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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This work of fiction takes place in the Dordogne (dor-DOHN-yuh), a département in southwestern France where the wooded countryside in spring rings with the cuckoo’s call and where wild orchids still bloom. The characters in this book are entirely fictitious, and invented places jostle with real ones. The Sigoulane Valley and the places in and around it are imaginary. The orchids, with the exception of one, exist and are endangered. Please respect them and their habitat. Above all, rejoice in their beauty.
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The man in the greasy beret dropped his burden to the ground. He glanced over his shoulder. As usual, he, André Piquet, was up to no good. Nothing serious, mind. Just the kind of routine skulduggery that the Piquets, a noted clan of tricheurs, generally practiced.

With a quick slash of his hunting knife, André severed the cord that secured the mouth of the sack. It sagged, spewing some of its contents over the damp litter of pine needles and last year’s fallen leaves. Sheathing the knife, he upended the sack. Smelly kitchen peelings mixed with dried maize tumbled to the ground.

Baiting sangliers, the tough wild pigs that hunters in the Dordogne prized above all game, was frowned on as unsportsmanlike, not to say damned sneaky. The idea was that the sangliers, which roamed freely through the deep valleys and dense forests of this region of southwestern France, became accustomed to feeding at the baiting stations, with the result that, when the hunting season opened, voilà, you had a ready population of pigs in place for the kill. If you were quick off the mark, you could bring down an animal or two before anyone got wind of what you’d been up to. It was the Piquets’ guiding principle. Do it the easy way, secretly and fast, and your neighbor would never be the wiser. Also, it meant not having to share out your kill, taken on the quiet like that, with other hunters and local residents.

As he rolled up the sack and stuffed it under his jacket, André heard a sound. He looked about him. The woods in early evening were chill and gloomy. It occurred to him that everything was uncommonly still. Normally starlings and crows made a racket around this time. Suddenly he felt a little nervous. Was someone spying on him? Or maybe it was the speed with which the darkness was moving in.

Again, his ears caught the noise, a kind of scraping that was not the drilling of a woodpecker, or the creaking of branches in the wind. It seemed to be coming from somewhere to his right. Now curiosity vied with caution. Treading softly, he pushed through the thick undergrowth in the direction of the noise. He parted a curtain of pine branches and stepped into a small clearing. What he saw outraged him: a juvenile boar, freshly killed by the look of it. It lay head-on to him, one of its underdeveloped tusks driven into the dark, rough earth.

“Putain!” André, thrust suddenly onto the unaccustomed moral high ground, gave vent to his disgust. Baiting pigs was one thing, but hunting out of season, especially if someone beat you to it, really went against the grain. Funny, though, he hadn’t heard a shot. And there did seem to be an awful lot of blood about. The ground all around was churned up and soaked with it.

Then he realized that the wild pig had not been shot. Drawing closer, he saw that it had been brought down by something that had slashed its haunches, severing the hindquarter tendons to disable it before going in for the kill. Feeding had already begun, for the belly had been partly torn open, the slippery guts spilling out. André whistled through a gap in his stained front teeth. Whatever it was had to be big. A boar, even young, was a tough adversary for most dogs. Maybe a pack of dogs? he wondered. He hunkered down for a closer look, balancing on the balls of his feet.

It was then that the long gray form came on him, hitting him from behind with tremendous force. He sprawled forward, driven face-down into the blood-wet earth. He felt a visceral shock as something ripped deep into the flesh of his shoulder.

“Nom de dieu!” André shrieked. A hunter, he knew the ferocity of the wounded boar, the dangerous valor of the stag at bay. Never had he encountered anything like the savagery of this attack. Desperately he rolled over, shielding his face and throat with one hand while attempting to free his knife from its sheath with the other. He stood no chance against it. With a snarl conceived in hell, the creature came in for the kill.
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WEDNESDAY, 28 APRIL 2004

The first shattering blow echoed down the line of empty rooms. The big man stepped back, raised the iron mallet again. It struck home with another sickening thud.

Christophe de Bonfond recoiled at the first hit, turned away at the second. His normally cheerful face was pale.

“Je ne peux pas…” he murmured to his companion. “I can’t. It really is too much.”

“Then don’t,” Mara Dunn responded in French, drawing him away by the arm. She was a small, slim woman, forty-something, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt that read in English: Outside of a dog a man’s best friend is a book. Inside of a dog it is very dark. This was attributed to Groucho Marx. Her head was topped with short-cropped hair. She had dark eyes, straight brows, and a decisive chin. Her expression, normally vivid, was at the moment tightly composed. Why had he insisted on being there? She said in an even tone that belied her exasperation, “We’ll leave them to it, shall we?”

The little man nodded, shuddering as the steady, awful cadence of blows continued. In his haste to be gone, he pulled free of her and scuttled through a doorway leading into a small antechamber that gave access to the stairs.

“Smokey,” Mara called over her shoulder, “I’ll be down on the terrace with Monsieur de Bonfond if you and Theo need anything.”

Aristophanes Serafim, otherwise known as Smokey the Greek because he was from Thessalonika and a chain smoker, paused in the middle of his swing. A limp Gitane clung like a tubular growth to his lower lip. His sweat-stained T-shirt was stretched over a barrel chest and a large belly.

“What would we need?” He spoke French with an accent as thick as feta cheese. The blunt head of the mallet completed its arc. A large sheet of plaster crashed down around him in a cloud of dust, exposing roughly dressed stone that had not seen the light of day for more than a hundred years. Smokey’s younger brother, Theo, equally big, sledgehammer in hand, stepped up to inspect the damage.

