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There are days when solitude is a heady wine that intoxicates you with freedom, others when it is a bitter tonic, and still others when it is a poison that makes you beat your head against the wall.
—Colette
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Benjamin Cooker, bundled in his Loden, left the lab on the Cours du Châpeau Rouge and picked up his pace as he headed to his office on the Allées de Tourny. He stopped only briefly under the Corinthian colonnade of Bordeaux’s Grand Théâtre to take a look at the musical calendars and posters for the coming weeks. For months now he had been promising Elisabeth a nice evening at the opera, and yet he hadn’t found the time for a proper date with his wife. Maybe he’d been putting it off because of the benign malaise he always felt in winter—as if something could go wrong at any moment.
The quiet intimacy of his home, Grangebelle, the logs crackling in the large fireplace, and the aromas emanating from the kitchen were reasons enough to avoid Médoc’s freezing fog and slippery country roads. Especially when the thought of going to see a performance of Carmen for the umpteenth time left him cold. On the other hand, the new Don Giovanni would hit the mark with his wife, a lover of Mozart.
Benjamin could see his lovely Elisabeth in her black silk gown, leaning on an armrest in a ground-floor box of the luxurious theater, which had served as headquarters of the French National Assembly when the Prussians invaded Paris. The building’s monumental dome had inspired Charles Garnier when he designed the Paris Opera House. Doubtless, the wine expert’s latest extravagance—a diamond necklace bought for Elisabeth from a celebrated jeweler on the Place Vendôme—would sparkle brilliantly under the thousand lights of the chandelier.
Benjamin opened the door and headed through the foyer. He purchased two tickets in the best row and slipped them into his inside coat pocket.
A fine rain was falling when Benjamin emerged from the theater. He could hardly make out the majestic silhouette of the nearby Grand Hôtel, which had recently undergone eight years of restoration to its former neoclassic glory. He pulled up his collar and made his way to 46 Allées de Tourny, where he found his assistant in a state of agitation.
“Virgile, how were things in Languedoc? Did you resolve the fermentation issue for our client?”
“Boss, I need your advice. That Dardanelle dude is very stubborn. For two days now, his densitometer readings have been too high, the temperatures are going down, and he refuses to reactivate his vats. I’m running out of arguments.”
“This calls for strong medicine, Virgile. Laffort enzymes—twenty grams per hectoliter.”
“That’s precisely what I’ve been telling him for two full days. At any rate, he does just as he pleases and insists on letting nature run its course. You’re the only one who has any influence with him.”
“If you insist,” Benjamin said, casting a wary eye at the stack of mail awaiting him on his desk. It had been piling up for three days. “Ask Jacqueline to get him on the phone.”
“Oh, one more thing, boss. Can I have the day off tomorrow? I’d like to train for the Bergerac triathlon. It’s a week from Sunday and—”
“In light of your pathetic performance in the Médoc marathon, I can’t begrudge you a bit of preparation, provided, of course, that it’s not an after-dark workout that you have in mind, if you get my drift.”
“Um, no, I can’t say that I do.”
“Go ahead and take the day off, Virgile. Just focus on the competition and not on any new conquests. I don’t want to see your face again until Monday. In Paris, remember?”
Benjamin closed the door to his office to speak to the vintner at the Dardanelle de Saint-Chinian estate. The man hadn’t managed to get nature on his side. Benjamin gave his instructions, suspecting that they’d be ignored, and hung up. He poured a whiskey and lit a Honduran cigar, which was a bit too narrow in its cedar sheath.
Benjamin knew he had to attack the unanswered letters and e-mail, and yet he let himself be distracted by the city sounds outside the window. For some reason it reminded him of his childhood on the banks of the River Thames.
Finally he picked up his letter opener and put it to an envelope marked “personal.” What could it be? The letter was handwritten and signed “a very faithful reader of the Cooker Guide.”
Dear Sir,
As an expert in French wines, you’re familiar with our country’s vineyards, both large and small. That includes, of course, the well-known vineyard in Montmartre. But did you know that Paris has other grapevines?
I am not talking about a few climbing vines or espaliered stocks against the walls of a forgotten garden, but a true plot of them, which chance has made me, if not its owner, at least its representative by proxy.
