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			Author’s Introduction

			Bruno, chief of police of the village of St Denis, first appeared in print in 2008. With the fifteenth novel in the series coming soon, it seemed enough of a milestone to bring together in a single volume the various short stories that have appeared over the years, in collections, cookbooks and magazines, along with new tales specially written for this book. For those new to Bruno and his friends and neighbours, it may be useful to offer this introduction to the man who has been described by reviewers as ‘the Maigret of the Dordogne’; as ‘France’s answer to James Bond’; as his community’s ‘protector, teacher and friend’; and ‘a thoroughly likeable cop’.

			Benoît Courrèges, known to all as Bruno, is an orphan. He was abandoned as a baby at a church door by his mother, raised in an orphanage and then in the crowded and unhappy home of his impoverished aunt in Bergerac. He joined the French army at seventeen, as soon as he could. He became a senior sergeant in the Combat Engineers and won the Croix de Guerre while attached to the United Nations peacekeepers in Bosnia, having pulled wounded comrades from a burning armoured car while under shellfire. He was then invalided out of the army after being wounded in the hip by a sniper.

			After several months in hospital and rehabilitation, he went to the Police Academy and became a municipal policeman in St Denis. Unlike the gendarmes, who are a para-military force traditionally responsible to the Ministry of Defence, or the Police Nationale who come under the Ministry of the Interior, local cops like Bruno answer to the mayor and council of his commune.

			So Bruno serves at the pleasure of the veteran mayor, Gérard Mangin, a former Senator and local historian, who formerly worked for President Jacques Chirac. He is a wily old fellow who becomes a kind of substitute father to Bruno. He also educates Bruno in the history and culture of the Périgord, which is much older than France. Indeed, most of what we know of prehistory and our ancestors, the Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon people, comes from this valley of the River Vézère. They left more than a hundred decorated caves, several skeletons, stone tools and weapons, carved bones and so many other relics, that modern archaeology was virtually invented here.

			The Périgord is also France’s culinary heartland with its succulent foie gras and its famous black truffles. The region’s lamb, duck and strawberries are so special that they are protected by the food version of an appellation contrôlée. Bruno has become an enthusiastic amateur chef and gardener, who raises his own ducks and chickens and produces most of his own food. The mayor also provided Bruno with his first dog, a basset hound called Gigi who, several years later, is replaced by another basset called Balzac. Bruno also owns a horse named Hector, a fortieth birthday gift from the people of St Denis, all of whom know Bruno well, trust him and mostly like him.

			Guided by the mayor, Bruno becomes an unusual kind of cop who makes a point of getting to know every family on his beat. This is easy since in his spare time he teaches the schoolchildren to play rugby in winter and tennis in summer. Along with the rugby and tennis clubs, the local hunting club is one of the institutions that binds the community together, and Bruno is a keen hunter of venison, wild boar and above all the bécasse, the woodcock, the best eating of the game birds. He is also one of the last policemen in France to try to be there each morning at the maternelle, the infants’ school, to block traffic and help the mothers and toddlers across the road. Since he taught most of these young mothers to play tennis, danced at their weddings, attended the christenings of their babies, and helped carry the coffin at the funerals of their grandparents, he’s almost part of the family.

			Bruno is at the heart of the community’s life. He organizes the firework displays and the free concerts on the riverbank in summer. He supervises the important civic parades for the anniversaries of VE Day, 8th May; 14th July, the Fall of the Bastille; and 11th November, Remembrance Day. He patrols the big market, held every Tuesday morning since it won its royal charter in the 14th century, and the slightly more recent Saturday market, a smaller affair covering only the square in front of the town hall.

			Bruno is unmarried, which surprises him, since he very much wants to settle down with the right woman and raise a family. The problem is that he tends to fall in love with spirited and independent women who want their own careers rather than children, however much they enjoy being with Bruno. Isabelle, a police detective with whom he enjoyed a passionate affair one summer when they met on a murder inquiry, moves to Paris to launch her meteoric career in the French security services. On the rare occasions when she returns to the Périgord, they cannot resist resuming their doomed affair. Isabelle tried to lure him to Paris, but Bruno knows that without his dog, his horse, his garden and his Périgord, he would no longer be the Bruno she loves.