“Well, just in case.” Mara’s eyes lingered anxiously on the pair. She had not worked with the brothers before and was not reassured by what she had seen so far. Their setup had been casual at best; the necessary precision of the task they were undertaking seemed beyond their comprehension. “Please try to take things down as carefully as possible.” She glanced up. “You’re sure of the bracing?” Her greatest fear was the roof collapsing.

Both men regarded her with indifference. The Serafims were good at demolishing walls but didn’t seem to care much what else came down with them.

         

The terrace ran across the back of the main part of the house, overlooking an expanse of geometrically clipped yews and boxwood: an eighteenth-century garden done in the Italian manner, for all that this was twenty-first-century southwestern France. In fact, everything about Aurillac Manor placed it more in the past than in the present. It was a large U-shaped structure, consisting of an original central block with wings, added on at later times, extending backward to enclose part of the garden. Built of local stone and along traditional lines, with Early Renaissance and Baroque touches, the overall effect was charming if slightly quirky.

She stood beside Christophe at the terrace’s edge. Below them played an eighteenth-century stone fountain in the shape of a leaping dolphin. Its nose, chipped off at the tip by some past violence, pointed like a crooked finger at a door giving access to the south wing. Water dribbled from the dolphin’s mouth into a handsome but rather scummy pool. Aurillac’s grounds staff was down to one old man and a girl. If asked, Christophe would have complained of the difficulty of getting good help.

“Silly of me, I know.” His brown eyes were unhappy. He was a small, round person in his early sixties, immaculately dressed in fawn-colored trousers and a summer jacket of slightly darker hue. His sparse, graying hair was neatly slicked back; his features were soft and rosy. He resembled, Mara thought, one of those nice pink marzipan pigs displayed in the windows of the better confectionary shops. Except for his expression. Confectionary pigs smiled.

“It—it’s too much like living flesh…” Christophe managed to sound both apologetic and petulant at the same time. The flesh of the de Bonfonds was what he meant, overlying the brittle bones of old money, the stiffened sinews of class and privilege dating back centuries, embodied in a house.

“You wanted a gallery,” Mara reasoned with him. “You can’t have it without knocking out walls.” A naturally quick, impatient person, she had learned the necessity of coaxing clients along. The demolition stage was never easy. People had a hard time seeing past the rubble.

It had been Christophe’s idea to convert the entire upper floor of the north wing into an elevated gallery. The galerie was a popular feature of grand French country residences in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Initially a broad corridor linking parts of a house, it had evolved its own specialized function as an elegant walkway, a place for meditation and indoor exercise, a showcase for displaying family treasures and works of art. According to Christophe, the fact that Aurillac Manor lacked a galerie was not because it wasn’t grand enough but simply owing to pure bad planning.

“You see,” he had explained when Julian had brought Mara out three months earlier, “Aurillac, or at least the central block, will be five hundred years old next year. The galerie is my birthday present to the house, you might say, and the perfect architectural complement to a little book I’m writing on the history of my family.” One had to take his use of “little” as an intended understatement, for the draft was said to run to over four hundred pages. “The de Bonfonds were ennobled, you know, by King Louis XV in recognition of invaluable services rendered to the crown. In fact, our family motto, ‘Blood And My Right,’ was suggested by the King himself, who intended it to refer to the rights and privileges conferred by our ancient bloodline. Rather like the British Royal Family’s ‘God And My Right,’ except that the Brits”—here he had giggled—“recognize a higher power.”

The book, in turn, was intended to mark the quarter-century anniversary of Christophe’s small, elite publishing house, Editions Arobas. It was great fun, he said, everything coming together all at once like that. Christophe, who seemed to have pots of money, had glowed with excitement.

“Can you do it?” he had asked Mara earnestly as they strolled through the series of gloomy rooms making up the north wing. “Julian told me how good you are. I did talk to an architect, you know, but I didn’t like him. A dreadful man with dirty fingernails,

pas sympathique du tout.”

“I expect he mentioned these are all load-bearing walls?” Mara, a French Canadian interior designer with an eye for old houses, had seen many misguided renovations since setting up shop in the Dordogne eight years ago. “You can’t just knock them out. They hold up your roof.” She had spoken coolly, but excitement had surged through her like a drug. The wing, built before communicating corridors came into fashion, consisted of three large rooms, one giving onto another by way of smaller, interspersing ante-chambers. That meant breaking down five dividing walls in addition to the portion of the old exterior east wall where the wing had been joined on, thereby extending the gallery all the way to the front of the house. The creative use of space was her métier, and her mind leaped ahead to all the possibilities.

In the end Mara had worked out a plan (with another architect, who had clean nails and who was more sympathique) for converting the internal walls into a series of weight-bearing arches. The structural integrity would be ensured, and Christophe would have the sense and functionality of continuous space. She also planned to cut away the window embrasures at forty-five-degree angles to increase the illumination. It was Mara’s most important commission ever and a challenging project. Christophe was proving to be a grit-your-teeth client. Changing his mind. Fretting. (What if the structure was damaged? What if the gallery was not, after all, to his liking?) And now not being able to stomach the violence of the hammer’s blow.

“Look.” Once again she took him by the arm, turning him firmly from the dribbling fountain that was beginning to wear on her nerves. “Stop worrying. This is just the messy part. Think about the finished product. You’ll love it. Family portraits on the walls, statues in the alcoves. The private space of a gentleman, for pleasure and contemplation.” She threw out the line like a sop.

Christophe brightened. “Of course. You’re right, as ever. I’m so glad Julian introduced me to you. I simply could not have entrusted the work to someone who didn’t understand my feelings.” He allowed himself to be led away. A moment later he glanced slyly at Mara and shook his head. “Although what l’Adorée will say to all of this I really dread to think.”

“Who”—Mara’s back went rigid as she braced herself for another complication—“is l’Adorée?”