It so happens, Mr. Cooker, that a few months ago I was appointed to run the Bretonneau Hospital in the eighteenth arrondissement. This old and beautifully restored establishment was once a children’s hospital. In 2001, it became a hospital for the elderly with 205 beds. Our patients, despite their white hair and unsteady gait, have eyes that light up when they toddle like children down the rows of this vineyard, picking the chasselas grapes.
Unfortunately, this minuscule vineyard is now old, like the patients who love it, and each year the harvest grows more uncertain. Our table grapes suffer from lack of proper care, and many of them seem to be rotting on the vine. It is therefore in desperation that I call a vine doctor to our bedside. In all of France, is there a better choice than you?
I do not know if your busy schedule allows you to take a look at what is certainly the smallest vineyard in France (barely one hundred plants) and hopefully prescribe a cure, but your knowledge would be very precious to us. Unfortunately, I do not have the funds in my modest budget to pay your fee. Could I simply call upon your benevolence and skill?
On behalf of all of our patients, I thank you in advance and hope to count you among the healthy visitors to Bretonneau Hospital, whose entrance is on the Rue Joseph de Maistre.
Yours sincerely,
The name in the signature was perfectly legible, but the unusual letter was on plain paper, not stationery from the Paris Hospital system. Benjamin asked Jacqueline to call and verify that the author was, indeed, an employee of the institution.
Benjamin relit his Flor de Copan, which he had abandoned in an ashtray. Then he stood up and walked over to his mahogany bookcase. He slid his finger along the green leather spines of his Quillet encyclopedia and stopped at the letter B. He pulled out the volume, put on his reading glasses, and thumbed through the pages until came to the one he was looking for:
BRETONNEAU, Pierre. French doctor (1778–1862), a pioneer of modern medicine. He identified diphtheria and croup, as well as typhoid fever, and formulated the doctrine of the specificity of infectious diseases. In Tours, his students included: Jules Baillarger, Armand Trousseau, and Alfred-Armand-Louis-Marie Velpeau.
Benjamin was quite familiar with the name “Velpeau.” He had been swaddled in Velpeau bandages after a skiing accident with his father in Megève. He had just turned ten, and it was his first attempt on skis. Benjamin had managed to fracture both wrists in a single morning on the powdery snow in the Alps.
The cigar was glowing nicely again, and Benjamin was immersed in sepia-colored memories of childhood, when his secretary interrupted his daydreaming.
“Mr. Cooker, I have Mrs. Lacaze, the director of Bretonneau Hospital, on the line. She is very eager to talk to you.”
“Jacqueline, you are frighteningly efficient. Put her through, please.”
The conversation was long and pleasant. Benjamin promised Mrs. Lacaze that he would examine the vines before the month was out. And he would diagnose the problem free of charge.
“‘Do not neglect to do good and share what you have,’” Benjamin, quoting Hebrews 13:16, concluded with a smile. “It’s the least I can offer, considering all the good work you’re doing. I’ll be in the capital next week, so I’ll stop by on Monday.”
With that, the wine expert hung up. The Honduran cigar had not forgiven him for this new abandonment. Only a stick of cold ashes remained on the gold-lipped edge of the porcelain ashtray. The wine expert paid it no mind. He was too intrigued by the invitation to visit the tiny vineyard.
He returned to the rest of his correspondence and when he sent the final e-mail, it was twelve-thirty. Jacqueline had slipped away without warning. Benjamin hastened to meet Elisabeth at Le Noailles, the most Parisian of Bordeaux’s brasseries and one of their favorite haunts. He knew he was already late, but it didn’t matter. He would be forgiven as soon as he displayed the two tickets for Don Giovanni.
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For two days, sooty clouds had clogged the skies over Paris, and now the snow was falling. It was quickly covering the landscape with a blanket of white. The taxi driver was just as quick with his grousing.
“Goddamned bloody weather! As if getting around wasn’t bad enough already.”
Benjamin, however, was enjoying the snowfall. “Let me off at the end of the Rue des Saules,” he instructed the driver.
