ‘I’m hoping to stay on.’

      ‘You must be tired after all that work chasing criminals,’ Craig joked.

      ‘Oh, there’s no crime here in the Dordogne,’ William Ackroyd said. ‘That’s one thing you can say about living here, nobody ever breaks the law. We’re all one happy family.’

      Archie met Craig’s eyes and saw him look away. Monty gave a light cough. Hugo said, ‘La douceur de vivre.’ He stretched out his legs, his cigarette smouldering between his lips, and eased his arms behind his head.

      ‘Life is sweet,’ Monty translated. ‘That’s how we like it here. Craig, it’s time you were getting ready for this wedding.’

      ‘It’s good to meet you, Archie,’ Rémy Lavaud, the mayor, said with a smile. ‘I hope you’ll have a good time. Anything you need, just ask. It’s a welcoming village.’

      ‘Indeed,’ William Ackroyd added. ‘Pop over to see me and Angie at the tennis club sometime. We do a big lunch on Mondays – and we’ve got good local wine. I recommend the Aubrueuque rouge. It’s got a lovely body.’

      ‘Talking of which, Archie, watch out for Sabine,’ Craig said quietly.

      ‘Oh?’ Archie was intrigued by his offhand remark. He’d met her and she’d seemed friendly enough.

      ‘She can be a bit of a man-eater.’ Craig looked anxious. ‘I saw her buttonholing you last night. Be careful. I mean with you being – single now, you know.’

      Archie still wore his wedding ring. He twisted it thoughtfully.

      ‘What I mean is,’ Craig tried again, ‘Sabine was my girlfriend before I met Elodie. She didn’t take the break-up well.’

      ‘She seems friendly enough.’

      ‘Sabine ne fait pas de mal.’ Hugo Tétreau finished his cigarette and stubbed it out in a saucer.

      ‘Yeah, she’s a great girl,’ Craig said awkwardly.

      Archie registered Craig’s reaction and Hugo’s defence of Sabine. He said, ‘Is it OK if I grab a shower?’

      ‘Oh, definitely. And I need to get ready,’ Craig said, nervous again. ‘You too, Hugo. You’re my best man. I need you looking smart.’

      ‘Putain.’ Hugo began to roll another cigarette. He turned to Archie without a smile. His English came with a heavy accent. ‘See you at the wedding.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Archie noted that Hugo understood basic English.

      ‘The reception will be a blast. There’s a rock band,’ William said.

      ‘You’ll find a shower up the stairs, turn right, in the first bedroom, Archie – it’s unoccupied.’ Craig pointed to the door. ‘On the left is Sophie’s suite of rooms. The bride’s party is in there, so don’t go in.’ He laughed.

      ‘I’ll show you,’ Rémy Lavaud said kindly. ‘And while we walk, I’ll tell you some places to visit while you’re here. There are wonderful prehistoric caves.’

      ‘I’ll be off now. I’ll see you in the chapel, Craig. Good to meet you, Archie.’ Monty was all smiles as he made a joke. ‘N’oublie pas les bagues de mariage, Hugo.’

      ‘The rings?’ Craig looked worried for a moment. ‘You have got them, haven’t you, Hugo?’

      ‘Pas de soucis, mon ami.’ Hugo tapped his breast pocket and laughed.

      ‘I’ll see you all later.’ Archie clicked his tongue and Juno trotted across the kitchen to him. He followed the mayor, his dog at his heels.

      Rémy was already talking about the Dordogne, his eyes shining with pride. ‘You must visit the caves, near the riverside village of Montignac. I’m sure you and your dog will enjoy visiting some of the beautiful local castles. Also, I can recommend a good restaurant in Sarlat… the best local fish…’
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      Two hours later, Archie sat at the back of the small chapel in his dark grey suit, his fair hair washed and dry. There were flowers everywhere, the stone walls covered in blossom. Juno was lying between his feet, her head resting on her front paws. There were dozens of people there. Rémy, the mayor, looking very formal in a grey suit; Monty, the police officer; Hugo, the best man, wearing a tight-legged black suit and sunglasses. William and his wife Angie, who was vibrant in a peach suit and silk bucket hat, were sitting in front of Archie. William turned round and nodded a greeting then elbowed his wife. ‘This is Archie, Ange. I was telling you.’

      Angie leaned over and whispered, ‘Oh, yes – I’ve heard all about you, Archie. Nice to meet another Englishman.’

      Archie ignored her mistake. ‘Nice to meet you too.’

      He gazed around the chapel again, examining a few faces he remembered from Rowley’s photos. In particular, he noticed the blonde woman he’d thought was Sophie. It was likely that she was the bride’s mother, because she had a seat at the front. She was dressed in a short lace dress in a gold colour, with a beaded bodice and a feather hemline and sleeves, a wide-brimmed jaunty hat. Her hair was swept up, revealing huge gold earrings. She looked sophisticated, the most likely candidate for mother of the bride. Archie assumed she must be in her late forties. He studied her face for an emotion: she looked bored.

      There was a man in robes at the front, the priest, whispering to Craig, who looked nervous, shifting his feet, and Hugo, who didn’t look at all concerned, hands in his pockets. Archie’s eyes drifted to two women who sat opposite, side by side, the American women. They both wore simple, pretty dresses. They’d probably have brought limited luggage as they were on holiday, renting Craig’s house.

      Archie thought they could be in their early thirties. The dark-haired one wore a pale pink dress. She had curly hair to her shoulders and a spirited way of moving when she whispered to her friend. The other one held a digital camera. She had red hair, a deep vibrant crimson colour that shone, and her skin was tanned. She wore a short yellow dress and sandals, and seemed more thoughtful, calmer than her friend. Both women were deep in conversation. The dark-haired one laughed once, and her friend whispered for her to shh!

      Archie leaned down to pat Juno. She was almost asleep. He had brought her a bowl of water and was ready to sneak outside if she became restless during the service. He stroked her head again.

      He looked up and the woman in the gold dress – Sophie, probably – glanced over her shoulder and caught his eye. She was staring directly at him, her face expressionless. Archie smiled briefly and looked away. He didn’t know her – he’d keep it courteous and low key.

      Recorded music began to tinkle, and the chapel doors opened. The bride came in slowly, stunning in a long strapless lace gown and a sweeping veil, carrying a bouquet of white roses.

      Angie wriggled round and whispered, ‘There’s no father of the bride, Archie. Her mother’s widowed, you know. And Elodie didn’t want anyone else to give her away. She’s very headstrong.’

      He heard William reply, ‘Oh, yes. Craig won’t ever be master in this house, what with Elodie and her mother,’ and they shared low laughter.

      Elodie had reached Craig and was standing by his side, their backs to Archie. Sabine was not far behind, carrying the veil, dressed less expensively in a blue tulle dress with an embroidered bodice. She stood with her head bowed, her brown hair crowned with a garland of flowers.

      The priest was talking in French, his words carrying to the back of the chapel. Elodie’s voice, when she spoke, was crystal clear but Craig sounded hesitant, his French unconfident. They exchanged vows and rings, then they kissed to resounding applause.

      Archie caught his breath. He hadn’t expected to react badly to the wedding, but it was like being thumped in the stomach. The air left his lungs and for a moment it was hard to breathe.

      His own wedding filled his thoughts.

      He remembered Kat, lovely in a cream dress, himself in a dark suit, holding hands in the beautiful registry office in Corn Street, surrounded by friends and family. Her mum, Wendy, was there. His dad, Patrick. His brother Shane with one of the girlfriends he’d had over the years.

      Rowley, Craig, work colleagues, so many others congratulating him.

      Happiness. Hope.

      Kat had chosen a song by Alicia Keys – ‘No One’ – for when they signed the register. Archie couldn’t refuse her anything, although it wouldn’t have been his choice. It was her special day.

      He remembered the registrar’s voice, soft, friendly, a Bristol accent.

      ‘Before you’re joined in matrimony, it’s my duty to remind you of the solemn and binding character of the vows that you’re about to make. Marriage in this country means the union of two people, voluntarily entered into for life, to the exclusion of all others.’

      Entered into for life. Archie swallowed hard. It was difficult to take.

      ‘Repeat after me: I, Katrina Louise, take you, Archie Patrick Caomhán, to be my wedded husband.’

      He almost smiled. Patrick was for his father. Caomhán was his mother’s choice because it meant beloved. He was so beloved she left him behind as a teenager for a man he’d never met.

      That was all in the past.

      He was here to celebrate Craig and Elodie. Archie concentrated harder on the ceremony as the recorded music started again, this time celebratory, a lively orchestra.

      Elodie and Craig were married. They swept down the aisle, hand in hand, followed by best man and maid of honour, Hugo and Sabine. She met Archie’s eyes with a small smile, then Sophie followed, staring ahead determinedly. The congregation hurried towards the door.

      Music had already struck up outside, the band in the marquee were playing. ‘Quand on a que l’amour’.

      Archie stood up and Juno shifted next to him. He was looking forward to the reception. That’s why he was here. He’d have a good time celebrating with Craig, drink a glass or two, throw some shapes.

      And work out who might have killed Rowley.
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      Archie took his place in the marquee at the long table next to William and Angie Ackroyd and various other members of the tennis club, most of whom spoke to each other in English and ignored the French guests. For a moment, he remembered Rowley and felt sad.

      The food was good; most people had plates of meat, but Archie was given a quiche, salad and some ratatouille. Throughout the speeches and toasts, much of which he understood – his ability to comprehend fast French was improving – he limited his champagne intake to one glass. He wouldn’t drink too much. He needed a clear head – Rowley’s comments still buzzed in his mind.

      Hugo Tétreau, stony faced in his tight black suit and sunglasses, gave a slurred speech which some people found funny and others didn’t. Archie understood the gist of his first joke: ‘I’m very nervous about making this speech. In fact, this must be the fourth time today I have stood up from a warm seat with a piece of paper in my hand.’

      Archie thought Hugo didn’t look at all nervous, although he stopped speaking from time to time to slurp champagne or suck on his rolled-up cigarette.

      In contrast, Craig looked terrified. His speech was read hesitantly from a sheet of paper in halting French, then he thanked everyone in English and ended up with, ‘But thanks most to Elodie for choosing me. Ma femme, je t’aime toujours.’

      Elodie kissed him passionately while people took photos and applauded. Archie glanced around; there were dozens of people at the reception. Half of Saint-Amédée had turned up, a circle of guests inside the marquee. Craig and Elodie were on the top table with Hugo, Rémy the mayor, Sabine, Monty and the woman who William confirmed with a nudge was Sophie, who stood, tall and dignified, to make a speech.

      She spoke clearly and slowly in French, as if authority was her second nature. Archie listened carefully, watching her body language. He understood some of what she said: the past had been difficult for her; her family had endured problems, but Elodie had found Craig and he was a good man. He understood the importance of duty and hard work, so ‘l’avenir s’annonce radieux’. The future was going to be bright.

      There was tumultuous applause from everyone at the top table and the guests. Archie was thoughtful. Sophie had said, ‘devoir et travail acharné’, not ‘l’amour’. Duty and hard work were strange qualities to praise in a son-in-law.

      There were more toasts, the cutting of the cake, then Hugo stood up and presented the bride and groom with a traditional French gift from his shop: a silver champagne bucket. Craig shook his hand and Elodie kissed his cheek.

      Archie leaned over to William. ‘That’s a nice touch.’

      ‘It’ll be worth a few bob, that piece,’ William agreed. ‘Hugo doesn’t deal in tat. He gets all the best antiques.’

      ‘I bought a Provençal confit pot there,’ Angie said breathily. ‘It cost me two hundred euros. Willy was furious. “All that money for a jam pot”, he said. But it was beautiful.’

      ‘I used to count the pennies, but not now.’ William laughed. ‘We’re retired. Life’s rosy – whatever my Angie wants, she gets. You should move to the Dordogne, Archie. It’s a good life.’ He raised a glass to an English couple opposite who chorused, ‘La France.’

      ‘What did you do in Yorkshire?’ Archie asked.

      ‘Angie and I ran a post office for a while. Then we moved here when my parents died. They left me a bit of money. Of course we miss our Lucy. She comes over here when she can.’

      ‘Your daughter?’

      ‘Yes. She lives in Weymouth in Dorset with her husband and young kiddie.’ William filled his glass and Angie’s.

      ‘We go over there from time to time,’ Angie said.

      Archie nodded. ‘And what about Elodie and her mother? This is a huge place for just three people. They must be well off.’

      ‘Oh, they are.’ William seemed keen to gossip. He gulped more wine. ‘Sophie has a business in Paris, I think. That’s where she’s from.’

      ‘I think she prefers Paris to the Dordogne.’ Angie held out a hand to a passing waiter and reached for a piece of cake. ‘I’ve no idea why. I hate big towns, all that noise and crime.’

      ‘You’re a policeman, aren’t you, Archie?’ William said. ‘And I heard you were a Marine before that. I bet you’ve seen some action. Weren’t you in Afghanistan with Craig and that other fella who went back yesterday?’

      ‘Rowley.’ Archie met William’s eyes. The Yorkshireman genuinely believed Rowley had left of his own accord. ‘Yes, that was years ago.’ He pointed down the table and changed the subject. ‘Who are the American women?’

      The dark-haired one was pouring champagne. Her friend with the camera was taking photos of the band, who had just started playing ‘La Chenille Synchro’.

      ‘They’re called Jessie and Mallory. They’re from New York. They’re on holiday, staying at Craig’s old place. They came to play tennis with us in the week. They weren’t anything special, mind,’ William said.

      ‘Oh, come and dance, Willy – it’s the chenille.’ Angie pulled her husband’s sleeve. ‘I love this one. The French always do it on New Year’s Eve.’

      Archie watched as the couple rushed to the grass area, followed by almost all the other English people and the two American women. Most of the guests lined up, gripping each other by the waist, performing some sort of synchronised dance. Craig was there with Elodie at the front, then Hugo, Rémy, dozens of guests. Everyone was singing at the top of their voices, ‘Si tu comptes faire la Cheu-Cheu. Alors fais souple, souple, ferme. Si tu n’veux pas te claquer. Alors fais souple, souple, ferme.’

      Archie reached beneath the table and his fingers found Juno’s nose. She licked his hand once, to show she wasn’t far away. La Chenille meant caterpillar: the group were doing the conga and singing along. Archie recalled his first dance with Kat, inhaling the fragrance of her hair. He could hear the song now: ‘Perfect’ by Ed Sheeran.

      Someone was tugging at his sleeve, a light breathy voice in his ear. ‘You want to dance?’

      Archie opened his eyes and looked into Sabine’s smiling face. He shook his head. ‘I will – but not yet.’

      ‘Non?’ Sabine feigned disgust. ‘Les policiers anglais ne dansent pas?’

      ‘Oh yes, we dance sometimes but—’ Archie watched the long line of revellers. ‘—je reste seule maintenant.’

      ‘Alone?’ Sabine dropped in the seat next to him. ‘You’re sad, Archie. You want me to sit with you?’

      ‘No, I’ll dance in a minute.’ He offered a friendly smile and glanced at his watch. It was already almost five. The afternoon had gone quickly.

      ‘You must promettre to dance with me later, no?’

      Archie knew it was wise to commit to nothing. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Then I wait for the slow dance. We can faire la bise.’ Sabine laughed and placed a hand on his arm. ‘Or we can galoche.’

      Archie turned to her slowly. He understood the word galoche. It meant to kiss with tongues. He needed to be honest with her; she seemed a nice person. He met her eyes and spoke slowly. ‘Sabine, je suis veuf.’

      ‘Quoi? Mon Dieu.’ Sabine grasped both his hands in hers, all apologies. ‘I’m sorry. I forget I hear about your wife.’ She kissed his cheek quickly. ‘Ça doit être terrible pour toi. Pauvre Archie.’ She caught her breath. ‘You are here in the Dordogne for some time?’

      ‘I’m staying on, yes.’

      ‘Then perhaps you can buy me dinner?’

      ‘Maybe.’ Archie held her gaze for a moment. It wasn’t something he would seek out.

      ‘I had dinner with your friend, Rowley. I told you he was an interesting man. We talked about a lot of things.’ Sabine raised an eyebrow enigmatically and turned quickly. ‘I want to dance now. I talk with you later, Archie, mon beau.’

      He watched her go. The conga line was in full swing. There was hardly anyone sitting at the tables except for Sophie, alone, sipping champagne, staring into the distance.

      The band struck up all the old songs and Archie thought it was the right time to join the crowd, to throw some shapes. After all, he was here to celebrate his friend’s marriage. And he’d always liked to dance. His father always said he was one for the jig, the craic, and as a teenager it had been a good way to get close to pretty girls.

      He found himself in the middle of the group, leaping around, dancing with Angie, William, people he didn’t know. Sabine sidled next to him, wriggling sensually, her arms in the air, and Sophie was dancing on the other side.

      Then Craig appeared from nowhere, wrapped an arm around him and said, ‘I’m married, Arch,’ and gave his nervous laugh.

      ‘You are, mate – congratulations,’ Archie said and they leaped around together to ‘Jumping Jack Flash’.

      Briefly, he thought about Rowley. It was meant to be the three of them together, celebrating. There was more jigging, more drinks, and Craig and Archie were leading the dance floor. Even Rémy and Monty were dad dancing and cavorting with smiles on their faces. Hugo remained in the corner, drinking and smoking and scowling. Archie decided that the scowl was his resting face.

      Then the band began to play slower songs, the smoochy ones. Elodie wrapped her arms around Craig. Archie noticed Sabine glance in his direction. Sophie offered him an inviting smile.

      He smiled back and raised a hand. It was time for him to leave. He’d text thanks to Craig later. The groom was busy at the moment with his bride.

      Archie clicked his tongue and he and Juno moved away. He hadn’t gone more than a few steps when he heard a deep voice call, ‘Monsieur.’ He wasn’t sure it was meant for him until he twisted round and saw Monty Renaudin, puffing after him.

      ‘Salut, Monty.’

      ‘Archie, I wanted to say⁠—’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Thank you. For saying nothing about – you know⁠—’

      ‘Rowley?’

      ‘The news would have spoiled the wedding.’

      ‘But Rowley’s still dead,’ Archie said bluntly. ‘Where’s it at, the investigation?’

      ‘His body’s being examined. There will be a thorough enquiry.’

      ‘Good.’ Archie took a breath. ‘I assume the truth will come out.’

      ‘The truth?’

      ‘Rowley’s death wasn’t misadventure.’

      ‘Oh?’ Monty’s eyebrows shot up.

      ‘Rowley didn’t inject heroin voluntarily.’

      ‘Tell me why you think this.’ Monty’s face clouded.

      ‘He was no addict.’

      ‘I think maybe you’re right. But we’ll wait for the official report.’ Monty held out a hand. ‘I thank you for your help in the matter.’

      Archie shook his hand. It was damp and limp like a cold fish. ‘Rowley was a good friend.’

      ‘It must be hard for you, seeing how he died.’ Monty looked around, as if he had finished speaking and wanted to go back to the celebrations. ‘When will you go?’

      ‘Go?’

      ‘Back to England?’

      ‘I might hang around here for a bit.’

      ‘Why?’ Monty made his eyes small.

      ‘I fancy having a holiday.’

      ‘And might you move into the gîte? It’s empty now,’ Monty said slowly.

      Archie held his gaze. Was that an implied threat? ‘I’ve got a camper van.’

      ‘Are those things safe?’

      ‘Of course.’ Archie registered the possible second threat. He glanced over Monty’s shoulder. ‘I’m keeping you – you’re missing the dance. They’re doing The Caterpillar.’ He couldn’t help himself.

      ‘La chenille.’ Monty hadn’t moved. ‘I’ll see you around, Detective.’

      ‘You will,’ Archie said. He gave a low whistle, then he and Juno jogged away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Back at the camper van, Archie struggled out of his suit and into shorts and a hoody. He checked his phone and found a message from Shona.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi Archie. I hope everything went OK at the wedding. I ran a few checks like you asked. Everything looks fine. Sophie Laurent is a businesswoman in Paris. Manoir la Poisse is her second home. Her husband Denis died three years ago in a fall not far from their flat in Saint-Germain-des-Prés in the capital, which she rents out now. He’s buried in the Dordogne. Monty Renaudin comes highly commended. He’s been a good officer over the years, regular stuff, nothing high profile. He wouldn’t manage a day in our office (crying laughing emoji). Very by-the-book, apparently.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        By the way, your friend Rowley has an exceptional service record. Nothing but bravery and commendations. But you know that.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Stay in touch. S x

      

      

      

      

      

      Archie scanned the message again quickly. He’d reply later.

      Inside the camper van, he measured some dog food into a bowl and placed it outside. Juno stuck her head in it and began gobbling hungrily.

      Archie looked towards the lake, the overhanging willow trees, and thought about his next move. He might drive into the village, pick up a few provisions, make some plans for tomorrow. There were places he wanted to check out, people he wanted to talk to. He wanted to narrow a list of the people who could have wanted Rowley dead.

      Who did he suspect and why? Who’d stolen his car? Who had made his death look like an overdose? And what was the motive?

      His mind went back to the people in Rowley’s photos: his phone was still stuffed inside Archie’s socks. He reached over to check – it was there – and then he picked up the notebook.

      
        
        My Thoughts

      

      

      He made himself comfortable in the front seat, pen in hand, and read back what he’d written earlier, before the wedding.

      
        
        Saturday, 20 June.

        Rowley, 8.30 a.m. Shona – photos.

      

      

      The pen twitched between his fingers, and he hesitated for a moment. Then, without a thought, he turned a page and began to scribble. He couldn’t help himself. The words flowed from the pen as if by themselves.

      
        
        Dear Kat,

        I miss you.

        It’s been a long day, love, and I need to tell you what happened. Today was all about death and weddings.

        I thought about you.

        But earlier, I found Rowley’s body. It looked like he’d overdosed but Rowley never took heroin in his life. Someone killed him. And I found his car in the woodland hidden under branches, with the number plate missing. Then I met Monty Renaudin the police officer, who’s sure Rowley OD’d. Even Craig had heard Rowley had left. Who told him that?

        Something’s not right.

        I just had to tell you that, Kat.

        Ivy Saunders gave me this book and asked me to write down my thoughts. But I feel better telling them to you. Just me and you, like it used to be. It helps.

        I’ll stop now.

        Archie.
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      Archie woke up and glanced at his watch. It was almost seven. His head felt a bit fuzzy and his mouth was dry. Yesterday evening, after the wedding, he’d jogged into Saint-Amédée-de-Fleur with Juno and called in at a little Vival store to buy provisions. Just some food items and a bottle of mineral water. He’d jogged back, eaten, drunk the water, and fallen asleep as the stars spattered the sky, Juno curled at his feet.

      The last thing he remembered was hearing music drifting across from the wedding party. ‘I Can’t Help Falling in Love’. Elvis.

      But right now, he needed exercise badly: his body was crying out for the relief of physical effort.

      Afterwards, he intended to drive into the village for breakfast. He could buy pastries or bread and cheese and sit by the river.

      Juno was stretching, yawning, her long sock of a tongue lolling. He gave her some water, biscuits, and she wagged her tail as he drank from a bottle of mineral water, glugging until he felt better.

      ‘Let’s run, Juno.’

      He locked the van and put his phone and car keys in his running belt, then he began to run towards the gîte and the woods. He needed to check some things that had been on his mind. To do with Rowley. He increased his pace, Juno pelting next to him.

      He paused at the front door of the gîte and rattled the handle hard. It had been ajar yesterday, when he’d found Rowley. As if someone had wanted him to have easy access, to be the first on the scene. But now it was securely locked.

      Of course it would be.

      Archie gave it no more thought. It was what he’d expected. He headed towards the woodland, his feet on soft earth, twigs cracking beneath his trainers. The sunshine shone through the leaves, new warmth on his face. He knew the way, following the path into the centre of a dense clump of trees where branches grew thickly, where the undergrowth was dark. The air was cold and his skin prickled now.

      He could see the pile of branches in the distance. Leaping over fallen twigs and debris, he found himself next to the hiding place where Rowley’s car had been.

      But it wasn’t there.

      He glanced around for clues, anything. A footprint in the soft earth, the sole of a shoe. A snagged piece of cloth, a hair.

      Juno sniffed the earth, scraped her paws in the soil.

      ‘There’s nothing obvious.’ Archie found his phone and took photos. ‘Who’s removed the car? What would they have done with it?’

      He messaged Shona, attaching the snaps he’d taken of Rowley’s hidden car yesterday.

      
        
          
            
              
        Shona – Rowley’s car’s disappeared from the woods. Blue BMW Z4 Roadster. Has it turned up anywhere? See what you can find out.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Thanks. A.

      

      

      

      

      

      Archie glanced at Juno. ‘Right, let’s run back. Do you fancy a biscuit? Or a boiled egg?’

      Juno wagged her tail: eggs were one of her favourites. She’d developed a real taste for them and occasionally Archie would give her one as a treat.

      They headed towards the light, along the path towards where the drive intersected with the neat grassland. Soon they emerged in warm sunlight. Archie could see his camper van down by the lake. This was the last stretch of run, and he and Juno took off at a sprint.

      When he arrived, he stopped dead. The side door of his van was open, though he knew he’d secured it. Flinging it wide, he crawled into the back.

      Everywhere was tidy but someone had been inside. Archie began to search through his luggage, but he knew instinctively what had been taken.

      He hunted for the socks where he’d hidden Rowley’s phone and found one of them discarded on the floor. The other had disappeared. And so had Rowley’s phone.

      He checked for other things: his wallet, passport. They were where he’d left them at the bottom of his case. He was annoyed with himself. In future he’d make sure they were safely with him in his running belt when he went out.

      After pouring water in Juno’s bowl, he drank some himself, stripped off his running clothes and washed himself in the portable sink with a hand pump, covering his head and hair with fresh cool water. Later he’d ask Craig if he could use shower facilities up at the house and maybe wash his clothes there.

      He dried himself, rubbed his hair and hauled on a pair of cut-off jeans. The loud roar of an approaching motor made him look up. The car paused, engine idling. Archie padded out in bare feet and saw Craig switch off the engine of his Toyota and clamber out.

      ‘Archie, hi.’

      ‘How are you doing?’

      ‘I have the headache from hell. I probably shouldn’t be driving but—’ Craig gave a laugh. ‘We were all celebrating until past one. Where did you go?’

      ‘I texted you. I had a great time,’ Archie said. ‘I tend not to be a night owl these days.’

      ‘Of course, I understand.’ Craig seemed awkward for a moment. ‘What are your plans now the wedding’s over?’

      ‘I’ll hang around for a few days, if that’s OK. Your friend Rémy…’ Archie was pleased he’d remembered the mayor’s name, ‘…said something about prehistoric caves. I’d like to go there.’ He offered a grin. ‘Is it OK if I stay by the lake?’

      ‘Of course, of course, as long as you like.’ Craig held his hands up as if he was protesting. Archie wondered if he really meant it. ‘Please. Be my guest.’

      ‘Thanks, Craig. I’m not interrupting anything? I mean – are you and Elodie going away?’

      ‘The honeymoon’s not planned yet. Elodie’s got things on.’

      ‘Oh?’

      Craig made a confused face as if he had no idea. ‘She helps her mother. They’ve got property in Paris they manage and they’ve just bought a new flat and they sell high-end antiques.’ He let out a laugh. ‘That involves a lot of shopping and spas and restaurants. And she’s always off skiing with a friend. I don’t go. It’s not really my thing.’

      ‘What’s your thing then?’ Archie asked innocently.

      ‘Oh, I stay here and – you know – chill. I’m retired now. The good life. Rémy and I play golf. Hugo and I drink and talk about the state of the world.’

      Archie had a question that had been bothering him. Now was a good time to ask. ‘How did you and Elodie meet?’

      ‘She came to play tennis at the club. I was hanging out with Willy and Angie and the ex-pat crowd, and Elodie turned up and I thought, wow. When she was interested in me, I couldn’t believe my luck.’

      ‘When was that?’

      Craig gave a dreamy smile. ‘A year ago, a bit more. Last March.’

      ‘Whirlwind romance, then?’

      ‘Yes. Oh yes. I mean – I was with someone else but – who wouldn’t be flattered? Look at her. She’s special. I moved in pretty much straight away and – well, that’s how it goes, isn’t it?’ Craig shuffled his feet. ‘Archie, I wanted to say thanks. For coming all this way for my wedding. And for⁠—’

      Archie waited.

      ‘For – you know, the Rowley thing. Not saying anything to Elodie. And Sophie.’

      ‘I haven’t been introduced to Sophie yet. She’s Elodie’s mother, right?’

      ‘Yes. She was looking for you at the reception after you’d gone. She asked me where you were.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I expect she wants to say thanks. I’m glad you came to our wedding. Arch – Sophie and Elodie think Rowley just left.’

      ‘But you and I both know he didn’t.’

      ‘We do, sadly. But I’d be grateful if you didn’t say anything.’ He took a shuddering breath. ‘Monty will look after the police side of things. It’s tragic, Arch. I mean – we go way back, the three of us. Rowley was a great guy.’

      ‘He was.’

      ‘And to think, he was an addict.’

      ‘That’s not true though, Craig, is it?’ Archie watched as the colour seemed to drain from beneath Craig’s tan.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Rowley never took drugs in his life. There was one puncture wound in his arm. Just the one.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes. And he’d have been checked regularly – we all were. Someone killed him.’

      ‘How? I mean, why would someone⁠—’

      ‘I’ve no idea. But his car was hidden in the woods yesterday. Now it’s gone.’

      ‘For real?’ Craig looked shocked. ‘You’re not joking?’

      ‘Absolutely not.’

      ‘I don’t know what to say. That’s terrible. But – please don’t mention this to anyone,’ Craig said quickly.

      ‘Like who?’

      ‘Sophie. Elodie.’

      ‘What aren’t you telling me?’ Archie suddenly felt the cold. He had forgotten he was standing in cut-off denims and not much else.

      ‘I don’t want them to worry.’ Craig took another deep breath: he was anything but calm. ‘I mean – I have no idea what happened to his car. Maybe the officers towed it away. I don’t know. But just leave it, please.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I’ll talk to Monty, right, and tell him about the car. I’ll let you know what he says. But – let it go, Arch. The French police have their own way of doing things.’ Craig laughed again, a high sound that came across as panic.

      Archie examined troubled Craig’s face and decided to change tack. ‘All right. I’ll leave you to sort things out with Monty.’

      ‘Thanks, Archie.’ Craig looked relieved. ‘And you’ll come up to dinner with me and Elodie? I want you to meet my wife properly. She’s special.’

      ‘Yes, that’d be nice.’ Archie reached into the camper van for a T-shirt and pulled it on. His body was still damp. ‘And congratulations again. To you and Mrs Prichard.’

      ‘Oh, Elodie likes the double-barrelled name. She’s Elodie Laurent-Prichard.’ He pronounced it Pree-sharr in the French way.

      ‘Nice.’ Archie forced a smile. ‘It was a lovely wedding. Congratulations again. I’m glad I came.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Craig was nodding furiously. ‘I’ll pop by later and let you know when to come up. Elodie takes care of all that, inviting people, getting food and wine in. She has a busy schedule. And maybe you can come to the village sometime for a game of tennis with Willy and Angie. Hugo’s often there. And Rémy. We could play doubles.’

      ‘I’d love to.’ Archie was no great tennis player, but he could hold his own.

      ‘I’ll pop back, then.’ Craig clambered into the red Toyota.

      ‘I look forward to it.’ Archie watched Craig drive towards the manor house, his tyres squealing on gravel. He turned to Juno.

      ‘What’s he not telling us?’ He was thoughtful. ‘What’s really going on here?’

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunday in Saint-Amédée-de-Fleur was very quiet. Everywhere seemed to be closed except for the little church with its simple lines and ancient archer holes in the wall. The doors were flung wide and a bell was clanging. The blinds were down on the cafés and shops. Archie and Juno parked the van by the river and walked across to the antiques shop. The sign over the door said ‘Tétreau Brocante’. There was a large window with an array of beautiful old items: china dolls, delicate plates, old jewellery, heavy linen. Beyond in the shadows were larger items of furniture, cupboards and chests of drawers, a tall mahogany wardrobe. Archie peered through the glass in the wooden door and saw more of the same. But the shop was well and truly closed.

      Next to the shop were two tall painted wooden gates with the sign ‘Accès Interdit’ nailed on and a large metal latch. Archie pushed one gate quietly and it swung wide. He scanned for security cameras, alarms, but there was nothing visible. He stepped inside, Juno following him quietly.

      There was a large white van parked in the yard, the sign ‘Tétreau Brocante’ in fancy letters and a mobile number on the side. A few items had been unloaded, old pieces of furniture in good condition. Archie looked closely at a set of antique chairs, a long oak table, a Dutch bombe commode. He examined a chest of drawers, tugging out the top drawer, looking inside. It was in mint condition – a beautiful piece.

      A back door rattled somewhere, at the back of the shop, and Archie ducked behind the van, glancing at Juno who tucked herself by his ankles. He waited, breathing lightly. The scent of tobacco drifted towards him and Hugo appeared around the corner, wearing a black leather jacket as ever, a vest beneath, and jeans. He picked up one of the chairs, lifting the seat, examining the cushion. He made a low sound of approval and carried it into the shop.

      Archie beckoned to Juno and they sidled towards the gates, moving quickly into the street, closing the latch.

      Hugo had some quality pieces but that was his job – he was a high-end antique dealer. That wasn’t a crime.

      So, Archie asked himself, why was he feeling suspicious?

      He crossed the road to the Vival grocery shop. It was surprisingly open, so he went in: there was no one else in there. He bought eggs – he’d promised Juno – bread, water, coffee, croissants, a few other provisions, and returned to the camper van by the river to make breakfast.

      He had some thinking to do.

      Juno scampered into the back and lay on the bed while Archie boiled eggs, made toast and brewed coffee. The camper van was filled with breakfast cooking smells. Archie was deep in thought. Someone had murdered Rowley, that was a fact. A few hours before Craig and Elodie’s wedding. That put the bride and groom in the frame. And Sophie, the mother, the sophisticated Parisienne he’d never spoken to, but she knew who he was. She’d glanced at him in the chapel, held his gaze. Was she trying to communicate something?

      The policeman, Monty, hadn’t wanted to deal with Rowley’s death. He’d made that very clear. And Hugo the antiques dealer wasn’t exactly friendly. On the other hand, Sabine was very friendly.

      Rémy the mayor seemed nice enough, helpful. But they’d all been in the manor house for breakfast on the morning of the death and Rowley had been killed around five.

      It could have been any of them.

      Who else had been at the wedding breakfast? Could they have arrived even earlier, unseen? Archie went through the list. The Yorkshireman, William Ackroyd. His wife too, probably, had been on the first floor with the bride.

      Who else?

      And what was the motive? Clearly, Rowley had known too much about something. But what did he know? And why was the knowledge so dangerous that someone decided to silence him?

      ‘Picnic?’ Archie called to Juno and they both went out into the warm air, walking just a few paces from the camper van. He laid out a plastic cloth on a grassy bank by the bank of the river, and the spread of breakfast dishes, fresh baguettes, coffee. Juno sat up straight and Archie sat, stretching his legs out, offering her a hard-boiled egg. He poured himself coffee.

      His mind was still on Rowley.

      Then he remembered the young man he’d seen in the garden, watching. Perhaps he’d witnessed what happened. Archie made a mental note to seek him out, to ask a few questions.

      He was clutching a mug in one hand, thinking, when he saw the Land Rover Discovery from the corner of his eye. It was speeding directly towards him at a pace, too fast, careering off the road and swerving onto the grass verge.

      Inches away.

      Instinctively, Archie grabbed Juno and rolled, tumbling down the bank, falling into the river with a loud splash. He submerged and pushed hard, surfacing, shaking water from his eyes. Juno was next to him, fur soaked, already paddling towards the bank. The Land Rover had disappeared into the distance, accelerating away. He hadn’t managed to glimpse the driver, but he’d noticed two things. One, the vehicle was quite a new model, a very dark grey colour, not quite black. He knew the shade from experience. It was Carpathian grey.

      And two – and he was almost sure of this – the number plate ended with 05.

      Haute-Alpes. And the first two letters were AD.

      Archie dragged himself dripping from the Dordogne, Juno already on the bank, shaking drops from her coat furiously. As he sat on the grass shivering, he heard the shriek of two light voices, calling to him.

      ‘I saw what happened.’ The American woman with dark curly hair arrived next to him. ‘That car careered straight at you. Are you OK?’

      ‘Yeah… I’m fine, thanks. Wet though.’ Archie grinned and reached out a hand to Juno.

      The other American woman was kneeling next to her, ruffling her fur, making soft comforting sounds. She said, ‘The driver just missed you. What were they thinking?’

      ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ The first one addressed Archie directly. ‘You’re Craig’s Marine friend. You were at the wedding.’

      ‘Archie Darling.’ Archie stood up, dripping. But the air was quite warm, so he wasn’t unduly worried. ‘I saw you both there. You’re from New York.’

      ‘We are – we’re renting Craig’s place for a month.’ The dark-haired woman extended a hand. ‘I’m Jessie Fernandez.’

      The other woman faced him, the redhead whose hair gleamed in the sunlight. She was wearing shorts and sunglasses. ‘Mallory Goldman.’

      Archie shook their hands. ‘I’d offer you some coffee but—’ He was soaked to the skin.

      Their picnic had been demolished, flattened. The car had driven over the plastic cloth, scattering the food and the coffee.

      ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ Mallory asked.

      ‘Yes, I expect the driver lost control on the bend. They were in a bit of a hurry.’ Archie made an excuse. But he was fairly sure it had been deliberate.

      ‘Hey, why don’t you come to us for breakfast?’ Jessie Fernandez pushed a hand through her curls. She wore a short dress, sunglasses on her head. ‘We have waffles. We just came down to see if we could get pastries.’

      Mallory Goldman was making an attempt to pick up the remains of the picnic breakfast. Coffee had spilled everywhere. Juno was gobbling up the last of the egg. She said, ‘He’s adorable.’

      ‘She. She’s called Juno.’ Archie glanced from one hopeful face to another. Here was an opportunity to find out more about life at the Manoir la Poisse. ‘How long are you staying in the Dordogne?’

      ‘We’ve been here three weeks, so only one week to go,’ Jessie explained. ‘Craig and Elodie are real nice.’

      ‘You didn’t know them before?’

      ‘No, we rented online,’ Jessie continued. ‘Elodie’s so friendly though. When she found out Mallory takes great pictures, she asked us to come to the wedding.’

      ‘Are you a photographer?’ Archie asked the red-haired woman.