			Enter the ‘mad Englishwoman’, as the people of St Denis used to call Pamela, an auburn-haired Scotswoman who settles near St Denis after a failed marriage to a banker in London, and spends most of her time on horseback. She rents out gîtes to tourists and finally buys a rundown riding school with a friend, Miranda, daughter of a retired diplomat, Jack Crimson, who also had a senior role in British intelligence. After the failure of his affair with Isabelle, Bruno begins a gentle relationship with Pamela, who warns him from the start that she enjoys making love with him but has no interest in marrying again, far less having children.

			Bruno has a wide circle of friends. The Baron is a wealthy landowner and retired industrialist, who plays tennis with Jack and hunts with Bruno. Fabiola is the local doctor, and her partner, Gilles, met Bruno in Sarajevo when he was a young reporter for Libération, then met him again while covering one of Bruno’s cases for Paris Match. Gilles fell in love with Fabiola and stayed. Florence, a divorced mother of young twins, teaches environmental studies and runs the computer club at the local high school. She usually joins them all for the Monday suppers at Pamela’s riding school, when they each take turns to cook after exercising the horses.

			Other regular characters are J-J, Jean-Jacques Jalipeau, the chief detective for the département; and Philippe Delaron, a former delinquent whom Bruno managed to keep out of prison. He occasionally regrets it now that Philippe has become the local reporter for the regional daily newspaper, Sud Ouest. Then there is Yveline, who commands the region’s squad of gendarmes with the sturdy support of the veteran Sergeant Jules. They are joined by Stéphane, the local cheesemaker with his market stall; Fauquet who runs the central café and is always first with the gossip; and Ivan who owns the local restaurant. They are a welcoming bunch, so they feel free to join in for the food, the wine, the history . . . and the occasional crime.

			 

			Martin Walker

			Le Bugue, Dordogne

			31st May, 2021

		

	
		
			Bruno’s Challenge

			It was market day in the small French town of St Denis in the Périgord. Bruno Courrèges, the town policeman, was strolling between the stalls along the Rue de Paris on his morning patrol, his basset hound Balzac at his heels. He was shaking hands with men along the street and exchanging the bise with women of every age from twelve to ninety, when he saw his friend Ivan by a vegetable stall, clutching his stomach.

			‘Putain de merde,’ Ivan gasped when Bruno asked what was wrong. ‘I’ve got the most terrible pain in my gut. I had a few twinges last night but this is – Aargh.’ He fell to his knees, his shopping bag spilling heads of lettuces and strawberries.

			Bruno was about to call the pompiers – the local fire brigade that also provided the town’s emergency medical and ambulance service – but realized there was no way they could get through the crush of stalls and shoppers that filled the Rue de Paris. He put an arm round Ivan and half carried him down the narrow alleyway that led to the Rue Gambetta, where he commandeered Maurice’s handcart, loaded Ivan aboard, and began pulling him back to the main square in front of the Mairie. He called on Fauquet from the local café to help, and with Balzac clearing their path over the new pedestrian walkway that had been built alongside the old stone bridge, they hauled a groaning Ivan over the river, through the car park in front of the bank and into the medical centre.

			‘Bruno, you may have to do the cooking tonight,’ Ivan gasped, as they laid him on the couch and the receptionist went to fetch the doctor and a stretcher trolley.

			‘Don’t worry about anything, Ivan,’ Bruno said automatically. ‘Let’s just get you well.’

			Fabiola arrived, the doctor on duty. She ignored Bruno and bent over Ivan to ask what the problem was, and he pointed down to his gut, just above the groin. She opened his shirt, and put a stethoscope to his belly while her other hand took his pulse.

			‘Ambulance, urgent, for Périgueux hospital. Possible problem with the appendix,’ she called out to the receptionist.