The walk would do him good. Montmartre’s famous butte was taking on the charming appearance of a postcard. This, along with the rest of the snowy scenery, seemed to delight the other pedestrians, as well. Boys and girls squealed as the snowflakes landed on their faces. Parents laughed as they made sure their little ones’ coats were zipped up.
Benjamin climbed the Rue des Saules. Passing the cabaret Le Lapin Agile, he thought of his early years in Paris, where, as a student at the École des Beaux-Arts, he had been infatuated with an English girl named Sheila Scott. Both of them had set about following in the footsteps of Renoir, Picasso, Verlaine, Carco, Dorgelès, and other disciples of bohemian life.
Benjamin had been eager to impress Sheila with his worldliness, and one night he had captivated her with his tales of Le Lapin Agile.
“The place was called Cabaret des Assassins because the walls were covered with paintings of murderers, most notably Jean-Baptiste Troppmann, the spree killer.”
“Oh, how exciting,” Sheila had responded.
“A little too exciting, in fact, and it was renamed Le Lapin Agile. The old paintings were covered up, and an André Gill painting of a rabbit jumping out of saucepan went on the wall. But it remained a rough place. Even you, my dear, as headstrong as you are, wouldn’t have dared to venture in.”
Benjamin remembered leaning over and nuzzling Sheila’s neck, which elicited a giggle.
“Finally, a cabaret singer, Aristide Bruant, bought the place and cleaned up its image,” he had continued. “You might not recognize Bruant by name, but I’m sure you’d recognize his looks. Toulouse-Lautrec immortalized his big black hat and red scarf.”
Sheila had shot Benjamin a teasing look. “My Benjamin, you’re just a font of knowledge.”
“No, you’re the one who’s teaching me,” Benjamin had said as he laughed and gazed at his girlfriend’s impish nose, sparkling teeth, almond-shaped eyes, and milky skin sprinkled with freckles.
How could he have guessed when they said their good-byes all those years ago that fate would one day bring them together again in Jarnac? The past, it seemed, always had a way of catching up.
He remembered ending that long-ago conversation with “Le Lapin Agile is quite tame these days, maybe a bit too tame for you.” How right he had been. But that was another story.
Benjamin sighed. Oscar Wilde had summed it up. “The only difference between the saint and the sinner is that every saint has a past, and every sinner has a future.”
The vines of Montmartre, sloping and dusted with white, came into view at the corner of the Rue Saint Vincent and the Rue des Saules. An employee of the city of Paris was moving along the vines, pruning as he went. Nearly two thousand vine stocks had been planted here in 1932.
The winemaker, who considered himself something of a historian, knew practically everything about wine in the City of Light. Introduced by the Galls around 390 BC, vines had covered much of the Montmartre area in the tenth century, most of them planted by the Dames-de-Montmartre Abbey. In the eighteenth century, there were two major vineyards: the Haut Coteau to the north of the present-day Place Saint Pierre, and the Bas Coteau near the Rue Cazotte. There was a smaller vineyard called La Rochefoucauld between the streets Tardieu and Orsel, as well as one called Montaigu near the reservoirs and another called Église, adjacent to the apse of the Saint Pierre Church. Today’s Place Jean-Baptiste Clément also once held vines.
The square’s namesake is famous for writing “Le Temps des Cerises” in 1866. The song reminded him of Sheila too. She used to translate the title literally. She had loved cherry season and would often sing Clément’s lyrics, which told the story of a beautiful young woman who delivered scarlet-colored cherries to the defenders of the barricades in Montmartre during the Paris Commune. Benjamin didn’t doubt that she identified with the violence of those times.
The Clos Montmartre vineyard had fascinated Benjamin as a student. It was an incongruous patch of stocks planted in the midst of cobblestone alleyways and a confusion of buildings. They were forced to compete with numerous tall chimneys for the beautiful Parisian sky.
Year after year, those who tended the Montmartre vineyard replaced the weak vine stocks, pruned assiduously, and in the end produced a hearty red wine that was good enough. On the nose it was often ripe berries, and in the mouth it developed lovely licorice notes. Good year and bad, they produced about seven hundred bottles of the stuff.