      ‘Not exactly.’ Mallory shifted uncomfortably. ‘I work for a newspaper. The Manhattan Pulse. It’s a small weekly – a bit of a scandal sheet – but I love it.’

      ‘You’re here on holiday?’

      ‘I can work remotely – I’m in accounting,’ Jessie said. ‘Mallory’s on vacation.’

      Archie said, ‘The Dordogne’s beautiful.’

      ‘It is,’ Jessie grinned. ‘But the language is hard. I have Spanish, but my spoken French’s not so hot. Mallory’s fluent though.’

      ‘Oh?’ Archie turned to Mallory. ‘That’s useful.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Mallory said, still squirming a bit. ‘I had a Canadian husband for a while. That’s not so useful.’

      ‘Juno and I’d love to take you up on breakfast. Thanks.’ Archie was feeling cold now. More importantly, it might be useful to get a look at Craig’s house. The Americans seemed very friendly. And he was hungry. He glanced towards the camper van, his mind on the towels that were in the back. ‘How far are you from here?’

      ‘Literally two minutes.’ Jessie pointed up the road. ‘The red front door over there behind the rails. You can park outside.’

      ‘Great.’ Archie grinned. He indicated the plastic cloth, the remains of breakfast. ‘I’ll put all this stuff in the back and drive over.’

      ‘We’ll go on ahead,’ Jessie said. ‘We’ll see you over the road in five.’ She couldn’t help a smile. ‘Watch out for crazy drivers. That was some near miss, Archie. It had to be a drunk driver at the wheel.’
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      Although Craig’s house in the village looked quite modest from the road, behind tall iron railings, it was substantial. Three floors, a huge kitchen, a long garden with a shaded patio and a plunge pool, it boasted four bedrooms and two showers. Archie leaped at the offer to dive into one and wash the Dordogne from his skin. While he was upstairs, he noticed Craig’s large collection of delicate china and antique-framed pictures. He was no expert, but the furniture looked well preserved and expensive. For some reason he’d have expected Craig to have had a more modern taste. In the Marines, he’d been a joker, a bit unconventional. He’d never struck Archie as a traditionalist.

      After a quick shower and a change into clothes he’d brought from the van, he hurried downstairs.

      Archie went out into the bright sunshine where Mallory and Jessie were sitting at a shaded table with Juno. There was a coffee pot and three place settings, waffles, pastries, butter. Juno was sprawled at Jessie’s feet, glad to have made a friend. As Archie sat, she moved to place herself between his ankles.

      Mallory poured coffee into their mugs and Jessie struck up conversation. ‘So, are you a working Marine like Rowley or retired like Craig?’

      He was surprised to hear them mention Rowley so casually. ‘I’m retired from the Navy and now I’m a copper.’

      ‘Copper?’ Jessie frowned.

      ‘Police detective.’

      ‘Oh?’ Jessie looked surprised. ‘I didn’t picture you as a cop.’ She looked him up and down. ‘I’m guessing you’re more Bruce Willis than Brooklyn Nine-Nine.’

      Archie laughed. He’d never seen himself as a tough guy in a white vest with a revolver. He was no way as serious as Bruce. Mallory passed him a dish and he took a waffle. He watched as she dropped one on a plate and drizzled honey all over it. Jessie was spooning peanut butter onto hers.

      ‘Are you a real cop?’ Mallory asked.

      ‘Yeah, I came out of the Marines and went straight into the police,’ Archie explained.

      ‘Are you married?’ Jessie was staring at his wedding ring. Mallory looked at her friend awkwardly, as if she was being too forward.

      ‘I’m widowed.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Mallory said quickly.

      ‘No, it’s just me and Juno now.’ Archie didn’t want to say any more. ‘So,’ he glanced around, ‘Craig’s house is really nice.’

      ‘It’s gorgeous.’ Mallory looked relieved to change the subject. ‘It’s huge – I mean, we don’t even use the bedroom on the top floor. We’ve had dinner parties here, the last couple weeks. Craig and Elodie came once. Sabine was here. Your friend Rowley visited too.’

      ‘Yes, Rowley came to lunch,’ Jessie said. ‘He was real friendly – he promised to take us to the prehistoric caves near Montignac after the wedding. It’s a shame he left.’

      ‘He told me about the caves.’ Archie watched them both closely. He wanted to find out how much they knew. ‘Yeah, it’s a pity he couldn’t stay on…’

      Jessie agreed. ‘I know. I heard he had to go back to Norway – he was stationed there, right?’

      ‘Oh – I heard he went to the Alps.’ Mallory looked puzzled.

      ‘Who told you?’ Archie asked. ‘It’s just – the things Rowley does can be a bit, you know, hush-hush.’

      ‘I think it was Sophie.’

      ‘Rémy the mayor told me. He’s a nice guy. Real helpful.’ Jessie took a bite of waffle.

      ‘Do you think so?’ Mallory disagreed. ‘He’s a bit of a creep.’

      ‘Why do you think that?’ Archie asked.

      ‘I heard him make a bad comment about Sabine.’ A crease appeared between Mallory’s brow. She looked genuinely cross. ‘Basically, he made her out to be batshit crazy. He said that she chased guys non-stop. But we like her.’

      ‘She’s cool,’ Jessie agreed. ‘She came over for dinner last week and we chatted and drank champagne until two in the morning. Her English isn’t great, but she’s funny.’

      ‘She was Craig’s girlfriend, but he dumped her for Elodie,’ Mallory said. ‘That’s why the other guys don’t like her. But she couldn’t care less about Craig now. She went out with Hugo for a while too, I think. She lives in the village with her sick mom.’

      ‘I’ve met Sabine.’ Archie took his first bite of waffle. He was interested in the information they’d picked up. ‘She’s often up at the manor house. Why’s that?’

      ‘Craig’s got her cleaning. That’s her job,’ Jessie said. ‘She’s got keys to all the buildings.’

      Archie sat up straight. That was good to know. He gulped a mouthful of coffee. ‘This is a really good breakfast. Thanks.’

      ‘Have more,’ Jessie said. ‘You’re very welcome. Come here any time. Bring your swim shorts, join us in the pool. Stay for dinner. It’s great to have visitors.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Archie said. ‘And why don’t we all go to the caves sometime? I’d love to see them. The camper van has fold-down seats either side of Juno’s.’

      Mallory exchanged looks of approval with Jessie. ‘That would be cool. Thanks, Archie. I’m so glad we met.’

      ‘Totally, although I thought we’d have to drag you out of the river,’ Jessie said. ‘You haven’t explained who you pissed off. We saw someone drive that big jeep straight at you this morning. I mean, they didn’t even stop.’

      ‘I expect it was just one of those things.’ Archie shook his head. ‘Like you said, it was probably a drunk driver.’
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      Back at Manoir la Poisse, Archie parked the VW camper in the usual spot and locked the doors. He wanted to find out who drove a Carpathian grey Land Rover Discovery with 05 plates. Was it a random driver from the Alps who had driven recklessly? No, he was sure it was Rowley’s plate. He’d seen the letters. AD.

      And someone had tried to kill him. He thought hard. It made no sense at the moment. Why would someone drive around with fake plates – Rowley’s plates?

      He was in full professional mode now – all thoughts of his holiday had gone for the time being. Ideally, he wanted to know where all the people he suspected were now.

      Who might have murdered Rowley, and then driven at him on the riverbank? It must be the same person.

      Most importantly, he wanted to know why. Rowley had clearly stumbled on something suspicious, alerted someone – probably the same person who tried to hurt him this morning. They suspected he was on their trail.

      Archie reminded himself that he needed to be careful.

      He decided to start with the manor house. Sabine had the keys to every room, but it was unlikely that she was working today, Sunday. He’d have a look round anyway.

      ‘Stay close, Juno,’ Archie said as they crossed the grass and approached the steps that led to the front door, which was wide open. There were no cars outside, not even Craig’s red Toyota, which was often abandoned on the gravel drive. Perhaps no one was in.

      They sidled in quietly and glanced around, crossing the black and white flagstones that led to the kitchen. Archie listened; there was no sound.

      In front of him a huge staircase twisted into darkness. His trainers soft on the carpet, Archie moved to the first floor and stopped, breathing lightly, in front of a huge chest of drawers on the landing. It was heavy, mahogany, in perfect keeping with the antique chintz wallpaper, textured tiny flowers on a creamy background. Above the chest was a mirror, a china vase with fresh flowers and a stack of books. Archie picked one up; it was heavy, leather bound. La Pornocratie, Ou Les Femmes Dans Les Temps Modernes, P. J. Proudhon, 1875.

      He grinned. Interesting books. Philosophy? Feminism? Whose collection was this? His fingers moved to the chest and he pulled the metal handles, easing out the first drawer. It was full of heavy linen, embroidered sheets, tea towels. His hands reached the bottom and touched the paper linings, the wooden bottom.

      Something wasn’t right. The base of the drawer was far too shallow. The size of the drawer front would suggest that it should be much deeper. He pulled back the paper and gave a gentle knock. The echoing sound told him what he’d suspected. The drawer was hollow. It had a false bottom.

      He glanced around again, listening hard for anyone in the house, then eased out the linen and examined the drawer. The false bottom lifted out easily to reveal an empty space beneath. Juno was looking at him quizzically. Archie replaced the linen and went through the same process with the second drawer, then the third and fourth. Each had a false bottom.

      There was a sound somewhere in one of the bedrooms. Archie replaced the linen quickly, closed the drawers soundlessly and set off downstairs. He turned away from the kitchen, across the black and white flagstone hall and around the corner where steep stone steps led into darkness. Juno padded next to him as he went down, feeling the air turn cold. At the bottom one small light glimmered on a distant wall. Archie was standing in a large cellar with a vaulted ceiling housing hundreds of bottles of wine stored on their sides, shelf after shelf.

      He clicked his tongue and he and Juno made their way to the other end. There were dust particles in the air. At the far end was a heavy wooden door with a padlock. He examined it.

      ‘Someone’s made this place secure…’

      He hurried to the steps and back up towards the hall, thinking of Sabine, who had keys to every room. He’d find an opportunity to ask for a tour.

      Crossing the hall, Archie noticed a folded newspaper on top of a wooden chest. He glanced at the headline.

      Marine. Anglais. Retrouvé mort. Surdose soupçonnée.

      Marine found dead. English. Possible overdose.

      So, the police had released a statement about Rowley’s death.

      He passed the kitchen and stopped as a woman came out facing him, her arms folded, frowning. It was Sophie. She wore shorts, a lacy vest, and her blonde hair was pinned up. ‘Que diable faites-vous chez moi, monsieur?’

      ‘Désolé, Madame. Pardonnez moi.’ Archie could see that she was angry. He gave his most innocent smile and bent down, ruffling Juno’s ears. Cute dogs always defused trouble. It might be wise if he appeared not to understand French well. ‘I was looking for Craig.’

      ‘Pourquoi?’ The woman didn’t smile.

      ‘You must be his mother-in-law. I saw you at the wedding.’ He held out a hand. ‘Archie Darling. Craig and I were in the Marines together. You’re Elodie’s mother, aren’t you?’

      Sophie took his hand hesitantly. ‘I remember seeing you in the chapel.’

      ‘That’s right.’ Archie glanced down. ‘This is Juno.’

      She ignored the dog. ‘And how can I help you?’

      ‘I’m camping by the lake. Craig said it’d be fine. But I wondered if I could use a washing machine. I’ve got some dirty clothes that could do with a wash.’

      Sophie looked at his empty hands. ‘Where is this washing?’

      ‘I didn’t want to presume.’ She didn’t seem to understand, so Archie added, ‘I wanted to ask first. Is Craig around?’

      ‘No. Everyone’s out.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Craig plays golf with Rémy. Elodie’s putting flowers on her father’s grave.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘It’s Sunday. Things are always quiet here on Sundays.’

      ‘I was in the village just before, buying things for breakfast. There was only the little shop open – no launderette.’ Archie watched Sophie’s expression, but it didn’t change. He wondered if she drove a Land Rover Discovery.

      They stared at each other awkwardly and Archie defused the moment with an easy grin. ‘Well, I’m glad I met you.’

      ‘Can I offer you coffee?’ she asked finally. ‘Since you’re in my house.’

      ‘That’d be nice.’

      ‘There’s a washing machine in the gîte, where your friend stayed. I’ll have the door left open.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘It’s nothing.’ Sophie led the way to the kitchen where a coffee pot was bubbling on the range. Archie took a seat and watched as she poured two cups. ‘You could stay in the gîte, but someone’s coming later this week.’

      ‘No problem.’ Archie wondered who the next visitor was. ‘A friend of Craig’s?’

      ‘Of us all.’ Sophie sipped her coffee. ‘His name is Maxime. His wife is Isabelle. They couldn’t come to the wedding yesterday, but they’ll bring a gift for Elodie.’ She met his eyes. ‘You’ll be here later this week?’

      ‘I’d like to be.’ Archie avoided a direct answer. He had no idea how long it would take him to find out who’d killed Rowley. ‘It’s a beautiful place. Craig said I could camp by the lake.’

      ‘Of course.’ Sophie didn’t sound interested. ‘The Dordogne’s beautiful for the English. But for me it is – vide.’

      Archie understood the word – empty – but he kept his face perplexed. ‘You don’t like it here?’

      ‘I come here to rest. My home’s in Paris. I have an appartement there, but it’s rented now. Elodie and I are renovating another to sell. Do you know Paris, Archie?’

      ‘It’s a beautiful city.’ Archie sipped his coffee and remembered a romantic weekend with Kat when he’d been a Marine. Pastries and coffee by the Seine. The view from the top of the Eiffel tower. Holding her hand. Dreams of going back.

      ‘Oh, I make a nice living there.’ Sophie seemed distracted for a moment. ‘Thanks to Hugo. He’s a good friend.’

      ‘I met him. He has some beautiful pieces of furniture.’

      ‘Oh, he has. Most of Elodie’s wedding gifts came from there. China, books, ornaments. We collect them. And so do many people in Paris.’

      ‘So you buy them from Hugo and sell them in Paris. Very clever.’ Archie was quick to catch on.

      ‘It’s my life now.’ Sophie looked sorry for herself. She topped up her coffee and Archie’s. ‘I am – veuve.’

      Archie knew the word. He said, ‘You’re a widow?’

      Sophie sighed. ‘My husband was twenty years older than me. But we loved each other very much. He bought this place, but we lived in Paris most of the time. Then one day, as he was leaving our appartement, he fell down the steps and died.’

      ‘A heart attack?’

      ‘No.’ Sophie looked devastated. ‘He fell. I was there, Elodie too. He hit his head and—’ She turned her gaze on him. ‘It’s hard to be alone.’

      ‘It is.’ Archie reached for his coffee. He understood.

      Sophie must have recognised something in his expression. ‘Is that why you have the little dog? For company?’

      ‘Juno?’

      ‘I see you wear a wedding ring, Archie. And you have the air of someone who⁠—’

      ‘Who what?’

      ‘Qui a un cœur brisé.’

      A broken heart.

      Archie shrugged. ‘My wife died.’ He still couldn’t mention Amelia at the same time. Twice heartbroken. Twice grieving.

      ‘So young. So sad.’ Sophie reached across the table and laid her hand on his. ‘It doesn’t matter what your age. The pain’s the same.’ She took her hand away and sipped coffee. ‘I’m forty-nine years old.’

      ‘Well.’ Archie had no idea what to say, so he grinned optimistically. ‘Who knows what the future will bring?’

      Sophie made a brief sound of disbelief. ‘The poet Alphonse de Lamartine said, “Un seul être vous manque et tout est dépeuplé.” It means, “Only one person is missing, and the whole world seems empty.” Don’t you think so, Archie?’

      ‘I think every day’s a gift,’ he said, reaching for the cup, swallowing the dregs. ‘Thanks for the coffee.’

      ‘You must come again.’ Sophie stood up and extended a hand. Archie took it politely. ‘I go to Paris in a few days, but before then, we can have lunch by the pool. I’d like that.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Archie said with a grin that meant lunch wasn’t out of the question. ‘It’s been nice meeting you.’

      ‘You too,’ Sophie said. ‘Nous sommes déjà des âmes sœurs.’

      It wasn’t a phrase Archie recognised, but he guessed she meant that they had a lot in common. He said, ‘Thanks again for the offer of the gîte to wash my clothes.’

      She sat down again, pouring herself more coffee. ‘Ne sois pas un étranger, OK?’

      ‘OK. Right – à bientôt.’ Archie made for the door with Juno scuttling after him. She’d told him not to be a stranger.

      Archie broke into a run across the grass, Juno bounding in front, towards the camper van. He opened the side door and launched himself on the primitive bed. He lay there for a while, thinking, then he picked up a water bottle and drank thirstily. He rolled over, reaching for his notebook and a pen, and began to write.

      
        
        Sunday, 21 June

        Dear Kat,

        Something happened today and I’m not sure I understand it.

        A car drove straight at me on the riverbank. I jumped out of the way, to save Juno. And to save myself. The Land Rover was heading for us both and I didn’t have time to think. I grabbed Juno and rolled into the river.

        Instinct. Survival. That’s how I was trained all those years ago.

        There was this one time – I never told you – before I came home, my friend Robbie MacAllister had just been shot dead by a sniper in Kabul. It was the week before I got leave. Rowley and Craig and I were there when it happened – we were standing right next to him. It could have been any of us. Our fates were decided by the lottery of inches.

        I didn’t want you to know that. But it was on my mind, the whole time I was on leave. I remember, we were lying in bed together, and I said to you, Kat, if anything happens to me, I’d want you to go on, to find someone else.

        I never expected to be the one who’d be left alone.

        But right now, I’m doing well. Things are fine. No, they’re better than that. I said that to Craig’s mother-in-law today, without thinking. Every day’s a gift. I believe that now. I have to live in the moment. Me and Juno. The sunshine. France. I’m staying in the most beautiful place.

        I think I’m healing a bit.

        And my mind’s busy with something else. Right now, all I can think of is the need to find out what really happened to Rowley.

        And you. Of course.

        A x
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      Archie woke up to a bright new day and stretched his limbs. It was going to be a hot one, diamond light sparkling on the lake, making each blade of grass shine like emeralds. He and Juno dragged themselves from the van, half asleep, and ran into the village, past the shops. An early-opening boulangerie smelled of newly baked bread. All the locals were queuing. Archie ran easily along the winding river, back up the leafy hill towards Manoir la Poisse again.

      He was glad to see that the door to the gîte had been left open for him. Sophie had been true to her word. Archie popped in for a shower and to wash his clothes in the machine. It was strange being in the gîte again. He went upstairs to the room where he’d found Rowley. Everything had been scrubbed clean and there was new bedding. There was no sign his friend had ever been there, apart from Juno’s quizzical expression as she sat on her back legs, whining, her eyes on Archie all the time. The chest of drawers was polished, the windows open to let in the sunlight.

      Archie took a shower, collected his clothes from the fifteen-minute wash, then he and Juno left the gîte, ready to jog back to the camper van, when he spotted a young man squatting down in the gardens. He stood up from weeding. He was wearing an Iron Maiden T-shirt.

      Archie called, ‘Salut,’ but the young man ducked out of sight.

      Back at the camper van, Archie hung his clothes on the makeshift outdoor dryer. He fed Juno, brewed some coffee and sat on the edge of the van where the side door was open, eating bread and cheese, when Craig’s red car pulled up, the engine idling. Elodie switched it off and stepped out, all smiles, dressed in white shorts and a polo shirt.

      He stood up and grinned. ‘Hi, Elodie.’

      ‘Salut. Craig asked me to come.’ She pushed a hand through her dark hair. ‘As everywhere is closed today, all we can do is to play tennis with the English.’ She paused as if she wasn’t sure what he’d say. ‘Do you want to join us?’

      ‘Of course – thanks.’ Archie was delighted. He saw the opportunity to meet all the people he suspected in one go. ‘Where is it?’

      ‘I can take you there. And—’ She looked at Juno, ‘—and the dog. In half an hour. Is that OK?’

      ‘I’ll look forward to it.’

      Elodie glanced at his mug of coffee. ‘It’ll give you chance to finish breakfast.’

      ‘Perfect.’

      ‘I’ll bring a racquet for you.’ Elodie was about to clamber back into Craig’s Toyota. ‘My mother won’t be there. She has a headache.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.’

      ‘But she reminds you that you’ll have lunch together one day this week. She’ll tell you when.’

      ‘Fine.’ Archie smiled. ‘I’ll see you in half an hour.’

      Archie watched Elodie drive away and turned to Juno. ‘This’ll be interesting. Let’s see what we can find out at the tennis club.’

      An hour later, Archie, in cut-off jeans and vest, was playing tennis doubles with a group of ex-pats in white shorts and shirts. The American women were wearing bright shorts and long T-shirts. Hugo was still wearing jeans. There were six doubles, the couples organised by Angie Ackroyd, so each pair would play five short games each.

      ‘It’s only for fun,’ she said breathlessly as she took her place with William at the net of one of the two outdoor courts. ‘We’ll play each other on both courts, so two groups at a time can watch.’

      Archie was partnered with Mallory Goldman, so they sat out the first game with Craig and Jessie Fernandez. They perched together on a bench, watching Elodie and Hugo thrash William and Angie, who were both puffing hard.

      ‘Elodie’s very fit,’ Jessie said.

      ‘Tennis is her thing.’ Craig seemed proud of his wife. ‘And skiing. In fact, all sports. She’s very athletic. Her tennis playing was one of the first things that attracted me to her. That and her long legs in those shorts.’ He shared a look with Archie that involved Craig raising his eyebrows and pursing his lips.

      ‘Tennis isn’t my go-to sport.’ Mallory glanced at Archie apologetically. ‘I’m in contacts right now but those balls are so tiny.’

      ‘I was a cheerleader,’ Jessie admitted. ‘I’m much better at leaping around and shouting my mouth off.’

      Craig patted her arm and said, ‘You’ll be fine with me, Jessie – I’m Mr Average.’

      Jessie pulled a face. ‘I haven’t played tennis since high school.’

      ‘It’ll be fun being up against you, Arch.’ Craig’s eyes sparkled. ‘I’ve got Elodie and Hugo first though. That’ll be really full-on – she likes to show off her backhand. But I can beat Willy and Angie with my eyes closed.’

      It was their turn to play. Archie and Mallory found themselves facing Rémy the mayor and his wife Clémence, who weren’t at all competitive. Juno settled herself in the corner of the court, sitting in the shade of a tree. Clémence missed the ball most of the time and apologised profusely. She seemed hesitant and shy; she spoke hardly any English, but Mallory chattered coaxingly in fluent French or Québécois, as she called it. Clémence seemed happy to have someone to chat to.

      Rémy made an excuse. ‘My wife and I come for the lunch and the good company, not the game.’ He winked at Archie. ‘The food’s very good. And there’s a lot of wine.’

      ‘Do you drink wine at lunch and then play in the afternoon?’ Archie was surprised.

      ‘The winning isn’t important,’ Rémy laughed. ‘The fees are high to belong to the club, but the lunches are sensational.’

      Archie and Mallory played the Yorkshire couple next. Archie wasn’t a talented tennis player, but he was strong and fast, and the opposition offered little resistance. He did his best to ease back on his serves, but neither William nor Angie could return them. They were both slow and their coordination was erratic. Archie and Mallory won the game quickly without trying.

      At lunchtime, the six teams trooped indoors. Monty had been teamed with an English woman called Carole, originally from Peterborough, who’d put herself in charge of the food. She indicated the laden table. ‘There’s bread, meat, cheese, eggs. Some olives, tuna, quiche, fruit and apple tart with cream. And plenty of red and white wine. Help yourselves.’

      ‘You can see why we come here,’ Rémy said to Archie mischievously as he ladled forkfuls of charcuterie onto a large plate. He poured himself a glass of wine. ‘Are you having a good holiday?’

      ‘I came for the wedding.’ Archie was a little taken aback, thinking of Rowley, how quickly he’d been forgotten. He piled bread, olives and salad on his plate and took two bottles of water, filling Juno’s bowl with the contents of one of them. Clearly most locals either thought Rowley had gone home or assumed that his death had been an overdose, and they had moved on. Archie picked up the conversation. He wanted to get to know everyone better and gather information. ‘It’s a lovely part of France here. Great hospitality too.’

      ‘We play better tennis in the mornings,’ Rémy said lightly. ‘One moment – I’ll get more Saucisson de Morteau.’

      Archie watched Rémy walk away and was greeted immediately by William, a plate in one hand and a glass in the other. He said, ‘Thanks for inviting me.’

      ‘We do proper English hospitality. The women take care of all the food, just like it should be, lad.’ William slurped from a large glass of red. ‘Angie and I play every Monday. Once we’ve exercised, then we can drink.’

      ‘Whereabouts are you from, Archie?’ Carole asked as she offered him a plate of sausages. He shook his head. ‘You sound Irish.’

      ‘I am, but I’m based in Bristol,’ Archie said. A group of tennis players had gathered around him.

      ‘Archie’s a police officer,’ Angie butted in and Monty scowled in her direction.

      Archie turned his attention to Juno, who was after a piece of apple from the table. He gave her one and took in his surroundings thoughtfully; everyone was chatting loudly, drinking alcohol, especially Hugo, who was knocking it back. He’d been partnering Elodie, and they’d won both games so far. He didn’t seem concerned about the afternoon’s matches. No one seemed bothered. William, Angie and Rémy were on their third glass. Archie wondered how wise it was to drink and eat and then play more games in the heat of the afternoon.

      Lunch continued slowly, a leisurely affair of more eating, drinking and talking until half past two, then most of the tennis players took a glass of wine or a coffee outside to sit in the shade and continue their conversations. It seemed there wouldn’t be much tennis played that afternoon. Hugo rolled a cigarette, deliberately ignoring Archie, doing his best to talk to Mallory. Archie heard him say, ‘J’ai de superbes bijoux dans ma boutique. Des boucles d’oreilles en diamant véritable,’ and he offered her a cigarette. Mallory didn’t seem interested in either his diamond earrings or his roll-ups.

      Archie stayed at the table, thanking Carole and Angie for their hospitality. Angie was tipsy; three times she’d patted Archie’s arm and told him that he should buy Craig’s house and move to the Dordogne where he could play tennis every week. She attempted to hand the charcuterie plate to Juno, but Archie grinned apologetically.

      ‘No, thanks. There’s sodium in cooked meats. I’ll give her a few dog biscuits.’ He reached in his pocket.

      ‘Oh, you’re a sweetie, Juno,’ Angie said, laughing as Juno snaffled a biscuit from Archie’s fingers while Carole loaded plates in the dishwasher in the nearby kitchen.

      Archie felt a hand on his arm. Monty Renaudin was standing next to him, pushing back his damp hair. ‘How was lunch?’

      ‘Very nice, thanks,’ Archie said. He examined Monty’s face. The police officer wasn’t there to talk about food.

      ‘Did you enjoy playing tennis?’

      ‘It was great.’

      ‘And how long will you stay here in France?’

      ‘The Dordogne’s gorgeous.’ Archie shrugged. ‘I might stay for the whole week. Longer.’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘I have extended leave,’ Archie said simply. ‘I can go where I like.’

      ‘I know.’ Monty narrowed his eyes. ‘I’ve checked you out.’

      ‘I’m flattered.’ Archie had asked Shona to do the same for Monty, so it wasn’t a surprise. He reminded himself to check in with Shona soon for any updates.

      ‘So – about Oliver Rowland.’

      ‘Ah.’ Archie understood. This was what Monty had come to him to talk about.

      ‘I know he was your friend, but please don’t interfere.’ Monty inclined his head once. ‘I advise you to—’ His eyes flashed towards Angie, whose French was not good, then back to Archie. His message was intended only for him. ‘Faites gaffe à toi.’ He pressed his index finger against his nose. ‘Remember – à bon chat, bon rat.’

      Archie understood the first bit. He’d been advised to watch his back. But the second part about cats and rats made no sense. He decided to quit while he was ahead. ‘Right.’ He turned to Angie. ‘And thanks for a lovely lunch. I’m guessing there’ll be no more tennis this afternoon.’

      Angie giggled. ‘Once we stop for lunch, the tennis gets forgotten.’ She fondled Juno’s ears again. ‘Your dog’s lovely.’

      ‘She’s a star. I think she’s a bit tired though. I might head back. It’s only a short jog to the manor.’

      ‘Short jog? It’s about two kilometres.’ Angie’s eyebrows shot up.

      Archie was aware of the policeman listening at his elbow, so he said, ‘We’ll be fine. Unless anyone tries to run us off the road.’

      Monty turned away, as if he wasn’t interested.

      ‘Do you want another glass of wine before you go?’ Angie asked.

      Archie hadn’t drunk any at all. ‘Thanks, no. But it was lovely playing tennis.’

      ‘Come again. There’s always someone who’ll give you a game.’ Angie grasped his shoulders, kissing both cheeks in the French way. Her breath was all wine. ‘Come next week.’

      ‘If he’s still here.’ Monty turned back briefly. He had been listening.

      Archie ignored him and led Juno outside, through the shaded gardens where the French tennis players were speaking hurriedly together and William was talking in loud English. He shook the Yorkshireman’s hand. ‘Thanks for lunch.’

      ‘Any time, lad.’ William clutched an empty glass.

      ‘Are you going now?’ Craig asked, his arm around Elodie.

      ‘Yeah, Juno and I will head off. I’ll see you.’

      ‘Definitely,’ Craig grinned. ‘You must come to lunch. Or dinner. Tomorrow. Wednesday. Soon.’ He raised his glass to his lips. ‘We ex-Marines need to stick together.’

      ‘And don’t forget to visit my mother. You mustn’t disappoint her,’ Elodie said and she and Craig exchanged a smile.

      ‘Right.’ Archie made his way towards the exit, Juno just behind him.

      Hugo was chatting to Jessie about diamond earrings now, offering her the best price as he leaned against a wall, a cigarette clamped between his lips. Rémy and Clémence were sitting down at a bistro table, drinking coffee. Archie waved his hand in goodbye and was just about to disappear round the corner.

      ‘Archie – are you leaving already?’ It was Mallory.

      ‘The tennis seems to have dried up.’ Archie grinned. ‘Thanks for this morning. It was great fun.’

      ‘Oh, you’re welcome.’ She looked as if she was about to say something else. ‘Are we still good for visiting the caves sometime? And dinner, round ours?’

      ‘Definitely.’

      ‘Give me your phone,’ Mallory said impulsively. ‘Let me put my number in, then we can touch base later this week.’

      ‘OK.’ Archie found his contacts list and handed the phone over, watching Mallory add her details. Then he said, ‘I wonder. Your French is really great. Can you translate something for me?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘What does à bon chat, bon rat mean?’

      ‘Who said that to you?’ Mallory looked concerned.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘It means, for a good cat, there’s a good rat. Was it said as a warning?’

      ‘Yeah, I’d just been told to watch my back.’

      ‘Then I’d be a bit worried. It means that two can play at this game. Or it means you’ve met your match.’

      ‘I see.’ Archie paused for thought. Maybe Monty was warning him that he had an adversary who was as clever as he was. Was the police officer referring to himself? Or someone else?

      ‘Archie, are you OK?’

      ‘Yeah, fine.’ Archie offered Mallory a smile.

      ‘It’s just⁠—’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Something Sabine said to me. Oh, it’s probably nothing. It just kind of ties in with you being told to watch your back.’

      ‘Mallory?’

      ‘She said, “Les apparences sont parfois trompeuses”. “Things are not as they seem”.’

      ‘Who was she talking about?’

      ‘I’ve no idea. Maybe she was being cynical about some of people in the village. She said it because Jessie had said how nice everyone was.’ Mallory shook her head. ‘Sabine seemed to think otherwise.’

      ‘Thanks for telling me,’ Archie said. ‘I’ll be seeing you, Mallory.’

      ‘See you, Archie. Bye.’

      Archie and Juno turned the corner, through the white gates of the tennis club, leaving the chatter behind them. They crossed the road and began to jog back towards the manor house. Archie’s mind was buzzing.

      He needed to talk to Sabine.
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      Back at the manor house, Archie called in at the gîte and had his second shower of the day. He took a route through the gardens, pausing to look at the rows of bursting beans and peas, courgettes, lettuces, onions, huge red tomatoes and peppers in the greenhouse. The chickens were clucking happily, pecking the ground. Someone had been very busy. He looked around for the young man in the Iron Maiden T-shirt, but there was no one to be seen.

      There were no cars parked outside the house and Archie tried the front door, but it was locked. Either Sophie was out or she didn’t want visitors. That was a shame – he’d hoped Sabine might have been in there cleaning.

      His watch told him it was past four. He’d rest for an hour then make a simple meal in the van, maybe open a bottle of wine, eat by the lake. Juno was sluggish and tired – it wasn’t a surprise. She’d run twice today. Archie took her back to the camper van and they both clambered inside. He lay on the bed on his back and thumbed a message to Shona while Juno curled at his feet.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi Shona. Any further updates? It’s a long shot, but can you find out anything about the Carpathian grey Land Rover Discovery? Stolen? Owners? I had a bit of a run in with one yesterday. Maybe it was a tourist driving too fast. But it might have had Rowley’s 05 plates. The first two letters are AD. I’m wondering why anyone would steal Rowley’s plates and use them locally? Intriguing.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        All best, A

      

      

      

      

      

      He felt his eyes close as he breathed in deeply and thought about his notebook. He considered writing more, telling Kat about Shona. It had been worrying him since last Christmas, but he hadn’t spoken to Shona about what had happened. In a way, it was best to ignore it. He felt guilty, although he knew he had no need to. In one sense, it was nothing. Yet at the time, it had shaken him.

      They got on well, he and Shona. She was ambitious and he was keen to support her career. Several times they’d been out together on a call, and he respected her sharp mind, her professionalism and fairness. The looked out for each other; they had an ideal working relationship.

      Shona had been quite drunk at the office Christmas party. She’d broken up with a partner three months before; Christmas had made her a bit sentimental, and she’d come over for a shoulder to cry on. Archie had foolishly wrapped an arm round her, just for solidarity, and she’d kissed him, once.

      He’d leaped back immediately, shocked. Then he’d apologised, dried Shona’s tears that followed. He’d still felt guilty, although the next day at work, she hadn’t mentioned it. No one had seen them; perhaps she’d forgotten the incident, but Archie felt that something between them had shifted. Or maybe they were both trying to pretend it hadn’t happened.

      He rolled over and felt the sunlight stream through the side window and onto his face. For while he thought about the tennis club.

      What had Monty said?

      À bon chat, bon rat.

      And someone had tried to run him over yesterday. Was it an accident, a threat or an attempt on his life?

      He closed his eyes and began to doze.

      When he woke, the light was draining away and the van was cooler. There were two messages on his phone. One from Mallory, inviting him over on Wednesday or Thursday – which would be best?

      And one from Shona. She had looked into the car incident. So far she’d drawn a blank. What had happened? Was he OK?

      He replied to Shona with a smiley emoji and a photo of the last of the sun glinting on the lake and the willow trees and entitled it ‘View from a VW Camper’.

      He’d reply to Mallory later. He checked the time. They had slept longer than he’d intended. It was past nine. He felt hungry.

      Juno was sitting upright, her ears sharp, listening. Archie copied her movements, resting a hand on her back.

      There were sounds coming from the house. Music, distant laughter. Wedding celebrations were still going on. He wondered who was there. It would have been natural for someone to have invited him over – Craig, Elodie – but there were no messages.

      Of course someone might have come to the van and found him asleep, but Archie doubted that. He’d have woken.

      He reached for a hoody, zipped it up and covered his head. He beckoned to Juno and they slipped through the side door, locking the van. It was a short walk up to the manor house. He approached and hid behind a tall bay bush.

      Several figures sitting at the long table were clearly visible thanks to the large colourful bulbs that illuminated the bushes. Archie moved closer, leaned against a tree, concealed in shadow, just beyond the drive and listened. Juno squatted beside him, listening too, and sniffing the air. A barbecue was belching smoke; Archie could smell roasting meat. Everyone was talking in French. There was the light clinking of glasses, the gurgle of chatter.

      Elodie and Craig were sitting together, his arm around her, both drinking wine, talking to Monty Renaudin. Rémy Lavaud and Clémence were standing at the barbecue, helping themselves to food. Archie heard Clémence ask Craig and Elodie if they wanted more sausage. It was an intimate gathering of five friends, a small supper.

      He noticed Juno gazing up hopefully. The aroma of the barbecue was in her nose. Archie shook his head and rested a hand on her neck. She’d have something soon, back at the van. He turned to go and froze. Bright headlights had appeared at the bottom of the drive. Someone was on their way to the house, passing the gîte, the gardens. Elodie had noticed too. She pointed and said, ‘Les voilà.’

      Archie moved closer, into denser shadows. Juno’s eyes were wide, alert; she was watching every move. The vehicle was almost level with him and Archie leaned forward. A dark Land Rover Discovery passed him, tyres crunching on the gravel as it came to a halt. It was difficult to see the number plates, or the exact colour, but it was very like the vehicle he and Juno had encountered on the riverbank.

      He watched carefully as Sophie Laurent, in a warm jacket, jeans and boots, clambered out from the driver’s side and moved to the back of the vehicle. A man in black clothes leaped from the passenger seat. Archie could see the smoke curling from his cigarette.

      Others approached the Land Rover excitedly as Rémy and Hugo Tétreau lifted a piece of furniture carefully from the back. It was an antique-style French bombe chest with two drawers and he heard Sophie say, ‘C’est parfait, non?’ and Rémy replied something that sounded like, ‘Mettons-le à la cave avec les autres.’

      Archie translated. ‘Let’s put it in the cellar with the others.’

      On reflection, he told himself, it was perfectly natural for them to be transporting furniture at any time, day or night. It was Sophie’s business. She bought antiques and sold them for a profit in Paris; perfectly legitimate.

      But was there a reason she was bringing the piece into the house under cover of darkness? Archie thought that the car could be the same one that had narrowly missed him and Juno.

      Had Sophie driven it straight at him? Had she tried to kill him?

      He watched as Hugo and Rémy moved the little chest and Sophie fussed over it as they clambered up the stone steps to the house. Craig and Elodie returned to the long wooden table, filling their glasses, talking in soft voices as lovers do.

      Archie thought it was time to go. He moved on quiet feet across the grass, towards the lake and the camper van. He trailed a hand over Juno’s fur. ‘Come on. We’ll grab a bite and get some sleep. Another early start tomorrow.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next day, Archie showered at the gîte, singing a little tune, while Juno sat on the landing keeping guard. That morning, he’d been down to the boulangerie for bread and croissants early, they’d jogged particularly hard through the woods and swam in the icy lake water. Archie had felt full of energy this morning; he’d run at full pelt.