			‘It’s the golden wedding anniversary dinner for Patrice and Monique,’ Ivan said, through gritted teeth, his face creased with pain. ‘I can’t let them down even if I could afford to. I’ve already bought the chicken, the cheese and the wine. Thirty guests, some canapés with the apéro, soup, tarragon chicken with puréed potatoes, salad and cheese, yoghurt mousse with strawberry . . .’

			Ivan broke off to groan and Bruno said, ‘Ivan, I only cook for small tables of friends. There’s no way I could manage thirty. Let me see if I can get Sylvain, the traiteur, or a caterer, to help out.’

			‘You regularly cook for thirty at the tennis club,’ said Fabiola, before telling Fauquet to ask Dr Gelletreau for a pack of sterilized instruments.

			‘I can knock together one simple course with lots of help,’ Bruno protested. ‘But this is a special occasion. Patrice was on the council when they hired me and he did the plumbing in my house. And Monique taught me how to make confit de canard and venison pâté.’

			‘Sounds like you owe them your best efforts,’ said Fabiola, as the ambulance arrived with a brief burst of its siren. She grabbed her medical bag as the pompiers came in with a stretcher. Dr Gelletreau handed her a sealed pack of instruments, which Ivan eyed with alarm.

			‘I have to go with Ivan in case the damn thing bursts on the way,’ Fabiola said. ‘Now, don’t be silly, Bruno. You can’t leave Ivan terrified he’s facing ruin as we get him to an operating theatre. You have friends. Sort it out.’

			Ivan pressed a key into Bruno’s hand, winced and then said, between gasps, ‘I was going to make that tomato soup of Pamela’s and something with strawberries for dessert. The wine’s in the pantry and Stéphane will drop off the cheese.’ He closed his eyes and squeezed Bruno’s hand. ‘Thanks, I knew I could count on you.’

			With Ivan laid out in the back, and Fabiola tending to him, the ambulance roared off. ‘She’s right, you know,’ Fauquet said. ‘I could help with an apple pie, if you like. Still, it’s a pity this happened after the Japanese girl left.’

			Bruno shook his head sadly. Ivan had, over the years, introduced the palates of St Denis to the wonders of global cuisine thanks to his love life. He had gone on holiday to Spain and returned with a Belgian girl who added to his restaurant’s menu in many different ways with mussels from Normande and à la crème to Rockefeller. She made a broth called waterzooi that was too thick to drink and too thin to plough but was very warming and tasty on a wintery night. Then he had gone to some Italian beach and returned with an Austrian girl, or perhaps German, and suddenly St Denis understood what a glorious dish a well-flattened Wiener Schnitzel could be in the right hands, washed down with a glass of Grüner Veltliner. Then in Turkey he had fallen for a Spanish girl and Bruno’s toes still curled deliciously as he recalled her gambas al ajillo and her dulce de leche.

			When Ivan had announced that his next destination would be Thailand, the gastronomic fantasies of the town ran wild, only to be dashed when he returned with a young Australian woman he’d met on the island of Koh Samui. But they soared again once they tasted what Mandy could do with her fusion cuisine that brought in Malay, Vietnamese and Thai dishes. St Denis had gone into mourning when Mandy had left to take up her wine course in Bordeaux, but then came a wonderful surprise. Miko was a Japanese teacher of French, enjoying an Eiffel scholarship to study French culture when she stopped at Ivan’s restaurant, stayed for the summer and enchanted the customers with yakitori chicken and shrimp tempura.

			So now, much as the locals admired Ivan’s way with the familiar dishes of their Périgord, the gastronomic pride of France, they could hardly wait for his next holiday. Indeed, there were lively discussions as to whether he should be sent to India, Tuscany, Persia or Hong Kong. There was even talk of a whip-round to help finance his trip. But Miko’s departure had sent the usually cheerful Ivan into a mood that St Denis decided to name introspection, for fear that it might turn out to be a real depression, and then where would they be? And this spring Ivan had taken no holiday at all, consoling himself by offering his customers the occasional moules à la crème, paella à la mode de Consuela or, on one treasured occasion, pad kra paomoo saap, a Thai poem of fried basil and pork.