One October, Benjamin and Sheila had attended the harvest celebration with much feasting and drinking. The traditional parade started at city hall in the eighteenth arrondissement and headed down the Rue Ordener, the Rue Damrémont, and the Rue Lamarck before reaching the vineyard. The festivities continued at the Louise Michel gardens at the foot of Sacré Coeur.
The snow was falling more heavily now, making the city look immaculate, and the municipal employee appeared ready to beat a hasty retreat to the gatehouse. Benjamin spotted a couple of tourists gazing at the vines.
“Sir, could we take a closer look?” one of them yelled to the worker.
“Impossible,” the man said. “It’s forbidden.”
“Really? Why’s that?”
Benjamin walked over to the couple, whose accent gave them away as Americans.
“I’m afraid this is a protected space,” Benjamin said. “Even Parisians aren’t allowed in. They have access to the vineyard only once a year, during Heritage Days.”
“So you’re familiar with this little plot,” the second tourist said. “Tell me, is the wine worth drinking?”
“Let me assure you, it’s every bit as good as California wines,” Benjamin responded, giving the tourists a nod and walking away. He felt a bit mischievous. California made some of the finest wines in the world, while Montmarte produced only a red that was decent at best, but it was the French capital’s only wine, and that counted for something.
Benjamin checked his watch and found that he still had a little time before his meeting with the director of Bretonneau Hospital. He could fit in a visit to the Calvaire Cemetery, which was nestled against Saint Pierre Church. It was said to be the smallest cemetery in Paris. Or perhaps he would climb the Rue Lepic.
At that moment, his cell phone vibrated. Virgile had just come out of the Montparnasse train station. Later in the day, they would be attending a Vouvray tasting Benjamin was hosting. Virgile’s southwestern French accent had an agreeable ring.
“Geez, boss, you could have warned me that it was snowing in Paris. I would have brought my Moon Boots.”
They arranged to meet in a few hours at the Hôtel de Crillon. Benjamin would leave him to his own devices until then.
“Have a light lunch. Nothing too spicy or overly seasoned,” Benjamin cautioned. “And that, young man, should apply to other areas of your life, as well.”
Benjamin smiled as he ended the call. He strolled along the uneven cobblestones of the Rue Lepic and thought of Elisabeth. How fortunate he was to have her as his wife, instead of Sheila.
“Yes, I’ll bring Elisabeth here to Montmartre in May,” he said to himself. “We’ll have a nice spring weekend in Paris with no cell phones or other interruptions.”
The clatter of broken glass jerked him out of his daydream. He had almost reached number 25, a wine shop called Le Chai de la Vigne-Rhône, in homage to Rhone Valley wines, and owned by his friend Arthur Solacroup.
Benjamin saw a man in a ski mask emerge from the shop, look left and right, and hurry away from the store.
Benjamin’s warning antenna went up. It was snowing, but it wasn’t cold enough to wear a ski mask. Benjamin followed the man with his eyes, trying to pick up any identifying details. All he could see was a navy blue jacket, fatigues, and heavy shoes that looked like combat boots.
Benjamin hurried through the door, aware that a young man in a hoodie was right behind him.
On the floor, with a terrified look on his face, quivering lips, and bloody left arm, the wine merchant was begging for help in a jumble of shattered bottles.
On any other day, Benjamin Cooker would have recognized the characteristic aroma of syrah, the excellent grape varietal of Rhône Valley wines. He would have identified the notes of blackberry, cassis, and black olive. But now something more powerful was assaulting his nose. It was the sulfur-tinged smell of burned gunpowder.
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“My god, Arthur! Are you okay? What happened here?” Benjamin swept some broken glass aside with the tip of his John Lobb and squatted down next to his friend.
“Benjamin Cooker? Is that you? What are you doing here?” the wine merchant asked. His words were barely audible.
“Don’t talk. Help will be here shortly.”
As they waited for the paramedics, the young man in the hoodie paced the shop and watched. Benjamin stayed near Arthur.