      The shower was hot, dripping on his head, over his body.

      He turned the shower onto cold for one final minute to waken his senses when he heard Juno’s low growl from the landing. He switched off the running water, wrapped a soft towel around his waist and pushed wet hair from his eyes. ‘What is it, Juno?’ he whispered softly.

      ‘C’est seulement moi,’ a light voice called and he saw Sabine climbing the stairs, a stack of linen in her arms, her handbag over her shoulder. She looked at Archie appreciatively. ‘You look good dans une serviette, mon beau.’

      Archie ignored the compliment. ‘Hi, Sabine. Sophie said it was OK to⁠—’

      She nodded. ‘La douche, oui.’ She passed him and hurried into the bedroom that Rowley had used. She called, ‘We have a new visitor coming. Let’s hope il ne mourra pas…’

      ‘Why would the next visitor die?’ Archie translated her words. He put his shorts on and before he could struggle into his T-shirt, Sabine had returned.

      ‘Your friend Rowley was killed here, no?’ Sabine met Archie’s eyes. ‘Do you not think he was killed?’

      Archie levelled with her. ‘I think it’s likely, yes.’

      ‘Likely.’ Sabine mimicked his accent and laughed playfully. Then her face was serious. ‘Les apparences sont parfois trompeuses.’

      ‘Appearances are sometimes deceptive.’ Archie knew what she meant. Mallory had heard her say the same thing. ‘Who are you talking about? Sophie? Craig? Elodie? Monty Renaudin?’

      ‘Who knows which one?’ Sabine rolled her eyes.

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      ‘I clean this place. I have eyes. And ears.’ Sabine laughed nervously, as if she was speaking out of turn. ‘They are, all of them – une sale bande.’

      ‘A rotten bunch.’ Archie was dressed now, doing up his trainers. ‘Didn’t you and Craig used to be together?’

      ‘Il m’a larguée, mais je m’en fiche. Hugo aussi. Je l’ai largué. C’est l’amour. C’est la vie.’ Sabine gave a little twirl and her maxi dress fanned out like a bell.

      Archie understood. She’d had relationships with both Craig and Hugo. Craig had dumped her; she’d dumped Hugo. She was over it.

      ‘One day I’ll write a book about them all. The big secrets. I have it all written in my journal intime.’ She indicated the handbag. Protruding at the top was a vibrantly pink notebook with the words ‘Mes Petits Bonheurs’ in gold letters.

      So, she kept a kiss-and-tell diary? She knew the family well, and the locals. She was sharing the same concerns that Rowley had – she wouldn’t trust any of them. That made her a good ally. Archie had a sudden thought. ‘Sabine, what are you doing now?’

      ‘I clean the gîte, then I go home to my sick mother. Elle est en fauteuil roulant.’ She met his eyes and smiled mischievously. ‘But what are you thinking? I know. We have lots of time. The bedroom is free – il n’y a pas un chat.’

      She’d told him pointedly that there was no one around.

      ‘Ah, but I can see you’re busy,’ Archie said quickly. He understood the suggestion Sabine had just made and chose to ignore it.

      ‘We are alone with nothing else to do.’ Sabine’s eyes twinkled as they flickered to the bed and back to Archie. She reached out a hand and touched his face with her finger. ‘C’est les avantages d’être une femme de ménage…’

      ‘I was thinking of something else. A tour.’ Archie didn’t move. He had no intention of being dragged into the bedroom. He offered a warm grin, a clear gesture of friendly boundaries. ‘Sabine, do you have keys to the house?’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Can you show me around?’

      ‘Of course. What do you want to see?’

      ‘The cellar.’ Archie didn’t hesitate. That was where Sophie had put the antique she’d brought home late in the evening. ‘Les secrets de la famille…’

      ‘Oh yes, there are plenty of secrets.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Come. We go now.’ Her eyes sparkled with mischief. ‘And if you ask me good questions, we can faire les potins.’

      Potins. Archie guessed the word. She was going to give him all the gossip. He followed her and Juno padded after them downstairs.

      He wondered if the cellar would hold some of the answers behind the padlocked door. He felt hopeful.
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      Sabine led the way past the gardens where the young man with long hair and a black T-shirt was pushing a wheelbarrow full of weeds. Archie asked, ‘Who’s that?’

      ‘Eric.’ Sabine wrinkled her nose dismissively. ‘He’s not interesting.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘Con comme ses pieds.’

      ‘What does that mean?’ Archie assumed she’d said impolitely that Eric wasn’t intelligent.

      Sabine turned a smiling face towards Archie and tapped her head with her finger. ‘Couillon. Imbécile.’

      ‘He’s not bright?’ Archie asked.

      ‘I don’t know him well. You talk to him and he can’t answer. His head is somewhere else,’ Sabine laughed.

      They had reached the manor house. There were no cars parked outside and Sabine had to use a key to get in through the front door. The house was quiet. Archie kept his voice low. ‘Do you think everyone’s out?’

      ‘Craig’s never at home. Elodie the same. Golf. Tennis. Something else…’ Sabine pulled a ‘who cares’ face. ‘Sophie might be asleep though. She is a – vampire.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘She sleeps all the day and at night she makes une virée en ville. She likes to drink alone. And when she’s in Paris, she drinks with many people. She’s a mangeur d’hommes.’

      Archie smiled. ‘A man-eater?’

      ‘She’s seule. Lonely.’ Sabine led him across the black and white flagstones, towards the steps. Her sandals made a soft sucking noise against the hard stone. ‘But I’m different. I have l’esprit libre. A free spirit.’

      ‘Right.’ Archie grinned. He liked Sabine. She was warm and outgoing, honest. She had inside knowledge of the house and the inhabitants, and was a local, and that made her useful. He wanted to know her thoughts on the family, their background. What made them a rotten bunch?

      They descended to the cellar, Juno trailing behind, passing the stacked bottles of wine. Sabine said, ‘Sophie likes the best of everything. Her wine is good and her meubles anciens are very beautiful. She sells them in Paris for much money.’ She paused at the door and opened the heavy lock with a key, standing back to allow him through. ‘Voilà.’

      ‘Aren’t you coming in?’ Archie asked.

      ‘No. They tell me…’ Sabine smiled but her eyes betrayed fear. ‘C’est hanté là-dedans…’

      ‘Haunted? No.’ Archie smiled reassuringly. ‘Juno and I’ll go in if you’d rather not.’

      ‘I’ll return soon to lock up. How long do you need?’

      ‘Thirty minutes tops,’ Archie said. ‘Thanks, Sabine.’

      ‘I’ll make a coffee in the kitchen. I’ll wait for you there,’ Sabine said. ‘I need une pause-café.’

      ‘Half an hour then.’ Archie kept his voice low as he and Juno sidled into the cellar. There were no obvious electric lights, so he found his phone and flicked on the torch. The room was full of shadows, huge cobwebs draped in every corner. A strong draught whistled past his feet.

      He shone his torch. There were tools, screwdrivers, hammers, pliers. A few fence posts stood against the brick wall, some gardening paraphernalia, forks, shears. A box of polish, rags, paint stripper, turpentine.

      He edged forwards to the antique French bombe chest that he’d seen Hugo and Sophie bring in last night. His fingers eased out the two drawers, examining inside. Everything looked perfectly normal.

      There was a dark bookcase in heavy wood with glass panel doors, elaborately carved pilasters, opulent floral motifs, and full-length figures. A label was attached to it. M. Florian BOYER, Paris.

      Archie opened one of the doors and reached for an old book. He looked at a first edition Julia Childs, French Cooking. A Théâtre Complet de Jean Racine. Another, leather bound, looking the worse for wear. L’Art Militaire Chez Les Nations Les Plus Célèbres. Archie took it out and opened it. It had been hollowed out, the interior pages cut and removed.

      It was a book safe!

      Archie checked a few more books, opening them, examining the pale pages – mostly they were antiques, in beautiful condition, but then he came across another leather-bound book, by H. Malot: Le Sang Bleu. Inside, he found the same hollowed-out interior.

      Archie held up the torch and saw row after row of antiques: bureaux, wardrobes, dressers, cabinets, an old piano, looming in the darkness like waiting phantoms. No wonder Sabine had thought the cellar was haunted. He put out a hand to check Juno. She was next to him, still, waiting.

      He moved round slowly, checking drawers and doors. Mostly, the furniture was intact and in perfect condition. But then his eyes fell upon an old wooden cabinet with two panelled doors and sides, a label tied to it, again with the name M. Florian BOYER, Paris.

      Archie opened the doors and examined the insides, tugging out the drawers carefully. Inside each drawer, a gentle knock with his knuckle told him they were hollow, with false bottoms. He lifted the base out of one carefully and saw an empty space below. He was right. The second one was the same.

      A quick glance at his watch: he’d been in the cellar for almost forty minutes. He photographed the furniture, the labels.

      ‘Time to go, Juno.’

      Archie held his torch high as he and his dog weaved silently through the crowded rows of furniture towards the cellar door. It was still ajar.

      Quietly, he closed the door and made his way through the dusty wine cellar. Sabine had said she’d be in the kitchen, but when Archie made his way up, she wasn’t there. He moved to the kettle and touched it with his fingertips. It was hot, but not red hot. There was a mug not far away, grains of coffee inside.

      Sabine hadn’t drunk her coffee. She hadn’t even poured it. Where was she?

      Archie wondered if she’d been called back to work. If Sophie had come in and asked her to do a job in the house. He remembered Sophie’s flat was on the first floor – he’d go up and check.

      With Juno a step behind him, Archie bounded up the stairs two by two, pausing on the landing to glance at the chintz wallpaper, the antique cabinet full of linen. There was a bedroom door ajar and he peered in. It was a woman’s room, clearly. An array of stylish hats on top of the cream wardrobe, a dressing table laden with bottles of perfumes. But there was no one inside. The room next door was arranged as a study, with a laptop on a desk, a low table with a vase of fresh flowers. The fragrance of roses drifted towards him.

      Juno was sitting at the bottom of the second flight of stairs and Archie knew she had a scent in her nose, so he followed her up to the next landing.

      It was surprisingly cool on the second floor and much darker. Heavy curtains hung at the windows. The wallpaper was dark blue, a damask flock. Two ornate silver candelabras shone softly from a walnut cabinet. Archie felt a shiver go through him. He glanced down to his feet and knew why. There was a drop of something dark red and viscous on the herringbone carpet, another on the wooden floorboards.

      He whirled through the door into the first bedroom. Sabine was lying on the bed, on her back, her hair spread like a mermaid’s. Her face was pale and calm.

      But the shocking red of her blood made him rush to her side. Her left wrist was sliced open, and there was more blood soaking into the covers of the bed. A carving knife, one from the downstairs kitchen presumably, had tumbled from her right hand and was lying next to her. Juno sat by the edge of the bed and made a low whimpering noise.

      Archie started to apply pressure to the wound, but he knew it was too late. His other hand moved to her neck. No pulse. The radial artery in her wrist was severed.

      A noise behind him made him turn. The mayor, Rémy Lavaud, stood panting, staring wildly. The colour had drained from his face. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘I found her.’

      ‘Is she⁠—?’

      ‘Dead, yes.’ Archie nodded. ‘I’m guessing this happened no more than twenty minutes ago.’

      ‘I heard footsteps here and came up. I was looking for Sophie. I’ll call Monty. He’ll know what to do.’ Rémy pulled out his phone, pressed a button and spoke in hurried French. Archie recognised some of the words – ‘Elle s’est suicidée… le policier irlandais est ici…’

      Archie stood up, looking at the blood on his hands. His eyes raked the room for clues. A sandal had fallen from Sabine’s foot and lay twisted by the bed. On either side were two white bedside tables, an alarm clock. The keys to the house had been left on the one farthest from the door. The curtains were closed. Sabine’s bag was open, on the same white table, next to the keys, almost empty. This morning there had been a pink diary in there with the words on the cover, ‘Mes Petits Bonheurs’. My small moments of happiness. It wasn’t there now.

      Archie felt a wave of sorrow for Sabine. He’d liked her. Again, his thoughts returned to Rowley’s death. There were clear parallels. Alone, in a bedroom, the deaths staged to look like they’d taken their own lives. Sabine had been fine fifty minutes ago. What had really happened here?

      Rémy was visibly shaking. ‘Why has this woman done this to herself?’

      ‘You tell me.’ Archie had no idea.

      ‘It must have been a moment of despair. She had a hard life.’

      ‘Did she?’

      ‘Oh, yes. She cared for her mother who is in a wheelchair – she has a respiratory disease.’ Rémy nodded slowly. ‘Sabine was an unhappy girl – she had no luck in romance. You know she adored Craig?’

      ‘I didn’t know that, no.’ Archie wanted Rémy to tell him the story.

      ‘They were close for a while, then he met Elodie and fell in love. Sabine lost her job in the bakery. And Craig gave her the cleaning job. He felt sorry for her.’ Rémy took a shuddering breath. ‘He will be very sad.’

      ‘Did she have any other boyfriends?’ Archie asked, although he’d already heard.

      ‘For a while, she and Hugo were close.’ Rémy seemed to wipe a tear from his eye.

      ‘How well did she get on with Elodie?’

      ‘They were good friends. Like sisters, you could say. She was Elodie’s maid of honour,’ Rémy muttered. ‘I suppose all this is because of the wedding.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Sabine was clearly broken-hearted because Craig married Elodie. She killed herself here to show that she couldn’t live without him.’

      ‘Really?’ Archie examined the mayor’s face to see if he was telling the truth. ‘Do you think so?’

      ‘Oh, without a doubt. Sophie will be very sad. But Craig will be most devastated.’

      ‘Where’s Sophie now? And Craig and Elodie?’

      ‘I imagine Craig will be playing golf with Hugo. Elodie’s meeting friends in the village – Tuesday is the day they do yoga. I came here because I promised to collect Sophie. She was going to have lunch at the mairie with me and Clémence.’

      ‘Is she here now?’

      ‘Perhaps – who knows? The front door was open – it usually is. I looked in her room and she wasn’t there. Maybe she is at the hairdressers, or on her way back. I’m a little early. But you know Sophie often sleeps in the day. She takes tablets for depression. If she’s asleep, when I call round, I usually go in and wake her. But I’ll wait with you now until Monty has been.’

      Archie’s eyes fell on Sabine again. ‘Are you sure it was suicide?’

      ‘What else? Look at her.’ Rémy’s expression was pure disbelief. ‘She has the knife. There’s blood everywhere.’

      Juno’s ears pricked up. There was a shout, a man’s voice. Rémy called, ‘Là-haut.’ There was a thudding on the stairs and Rémy turned to Archie and whispered confidentially, ‘It’s best if I say we found her together. After all – you shouldn’t have been here in the house.’

      ‘I was looking for Sophie too,’ Archie lied.

      Monty hurried into the room, his face damp with sweat. He gasped. ‘C’est quoi ce bordel ici?’

      Rémy’s tone was low, respectful. ‘The poor girl did this to herself.’

      Monty looked accusingly at Archie. ‘Did you find her here?’

      ‘We both did,’ Rémy said quickly. ‘We were looking for Sophie.’

      ‘Sophie’s out,’ Monty said. ‘I saw her in the village about an hour ago in the Maison de Beauté.’ He turned to Archie with a snarl. ‘Have you touched the body?’

      ‘Just to check a pulse,’ Archie said. ‘I’d say she’s been dead for about twenty-five minutes.’

      ‘She killed herself for love,’ Rémy murmured. ‘Because Craig married Elodie. She was desperately sad.’

      Archie thought that she hadn’t looked desperately sad this morning in the gîte when she’d invited him to join her in the bedroom. She’d been full of life, joie de vivre.

      Monty said, ‘It’s a terrible business.’ He met Archie’s eyes. ‘I’ll have her taken away and I’ll send an officer round to speak to her mother. The poor woman isn’t well. Sabine was her only carer.’

      Archie sighed. ‘There’ll be an autopsy?’

      ‘I’ll ask the Public Prosecutor to make a report.’ Monty’s tone was irritable. ‘This is a tragedy. The poor woman’s mind was unbalanced,’ he muttered.

      ‘Are you sure it was suicide?’ Archie asked again.

      Monty’s gaze was pure daggers. ‘Look at her wrist – the blood. And the knife that has fallen from her hand.’

      ‘From her right hand.’ Archie’s voice was soft as dust. ‘How do you know she wasn’t left-handed?’

      This morning, on the landing, Sabine had touched his face with the fingers of her left hand and when she’d opened the door to the cellar, she’d clutched the bunch of keys in her left. Not her right.

      Sabine hadn’t killed herself. Someone else had.

      And whoever had killed her had stolen her diary.
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      Archie hung around the manor house for another hour, while Sabine’s body was taken away and Monty asked more questions. He was surprised not to be invited down to the police station to help with a report. He had plenty to say about Sabine and the things that concerned him. There was the matter of the drop of blood on the landing that Monty should get forensics to look at, and the fact that this was the second body at the same address in just a few days. But Monty had insisted he had everything under control and his officers would find their own clues.

      Archie didn’t trust Monty. He ought to tell him everything he knew, but instinct warned him to bide his time. He had the distinct impression that both Rémy and Monty were smoothing things over. Or hiding something. It made some sense that they wanted the deaths to be low key. Monty, as a police officer, clearly disliked Archie’s intervention. And Rémy as mayor had a vested interest in the Dordogne being crime free for tourists.

      Archie had to make sure they could be trusted before confiding in them.

      He watched as more police arrived and scurried around. He was hoping that Sophie would turn up at the mansion, or Craig, or Elodie, but none of them did. He wanted to gauge their reactions. Surprisingly, Monty hadn’t phoned any of them. He was more interested in Sabine’s body being removed from the premises and what poor Sophie would do now she had no cleaner.

      Archie mentioned the kitchen, the boiled water, the coffee that Sabine never made. Monty noted it in a little book but showed no real interest.

      It was almost one o’clock when Archie made his way back to the camper van. He spoke his concerns aloud to his dog. ‘According to Monty, Sabine put the kettle on for a coffee, then she changed her mind, went upstairs and topped herself. I don’t think that makes any sense. Honestly, Juno. This doesn’t feel right.’ He was thoughtful for a moment, filled with sadness. He needed allies. Other people who had known Sabine. More than that, it was his responsibility to work out what had happened. ‘There’s someone I need to talk to.’ He wriggled his phone from his pocket and pressed a button. A light female voice answered straight away.

      ‘Hi. It’s Mallory.’

      ‘Hello, Mallory. It’s Archie Darling.’ He registered her cheery response. ‘What are you and Jessie up to?’

      ‘Sunbathing. We’ve just been in the pool.’ Mallory gave a light laugh.

      ‘Have you had lunch?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Do you mind if I pop round? I’ll bring food.’ Archie took a breath. ‘I need to talk to you both.’

      ‘Oh. All good I hope?’ Mallory asked.

      ‘Right.’ Archie evaded the question. ‘I’ll bring some wine as well, will I? And do you like olives?’

      ‘I love olives,’ Mallory enthused. ‘Yeah, it’ll be great to see you, Archie.’

      ‘I’ll be there in twenty minutes,’ Archie muttered into the phone. ‘See you then.’
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      Archie sat by the pool with Mallory and Jessie, the mood sombre. The little bistro table beneath the tree was loaded with food and an open bottle of wine. Archie had brought it for his hosts – he wanted to keep sharp and anyway, he was driving. Juno was lapping water in the shade.

      ‘That’s so awful,’ Jessie gasped. ‘Poor Sabine. Thanks for giving us the heads up.’

      ‘But—’ Mallory examined his face. ‘What are you not telling us? I totally get that the mayor and the police weren’t very sensitive about what happened. Maybe I’m wrong but you don’t believe she took her own life, do you?’

      ‘No, I don’t,’ Archie said.

      ‘So, what’s your alternate theory?’ Jessie poured herself a glass of red and drank a deep glug. ‘I’m with you on this one, Archie. Why would she kill herself over Craig after his wedding? Why not the day before, if she wanted to make a big statement? I had the distinct impression she’d gotten over him anyways. She was so much fun. We spent time with her, hung out. She was great to be around.’ Jessie swigged her wine again. ‘I’m really upset.’

      ‘So, you found her dead this morning in an upstairs room. And it looked like she’d killed herself. But…’ Mallory was thinking aloud, ‘…you actually think someone else killed her and made it look like suicide?’

      ‘Yes, I do,’ Archie said gently. He heard both women gasp at the same time.

      ‘But why would someone do that?’ Mallory shuddered. ‘That’s just crazy.’

      ‘Have you told this to the French police?’ Jessie looked horrified.

      ‘Not yet. Look, you were at the wedding. Let me put a few facts out there. Then tell me what you think.’ Archie took a deep breath. He wanted to know what Mallory and Jessie made of it all. Like him they were observers, outsiders. ‘First of all, Rowley’s death was no accident.’

      ‘His death?’ Jessie shook her head, stunned. She clearly hadn’t seen the article in the papers. ‘Rowley’s dead?’

      ‘How can he be?’ Mallory muttered. ‘The last we heard⁠—’

      ‘I know. Everyone was told he’d gone home, so that the wedding could go ahead. He hadn’t. I found him in the gîte. He had a hypodermic, heroin next to him and a puncture in his arm.’

      ‘So you’re saying he used drugs?’ Jessie was puzzled.

      ‘No, I’m not. It was set up to look like he was a user. I’m convinced he never took a class A drug in his life.’

      ‘How do you know?’ Mallory asked.

      ‘I know Rowley. He was professional. Fit and healthy. And I’ve seen people who’ve OD’d so many times. Trust me, he wasn’t an addict.’ Archie hadn’t eaten a thing. ‘And – look – all this is our secret. You can’t speak a word of it. Not to anybody.’

      ‘Of course,’ Mallory was still in shock.

      ‘Rowley?’ Jessie gave a deep sigh. ‘He was a real nice guy. We hooked up, shared food, he told us all about where he lived and⁠—’

      ‘I can hardly believe it.’ Mallory’s voice was an echo. ‘And now Sabine? What’s going on, Archie?’

      ‘So, the knife Sabine used to cut her wrist was near her right hand,’ Archie muttered. ‘Sabine was left-handed.’

      ‘Yes, she was,’ Mallory said emphatically. ‘I remember when she was here, she held her glass in her left hand. She had this huge ring on her index finger and I was admiring it. The amber stones were shaped like a leaf.’

      ‘But why would someone do that and then make it look like a deliberate suicide?’ Jessie asked. ‘Archie, do you think whoever killed your friend Rowley did the same to Sabine?’

      ‘Yes, exactly that. They both knew something that someone wanted kept quiet.’ Archie considered how much to tell them. ‘They’d both implied that there’s something dodgy going on at the manor.’

      ‘Wait a minute.’ Mallory chewed her lip in thought. ‘The other day someone drove their car at you by the river. We saw it. You said it was a drunk driver but – do you think that’s connected?’

      ‘Yeah, I’m fairly sure of it.’ Archie leaned forward. ‘Sabine told me she’d written her suspicions in her diary. I saw the diary this morning in her bag, but when I found her in the bedroom, her bag was there, but the diary had gone.’

      ‘You think someone stole it from her purse?’ Jessie asked.

      Archie nodded once.

      ‘Then we have to get it back,’ Mallory said.

      ‘I wanted to come over and tell you the bad news about Sabine. I know you both liked her. And Rowley, of course.’ Archie met one pair of sad eyes and then the other. He’d done this job too many times in the past, telling nearest and dearest about an unexpected death. It was part of the routine, part of his job, but he hated it. He knew why. He knew how it felt.

      ‘Do you think Sabine’s death is connected to Hugo, the antique dealer?’ Mallory asked.

      ‘What makes you think that?’ Archie jerked his head up.

      ‘He was her ex. And – the other day he was trying to sell me some diamond earrings cheap. I don’t know what it was but – I guess I felt he was being shady.’

      ‘How’s that?’ Archie asked.

      ‘I don’t trust him,’ Mallory said. ‘Instinct, I guess.’

      ‘She’s got good instinct,’ Jessie nodded. ‘And he came on to me a bit with the diamond earring thing too. And…’ She was suddenly excited. ‘You know Sabine broke the relationship off so – maybe he has a motive.’

      ‘Or maybe he’s just a salesman who wants to flog some earrings.’ Archie was thinking about the van that arrived outside the house the previous night, Hugo lifting out the antique bombe chest. And what about all the stuff in the cellar, the hollowed-out books and the false drawers? ‘I’ll give it some thought. But maybe we should eat lunch first.’

      ‘We should,’ Jessie agreed. ‘Poor Sabine though. How awful.’

      ‘How can we help, Archie?’ Mallory asked. ‘If there’s anything we can do, please do say.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Archie said gratefully. ‘And don’t breathe a word of any of this, understand?’

      ‘Of course.’ Mallory exchanged looks with Jessie. Archie reminded himself that they’d rented Craig’s house until the end of the month. They wouldn’t be in the village much longer. But for now, they might be useful allies.

      They sat by the pool and talked until five. Jessie and Mallory offered him dinner, but Archie said he wanted to get back to feed Juno. He needed an opportunity to check the bedroom where he’d found Sabine.

      As he was driving back to the manor, listening to The Pogues, a call came through from Shona. She sounded upbeat and excited.

      ‘Archie, we found the car.’

      ‘Rowley’s blue BMW?’

      ‘Yes – we found it on Le Bon Coin, the second-hand site. It has new plates, but we checked the Vehicle Identification Number and it’s definitely Oliver Rowland’s car. But it seems to have changed hands several times. The seller’s known to the French police for automotive flipping.’

      ‘So no real leads?’

      ‘Sorry, Archie – not yet. I’ll keep at it.’

      ‘Shona, someone else died this morning and I’m sure it wasn’t an accident.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Sabine, the cleaner. A nice girl. She was on to something. Whoever killed her made it look like suicide. Look, can you do something for me?’

      ‘Anything.’ There was a short pause.

      ‘I found traces of blood on the carpet upstairs on the landing. It must be Sabine’s, but it’ll have stuck to something or someone. If I can get up there and grab a sample, I’ll get it to you. Can you ask someone in forensics to take a look?’

      ‘I’m not sure – I’ll see if I can call in a favour.’ That pause again. ‘Archie, you’ll be OK, won’t you?’

      ‘Juno and I’ll be just fine.’ Archie grinned. Juno was in the harness behind him, yawning.

      ‘Take care.’

      ‘I will. Thanks, Shona. We’ll talk later.’

      The VW camper climbed the hill and Archie turned onto the gravel drive that led to the manor house, the lake to his left. He placed his sunglasses onto his head to see better. Someone was sunbathing on a rug where he usually parked the van. He drove up beside the seated figure, switched off the engine, unclipped Juno and clambered out.

      ‘Sophie, bonjour.’

      Sophie was wearing a wide-brimmed hat, designer sunglasses and shorts, her legs tanned. She had a food basket in front of her and a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket.

      ‘Archie.’ Sophie struggled to her feet. ‘I waited here for you. Oh, it is so awful.’ She rushed into his arms, and he felt the sobs shake her. ‘The terrible thing that happened to Sabine. I feel so bad.’

      Archie frowned. ‘It was a tragedy.’

      ‘It’s all my fault.’ Sophie looked up at him, gripping the sleeves of his T-shirt. ‘I’m to blame.’

      ‘Why would you think that?’

      ‘I was at the hairdressers. I came home late. Maybe she came to tell me she was depressed and I wasn’t there to help.’ She blinked tears. ‘Sometimes when I’m here in the Dordogne, I’m distracted. I just think of myself. I had no idea Sabine was so unhappy. She killed herself in my house and I should have known how bad things were.’

      ‘So things were bad for her?’ Archie asked. Sophie’s nails were digging into his arms.

      ‘Craig fell in love with Elodie. It was like lightning between them and poor Sabine… she was sad, thrown to one side.’

      Archie didn’t think Sabine had looked sad. She’d told him she had l’esprit libre. Archie recalled she’d called Sophie a vampire. There was no love lost between them. He gently prised her fingers from his biceps and held her at arm’s length. ‘Did she tell you that she was sad?’

      ‘Not in those words but…’ The sun reflected on Sophie’s sunglasses. ‘A woman knows these things. That’s why I come to see you now, and I bring all this.’ She indicated the picnic.

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Oh, Archie, when I came back to the house and found out, I felt so terrible. I liked Sabine very much.’

      ‘She was a nice girl.’ Archie felt a pang of regret. He wished he’d spent less time in the cellar. But whoever had killed Sabine had done it quickly, before she’d had the chance to make herself a coffee. Someone had been waiting for her. Or they’d seized an opportunity. And it was most likely someone she knew – there had been no sign of a struggle.

      ‘But to kill herself like that…’ Sophie was still distraught. ‘In my house. How can I eat alone there? How can I sleep there tonight?’

      ‘Isn’t your daughter home?’

      ‘Oh, yes. Elodie and Craig have most of the ground floor to themselves. We share the kitchen, but they have the big bedroom and the salon.’

      ‘Can’t you spend some time with them this evening?’

      ‘No, they’re newly married – they don’t want to be with me.’ Sophie took a shuddering breath. ‘But I’m an independent woman. I’ll be fine. That’s why I think to myself, I haven’t eaten all day. How could I? But now I’m hungry. I brought roasted chicken and potatoes, and we can share dinner here in the open air. I don’t think I can—’ Her lip quivered. ‘I don’t want to eat in the house where Sabine…’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘And your little dog will eat some chicken with us?’

      ‘Juno would love some. But I’m vegetarian.’

      ‘Oh, well. I brought salad.’ Sophie looked hopeful. ‘You can eat potatoes?’

      ‘I can,’ Archie wasn’t hungry, but he watched as Sophie sat down and took plate after plate of food from her picnic basket, laying each dish on the blanket. Then she found two crystal glasses and held up the bottle of champagne. ‘You will pour, Archie? Maybe we can toast poor Sabine and then her troubled soul can rest?’

      ‘All right.’ Archie took the bottle, unwound the metal cage and popped the cork, pouring froth into two glasses.

      He handed Sophie a glass and took one himself.

      Sophie held hers high. ‘To Sabine, our dear friend, who took her own life because her heart was broken. We’ll remember her laugh, her joie. Qu’elle repose en paix.’ She took a large glug, a second.

      ‘To Sabine,’ Archie said quietly and brought the glass to his lips without drinking. Somehow this picnic felt contrived. Staged. He wasn’t convinced Sophie was entirely telling him the truth.
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      The air had grown cold. The sky was mottled mauve and blue, the sun sinking behind the lake, zig-zag ripples of orange glinting on the surface. Sophie had requested one of Archie’s jumpers to keep her warm. She was now wearing his hoody over her shorts, nibbling pieces of chicken from a china plate. Juno was sprawled with her paws out, licking her lips.

      The champagne bottle was almost empty, although Archie hadn’t finished his first glass yet. Sophie was tipsy, reminiscing. ‘I’m happy in Paris, Archie. I was born there. The buzz, the life, the way it makes you feel special. I long to be there.’

      ‘Right.’ Archie nodded as if he knew what she meant. ‘So why do you have a place here?’

      ‘My husband found it restful. He was older than me. I think age doesn’t matter though. You and Craig are forty, I think.’

      ‘Pretty much.’ Archie hadn’t had the big birthday yet. He wasn’t really interested in celebrating milestones.

      ‘Elodie’s almost thirty. I told her it was time she married. She’s a strong character, and she needs someone to calm her. I met my husband when I was eighteen and…’ She smiled as if remembering. ‘He was my greatest love.’

      ‘That’s nice.’ Archie thought his words sounded banal.

      ‘Did your wife adore you?’ Sophie asked.

      ‘We adored each other.’ Archie had no intention of talking about Kat. Or Amelia. He changed the subject, leaning forward. ‘Do you have plans for the future?’

      ‘Oh, Archie, I’d like to start again. Another life. Another amour. I’m still young and beautiful, don’t you think?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Ah, but you’re Irish. You won’t compliment me nicely like a French man will.’ Sophie burst out laughing, clapping her hands. ‘I hear many funny stories about Irish men when I’m in Paris.’

      Archie grinned. ‘What’ve you heard?’

      ‘That Irish men show love for their friends and family by insulting them. That when you mean no, you say, “I will, my arse”. Is that not true?’

      Archie laughed. ‘Yeah, I suppose so.’

      ‘What’s Ireland like? Do your family still live there?’

      ‘I left when I was sixteen. I’ve been back once or twice.’ Archie remembered a holiday with Kat, another where he took Amelia to Aghamore, County Mayo, to show her where Daddy was born. He sighed. ‘My father’s dead now. My mother’s in Ireland. She married again.’

      He’d said the facts in the wrong order. It didn’t matter.

      ‘Do you visit her much?’

      ‘No.’

      Sophie frowned. ‘Do you have brothers, sisters?’

      ‘One brother.’ Archie half smiled. Where Shane was concerned, it was best to say nothing. Besides, there were things Archie wanted to find out about Sophie while he had the opportunity. He tried again, full of kindness, and he meant what he said.

      ‘What I should have said, Sophie, is you’re very lovely. And the Irish are quite capable of complimenting beautiful women. You have a great family here. A wonderful home.’

      Sophie drained her glass. She removed her sunglasses and lowered her eyelashes. ‘Merci, monsieur.’

      ‘And I noticed the antiques in your house – they’re beautiful. You said you sell them in Paris. Are they big business? I mean – do you sell to a big store or individual buyers?’

      ‘Mostly individuals. There’s one man, Florian, who buys from me every time. He always asks me, “Sophie, when are you coming to Paris? Bring me more beautiful pieces”.’

      ‘Oh?’ Archie was interested. He remembered the label. M. Florian BOYER. ‘Is he Parisien?’

      ‘He has contacts all over the world. He’s sixty years old but he has a young wife, Austrian, only twenty-two.’

      ‘He’s a good friend?’

      ‘Oh, not really. We talk on the phone. I don’t meet him except when I take him the antiques, then we have dinner in a nice hotel and we say goodbye.’

      Archie made a mental note. ‘And you’re doing up a gorgeous property in Paris?’

      ‘Yes, Elodie and I. It will make us a lot of money. But Elodie and I don’t agree on it. She’d like to keep it for herself, for weekends. But she’ll have to wait.’

      ‘Wait?’

      ‘When I die, Elodie will get all of this…’ Sophie waved her hand to indicate the mansion and the world beyond. She reached for the bottle and emptied the last of the champagne into her glass. ‘Everything’s left to her. Of course, perhaps she and Craig will have children.’

      Archie changed the subject. ‘Dogs are less trouble.’

      ‘But I long for Paris. It’s wonderful in June. Oh, Archie, why don’t you come with me? Leave the van here, and the dog. I’ll ask Eric to take care of it.’

      ‘Eric?’ Archie recalled Sabine mentioning him, but he wanted Sophie to tell him more.

      ‘He looks after the garden. He comes several days a week. He’s very good.’ Sophie reached over and grasped Archie’s hand. ‘What do you think? We could go to Paris, stay in a hotel, eat at the Tour d’Argent every night. It has incredible views of the Seine. And each morning we can have brunch in Café de Flore in Saint-Germain-des-Prés. We would have a wonderful time.’

      ‘I’m on leave from my job.’ Archie shook his head. ‘I hadn’t planned to go to Paris.’

      ‘But you could come with me?’ Sophie’s eyes were pleading. Archie sensed that she was used to getting her way. He decided to close things down.

      ‘I wouldn’t be much of a travelling companion, Sophie.’

      ‘Please – think about it.’ She tugged his hand. ‘And meanwhile – it’s getting dark. I’m getting cold.’

      Archie pressed her hand once and let it go. He stood up, ever the gentleman. ‘Right. I’ll walk you back to the house.’

      ‘Oh, no.’ Sophie didn’t move. ‘I don’t want to go back.’ She pushed her lips together, a petulant expression. ‘Do you know I’ve never slept in a camping van? I wonder what it’s like.’

      Archie laughed. ‘It’s cramped. And quite cold.’

      ‘But cosy.’ Sophie’s eyes held his. ‘The dog could sleep in the front.’

      ‘Ah, no, Sophie, I don’t think that’s a good idea.’ Archie offered a sympathetic smile and glanced over her shoulder. He was relieved to see car headlights were coming towards them from the house, the roar of an engine. ‘Who’s this?’

      ‘Oh, Elodie and Craig are here. In my car.’ Sophie stood up.

      A grey Land Rover Discovery braked next to them both, the engine idling. Archie’s eyes moved to the French number at the end of the plate: 24. The Dordogne. Elodie was driving. Craig thrust his head out of the window. ‘We’re going to Le Pourquoi Pas in the village. Jump in.’

      ‘Oh?’ Sophie glanced at Archie. ‘Do you want to go for a drink?’

      ‘Why not?’ Archie felt a sense of relief flood through him.

      Elodie’s voice called, ‘It’s a pretty bar, at the edge of the river. Come on.’

      Archie glanced at Juno. ‘I have to get a harness for her.’

      ‘No, sit in the back and sit her next to you.’ Craig gave his nervous laugh. ‘It’s only a few minutes away. And the French police won’t mind as long as she’s not in the front.’

      Archie doubted that Craig was right; he knew well that unrestrained dogs were a no-no everywhere. But he wouldn’t leave Juno behind. And spending time with Craig and Elodie would be useful on several counts. Firstly, it would mean Sophie wouldn’t be able to give him all her attention. And secondly, he wanted to ask Craig and Elodie a few subtle questions, starting with the Discovery. A busy bar with lots of drinks would be the perfect place. He opened the side door for Sophie, then led Juno to the other side and strapped himself in, tugging her onto his knee. He felt the Discovery take off with a lurch.

      The sky was inky black when they arrived at Le Pourquoi Pas. The river was dark too. There was a sharp chill in the air. Sophie was still wearing Archie’s hoody. Music boomed from the bar – Christine and the Queens, ‘Full of Life’.

      Archie recognised Rémy and Clémence sitting at a table just a few feet from the riverbank, a bottle of wine between them. Rémy beckoned them over with a wave. ‘Join us. It’s good to see you.’

      He glanced into the bar beyond the door; it was busy, the narrow space filled with bright lights and bursts of loud chatter. He sat down outside, Craig to his left and Sophie to his right, guiding Juno safely between his feet.

      Clémence nursed a glass of red. Craig said sadly, ‘We’re here to say goodbye to Sabine.’

      ‘It’s awful,’ Rémy agreed. ‘We’ll raise a glass to her.’

      Craig called to a waiter and ordered wine. Archie said, ‘I’ll have water.’

      ‘Not tonight.’ Craig clapped him on the back. ‘This is France, my friend. Everyone drinks wine. They bathe in it. They wash their socks in it.’ He laughed. ‘Sometimes it even tastes like they have.’ He reached for Elodie’s hand. ‘But tonight’s special. Tonight we’re saying farewell to Sabine.’ A sigh shuddered from his chest. ‘We all feel guilty about it.’