“The Adored One, my great-grandmother, so named because my great-grandfather loved her passionately. Theirs was the romance of the century.” He gave her an impish grin. “Her spirit still walks, did you know?”

“Formidable.” Mara laughed gustily. A ghost she could deal with, and Christophe’s sense of humor seemed to have returned. In a good mood, the man was tremendously likable, which made his sulks and moments of unhappiness all the more affecting.

“Her name was Henriette Bertillon,” he went on. “She was a great beauty and a wonderful soprano. Apparently she was plucked out of a convent school where her pure voice soared over the cloister”—Christophe’s hand spiraled up in a simulation of soaring—“and thrust onto the stage of the Paris Opéra. My great-grandfather Hugo heard her sing and fell madly in love with her. They married, and when she became ill with tuberculosis, he brought her here to the family country estate to recuperate. Come. I’ll show you her room.”

He steered Mara toward a door at the south end of the terrace. It opened directly into a lovely chamber, the walls of which were covered in cream-colored boiserie inset with lozenges of painted fruit and flowers. True, the paint was chipped and faded, but the effect was charming all the same. In an alcove, Mara spotted a bonheur-du-jour, a delicate lady’s writing desk with a raised back, that she would have given an arm to acquire.

“As you can see,” said Christophe, “it’s been converted from a bedroom to a sitting room—le petit salon, my parents called it. I’m told l’Adorée loved this room because it opened right onto the terrace and garden. I always thought she died young. However, the fellow I hired to do the background research for my book tells me she lived well into old age.”

“And her spirit?”

“Temperamental. Dear me. My housekeeper, whose parents worked in the house in my parents’ and grandparents’ time, claims she once caused dinner plates to fly—”

“Arrh,” a voice grated hoarsely behind them.

They turned. It was Theo Serafim, standing in the open doorway. He was covered in a fine layer of plaster dust. He carried his mallet as nonchalantly as a tack hammer. Dark runnels of sweat scored his cheeks.

“Oui?” Mara drew straight, black brows together, the knot in her stomach that she was coming to associate with the Serafims pulling tight.

“Smokey says you want the stones numbered.” Theo’s accent was even thicker than his brother’s.

“Exactly.” She let her breath out slowly. “Left to right, top to bottom, while they’re still in place. Monsieur de Bonfond wants to keep the stones, and he wants them ordered. I explained everything to Smokey yesterday. You have a problem?”

“Arrh. It’s just that it’s a double wall, and we’re working at it on both sides, like.”

She waited distrustfully.

He scratched his head, releasing a cloud of particles into the air. “So how do you want them numbered? The side he’s on, or the side I’m on? Left to right his side is right to left my—”

“Christophe,” said Mara in as even a tone as she could manage, “will you excuse me a moment?”
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SEPTEMBER 1870

The object that Henriette de Bonfond, née Bertillon, had caused to fly was not a dinner plate but a goodly-sized crystal ball. She had two strong arms, and the orb she had flung from the terrace had crashed into the nose of a fishlike creature that rose out of the fountain below her, carrying away with it a large chip of stone before disappearing with a satisfying splash into the murky depths of the basin. She had chosen the crystal ball because it appeared to be a valued family possession, occupying pride of place on a plinth in the main reception room. She had intended simply to hurl it into the pool. That it had damaged the fountain en route was better still.

Henriette’s fury was occasioned by her impossible situation. She had given up the lively salons of Paris for a promised life of ease and comfort. Not that she had expected Hugo’s family to receive her well. At least, not at first. She brought neither money nor property into the match. Beauty, wit, and intelligence were her entire dowry. However, at Aurillac she had found a penny-pinching austerity beyond imagining and a degree of ill-will that chilled her to the bone. Hugo, now that he had bedded her, did nothing to defend her. Instead, he went hunting every day, returning in the evening smelling of horses and wet leaves and stained with the blood of his kill. She was left to the company of his odious mother, his great lump of a sister, and his gouty father, who leered horribly at her from the fireside armchair to which he was confined.

A survivor, Henriette had instantly picked out Hugo’s mother as her principal adversary. Odile de Bonfond was a thin, grim woman with a mouth like an iron trap. Henriette astutely sized her up as harder and more grasping than a bordel keeper and more preposterously puffed up about her station in life than the most arrogant Parisian lackey. Odile was also cruel and clever. Henriette found her self the target of daily acts of malice. The fare at Aurillac consisted mainly of game brought down by Hugo, who had a bloodlust for the hunt. When they had a civet of hare, it was Henriette who was some how and inexplicably served the head. She was kept short of candles, perhaps in the hope that she would trip on the stairs and break her neck. She was sure that the servants had been instructed to ignore her orders. Only one, a new girl named Marie, showed herself kindly toward the newcomer. Between mistress and maid a certain sympathy had sprung up.

As Henriette watched the ripples in the pond die away, she knew it would be a fight to the finish. She was confident enough of her skills to feel that in time she would more than better her new sister and father-in-law. She was not so sure about Odile.




3

[image: image]

[image: image]

WEDNESDAY, 28 APRIL

Business was a word-of-mouth affair, Julian Wood reckoned happily. Or, as the locals put it, de bouche à oreille, from mouth to ear. He was a tall, lean man, topping fifty, with a long face, a badly trimmed mustache and beard, and unruly, grizzled hair. He stood a moment, looking across the Sigoulane Valley, a broad sunlit depression on the north shore of the Dordogne River. Trellised vines filled the valley floor. Rows of them spilled up the gently sloping western flank to join a pure, blue sky. Julian hooked his thumbs into his jeans pockets and breathed deeply. It was a glorious morning, the kind of weather he had left England for nearly three decades ago. The kind of weather that kept him rooted in the Dordogne.