When they had met years earlier, Arthur Solacroup’s eyes struck Benjamin right away. They were hard—steely even. Maybe it was the twelve years spent with the Foreign Legion in the sands of Djibouti. Or was it the deserts of Ethiopia? Paradoxically, Arthur had a soft and relaxed voice and confident bearing that Benjamin—and doubtless his customers—found reassuring. His demeanor, coupled with his expertise, had been instrumental in the success of his modest shop in Montmartre. In addition to attracting Parisians from other arrondissements and tourists, he had established a solid following of regulars from the neighborhood who wouldn’t dream of doing business with anyone but Arthur Solacroup.
Arthur, in fact, was the best-known wine merchant in Montmartre. Since his inclusion in the Cooker Guide, his shop had never gone without customers. His advice was always judicious. His prices were never steep, and wine lovers valued his carefully chosen bottles. Arthur could raise and lower the metal shutters whenever he felt like it.
That said, Arthur was something of an iconoclast. He extolled exceptional but little-known selections and dismissed the crus classés praised by those who chose their wine according to label. At Le Chai de la Vigne-Rhône, a customer had to be willing to abandon his opinions and surrender to the advice of the shop’s owner.
Decked out in his black apron, Arthur would typically size up his thirsty customer and listen without saying a word. Then he would turn around and scan the wine racks, where bottles awaited deflowering. With one sure and efficient sweep of his arm, he would grab the perfect bottle and bring it to the counter for the customer’s inspection.
“At this price you won’t find anything better,” he would say.
The wine merchant, with a shaved head and an accent that betrayed his southern roots but not his precise origins, had made a clean break from his past. Benjamin knew very little about his previous life. He didn’t even know how old he was. Benjamin suspected that he had enjoyed some amorous adventures and had probably overindulged at one or more points in his life. But Arthur wasn’t one to tell stories or give explanations. Why, for example, was he so passionate about wines from the Rhône Valley?
Arriving within minutes, the police asked Benjamin and the young man in the hoodie some questions. They both described what they could about the person they had seen leaving but neither had anything further to add. Finally, the officers told them they were no longer needed. The paramedics got Arthur on the gurney and into the ambulance.
Benjamin and the young man left the store together and watched the flashing lights of the ambulance disappear down the Rue Lepic. Shaking his head, Benjamin turned to his companion, who was clearly distraught. His hands were shaking, and his face was ghost white. Benjamin expected him to take off, but he didn’t.
“Have you known Arthur long?” Benjamin ventured, hoping the young man could provide even a shred of information that would explain why someone would want to shoot the wine merchant.
Getting no response, he pressed on.
“Why don’t we find a café and sit down for a few minutes. I’m freezing. Aren’t you? Let me buy you a cup of coffee or tea.”
The boy shoved his hands into his shallow pockets and nodded. “I could use some coffee. My name’s Karim.”
~ ~ ~
The front window of the café was foggy with condensation, and the small room was warm and cozy. Benjamin chose a booth in the back where they could talk privately. They placed their orders, and the winemaker watched as Karim began to relax.
“So you’re Benjamin Cooker,” Karim said. “The famous Benjamin Cooker. Arthur talked about you all the time. He was so proud of being in your guide. He said you were one of the few people he trusted.”
“I’m glad to hear that,” Benjamin said. “I’ve been acquainted with Arthur for a while now. What about you?”
“I can’t say I’ve known him that long, but I probably know him better than most folks around here.”
“How is that?”
He gave Benjamin a nervous look, eying him carefully, and said, “You can blame my hookah for that.”
Benjamin put on his most nonjudgmental expression and sipped his tea, hoping to keep his new friend relaxed.
“Oh? And why would I blame the hookah?”
“Arthur and I met last summer. He was visiting a friend who has an apartment down the hall in the building where I live. It was late and hot. I was hanging out by myself outside the building. Arthur was leaving, and he recognized me. I work part time at a shop in the neighborhood and run errands for some other shop owners, and he’d seen me around. Anyway, we started talking. Who’d have thought we’d have so much in common? We hit it off, probably because I’m from the part of the world where Arthur spent so much time. He didn’t seem to be in any hurry to get home. After a while I asked him if he wanted to come inside for a smoke.”