      ‘Why?’ Archie asked quickly.

      ‘We were celebrating our wedding, having a great time, without a thought for her feelings.’ Craig pushed a hand across his brow. ‘I never thought she’d take it so badly.’

      ‘She was my friend,’ Elodie joined in sadly. ‘And I took the man she loved away from her.’

      ‘L’amour tue,’ Sophie murmured. ‘Love kills.’

      ‘I’ve been to see her mother,’ Rémy said. ‘And I’ve asked her to say nothing of what happened today. She’s agreed to keep things quiet in the village.’

      Archie said, ‘I don’t understand why.’

      ‘She’ll have a small funeral. There’ll be nothing in the papers about – you know – her suicide,’ Rémy said in a hushed voice.

      Clémence agreed quietly. ‘Mon mari est le maire…’

      ‘And the Dordogne’s so popular with tourists. We rely on them. It’s best for everyone if no one speaks of sad things for too long.’ Rémy’s fingers circled the stem of his glass. ‘I’ll make sure Sabine’s mother has good care now she’s alone.’

      ‘Oh, let me help.’ Sophie placed a hand on his arm. ‘I can pay for une aide-soignante, so someone can come to the house each day.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Rémy said gratefully. The waiter arrived with three more bottles of wine and Craig began to pour. Archie watched him fill everyone’s glasses, then he raised his own. ‘To Sabine.’

      Glasses were lifted and Sabine’s name uttered softly. Elodie added, ‘Repose en paix, ma chérie.’ Archie noticed that tears glistened in her eyes but she didn’t drink when everyone else did. He assumed it was because she was driving.

      Archie found himself in deep conversation with Craig, who was swigging thirstily. Sophie was talking to Rémy and Elodie to Clémence. He could hear that a lot of the conversation was about weddings. Craig was drinking heavily. He clapped Archie on the back.

      ‘I hope you’re enjoying your stay here in the French backwater, mate.’

      ‘I am.’ Archie met his eyes. He had to say what was troubling him. ‘Look – your wedding was great. And the place is beautiful. But Craig – two people have died.’

      Craig nodded sadly. ‘I know. Sabine. For God’s sake. And Rowley – I mean, Rowley’s dead. It’s unthinkable. He was one of the best.’

      ‘He was.’ Archie couldn’t disagree.

      ‘Who’d have thought it?’ Craig guzzled more wine. ‘Me and you and Rowley and Robbie Mac in Kabul all those years ago. And now two out of the four of us have gone. Arch – those were hard times.’

      ‘They were.’

      ‘I didn’t think I’d survive it some days.’

      ‘We just got on with it, Craig. That was what we did.’

      ‘I’ll never forget – the worst thing of all. The incredible noise. Then the silence that followed. I have bad dreams some nights. Do you, Arch?’

      ‘Yeah, sometimes.’

      ‘Horrible dreams, I wake up in a cold sweat, shouting out, terrified. Elodie’s been the making of me.’ Craig turned briefly and kissed his wife’s cheek. ‘She’s my rock. I need that woman more than I can say.’

      Elodie smiled and squeezed her husband’s hand. Archie hoped he’d be all right: he was certainly a different man these days. And he was drinking too much now.

      ‘I mean, you never get used to it, do you, Arch? I remember in Kabul, when the sniper shot at us and Robbie—’ He glanced at his wife and reached for his glass again. ‘And we did our fair share of bad things. Things I’d never talk to anyone else about. I mean, we did what we had to do. In the line of duty. And we saw some things…’

      ‘We did.’ Archie’s hand reached automatically for his glass and he took a swig. The wine tasted bitter.

      ‘Death. You never get used to it. Life’s so precious, yet it’s gone in a minute.’

      ‘It is.’ Archie nodded imperceptibly. He was thinking of Rowley again. And then he wasn’t.

      ‘And Sabine, mate. I mean, she and I—’ He refilled his glass and Archie’s too, although it was still almost full. ‘I loved her, you know. For a while. She was a nice girl.’

      ‘She was.’

      ‘Why do you think she did it, Arch? Why would she take her own life?’

      ‘I’ve no idea.’ Archie met Craig’s eyes. ‘What do you think? Really?’

      ‘It was bad timing – our wedding.’ Craig took another gulp. ‘I suppose it pushed her over the edge.’

      ‘Had she said anything to you before?’

      ‘No, she had this act, you know – happy, the little dance she used to do, the free spirit thing.’ Craig looked genuinely upset. ‘It makes you think about your own mortality, doesn’t it?’

      ‘It’s not something I spend much time thinking about,’ Archie said without meaning to. He’d already drunk more wine than he’d intended.

      ‘But life slips away in a moment. You lost your wife and child. You must still be devastated.’ Craig shook his head. ‘I mean, how do you survive something like that? Afghanistan, the Marines, the police, then losing your wife and kiddie. It must play tricks with your head.’

      ‘I’ve had a lot of support in the force. I focus on my work.’ Archie stared at the wine glass. He hadn’t realised it was almost empty. He lowered his hand beneath the table and felt Juno lick his fingers.

      ‘But you’re not the same Archie. I said that to Elodie, he’s changed. He’s become more detached.’ Craig refilled his own glass and Archie’s.

      ‘No, not at all; I’m fine.’ This wasn’t a conversation Archie wanted to have.

      ‘You need a woman. That’ll solve your problems. At least for tonight.’ Craig giggled. ‘Sophie likes you.’ He filled Archie’s glass to the brim, then his own. Wine spilled on the table like dark blood. ‘Why not? And see how it goes?’

      ‘That’s not really my way of doing things,’ Archie said.

      ‘We’ve always been mates, Arch. And I can see you miss your wife.’ Craig elbowed him in the ribs. ‘But you’d cheer each other up, you and Sophie. Maybe it’s time you – you know – moved on.’

      ‘I’ll know when it’s time.’ Archie glanced at his wedding ring. Then he reached for his glass and swallowed the contents in two gulps. Craig filled it to the top again and muttered, ‘Noie tes chagrins, mon ami. That’s what they say here in the Dordogne. Drown your sorrows, mate. Poor Sabine. Poor all of us. Life’s too short.’ He raised his own glass and drank again. ‘And you can count me in that number. Forget the past. Live for now. To be honest, that’s all any of us can do.’
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      The next morning, Archie woke up with the warmth of the sun streaming onto his face and the strong smell of dog breath in his nostrils. A rough tongue grazed his face. He reached out and patted soft fur. It felt reassuring.

      ‘Juno, what’s up? You want breakfast, is that it?’

      The Dalmatian sat back and looked at him inquisitively. Archie glanced at his watch. ‘Oh no, it’s gone nine and I haven’t fed you. Sorry, Juno.’ He put a hand to his head and moaned. ‘I drank far too much last night…’

      He looked around him, taking stock. He’d slept in his clothes. Just outside the van, he could see the dew-soaked remains of Sophie’s picnic. A crow was pecking at bits of chicken. An empty champagne bottle lay on its side.

      ‘Uh.’ Archie groaned as he crawled over the bed on all fours and reached into the small fridge, tugging out a litre of water, drinking most of it gulp after gulp. Then he busied himself with measuring Juno’s food into a bowl. He groaned again, remembering how much he’d drunk.

      They’d all returned at midnight, Craig and Elodie singing ‘Les Lacs du Connemara’, which had been playing in the bar. Sophie had been very drunk – she’d had almost a bottle of champagne before she left for the bar – and Archie had peeled her arms from his neck, called Juno from the Land Rover and made for the safety of the camper van. Sophie had been tired and tearful, and Elodie had looked after her. She’d still had Archie’s hoody on.

      Archie’s instinct was to reach for the diary and write another instalment to Kat. There were so many things he wanted to tell her, how too much drink left him feeling alone. How Craig’s words had saddened him. Two Marines together, remembering some of the hardest of times. Thoughts of Rowley, Sabine.

      But Archie knew instinctively when to think and when not to. When to make a joke, when to keep himself busy, to be so focused on one thing that there was no space for anything else.

      And today was one of those days. He tidied the picnic detritus away, washed his face, cleaned his teeth. His Swiss army knife was in his belt with his phone, his wallet, his passport and his keys. He intended to go up to the house, make an excuse that he was looking for Craig, or for Sophie, for his hoody. Then he’d go up to the second-floor landing and cut some fibres from the carpet with Sabine’s blood on it, and send it to Shona, to forensics. She’d texted that she knew a colleague who might agree to look at it. After all, there had been two deaths, and the first had been a British citizen, a Marine.

      Then hopefully he’d be able to narrow down the suspects, and hand everything over to the French police.

      He hadn’t gone far across the grass when he smelled the burning. He could taste the raw smoke. There was a bonfire in the garden. He hurried across the grass, Juno behind him, and saw the plume of smoke, the tall flames.

      It didn’t smell like garden refuse and the fire was roaring. A pile of wood was burning along with various other things: sheets, linen, a mattress. Carpet. He knew exactly which one. He remembered the herringbone pattern from yesterday.

      He wondered if he could get close enough to the blaze to salvage something, but the flames were fierce. His gaze fell on a small shed behind the rising smoke, the door slightly ajar. He wondered if Eric the gardener was in there. He’d like a word with him.

      When he pushed the door wide and stepped inside, Archie was surprised to see the most well-ordered space. There were several shelves, tools neatly suspended from hooks or stacked in order. Shears, saws, hedge cutters, spades, hoes, rakes. Another shelf had fertiliser, pesticides, watering cans, hoses, pots and soil. There was a workbench with screwdrivers, hammers, drills, saws, measuring tools.

      A bicycle was propped up by the window. Eric cycled to work.

      And on the opposite wall, Archie saw a shotgun on a shelf, a .410, and a row of small shot shells.

      He turned abruptly, aware that someone was watching him.

      A young man was standing in the doorway, his arms folded, his head to one side. He was wearing a Black Sabbath T-shirt and dirty jeans. His long hair was tied back. He looked unsure about what to do so Archie spoke reassuringly. ‘Bonjour, Eric.’

      Eric nodded once but said nothing.

      ‘C’est ton fusil, là?’ Archie asked, wanting to know if the gun belonged to Eric.

      Eric nodded again. He said, ‘C’est pour les rats.’

      Archie understood. A lot of gardeners used shotguns for pest control, especially if there were chickens around. Rats were attracted to their food. He had another question.

      ‘Pourquoi il y a un feu là-bas?’

      Eric looked over his shoulder towards the fire and then back to Archie. His accent seemed strange and his French laboured as he said, ‘Madame m’a dit…’

      Archie wondered which Madame had asked him to light the fire and burn the evidence. ‘Madame Sophie?’

      ‘Oui. Et Madame Elodie…’ Eric looked concerned, as if he’d done something wrong.

      Archie offered him an encouraging smile, ‘Merci,’ and was on his way. He didn’t want to spend any more time with Eric, who must be wondering who he was or why he was intruding.

      But Archie wanted to know why Sophie and Elodie had told Eric to burn the mattress, the old carpet and the sheets from the room he’d found Sabine in yesterday. There could only be two reasons. They wanted to redecorate. Or they wanted to hide evidence.

      Archie’s phone buzzed loudly. He took it from his belt. It was Mallory.

      ‘Hi.’

      ‘Archie, do you have a moment?’ She was whispering as if something was urgent. And confidential.

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Can you come down to the antiques store in the village? I think I might’ve found something.’

      ‘What?’

      There was a pause. ‘I can’t say right now. But come on down, quick as you can. Jessie and I’ll keep Hugo busy. I’m too chicken to steal it but⁠—’

      ‘Steal what?’

      Mallory whispered the next words. ‘The diary. I’m sure it’s Sabine’s. Just take a look in the little black plastic trash can as you come in through the door. It’s on the right by the hatstand. OK?’

      ‘OK,’ Archie said and was about to ask another question when the phone went silent.

      He turned to Juno. ‘Right, let’s see what they’ve got,’ and they both started to jog towards the camper van.

      When Archie and Juno arrived at Tétreau Brocante, Mallory and Jessie were both engrossed in hurried French conversation with Hugo, who was showing them a pair of earrings on a velvet cloth. Archie raised a hand in greeting to Hugo, who nodded curtly and returned to the conversation, his voice smooth and persuasive. Archie heard Mallory say something about the price – could he make it a bit cheaper? Hugo replied, ‘C’est le prix le plus bas que je puisse proposer.’ It was his best price.

      Archie browsed around the shop, pretending to look at an old china teapot, although he’d have no idea what to do with one so delicate. He picked up a grotesque mug, like a Toby Jug, and a stuffed toy that smelled of years gone by. Then he veered to the right, checked the conversation was still going on behind him – Mallory was flourishing a bank card – and leaned over to the bin, tugging out a crumpled pink book.

      Mes Petits Bonheurs.

      He pushed it into his shorts pocket and moved forward, showing exaggerated interest in a walnut cabinet with drawers. In a swift movement, Archie tugged the drawers open. They were normal, with no false bottoms. He turned his attention to a painting of a cornfield with a river in the distance. It was a pale watercolour, innocuous.

      He touched the pink book in his pocket. Had Hugo put it in the bin? Possibly. No – anyone could have come into the shop and dumped it.

      Hugo was telling Mallory she’d made a great purchase. He was about to show her a matching bracelet when the doorbell clanged and Sophie came in. She rushed over to Archie and kissed his cheeks. ‘Archie, chéri. How are you feeling? We drank so much last night. I have your jumper at the house.’

      Her eyes flicked to Hugo and the American women. ‘Hugo, chéri, j’ai besoin de toi.’ She greeted Jessie, then Mallory. ‘Nice to see you again. Thank you for the wedding photos you sent Elodie. They were beautiful. I’m so glad you could come.’ She turned back to Hugo and began to talk in French.

      Archie met Mallory’s eyes and she nodded imperceptibly. She was listening in. Archie understood a little of what Sophie was saying – poor Sabine had died in the bedroom – it was bad luck – she had to change everything in the room, she couldn’t leave it as it was.

      Hugo looked at his feet. He seemed genuinely sad. Sophie was saying something about a car outside, then she turned to Archie with a smile. ‘Can you help me? I have two tables de chevet outside in the car. They’re heavy. Can you help Hugo carry them into the shop?’

      ‘Of course.’

      Hugo began to protest in French – he could do it by himself. But Archie and Juno followed him into the yard where the gates were flung wide: Sophie had parked the Land Rover Discovery, backing it in, flinging open the boot to reveal the two white bedside tables, the ones he’d seen in the bedroom.

      He allowed Hugo to take one and he moved in for the other. Beside it was a box of tools, a wheel brace, an emergency warning triangle, a fire extinguisher and a black plastic bag. He lifted the corner of the bag and saw the metal inside. French number plates. The 05 department number of Haute-Alpes. The first two letters AD.

      Rowley’s plates.

      Quickly he picked up the bedside table and turned to bump into Hugo, who took it from him and grunted something that wasn’t thanks.

      Archie pushed the small diary deeper into his pocket, keeping his hand over the spine that jutted out, and went back into the shop. Jessie and Mallory were examining old books. Sophie had buttonholed Hugo again, so Archie called, ‘À bientôt, Sophie.’

      She waved a hand. ‘Are you leaving now? Come up to the house soon, Archie.’

      ‘I will.’ He gave a smile of thanks. ‘À bientôt, Hugo.’

      Outside the shop, Juno sat quietly at his feet. Archie waited until the door clanged and Mallory and Jessie came out. Jessie pointed towards the river. ‘Shall we get a coffee over there?’

      ‘Yeah – I need caffeine.’ Mallory whispered, ‘More to the point, did you grab the diary?’

      ‘I did,’ Archie grinned and they crossed the road and sat at a small bistro table outside a quiet café with a red sign that said, ‘La Rive’. A waiter in an apron came out and Mallory ordered three large coffees and a bowl of water for the dog. Archie was impressed by how easy and fluent her French was.

      Jessie said, ‘Well, I so needed a coffee.’

      ‘And I got some expensive earrings,’ Mallory smiled. ‘And you got the diary. Who do you think dumped it there? Hugo?’

      ‘It could have been anybody who came into the shop…’ Archie produced it from his pocket. ‘We’ll take a proper look after the waiter’s gone.’

      ‘So, I guess Sophie has the hots for you, Archie.’ Jessie found it funny.

      ‘That must be tough.’ Mallory wasn’t so amused. ‘Being a lone traveller has real disadvantages.’

      ‘Mallory begged me to come to France with her this vacation – she didn’t want to travel solo,’ Jessie explained. ‘But don’t worry, Archie – you won’t get any hassle with us. I have a huge crush on someone I work with, and Mallory had a bad marriage – she’s off men for ever.’

      ‘Don’t even go there.’ Mallory glared.

      The waiter arrived with the coffees and a dog’s bowl. Juno was thirsty, lapping loudly. Mallory watched him go back into the café and said, ‘Sophie told Hugo she’d brought the tables from the room where Sabine…’

      ‘I know.’ Archie nodded.

      Mallory continued. ‘Hugo seemed real upset about Sabine, but Sophie insisted that they wanted to decorate the second floor and turn it into a guest wing. She said they’d got rid of the old furniture.’

      ‘They?’ Archie was interested. Mallory’s French skills were really useful. ‘Did she say I want to decorate or they?’

      ‘She said la famille and we. It sounded like a group decision,’ Mallory said. ‘Then she said she needed to collect a few more antiques from Hugo.’

      ‘Is that why she had the Discovery?’

      ‘Yes – then she said Rémy wanted to borrow it later to move some stuff from the mairie to his garden. He’s building a terrasse de jardin.’ Mallory translated. ‘A patio.’

      ‘It seems like everyone uses that Land Rover.’ Archie was thoughtful.

      ‘Don’t William and Angie have a black one?’ Jessie wondered. ‘I think I’ve seen him driving it.’

      Archie took out the diary, opened it and his heart sank. ‘The pages have been ripped out.’

      ‘All of them?’ Mallory asked.

      Archie showed them the diary. Each page had been carefully torn away. But the inside covers had doodles on them. A heart, a flower. SG, for Sabine⁠—

      ‘What was her surname?’

      ‘Girard,’ Jessie said. ‘Why?’

      ‘SG.’ Archie turned the diary over in his hands, examining. On the back cover there was some indentation, unreadable words. For a moment, he wished he had a Forensic Document Examiner. But the old method would work fine. ‘Does anyone have a pencil?’

      ‘I have an eyebrow pencil,’ Jessie said.

      ‘Wait.’ Mallory rummaged around in her bag. ‘I thought so. Here you are.’ She handed Archie a soft lead pencil. ‘I always keep pens and pencils in my purse. I have to be prepared to write stuff down, being a roving reporter.’

      ‘With the Manhattan Pulse,’ Archie remembered.

      ‘Right.’ Mallory rolled her eyes. ‘The less said about my job the better at the moment. I’m on extended leave.’

      ‘I thought you loved it.’

      ‘I did – I do. It’s the best thing in the world. But – something happened. Let’s just say I’ve been advised to lie low for a while.’ For a moment she looked genuinely worried, then she smiled. ‘Go on, Archie – let’s see what you can do with the old indented writing trick.’

      Archie rubbed the pencil over the page. A few letters slowly became visible, a few words. Paris. Juin. The word expédition, twice.

      ‘Mallory, what does expédition mean? A journey, like a polar expedition? Or something else?’

      ‘Yeah, it’s an expedition like that, or it can be…’ Mallory frowned. ‘A military expedition or a scientific one, or a dispatch of mail. You know, like a shipment.’

      ‘Ah.’ Archie scribbled across the rest of the page. Two places: Paris, Weymouth. Two names stood out. Florian Boyer and Geraldine Sharpe. One name he recognised and one he didn’t.

      ‘So, what’s next, Archie?’ Jessie looked disappointed. ‘The diary didn’t really help that much.’

      Archie didn’t agree. He was grinning broadly. ‘I need to go back to the house, do some nosing around and narrow my suspects down a bit.’

      ‘This is fascinating.’ Mallory reached for her coffee. ‘It’s great being a detective.’

      Jessie shook her head. ‘No, it’s too risky.’ She laughed. ‘Talking of risky, when are we going to the prehistoric caves? Apparently, you get to see a bunch of paintings of bison and stuff from the caveman days.’

      ‘We don’t have much vacation left. Jessie has to be back in the office in July. How about we go tomorrow?’ Mallory suggested. ‘You said we’ll all fit in the camper van, Archie.’

      Juno sat up, all interest. She wanted to go too.

      ‘We will. Right, let’s go first thing. Shall I pick you up?’ Archie asked. It made sense to go early. He’d have the rest of the day to snoop around the manor house. Talking of which, he intended to go back as soon as possible and talk to Sophie about how many other people used her Land Rover, and to find out more about Florian Boyer.

      ‘Let’s take a picnic breakfast,’ Mallory said. ‘We’ll eat somewhere cool on the way, then we’ll go to the caves.’

      ‘It’s a date,’ Jessie said mischievously. ‘And it’ll keep you safe from Sophie’s claws for a while.’ She looked sad for a moment. ‘Hey, you know what Sabine called Sophie? The Vampire.’ She reached for her coffee. ‘I’m sure there’s more to that woman than meets the eye.’
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        Wednesday, 24 June

        Dear Kat,

        I’m slowly puzzling things out but I need help.

      

      

      Archie lay on his front on the bed in the camper van, his diary open, forking pasta from a plate, drinking water from a bottle. In truth, last night’s excess of wine was still in his system, and he was doing his best to detox. And to think. Writing his thoughts down – more to the point, talking them over with his wife, as he’d done for years – seemed the most natural way to process things.

      Juno was dreaming at his feet, her paws stretched out. Every so often she’d give a little snort.

      Archie wiggled the pen to refocus and continued to write. His thoughts were flowing freely now.

      
        
        France is a great place for a holiday. The Dordogne’s so beautiful. I’d have loved to bring you and⁠—

      

      

      He paused, took a deep breath and tried again.

      
        
        It’d be so nice to be here with⁠—

      

      

      He remembered Dr Ivy, and the purpose of the notebook. If he carried on writing like this, he’d never move forward. He sighed and tried again.

      
        
        I need your help with this one, Kat. It’s the motive that bothers me. What’s going on with the grey Land Rover? Using Rowley’s plates? And how far does the circle of people involved in all this extend? Is it Sophie who’s behind the killings? Her family? Or could it be Rémy? He drives the Discovery. And what about Monty and Hugo? Are they involved too? Have I missed anyone out?

        Sabine knew what was going on and someone stopped her from saying what she knew. And I’m sure Rowley was killed for the same reason.

        I’m completely in the dark at the moment. But perhaps I’m getting closer than I think. Once I find out who Florian Boyer is, and Geraldine Sharpe.

        I ought to get this information to Shona, just in case…

      

      

      Archie swigged water and read his words back. He rolled onto his back and closed his eyes, and Kat’s face came to him straight away.

      He wasn’t sure what happened next. There was a loud sharp sound, a crack. His reaction was to grab Juno and roll to the floor. He flattened himself against her, holding her still, and listened hard.

      There it was again. Archie knew the sound. Gunshot.

      Someone was shooting at him, at the camper van.

      His heart started to pound. For a moment he was back in Afghanistan. In survival mode. He guessed it was the .410 shotgun that he’d seen in the garden shed. It sounded like that. Loaded with small shells. Ideal for killing rats, birds, but lethal close up. There was a bush by the lake, less than thirty yards away. From the sound of the shot, the shooter had to be there, behind the foliage, talking aim.

      He whispered, ‘Stay down, Juno.’

      Archie wriggled along the floor on his belly, his heart pumping hard, and he peered round the corner, through the driver’s window, ducking low.

      Crack, again. There he was, hidden in the leaves, the shooter. He or she. The glint of metal in the sunlight. A barrel moving.

      Archie pressed himself on the van floor, his face against the rough carpet. The cracking sound split the air again. He looked up and saw someone dashing from the bush, bobbing behind a tree, a person in black. Their head was covered and he couldn’t recognise them.

      He edged forwards on his belly and saw the figure run off, out of sight towards the woodland. Archie’s instinct was to give chase even though the person had a gun. They clearly weren’t a good shot – they’d missed the van. They’d missed him. And he could run fast – he had half a chance to find out who they were.

      ‘Stay, Juno. I won’t be long.’

      Archie was in fight mode; he eased himself out of the side door, skirted the camper van and made a quick lunge for the nearest tree. Keeping close to the ground, he crept along the side of the lake until he reached the bush where the shooter had been. He examined the earth and saw there was an indentation, a light footprint, a trainer. Not complete, just a heel, but with a pattern. He pulled his phone from his belt and photographed it, then he was off at a sprint towards the woods, to where the path began.

      He stopped statue still, listening. There was no movement.

      No one.

      Archie changed direction and belted towards the garden. The bonfire was still smouldering, but the wood and carpet were black ash. He moved stealthily towards the shed, opening the door quickly. The .410 shotgun was gone from the shelf. The bicycle was missing too and there was no sign of Eric.

      Of course, that didn’t mean Eric was responsible. But there were questions to be asked. Archie’s thoughts fled to Juno, to her safety. He hurtled back towards the camper van just in time to see a man walking towards him, coming from the direction of the manor house. He was short, smiling, middle-aged, wearing a dark top. He held out his hand. ‘Archie, hello.’

      ‘Hello to you, William.’ Archie’s thoughts were for Juno. He pulled open the side door and she bounded towards him. He ruffled her fur and found a few doggy treats to calm her. It calmed him too. He noticed his fingers shaking. ‘What can I do for you?’

      ‘I was up at the manor having a spot of lunch with Craig and Elodie. Angie’s there too. They’re all in the pool swimming, apart from Monty. He can’t swim a stroke. I just came to say hello and to ask – how long do you think you’re staying on?’

      ‘I haven’t decided.’ Archie shrugged genially. His pulse was still thudding. ‘Why?’

      ‘Monday’s usually a big deal for us at the tennis club but I’m away this weekend – we’re off to see our Lucy in Weymouth, just for a couple of days. Her kiddie has a birthday – Ava’s eight.’

      Archie nodded. Amelia would have been eight. ‘So – there’s no tennis next Monday?’

      ‘We’re thinking of moving our session to Thursday. Do you fancy a game then?’

      ‘That depends,’ Archie said.

      ‘On what?’

      He met William’s eyes, judging his reaction: he’d arrived on the scene very quickly. ‘Someone just took a pot shot at me with a .410 shotgun.’

      ‘Never.’ William’s face clouded. ‘Of course you’re joking.’

      ‘I wish I was.’ Archie patted Juno for reassurance; her eyes were anxious. ‘There’s one in the garden shed they use for shooting vermin.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘I’ve seen it.’

      ‘I mean, are you sure someone was taking pot shots at you?’

      ‘I’ve been shot at by snipers before,’ Archie said quietly. ‘But this one wasn’t very good. Maybe they just wanted to scare me off.’

      ‘Happen it was a mistake.’ William looked very serious. ‘Have you told Craig or Sophie? Or Monty? I mean, that’s a serious allegation.’

      ‘I just checked the shed. The shotgun’s missing. Although someone might have put it back by now.’

      ‘Do you think it was Eric, the gardener? He’s daft as a brush.’

      ‘Is he?’

      ‘Have you met him?’ William started to laugh. ‘He’s a right daft ha’porth. But he’s a bloody good gardener. He can grow tomatoes the size of your fist.’

      ‘Do you think he took a shot at me?’ Archie wondered if it could have been William. He was no athlete and the person hiding behind the bush hadn’t run quickly.

      ‘I’ve no idea, lad.’ William frowned as if it was a hard question. ‘I just came down here to ask if you could make the tennis next Thursday.’

      ‘I’ll do my best,’ Archie said with a smile. ‘I’d like to. I haven’t made any plans at the moment. Given what just happened, I probably shouldn’t think too far ahead.’

      ‘Ha, ha, yes.’ William seemed to scrutinise Archie’s face to see if he was joking, clearly assuming he was. ‘I expect it can be easily explained. It was probably Eric, shooting at magpies and he got his aim wrong.’ William pushed his hands into his shorts pockets. ‘You’re all right though, eh? No damage done.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘Why don’t you come up to the house, bring your trunks, have a swim in the pool. Sophie’s making cocktails. Angie’s on her third Pimm’s. It’s nice up there – just like being at home in Settle. But warm.’

      ‘I might, thanks,’ Archie said. ‘I’ll just finish up in the camper van, tidy up, and I’ll see you in twenty minutes.’

      ‘I’ll tell the others you’re on your way, shall I, lad?’ William said kindly. ‘We all enjoy your company. Some of the ladies have a soft spot for you, being as you’re, you know, a widower. Come on down and have a drink or two. It’ll do you good. And I’ll tell Angie that you’re on for the tennis next Thursday.’ He started to chuckle. ‘Unless someone’s shot you with a .410.’ He turned and ambled back towards the house. Archie bent down to Juno and hugged her. ‘Come on, Juno. Let’s see what they’re up to, shall we?’
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      ‘Here you are, Archie – get that down you, mate.’

      Archie took the brimming glass of Pimm’s and fruit from Craig with a grin, thinking he didn’t care if he never saw an alcoholic drink again.

      ‘I’ll have a word with Eric, shall I?’ Craig took a swig of lager. ‘He shoots a few magpies from time to time. They’re predators; they eat other birds’ eggs and their young. I’ve told him not to do it, but he’s very protective of baby birds.’

      ‘No problem. Thanks, Craig.’

      ‘I’m sorry you thought he was shooting at you. He’s a bloody liability.’ Craig frowned. ‘It must have brought bad memories back though.’

      ‘That was a lifetime ago, Kabul.’ Archie gazed around, noticing that everyone seemed to have a drink next to them. He wondered if they were still celebrating Craig and Elodie’s wedding, or if it was how they lived, every day.

      Sophie was lying on a deckchair wearing a white bikini and a large-brimmed sun hat, sipping a cocktail. Angie was next to her in shorts and a vest, giggling into her half-empty fruit cup, with William, who’d lined up several empty bottles of lager on the table.

      Monty was in shorts and T-shirt, nursing a beer. Rémy and Clémence, in colourful swimmers, were nibbling charcuterie and cheese, drinking rosé wine, as was Hugo, his white shirt open revealing thick black chest hair, a cigarette squeezed between his lips. Archie wondered who was looking after the shop.

      Elodie was in the pool, her hair sleek and wet, making long strokes, moving athletically in a swimsuit the colours of the French flag. There was a bottle of champagne and a glass on a table next to her sunglasses and sandals.

      Craig, tall and muscular with the broad shoulders and slim hips of a man who kept himself fit, dived into the pool with a huge splash and began throwing a ball, plunging deep after it.

      Archie sat under a parasol, relaxed in black swim shorts, making sure that Juno was cool.

      Sophie glanced at him languorously. ‘Why don’t you swim?’

      ‘I will in a moment,’ Archie grinned. ‘It’s a lovely pool you have, Sophie.’

      ‘Olympic standard, three metres deep,’ Elodie called from the water. She was doing another fast length.

      ‘Archie’s a great swimmer,’ Craig said. ‘In the Marines he and I would always look for the chance to swim when we could. We even swam in the Kabul River once. We got into trouble, mind.’

      ‘I can imagine you did.’ Monty raised his glass. ‘These must be much better times for you now, Craig.’

      ‘Absolutely.’ Craig swam on his back, lolling in the crystal water, raising a leg, smiling. ‘Lovely wife, retirement, a swimming pool, beer – what more could a man want?’ He caught Archie’s eyes and looked away. ‘Sorry, mate.’

      ‘No worries.’ Archie gave a smile to defuse the moment.

      ‘I’m sure Archie’s having a nice time here,’ Rémy said kindly. ‘When are you going to see the caves?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Archie said slowly. ‘I might go tomorrow.’

      ‘Oh, you’ll love the caves,’ William said. ‘Magnificent. All those prehistoric paintings. You don’t get that in England.’

      ‘We could come with you,’ Sophie murmured, sucking delicately through a straw.

      ‘Il y a fort à faire,’ Hugo said quietly. Archie translated it as best he could – there was too much to do.

      ‘Perhaps when we’re back, we could all go for a day out,’ Angie said quickly. ‘We’re off to England soon, Willy and me. Just for a short visit.’

      ‘I’ve already told Archie that,’ William said.

      ‘I bet it’s cold in Dorset.’ Angie guzzled the last of her Pimm’s. ‘But it’ll be nice to see Geraldine again.’

      ‘Geraldine? Is she your daughter?’ Archie asked quickly.

      ‘No… silly me.’ Angie started to giggle. ‘Lucy’s our daughter. I meant Lucy. The Pimm’s goes straight to my head, doesn’t it, Willy?’

      ‘It does. She means our grandchild. It’s little Geraldine’s birthday. She’s eight.’ William looked uncomfortable. ‘Rémy, are there any more of those little biscuits with meat and olives on? I’m hungry.’

      ‘Here.’ Rémy passed William a plate and he concentrated on eating the biscuits for all he was worth.

      ‘I think I’ll have a swim.’ Archie stroked Juno. ‘I’m fine. You sit here.’

      Juno barked excitedly as Archie jumped in and began to swim in leisurely strokes towards the deep end. The water felt good and his body began to relax. He somersaulted like a dolphin, smiling.

      Clémence clapped excitedly. ‘Bravo, Archie.’

      ‘I wish I could swim like that.’ Angie elbowed William in the ribs.

      ‘I wish I could swim,’ Monty groaned.

      ‘I’ve drunk far too much.’ Angie put a hand to her head and almost knocked off her sunglasses.

      ‘You have.’ William looked sour. Even with his head dipped beneath the water, Archie could see him scowling and he felt a small glow of triumph.

      He knew exactly why the Yorkshireman was unhappy. During the conversation, William’s eyes had connected with his and they’d both known he was lying.

      William’s granddaughter was called Ava. He was covering for Angie. The Geraldine his wife had referred to was Geraldine Sharpe. And now Archie knew that she lived in England.

      Archie dived deep, thinking of Rowley and Sabine. He was doing this for them, but also because it was the right thing. As a police detective. As a human being.

      He was on the trail now. Bits of the jigsaw puzzle were slowly fitting together.

      But there were still far too many missing pieces.
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      The pool party went on well into the evening. Craig stood over the barbecue, forking pieces of chicken and sausages on the grill. Smoke spiralled as the light faded and the pool area smelled of roasting meat. A few more people arrived, Carole and others from the tennis club, local villagers from Saint-Amédée-de-Fleur. Elodie’s friends from yoga, Sophie’s friends from an arts and crafts club that met at the town hall, Craig’s golfing mates. It was late when Archie made his excuses.

      ‘Oh, no – can’t you stay?’ Sophie called, a bottle and a glass in her hands. She said something to one of her friends in French and they both laughed.

      ‘It’s Juno’s dinner time.’ Archie put his T-shirt on, pulling on the hoody that Sophie had borrowed and washed.

      ‘Stay. We can feed her barbecued chicken,’ Craig protested as he heaved a hunk of meat from the grill to a plate.

      ‘No – we’ll get an early night. We’re off to the caves tomorrow.’

      ‘When will you leave?’ Rémy asked.

      ‘First thing.’

      ‘Oh, yes, the caves. You’ll love them.’ Elodie was wrapped in a beach robe now. ‘I’ve been so often. Of course, they’re – répliques, pas originales.’

      ‘It’ll be interesting – I’m looking forward to it.’ Archie was walking away, Juno scampering ahead.

      ‘We’ll see you on Friday. Come to breakfast. We do a potluck,’ Sophie called after him.

      Archie waved a hand in acknowledgement and set off down the hill towards the lake and the camper van, a torch in his hand. He looked around, alert, for anyone with a .410 shotgun. It occurred to him to go via the gardens and check the shed, to see if the gun had returned.

      But something else was on his mind. He took out his phone and pressed a button. Shona answered immediately. ‘Archie. I’m still at my desk. What can I do for you?’

      ‘Check out a couple of names for me. Geraldine Sharpe. With an E. I think she’s English. She might live in the south-west. Maybe not.’

      ‘There must be lots of Geraldine Sharpes.’

      ‘See what you can find. And anything about Florian Boyer. He’s probably located in Paris.’

      ‘What’s this about, Archie?’

      ‘Something big enough for Rowley and Sabine to be murdered to keep them quiet.’

      ‘Please be careful.’

      Archie thought it best not to mention that he’d been shot at earlier. It might have been Eric taking pot shots at magpies, but his experience told him that the person in the bushes was aiming at the camper van. ‘I’m sending you a photo, Shona. It’s a bit of a footprint, a heel. Tell me what you think.’

      ‘You want me to search the make of shoe?’

      ‘Yes, please.’

      ‘Archie, I’m doing my best. But shouldn’t you be asking the French police to do this? I can’t keep helping you unless there’s an official UK involvement.’

      ‘There might be soon – if you let me know what you find on Geraldine.’ Archie looked over his shoulder. Someone was lumbering down the hill after him, calling his name. ‘I’d better go. But I’ll stay in touch.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Monty, bonjour.’ Archie turned round and Juno did the same.

      ‘I wanted a word, Archie.’ Monty was puffing and blowing. He was clearly desperate to talk to Archie; he’d chased him from the poolside party.

      ‘How can I help?’

      ‘I wanted to ask.’ Monty came to a halt next to him. His cheeks were scarlet. ‘You’re a detective.’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Off the record – between us as policemen – what do you think?’

      ‘Think?’

      ‘The two deaths – Sabine Girard and your Marine friend.’

      ‘Are you asking me if I think they were murdered?’

      ‘Do you think that they were?’

      Archie examined Monty’s face. He was being very friendly, so he was either going to ask for help, or he wanted to find out what Archie knew for a different reason. Either way, Archie opted for the obvious answer. ‘You know I do.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘You know why – I’ve told you.’

      ‘Tell me what you think again. I’m listening.’

      ‘Both murders were set up to look like they’d killed themselves. Sabine wasn’t depressed. Rowley wasn’t an addict. Plain and simple.’

      ‘Ah.’ Monty nodded slowly. ‘And who do you think is responsible?’

      Archie batted the question back. ‘Who do you think?’

      Monty sighed. ‘I wish I knew.’

      ‘I thought this was French police business?’

      ‘It is. It was,’ Monty admitted. ‘But I value your opinion. Now I’ve – how do I say – je vous ai vérifié – I’ve⁠—’

      ‘You’ve checked me out,’ Archie said.

      ‘I know you’re a good officer. Before, I wasn’t sure. So if you see something, I want you to tell me.’

      ‘Right.’

      Archie was about to go when Monty grabbed his arm tightly. ‘Archie, at the tennis club I said, faites gaffe à toi. It was a warning. I said to you – à bon chat, bon rat.’