It was simple. Julian had introduced Mara to his good friend Christophe de Bonfond, which had led to her securing the renovation of Aurillac Manor. Christophe, in turn, had set Julian up with his cousin Antoine de Bonfond, an uncomplicated man of the soil whose large, upright figure belied his seventy-odd years. With the result that Julian was now coming away from the prestigious Coteaux de Bonfond winery with a fat contract in his pocket. Or as good as, for the deal with Antoine had been concluded with a handshake and the prospect of landscaping the new sales pavilion, destined to receive the delegations of buyers and busloads of tourists who were the foundation of the winery sales. That was how things worked in the Dordogne, and just in time, too, from Julian’s perspective. His bank account had been running desperately lean of late. Whistling an off-key rendition of “Money Makes the World Go Round,” he hopped into his battered Peugeot van, keyed the ignition, and drove off.

Good old Christophe. He thought again with gratitude of their odd friendship, formed twenty-three years ago, during a back-breaking and often hysterical attempt to restore the Italianate format of Aurillac’s gardens. Julian did the spadework, and there had been a lot of it, for everything had been allowed to run wild; Christophe had the hysterics; and the project was eventually abandoned half finished. Shortly after that, Christophe had published Julian’s book on wildflowers of the Dordogne when no one else would touch it. The work, originally planned in picture-book format, had been converted by a bright junior editor to a bilingual botanical guide. At first Christophe had balked. It was not the thing that small, select Editions Arobas did. But the idea had proven so successful that Arobas was now set to publish Julian’s Wild Orchids of the Dordogne as a companion edition. Julian, who wanted nothing more than to garden and pursue his orchidological passions, was actually in danger of becoming an established author.

Julian’s relationship with Mara, more dizzying, went back not quite fourteen months. At the thought of her, he left off whistling and rubbed his beard reflectively. Like a man unable to trust a run of luck, he didn’t entirely believe that Mara had come into his life. One disastrous marriage long ago and subsequent unsatisfactory relationships had left him doubting. The two of them were so different. She was high-energy and driven. He was content to go, slowly, with the flow. She was an interior designer, constantly interfering with the natural scatter of things. He was an outdoors kind of person who, for the most part, took life as it came. She did not share his floral enthusiasms.

Well, opposites attracted, he acknowledged as he downshifted into a turn. Although it could also be the typical story of two expatriates thrown together in a country where you were always to some degree an outsider, and where existence ran according to an often elegantly unfathomable logic. Nothing new there. Lust? Definitely. But there was more to it than that, he felt. Something—he chewed his bottom lip, thinking of fitting similes—like a taut piece of elastic between them that held him fast (but that could also fling him back nastily, if the other end were let go). Nevertheless, there she was, causing him to experience a sense of glad anticipation he had not known for years.

Julian slowed as he approached the turnoff for Aurillac, which stood high on a ridge on the east side of the valley. Christophe was laying on drinks and lunch that day, “to commemorate the breaking of stone.” Julian glanced at his watch. Just gone half ten. He supposed he could turn up early to see how the demolition was progressing, but he’d only get in the way. Mara at a work site, he knew from experience, could be cranky. On the other hand, he had plenty of time to run out to Malpech and back, rounding out what was already shaping up to be a perfect day. He gunned the engine and drove straight on.

His way ran south out of the valley along a road that cut through the immaculately groomed vines of Coteaux de Bonfond, fifty hectares planted in Merlot and Cabernet Sauvignon grapes with smaller cultivars of Malbec. The valley held the sun like a bowl. This, combined with its sheltered position and peculiar gravelly soils, resulted in an annual production of twenty-four hundred hectoliters of wine, a portion of which went into the making of one of the finest, if not the finest, Bergerac reds. Julian had done his homework. The winery star was its Domaine de la Source, a splendid, full-bodied wine that took its name from a spring that poured out of a hillside above the winery in the forested north end of the valley. In fact, the landscaping plan he had proposed cleverly centered on a water feature, modeled on that spring. Again, he had done his homework.

As he neared the valley head, he passed Antoine’s house—Les Chardonnerets, it was called—an imposing structure that rode like a stone ship in a sea of vines. Beyond it, the order of Coteaux de Bonfond gave way to the sketchier plantations and cottages of smaller growers. At the village of Sigoulane, a cluster of steeply roofed buildings fashioned from the warm yellow limestone of the region, he found himself at the river. He rumbled across the old stone bridge and turned east, following a network of minor roads that wound between rumpled hills and past fields of young wheat ablaze with spring poppies. Iris Potter had left a message on his phone the evening before: she needed to talk to him about a sketch she was preparing for a section of his book, and could he drop by at his earliest?

The new book was Julian’s magnum opus. It contained lovingly annotated photographs of every species of wild, terrestrial orchid native to the Dordogne. There were dozens of them: Lady Orchids in their spotted purple skirts; Military Orchids standing to attention like diminutive soldiers; pale, fleshy Bird’s-nests; braided Lady’s-tresses; Man, Pyramidal, Lizard, Butterfly, and Monkey Orchids. There were also the many kinds of Dactylorhiza, and the cunning genus of Ophrys that mimicked the insect pollinators they sought to attract. He had spent years charting and photographing these flowers and knew them like old friends. Each spring he returned to woodlands, meadows, and bogs to visit his favorite colonies, or searched anxiously for individual plants whose fate he feared for. And each year he found that the orchids were fewer in number as their habitat was gradually encroached on or destroyed.