Benjamin imagined Karim leading Arthur to a small attic apartment, pulling out a hookah, and dropping a small lump of hashish in the bowl. He envisioned the two of them sharing memories of an incandescent Africa, where the desert sizzled under the glare of the sun, and in the towns, the aromas of turmeric, cumin, cinnamon, and cloves wafted through the air.
“He told me he joined the Foreign Legion when he was teenager. He lied about his age to get in. I don’t know why anyone would do that.”
“Son, people have a romantic vision of the French Foreign Legion. Recruits take on a new name when they join, so it’s like starting over again.”
“Yeah, he said he did something stupid he wanted to forget. He didn’t tell me what it was. Do you think he did something bad?”
“The legion does have a reputation for taking crooks and fugitives, but I understand they now do detailed background checks via Interpol, for what that’s worth. I don’t know Arthur all that well, but he seems like an upright fellow.”
“In any case, he told me a lot about his time as a soldier.”
In a flood of words, Karim recounted Arthur’s stories of the Legion as if they were his own: the daytime heat, the nights, the prostitutes infected with AIDS, his too-brief leave at a Red Sea resort, and the training camp on a Gulf of Aden island surrounded by great white sharks.
“He told me the chief warrant officer was a guy named Boulard, and the captain of the camp was a tough dude named Kyriel. Arthur liked him.”
Benjamin pictured Arthur and Karim watching the bubbles dance in the water as they smoked.
“More coffee?” he asked Karim, signaling to the waiter. “Did he talk about his life before the Legion?”
“He told me he liked to pull the legs off insects. He’d done it ever since he started walking. He liked the way it annoyed his mom, who used to hover over his baby brother. Grasshoppers and spiders were his favorites. He told me about chasing rats just to cut off their tails. He cut up lizards and snakes too. Then he asked if I did it too, like mutilating animals was the most normal thing in the world.”
“How did you answer?” Benjamin asked, feeling a bit odd getting so much information about Arthur, but curious just the same.
Karim grinned. “Oh, I said yes, but really I never even thought about doing things like that.”
“I guess the military was a good fit for Arthur,” Benjamin said.
“That’s what he thought. I never could have survived it: training in the sand, the fist fights and knife brawls, his warrant officer’s humiliations, the scorpions in the bunkers, the filthy dives in Djibouti, the fornicating with one woman after another... He always called it fornicating, not screwing, or banging, or fucking.”
Benjamin tried to imagine the Arthur he knew talking about fornication, and a smile crossed his lips.
“Did you know he has a seahorse tattoo on his left arm?” Karim asked.
“No, I’ll admit I didn’t.”
“You may have guessed by now that he’s quite the lady’s man. The chicks love his eyes, especially the way they’re two different colors.”
Karim stopped talking and played with his spoon.
“Is there something you want to tell me?” Benjamin asked.
Karim drank the last drops of coffee from the cup and didn’t say anything.
“Did he tell you why he left the Foreign Legion?” Benjamin asked.
“When I asked him, I remember he sat straight up and said, ‘I left the day Boulard blew his brains out. They blamed Kyriel. The Legion’s just a bunch of batshit crazy guys. I had to get out of there and fast!’”
Benjamin wondered how much of the tale was true and how much was fiction. He looked at his watch. “Karim, did you see Arthur earlier today?”
“The day started out normal. I was supposed to run some errands for him and he showed up late, like usual. When he did get in, he took a delivery from the Chapoutier estate in Tain l’Hermitage. He’s been teaching me about wines.”
“That is a fine wine. A family business—seven generations of vintners. And now, all their wines are biodynamic. But I’m getting off the point. Did anything else happen?”
“Just when Arthur stamped the receipt from the delivery man, a couple of tourists came in.”
“How did you know they were tourists?”
“They were weighed down with Vuitton bags and had a portrait sketched at the Place du Tertre. They wanted a bottle of Saint-Amour wine. “
“Yes, one of the ten Beaujolais crus.”
“Well, of course, Arthur gave them something else. He pulled out a 2000 white Châteauneuf-du-Pape and told them to try it. He said they’d like the aromas of citrus, spice, jasmine, and honey. His words exactly. They also bought a 1999 Cheval Blanc from Saint Émilion, and didn’t even blink at the price of that grand cru classé.”