      ‘You did. I remember.’

      ‘I told you not to meddle. It’s our country, our laws. But there have been two murders, one Englishman. And I have spoken to your superior officer in Bristol, DCI Suleman Barak. I put him in the picture. And he speaks highly of you.’

      ‘And you want my help now?’ Archie still wasn’t sure if he could trust the policeman. For all he knew he could be up to his ears in whatever was going on.

      ‘Your opinion. Deux avis valent mieux qu’un.’

      ‘Indeed.’ Archie thought he’d just said that two heads were better than one.

      Monty nodded curtly. ‘I’d greatly appreciate you telling me what you know.’

      ‘I know the same as you do,’ Archie said. ‘Two dead bodies. And earlier on, someone took pot shots at my camper van from the bush.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘There’s a mark on the side to prove it.’

      ‘It might not be connected to the murders, of course.’

      ‘Who do you think is behind it?’ Archie asked directly. He was pleased that at least Monty had admitted that Rowley and Sabine’s deaths were murders. A UK citizen and a French citizen had been found dead. It might be time now for them to collaborate. He needed to find out about Geraldine Sharpe.

      ‘It could be anyone. What do you think of the English people at the tennis club? Or it could be someone close to home. But Sophie Laurent is a good woman. She’s lived in the area for a while. Her husband was a gentleman. Elodie will be innocent, and her husband – you know him well. He was a Marine, a hero.’

      ‘Do you think it was someone at the wedding?’ Archie frowned. ‘Someone sitting by the pool, back at the house, celebrating.’

      ‘Who knows?’

      ‘And what do you think the motive is?’

      ‘You mean why did they murder Sabine, and Oliver Rowland?’ Monty’s eyes were small. ‘Money? Jealousy?’

      Archie decided he’d work on his own, just for now – the real motives probably went way beyond petty arguments. But they’d collaborate in a fashion – he’d let Monty know if there was anything he could help with, on his own terms. ‘Right. Nice to talk – and yes, let’s stay in touch.’ He clicked his tongue and he began to jog towards the camper van, Juno just behind him.

      His phone was buzzing in his pocket. He took it out. ‘Shona. That was quick.’

      ‘I’m efficient.’

      ‘What have you got for me?’

      ‘The footprint. It’s the heel of a cheap trainer you can get in most French supermarkets. Size 42. That’s an 8 in the UK. An average to small-ish man’s. And a man’s style.’

      ‘Thanks. That’s good to know.’

      ‘I couldn’t find much out about Florian Boyer. I’ve narrowed it down. There’s a Parisian called Florian Boyer, who lives in a house in Neuilly-sur-Seine. He has two ex-wives, a grown son and a new wife, Brigitte, who’s twenty-three. He owns several antiques shops on the Carré Rive Gauche in Paris. Do you think that’s your man?’

      ‘Yes, I do. See what else you can dig up on him. Anything – brushes with the law, dodgy company.’

      ‘Right, I’m on it. So – Geraldine Sharpe’s an interesting one. She lives in Wiltshire, if I’ve got the right Geraldine. She’s thirty-eight. Her husband – her ex now – is Bobby Sharpe. Does that ring any bells?’

      ‘Isn’t he currently serving time in Belmarsh for narcotics?’

      ‘Correct. We’ve got nothing on her – except that she took him to the cleaners and now lives the life of Riley in Marlborough. I’ll see what else I can find on her though.’

      ‘Any links to France, especially the Dordogne, would be greatly appreciated. There are a couple of English residents here who might be meeting up with Geraldine on Saturday morning in Weymouth. William and Angie Ackroyd. Can you see what you can find? If Geraldine’s up to something, or the Ackroyds are involved, it becomes UK police business. I’d feel a lot better if we could make it official.’

      ‘Too right. I’m not sure I can do much more for you, Archie, without that.’

      ‘What if something similar’s going on in Paris with Florian Boyer? We could collaborate properly with the French.’

      ‘So where do you fit in, Archie?’

      ‘Well…’ He laughed once, but there was no humour in it. ‘I have an invite to Paris this weekend. I could go along for the ride. Maybe that’s not the best idea though.’

      ‘Be careful.’

      ‘I will. We’ll talk later. Thanks for this, Shona.’ He heard the phone click. They had arrived at the camper van.

      Archie made a vegetable risotto with mushrooms and peppers, and he and Juno ate by the lake. They watched as the sun sank behind the dark water and the stars filled the night sky, little chips of diamonds. The moon was almost full and pale, a few tiny snaggles of milky clouds above. Archie lay back on the rug and put his hands behind his head, stretching his legs. Juno nestled next to him and rested a paw on his chest. He stared at the sky. The air smelled clean and fresh, but there was a hint of barbecue smoke in the air, earthy soil, leaves, night flowers.

      ‘We’ll give it five minutes, shall we? I like it here.’

      Juno rested her chin on his ribcage and snuggled down. Archie felt his breathing slow, his eyelids were heavy. The air was cooling. It would be easy to fall asleep under the stars.

      An owl flapped overhead, making a low moaning sound. Archie murmured, ‘I read there are eagle owls around here, Juno. And deer, pine martens, foxes. It’d be nice to do some exploring once…’

      Once he’d discovered who murdered Sabine and Rowley. Once he’d got to the bottom of all the other stuff that he was sure was going on.

      He scrambled to his feet. ‘Come on. Let’s go and recce.’

      Back at the van, Archie pulled on his hoody, checked the Swiss army knife in his pocket, his phone and a powerful torch. The darkness surrounded him like a blanket as he moved towards the garden. He knew exactly where he was going.

      The chickens were silent, settled in their coops for the night, as he picked his way across the grass and edged around the rows of beans. He skirted the remains of the bonfire and tugged at the handle of the shed door which opened easily.

      Archie shone his torch, illuminating shelves, tools, a lawn mower, pesticides.

      The .410 shotgun was back in its place. The bicycle was still missing – Eric had presumably cycled home. A jacket hung on a nail, a pair of old black trainers encrusted with dirt abandoned on the floor below. Archie checked. Size 42.

      He had found out all he needed to know. Of course, Eric might not have been wearing his own shoes. There was always the possibility that someone else had put them on.

      He and Juno made their way up to the house. A quick check of his watch told him it was 10.37. Cheery voices came from the pool area, the faint aroma of meat roasting, the chink of glasses.

      He peered over the fence. He could see Craig with his arm around Elodie; Sophie talking to Hugo; Rémy and Clémence sitting by an electric patio heater.

      He’d have to be quick.

      The front door to the house was open. Archie crossed the chequered tiles of the hall, Juno padding behind him, and went down the steps to the cellar, past the wine racks. The huge door was padlocked now.

      That was interesting. Archie had wanted to check the antique furniture in there, to see if there were any new cupboards with false drawers.

      He hurried back, up the steps to the second floor. The room where he’d found Sabine was in darkness, but it was completely empty. All the furniture had gone. There was no carpet on the landing and the wooden floor looked as though it might have been scrubbed.

      He switched the torch off and softly he made his way downstairs. Something was pulling him towards the kitchen, where Sabine had attempted to make a cup of coffee.

      The draining board was filled with empty glasses, so many wine bottles, the sink piled with dishes with the smeared remains of food. Sophie or Elodie had left a pair of sandals by the door. Archie picked one up. Jimmy Choo, suede. Size 40. UK size 6.5 to 7.

      He scanned the room for other information. There was a calendar on the fridge, a daily planner. Today was the 24th, Wednesday. Someone had written ‘soirée barbecue’ in felt-tipped pen in the box. He glanced at Thursday’s scribble. Another appointment. M. Cadeau de marriage arrive de Marseilles. Tardive.

      Archie made a mental note. Why would a wedding present be arriving from Marseilles this late? And who or what was M?

      Juno moved her head quickly, meeting his eyes. He assumed she’d heard something, a footstep. He had his excuse ready. He’d come up to the kitchen on the off chance – he’d run out of drinking water.

      But the house was in silence. If anyone was in the house, they’d gone in a different direction.

      Archie nodded to Juno and they both made for the front door, closing it softly, jogging across the grass, down towards the lake and the camper van. It had been a useful recce.
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      ‘It’s a gorgeous morning,’ Archie muttered as Juno leaped up beside him, pressing a damp nose against his arm. He checked his watch. It was just after seven. ‘Perfect for a visit to the caves. And you know what, Juno? We’re due a grand day out.’

      They gazed through the misty van window at the cotton-wool-cloud-crammed sky, the rolling grass, sharp sunlight peering through, glinting on the lake, and he was reminded of the sort of impressionist painting that Monet might have created, hazy but astonishingly bright and beautiful.

      When he arrived at Mallory and Jessie’s house, they had a picnic basket brimming with warm croissants, bread, jams, flasks of fresh coffee. They leaped into the van, in a flurry of excited voices, Jessie next to Archie and Mallory petting Juno in the back. Archie drove along the winding banks of the Dordogne for half a mile, its waters calm and still as a painting. Jessie shouted, ‘Stop here. This is perfect. Look – there’s a cute little picnic table just underneath the willow tree.’

      Archie brought the camper van to a halt next to a wooden table with a bench either side. The bending willow drooped handspans of leaves into the Dordogne like lazy fingers, as the river babbled and meandered across stones, swirling towards a bend. Jessie sprang out in shorts, baseball cap and New York Giants T-shirt and began to unload the food. Mallory laid out plates and knives, butter and cups, two flasks of coffee. Archie was impressed with the spread. ‘This looks amazing.’

      ‘I put it together while Mallory was getting ready.’ Jessie seemed delighted. ‘We’ve got gelée de coings – quince jam from the store, and some other jam called myrtilles.’

      ‘Blueberries,’ Mallory said without thinking. ‘Great on croissants. And we brought a boiled egg for Juno as a special treat.’

      ‘So.’ Jessie was suddenly serious, pouring coffee. ‘Update us, Archie. How’s the crime solving going?’

      ‘I’ve been thinking about it non-stop,’ Mallory added sadly. ‘After what happened, Jessie and I are desperate to help you.’

      ‘I can’t go back to New York at the end of the month without knowing.’ Jessie wiped crumbs from her lips. ‘I could stay on, but there’s work stuff I can only do in the office.’

      ‘So, you’re going back to New York by yourself, Jessie?’ Archie had picked up on some tension and guessed it was to do with them parting ways.

      ‘Mallory’s on extended leave.’ Jessie shrugged. ‘She can’t go home yet.’

      ‘Why?’ Archie asked.

      ‘Just something really stupid at work,’ Mallory grumbled. ‘I wrote this article about the opening of a nail bar in Lower Manhattan, near the harbour. It was routine. It should have been totally innocuous, but I took a photo of the group who worked there and my paper published it. There was this guy visible, talking to someone in the background. They shouldn’t have been there and it caused a heap of trouble, and my editor pulled the story real quick. There were some threats made, and my boss suggested I should lose myself for a while.’

      ‘Is it serious?’ Archie asked, concerned.

      ’Probably not, but the guy I upset’s from a big New York family – you know, the sort with fingers in all sorts of illegal pies. So I get an extended vacation till things cool off.’ Mallory swatted the air like she was swatting away annoying flies. ‘And so, at the end of June, Jessie’s going home and I’m going on to Frankfurt to stay with my Aunt Rosa, my dad’s half-sister.’

      ‘Mallory’s not looking forward to Frankfurt,’ Jessie said.

      ‘Oh, Aunt Rosa’s OK. She just has no sense of humour.’ Mallory shrugged, as if she was resigned. ‘I’ll stay a couple weeks, then I’ll head off somewhere else.’

      ‘I couldn’t do that, no way,’ Jessie gasped. ‘By myself in a different country with no one to talk to? I get anxious just waiting at a bus stop.’

      ‘Oh, I’ll be fine,’ Mallory grinned.

      ‘Right.’ Archie thought Mallory looked like the sort of person who’d be happy to travel alone. She seemed more independent, not easily fazed. Jessie was totally different; Archie could imagine her becoming flustered.

      He finished his coffee. ‘That was lovely. Shall we get going?’

      ‘Yes, I bought us tickets online for the caves,’ Mallory said. ‘We’re booked in for the torchlight tour at midday.’

      ‘No rush then,’ Archie grinned. ‘It’s forty minutes away. We’ll take the scenic route, past the forests and see if we can spot any deer and wild boar.’

      ‘I know a wild bore.’ Mallory gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘My ex-husband, Alex.’

      ‘I’ll vouch for that,’ Jessie agreed. ‘No kidding, he was the meanest guy I ever met.’

      ‘Why did you marry him?’ Archie asked.

      ‘A moment’s insanity,’ Mallory said quickly. She began to pile up their empty plates. ‘I guess we’re all due one at some point in our lives.’

      ‘I’m sure we are,’ Archie said kindly. ‘Right, let’s hit the road. Are you ready, Juno?’

      Juno licked the last morsel from her lips and bounded to her feet, ready to go.

      Archie drove past lush forests of chestnut, oak, and sharp pine. The sun was high and hot, making the road in front of them shimmer with haze. They arrived at the caves just before midday, past a welcoming sign, a kiosk and café. Beyond, huge caves carved into rock gaped darkly. Mallory and Jessie climbed out eagerly.

      ‘You’ll have to stay in the van, I’m afraid. No dogs allowed,’ Archie said as he settled Juno in the back with biscuits and a bowl of water before they took the steps to the entrance. ‘You’ll be fine.’

      Mallory, fluent as ever, explained to the receptionist at the kiosk that she had booked tickets online, showed her phone and all three of them went inside the caves, stepping into the darkness.

      The air cooled quickly and felt damp. They waited quietly as a group assembled in the echoey limestone chambers, deep underground. The space was dimly lit. There were some English speakers, some French. Archie heard someone speaking German.

      Their guide was a young man called André, who introduced himself to the group of twelve visitors, and explained in three languages that he would lead them through the sequence of caves carrying a blazing torch. The torchlight would create unique colours and an eerie atmosphere, making the paintings and rock formations appear more vivid and the light would seem to move in a ghostly way, but that was all quite normal.

      They wandered through the cavernous, dimly lit caves, past sketchy paintings on rocks and a few engravings. André said, ‘Today, you’ll see the cave formations as ancient people would have seen them. We’ll see all the paintings in turn.’

      ‘Are there any stalactites?’ an English man asked.

      ‘Not here,’ André replied in his steady English. ‘There are other caves in the Dordogne region where you can see many large stalactites and stalagmites.’

      Someone asked, ‘What’s the difference?’ and a child’s voice could be heard saying, ‘Mites grow up and tites come down,’ and there was a stifled giggle. Archie glanced at the family, parents and two small children, huddled together.

      They walked further into the darkness. Jessie tucked a hand through Mallory’s arm and said, ‘This place is spooky.’

      André led the way forward. ‘Please stay together for your safety – I don’t want to leave anyone behind.’ He repeated himself in French and German. ‘Now you will experience the Palaeolithic art dating back thousands of years. Look out for paintings, engravings and drawings of their animals. You’ll see horses, bison, and mammoths.’ His voice began to echo as they walked further into the caves. ‘In order for us to protect the fragile originals from deterioration, replicas of the caves have been created.’

      A German woman began to ask questions, and André did his best to reply. Mallory said, ‘That woman’s not happy. She’d thought the caves were original. He’s telling her that it wouldn’t be possible to go inside the real ones because it would cause too much damage.’

      Archie was impressed. ‘You understood every word?’

      ‘Mostly.’

      Jessie said cheerily, ‘Our Mallory’s a polyglot.’

      ‘Speaking three languages hardly makes me a polyglot,’ Mallory replied, but she looked pleased. Archie reminded himself again how useful she was as a translator.

      He held his breath in admiration as he stared up at a gigantic finely engraved bison in red and black on a dark wall. The bright torchlight made it seem to glow. There was the sketchy outline of a deer, and for a moment it reminded him of something Amelia might have drawn at school.

      Daddy, do you like my picture?

      He pushed the echo of her little voice from his head and followed André and the straggling line of visitors. The German woman was speaking to the guide again and the English family were far behind everyone else now. One of the children wanted ice cream.

      Jessie came to stand at his elbow. ‘This place is incredible. It’s hard to imagine there was a time when people lived like this. It’s so awesome.’

      Mallory pulled a face. ‘Have you never heard of the mole people in New York? Those poor homeless guys who live underground in subway tunnels?’ She lagged behind to stare up at a huge bison high on the ceiling as the others shuffled forward. ‘Oh, I have to photograph this…’

      ‘These caves were originally occupied by Neanderthals and the first Cro-Magnons.’ André’s voice carried from where he was ushering the group into another cave. ‘Some archaeologists have called these caves the Sistine Chapel of Prehistory.’

      One of the English children asked, ‘Daddy, what’s a cistern chapel?’

      André led the way into another cave. ‘In this next room, you’ll see sketches of three hundred horses and even one human representation.’

      The group followed him. The torchlight flickered orange and amber, and Archie gazed up at the high walls of the cave. The drawings seemed to shimmer and move in the spluttering light. It was stunning.

      Jessie touched his elbow. ‘Where’s Mallory?’

      Archie gazed around. The English family walked past them; the German woman was talking to her husband. The rest of the group were all French, murmuring quietly. But there was no sign of Mallory.

      ‘Stay with the group. I’ll go back,’ Archie said quickly, and hurried back the way they’d come.

      Mallory was standing in the cave in almost darkness, her phone raised; she had been taking photos. Archie touched her shoulder. ‘Are you OK?’

      ‘No, yes. No.’ She was frozen in fear. ‘Archie, this sounds weird but – I think there’s someone following us.’

      ‘I’m sure there isn’t.’ He took her elbow to reassure her and led her swiftly back to the group.

      ‘I heard footsteps behind me.’

      ‘It’ll be somebody who works here, maybe?’ Archie felt concerned himself, but he didn’t want her to worry.

      ‘It scared me, Archie,’ Mallory said shakily. ‘Slow steps that started and then stopped and started again. It just felt – wrong.’

      ‘It’ll be nothing, I’m sure. Come on, let’s catch Jessie up.’ He tugged her along. ‘You should see the drawings in this cave. The shadows move. It’s incredible.’

      ‘OK, I think I’m fine now. And I took some great photos.’ Mallory was calming down as they joined the large group.

      André was in full swing, talking about the history he was clearly passionate about. ‘The Neanderthals weren’t thick brutes, however. They were outstanding hunters, able to adapt to climatic changes…’

      ‘That’s more than I can,’ Jessie shivered. ‘It’s cold in here.’

      Archie was gazing at an incredible golden mammoth carved into a slab of rock, illuminated by a dancing lantern. It was one of the most breathtaking things he’d ever seen. He rested an arm on Jessie’s to reassure her. ‘We’ll get some coffee and a sandwich when we’re done here. You’re right. It’s pretty chilly in this place.’

      An hour later, they sat in the museum café. Mallory wrapped her hands around a hot chocolate, having just finished eating. She said, ‘I swear we were being followed back there.’

      Jessie caught Archie’s eye. ‘Do you think we were?’

      ‘Maybe not.’ Archie thought it was possible, but he pretended that it was nothing. He didn’t want them to panic. ‘These places are creepy, that’s the whole point of them. They have lots of atmosphere.’

      ‘Oh, the drawings were great,’ Mallory agreed. ‘But it kind of freaked me out in that weird light. I wouldn’t have missed it, though. Thanks for bringing us, Archie.’

      ‘I enjoyed it,’ Archie admitted. It had felt good to take his mind off other things. At all times, he was still alert. He couldn’t discount the fact that they might be being followed. He leaned forward and scanned the café.

      Mallory must have noticed the tension in his body. ‘Is it a tough life being a cop? I mean, your mind must be on your job all the time.’

      He was impressed: she was a smart one. ‘It can be.’

      ‘It must be hard too, now you’re on your own. Oh—’ Jessie put her hands to her face. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry…’

      ‘It’s fine,’ Archie said, although it wasn’t. But he could sense they had questions they wanted to ask, and he understood that. They were friends now, of sorts. He’d told them what had happened to Rowley and Sabine, and they were genuinely keen to help. He couldn’t begrudge them a few questions.

      ‘How did your wife die? Can I ask?’ Mallory’s voice was a whisper.

      For a moment, Archie said nothing. Then he kept it brief. It was easier to say as little as possible. ‘There was a car accident in the snow, just days before Christmas. Eighteen months ago.’ He ran a hand through his hair.

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’ Mallory looked as if she wished she hadn’t asked.

      Jessie grabbed Archie’s arm. ‘No way. That’s awful.’

      Archie smiled weakly, pushing the sympathy away. ‘It is what it is.’ Platitudes helped temporarily. As did changing the subject. ‘This is my first holiday since… then. Coming here to Craig’s wedding was a great move. Camping by the lake with Juno.’ He forced a stronger smile. ‘Talking of Juno, we’d probably better get back to the van.’

      Although he hadn’t wanted to admit it, Mallory’s talk of being followed in the caves had rattled him a bit. He wanted to check on Juno. The shiver of a fear wriggled in his belly that she might not be there.

      And what if the camper van was gone?

      But when they arrived in the car park, it was where he’d left it and Juno was scrabbling at the door, eager to see Archie. She leaped up at him, licking his face. Archie hugged her, kissed the top of her head and said, ‘It’s still early. Shall we go back to the village through the scenic route again, past all the forests?’

      ‘Great – I’d love that.’ Mallory jumped in the front as Archie secured Juno’s harness. Jessie petted her and she licked her hand.

      ‘Today has been so cool,’ Jessie said. ‘I wish we’d met you at the beginning of our holiday, Archie. We could’ve had some awesome days out.’

      ‘We might have another chance to go somewhere before you go back, if you like.’ Archie started the van’s engine. He pulled out of the car park and took the road towards the river and the forest. His mind wasn’t on holidays though, if the truth were told.

      He had other priorities at the moment. His pulse was pumping and he was trying to accelerate away.

      A grey car had pulled out behind him.

      A Land Rover Discovery.
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      ‘Aren’t you going a bit fast, Archie?’ Jessie asked nervously from the back seat, hugging Juno, as the camper van swung round a corner and accelerated away down the road. The back end of the VW seemed to sway out behind them precariously.

      ‘A bit.’ Archie glanced anxiously in the driver’s mirror. His plan was to drive the seven kilometres to the nearest major road as quickly as possible where there would be a lot more traffic, then he’d take the route back to Saint-Amédée, hopefully without being followed. The Discovery was approaching fast; it was already too close behind him, inches from his bumper.

      He wondered if the driver would stay with him all the way to the main road. But that didn’t seem to be their intention. Archie felt with a horrible certainty that the driver would try to push him off the road.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Mallory was hunched in the passenger seat next to him, looking anxious.

      Archie spoke quickly. ‘Mallory, can you take a look in the wing mirror? That grey car behind us. Can you see the number plates? What’s the department code, the numbers on the right? Anything else?’

      ‘I can just about see it.’ Mallory leaned forward. ‘It has 05 plates.’

      ‘Yeah. Isn’t that the same car that drove at you by the river?’ Jessie had seen it too.

      ‘I think so,’ Archie murmured. ‘Hold tight. I need to leave it behind.’ He threw the wheel to the left. He had experience of driving fast. He’d handled a few blues and twos chases in his time. But this time his nerves were taut. ‘Jessie, can you hang on to Juno?’

      Through the driver’s mirror, he saw Jessie, her arms wrapped around the dog. Inches behind, the Discovery was hurtling towards them, seemingly with no intention of slowing down.

      ‘Can either of you see the driver? Anything at all?’ Archie yelled.

      ‘No.’ Mallory leaned towards the passenger door, staring into the wing mirror. ‘I think he’s got a hat on.’

      ‘He?’ Archie asked as he flung the wheel to the right.

      ‘Or she,’ Mallory said.

      ‘I can’t see a thing.’ Jessie sounded terrified.

      Archie glanced to his right. There was a path into the forest. He could take it easily, but the Discovery was more suitable for rough terrain. He’d be outrun; off the main road, he’d put everyone at risk. His only option was to keep going. But an old VW camper van had no acceleration and compared to a modern Land Rover, they had no chance. He pushed his foot to the floor and felt a brief surge of power. Then nothing more. That was the best the VW could do.

      The Discovery was bearing down on them. Archie felt it push his bumper hard, knocking them forward. And again.

      The VW couldn’t compete. He turned the wheel, easing the vehicle towards the bank. His mind whirled: perhaps the Discovery would pass him, then stop. To his right was a ditch; up the road, another pathway into the forest. Neither offered him an escape route.

      The Discovery swerved to the opposite side of the road. It was drawing level. Archie leaned to his left, past Mallory. He could see the outline of the driver, all in black. Some sort of balaclava covered his or her entire face.

      Urging the VW forward, Archie wondered if the driver had a gun. He could hear the tension strangling his voice.

      ‘Mallory, you might want to duck down, just in case. Jessie, same with you – and Juno. Any cover you can get.’

      ‘Cover?’ Jessie’s voice was high.

      Mallory seemed to know immediately what he was talking about. She hunkered down in her seat. The Discovery was edging closer, attempting to draw parallel, pushing the VW to the left, into the ditch. Archie had nowhere to go.

      Suddenly a horn blared loudly, and blinding lights flashed from the distance. A lorry was tearing towards them fast in the opposite direction, heading straight for the grey Land Rover, which was now parallel with Archie. The Discovery braked, dropping behind them, and Archie saw his chance, accelerating, turning left at the next junction, heading at maximum speed for the main road. He didn’t care if the police saw him.

      He glanced in his mirror and breathed out sharply. The Discovery was way behind in the distance, dropping back. It was far behind them. They were safe.

      For now.
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      ‘I need a brandy.’ Jessie poured three large glasses as they sat in the garden by the pool, handing one to Mallory and the other to Archie, then she took a deep swig. ‘That scared the hell out of me.’

      ‘I’m driving back, so I won’t drink,’ Archie said. He took a bottle of water from his bag and filled Juno’s bowl, then drank the rest in three gulps, his throat moving with each mouthful.

      ‘You don’t mind if we do?’ Mallory asked, sinking to a seat. ‘I’m still shaking. Did someone try to kill us back there?’

      ‘It sure felt that way.’ Jessie took another eager sip. ‘Archie, what happened?’

      Archie sat down and put his hands on the table. ‘Right. I’ll tell you what’s been going on. And I’ll give you a contact number – my colleague in Bristol is called DC Shona Omotola.’

      ‘DC?’ Jessie asked.

      ‘Detective Constable.’ Archie had his phone out, sending Mallory the number.

      ‘Archie, this feels real scary.’ Mallory looked really worried. ‘Why do we need her number?’

      ‘You never know. In case I’m not there and you need to pass urgent information on. Call it a back-up plan. But look – here’s what we know already. Someone killed Rowley and Sabine because they knew too much. I’m doing my best to find out who they are, so that puts me at risk. And you were with me today so—’ He made a sheepish face. ‘I’m sorry. It probably won’t happen again. But contact Shona in case of an emergency if you can’t get hold of me. We need to make sure you’re both safe from now on.’

      ‘OK.’ Jessie nodded in agreement.

      Mallory said, ‘Go on – tell us what you know.’

      ‘I believe the Discovery is one of the cars from the manor house. I’ve seen many people driving it. Rémy does. And Mallory, you say William Ackroyd has one?’

      ‘I think so. A lot of the English drive them,’ Mallory said. ‘We’ve seen a few like that at the tennis club, but William’s might be black.’

      ‘So, the bottom line is I’m convinced that Hugo’s antiques are at the heart of all this and that his furniture is being used for trafficking. I’ve seen false drawers, hollowed books.’

      ‘Trafficking what?’ Jessie asked. ‘Drugs? Money?’ She looked shocked. ‘Weapons?’

      ‘I can guess. But I need to be sure.’ Archie felt Juno move against his feet, as if she sensed the need to be close. ‘There are a couple of situations I have my eye on over the next few days: the Ackroyds are taking a trip to England and Sophie’s going to Paris.’

      ‘So do you think Hugo is behind it all?’

      ‘I’m not sure, Jessie,’ Archie said. ‘But I have a sneaking suspicion that something big’s arriving at the house tonight.’

      ‘What is it?’ Mallory’s eyes were wide.

      ‘That’s what I want to find out.’ Archie was thoughtful. ‘The pretence is that it’s a wedding present of some sort, from Marseilles, but I’m sure that’s a red herring. I need to be there to watch it come in. I have a hunch it might be important.’

      ‘So, who do you think is behind the trafficking?’ Mallory asked. ‘Sophie and Elodie and Craig? Hugo? The Ackroyds?’

      ‘Rémy? All of them? Like a gang or something?’ Jessie wondered.

      ‘Maybe.’ Archie wouldn’t close his mind to anything yet. ‘I’m hoping to know by the end of today and then I can organise an arrest. But you two need to stay well out of this for now. Promise me. I’ll give you both Shona’s number. In case you message me and I don’t respond, or if there’s anything at all, contact her straight away. She’ll know what to do.’

      Mallory nodded slowly. ‘We get it, Archie. But – I need to ask you one thing though.’

      ‘Anything.’

      ‘This is dangerous, right?’

      ‘Yeah, I think so.’

      ‘I mean – Sabine died, and your friend Rowley died, so⁠—’

      ‘What’s bothering you, Mallory?’

      ‘Aren’t you at risk too? Are we at risk?’

      ‘It’s my job. I’m trained to do this stuff – twice over.’ Archie smiled to reassure them: they both looked terrified. ‘As for you two, just keep away from the manor house.’

      Mallory thought for a second. ‘Can’t we help?’

      ‘If there’s anything, I’ll call you.’

      ‘Keep us updated anyway,’ Mallory said. ‘I mean – I’m going to worry non-stop.’

      ‘Me too,’ Jessie said. ‘I won’t sleep.’

      Archie stood up. ‘Just be careful and don’t take chances. Message me if you’re worried. Juno and I’ll come round.’ Juno woofed and clambered to her feet. Archie placed the full brandy glass on the table. ‘I’d better be on my way.’

      ‘Archie.’ Mallory had a thought. ‘Are you and Juno safe up at the manor? I mean – you could both stay here. There’s a spare room on the second floor.’

      ‘It’s best if I keep things as normal as possible. I don’t want to arouse any suspicions.’

      ‘Right,’ Mallory said. ‘Hey, Archie – thanks for taking us to the caves.’

      ‘And bringing us back in one piece,’ Jessie added.

      As Archie left, both women insisted on hugging him and Juno. Once Archie was out in the street, he heard them bolt their door on the inside. He understood.

      He was just strapping Juno into her seat in the camper van when he saw a dark car glide past. A horn blared once.

      Rémy waved from the driving seat of a Land Rover Discovery. Archie waved back. He recalled that the mayor was borrowing it to move some patio furniture. He might have just picked it up.

      Or perhaps he’d borrowed it for the entire day.

      Then a cyclist caught his eye: a young man with long hair and a dark Led Zeppelin T-shirt. Archie leaped into the driving seat and started the engine, following the cyclist further into town, up a hill towards the fortified church.

      He held back, his engine chugging, as Eric turned a corner and paused outside a pretty cottage with a view of the whole town, looking down on stone houses and the river far below. Eric was still in motion as he raised a leg and began to push his bike through the gate.

      Archie called through the window. ‘Eric, wait. Have you got a minute?’ He switched off the engine and slithered out.

      Eric whirled round. ‘Hello.’

      ‘You’re English.’ Archie had already worked it out. ‘Can I have a quick chat?’

      ‘What about?’ Eric looked guilty.

      ‘You work up at Craig and Elodie’s. We met in the garden.’

      ‘Oh, yeah, I remember. I was burning the rubbish from the house.’

      ‘I just need to ask you. Someone took pot shots at me with the .410 while I was in the camper van. Was it you?’

      ‘No way.’ Eric looked horrified. ‘Why would I do that?’

      ‘I’ve no idea.’ Archie glanced down at his old, battered trainers. They were a medium size, maybe smaller.

      ‘Look,’ Eric said. ‘When we met, I thought you were French, that’s why I didn’t speak to you. I don’t speak to any of them much. They’re all French and I’m rubbish at it.’

      ‘Don’t worry. I must have made a mistake about the gunshots,’ Archie said reassuringly. ‘How are you enjoying living in the Dordogne?’

      ‘I miss the UK, but my mum loves it. I finished uni last year. I thought I could get a job in France. My degree’s in Conservation and Sustainable Management. I went to uni in Bristol.’

      ‘So did I,’ Archie grinned. ‘I did Social Policy, years ago.’

      ‘I went to UWE.’ Eric shifted his feet. ‘I came here to learn French. I thought I’d have a better chance of a job here if I could speak⁠—’

      ‘Archie…’ A woman called his name, and Archie saw Carole from the tennis club hop-running towards the gate. ‘Archie, how nice to see you – you’ve met my son, Eric. That’s lovely.’

      ‘Is there anything to eat?’ Eric asked his mother. ‘I’m starving.’

      ‘There’s steak pie for you on the table and some potatoes and salad. Have a shower first though.’ Carole watched Eric push his bike towards the house then she leaned on the gate. ‘How are you enjoying life here?’

      ‘It’s great.’

      ‘Craig said you might buy his house in the village. Oh, that would be so lovely.’ She beamed encouragingly. ‘The tennis club needs all the good players it can get. Elodie wins everything.’

      ‘Is that a problem?’

      ‘No, but we Brits should stick together.’

      ‘It’s a lovely community you have here.’ Archie tried a subtle way in. ‘William’s nice. And Angie.’

      ‘Oh, they are.’

      ‘William said he’d moved the big tennis lunch to next Thursday. They’re off to England for a few days.’

      ‘They’re going tomorrow, lucky things,’ Carole said. ‘I don’t get back home much now I’m divorced. I mean, I love it here but sometimes I pine for a bit of English rain.’

      ‘I bet. William’s going to his granddaughter’s birthday.’ Archie tried to keep Carole on track. ‘And Angie’s meeting her friend. Geraldine. Do you know her?’

      ‘Oh, no, they like to keep Geraldine a big secret – we’ve never met her.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘Angie wants her to herself. I think Geraldine might have been a friend of Sophie’s originally. Willy and Angie deliver expensive antiques to her from time to time because it’s cheaper and safer than sending them by courier. Angie loves Geraldine – she’s always giving her cast-off designer clothes and treating them to posh dinners. Last time she gave her a Dolce & Gabbana belt. She’d bought it for nearly three grand and she’d only worn it once.’

      ‘Geraldine must be rich then?’

      ‘Oh, yes. She furnishes houses for rich people. The antique piece William’s taking over there is for the Duke of Marlborough apparently. But don’t tell Angie I told you that.’

      ‘I won’t.’ Archie gave a complicit wink. ‘I’d better get back to Juno.’

      ‘Right. Well, you know where we live now.’ Carole’s eyes shone. ‘Come for lunch. Any time. I do a good mushroom pie. I can put Guinness in it,’ she added hopefully.

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘You could give Eric some careers advice too,’ Carole said hesitantly. ‘I don’t think he’s happy here. He’s not taken to France like I’d hoped. Do you think he might be all right in the police force?’

      ‘It’s not for everyone, but I’ll chat with him about it if he wants,’ Archie promised. ‘I’ll see you, Carole.’

      ‘At the tennis club next Thursday?’ Carole called as Archie leaped into the van.

      ‘If I’m still here,’ Archie grinned, waving as he drove away. He thought about the irony of his words for a moment.

      If he was still here.
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      Archie lay on his back on the hard bed in the back of the camper, one leg crossed over the other. He was speaking into the phone, his voice hushed. ‘So – the Ackroyds are delivering furniture to Geraldine Sharpe in Weymouth; they’re getting the overnight ferry tomorrow. I think Sophie plans to go to Paris on Saturday to meet Florian Boyer. That’s two parallel Saturday drop-offs.’

      ‘And one on our turf. That’s good to know.’ Shona’s voice was in his ear, clear as a bell. ‘What are they trafficking? Do you have any idea?’

      ‘The usual drugs, I’d guess.’ Archie pulled a face. ‘I’ll have a clearer picture tonight. There’s someone coming from Marseilles. I need to know who they are and why they’re here.’ He made a low sound. ‘The wedding gift should be interesting.’

      ‘How will you find out?’

      ‘I’ll sneak up to the house. If I can get inside, I will. And I’ll send you pics.’

      ‘What about Renaudin? Can you ask him for help?’

      ‘I’m not sure what I’m dealing with, Shona. There’s always the outside chance he could be in on it. He’s tried to find out what I know. And Hugo Tétreau might be an innocent party, or he might be right up to his ears in it.’

      ‘Let me know what you find out.’

      ‘Mm.’ Archie was thoughtful. ‘I wonder if we’ve got some cuckooing going on here?’

      ‘You think someone’s using the manor as a base for trafficking?’

      ‘Maybe. Oh, by the way, Shona – I gave your number to two American women. Mallory Goldman and Jessie Fernandez. Just for their security. They’re on holiday – they were with me today when I got chased. They’re not involved at all.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘That’s my instinct. I thought it made sense in case something happens, that they know they can get hold of you.’

      ‘You mean if something happens to you?’ Shona’s voice was filled with anxiety.

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Be careful, Archie.’

      ‘I’m hoping to get a glimpse of what they’re trafficking. And get the information we need on the Ackroyds and Geraldine. Then we’ll have enough evidence to run an official shadow investigation.’

      ‘Yes, we just need to know for sure what Geraldine’s up to. If you’re right about the drugs, I’ll go straight to DCI Barak and get things rolling here. If we make a case, the French police will be only too happy for us to exchange information, assist with investigations and surveillance technology.’

      ‘Perfect.’ There was a rapping on the camper van window, and Archie looked up sharply to see Elodie in shorts, waving.

      ‘I have to go.’ Archie was quick as a flash. ‘I’ll talk to you later, Auntie. Take care of yourself. Give my best to Uncle Joe.’

      The phone clicked and Archie opened the side door wide. ‘Elodie, bonjour.’

      ‘I interrupted you. Your aunt and uncle are in England?’

      ‘Ireland,’ Archie said quickly. ‘My father’s sister. What can I do for you?’

      ‘I bring an invitation. Tonight our friends come from Marseilles. They missed our wedding and they are having dinner with us. You can come to eat too?’

      ‘I’d love to. Thanks.’ Archie grasped the opportunity with both hands. ‘Marseilles is a long way away. Are they flying over?’

      ‘No, it takes Maxime and Isabelle almost seven hours to drive here. They’ll stay in the gîte tonight.’

      ‘It’ll be nice for you and Craig to catch up with them,’ Archie suggested.

      ‘Oh, yes. They’re very good friends. And Maxime specialises in beautiful old treasures.’