One flower, in particular, haunted his waking hours. An unknown Lady’s Slipper which he had never seen in real life and of which he had only one very bad photograph and no information. He had given a copy of the photo to Iris to draw, hoping that her artist’s eye could render whole something that for him was frustratingly incomplete. He was itching to see what progress she had made on it. He was less enthusiastic about running into Iris’s temperamental paramour, Géraud Laval. Géraud was also a keen orchidologist and Julian’s nemesis in all things botanical, especially where this Mystery Orchid was concerned.

         

Ah. C’est vous,” Géraud barked as he opened the door to Julian. “What do you want?” A retired pharmacist, he was a short, bald, goblinesque man with wiry tufts of hair sprouting from both ears. Julian, who could only guess at Géraud’s age, believed grimly that he would never die.

“Don’t be rude, Joujou.” Iris, a dumpy little figure in a paint-stained smock, pushed forward to pull Julian inside. “He’s here to see me.” She raised a weathered face to exchange pecks with Julian, one per cheek—the number varied, depending on where in France you were. A Brit expatriate and longtime Dordogne resident, Iris dabbled in sentimental watercolors for a living but could turn out surprisingly accurate botanical drawings when called on. “And, no, he doesn’t want to see your latest hybrid.” She steered Julian away from the glassed-in plant room attached to the rear of the house. The space there was crammed with tropical orchids, an exotic display of showy colors and bizarre forms, unlike the more modest terrestrial varieties that Julian preferred.

Undeterred, Géraud shouted, “Kingianum cross. Got it for an obscene price from a whore of a breeder who literally stole it from someone else.” Géraud’s passion was possessing and breeding tree-dwelling epiphytes, although he also maintained a vast collection of terrestrials that he had pirated from elsewhere and planted in his back garden. Géraud was notoriously unfussy about how he acquired things.

Iris said earnestly, “Listen, Julian, I need to talk to you. That photo you gave me—”

“I know,” he apologized. “It’s dreadful. The film, as I told you, was damaged. Unfortunately, it’s all I have to go on.”

“Ha!” roared Géraud, trailing after them. “You’re mad. Putting that thing in your book, pretending it’s an unknown species of Cypripedium.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Julian fought to keep his cool. “I’m treating it as an uncertain sighting.”

“Based on a dog’s breakfast of a photograph. You know as well as I do there’s only one native species of Lady’s Slipper in Western Europe, Cypripedium calceolus, which doesn’t grow in these parts and never looked like that.”

“Oh, you’re just jealous. Admit it. You’re hoping as much as I am that this flower really exists. You’re afraid I’ll claim it first. You can’t stand the thought that someone else might get credit for discovering a rare—”

“Discover?” Géraud almost shrieked. “Discover? What have you discovered? Where’s your proof?”

“Don’t worry,” Julian yelled back. “I’ll find it. And you don’t fool me. You’re beating the bushes for it, too. I’ve seen you skulking around Les Colombes.”

“Stop it.” Iris intervened physically between the two men. “Géraud, go away. I mean it. Go away. Julian and I need to talk.”

“You’re chasing a phantom,” her volatile consort cried, stalking off. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Iris pushed Julian down the hall into her studio and slammed the door.

“Look. I’ve done your color sketch. But I want you to know I honestly couldn’t make anything of the whatsit, the labellum, from the photo.” She handed him her drawing. It depicted a flower rising from a single stem. Two long, blackish-purple lateral petals spiraled fantastically away from a large middle petal that was only partially sketched in.

“But you’ve left most of it blank,” Julian cried.

Iris shoved wisps of graying hair out of very blue, ingenuous eyes. “What else could I do? I mean, you want this to be accurate, don’t you? Here.” She unpinned a much-handled print copy from a corkboard and held it beside the drawing. A dark stain ran through the middle of the image. She tapped the spot. “You tell me.”

“I did. The labellum is a shoe-shaped pouch with an opening at the top where insect pollinators enter. You know the legend. Venus lost her slipper, it changed into a flower, hence the name.”

Iris said flatly, “I don’t see it.”

“Trust me. And anyway, you can take a little artistic license, can’t you?”

“But what? Fat and bulbous? Long and thin? It’s like one of those dot-to-dot drawings children do, except the dots are missing. Anything I put in would be pure guesswork.”

Julian stared glumly at Iris’s sketch. She was right, of course. He was asking her to make a drawing of something that had to be at least partly imagined. And yet this orchid had once grown on the grounds of the château of Les Colombes, no more than a few kilometers from where they stood. Twenty years ago, Mara’s twin sister had found and photographed it. The badly stained print she had left behind was Julian’s only evidence of its existence. Unfortunately, Bedie Dunn was in no position to describe it or guide him to it. She was dead.

“What about Jeanne de Sauvignac? Have you tried asking her?” Iris referred to the only other person who might be able to help him.

He shook his head. “No good. I tried, but she’s genuinely round the twist. I doubt she knows what day it is, let alone where Bedie’s orchid might have grown.”

Iris sighed. “Poor thing. Of course, she never was exactly right, was she? She’s back at Les Colombes now, did you know? A nurse goes in daily, but I hear that Rocher woman is more or less looking after things. In fact,” Iris said grimly, “the villagers say she and that ghastly son of hers are practically living at the château.”

“Vrac?” Julian conjured up a hulking form and a frightening face with a vacant, although at times cunning, look. Together, Vrac and his mother, la Binette Rocher, made an intimidating pair.

“Mmm. I ran into la Binette selling her ewe’s cheese at the market in Brames last week and ventured to ask how Jeanne was. The woman told me quite rudely that it was none of my onions. One shudders to think…”

Julian did shudder. Although it was equally possible that the Rochers, in their way, were doing a passable job as caretakers for the elderly woman. The de Sauvignacs of Les Colombes had always stood as seigneurs to the Rochers, Jeanne was a de Sauvignac, if only by marriage, and the Dordogne was a region where old loyalties held.