“That was a good year. A keeper. Did they leave then?”
“Arthur rang up the sale, but instead of turning around and leaving the shop, they leaned over the counter, as if they were asking him to divulge a secret, and asked where they could find Henri Désiré Landru’s residence.”
“Whose?”
“You know—Bluebeard. They also wanted to know where Buffalo Bill performed and the names of the cafés where Edith Piaf sang.”
“Oh,” Benjamin said, disappointed. They were after Montmartre tourist lore, nothing that could explain why Arthur was shot. “And then?”
“It was funny. Arthur pointed them in the wrong direction. I know more about this neighborhood than he does, and I’m from Morocco.”
“So it was more or less a normal day. Nothing out of the ordinary happened?”
“No, there was something. When the tourists left, the mailman dropped off a package. Arthur opened it and found a bottle in a cardboard box. It wasn’t just any bottle. It was embossed, like a Châteauneuf-du-Pape bottle, except there wasn’t any wine in it, just a folded piece of paper.”
“How odd.”
“Arthur pulled out the cork but couldn’t get the message out. He used a piece of wire he found in the backroom. I wanted to help, but he was going at it with his usual stubborn, do-it-yourself, I’m-a-soldier attitude. He grabbed the bottle by the neck and smashed it against the marble countertop. A glass shard nicked his right hand. He unfolded the paper, but then handed it to me to read.”
“Well? What did it say?”
You may be a filthy wine star
But now I know where you are
Soon the vine will bleed,
And you too should take heed.
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Benjamin would have to rush to make his appointment, but he still took time to stand on his toes to study the perfect alignment of tombstones in the Montmartre Cemetery. It was his small homage to Marie-Antoine Carême, the founding father of classical French cuisine, who was buried here.
A pristine layer of white covered the graves, and now the snow was starting to pile up on him too. He cursed himself for having left his hat at the hotel, and rushed along the stone wall that separated the departed from the living. He turned onto the Rue Joseph de Maistre.
By the time he reached his destination, he was shivering all over. It took all of Françoise Lacaze’s warmth to thaw him out. She welcomed him enthusiastically and gave him a tour of the hospital before turning to the real purpose of his visit: the patch of vineyard.
The hospital director introduced Benjamin to the two maintenance workers in charge of the parks and gardens, and the three of them escorted the winemaker, wrapped tightly in his Loden, through the rows. Benjamin thought it best to question the two gardeners, because they were the ones directly responsible for the vines. Evidently, their training in horticulture did not include winegrowing. Over the course of several winters, prunings had been botched, and this battalion of gangly wine stocks was destined to die. They would have to pull up the moribund chasselas and replant.
“Actually, you should consider making a wine capable of rejuvenating your patients,” Benjamin said.
“That reminds me of a story, Mr. Cooker. You know, my uncle was a pharmacist in a village in Lot called Cazals. Have you heard of it?”
The winemaker shook his head.
“To be honest, it doesn’t matter where it was. One day, a little old man who had to be in his eighties comes tottering into the pharmacy. He says to my uncle, ‘I’d like a little bottle of mouse elixir. You have that, I hope.’ My uncle, who had the driest wit imaginable, answers, ‘If it’s rat poison, I’m afraid we don’t have any. But if you’re looking for Abbot Maus’s famous water of youth, here you go, my good man. Make good use of it.’ Slipping the bottle into a pocket of his jacket, the old man said, ‘What? You think I need it? It’s for my wife.’”
Benjamin laughed, as did the two gardeners.
“Back to the vines. Yes, we’ll pull them out, but what type of grape do you recommend, Mr. Cooker? Merlot?”
“That’s one idea. In my opinion you should remain true to the spirit of the old vines of Montmartre. But, of course, that doesn’t mean you have to grow the same grapes.”
“That is to say?” Mrs. Lacaze asked. Her cheeks were beginning to turn pink from the cold.
“Clos Montmartre grows gamay and pinot noir. You could consider doing something different: Auxerrois, for example. Malbec is another option. It’s the favorite Cahors grape variety. That would make your uncle in Cazals happy,” Benjamin said, giving Mrs. Lacaze a wink.