			Perhaps, Bruno thought, the problem with his stomach had taken some of Ivan’s zest for culinary adventure, or perhaps the cumulative sadness of losing Miko and Mandy, and those other magnificent women who had done so much to enchant the tastebuds of St Denis, had finally taken its toll. He stopped at the Hôtel de Ville to tell the Mayor, his employer, that he would be otherwise engaged that day, but the Mayor simply nodded. Fauquet had called him.

			‘Since I’m one of the guests this evening, I’m delighted you’re stepping in,’ the Mayor said. ‘Let me know if you need a hand peeling potatoes, wiping or setting tables or any other unskilled work.’

			Bruno thanked him, left his uniform jacket and cap in his office, and went back to the market to recover Ivan’s shopping basket. He let himself into the restaurant and went straight to the pantry to see what extra supplies he would need. On the counter beside the stove, he found a copy of the menu, written in Ivan’s stylish italic hand.

			 

			Kir royale de Ch Lestevenie et canapés de pâté de chevreuil

			La soupe froide de tomates à la mousse aux herbes

			Poulet à l’estragon avec purée de pommes de terre et haricots verts

			Salade verte et fromages du coin

			Gratin de fraises au Monbazillac

			Café

			Vins:

			Brut, Ch de Lestevenie

			Bergerac Sec de Ch des Eyssards, 2020

			Ch la Vieille Bergerie, Cuvée Quercus, blanc, 2018

			Ch Belingard, reserve rouge, 2016

			Ch de Monbazillac, 2015

			Marie Duffau Armagnac hors d’âge

			 

			Bruno thought he’d better get some copies made when his phone vibrated in the pouch on his belt. It was Pamela, the woman from Scotland whom the town had first nicknamed the Mad Englishwoman from her habit of coming to Fauquet’s for her morning croissant on horseback, and then doing the crossword in The Times, while Fauquet tried to stop the horse from eating his roses. She was now the joint owner of the local riding school and a respected member of the chambre de commerce, which had done more to integrate her into St Denis than the gentle and reasonably discreet love affair Bruno had enjoyed with her, and which she from time to time resumed.

			‘Bruno, my dear, I’ve heard the news,’ she began. ‘Fabiola called me from the ambulance, and I know Ivan was planning to make my soup because he asked for the recipe, so I can make that and take some of the strain off you. I’ll leave now, buy the tomatoes and join you soon. Are you in the restaurant?’

			He replied that he would wait for her arrival and then checked in the huge fridge. There were thirty chicken breasts, eight one-litre pots of Greek yoghurt, four of crème fraîche and four labelled chicken stock, four kilos of unsalted butter, two of demi-sel and two dozen eggs, which Bruno had delivered to Ivan from his own chickens the previous day. There were also six bottles of Monbazillac.

			In the pantry, he found what looked to be ten kilos of old potatoes and the same amount of new, another five kilos of green beans, a couple of kilos of shallots, five kilos of yellow onions and two of red, and a long tress of a dozen heads of garlic hung from a beam. It seemed to Bruno to be industrial quantities of food. There was a bottle of Armagnac, six of the Brut and six of the Eyssards white, another six of the Quercus and twelve of the red. At a quick estimate, Bruno reckoned that Ivan had already spent some three hundred euros on drink alone. No wonder he wanted this dinner to go ahead.

			Balzac, sniffing around the restaurant, had paused by the door that led out to the yard and gave a tiny yelp. Bruno went to open it, and Balzac scampered out to relieve himself on a patch of grass beyond the paved section. Ivan had not yet opened this area for summer lunches and dining but there was more room here than in the small restaurant. Bruno paced out the area and reckoned that if he placed the tables along three sides of a square, serving would be easy and everyone could see everyone else, particularly the golden wedding couple at the centre.