      ‘He’s an antiques dealer too?’ Archie was all interest.

      ‘Yes, and he’s bringing a surprise wedding gift. I’m very excited.’

      ‘I bet.’

      ‘Maxime says the gift is fragile and we may need help carrying it in, so you can come up at seven o’clock to help?’

      ‘I’ll be there.’ Archie was delighted to be in the thick of it all.

      ‘Craig will be very happy to see you tonight. I hope the dinner will help him…’ she was struggling for the words, ‘…remonte le moral.’

      ‘Cheer him up?’ Archie tried to translate. ‘Is he feeling a bit down?’

      ‘He can be… de mauvais humeur… especially since the wedding.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘You know why, Archie. He suffers since he was in the Marines. The fighting has made him derangé.’

      ‘He told me he doesn’t sleep well.’

      ‘He sleeps badly. I worry for him. Being in the Marines was hard. I’m so glad he has you as his friend. He has been even more troubled since Rowley died, and Sabine too.’ Elodie’s brow puckered. ‘I think Craig loved her once. He has suffered so much.’ Elodie puffed her lips in anxiety. ‘He sweats and remembers the fighting when he dreams, and he’s afraid.’

      ‘Yeah, it was a tough time,’ Archie said softly.

      ‘Of course it must have been.’ Elodie’s expression softened. ‘But tonight’s dinner will make Craig happy. And you’ll be there, Archie. He’ll like that.’ She turned to go, then called over her shoulder. ‘I remember. You don’t eat poulet roti?’

      ‘No…’

      ‘I’ll make a galette, just for you.’ She gave a short laugh. ‘And chicken for your little dog. So, be there. Seven o’clock. Don’t be late.’

      Archie watched Elodie walk back to the house and made a mental note to feed Juno before he left. He didn’t want his dog eating anything made specially for her, and he didn’t intend to eat anything others hadn’t tried first. He couldn’t take chances.

      But now he had the chance to relax before dinner. He stretched his limbs, rolling back onto the bed, the late-afternoon sun streaming onto his face like a kiss, warming his eyelids. Being in France felt good. He felt his body relax and he breathed in. The magic of the Dordogne, the warmth, the bright sunshine.

      Something moved in his heart. He wasn’t sure what it was. A shift of emotion, a moment in time where something felt optimistic. A new sense of opening up.

      He was imagining it.

      He sat up and reached for the pen and his notebook and began to write. It was coming easily to him now.

      
        
        Thursday, 25 June

        Hi Kat,

        You used to say you fell in love with my good looks and my smile and my sense of humour.

        I smile all the time. The humour’s still here. And the good looks don’t matter.

        You loved my daft jokes. You said it was the way I told them, deadpan. Do you remember the one I told you years ago, when you were feeling down in the dumps, about the hundred-year-old couple who went off to Dignitas? I said, ‘What do you think they had for their last breakfast? Cheerios.’ And you laughed and called me an eejit and hugged me.

        We were happy.

        But I came here to France to be happy again, to heal, to get the old Archie back. The one who was light and funny and carefree and good to be around.

        And just for a second, when I was lying in the warmth of the sun a moment ago, I felt something inside me move a bit. Perhaps I’m on the way back. There’s still a bit of my real self, the man you loved.

        Yes, I’m moving forward. I’ll do my best, Kat. For you. I promise.

      

      

      Archie put the notebook away and leaned back on the pillow. Juno bounced up beside him, and he wrapped an arm around her, closing his eyes. A sigh shuddered from his lungs, and he patted the dog’s head. ‘Are you all right, Juno?’

      Juno woofed and licked his face.

      ‘Good girl. Now listen. We’ll have a bit of a rest, then I’ll get you some biscuits. I don’t want you eating any dog food tonight at the house.’ He ruffled her ears and hoped that Juno would be safer with him than staying behind in the van. It’d be best if he kept her with him. It would be an interesting evening. But first he needed to rest.

      He felt the soft honey sun warm his face, and he closed his eyes.
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      Archie decided to be a little late for dinner. He wanted to watch the visitors arrive before he made his entrance. He wanted a moment to study their interaction carefully. And if he wasn’t there, they’d speak freely. He’d listen in.

      He waited in the camper van in the fading light, on his belly on the bed with Juno beside him, until he saw the lights of a vehicle go past. It looked like a white Peugeot, a bang-up-to-date model.

      Archie clambered out of the van quickly, ready to go. He had his running belt on, hidden beneath his T-shirt, a sweatshirt on the top. He’d put a pair of thin gloves in his back pocket, his phone and Swiss army knife, keys, passport, small torch and his wallet, well concealed.

      ‘Remember what I said, Juno. Don’t eat anything more tonight. I’ll get you something special tomorrow.’

      Juno’s large eyes were on him. He wasn’t sure she’d be able to resist freshly cooked chicken.

      They strolled up the hill together towards the house and he hid behind the bay leaf bush to watch. The front door was open, lights blazing from the hall, and Craig was in the porch, shaking hands with a tall dark man in an expensive black jacket and a blonde woman in jeans and boots. Their car was parked on gravel down the stone steps behind them, a French-registered white electric Peugeot E-Traveller. The boot was open and inside were several cases and something that looked like a tall marble statue of two figures on a wooden plinth. The tall man said something in French to Craig about un cadeau inoubliable. An unforgettable gift. Archie took out his phone and snapped a few photos.

      Then he hurried across, full of apologies. ‘Craig, sorry – am I late?’

      ‘No, no worries, mate.’ Craig clapped him on the back. Elodie placed herself at Craig’s shoulder, smiling. ‘Sophie’s in the kitchen, dishing up. But we’ve got time to help Maxime first.’ He turned to the dark man in the jacket. ‘Maxime, this is Archie Darling. My old friend from the Marines. Archie, this is Maxime Boutaleb. And Maxime’s wife, Isabelle.’

      ‘Enchantée,’ Isabelle said. She shivered lightly; the night air had turned chilly.

      ‘Archie. Good to meet you.’ Maxime held out a hand and Archie shook it. ‘I’ve been looking forward to it. Craig said you were a friend. How’s your holiday in the Dordogne? Good, I hope.’

      ‘Yeah. Pleased to meet you too.’ Archie was amazed: Maxime didn’t sound at all French. He was fluent, his accent was impeccable. ‘You speak good English.’

      ‘I have an English mother and a French father,’ Maxime said easily. ‘You’ll have to excuse my wife. She rarely speaks English. Where we live, there’s really no need.’

      ‘Right.’ Archie felt Juno come close to him, leaning against his calf.

      Craig said, ‘Have you seen our wedding present? It’s a beauty, Archie.’ He led the way to the boot of the Peugeot and indicated a Roman statue of a man and a woman in something that might have been marble. It was lying on its side, but Archie could see that the man was naked except for his helmet and the sword that hung down from a belt. The figure of the woman was carved behind him, her arms around him, a long cloth draped like a skirt around her hips. They were both standing on a solid oak plinth.

      ‘It’s very nice,’ Archie said pleasantly.

      ‘I love it so much already. It’s going to live in the hall.’ Elodie clapped her hands.

      ‘In pride of place,’ Craig added. ‘It’s superb. Thanks so much, Max.’

      ‘De rien,’ Maxime said with a smile. He turned to Archie. ‘This is a statue of Venus and Mars. I saw it and I had to buy it for this special couple.’

      ‘Oh? They’re Greek gods, right?’ Archie feigned ignorance.

      ‘Roman,’ Maxime said. ‘This is based on Botticelli’s famous statue. Venus is the goddess of love and beauty, like Elodie. Mars is the god of war. That’s perfect for Craig. Together they’re twice as beautiful.’ Maxime seemed pleased with himself. ‘You know what the poet Ovid said?’

      ‘You’ll have to tell me.’ Archie shook his head as if he had no idea who Ovid was.

      Maxime began to quote. ‘Their history is well known. Mars, agitated by a mad desire for Venus, transformed himself from a fearsome warrior into a lover.’

      ‘Better a lover than a fighter. That sounds good to me,’ Archie said with a grin. ‘So – do you want a lift with this lovely couple?’ He took his gloves from his pocket. ‘Shall we get them both inside?’

      ‘Good idea,’ Craig said. ‘Then we’ll eat.’

      ‘We’ll have to handle it with care.’ Maxime produced some leather gloves from his jacket pocket too and pulled them on expertly.

      He didn’t intend to leave any fingerprints either.

      Archie glanced at Maxime again. He was rich, cultured, educated, bilingual.

      And powerful.

      Archie’s instincts told him that Maxime might be very dangerous. He was very self-assured, assertive, almost to the point of aggressive. Of course, that didn’t make Maxime a drug trafficker. But the statue was more than a gift. It was a vital clue, and clues and hard facts were what he needed now.
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      ‘Steady. Take care,’ Maxime said as he, Craig and Archie carried the statue into the hall. It was bulky and heavy.

      ‘What does this thing weigh?’ Archie asked. It felt much heavier than it should have been.

      ‘Somewhere around eighty kilograms,’ Maxime grunted under the weight.

      Elodie pointed to a space on the tiled floor, opposite the stairs. ‘Can it go here?’

      ‘Gladly,’ Craig puffed and the three men placed it down, easing it upright on the oak plinth. ‘There. What do you think?’

      They stood back to admire the statue of Venus and Mars. In the light, the creamy figures shone softly. Elodie was delighted. ‘Oh, I love it, Max. It’s our best present.’

      ‘I’m pleased,’ Maxime said. Elodie and Isabelle linked arms and started to chatter in French.

      Craig shook Maxime’s hand, then Archie’s. ‘Thanks for helping get this in.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Look how happy Elodie is. She’s over the moon. Thanks so much, Max.’

      Maxime spoke quietly. ‘I hear things have been difficult lately.’

      ‘They have. Sabine died here, in our house.’ Craig glanced at Archie then back to Maxime. ‘She took her own life.’

      ‘Oh, that’s awful. Poor woman. I remember – she was your girlfriend once. And the girlfriend of – the man who sold antiques.’ Maxime shook his head. ‘We must drink to the future, my friend. To happier times.’ He turned to Archie. ‘Craig tells me you’re a police officer.’

      ‘In the UK.’ Archie waved the topic away. ‘I’m on holiday. The Dordogne’s a lovely place to unwind.’

      ‘You should visit Marseilles,’ Maxime said. ‘We have a place not far from Nîmes.’

      ‘I keep telling Archie he should buy my old house in the village,’ Craig grinned.

      ‘Would you like to live in France?’ Maxime met Archie’s eyes; his own were burning coals. ‘I’m sure there’d be many opportunities for an ex-policeman.’

      ‘Great.’ Archie wondered what Maxime was implying. If he was assessing him.

      Craig said, ‘Let’s go and eat.’

      They sat at the long table outside by the swimming pool, eating and drinking, listening to the soft sounds of the chirping crickets and cicadas. The sky was damson coloured, the palette of a Monet painting, a sinking sun. Archie placed a cushion beneath his feet for Juno and she lay there sulking, sniffing the chicken Sophie tried to tempt her with. Archie ate salad and bread, nibbling a little of the galette on his plate when he saw Isabelle tuck in. It looked like his fears of being poisoned were unfounded, which was just as well. Juno had crept slyly from her cushion and was nibbling chicken, a suspicious eye on Archie. He grinned. ‘Just a little then, Juno.’

      Maxime sat at the head of the table, looking lordly, as if he was the host. He complimented Sophie on the food, on how beautiful she looked, Elodie too. The three women began to chatter between themselves. Archie heard Elodie and Isabelle laughing about a trip to Cannes they’d shared a few months ago. They were clearly close friends. Maxime turned to Craig and switched easily to English. ‘Last time I was here, Hugo came to dinner. And Rémy. Where are they tonight?’

      Craig laughed. ‘I heard Hugo has a date. He doesn’t have much luck with women. Maybe this time he’ll find someone who can put up with his bad habits.’

      ‘And Rémy?’

      ‘He and Clémence have an evening engagement. Something to do with the commune.’

      ‘Tell them I’m sorry to miss them. And what about that funny little policeman? And the English couple? Couldn’t they make it either?’

      ‘I invited Monty, but I think his IBS plays him up.’ Craig almost smiled. ‘Willy and Angie have an early start tomorrow. They’re getting the overnight ferry to England.’

      ‘Oh? They’re not leaving France, I hope?’ Maxime asked politely.

      ‘No, it’s just a short break to see their daughter,’ Craig said. ‘I don’t think the tennis club could manage for long without them.’ He lifted a half-full bottle of red. ‘Archie, can I get you some more wine?’

      ‘I’m fine, thanks.’ Archie indicated his full glass. He’d hardly touched a drop.

      Maxime seemed to notice Archie properly. ‘And what sort of work do you do in the police?’

      ‘Standard stuff. I manage teams, assess risks, lead investigations.’

      ‘I see.’ Maxime looked amused. ‘And do you catch many criminals?’

      ‘Sometimes.’ Archie was aware of Maxime’s penetrating stare. ‘This year, I managed an early intervention team, offering kids targeted support and workshops on safety and crime prevention.’

      ‘In Bristol? You have racism there? Knife crime?’

      ‘It’s a big city. I’ve worked on focused projects for adolescents, “Safer Together” and “Blunt Truth”.’

      ‘And does it work?’ Maxime laughed once. ‘I know all about knife crime. It’s the same in Marseilles.’ He swiped a hand through the air as if it wasn’t important. ‘We’ve regular gang warfare between the DZ Mafia and Yda. Kids, of course. Too much energy. Not enough parental discipline.’

      ‘Isn’t there a lot of drug-related violence in Marseilles?’ Archie asked innocently. His eyes were glued to Maxime’s, watching for his reaction.

      ‘Isabelle and I live just outside Nîmes.’ Maxime didn’t miss a beat. ‘I have a daughter from a previous marriage who lives with us; she’s just fourteen. We try not to think of those things. I despise all those people who make money from drugs.’ He leaned forward and gripped the stem of his wine glass. ‘Do you have children, Archie? A wife?’

      ‘No,’ Archie said and left it at that. He wondered if Maxime knew – his tone carried an implicit threat. Archie wondered if he was being warned off. He lifted his glass and pretended to drink. ‘I loved the wedding present you bought Craig and Elodie.’ He put on his most fascinated face. ‘How would I go about getting one of those, if I wanted to?’

      ‘With difficulty, I suspect, on a policeman’s wage,’ Maxime laughed. Craig laughed too.

      ‘It’s magnificent, though. What an unusual piece. I was amazed by how heavy it is. I mean, it’s only a bit of stone and wood. It’s hollow, isn’t it?’ Archie looked puzzled. ‘It looks lovely in the hall. Seriously, Maxime, it was a really clever idea. What made you think of getting Craig and Elodie a statue?’

      ‘My dear friends got married.’ Maxime didn’t smile. ‘I wanted to give them a gift that meant something special. The marriage of a beautiful woman, Venus. A strong man, Mars. United in love forever.’

      ‘Well, it beats tableware and a china vase,’ Archie said mischievously. ‘I just can’t get over how heavy it was. What was in Venus’s legs? Half a cow?’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re saying.’ Maxime’s face was thunder now.

      ‘Archie’s joking, Max.’ Craig put up a hand in defence. ‘It’s Irish humour. That’s all.’

      ‘Oh, it’s always the same when Craig and I get together. We’re old Marine buddies. The craic is mighty.’ Archie knew he was pushing his luck now. ‘Craic, that is, as in a good time. Not as in crack cocaine.’

      Maxime paused a moment, frowning. Then he burst into a rumbling laugh. ‘I don’t understand this Irish humour, I’m afraid. I speak fluent English, but no Irish. You’ll have to explain it to me, Craig.’

      ‘Archie’s humour’s quite unique. He used to be known for it in the Marines.’ Craig poured more wine. ‘I’ll explain later, Max. It’s time for dessert now. Chérie,’ he turned to Elodie, ‘can you get the clafoutis and cream? And a couple of bottles of Rivesaltes.’

      ‘Of course, chéri.’ Elodie was the dutiful wife, moving to the serving table nearby, clattering cutlery and plates.

      Sophie was on her feet. ‘I’ve hardly spoken to Archie all evening. Or Maxime. We must get together for some conversation over dessert.’

      ‘Sure, we’ll catch up over pudding, Sophie.’ Archie met Maxime’s eyes and gave his most innocent expression. ‘Ah, this is a lovely evening. I’m really enjoying it.’

      ‘I’m glad.’ Maxime looked anything but glad. ‘I have to say, it’s been a pleasure to meet you, Archie. Tomorrow, sadly, we’re going back home, all too soon.’

      ‘Already? How come?’ Archie looked really disappointed. ‘It took seven hours to drive here. And seven back, I suppose. That’s a long trip, just to have a glass of wine and drop a statue off.’

      ‘Short, yes, but I wanted Craig to have his wedding present. And Elodie. But if you’re moving to France, I’ll look forward to the next time we meet.’

      ‘We both will,’ Archie said, ignoring what might be sarcasm, accepting a plate of clafoutis topped with a dollop of cream. He looked around the table, pleased with himself. The heaviness of the statue was clearly a clue, and so was Maxime’s irritated reaction. And Archie wanted whoever was behind the trafficking – he was fairly sure that it was Maxime – to know that he was on their case. He made his last pointed remark with a grin of triumph. ‘Thanks, Elodie. That looks delicious. Right, Sophie. Where were we? Let’s talk cars. I’ve wanted to ask for ages – how come so many people in the Dordogne own a Land Rover Discovery that looks just like yours?’
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      That night, Archie couldn’t sleep. It was well past midnight when he was huddled in the camper van, talking quietly on the phone to Shona.

      ‘Maxime didn’t want to talk about drugs. But he could still be guilty as sin, Shona. I let him know I was onto him and he wasn’t happy.’

      ‘That’s good. But before we can get involved at this end, we have to find out what’s inside the statue.’

      ‘The plinth weighed a ton.’

      ‘What do you think, Archie?’

      ‘It’s a no brainer.’ He could hear Shona shudder. ‘Narcotics. A massive haul of them. And they’ve been brought to the house to be moved on. If we can be sure that the Ackroyds are involved, or Geraldine Sharpe, then we’re involved officially.’

      ‘I still can’t come up with much on Maxime Boutaleb. He has dual nationality, a degree in law. He did some work for military liaison for a while. He’s in with all the big influencers in Marseilles: football player, an opera singer, a fashion designer. His ex-wife was a dancer. Isabelle’s from a well-to-do family. Privately educated.’

      ‘Nothing dirty on him? No convictions?’

      ‘No, he’s squeaky clean.’

      ‘He’s smart, Shona. I pushed him quite hard during dinner. All the double-edged meanings. If he’s involved, he’ll know I’m onto him. And so will anyone else at that table who’s in on it.’

      ‘Was that wise?’

      ‘Maybe not, but if he’s our man, he knows we’re on his tail.’ Archie lowered his voice. ‘I’ll be up early tomorrow. There’s something I want to check. Before I left the dinner party, I visited the jacks and made sure the kitchen window was on the latch.’

      ‘Archie, that wasn’t clever.’

      ‘I need to get in there, and I know what I’m looking for now. And I’m going to find it, even if I have to push that statue over. Mind you, Shona, I expect it’s a few kilos lighter now – they’ll have put the stuff in the hollow drawers. I bet it’s all wrapped up in the cellar now. The Ackroyds are off to the ferry port at the crack of dawn. It’s an eight-hour drive and an overnight on the boat, and they’ll have to pick up the antique first to take to Geraldine Sharpe.’

      ‘Give me proof that it’s drugs and I’ll get the boss to say the word. Then we’ll be standing by to arrest them in Weymouth as soon as they arrive.’

      ‘I’ll find something. I’ve been invited for a potluck breakfast tomorrow and the whole crowd will be there.’

      ‘It’ll be your best chance to work out who’s responsible. They might all be in on it. Take care, Archie.’

      ‘I will. Let’s stay in touch.’

      The phone clicked and Archie reached out for Juno, tapping her side affectionately. ‘Good girl. You did well with the chicken.’

      Juno rolled over on her back and Archie murmured, ‘We have to be up early. And I’m ready if someone comes to the van in the dark but keep your ears sharp.’

      Archie slept lightly. He’d learned the technique in the Marines, to be ready to wake in an instant. He half expected someone to attack him in the night, as they had with Rowley and Sabine.

      He woke briefly in the early hours and thought again about his conversation with Maxime, about who had looked most guilty.

      The statue had almost certainly been filled with narcotics. But who was involved?

      No one had looked guilty.

      Archie went through the list again and decided it could be anybody.

      But Sophie had been completely flustered by the conversation about the identical Land Rover cars. Elodie too. Craig had quickly launched into a conversation about how he’d like a Porsche. Sophie had hurriedly said she might sell the old Discovery and buy one like Maxime’s. Maxime told Craig that he should buy an Aston Martin.

      Yes, the rest of the evening had been very civil and pleasant. It had seemed like a normal dinner between good friends.

      But it had been far from a normal dinner. It had been a transaction. A drop-off.

      Archie was ready. He’d made his position clear tonight at the table: whoever was involved in trafficking knew now that he knew. They’d make the next move, or he would make his.
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      Archie slept so lightly that the slightest sound would have woken him. It was well before six when he heard something that sounded like the echo of a car door banging in the distance. He pulled on shorts and a vest, trainers, and set off at a lick towards the gîte, keeping low behind bushes. Maxime and Isabelle came out of the gîte, both impeccably dressed, packing the last case in the white Peugeot E-Traveller. Isabelle eased herself elegantly into the passenger seat and Maxime put on sunglasses and drove smartly away.

      ‘They’re leaving early, Juno. I thought they’d stay on for the big breakfast.’ Archie took out his phone and took a few photos. ‘Mind you, they’ve got a long drive, and they’ll have to stop to charge the car. And anyway, they’ve delivered what they wanted to deliver. They’ll be far away by the time William and Sophie start their journeys – maybe that’s the plan.’ He stroked the dog’s sleek fur. She was raring to go, full of energy. ‘Let’s have a quick run in the woods, and maybe a swim in the lake.’ He glanced towards the drive and frowned. ‘I need to keep an eye on the comings and goings.’

      They clattered through the woods, past the place where they’d found Rowley’s car before the wedding. When they’d run a few kilometres, Archie headed back to the camper van. They had a dip in the icy lake and Archie was standing in the cool air in shorts, drying himself with a towel, when he heard a car’s tyres scrunching on the gravel.

      It wasn’t seven yet. Archie watched a Land Rover Discovery crawl forwards and he put a finger to his lips. ‘This one’s Charente grey, not Carpathian. The colours are not the same. Let’s get up to the house before they do. Juno, I’ll need you to stay outside and keep watch.’

      They crossed the grass quickly, up the hill, skirting the side, to the back of the house where the kitchen was. Not far beyond was the gate that led to the pool house. Archie wondered whether breakfast would be by the pool or out front, where the wooden tables were still set up, where the pre-wedding dinner had been. That seemed so long ago. The Ackroyds would arrive at any time.

      The kitchen window was still open. Perfect. Archie wiggled it a little until it was wide enough for him to crawl through. He was standing by the sink, on the draining board, amid several empty bottles. He lowered his voice.

      ‘Wait outside, Juno. I’ll be back soon. Stay here.’

      Archie watched Juno settle, then he sprang down onto the kitchen floor and stood perfectly still, listening. There wasn’t a sound. The family were still asleep in their bedrooms, most likely. Outside, he heard the faint rumble of a car door, a voice.

      He hurried down the steps towards the cellar. As he’d hoped, the door had been left unlocked. Perhaps someone expected the Ackroyds to arrive early.

      Archie whirled inside, surrounded by darkness. He found his torch and made straight for the bookcase in heavy wood with glass panel doors. It still had a label attached to it. M. Florian BOYER, Paris. His fingers moved deftly to a book, L’Art Militaire Chez Les Nations Les Plus Célèbres. The one that had been hollowed out last time he’d seen it. He picked it up – it felt heavier now.

      No wonder.

      Archie opened it and whistled softly. As he’d expected, there were lots of tightly wrapped packages stuffed inside, one on top of the other. He’d seen it before in his line of work. Several years ago, he’d been in a group of officers who’d seized narcotics from a boat in the Bristol channel. That day, Archie and his team had picked up a haul of class A drugs, cocaine and MDMA, and class B drugs, ketamine and cannabis.

      Archie had no time to hang around and think. The beam of his torch landed on the antique French bombe chest. It was clean and newly polished with a label on it: G Sharpe.

      Archie opened it quickly and eased out the drawers. This time they had new, false bottoms. He lifted the wood slowly and sure enough, there were stacks of wrapped packages inside. Dozens of them.

      Archie took photos. He sent them to Shona with a text that said:

      
        
          
            
              
        Bingo. Here’s our evidence. Let’s go ahead. Make it official – we’re working in tandem with the French.

      

      

      

      

      

      He glanced at the heavy bookcase. He was fairly sure if he opened that up, there would be a false back, containing so many more packages.

      But there wasn’t time to check.

      He heard William Ackroyd’s voice at the door. It took him seconds to duck behind a tall mahogany wardrobe.

      Someone was propping the door open wide. ‘It shouldn’t be too hard to put it in the back of the car. It’s just a little piece. Here it is – it’s got a label with her name on.’ William had arrived next to the bombe chest. ‘Oh, Sophie’s polished it up, made it look lovely. Come on, Angie, let’s get it shifted.’

      Angie made a low puffing sound. ‘This is heavy, Willy. You’d think Craig would have come down and given us a hand.’

      ‘They were all boozing till late last night,’ William huffed. ‘They’ll sleep in until breakfast.’ They were moving steadily towards the door. ‘Just think – we’ll be on that ferry, have a nice meal and a glass of wine and a sleep, then tomorrow we’ll be in Plymouth, on our way to Weymouth.’

      ‘Geraldine texted me – she’s got a handbag she says I can have. It’s Louis Vuitton. Brand new, apparently. She doesn’t use it.’

      ‘Nice. And we’ll make a couple of grand, just so the Duke of Marlborough can have a posh piece of furniture.’

      Archie heard them struggling with the little chest.

      ‘Hang on a minute, Willy, let me get my breath.’

      ‘We haven’t time to hang about, Ange…’

      ‘I know but – this thing’s heavy…’

      Archie listened. They were dragging it up the stone steps, across the hallway towards the door.

      Neither of the Ackroyds had behaved like they knew what was stashed in the chest.

      It was time to leave.

      Archie moved silently towards the cellar door, closing it softly behind him, weaving past the stacked wine. He heard the front door slam with a soft clunk.

      He glanced at his watch: 7.10. The people in the house would be up and about soon.

      It took seconds for Archie to go back to the kitchen, up on the draining board, wiping away traces of his footprints with a stray dishcloth, then out through the window and down onto the ground.

      Juno was waiting patiently. When she saw Archie, she stood up, wagging her tail.

      ‘Good girl. Right, let’s go back to the van. We’ll get changed and pop into the village. We’ll have to buy some things for breakfast. And I owe you a treat.’

      The boulangerie was open and customers were already coming and going, wrapped baguettes stuffed under their arms. It was quarter to eight. Juno sat quietly outside as Archie stood in a queue of six people. He recognised the person at the front, the man in a black leather jacket who looked half awake; he could smell the tobacco on his clothes.

      Hugo spoke to the woman behind the counter in a husky voice. ‘Brioche. Pain aux raisins.’

      Of course – he was buying something for the potluck breakfast.

      Hugo paid with the change in his pocket and was about to shamble past Archie without looking at him. Archie offered him a grin and said, ‘Salut. Hugo. Comment s’est passé le rendez-vous hier soir?’

      ‘Quel rendez-vous?’ Hugo didn’t look happy to be asked about his date last night.

      Archie said, ‘Le rendez-vous avec la femme. Craig m’a dit⁠—’

      ‘Il se trompe. J’ai eu un rendez-vous avec une bouteille de vin, puis je me suis couché tôt.’

      ‘Oh.’ Archie recalled Craig saying at dinner that Hugo had a date, but Hugo had denied it – he said he’d drunk wine and gone to bed early.

      ‘Je suis trop occupé.’ Hugo looked away irritably and shuffled towards the door.

      Standing in the queue, Archie thought about Hugo. He was unfriendly to the point of being prickly, but that didn’t make him a criminal. Craig had said that Hugo was meeting a woman, that’s why he’d missed the dinner last night. But Hugo had denied it. So where had he been? Putting false drawers in more furniture? Packing them with narcotics?

      Or had he simply not been invited?

      Archie resolved to find out. He was still thinking about the Ackroyds. They’d been surprised the chest was so heavy. They knew nothing about what was inside it.

      They were mules.

      Sophie was taking another antique to Paris. Archie wondered if she was a mule too. Or how much she actually knew.

      He stood at the front of the queue, talking to an efficient-looking woman in gold-rimmed glasses. ‘Trois baguettes, un pain de seigle, tranché, et dix croissants.’

      ‘Bien sûr.’ The woman behind the counter smiled at him as she filled a bag with croissants. ‘C’est ton petit chien là-bas?’

      ‘Oui. Elle s’appelle Juno.’

      ‘Elle est si mignonne.’

      ‘Merci.’ Archie paid for his bread, pleased with his French conversation. He was getting a feel for the language, using what he could remember. Speaking wasn’t too hard: understanding fast conversations was the tough part. Modern slang. Nuance. He wasn’t there yet.

      He’d been quite good at languages in school, a bright lad, halfway through his Leaving Certificate when his mother took up with the new man and his father dragged him across the Irish sea to England. Fortunately, he’d fitted in well at his new school and got himself some good A levels. But his study of languages had been left behind. A fair command of French and Irish, and that had been it.

      Archie and Juno walked towards the camper van, Archie hugging a bag of bread. He passed the café with the sign La Rive and a voice from a patio table called, ‘Ça va?’

      Archie turned to see Monty Renaudin sitting on a metal chair, a small cup of black coffee on the table in front of him. He was actually smiling. He nodded at the bag of breads. ‘Are you on your way up to the house for Friday breakfast?’

      ‘I certainly am.’

      ‘Join me? We have time.’ Monty indicated the seat next to him. He waved at the waiter and called, ‘Deux cafés.’ He watched Archie sit, then he said, ‘I want to ask you for – j’ai besoin de tes lumières – what’s the English phrase?’

      ‘You want to pick my brains?’ Archie guessed. He turned to the waiter. ‘Un bol d’eau pour le chien, s’il vous plaît.’

      ‘Exactly, I want to pick your brains. One officer to another. And I’ve some information too. You’ll be pleased to hear it.’ Monty smiled. Archie was surprised he was being so friendly.

      ‘What do you have?’

      ‘We need to share what we know, you and I. English and French. So…’ Monty looked up briefly as the waiter placed two small cups of black coffee and two cinnamon biscuits on the table and a bowl of water on the ground for Juno. The waiter disappeared and Monty made his voice low, confidential.

      ‘The Public Prosecutor’s report is in. It’s very interesting. Oliver Rowland died of an overdose of heroin, but there was no evidence that he’d taken drugs before.’

      Archie was glad, at least, that the truth was out. Rowley’s name was clear. ‘And Sabine?’

      ‘Inconclusive. She may have killed herself. She may not. But as you said, she was left-handed, so it’s unlikely she would have cut her left wrist. So it seems, my friend, that we’re working together to find a murderer.’

      Archie was pleased to hear it. ‘Who do you think it might be?’

      ‘Who knows?’ Monty threw up his hands. ‘No prints were left behind. Half the people in Saint-Amédée were at that wedding. But why would someone kill an English Marine in this way? They didn’t rob him. But he had a mark on his head from a hard blow. So anyone might have hit him and administered the drugs.’

      Archie had worked that out already. Monty had told him nothing he didn’t know. ‘And Sabine?’

      ‘She didn’t seem unhappy. Yes, her life was difficult, what with her mother being ill, but anyone would tell you she was a⁠—’

      ‘Free spirit?’ Archie said sadly.

      ‘Exactly. So – what’s the motive?’

      ‘What do you think?’ Archie thought he knew, but he wanted to discover how much Monty would tell him. He still wasn’t sure he could trust him entirely.

      Monty scratched his head. ‘Perhaps jealousy?’

      ‘Jealousy?’ Archie wondered where this was leading.

      ‘It seems Sabine had dinner with Oliver Rowland. And we know that Hugo Tétreau was still in love with her.’

      ‘Was he?’

      ‘Oh, yes. After she and Craig’s affaire was over, she had a brief amour with Hugo. He was besotted with her. But she was – independent.’

      ‘So you think Hugo killed them both?’

      ‘Perhaps.’

      ‘Does he have other girlfriends?’ Archie asked. He was thinking about his conversation with Hugo earlier.

      ‘No, he’s single now. I think that’s because of Sabine.’

      ‘What about other motives?’

      ‘Such as?’ Monty asked.

      Archie took a deep breath. Now was the time. He had to tell him what he knew.

      There was photographic evidence of drugs. They’d be officially working with the French police. The Ackroyds and Geraldine Sharpe would be arrested in England.

      Archie took out his phone and showed Monty one photo, then another, then a third. Furniture. Tightly wrapped packages.

      ‘What’s this?’

      ‘Narcotics.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘In the cellar, here at the Manoir la Poisse.’

      ‘What?’ Monty was horrified. He started to breathe heavily. ‘Then why are we waiting? I’ll send my officers in straight away.’

      ‘To arrest who, exactly?’ Archie spoke calmly. ‘Listen. There are two drop-offs scheduled, one in England – a piece of furniture filled with narcotics. William and Angie Ackroyd are delivering it. A colleague of mine is on standby to make sure the police in England have that one covered. There’ll be another drop-off in Paris.’

      ‘In Paris?’ Monty’s face was flaming red.

      ‘The French police will have been told. Sophie Laurent will take a bookcase to Paris tomorrow. It’s one from the brocante. She’s being met by a man called Florian Boyer. You need to make sure that the police are there at the handover.’

      ‘Are you saying Sophie’s a drug dealer? And the Ackroyds? Who else? Hugo Tétreau?’ Monty was horrified. ‘Is that why the two people were killed?’

      ‘I suspect they knew too much.’

      ‘Then we need to act now.’ Monty stood up, then sat down again.

      ‘No, we have to be sure who’s involved. Let’s go to breakfast and see what we can find out,’ Archie said. ‘Last night a man called Maxime Boutaleb and his wife delivered a statue, a wedding present. I think it might have been stuffed with the narcotics that are now in the antique furniture, ready to go.’

      ‘So are Craig and Elodie involved too?’

      ‘Maybe, maybe not. That’s what we need to find out before we can arrest anyone. But your officers will follow Sophie to Paris and watch her every move. They’ll be there to pick her up when the handover takes place.’

      ‘It’s a good plan. I’m glad we’re working together officially.’ Monty finished his coffee in one mouthful, placed several euros on the table and stood up again. ‘I’ll see you up at the house.’ He leaped forward and Archie could smell the coffee on his breath. ‘After breakfast, you and I will talk some more.’

      Archie could see that Monty was shaking, sweating. He said, ‘I don’t suppose you get this sort of crime much in the Dordogne?’

      ‘No, not at all. This is a big chance to catch the gros poisson – the big fish. We can’t let it go.’

      Archie reached out a hand to slow him down. ‘Take your time, Monty. Wait until we know who we’re going after. Then you can haul them in slowly, these big fish. When they take the bait.’

      ‘Yes, of course, you’re right,’ Monty said. He’d already started to stride away towards his car, parked across the road. ‘It’s very good. French and English police working together. L’Entente Cordiale.’

      ‘Right,’ Archie called back. ‘I’ll see you up there.’

      He turned to Juno and shook his head. Monty was inexperienced, well out of his depth. Archie hoped he wouldn’t mess everything up.
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      Archie glanced at the bag of croissants on the bistro table. His watch told him it was half eight. Breakfast was at nine. He’d give it five minutes and get off. He just needed a few minutes to himself, to process his thoughts.

      Firstly, Monty Renaudin worried him. Archie’s experience in the police and in the Marines had taught him that it was important to be calm, quiet and thoughtful, and never impetuous. But it looked like the policeman was inexperienced at this line of work.

      Archie knew he’d had to tell Monty the facts. The French police would already know. He texted Shona again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi. Monty Renaudin is clued up. We’re ready to go. Sophie will be met in Paris. I’ll do my best to find out if she’s working on her own. A.

      

      

      

      

      

      He put his phone away and was about to leave when Jessie and Mallory turned the corner, their arms full of baguettes.

      ‘Archie. Great to see you,’ Mallory said. ‘We’ve been summoned to breakfast.’

      ‘What?’ Archie stood up. ‘At the house?’

      ‘That’s OK, isn’t it?’ Jessie looked worried. ‘I mean, after what you said – what happened the other day, the car chase, perhaps we shouldn’t go. I said to Mallory⁠—’

      ‘It’s only breakfast – what can go wrong?’ Mallory grinned. ‘Can you give us a lift? I mean – it’s two kilometres up that hill.’

      ‘Yeah, as you say, it’s just breakfast. Why not?’ Archie was on his feet. ‘It’ll be a big gathering, so everybody I want to watch will be there. Just keep your ears open, Mallory – let me know anything useful. Your French is perfect.’

      ‘OK.’ Mallory looked delighted to help.

      Jessie was less sure. ‘Will we all be safe?’

      ‘For now, yes. Later, I’d give the place a wide berth.’

      ‘Why?’ Mallory asked.

      Archie gave a knowing wink. ‘I think it’ll all be going down then. Come on. We’ll be late.’

      When they arrived at the house, Sophie was serving coffee at the big wooden table outside, arranging bread and jams. Craig was busying himself with a barbecue grill. He waved a hand. ‘Archie, great timing. Hi, girls. Coffee’s hot.’

      Archie approached with Juno bounding ahead and Mallory and Jessie just behind. Rémy and Clémence were seated, Hugo next to them, then Carole. She called, ‘Hello, Archie. Eric’s here. He’s down by the garden getting some fresh eggs. I love our potluck breakfasts.’

      Hugo was smoking a cigarette. He looked particularly moody, hunched over a coffee in his leather jacket. He didn’t speak or look round.

      Two people were missing: Monty and Elodie. Archie took a seat next to Carole and accepted a cup of coffee. Mallory perched next to him, then Jessie.

      Craig was busy cooking, bacon sizzling away. He called to Eric, who was on his way up the hill. ‘I need the eggs. Come on, Eric. We’re all starving.’

      Eric hugged a cardboard box with a dozen eggs in it. He nodded towards Archie in greeting. He was wearing a freshly pressed shirt, a Metallica design.

      Carole patted the seat on the other side of her, making space for her son, then she stroked Eric’s arm. ‘Eric usually stays in the garden while the rest of us have breakfast. But I told him he should have a chat with you, man to man. It’s a good career, the police force.’