Iris returned to her sketch. “I have another problem. I don’t know what to do with these things that look like petals but aren’t. I mean, orchids have three petals and three other thingummies, don’t they?”

“Sepals,” corrected Julian. “A dorsal sepal on top and two side sepals. They lie behind the petals and wrap around the flower while it’s in bud. And, yes, orchids normally have three of them. But the morphology of Cypripediaceae is different. In Slipper Orchids, the two side sepals are mostly or completely fused into a single synsepal. Sorry. I should have explained.”

“Bother,” said Iris. “So how should I do it?”

Julian considered. “If you rotate the drawing to give a three-quarters view, you can show it as one broad synsepal hanging down behind the labellum.”

“Right. Give me a day or two. I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

“Bless you, Iris.”

“Bless yourself. You’ll need it when Géraud gets through with you. He’s determined to expose you as a fraud, you know.”

Julian did know.

         

Julian drove west, retracing his path toward Sigoulane. The church bells were ringing out noon as he rattled through the village, its houses still and sleepy in the midday sun. He was hungry. Fighting with Géraud always gave him an appetite.

Julian reached Aurillac Manor by way of a road that ran up from the valley bottom and along the crest of the escarpment. The road eventually dwindled to a narrow lane bordered by ancient chestnuts before ending, almost without warning, in the graveled forecourt of the house. He parked there, ran up the steps to the massive front door, and rang a brass-plated doorbell.

It was a long time before the housekeeper, Thérèse, appeared. She was a tiny person with a deeply creased face topped by a wispy knot of white hair. She wore a flowered apron over a dark dress that hung to mid-calf. Her feet were clad in stout black leather lace-up shoes. She could have been seventy or a hundred. She belonged to that race of Périgordines who lived long lives and who, from a certain age onward, scarcely seemed to change.

“Ah, Monsieur Wood,” she cried, letting him in. The name came out as “Vood.” “They’re waiting for you out back.”

He pecked her dried-apple cheeks and handed her a bottle of champagne. “Put that on ice, will you? And this”—a bag of almonds coated in raspberry liqueur and chocolate—“is for you.”

“Coucougnettes!” The old woman beamed with pleasure at the sight of her favorite confection. “Mais, c’est très gentil.”

He took himself through to the terrace. A table, bearing monogrammed silver and an impressive array of glasses, had been placed in the shade of an orange-and-white-striped awning. Christophe rose to clasp Julian’s hand.

“Eh bien, mon ami. Ça va? Cousin Antoine came through?”

“He did. But he wants the rock garden done, including a water feature, in time for their marketing launch next month. I’m going to have to work miracles.”

“That’s why I recommended you.” Christophe’s expression was smug.

“Well done.” Mara grinned and half rose from her chair to exchange kisses, her eyes conveying a welcome and something like relief at Julian’s appearance. “Christophe’s been telling me about his great-grandmother.”

“I was just saying”—Christophe waved a hand—“that the poet Aristide Ladurie once described her as ‘walking by day in a cloud of gold’—reference to her hair, of course—‘and charming the night with Myosotis eyes.’”

“Forget-me-not,” Julian translated, sitting down.

“She throws plates,” Mara muttered.

Christophe assumed an air of mock self-reproach. “Alas, I have rather monopolized Mara’s attention with tales of ectoplasms. When she should have been seeing to those dreadful vandals upstairs.”

Julian murmured in her left ear, “Wouldn’t mind doing some monopolizing myself.” His nose brushed her hair, catching her intimate smell of sandalwood. Her special throaty laughter filled his ear. She kicked him under the table. “Ow!”

“Don’t scoff, my friend.” Christophe wagged a pudgy finger. “All old houses have their phenomena. Ask Thérèse if you don’t believe me.”

The housekeeper had appeared with a frosty bottle of champagne in an ice bucket. It was not the bottle he had brought, Julian noticed, but one bearing a far superior label that Christophe must have had at the ready.

“Tell them about the Wailing Ghost, Thérèse,” Christophe urged.

“I will not,” the old woman cried indignantly. “It’s not a thing to talk about.”

“Oh, pooh.” The little man took the bottle from the bucket, worked the cork out smoothly, and tipped the frothing champagne quickly into crystal flutes. “It’s supposed to be an ill omen. Thérèse has heard it many times.”

“I have heard it twice. Each time before a death.”

“She used to frighten me into good behavior with it when I was a boy. Santé.” He raised his glass to Mara and Julian, who returned the toast. “Said it lived in the cupboard under the stairs.”

“That was the cat.” The old woman fixed her employer with a stern eye. “And it was you who locked it in there. You shouldn’t laugh at evil. Bad things happen. Look at that scoundrel Piquet. Always up to no good. The devil claims his own in the end.”

“Dreadful incident down in Colline Basse.” Christophe shuddered around a swallow of champagne. He plugged the bottle with a silver stopper to conserve the bubbles. “A few weeks ago. You must have heard about it.”

Everyone had. The media had been full of it. A sanglier-baiter had been killed by some kind of wild animal that had fed on him and left the remains for carrion-eaters to finish off. Local villagers, hunters, and gendarmes from the canton, in collaboration with the responsible office of the Ministry of Ecology, had been beating the woods for the thing ever since. But it was cunning, whatever it was, eluding the best-organized battues.

“They said it was a feral dog or a rogue wolf protecting its kill,” said Mara. “I hope to god they catch it.”

“Couldn’t have been a wolf,” said Julian. “There aren’t any in the Dordogne.”

“It was no dog or wolf,” Thérèse muttered.

“What was it, then?” Julian asked sardonically. “A loup-garou?”

The housekeeper glared at him. “Werewolves exist. They have lived in this valley for centuries. Haven’t you heard of the Sigoulane Beast?”