			He found a brush and swept the terrace clean. There was a climbing vine along one wall, a wisteria had been trailed across another, and there were roses on the old stone wall that divided Ivan’s yard from the house to the rear. There was plenty of basil, parsley, chives and tarragon in the herb garden. Just in case, Bruno plucked off a leaf of tarragon, sniffed and enjoyed the slightly numbing aniseed taste when he chewed it. Good, it was the real French version, the sativa.

			There were three iron bars running the length of the garden well above head height on which Ivan would sometimes hang lanterns, Bruno recalled. He’d try to find those but before he could look, he heard the door to the street open and Pamela’s voice calling his name.

			‘I’m in the garden,’ he cried, as she arrived with Gilles, Fabiola’s partner, and put down what looked like five kilos of tomatoes before embracing him.

			‘Fabiola called from the ambulance to say you might need a hand,’ Gilles said.

			‘You’re planning to feed them outside?’ Pamela asked. ‘Good idea, always better at this time of year. The weather forecast is excellent and it means the smokers won’t have to make constant trips outside. Now, what’s on the menu and what do we need to buy from the market? I’ll do the soup, hull the strawberries and make the Monbazillac sabayon, and leave the main course to you,’ she said, after studying the menu Ivan had left. She went into the pantry and looked at the supplies. ‘I don’t see any venison pâté,’ she said.

			‘I think he was planning to use mine,’ said Bruno. ‘I’ll bring a few jars from home.’

			‘Good,’ said Pamela, halfway out the door. ‘I’ll get the menu photocopied while you two move the tables and chairs outside.’

			‘Funny how Pamela always likes to take charge,’ said Gilles, once the door had closed behind her. ‘It must come from running the riding school. But then Fabiola is the same. Do you think they were born that way?’

			‘No,’ said Bruno. ‘I think it probably comes from their experience with men like us. Let’s get these tables shifted.’

			Pamela returned just after the furniture was in place in the yard and wanted to know where Ivan kept his tablecloths. Bruno replied that he’d never seen him use them.

			‘You can’t have a golden wedding dinner without tablecloths,’ Pamela said, and decided she’d go home and come back with some of her own. Gilles was told to polish the wine glasses and ensure the cutlery was clean, while Bruno prepared the haricots verts.

			‘Do them in butter, façon conserve,’ she said as she left. ‘They’re so much better that way.’

			First Bruno began to drain some of the yoghurt in a colander lined with kitchen paper that he hung from a tap. Then he topped and tailed three kilos of the haricots and turned to the bags of tomatoes. He put the four biggest red and the four yellow tomatoes to one side and turned on the oven to two hundred degrees centigrade. He knew Pamela’s recipe well, so he sliced the rest of them in half crosswise and deseeded them before laying them sliced side up in two roasting pans, drizzled olive oil over them and slid them into the oven, setting the timer for forty minutes.

			Despite Pamela’s instructions, he thought he could leave the haricots until the evening so instead he went looking for Ivan’s lanterns. At the top of a storage cupboard full of crockery, he found three long electric leads with light bulbs and several Chinese lanterns of different coloured paper, all neatly flattened and packed. He opened them up, found a stepladder and went into the garden with Gilles to fix the bulbs and lanterns to the bars. They were still at it, having replaced half the bulbs, when Pamela returned with the tablecloths.

			Under her direction, they spread them over the tables and let her lay out the first set of cutlery with the soup spoons on the outside, before telling Gilles to do exactly the same layout with the other twenty-nine. She went to the kitchen to wash, hull and halve the strawberries and when the timer buzzed, she took the roasted tomatoes from the oven and left them out to cool. Then she blanched, peeled and halved the four big yellow and the four even bigger red ones, took out the seeds, diced the flesh and put that in the fridge.

			‘What time does the dinner begin?’ she asked. ‘Don’t forget I have to exercise the horses.’

			‘Seven, with drinks and bits of toast with venison pâté, then we’ll sit them down for the soup at seven thirty. I think I can manage alone except for the serving,’ Bruno replied. ‘I’ll come back about five to peel the potatoes, start on the chicken and make the salads.’