      ‘It’s not for everyone,’ Archie said.

      ‘Where’s Elodie?’ Sophie asked.

      ‘In the shower.’ Craig cracked eggs into a pan.

      ‘And Monty?’ Sophie gazed around the garden. ‘I thought I saw his car somewhere.’

      Craig said, ‘He parked up by the house.’

      ‘So where is he now?’ Sophie asked.

      ‘Inside. In the toilet. I expect his IBS is troubling him.’ Rémy smiled. ‘Craig, my patio’s looking good now. Maybe we can have breakfast at our place soon?’

      Clémence said something in French and Rémy translated, ‘My wife invites you all for a barbecue next week.’ He turned to Archie. ‘Will you still be here?’

      ‘Oh, we can’t let him leave.’ Craig laughed as he fried eggs. ‘He’s one of us now.’

      ‘Talking of which,’ Sophie said, ‘I wonder how Angie and Willy are getting on?’

      ‘They’ll still be driving – it’s a long way to the ferry port.’ Craig looked at the time on his phone.

      ‘That bacon smells divine. They’re missing a treat.’ Carole held out her plate. ‘Eric, have some.’

      Eric muttered something, reached for a croissant and took a bite.

      Elodie arrived in a short dress, her hair damp from the shower. Craig left tending the grill and took her in his arms. ‘Come here. Give your husband a snog.’

      Elodie embraced him with a smacking kiss, all arms and lips, and Sophie tutted. Archie had never seen her look so unhappy with her daughter. She muttered, ‘Ça me rend malade.’

      Mallory put her mouth close to Archie’s ear. ‘She said they make her feel sick.’

      ‘Ce n’est pas ma faute si j’aime mon mari. Au moins, j’en ai un.’ Elodie looked annoyed.

      Mallory translated. ‘She said, “It’s not my fault I love my husband. At least I have one”.’

      Sophie turned angry eyes on Elodie and muttered, ‘Pute.’

      ‘I’m sure I don’t need to translate that,’ Mallory whispered.

      Archie wondered what was going on between them. They were clearly not pleased with each other. There was tension in the air.

      Craig said, ‘I’ve got eggs and bacon. That’ll cheer you up. Everyone’s got out of the wrong side of the bed this morning.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Elodie groaned. ‘I drank too much last night. But not as much as you did, chéri.’

      ‘Yes, I have a headache too.’ Sophie stretched her legs. ‘It’s not every day we have visitors from Marseilles. And Maxime and Isabelle are so génial.’

      ‘But you’re not géniale at all today, Maman. Why are you in such bad mood?’

      ‘Because I have to drive all the way to Paris tomorrow and I’ll be alone. I asked Archie to come with me, but he won’t. Then I ask you to come, Elodie, and you say you’d rather stay here with your husband.’

      Elodie kissed Craig again. ‘We are jeunes mariés.’

      ‘But that’s ridiculous – you’ve lived together for a year.’ Sophie hadn’t touched any food yet.

      ‘You can go to Paris with your mother if you like, chérie. Go with your mother and do some shopping. I’ll be OK here by myself – I’ll just go and play golf.’ Craig scooped several fried eggs on a plate and passed them down the table. ‘Or Archie and I can go jogging, can’t we, mate? I need to build my fitness back up to peak. You’ve inspired me, Arch.’

      Archie grinned. ‘I’m always up for a run.’

      ‘Archie’s marvellous. He runs and swims each day,’ Sophie said. ‘Juno goes with him.’ She reached for a fried egg and flopped it on to a plate. ‘Can Juno have an egg, Archie?’

      ‘Give her an apple. She loves them.’ Archie watched as Juno leaped up, snaffled a rosy apple from Sophie’s nervous fingers, and then curled up by his feet.

      Rémy was restless. ‘Where’s our police friend?’

      ‘IBS is horrible,’ Carole said. ‘My ex-husband had it. He used to feel really bloated.’

      Eric shot her an embarrassed look.

      ‘Il est â l’arrière, Monty.’ Hugo ground out his cigarette beneath his heel and poured himself another coffee. He had hardly looked at anyone since he’d arrived.

      ‘Hugo saw him go round the back.’ Mallory reached for a croissant and passed one to Jessie. Archie took some rye bread and cheese, a bottle of water. Then Sophie’s phone rang and she looked momentarily alarmed. She began speaking furiously into it. Archie couldn’t tell what she was saying, but he knew she was unhappy. He heard the words, ‘Pourquoi pas? Je ne suis pas prête.’ Then she said ‘pute’ again.

      Mallory whispered, ‘She’s not ready to go somewhere.’

      ‘Oh, no.’ Elodie yawned. ‘Do you have to go to Paris early, Maman?’

      ‘Where does she have to go?’ Craig wanted to know.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Carole asked. ‘Why’s Sophie so upset?’

      Sophie launched into angry French and she and Elodie exchanged several horrified phrases. Mallory muttered, ‘She was expecting to go to Paris tomorrow, but she’s been asked to go today.’

      ‘Did you get the reason why?’ Archie asked, all interest.

      ‘No, but it’s sudden and she’s not happy.’ Mallory lowered her voice even more. ‘She says it’s a six-hour drive and if she leaves now, it’ll be teatime when she gets there. She’s annoyed because she has a headache and she doesn’t want to drive.’

      Archie sat up, alert. Things had been moved forward. Sophie was going to Paris earlier than planned.

      ‘Just go, Sophie.’ Craig was the voice of calm reason. ‘Book yourself into a nice spa hotel. La Demeure Montaigne or Paris j’Adore. Do some shopping. Treat yourself.’

      Sophie pouted. ‘Why won’t you come, Elodie?’

      ‘I want to stay with mon mari.’

      ‘We could share the driving. I’m exhausted.’

      Elodie shook her head. ‘No, I’ve decided. I’m staying here this time.’

      Hugo suddenly looked angry. His voice was ice cold. ‘La soirée hier. Tu ne m’as pas invité chez vous. Tu as dit que j’ai un rendez-vous amoureux. Tu as menti, Craig. Alors, pourquoi?’

      Mallory whispered, ‘Craig lied about a date. And he didn’t invite Hugo last night⁠—’

      Craig looked a little shocked. ‘You know why, Hugo. Maxime’s a big deal in antiques. You remember what happened last time we had dinner with him. You were – difficult. I couldn’t have you arguing again, telling him his pieces aren’t authentic.’

      Hugo began to shout. He leaned across the table and banged it hard. Elodie joined in angrily, and all three were yelling at each other. Rémy stood up to try to calm things down, then everyone shouted at him. Carole said, ‘Oh, my. What’s happening?’

      Eric picked up another croissant and retreated down the drive towards the garden. Hugo yelled something about Sabine. He was clearly furious or sad or both.

      Craig said gently, ‘Let’s not bring up old grievances, Hugo. That was a long time ago. But that night, you and Sabine weren’t very pleasant to Maxime. So I couldn’t run the risk of you upsetting him. He’d brought us a wedding present, for goodness’ sake. And yes, it hurts me too, what happened to Sabine, more than you know.’

      Then Elodie burst into tears and Craig wrapped his arms around her.

      Jessie leaned across. ‘Hugo’s losing it.’

      Jessie was right. Hugo began yelling again. Then he launched a punch in Craig’s direction, and it caught him in the ribs. Elodie took a step back as Craig winced in pain, then he threw himself at Hugo, grabbing his arm before the next punch landed wide of the mark.

      Rémy was on his feet. ‘Arrêtez. Calmez-vous.’

      Carole yelled, ‘Where’s Monty? Why can’t you ever find a policeman when you want one?’

      Then, all of a sudden, things calmed as quickly as they flared. Elodie dried her tears and Craig consoled her. Hugo held out a hand and Craig shook it, then they hugged like brothers. Sophie was smiling again.

      Jessie muttered, ‘That was weird. One minute they wanted to kill each other and the next, they’re best buddies.’

      ‘They can be very passionate, the French,’ Carole said by way of explanation.

      ‘I have to go to Paris now.’ Sophie shrugged sadly. She turned appealing eyes on Archie. ‘Will you help me? I need to get ready. There’s a bookcase that must go in my car, but it’s very fragile.’

      ‘Of course.’ Archie wondered if this was another attempt to get his fingerprints on the bookcase.

      ‘Don’t worry.’ Rémy stood gallantly. ‘We’ll all help you, Sophie, won’t we? Hugo?’

      Hugo shrugged. ‘Je te l’ai vendu. Elle n’est pas trop lourde.’

      Archie understood at once. Hugo had sold her the bookcase Sophie wanted them to lift. He’d said it wasn’t very heavy.

      Craig smiled. ‘Let’s all help Sophie get ready for Paris. Then we can sit down together and chill.’

      ‘I’ll take the dishes to the kitchen.’ Elodie placed empty cups on a tray. ‘Craig, I’m going for a swim.’

      ‘Right. I’ll be with you, but I want to help Sophie first.’ Craig watched her go and then offered Archie a wry smile. ‘Women, eh?’

      ‘What would we do without them?’ Archie raised a questioning eyebrow.

      ‘We’ll all help, Sophie,’ Carole said kindly. ‘What a shock to find out you have to drive all that way today.’

      ‘Oh, usually it’s nothing, I enjoy it, but today – I have a headache,’ Sophie said.

      Mallory picked up a coffee pot and a few plates. ‘We’re all glad to lend a hand.’ She and Jessie made their way up the stone steps into the house. Archie watched as everyone went ahead, then he followed with a plate of pastries.

      He passed Hugo in the hall examining the sculpture of Venus and Mars. He said, ‘Qu’en penses-tu, Hugo?’

      Hugo pulled a face, said, ‘Dégueulasse. De mauvaise qualité. Tout comme Maxime,’ and began to roll a cigarette. He was clearly unimpressed.

      It was then Archie heard the piercing high-pitched scream. With Juno just behind him, he took off in the direction of the kitchen, bounding out of the back door and towards the open gate that led to the swimming pool. Others were just seconds behind him, Craig, Rémy, Mallory and Jessie.

      Elodie was standing by the pool side, at the deep end. She screamed again, her body taut, her hands to her mouth, staring into the water. Craig was at her side, his arms tightly around her, making soft sounds, comforting her.

      Archie took a step forward and froze. He was looking at the body of Monty Renaudin, fully clothed, floating in the pool, face down.

      He was dead.
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      Police officers arrived, bustling around, carrying the body away, taking statements. They showed little interest in Archie or the American women.

      Archie checked his messages. Shona had texted that the French police knew everything now. The tandem investigation was underway.

      But Monty’s death was another matter entirely. The officers were here to collect his body, to investigate what had happened. They were speaking to Craig and Elodie. Mallory had been listening in to their conversation and reporting back to Archie. ‘Craig thinks Monty fell in the pool. He couldn’t swim.’

      ‘What was he doing back there?’ Jessie asked. Archie had been wondering the same thing.

      ‘His phone was found on the side of the pool. One of the French officers said he must have lost balance and slipped. He was in the water for a while…’ Mallory shook her head. ‘But the police said they need to be sure that it was an accident. Especially since – you know – what happened to Sabine and Rowley. Everyone’s been told to stay close to the village for now.’

      ‘Sophie’s out in front of the house, about to leave for Paris,’ Jessie frowned. ‘Craig and Elodie and Rémy and Clémence are loading her car already.’

      ‘Shouldn’t she hang around to talk to the police?’ Mallory added. ‘They won’t be pleased if she leaves.’

      ‘Right. I have to make a call.’ Archie needed to check in with Shona. The last thing he wanted was the French police to chase Sophie down at high speed. It would ruin everything. She had to make the trip to Paris. ‘I’ll be back in a minute – don’t go anywhere.’

      Archie moved to the wooden table where they’d had breakfast. He watched as Sophie came out of the house, placed a case in her car and turned to speak to Elodie. Craig was chatting to Hugo, Rémy and Clémence, their heads together.

      Shona’s voice was as clear in his ear as if she was standing next to him. ‘Archie, how’s it going?’

      ‘There’s a problem. Monty, the local police officer, has just been found face down in the pool at the manor house.’

      ‘Dead?’

      ‘Yeah. In the deep end. He couldn’t swim. His phone was on the ground. I bet he’d been calling it in to the French police. We’d been speaking about Sophie and the drop-off in Paris.’

      ‘What do you think happened?’

      ‘Who knows? I’d say he was overheard telling his superior officers about the photos I showed him, the same ones I sent you.’

      ‘The drawer full of narcs.’

      ‘Exactly. Someone wanted him quiet. The French police are here.’

      ‘We’re all over it at this end, Archie. It’s officially on with the French. And we have to let the mules make the drop. The French police won’t stop Sophie leaving. She’ll be followed to Paris.’

      ‘Right. That gives me time to work out who killed Monty. Because they probably did it before breakfast.’

      ‘Who’s on your list?’

      ‘It could be any of the guests. When I arrived, they’d all come from different places. Anyone could have pushed him in.’

      ‘OK, well, I’ll be in touch. Stay safe.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Archie pushed his phone into his pocket and sauntered over to Sophie. She turned, smiling. ‘Archie. I don’t need your help now.’ She held out her arms and kissed him on both cheeks. ‘But this is your last chance to come with me.’

      Archie watched Juno bound towards him and sit at his feet. ‘Paris is no place for Juno.’

      ‘She’d love it. I’d buy her a diamante collar.’ Sophie laughed. ‘And as many apples as she can eat.’ Her face was suddenly sad. ‘Will you be here when I get back?’

      Archie avoided the question. ‘I’d like to stay on for a bit. I like it here.’

      ‘Then you and I must have dinner – à deux.’

      ‘À trois.’ Archie grinned and Juno wagged her tail.

      ‘Oh, Archie, I’m sad.’ Sophie put her hand on his shoulder. ‘Poor Monty. What a terrible accident.’

      ‘It was.’

      ‘But I’m so glad you were here. Every woman needs an Archie Darling.’

      ‘Ah, you’re right there.’ Archie offered a charming smile. ‘So, I bet you’ll be glad to get rid of this old thing.’ He indicated the bookcase in the back of the car.

      ‘This old thing will make me a lot of money.’ Sophie’s eyes shone. ‘There’s a buyer already lined up.’

      ‘So, when are you back?’

      ‘I’m meeting Florian tonight for dinner. It will be late. Then tomorrow I’ll have breakfast, do some shopping and drive home. I love Paris. I think I might leave Elodie and Craig here and move back permanently.’

      ‘Is that what you’d like, Sophie?’

      ‘I think so.’ She sighed. ‘I wish you’d come with me.’

      Archie changed the subject. ‘Is it a nice hotel you’re stopping at?’

      ‘The best. The Hôtel de Crillon. Dinner will be wonderful.’

      ‘That’s good.’ He had details of where she’d be now. She seemed oblivious that he was searching for information.

      ‘It would be nice to meet you there one day, as a friend. We could eat in the Jardin d’Hiver, drink champagne and speak French. Your French is good. French is the most romantic language.’

      ‘Irish isn’t bad in that department either.’

      Sophie looked sad. ‘Say something to me in Irish, Archie.’

      He didn’t hesitate. ‘Go n-éirí leat, Sophie.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘Good luck.’

      ‘Yes, that’s what I need. Some good luck. Life hasn’t always been kind.’ Sophie removed her sunglasses from her head and hugged Archie again. She smelled of sweet perfume, vanilla and caramel. And sadness, somehow.

      ‘Take care.’ Archie wondered again about her. Was she the brains behind it all? Or was she a victim?

      He watched her clamber into the Discovery and drive off. French plates: 24. The Dordogne.

      He turned and walked straight into Craig and Elodie. Craig looked troubled. ‘The police are still talking to everyone. It’s horrendous, all this… They’ve told us to stay here for now, because of poor Monty’s accident. Of course, we’re not going anywhere.’

      ‘You can’t keep my mother from Paris though,’ Elodie said. ‘It always feels different in the house without her.’

      ‘In what way?’ Archie asked.

      ‘Quieter,’ Elodie said. ‘Calmer.’

      ‘It’s nice when it’s just us.’ Craig grasped his wife’s arm and pecked her cheek. She turned away, as if her thoughts were elsewhere.

      Elodie sighed. ‘It’s almost too hard to be normal after what happened. Poor Monty.’

      ‘What did the police say?’

      ‘I spoke to one of them just now.’ Elodie shook her head sadly. ‘They think he slipped. He was standing too close to the edge of the pool. Someone said he was making a call to a colleague and then he just – stopped speaking.’

      ‘He dedicated his life to his job. He wasn’t married,’ Craig said. His lips brushed Elodie’s cheek again. ‘It must be hard to be alone in the world.’

      ‘The police aren’t suspicious about his death?’ Archie asked.

      ‘No. I’m surprised though.’ Elodie glanced to where two police officers were talking to each other. ‘I thought they might be, given what happened to the others…’ Emotion took over and she couldn’t finish. ‘My wedding celebrations have been filled with bad luck.’

      ‘Elodie.’ Craig wrapped an arm around her. ‘The police know what they’re doing, chérie.’ He met Archie’s eyes. ‘They seem to be taking it all in their stride. Funny though. One minute, they were all over it, asking questions, then all of a sudden they had to leave. Strange business.’

      ‘I expect they were called out somewhere else,’ Archie said. ‘Although I can’t imagine what’s more important than investigating an officer dying in strange circumstances.’ He glanced at Craig then Elodie. ‘Unless it’s three people dying in strange circumstances.’

      Elodie put her hands to her face and said something in French. It might have been, ‘C’est affreux!’

      ‘Unbelievable.’ Craig wrapped an arm round her. ‘It’s horrific.’ He hugged his wife closer. ‘What can I say? Let the police sort it out. We’ll just keep calm – maybe I can make us all coffee.’

      ‘Did someone mention coffee?’ Rémy arrived with Clémence, Hugo just behind them. ‘I need to sit down. What a terrible morning. Poor Monty!’

      ‘Mon dieu, c’était terrible,’ Clémence agreed.

      ‘Qui serait policier. Oh la vache!’ Hugo said, pushing his hands in his pockets.

      Archie understood the double-edged comment. Who’d be a policeman! He wondered if it was some sort of threat, or simply Hugo being negative.

      He looked from face to face. ‘Yeah, we all need a bit of solidarity after such a hard morning. Monty was unlucky.’

      ‘He was. I knew he couldn’t swim. We all did. What was he doing by the pool, by himself? Imagine falling in and drowning though.’ Craig’s voice cracked. ‘It’s upset us all.’

      ‘It has indeed.’ Rémy shook his head. ‘What a waste of a life. You need to put a cover on that pool, Craig.’

      ‘I keep meaning to,’ Craig said nervously.

      Clémence seemed to understand. ‘No, on peut se noyer avec une couverture sur une piscine.’ She took Rémy’s arm.

      ‘My wife says he could have drowned even if there was a cover over the pool.’

      Hugo was looking around. ‘Sophie est déjà allée à Paris?’

      ‘Oui,’ Elodie said. She waved to Mallory and Jessie, who were just coming up from the gardens with Carole and Eric. ‘We’re making coffee. Come and join us.’

      ‘I’ve been picking veggies. I needed a break,’ Carole replied. ‘We’ve just got some fabulous tomatoes. Eric’s grown the best ones this year. And he’s finished putting in the new fence posts.’ Eric nodded in agreement as she drew level with the group and reached for Archie’s arm. ‘I see the police are leaving now. What did they say actually happened to Monty? It’s awful.’

      ‘It certainly is,’ Archie agreed. He glanced at each face. ‘Someone must have seen something. We should talk about it over coffee, share what we know. What do you think?’
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      Hours passed, coffee, conversation, a few tears and reminiscing, toasts to Monty. It was almost two thirty. The table was filled with bottles of wine, mostly empty, and the remnants of food. Most people were quiet and introspective. The mood had become sombre. Everyone agreed, Monty Renaudin had been a good type, although not a man of great humour. Rémy led the toasts in French to a good police officer and a good man, his face solemn: Monty took his job seriously. He was a professional. He suffered with his digestion. But he had a kind heart. He was a good Frenchman, a man of the community. He would be missed.

      ‘Montgomery Renaudin,’ Rémy said sadly.

      ‘Monty.’ Everyone held up their glasses and chorused together.

      ‘To Monty.’ Archie glanced at Juno who’d snuggled by his ankles, then he looked at each face in turn. He kept his voice light. ‘But – I’m just thinking – what if it wasn’t an accident?’

      Rémy looked angry. ‘But it was. The police said it was.’

      ‘Qu’est-ce qu’il a dit?’ Hugo asked, glancing at Elodie.

      ‘Of course it was an accident. What else could it be?’ Elodie asked.

      Archie raised an eyebrow. ‘What if someone pushed him?’

      ‘Why would someone do that?’ Carole asked.

      ‘They wouldn’t,’ Craig said. ‘None of us would.’

      Eric was watching Archie, his brow perplexed. Archie said, ‘Do we ever really know each other? Or what we’re capable of?’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Rémy asked frostily.

      Mallory met Archie’s eyes, then Jessie’s. She looked nervous.

      Archie shrugged. ‘Well, there are – how many of us here? Ten. Eleven if you count Sophie. She was here too. That gives us eleven suspects.’

      ‘Hang on – what are you saying, Arch?’ Craig asked.

      ‘He’s saying that if Monty was pushed, then it had to be one of us who pushed him,’ Mallory said quietly.

      ‘Or more than one,’ Jessie added.

      ‘But he wasn’t pushed,’ Elodie insisted.

      ‘Well, let me just throw this into the mix,’ Archie said slowly. ‘I saw Monty this morning for a coffee before breakfast, before we came up here. He told me something interesting.’

      ‘C’est quoi ce bordel?’ Hugo grunted suspiciously.

      ‘What did he say?’ Carole asked.

      ‘He told me that the police believe that Rowley’s death wasn’t a drugs overdose at his own hand and that Sabine didn’t take her own life.’

      ‘What?’ Elodie was shaking. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I mean Rowley never took drugs in his life. Sabine wasn’t depressed. So, what happened to them really? How did they die?’

      Hugo banged a fist on the table and said, ‘Diable.’

      ‘So – you tell us, Arch,’ Craig said.

      ‘Well, let me put it this way.’ Archie trailed a hand and tickled Juno’s fur. ‘If Sabine and Rowley’s deaths weren’t accidental, then someone killed them. And it probably has to be one of us. And now Monty. That’s a bit of a coincidence, isn’t it? So, let’s think about it. There’s Sophie – she’s on her way to Paris. The Ackroyds – they’re off to England. It could easily be one of them. Then there’s us here, around the table.’ Archie looked at each person in turn. ‘Carole, Eric, Craig, Elodie, Hugo, Rémy, Clémence, Jessie, Mallory. Unless it’s me, it has to be one of you.’

      ‘That’s ridiculous, Archie,’ Elodie gasped.

      ‘Is it?’ Archie asked.

      There was silence.

      Everyone glanced at the person next to them, then at the person opposite. Archie watched them carefully. He’d interviewed a lot of criminals in the past. This was no different.

      ‘Let’s start with Monty. Whoever pushed him was someone he knew. The same with Sabine. She was in the kitchen – she left her coffee untouched. She trusted someone, went upstairs to talk to them perhaps. And Rowley. He was a big man. How did someone put the needle in his arm? He was bashed on the head first, but he’d be hard to move. So either it was someone strong or someone he trusted who hit him when he was in his room.’

      Craig almost laughed. ‘Are we playing detective, Detective?’

      ‘What’s the motive then?’ Carole asked.

      ‘I was hoping someone here might tell me…’ Archie gave an innocent grin. ‘Rowley and Sabine knew something they shouldn’t. Sabine left a diary with names in it.’

      ‘What names?’ Craig looked shocked.

      Archie paused. ‘Florian Boyer. Geraldine Sharpe. Does that mean anything?’

      No one spoke. Then Hugo said, ‘Ils achètent des antiquités. Sabine le savait.’ He looked miserable.

      ‘Hugo’s right. We all know them. They’ve been buying furniture from us for a while,’ Elodie said.

      ‘How long?’

      ‘A year, at least.’ Elodie shrugged. ‘What does it matter?’

      ‘It matters because three people have died. And I think I know why,’ Archie said. ‘Someone round this table knows why too.’

      ‘Pute,’ Hugo spat.

      ‘What do you mean, someone round this table?’ Craig asked. He gave his nervous laugh.

      Clémence stood up. ‘Rémy, je veux rentrer chez nous.’

      Rémy nodded and drew himself to his feet. ‘My wife is right. We should go home.’

      ‘No, stay. Let’s have more coffee and talk about this.’ Craig swallowed the dregs of wine from his glass. ‘I think you’re barking up the wrong tree, Arch.’

      Elodie sounded irritated. ‘So, Archie – tell me, who do you suspect? You’re the big detective.’

      Everyone was quiet, looking at each other. Archie noticed the tension in Mallory’s face. Jessie looked perplexed. Carole stood shakily and started to collect dishes and Eric shuffled away, back to the gardens. Hugo spoke quickly to Elodie in French. She replied something that Archie couldn’t pick up.

      ‘Lunch is over,’ she said sourly. ‘You’re all welcome to stay for coffee. And cognac.’

      ‘But we haven’t finished talking – who do you think it is, Arch?’ Craig insisted again. ‘Who killed Sabine and Rowley and Monty?’

      ‘You can’t really think it’s one of us,’ Carole said nervously.

      ‘It’s not your affair anyway, you’re English,’ Rémy added.

      ‘Irish,’ Archie said simply, dangling a hand for Juno to lick.

      ‘English, Irish, it doesn’t matter.’ Rémy stood up. ‘It’s a matter for the French police.’

      ‘Not any more,’ Archie said quietly. His face was expressionless. ‘The English police are working with the French. They know who they’re after. And it won’t take long before they arrest them.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘By the end of today, I’d say.’

      Hugo swore again. Carole looked terrified. Mallory and Jessie glanced at each other and Craig said, ‘So tell us, Arch – who is it? Are we all safe here? Will anyone else get killed? I mean – what should we do now?’

      ‘Just let the police do their job. We’ll catch up later, Craig. I’ll take Juno back to the van.’

      ‘But Archie⁠—’

      ‘There’s nothing we can do but wait,’ Archie said solemnly. ‘But it’ll come out in the wash. You’ll see.’ He clicked his tongue. Juno bounded from beneath his chair and they began to walk away.

      ‘I think we’ll go back to the house.’ Jessie stood up.

      ‘Yeah, we should,’ Mallory agreed. They glanced at each other, both looking tense.

      Mallory and Jessie caught up with Archie as he and Juno approached the camper. Mallory said, ‘What happened back there? Did you see their faces, Archie?’

      ‘They weren’t pleased about what you said,’ Jessie agreed. ‘Do you think one of them really murdered three people?’

      ‘Just one of them? Or a group?’ Mallory asked.

      ‘Someone’s guilty.’ Archie was walking quickly, a spring in his step. ‘I’ve a good idea who’s behind it all, and why.’

      ‘Do tell,’ Mallory said.

      ‘No. I’ve dropped the crumbs. You should both go back to the house and stay there. I think things will happen fast now. Do you need a lift?’

      ‘No, thanks,’ Jessie said. ‘We could do with a stroll.’

      ‘OK. But do me a favour.’

      ‘Anything, Archie – what do you need?’ Mallory asked.

      ‘Stay away. Until I call you.’

      Mallory and Jessie exchanged nervous glances. ‘Right.’

      ‘And can you take Juno with you?’

      ‘Oh – of course.’ Mallory beamed. Then her brow clouded. Even though she clearly knew, she asked, ‘Why?’

      ‘Just in case.’ Archie half smiled. ‘There’s some food in the van. Take it along. She’ll get hungry.’

      ‘All right,’ Jessie said. They all peeled off across the grass towards the camper van.

      ‘Behave yourself, Juno,’ Archie said cheerily. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

      Juno looked up, round-eyed, and gave a low whine. He held out a hand and she leaped up. ‘Be a good girl.’ He grinned to hide the tension that was creeping through his body.

      Monty’s murder had alerted him to the killer. He was almost sure who it might be. Almost. It wouldn’t be long now before they came face to face – someone would make a move. ‘You’ll be fine with Mallory and Jessie, Juno. I’ll see you when I’m done. That’s a promise.’

      Archie wasn’t just convincing his dog that he’d be all right. He was convincing himself. He knew that.
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      Archie sat on the bed in the camper van. It felt odd to be there without Juno. He was used to her eyes constantly on his face, working out his feelings and what he expected her to do. He loved her low whine when she wanted her way, her energetic bounding when she was excited.

      Yes, it was strangely quiet. Eerie.

      He rolled on his back, pressed a button on his phone and waited for Shona to pick up. ‘Hi – Shona. Do you have anything new?’

      ‘Not really. I’ve done some more digging on the Marseilles couple. Maxime Boutaleb has made a lot of money, but nothing’s leading me to drugs. His wife Isabelle went skiing with Elodie Laurent earlier this year. It seems they’re old school friends.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘Elodie was a biathlon champ, apparently. They ski a lot together. Isabelle was the more academic. Maths and sciences, not languages. I’ve been looking at Hugo Tétreau – he has a chequered past with one or two lady friends. A few late-night disturbances, rows, but nothing illegal. And Rémy Lavaud and his wife have a clean record, except for a few minor driving offences. It seems that Clémence was stopped once for driving over the alcohol limit.’

      ‘Good to know.’ Archie raised an eyebrow. ‘What’s the update on Sophie? And the Ackroyds? Where are they now?’

      ‘En route. We’re all set to pick them up when they meet Geraldine. We’ll have a couple of cars trailing them from Plymouth and we’ll follow Geraldine from her Wiltshire home. If someone gets word that we’re on to them, and they turn back, we’ll make an arrest.’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘Geraldine won’t like it, of course. She’s been busted in the past with her husband, and she can get nasty.’

      ‘And Sophie?’

      ‘The French police are following her now, and they’ve got a trace on Florian Boyer in Paris. So they’ll be arrested as soon as they make the drop.’

      ‘I wonder if Sophie’s in on it. Or just a mule. I know someone here’s directing Sophie and the Ackroyds. The person who killed Rowley, Sabine and Monty.’

      ‘A team or one person?’

      ‘I think I’ve worked it out. I was a bit obnoxious earlier. I ruffled a few feathers, dropped some hints. It’s time for someone to retaliate now. And I think they will, before the drop-off.’ Archie’s brow clouded.

      ‘Message me each hour, on the hour. I need to know you’re OK.’

      ‘It’s a plan. Thanks, Shona.’

      ‘Take care.’

      ‘I will.’ Archie put the phone away and stared at the ceiling of the camper van, the imperfect paint, the little pitted holes of wear and tear. He sighed, rolled on his front and picked up a pen and the notebook. My Thoughts. He paused for a moment then wrote:

      
        
        Friday, 26 June

        Dear Kat,

      

      

      Archie stared at the page. He had no idea what to say. His hand wouldn’t move to write. He couldn’t come up with anything to say to his wife.

      He knew why.

      He was stuck in the present moment. At the brink of solving the crime. There was someone in the manor house he needed to talk to, to arrest. Someone who’d killed Monty, Sabine. And Rowley. It occupied his mind completely right now.

      He thought hard about it. Rowley was a big man. A trained Marine, sharp witted, muscular and strong. But he’d been asleep. Someone had clubbed him over the head. It could have been anyone. It had to be someone who had access to the gîte.

      Sabine was found dead on the bed. She showed no signs of having struggled. She’d gone upstairs willingly, so it was probably someone she knew. Someone she trusted.

      And Monty was found in the pool, drowned. Did someone he knew, someone who knew he couldn’t swim, push him in? Who had Monty suspected? More to the point, had he challenged someone by the pool?

      Archie’s thoughts went back to Eric. He’d left after lunch to work in the garden. It was time to ask him a few more questions.

      He put the notebook and pen away, checked that he had everything he needed in his running belt, slotted his phone in there and reached for a clean dark hoody. He locked the van, pushed the keys in his pocket and took off towards the gardens.

      Smoke curled upwards, and Archie followed the scent of it to a place where Eric was burning chunks of wood. On the ground was a hammer and some old fence posts. Archie offered him a disarming smile. ‘Hello. You look busy.’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘I wanted to say how good your tomatoes were, the ones we had for lunch.’

      ‘Oh, thanks.’

      Archie indicated the fire. ‘You’re getting rid of the old fence posts then?’

      ‘Just the rotten ones. Craig asked me to put new ones up.’ Eric indicated a line of bright new posts and fencing beyond the vegetable garden. ‘Doing fences isn’t really my thing. I prefer digging and growing stuff.’

      ‘The last gardener here didn’t keep up with things then?’

      ‘Oh, he was old,’ Eric said. ‘I never met him though. He died just before I came here. That’s when Mum persuaded Sophie to take me on.’

      ‘How did he die?’

      ‘He was digging the garden in the winter and he just keeled over. That’s what Mum said. Sophie told her he was ancient. About seventy.’

      ‘Isn’t that just out of middle age?’ Archie grinned.

      ‘I don’t know. I heard he was healthy, then he just died.’

      ‘Ah.’ Archie wondered if the previous gardener had known something, if he’d been helped on his way.

      ‘Anyway, I got the job.’ Eric looked pleased. ‘I don’t mind it. I mean, it’s not what I wanted to do. Mum keeps on about me having a big career, but I like it here, by myself.’

      ‘You’re doing a grand job.’ Archie indicated the garden. ‘You’re very talented.’

      Eric flushed with pride. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘And it must be nice, working here on your own, being your own boss. And working for the family. They’re lovely people. And their friends.’

      ‘Oh, they are.’ A cloud crossed Eric’s smooth brow. ‘I didn’t like Sabine, mind you.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘I shouldn’t say it. I know she’s dead. But she must have thought I was French. I couldn’t understand anything she said – she always seemed a bit cross. My French isn’t good and she spoke too fast. Everyone else talks in English to me, so I’ll never learn.’

      ‘Do you get on with them all?’

      ‘Rémy’s nice, he’s mayor so he has to get on with everyone. That’s his job. And his wife’s all right. Hugo doesn’t say much to me but he’s always talking about antiques to my mum.’

      ‘Is he?’

      ‘She loves all those old things in his shop. He found her a nice bookcase for our hall. It’s mahogany. With lots of shelves. Mum loves books.’

      ‘And do you read a lot, Eric?’

      ‘Only books about climate and ecology.’

      ‘So…’ Archie looked around. ‘Where’s everyone now?’

      ‘Still up at the house, I suppose. I think the police have all gone. With the – you know – the policeman who died. His body.’ Eric looked troubled.

      ‘Did you know Monty?’

      ‘Not really – he didn’t talk to me.’ Eric met Archie’s eyes. ‘He drowned up at the house, didn’t he?’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Do you think someone pushed him in?’

      ‘I don’t know. What makes you say that?’

      ‘I heard he could be quite rude. My mum thinks so.’

      ‘That’s no reason to push someone in who can’t swim though.’

      ‘I suppose not.’ Eric threw another old fence post onto the blaze. Dark smoke belched skyward.

      ‘You’re a bright lad. And your mother wants you to be a copper. So – here’s the thing. If you had to guess the murderer, Eric,’ Archie asked, ‘out of all the people here, who would you pick? Who seems the most likely?’

      Eric looked quizzical. ‘Maybe Sophie. She’s all over the place. I’ve seen her crying, all by herself. She can be moody. Or Elodie and Craig. They argue all the time.’ He shrugged. ‘Real arguing, you know. Shouting. Throwing things.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘My mum says she wouldn’t give their marriage more than a year.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘They don’t get on,’ Eric said tentatively. ‘Not like Rémy and Clémence or Willy and Angie. Craig’s always off playing golf, and Elodie’s playing tennis or doing yoga and spas or she’s away with friends.’ Eric looked suddenly sad. ‘I won’t ever get married.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Mum says no girl in her right mind would put up with me.’ Eric tossed another old fence post onto the fire. ‘I like being by myself.’

      ‘You never know who’ll turn up and next minute, you fall in love.’ Archie’s words made him feel sad. He glanced towards the house. It was time. ‘I’ll go up and see who’s about.’

      ‘All right.’ Eric grinned and waved a hand in goodbye. ‘Faites gaffe à toi.’

      Archie turned abruptly. ‘I thought you didn’t speak French.’

      ‘I don’t. I haven’t got a clue what it means. But everyone says it here.’

      ‘Who says it?’

      ‘Monty Renaudin used to say it. I’ve heard Elodie, Sophie. Even Craig says it. I thought it meant, you know, see you or take care.’

      ‘It means watch your back.’ Archie was thoughtful. ‘I suppose it’s good advice though, given what’s been happening. See you, Eric.’

      ‘Right.’ Eric went back to poking the bonfire. Archie wandered away, over the grass.

      Then his phone pinged with a message. It was from Craig.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can you come up to the house? There’s something we need to talk about.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’d been waiting for that.

      Archie paused and gazed over towards the manor house, at the steps up to the open door. There were several parked cars outside. Monty’s had gone, but Hugo’s, Rémy’s and Carole’s were abandoned in a line. Craig’s sports car was parked parallel to the house. There was no sign of anyone. He wondered what lay beyond the door.

      He thumbed a message back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Will do. Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      He was still walking fast, almost at the door, when the message came back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Come and find me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Archie looked at the screen, perplexed. The last message worried him: the emoji at the end. Craig had used a red flag. It was a warning sign: they both knew it.

      So, what was he warning Archie about?

      It could only mean one of two things. Either Craig was telling him to watch his step, or he was taunting him, luring him into a trap.

      Archie was sure he knew which. He pushed the door open and went inside. The house was as still as the grave.
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      Silently, Archie moved past the statue of Venus and Mars, to the kitchen. The usual detritus filed the sink: plates, empty bottles, glasses. The dishwasher gaped, empty. The kettle was warm; coffee cups were abandoned, coffee half drunk. And brandy glasses. Archie counted six of them, and six after-lunch coffees. Craig, Elodie, Hugo, Rémy, Clémence and Carole.

      But there was no one to be seen anywhere.

      He crept to the stairs, up to the first floor, and into Sophie’s room. She’d left everything tidy, her bed made. A lot of expensive jewellery lay on the dressing table, bottles of perfume. The sitting room next door was neat. A book was open on the coffee table, half read. Une Fille Come Elle. Marc Levy. Archie concluded that, whatever her involvement, Sophie intended to come back to the Dordogne.

      He hurried up the next flight of steps to the second floor, where there was a new carpet on the landing, covering the floorboards completely. He looked into the room where he’d found Sabine. It all looked very different. Brightly painted walls, a crisp duvet, floral curtains that blew gently in the breeze from the open window. Different furniture. More of Hugo’s antiques.