“Balivernes,” Christophe declared promptly. “Old wives’ tales.”

“Ah eh? Then what about the maquisard sans tête? Something tore his head off.”

Christophe looked annoyed. In response to Julian and Mara’s questioning glance, he said, “It was during the war. My gardener Didier and my cousin Antoine found a body—a Resistance fighter, it was thought—in the woods below the house. They brought it up in a wheelbarrow. I was too young to know anything about it, but it must have been awful for Antoine, who was just a kid himself then. The man had been decapitated. They never found the head. The Germans did it, of course. Although a few superstitious ones”—a resentful glance in Thérèse’s direction—“put it about that the Sigoulane Beast was responsible.”

“It was. If you don’t believe me, ask Didier. He knows a lot more than you think.” Thérèse swept the tray up and marched away.

“Now I’ve upset her,” their host laughed nervously. “She’s been cranky all morning. Finds all this tearing down of walls as disturbing as I, no doubt—”

There was a shuffling noise behind them. It was both Serafims this time, without their hammers. By now they were so thickly coated in plaster dust that it was difficult to tell them apart. They conferred uneasily between them as to who would speak.

“Can we talk to you a minute?” Smokey took the lead, addressing Mara through lips that were startlingly red against the chalky mask of his face. For once he was without a cigarette. His dark eyes, fringed with white eyelashes, were almost alarming.

“What now?” Mara said, feeling her stomach contract again.

“Problem. With the wall. It’s a double wall, like, with a gap in the middle.”

“I know that. It’s the old exterior wall, where the wing was joined to the main building.”

The stonemason considered this for a moment. “Maybe you’d better come.”

“Now? Look, if it’s rubble fill, you’ll just have to dig it out—”

“Not that,” said Smokey ominously.

“Well, what, for heaven’s sake?”

Smokey the Greek gave her a long, complex look. “You’ll see soon enough.”

         

They followed the brothers at a trot across the terrace, Mara, Julian, and Christophe wheezing breathlessly in the rear. They continued in that order through a door and up the narrow stone staircase servicing the north wing, coming into the antechamber that led into the large room at the front of the house where Smokey had been working.

The scene there was disastrous. Dust roiled in the air. The floor, protected somewhat haphazardly by plastic sheeting, was littered with shards of plaster. Stones, presumably numbered, were piled near a window outside which the brothers had erected a beam and pulley for lowering debris to the ground. Heavy wooden braces shored up the ceiling just above the area of work. The east wall of the room had been partially breached. Smokey and Theo stepped up to the ragged hole they had made.

“In there,” said Smokey, standing aside, like an unhappy showman presenting the climax of an act he did not like.

Mara peered into the dark cavity.

“What is it?” Julian breathed over her shoulder. “Family treasure?”

“There’s something down there.” Christophe’s voice rang with boyish excitement. “Some kind of a package.” He turned to Smokey. “Well, get it out, man! Let’s have a look.”

Smokey did not comply. His expression, as best as could be determined, was sullen. Silently, he handed Mara a flashlight. She trained the beam on the object. They all stared down at it.

“It looks—my god!” Christophe reeled back, hand pressed to his mouth.

Mara gasped and felt Julian stiffen beside her.

The small form lay face up, swaddled in some kind of cloth. The darkened flesh had collapsed and dried about the little skull. The nose was a shrunken button. The eyes, fallen into their sockets, were covered with withered flaps of skin. The child, for it was a human baby, had been placed with its arms outside the covering and crossed upon its breast. Stiffly the tiny, clawlike hands clutched a rosary, as if in suspended prayer.

The discovery itself was shocking enough. However, one detail hit Mara hard: the child’s lower jaw was jammed sideways, dragging the lips apart. As she stared at it, she felt certain that this infant had struggled, had protested death with all the small strength it had possessed. Rudely illuminated, the black, disturbing crater of the mouth seemed to shatter the stillness of the room with its unuttered cry.
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But why?” Christophe cried. “Why the police?” He sat in a chintz-covered armchair, brown eyes sweeping from face to face. “Why not just a priest? I really think a priest would be much more appropriate.”

They were in Thérèse’s parlor, adjoining the kitchen. The room bore her mark—white lace curtains, not a speck of dust, a thread-bare carpet worn as much by cleaning as by use, old furniture polished to a mellow glow and smelling of beeswax.

“Use sense,” Thérèse snapped. She stood at a table, pouring brandy. She had been told about the baby, although she had refused to view it. Her hand shook. Liquid slopped onto the tabletop. She wiped it up with her apron. “Here. Drink this.” She thrust a glass at her employer, served Mara, Julian, and lastly herself. “It’s what comes of laughing at evil,” she scolded them all. “God save us.” Her voice broke.

Julian saw that she was close to tears. He put his glass down and guided her to a chair. The old woman huddled there, looking suddenly very frail.

Christophe returned to his main theme. “I don’t see why we can’t just leave it where it is. Seal it back up. I mean”—the pink had returned to his cheeks; he had regained some of his bounce—“it’s not as if this were a…a recent event. Look, the main part of the house was built in 1505. The north wing was added in 1642. That—thing—could have been in the wall for centuries.”

Julian scratched his head thoughtfully. “Or put there more recently.”

“But it’s clearly,” Christophe almost shouted, “an old baby. You can tell from its appearance. Thérèse, what do you know about it?”

The old woman goggled at him. “Me? Mon dieu. It’s not my bastard!”

“For heaven’s sake,” shrilled Christophe. “I mean, you’ve lived here all your life. So did your parents. Surely you must have heard something.”

“I’ve never had time for gossip,” Thérèse told him with a lift of her bony chin. “All I can say is, it’s somebody’s illegitimate kid. Whoever it was had to get rid of it.”