			‘I’ll be here by seven to finish the soup and make the yoghurt and herb mousse,’ she said. ‘I can make the strawberry gratin while they’re eating the main course. And what does Ivan do about servers? For thirty people you’ll need at least three, preferably four. You and I make two, and Gilles, can you help?’

			‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘I’ll be here at six. I may not be much of a cook but I can peel potatoes, wash the lettuces and open wine.’

			‘The Mayor, the Baron and I are all invited this evening so we can help serve, and with you and Gilles assisting, we can easily handle it,’ said Bruno. ‘In fact, the Mayor already volunteered. Everybody will have heard about Ivan’s illness so they’ll be happy to pitch in and help. Thank you for what you’ve both done so far. See you this evening.’

			Once they had gone, Bruno locked up, and then called Patrice at home to say Ivan had been taken ill, but that the dinner would still go ahead. Then with Balzac close behind, he set off on another patrol of the market that was now winding down, with the townsfolk and stallholders all asking after Ivan. He told them there was no news yet from the hospital, but he’d put something on the town noticeboard as soon as he heard. As he headed back towards the Mairie, he was waved over by Stéphane at the cheese stall.

			‘I heard you’re cooking instead of Ivan,’ Stéphane said. ‘So when should I drop off the cheeses? There’s a whole Tomme d’Audrix and thirty crottins of goat’s cheese.’

			‘Call me when you’re ready to leave and I’ll take care of them,’ Bruno replied. ‘And it’s not just me, Gilles and Pamela have also stepped in, and the Mayor and the Baron will be helping to serve.’

			‘Really?’ came a familiar voice from behind Bruno. ‘So the whole town is rallying to make sure the golden wedding feast goes ahead. That’s great, a nice heart-warming and feel-good story on a slow news day,’ said Philippe Delaron, the local reporter for Sud Ouest, camera at the ready and notebook in hand.

			‘I hear you were with Ivan when he collapsed, and carried him over the bridge to the medical centre,’ Philippe continued.

			‘No, Fauquet and I wheeled him there in Maurice’s handcart,’ said Bruno, impatiently. ‘I have to go.’

			‘I’ll see you later at the dinner,’ Philippe replied with a grin. ‘Patrice and Monique have asked me to drop by and take some pictures for the family album. What’s on the menu?’

			‘Just what Ivan planned,’ said Bruno, before heading into the Mairie to tackle the morning’s paperwork that seemed to grow by the week. He sighed, sat down and thought about opening the morning post while scanning his emails. But instead, he pulled out a notepad and wrote down the timings of the various components he’d have to cook. At least forty minutes for the quantity of potatoes, then more to mash them with milk and butter; thirty or thirty-five minutes for the chicken plus another five or ten minutes for the sauce, and thirty minutes for the beans.

			Drinks and canapés at seven, the soup at seven forty, so the main course should be served at eight fifteen and the salad and cheese at nine, the dessert at nine thirty, then coffee and Armagnac at ten. But there would be speeches, certainly from the Mayor and the eldest son, probably from one of the grandchildren, and no doubt cards from distant friends and relatives to be opened and read aloud. So he would assume it would go on until closer to eleven, but the only hot dish was the chicken and if he planned that for eight fifteen, the various other tasks and timings would fall into place. The job suddenly seemed less daunting.

			Balzac was just taking his usual place under the desk for one of his many naps when the phone rang, and Stéphane said he was ready to drop off the cheese. Bruno grabbed his hat and went out into the hallway, where Claire, the Mayor’s secretary, turned up the radio. ‘Listen, it’s about you,’ she said.

			It was indeed a feel-good piece that Philippe was giving live to the listeners of France Bleu, Périgord’s lunchtime radio show, about a small town rallying to save a golden wedding anniversary dinner, when the restaurateur had been taken seriously ill. The town policeman would be cooking, and the Mayor and the local landowner, the Baron, would be serving. Philippe then read out the mouth-watering menu, and the piece ended with a statement from the Mayor about the splendid public spirit of St Denis. ‘And Ivan, if you are out of the operating theatre and able to hear this, the whole town wants you to get well soon,’ he added, with a final flourish.