      Breathing lightly, as he’d been trained to do, Archie moved down the stairs. The vast cellar beneath the house had always fascinated him. He’d start there. It was logical. That’s where the antiques were kept. But his mind was racing: exactly where were Elodie, Hugo, Rémy, and the others? He needed to know in advance; how many people was he putting at risk?

      He checked the lower level of the house first. It was as he’d thought. Craig and Elodie’s suite of rooms was empty. Everywhere was untidy. Craig’s boots were lying on the rug by the sofa, upturned. Size ten, English size. There was a packet of English crisps, half eaten, on the coffee table. Archie recognised the make. And a bottle of wine with two glasses.

      The bedroom door was open. The duvet was rumpled, the bed unmade, clothes strewn on the floor. A suitcase was on the bed, open, empty. The clock on the wall said it was just after five. Archie checked his watch: 5.01.

      He took his phone from his belt and messaged Shona.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m inside the house. There’s no one around. Several cars parked outside. I’ll check the cellar. That’s where the antiques are kept. A.

      

      

      

      

      

      He gripped his phone, flicking on the torch, hurrying back to the hall, across the checked flagstone tiles, and down the stairs to the cellar.

      Archie paused and took two deep breaths. There were scents he recognised. The faint whiff of stale tobacco; Hugo had been there recently. There was some overpoweringly floral perfume he’d smelled on Carole at lunchtime. There was a mixture of cologne and light sweat that he knew was from Craig. All three of them had been standing near the wine racks recently. Or they were beyond the door, inside the main cellar.

      He looked at the cellar door, making a judgement. It was heavy wood, firmly closed.

      Archie paused. Adrenaline pumped fast around his body. He took a deep breath – he knew exactly what to expect now. Once he went inside, he’d need all his wits about him. He’d have to judge the situation and react quickly.

      He felt his heart thud like a drum as he edged forward. His fingers touched the door handle, and he eased it slightly open. There was no light inside. Slowly he prised it wider, pointing the torch, peering in. He could see looming shadows of furniture, a wardrobe, a dresser, a bookcase. Then something moved in the far corner. It was a figure, on the floor. Another was sitting next to it, and another, round shapes in his yellow torch beam, crouched down, as if waiting. Or perhaps they were incapable of moving.

      Archie edged carefully inside the cellar and immediately felt something crash down on his head. He had expected the blow. He felt the contact, the pain and the gush of blood. Something hard – metal perhaps – had struck him. He dropped, curled and rolled away, colliding with a heavy wooden chair, tugging it in front of him for protection.

      A heavy torch shone white light in his face and he said, ‘Elodie.’

      He heard her shut the door behind him with a clunk. She was between him and the door, the torch in one hand and a pistol in the other. She was wearing jeans and boots and a jacket: she was ready to leave.

      ‘Archie. You can join the party.’ Her voice was low, the mocking tone of someone who felt powerful and in control. She showed him the pistol and then she pointed the torch. ‘Sit over there, with the others.’

      Archie took his time, assessing everything around him. His head was bleeding and it hurt, but he was all right. In the far corner, Craig was huddled on the floor with Hugo, Rémy, Clémence and Carole, whose face was streaked with tears.

      Craig’s expression was one of apology. ‘I’m sorry, mate. I tried to warn you. She made me text you.’

      ‘Shut up.’ Elodie flourished her pistol. ‘Now I’ve got you all together, it’ll be easy.’

      Archie saw Carole turn to him for help. She was so scared she couldn’t speak, but she clearly knew something terrible was about to happen. Archie laid a gentle hand on hers and closed his eyes slowly, a signal to trust him, although he had no idea what he was going to do. His first instinct was to engage the enemy in conversation, so he said, ‘Elodie. You kept us guessing for a bit.’

      ‘Of course.’ She responded to his compliment. ‘Even my husband didn’t know.’

      She waved the pistol towards Craig and Archie said, ‘That’s a Glock 17. French army issue. Where did you get it?’

      ‘Money will buy most things.’ Elodie smiled. ‘You know the gun, so you’ll know what I can do with it.’

      ‘I do.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Do you shoot a lot?’

      ‘For sport? Yes. I’m good at it.’

      ‘And do you shoot a .410 shotgun too? The one in the shed?’

      ‘Of course. Although that day, I wanted to scare you off. If I’d chosen to, it would have been easy to hit you. Or your dog.’ She laughed. ‘It was hard to run away in Eric’s old trainers.’

      Archie examined her face, looking for signs of weakness. He found none. ‘You know what damage that gun you’re holding can do?’

      ‘Tell me. Tell everyone.’

      Archie kept it simple. ‘It has a magazine capacity of seventeen rounds.’

      ‘Which means in simple terms that I can shoot you all three times and still have several shots left.’ Elodie shone the torch on each face, blinding each of her victims. ‘And believe me, I’ll shoot the first one of you dead who tries to move.’

      ‘We know you’re a good shot,’ Archie said, trying to keep her talking while he worked out what his odds were. He couldn’t get to her to overpower her. There was nothing near him he could use as a missile, or defence. And there were five vulnerable people with him.

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Biathlon, isn’t it?’ Archie asked. ‘Skiing and shooting?’

      ‘Yes. And tennis, swimming, running. I’m an athlete,’ Elodie boasted. ‘Once I’m out of here, no one will catch me.’

      Archie saw the opportunity to develop the conversation. ‘Out of here? To Paris? With your mother?’

      ‘No chance. My mother will be picked up with the narcotics. The English too. They’ll all be arrested.’

      ‘So, what will you do?’

      ‘What do you think I’ll do, detective?’

      ‘I’ve no idea.’ Archie wanted her to tell him.

      ‘I’ll get a plane from the nearest airport to somewhere far away.’

      ‘With your lover?’ Archie asked, and the torchlight illuminated her face. Elodie was furious.

      ‘How do you know⁠—’

      ‘Isabelle. She’s going with you,’ Archie said calmly.

      ‘Isabelle?’ Craig clearly knew nothing about his wife’s secret life. ‘But – how can you and she—? We just got married.’

      ‘You stupid man! Did you think I was in love with you?’ Elodie turned on him bitterly, pointing the gun. ‘You’re clumsy and weak. I never loved you, Craig. You were useful. My mother was always telling me I should get married.’ She laughed, putting on a whining voice that was supposed to be Sophie’s. ‘“How can a young woman of almost thirty not be married?” So it was a chance to shut her mouth, to appear just like everyone else. And it was useful for me to have an English husband. A big strong stupid Marine that people would trust.’

      Archie saw the sadness fill Craig’s face. He watched the disbelief change to anger. ‘You bitch.’

      ‘Don’t talk to me. You’re nothing.’ The gun moved in Elodie’s hand like an itch and her lip curled in disgust.

      Archie spoke quickly to distract her. ‘I suppose being Craig’s wife gave you a way of getting the English people on board. The Ackroyds.’

      ‘Stupid people, all of them. They thought they’d won the lottery when they made friends with Geraldine. She’s ambitious and smart. And it was perfect for me, being one of the tennis set with my English husband. How keen they all were to take antiques to the UK so that they could be sold to the Duke of Marlborough.’ She gave a mocking laugh. ‘Fools.’

      Archie’s mind was still racing. He breathed deeply, steadily, to calm his pounding pulse, to help him think clearly. Elodie was in front of the door, barring the way out, holding a powerful pistol which could kill each of them in turn, and she was a good shot. He said, ‘So, what of Sophie?’

      ‘What of her?’

      ‘Does she know about the narcotics?’

      Elodie laughed again and Archie saw how glazed her eyes were. He had experience of people who’d looked this way, a little crazed, unpredictable. There was something frenzied in the way she spoke. He reminded himself to take no risks.

      ‘No. My mother and I aren’t close. She sent me away to school so that she could live her own life in Paris. My father was the one I cared for.’

      ‘Tell me about him,’ Archie said gently.

      ‘He loved beautiful things, art, theatre, expensive furniture. Of course, that’s what gave me the idea. To sell on the best of Hugo’s antiques.’ She turned to Hugo. ‘And to put something extra in that would increase their value.’

      ‘Drugs?’ The word exploded from Craig’s mouth.

      ‘Of course.’ Elodie flourished the gun. ‘I made false drawers and hollowed out books. It was easy. Until people started looking into my business and snooping around.’

      ‘Is that why you killed Rowley?’ Craig asked.

      ‘I wanted a quiet wedding, Craig, and you invited a Marine and a police detective into our house. Your old friends. People who asked questions and got suspicious.’ Elodie’s eyes glinted. ‘And your stupid ex-girlfriend, who had written down the things you’d told her about my business when you were drunk. Names and places. She knew too much. You had no idea, but she knew who my contacts were. And the policier too. So they had to be stopped.’ She raised the gun. ‘You all have to be stopped.’

      ‘So how did you overpower a man like Rowley?’ Archie asked, although he knew the answer.

      ‘I crept into the gîte and hit him while he was asleep. Then I injected him. It was easy. And Sabine was even easier. I asked her to come upstairs and help me move a mattress. Then I pushed her on the bed and suffocated her with a pillow until she was unconscious, then I cut her wrists.’

      ‘Her left wrist,’ Archie murmured. ‘She was left-handed.’

      ‘Who cares?’ Elodie clearly didn’t.

      ‘And Monty?’ Archie asked.

      ‘That was so funny.’ Elodie burst out laughing. ‘He was by the pool, about to make a call, but I got him talking and the fool confided in me, saying someone in my house might be trafficking narcotics. Of course, it couldn’t have been me, a mere woman. So I threw myself at him and we fell into the pool and I held him under.’

      ‘I remember,’ Archie said. ‘You had wet hair when you came to breakfast.’

      ‘From the shower.’ Elodie’s eyes flashed angrily.

      ‘And was it you who chased us from the caves? You tried to run me over too, in the village.’

      ‘You were lucky,’ Elodie said. ‘Until now. Your luck just ran out – that’s what you say in England, isn’t it?’

      ‘Your English is impeccable,’ Archie said.

      ‘Thanks to an expensive education in Switzerland. And London.’ Elodie shook her head as if it didn’t matter. ‘It was when I was at school with Isabelle that we decided one day we’d be rich and powerful.’ She paused, her eyes on Archie. ‘You carried the statue into the hall for us. Did you know what was in it?’

      ‘Yeah, the plinth was full of narcotics,’ Archie said.

      ‘Isabelle and I laughed so much.’ Elodie cocked the pistol as if she was thinking about using it. ‘Venus and Mars, an expensive statue. It was just a big stone suitcase. And all those fools, Maxime and my husband and the police detective, carrying our biggest haul ever. Our last one.’

      ‘Maxime wasn’t in on it,’ Archie murmured. He’d made a mistake about him, and Isabelle had slipped beneath his radar, for a while. ‘But the police know about the drugs,’ he said slowly. ‘Sophie will be arrested. And William and Angie.’

      ‘That doesn’t matter. In fact, it’s good.’ Elodie pointed the gun deliberately. ‘We’ll be long gone.’

      ‘Gone?’ Archie hoped she’d tell him more. He really needed to know her plans.

      ‘We’ll be far away, and rich. While you’re all in here…’ Her eyes gleamed. ‘And you won’t be able to stop us.’

      ‘How come?’ Archie asked as casually as he could. ‘If you can’t hand over the narcotics, you won’t get paid.’

      ‘You’re wrong. That’s why I made sure my mother left early.’ Elodie tapped her head with her finger, the hand that held the gun. ‘The money will go straight into my account in half an hour. And by then I’ll be on my way to Bordeaux. Isabelle and I have planned this for ages. We’ll start again.’

      ‘Oh?’ Archie urged her to say more.

      ‘I’ll leave in my husband’s sports car,’ Elodie said.

      ‘With Rowley’s number plates?’ Archie asked.

      ‘Exactly, and—’ Elodie shone the torch around the room, ‘—all this lot will be gone, and you with it.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’ Craig seemed to jolt wide awake.

      Something in the atmosphere changed. The air went cold. Archie felt Hugo shift position, and Rémy wrapped an arm around Clémence. Carole started to sob, the sound of big hiccups.

      ‘This is what I’ll do.’ Elodie kicked at a large box at her feet. Archie saw the contents. Several mobile phones were in there – she’d taken all of them except Archie’s – and pieces of wood and oily rags, flammable cleaning materials. She bent down, tipping liquid everywhere, over furniture, inside drawers. Archie smelled the warning stink of turpentine.

      ‘This place will go up in a big bang, and you’ll all go with it.’

      A lighter sparked, then there was a sudden roar. Craig staggered to his feet, shouting, running hard towards his wife. A loud crack resounded, and Craig fell to the floor with a thud. In the half-light, he was on his face, a pool of black blood spreading from his thigh, but his hand moved on the ground. He was still alive.

      Archie watched a leaping flame that seemed to illuminate the whole cellar, an explosion of light and sound, and Elodie whirled towards the door and was gone. The room glowed orange and wood crackled and spluttered. There was another crash, a thunderclap, and Archie leaped to his feet and was in motion.
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      Pulse pumping, Archie knelt by the body on the floor. ‘Craig. Craig, can you hear me?’

      There was no response, but Craig was still breathing; his pulse twitched. Carole was screaming, grabbing Archie’s arm, begging him to help her as Rémy ushered his wife towards the door and tugged at the handle. It was locked, of course.

      There was another sound like gunfire: one of the mobile phones had blown, its lithium-ion battery was too hot. The fire was growling, spitting, flames leaping; it was spreading to nearby furniture, taking hold; dark smoke billowed.

      ‘Stay low – it’ll help you breathe,’ Archie shouted. People were already coughing. Archie could feel the cool draught seeping in from beneath the door. It would fan the flames. He had to be quick. He was moving like a machine, but his heart crashed inside his chest.

      ‘Craig, stay with me.’

      Craig groaned. Carole was still screaming and pulling his arm. Archie looked up. He needed to give her something to do. ‘Rémy, pass me your belt. Carole, help me. Clémence – take my phone.’ He reached in his pocket. ‘Phone the police and the fire brigade.’

      Clémence stared at him with wild eyes. She couldn’t move.

      ‘Appellez la police – les pompiers,’ Archie repeated. Then he eased Carole next to him. He had Rémy’s belt in his hand, strapping it tightly it around Craig’s thigh, stopping the blood flow. He grabbed Craig’s shoulders and dragged him carefully towards the door.

      Flames were engulfing the other side of the room, a wooden wardrobe crashed and fire roared and caught and roared again. Another crack resounded as yet another phone went off. ‘Carole, stay here with Craig. And stay low, close to the ground.’

      Carole was trembling, confused. ‘But – what shall I do?’

      ‘Make sure he doesn’t lose any more blood.’

      ‘But I don’t know how⁠—’

      ‘Watch his leg. Stop any blood with pressure.’ Archie took her hand and pushed it on Craig’s damp thigh. He felt her recoil. ‘Carole. Time’s not our friend.’

      Behind him, Clémence was talking shrilly into his phone, giving the address of the manor house, directions. As Hugo arrived at his shoulder, Archie got to his feet, beckoning him towards the door. Rémy followed.

      The air crackled with intense heat all around as Archie found a long wooden fence post against the wall, a solid one that Eric had left behind. He hauled it horizontal.

      ‘Rémy, Hugo, we’re going to batter our way out. Grab it.’

      Both men understood and they charged at the door, once, twice. It hardly made a dent.

      The cellar was filled with belching smoke. He could hear Clémence coughing as she joined them, taking up the end of the fence post. They heaved again, again. Wood splintered. Archie yelled, ‘Keep trying.’ Behind him, he could hear Rémy spluttering for breath.

      They crashed against the door, each time more desperate than the last. Archie felt perspiration sting his eyes. The air was hot, thick smoke spreading, blinding their vision. They were choking, their skin scorching.

      It wasn’t working.

      Archie paused for a second, his mind whirring, then he yelled, ‘Aim for the lock.’

      They shifted position, Archie then Hugo, Rémy and Clémence held the huge fence post, moving back, running at the door, smashing at the metal lock. Archie wiped his eyes. ‘Keep going.’

      They battered the lock again, one huge attack, and again. At last there was a loud splitting of wood and metal. The door swung wide.

      Flames leaped behind him, spreading to engulf more furniture with a wild roar as Archie fell to the floor. ‘Rémy, Clémence, run. Get Carole outside. Hugo, help me with Craig.’

      He watched as Clémence steered the sobbing Carole towards the steps. Both of their faces were smeared and blackened with smoke.

      Rémy paused. ‘I can help too.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Archie took hold of Craig beneath his shoulders. ‘Hang on there, Craig, mate. We’ve got you.’

      He was relieved to hear a groan from Craig as Rémy and Hugo lifted him, one each side, and the three of them hauled the almost unconscious body up the stairs, through the hall, past the statue of Venus and Mars, and out to safety.

      Smoke billowed behind them. The fire was spreading fast now the door was open.

      ‘Put him on the grass,’ Archie called. They laid Craig down gently and Archie turned to examine him. He had been shot through the thigh; he’d lost a lot of blood but Rémy’s belt was doing its job for the time being. Archie could hear the whining two-tone sound of a siren. A red fire engine was thundering up the drive, blue lights flashing.

      He looked around. Craig’s red sports car had gone.

      Archie sat on the damp grass and took a deep breath of fresh air. It had never tasted so good, so pure. Life-giving. He closed his eyes and realised that a gash on his head was bleeding. It hurt. Elodie had caught him with the gun when she’d hit out. He placed a hand against his hair, and it came away red and wet.

      Clémence came to stand next to him, handing him his phone. It was ringing. He took it with a nod. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Archie?’ It was Shona. ‘It’s five past six. You didn’t contact me.’

      ‘No, I couldn’t. I was stuck in the cellar in a blaze of antiques.’ Archie couldn’t help a small laugh. It was relief.

      ‘What?’ Shona’s alarmed voice filled his ears, then he heard the whoop of more sirens in the distance, police, an ambulance. For a moment he was dizzy. He breathed deeply, pulled himself together.

      ‘It’s done now, and we’re all fine,’ he said quietly. ‘Craig’s hurt, but I think he’ll be OK.’

      He turned to look at the injured man lying on the grass, his leg bloody, his eyelids flickering. Then he said, ‘Now it’s over to you, Shona. Get checks on the airport at Bordeaux. Elodie Laurent-Prichard’s driving a red Toyota sports car, probably with 05 Haute-Alpes plates. First letters AD. Pick her up on sight. And pick up Isabelle Boutaleb. They’re both in it together. They’re planning to fly out of the country.’ He took another gulp. The cool air was incredible, on his skin, filling his lungs. He paused, coughing, a dry smoke-filled hack. ‘Oh, and while you’re at it, check the other airports, Limoges, Toulouse, all of them. I’m assuming they’ll try to leave the country together, but I wouldn’t bank on anything at this stage.’

      ‘Leave that with me. Archie, are you all right?’

      ‘I’m grand.’ He remembered that was exactly what his father used to say, his grandfather too. Especially when they weren’t. He closed his eyes and for a moment he felt dizzy.

      ‘We have eyes on the Ackroyds. They’re still on the ferry. And Sophie’s in Paris. The French are waiting for her to meet up with Florian Boyer. Archie, do you think she knows that Elodie’s on the run?’

      ‘Take nothing for granted, but I doubt it,’ Archie said. ‘Elodie has no loyalty to her mother. It’s the money she’s after. And I’m guessing it’s landed in her account right now.’

      ‘Leave all that with me,’ Shona said. ‘I’m on it.’

      ‘Right. I’ll call you back,’ Archie said. Two paramedics had arrived, kneeling in the grass, tending to Craig. Another was examining the wound on Archie’s head, applying pressure. There was blood on his face. Someone else handed him a bottle of water and he brought it to his lips, taking thirsty gulps. He finished the bottle. ‘Merci.’

      Craig was lying on a stretcher now, being carried towards the ambulance. Archie struggled to his feet. ‘I’ll go with him.’ He saw the face of the puzzled paramedic next to him. She couldn’t be much more than twenty. ‘Il est mon ami. Je vais avec lui à l’hôpital.’

      The paramedic understood and Archie clambered into the back. He heard the ambulance door close with a clunk and he breathed out slowly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was past eight as Archie came into the little room to sit by Craig’s side in the local hospital. Archie was feeling tired and he had a sore throat and a headache, but the doctor had cleaned his head wound and told him he was basically fine. Craig, however, would have to stay in for a while.

      Craig was propped up on the bed, his thigh bandaged, doing his best to laugh things off. ‘Well, my wife wasn’t such a great shot, was she?’

      ‘No, thank goodness.’ Archie grinned. The bullet had glanced off the side of Craig’s thigh, taking skin and muscle, but no bone had been shattered, no artery pierced. ‘You’ll be fine.’

      ‘Will I?’ Craig looked suddenly miserable. ‘She made a fool of me, Arch.’

      ‘Ah, you wouldn’t be the first man to be made a fool of,’ Archie said sadly.

      ‘I was OK when I was with Sabine. We were drifting along fine. Then Elodie turned up at the tennis club, and I couldn’t get her out of my mind.’ Craig needed to talk. ‘She swept me off my feet. And it was deliberate – she used me.’

      ‘She was good at what she did.’

      ‘She was in love with Isabelle all the time.’

      ‘It happens.’ Archie pressed a fist against Craig’s shoulder. ‘You’ll get well and maybe go back to your lovely house in Saint-Amédée. Reset. Start again.’

      ‘Is that what you’re doing? Starting again?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Archie grinned. ‘You have the local community behind you. People like you here – you’re popular, one of the good guys. You’ll find someone to love, if that’s what you want.’

      ‘I do. I like married life, Archie – having someone who loves me.’

      Archie looked at his phone. There was a message from Shona. Sophie had been arrested in Paris making the handover. And another from Mallory. Juno was fine but missing him. They had food ready in the garden, with all the twinkly lights around the pool, when he was ready.

      ‘Give it time, mate. You’ll heal.’ Archie met Craig’s eyes. ‘The leg. The heart.’

      ‘And what about you?’ Craig asked. ‘I mean, Kat and Amelia, what happened was terrible, but you must want to…’

      ‘No, it’s not the same for me.’

      Craig tried a hopeful smile. ‘You’ll meet someone, one day.’

      ‘I don’t think I want to,’ Archie said honestly. ‘But I’m fine. Can I get you anything? A drink of water? I’m parched – I know you must be.’

      ‘They’re bringing dinner soon. I’ve asked for a glass of rosé. I don’t suppose I’ll get one but – the nice young nurse has taken a shine to me.’

      ‘There you are then,’ Archie joked.

      ‘Arch – will they find Elodie? Will they lock her up?’

      Archie nodded. ‘They’ve picked up Sophie and her contact. They’ll do the same with the Ackroyds and they’re on the lookout for Elodie at all the airports and major roads.’

      ‘I had no idea, you know.’ Craig sounded hollow. ‘I mean – she was my wife and I had no idea of what she was up to.’

      ‘Why would you?’

      ‘I just should have. We lived together.’ He shook his head. ‘Of course – now I look back…’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘There were the arguments, and she could be cold, indifferent. You know, she’d push me away when I’d kiss her, tell me she wasn’t in the mood, or she’d be planning a skiing trip with Isabelle…’ He gave a single laugh. ‘I put it down to her being French.’

      ‘Ah, maybe that wasn’t your best move.’ Archie smiled. ‘I like it here in France. Juno and I both like it. I might stay on.’

      ‘Oh? Here in the Dordogne?’

      ‘No, I thought about travelling a bit. Going south. I’ll look at the map, put my finger somewhere. Or…’ Archie had a better idea. ‘I’ll find a nice vineyard and see if Juno and I can camp there.’

      ‘Mmm.’

      Archie noticed Craig’s eyelids drooping. ‘You’re tired, mate. I’d better be going. I’ll leave you to your pretty nurse and your sleep. I’ll call in to see you before I go though.’

      ‘Go?’

      ‘Tomorrow. I’ll be on my travels.’

      ‘Can’t you stay on? Once the Americans are gone, and I’m out of here, I’ll move back to my old place and we can hang out there, have a few beers.’

      ‘You’ll be in here for a while, Craig,’ Archie said. ‘They’ll want to keep an eye on you.’

      ‘I suppose so.’

      ‘Make the most of it.’

      ‘Well – can we catch up again? While you’re in France?’

      ‘There’s no reason why not.’

      Craig held his hand out. ‘Thanks, mate.’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘For saving my life.’

      Archie shook his hand. ‘It was like old times.’

      ‘Good luck then, Archie. Stay in touch.’

      ‘Of course.’ Archie hovered in the doorway. Craig leaned back against plumped pillows. His eyes were closing. He looked exhausted.

      Down the corridor a young nurse was making her way towards the room. Archie half smiled. Craig would be OK.

      He turned and headed for the exit.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Archie was breathing slowly, coming back to reality. He was sitting outside in the garden, enjoying the fresh air beneath a fading pink sunset. He had drunk several litres of water and now he was drinking red wine; he was already on his second glass. He was on his second plate of food too. He hadn’t realised that he was so hungry.

      ‘This is lovely,’ he said as Jessie spooned more chilli beans on his plate, a slab of cornbread.

      ‘My mom’s recipe.’ Jessie was delighted.

      ‘I can’t thank you enough.’ Archie reached for the wine and felt himself relax. Juno was curled at his feet, her tail wagging occasionally. He gazed across at the little swimming pool, the tiny twinkling lights reflecting dancing colours. The air was cool now, but his hoody was warm and the company good.

      Mallory filled all their glasses. ‘You can stay in the spare room tonight if you like. The bed’s made up on the second floor. We don’t use it.’

      ‘And there’s a shower up there,’ Jessie added.

      ‘I parked the camper outside.’ Archie was thoughtful for a moment. His body needed to rest. He could wake tomorrow, shower, swim in the pool, rid his skin of the stench of burning. ‘But yes, I’d like that, thanks. Then tomorrow I’ll be on my way.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ Jessie asked. ‘Not back to England?’

      ‘No, I’m off to Bordeaux. I’ll find somewhere in the countryside and chill with Juno. Maybe a vineyard.’

      ‘Oh, that sounds like heaven.’ Mallory swigged from her glass of wine. ‘I wish we could stay in France, but we’re off to London on Monday. We’ll have a couple of days sight-seeing there, then I’m flying to Frankfurt and Jessie’s going home.’ She sighed. ‘Bordeaux sounds amazing.’

      ‘I bet you need a vacation after everything you’ve been through today, Archie,’ Jessie said.

      ‘I suppose I do.’ Archie couldn’t have agreed more. The cornbread was delicious. He was starving: his body needed calories. And the wine relaxed his taut muscles.

      ‘So, what are your specifications?’ Mallory asked. ‘What do you need in Bordeaux? Luxury? A campsite? A good restaurant? Scenery?’

      ‘Well.’ Archie hadn’t really thought. ‘I want somewhere Juno and I can rest up. Some vineyards, a space to camp, somewhere to swim. Maybe water sports. A village nearby so that we can buy bread and provisions…’

      ‘Right. I’m all over this.’ Mallory thumbed buttons on her phone. ‘Bordeaux… five main regions on the wine route. Oh, here we are. Entre-deux-Mers.’ She rolled her eyes as if it was paradise. She began to read. ‘This is the most important wine region of Bordeaux. The Entre-deux-Mers region is between the Garonne and the Dordogne and its vines… dah, dah, dah… on a very diversified soil: sand, clay, limestone and gravel. Dah dah… oh, here we go. Dry and sweet whites, reds such as merlot and crémant are produced here. Oh, Archie – look – this is the place.’

      Archie leaned forward. ‘Go on.’

      ‘So, here – they have farms…’

      Archie thought of Eric. And Carole, who he’d seen briefly in the hospital with the others, being checked over. He’d go and see them before he left. And Hugo, Rémy, Clémence.

      Mallory was on a roll. ‘They have surfing, kayaking, stand-up paddleboarding, and there are fortified villages, mills, Romanesque churches. It says here that abbeys are an important medieval heritage…’

      ‘Where is it? Show me a picture.’ Jessie leaned over her shoulder and stared at the phone. ‘Oh, wow.’

      ‘It’s called Château de Grand Loup. It’s a big vineyard and it has rooms to let, a gîte and camping within the castle grounds. And a restaurant. Listen—’ Mallory was reading the blurb again. ‘Véronique and Franck Masson can accommodate three motorhomes… the château is not far from Saint-Émilion and produces organic red, white, rosé, claret and crémant.’

      ‘Look at this picture.’ Jessie pushed the phone under Archie’s nose. ‘What do you think?’

      Archie stared. In the foreground of the photo was a bottle of rosé wine with a label that read Château de Grand Loup and an outline of a wolf’s head. A white motorhome was parked on grass and behind was a turret or a folly, and the patchwork landscape of a green valley below.

      ‘It looks idyllic,’ Archie said.

      ‘Shall I book it for tomorrow night?’ Mallory offered.

      ‘I can do it first thing in the morning. It’s almost nine now.’ Archie thought for a moment. ‘Bordeaux’s only a couple of hours away.’

      ‘Oh, let me do it, please,’ Mallory urged. ‘How long do you want to stay?’

      ‘I don’t know – a week, maybe a fortnight. Longer if I like the place. Or I could travel somewhere else. I might go further south.’

      ‘Do you like the look of it though, Archie?’ Mallory showed him the phone again, swiping through pictures of vineyards, wine and food served on a linen cloth, a pretty turreted castle set in the middle of beautiful gardens. ‘It’s not expensive. There are good facilities. And it looks like a really peaceful place to wind down. You have to stay somewhere. What do you say?’

      Juno wagged her tail beneath the chair, a rhythmic thump, and gazed up, soft eyed. ‘Go on then.’ Archie relented. ‘Ask if I can stay for a week and I’ll see how I go. I can be there by mid-afternoon.’

      ‘Right.’ Mallory pressed a button and walked several paces away, towards the pool. He heard her launch into perfect French, apologising for the late call, laughing politely, talking to someone she called Véronique, introducing her friend Archie by name, talking times and dates.

      ‘She loves speaking French. It’s her second language.’ Jessie reached over and patted Archie’s arm confidentially. ‘Poor Mallory. She’d really like to stay on.’

      ‘Why doesn’t she?’

      ‘I have to go back to work. It’d be tough by herself – after what she’s been through. She needs company.’

      ‘The thing that happened at the newspaper?’ Archie remembered. He thought briefly that he could have invited Mallory to travel with him. She was a nice person. She’d make a good companion.

      But he couldn’t. The reasons were obvious. And besides, he wanted to be by himself.

      ‘Yeah, the guy she upset is a gangster,’ Jessie said quietly.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘A known criminal, so she’s been advised to play things safe.’

      ‘Is she at risk?’

      ‘I’ve no idea. Maybe, maybe not, but her boss was worried enough to give her an extended vacation and suggest she cut and run from New York for a while. Plus, Alex Rossignol works for the same paper.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Her ex-husband. It ended badly.’ Jessie was about to say more but Mallory could be heard finishing the call.

      ‘It’s all booked in for you.’ Mallory came back to the table. ‘Véronique sounds really cool. She and Franck are looking forward to meeting you. I told them you were vegetarian too and they said no problem, they can do food with notice.’

      ‘Thanks, Mallory.’ Archie drained his wine glass. He suddenly felt exhausted. ‘Do you mind if I turn in now? It’s been a long day.’

      ‘Oh, of course.’ Mallory’s eyes gleamed beneath the fairy lights. ‘We’ll just tidy up out here then we’ll lock up.’

      ‘I’ll help.’

      ‘No, not at all, Archie,’ Jessie said. ‘You go on up. I’ll stick an extra blanket on the bed for Juno. She’s missed you.’

      Juno gave a wide yawn. She looked tired too. ‘Thanks,’ Archie said gratefully. He was feeling dead on his feet. ‘What if I treat you both to breakfast in the village tomorrow? To say thanks.’

      ‘That’d be awesome,’ Jessie said enthusiastically and Mallory agreed.

      Archie turned towards the house, Juno at his heels, following the path around to the front gate where the camper van was parked.

      ‘We’ll get our stuff then we’ll turn in,’ he said quietly. ‘A soft bed, a warm room. We’ll sleep like tots.’
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      Archie slept more deeply than he had in a long time and woke after eight. His head felt fuzzy with wine and sore with the bruised bump that had risen on the side. He clambered out of bed and into a hot shower that seared his skin. It was a delicious feeling, to be warm and clean.

      And alive, he reminded himself.

      By nine he, Mallory and Jessie were sitting outside beneath a parasol at the café, La Rive. They spent an hour eating pastries and drinking coffee, then both women insisted on exchanging email addresses with him, and Archie got up to go.

      ‘I’d better be off.’ He grinned. ‘It’s been great getting to know you. Thanks for everything.’

      ‘Maybe we’ll bump into each other again,’ Mallory said slowly. She seemed the sort of person who became tearful at goodbyes.

      Archie stood back while they fussed over Juno, then he said, ‘Right.’

      Jessie made a small salute. ‘Thank you, officer. It was good to meet you.’

      ‘Enjoy the wine in Bordeaux.’ Mallory’s eyes grew misty.

      ‘I will,’ Archie promised, and climbed in the camper van, strapping Juno in her harness. Then he started the engine, on his way.

      He glanced in the driving mirror and saw the two women, one with dark curls, one with shiny red hair, waving frantically. He beeped his horn and rounded the corner.

      The next hours before lunch were difficult. First he went to see Hugo, then Rémy and Clémence. They were pleased to see him, so full of gratitude, shaking his hand, kissing his cheeks, offering wine, saying how he had saved them all.

      Archie was ready to go. He wanted to put everything behind him.

      He drove to see Carole and Eric. Carole had burst into tears on the front doorstep and sobbed in his arms. Eric muttered that he didn’t work on Saturdays, but the manor house was cordoned off with police tape anyway, and he wouldn’t be able to get in. Archie wished them the best and politely refused to stay for lunch.

      Finally, he called into the hospital to see Craig, who was pleased to see him but was feeling groggy. He’d just been given a sedative by the nurse he was now calling Aurélie. He’d been in a lot of pain overnight.

      Archie didn’t stay long. He had a brief chat, promised to message soon and made his way to the entrance, to the car park, to Juno who was asleep in the camper van.

      As he was about to drive away, the phone rang and he picked it up from the dashboard. ‘Shona. What have you got?’

      ‘Sophie’s in police custody, saying she doesn’t understand why she’s there. Florian Boyer gets it though. He’s furious, blaming the whole thing on Elodie, who seems to have taken his money. And the guys have picked up Geraldine Sharpe. She’s a cool one. She claims it was all the Ackroyds’ fault, and she knew nothing about the narcs. William and Angie are behaving like rabbits in headlights, with no clue that they were set up. It’ll get sorted though, in time.’

      ‘And Elodie? And Isabelle?’

      ‘So far, nothing. The French police are checking the airports, they’ve got people watching roads. Craig’s red car was picked up just outside Nantes.’

      ‘Nantes? What’s she doing there?’ Archie wondered. ‘There’s an airport. Have they checked she’s not trying to fly out?’

      ‘I’ve heard nothing so far. How’s your head?’

      ‘Fine. They stuck a bit of glue in it and gave me the all-clear to drive.’

      He heard her laugh. ‘And your friend, the Marine?’

      ‘He’ll live. His leg’s not so bad.’ Archie remembered Rowley and Sabine. They’d been less lucky. Monty too. ‘I’m off to Bordeaux.’

      ‘Oh, lucky you. Well, have a lovely time.’

      ‘I will.’ He took a deep breath. The French air was fresh, clean. ‘I like it here, Shona. I like it a lot.’

      ‘It’s doing you good.’

      ‘It is.’ Archie gazed into the distance. ‘It’s the sort of place I could retire to.’

      Shona sounded worried. ‘Not for a few years, I hope.’

      ‘Who knows?’ Archie imagined a house in the country, a pool, space for Juno to run around. An orchard.

      ‘Well, don’t get into any trouble,’ Shona joked. ‘And send me a card.’

      ‘I will,’ Archie said and he heard the phone click.

      He started the engine. ‘Come on, Juno,’ he muttered. ‘We’re off to sunny Bordeaux but we have to go somewhere first. Before we leave. Just for a few minutes.’
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      Archie drove up the hill away from Saint-Amédée-de-Fleur to Manoir la Poisse. There was yellow tape around the gate, barring the way to the drive. Policerie Internationale Zone Interdite.

      He removed it and drove through the entrance, along the drive, onto the grass towards the lake. He switched off the engine and released Juno’s harness, opening the side door. She bounded out, scampering down to the lake, full of energy.

      He breathed out slowly to prepare himself. After everything that had happened, it felt good to be on his own. He reached for the notebook and pen. He didn’t pause to think. His words were already flowing, and he wrote them down easily.

      
        
        Saturday, 27 June

        Dear Kat,

        I’ll write to you from time to time while I’m in Bordeaux, if that’s all right. I’ll send my love in your direction anyway. It’s yours to keep.

        And I’ll think of you and Amelia in every dancing sunbeam and remember how we used to be. How I’m going to be now, every day.

        Happy. Alive. Filled with hope.

        I miss you.

        A x

      

      

      Archie gave a low whistle. Juno came bounding over, leaping into the camper van, onto the bed, shaking herself hard. She was damp and Archie got a face full of wet droplets. He smiled and reached for a towel, rubbing her fur dry.

      Outside, the manor house stood as it had when he’d first arrived, silent and solid. There was no sign of the fire yesterday, of any change at all except for police tape across the front, barring the doors and windows. He wondered what would happen to it, now Elodie had gone. He wondered what had happened to her.

      It was time to think of other things. His dog. Lunch. A drive to Bordeaux.

      A holiday.

      ‘What do you think, Juno? We’re off to enjoy the craic – wine and water sports. I bet you can’t wait.’ He grinned. ‘You know, we could stay on in France, retire, get a place. What’d you think?’

      Juno yawned. Archie tidied the back of the van, put the notebook away safely, settled Juno in her harness, and started the engine.

      His fingers twiddled with the buttons and loud guitar music began to play. Rory Gallagher. ‘Shadow Play’.

      He turned the van round and made his way to the gate, out onto the road, heading south.

      It was time to move on.
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        MORE FROM J. R. LEIGH

      

      

      Another page-turning book from J. R. Leigh, A Body in Bordeaux, is available to order now here: https://mybook.to/ABodyinBordeaux
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      Thank you for reading! Don't forget to leave a review and share on social media to help spread the word. Your support means so much to us and our authors!
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      We hope you enjoyed reading Death in the Dordogne. If you did, please leave a review. If you’d like to gift a copy, this book is available to purchase in paperback, hardback, large print and audio.

      

      
        
        A Body in Bordeaux, another page-turning book is available to buy now by clicking on the image below.
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