Mara went a little pale. “Are you saying someone buried a live baby in a wall?”

“Of course not,” the housekeeper muttered sulkily. “They would have killed it first.”

“I should never have let myself be talked into this insane renovation,” Christophe moaned, rocking to and fro. “Knocking down walls. See where it’s gotten me! Mara, you must get hold of those men. Your wreckers. Tell them to hold their tongues. At least until we figure out how to deal with this horrible situation. If need be, I’ll make it worth their while to keep quiet.”

“I expect it’s too late.” Mara ignored his implication of blame and glanced out a window giving onto the forecourt. The Serafims had gone. They had left without a backward glance, slamming the doors of their battered truck and shooting away in a spurt of gravel. “They’ve probably spread the story everywhere by now.”

“Oh my god,” Christophe wailed as the reality broke on him. “I’m about to publish a luxury quarto edition, Garamond type, calf-bound, on the glorious history of the de Bonfonds. We are one of the first families of the land, representing generations of achievement and unstained family honor. And now a dead baby turns up to be explained. Do you have any idea how embarrassing this is to me?”

“Oh, come on, Christophe,” Julian objected. “You’re exaggerating.”

“Exaggerating! This thing is a corpse, literally, at the de Bonfond banquet. You seem to forget that my book is not only intended to honor the long line of de Bonfonds before me, it also commemorates the quarter-century anniversary of Editions Arobas and the impeccable standards Arobas represents. The proofs are nearly ready, and suddenly I have a cadaver to account for. Can’t you see the position this puts me in? Moreover, for your information, small publishing houses like mine are struggling to stay alive. It’s only my personal fortune that’s been keeping things afloat. I don’t necessarily expect the history of the de Bonfonds to cover costs, but I can’t afford to be a laughingstock. This could ruin me. It could bring Arobas to its knees.”

“Surely it’s not as bad as that,” Julian laughed uneasily. “Is it?” It occurred to him that perhaps the fate of his own Wild Orchids of

the Dordogne also hung in the balance.

“It will be once the word gets out. Arobas Anniversary Release

Stifled at Birth. De Bonfond History Hides Skeleton in Closet. Headlines like that can be extremely damaging.”

No one spoke for a moment.

“Loulou,” Mara said suddenly.

“Eh?” said Christophe.

“Loulou La Pouge. He’s a friend. Used to work with the Police Judiciaire in Périgueux. I’ll give him a call. He’ll know how to handle this.”

         

Dead, you say?” the ex-cop’s voice boomed cheerfully into Mara’s ear.

She replied, “Very. It’s probably been in there for a long time, and it looks like a very young baby.”

“Hmm. Born out of wedlock and murdered at birth, the body concealed in a wall. Infanticides. Always nasty affairs.”

“Loulou,” Mara pleaded, “we need your help. We called you because Christophe doesn’t want a lot of publicity. He’s desperate to keep a lid on things.”

“I can imagine,” said Loulou. “Well, tell him it will probably be entirely straightforward. The gendarmes will come, do their thing, and ça y est. If the body is as old as you think, there’ll be the routine follow-up, more for the sake of form than anything. After all, the perpetrator will be long dead. A headline in Sud Ouest, some local curiosity perhaps. But that’s all.”

“Good,” said Mara.

“Although”—Loulou seemed to reconsider—“we must take into account that it’s getting on for summer, and the media are usually hungry for news. This could be just the kind of thing they’d sensationalize. Ridiculous, but there you are.” He went on with growing enthusiasm, “Moreover, if this proves to be a more recent murder, then that’s a different matter entirely. A full police investigation will be required, the baby’s identity will certainly have to be established, so a search will be done—church registries, birth records, even the national archives—and everyone who had access to the house for the past so many years will have to be found and interrogated. I expect Child Welfare will also want to be involved. The case will probably make headlines everywhere, and so forth.”

“Er, yes.” Mara glanced over her shoulder at Christophe, who sat sunk in the armchair staring at his feet. She cupped her hand over the phone and hissed, “Look, Loulou, I’m quite sure this death goes back a long way, and I’m asking you as a personal favor to do everything possible to make sure the matter is handled discreetly. It would make things easier all around.”

“What? Oh. Do what I can,” Loulou promised happily. “Always glad to help.”

         

Within an hour, a lone officer from the Gendarmerie in Brames arrived, which was unusual because gendarmes always worked in pairs. Somehow neither Mara nor Julian was surprised that he was closely followed by Loulou. The two men, who appeared to know one another, got out of their cars, conferred briefly, and then walked together across the forecourt. Or, rather, Loulou led the way with the young gendarme seemingly in tow.

Julian, Mara, and Christophe hurried out to meet them.

“Alors, mes amis,” Loulou hailed Mara and Julian. He was tubby and bald with a shining, cherubic face. Gravely he pumped Christophe’s hand. “Quelle mauvaise affaire! But never mind. The lad here will take care of everything. Had to come on his own, and you’re lucky they could spare him. Everyone’s out beating the woods for this killer dog, or wolf, or whatever it is. It was spotted last night near Petit Tournant. Killed a sheep. I’m here informally, of course.”

The lad was Sergeant Laurent Naudet, a gangling young man with a round face, sympathetic eyes, and big ears. His uniform seemed too large for him through the body and too short in the arms. “Really, Uncle, this is highly irregular,” he started to object, but Loulou thumped him soundly on the back.

“Don’t worry, lad. I’ll let you do your job. I’m just an old man along for the ride.” To the others he explained proprietarily, “My niece’s boy.” To Christophe he said, “And don’t you worry. Had a little talk with his commanding officer, Adjudant Compagnon. Know him well. Good man. Although he was just a bit touchy at
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