			A very slow news day, thought Bruno, as he collected the cheeses and took them into the restaurant to put the sparkling wine and the white wines in the fridge. Then his phone vibrated in the pouch at his waist. It was Fabiola to say that she’d heard from the hospital, that Ivan’s appendix had been removed in time and he was expected to make a swift and successful recovery. Bruno drafted a short bulletin, returned to the Mairie so Claire could type it up, and then went downstairs again to pin it on the noticeboard. He also put his head around the door of the café to tell Fauquet the good news, which was probably a more efficient way to spread the word.

			Shortly before five, he left for home to shower and change and feed his chickens before heading back to Ivan’s, with four big jars of his home-made venison pâté, stopping to get six fresh baguettes, still warm, from the Moulin on the way. Juliette, the manager, told Bruno she’d heard Ivan’s news on the radio and handed him a large cake box, wrapped with red ribbon, that the Moulin would like to offer to the feast.

			‘It’s a chocolate cake that should go perfectly with the strawberry dessert you’re making,’ she said.

			Once in Ivan’s kitchen, Bruno washed his hands and started to cook. He began by cutting each of the chicken breasts into four pieces, and then put two hundred grams of butter and two wine glasses of olive oil into a pan and onto the stove to melt. He placed two dry roasting pans over the flames to heat up, poured the melted oil over the heaps of chicken breasts, stirring them to ensure they were all coated.

			Once they had browned in the hot pan, he put them aside, tucking sprigs of tarragon around them, until it was time to make the sauce. Once that was done, he’d need thirty minutes to bake them. So he started on the haricots, as Gilles came in and asked how many potatoes he should peel. Five kilos plus a big one for luck, Bruno said, knowing the people of St Denis had good appetites. Then he began peeling and chopping a dozen shallots and then a head of garlic, chatting with Gilles about this and that, determined to damp down the sense of nervousness about this daunting transition from cooking a meal for six or eight friends to catering for thirty paying customers.

			Pamela arrived at ten to seven, went to the garden for chives and basil, and then began whipping egg whites into the yoghurt to make the herb mousse for her chilled soup. Bruno began slicing the baguettes and smearing on chunks of the venison, as Gilles laid them on various serving plates. Patrice and Monique arrived at seven sharp, and he led them out to the terrace where the sparkling wine was waiting in ice buckets. He began opening bottles and making kir as the rest of the guests trooped in. Gilles emerged with the canapés and soon the scene was buzzing with activity, as the couple’s two great-grandchildren darted around between the walking sticks, and the teenage granddaughter began playing cassettes of 1960s music on a boom box. Bruno hadn’t seen cassettes for years.

			He helped Pamela, carrying out the trays of soup bowls, while she put one at each place setting. Then he went inside to start on his sauce, setting the oven to a hundred and eighty degrees centigrade. He put two Le Creuset casserole dishes onto the heat with butter and olive oil along with the two handfuls of shallots. He had a litre of chicken stock heating in a saucepan, and when the shallots were soft, he added five tablespoons of Dijon mustard, six tablespoons of sherry vinegar, a generous wine glass of cognac, a whole bunch of tarragon, a litre of crème fraîche and salt and pepper. Finally, he added the browned chicken and put the big roasting casseroles into the oven, covered with their lids, and set the timer for forrty minutes.

			He had two kettles of boiling water ready for the potatoes, which he chopped so they would cook faster. The rest of the water he boiled and salted and used to cook the haricots until al dente and then drained them, saving about half a litre of the liquid. Into yet another roasting pan, he melted a stick of butter and tossed in the minced shallots and garlic, salt and pepper. Once they had softened, he added the beans, stirring them in thoroughly, and then poured in the chicken stock, and turned the gas up high to reduce the liquid to a syrup.

			‘They all seem very happy, lots of reminiscences and toasts,’ said Pamela, coming back into the kitchen and reporting that Gilles was acting as butler with the wine. Without being asked, she checked that the potatoes were cooked and began to mash them, adding milk and butter. Bruno looked at his watch: it was ten past eight. The haricots had developed that lovely mellow, nutty flavour that he liked, so he turned off the heat to let them rest just as the timer pinged and he pulled the big casseroles of chicken from the oven, stirring in the last of the tarragon leaves.

			Pamela had the plates lined up in rows on the counter, and as he served out the chicken and beans, she added the mashed potato and took out the first two plates to the anniversary couple. She came back with Gilles and the big tray, then loaded four more plates onto it for him to carry out and for her to serve. Bruno continued filling the plates and within minutes, Gilles and Pamela were back for four more, followed by the Baron and the Mayor who each took two plates. Within just over five minutes, thirty people had been served – or rather twenty-nine, since Bruno was unable to take his seat as he was slicing the cheese for the salad course.

			‘Stop it,’ said Pamela. ‘I’ll do that. Go out and join them, as you should. They invited you and they want you there, eating with them.’

			Bruno nodded, and went out to take his seat at the end of one of the tables, and was startled when the rest of the gathering rose to their feet and started applauding. He at once called Pamela and Gilles to join him. Pamela immediately put down her knife, took off her apron and made a little curtsey as they gave her a huge cheer.

			‘Well done, Bruno, Pamela and Gilles,’ cried Patrice, as Monique came around from her seat to kiss him, Gilles and Pamela on both cheeks, and to murmur her thanks. Then she kissed Bruno firmly on the lips as the other guests whistled and cheered.

			‘Bruno saves the day,’ cried the Mayor.

			‘Ah, mais non,’ said Monique, turning with a pout of her lips and a flash of her eyes that made Bruno suddenly think how she would have looked fifty years ago. ‘Bruno saves the night!’

			It was a success. Even the great-grandchildren said so, before they curled up with Balzac on an eiderdown that Pamela had brought down from Ivan’s living quarters upstairs. The grown-ups finally staggered out close to midnight, having stuffed themselves on Pamela’s strawberry gratin and the Moulin’s chocolate cake, topped off with glasses of Armagnac.

			I’m exhausted, Bruno thought, as he loaded Ivan’s enormous dishwasher that still took only half the dirty dishes. I’m very glad I don’t do this for a living. Rather than drive home he went upstairs to Ivan’s bed, cuddled up to Balzac and tried to sleep. But there was something sticking into his ear from beneath the pillow. He pulled it out and saw that it was a typed manuscript. As he tried to put it to one side, it fell into sections, one entitled Miko and another Gudrun. The pages were filled with lists of ingredients. It looked like a cookbook, filled with recipes.

			Bruno glanced at the title page: The St Denis Cookbook. He turned the page and saw a list of chapter headings, each one named after a woman – Birgit, Consuela, Gudrun, Mandy, Miko and Mum. Then came the dedication: For my mother, Natalya, who loved Tolstoy, Tchaikovsky, Chekhov, Lenin and Mikhail Gorbachev, and then got sick of politics, took up cooking and now only votes Green.

			Bruno fell asleep, thinking that was a wonderful start to any book. He awoke just before nine to the sound of the doorbell, and female voices shouting through the keyhole. He let Balzac out into the garden and then opened the front door to see two attractive young women on the doorstep. One was tall and blonde, the other short and dark, and it took Bruno a moment – and the sudden rocket-like gallop of Balzac towards them – to realize they were Mandy and Miko.

			‘It was on the radio last night about Ivan and you standing in for him, so we’ve just arrived from Bordeaux to take over the restaurant until Ivan is well enough to come back,’ said Mandy, hugging him, and then bending down to respond to Balzac’s lavish welcome.

			‘I think you need my miso soup, Bruno,’ said Miko, pulling his head down to plant a smacking kiss on each cheek. ‘How happy I am to be back in St Denis, even if we do have to start with the washing-up.’
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