Mrs. Lacaze, a native of Gascony, seemed inspired by the malbec. “I like that idea. Cahors malbec is a wine that gets better with time. This should give our patients something to look forward to. But in practical terms, how do we go about this project?”
Benjamin Cooker put a knowing hand on the director’s shoulder.
“Don’t you worry about that part. A hundred plants will suffice. I’ll take care of finding you a producer from the Lot valley who will not only give them to you, but also organize the planting.”
“You would do that, Mr. Cooker?”
“If necessary, I’ll come plant them myself!”
“That being the case, how could you refuse to be the sponsor of our vineyard—and having your name on our first vintage?”
“Mrs. Lacaze, you are not a woman who can be denied many things. I feel for the men and women who have the privilege of working alongside you. You almost make me wish I were ill, just so I could spend more time in your hospital. Incidentally, I’m not feeling very well. I think I’m coming down with the flu.”
The winemaker had pulled up his collar and wrapped his Loden even tighter around his body. It wasn’t the most practical item of clothing in bad weather.
“And here I am keeping you out in this snow.”
“You sound like you’re from Quebec, Mrs. Lacaze.”
“No, not Canada, but you’re close in a way. I’m from Sarlat la Canéda. You could call me an expat in Paris. Let’s go on in. We’ve invited the entire staff for a cocktail to celebrate your kind assistance, Mr. Cooker.”
“Before we go in, I need to give a little lesson in pruning to your two gardeners, who seem to prefer roses to vine arbors. Do you have a pair of pruning shears handy?”
One of the two men took out a brand-new tool from his pocket. While Françoise Lacaze silently watched, Benjamin, good teacher that he was, explained every snip of the scissors. The advice was clear, and the cuts were clean. Behind him the vine shoots were piling up in the first rows. Then the winemaker handed the pruning shears to one of the two employees, who began to sever the knots of each of the stumps, looking to Benjamin from time to time for approval.
“Jerome, you’ve just completed a continuing education class taught by one of the world’s most brilliant winemakers. How lucky you are,” Mrs. Lacaze said.
“I know, ma’am,” he responded. His curly hair was covered with a ridiculous white helmet of snow.
“Let’s go in. It’s time to celebrate the revival of the Bretonneau vineyard. Right, Mr. Cooker?”
Benjamin smiled weakly. He was feeling worse by the minute and wondered if he could go through with the planned Vouvray tasting that afternoon.
When Françoise Lacaze cracked open the bottle of Champagne to toast the famous winemaker, Benjamin declined.
“Mrs. Lacaze, I do not for an instant doubt the quality of this vintage Champagne, but may I simply have a grog of rum and water?”
“Ah, perhaps two aspirin will do the trick?”
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Traffic around the Place de la Concorde was bogged down, giving Benjamin plenty of time to admire the Luxor Obelisk. If his memory served him correctly, the 3,000-year-old yellow granite column was a gift from a king of Egypt, and it had ended up right in the middle of this busy Parisian square thanks to King Louis-Philippe—the same king who founded the Foreign Legion. Benjamin’s thoughts returned to Arthur Solacroup, a man who had apparently spent his life running away from things. But from what?
He recalled the first time he had wandered into Arthur’s shop. It didn’t have a proper name yet, just “Wine and Spirits” written on the window. Arthur later joked that he thought Benjamin was a customs inspector, decked out in a tweed jacket and corduroy pants.
“No wonder he had been so reserved when we started talking,” Benjamin thought. He smiled as he recalled the wine he found in the shop that first time: a Côte-Rôtie from Yves Cuilleron in Chavanay, a 1998 Bassenon. The merchant had such an excellent collection of Rhône Valley wines, in fact, Benjamin was very direct with him: “Wine and Spirits is no name for a wine shop. You should call it Le Chai de la Vigne-Rhône. It’s catchier.” A few months later, he’d listed the shop with the new name in the Cooker Guide.
The taxi driver’s outraged shouting and honking brought Benjamin back to the here and now. The street was covered with muddy snow, the air was filled with hydrocarbon vapors, and the car was nearly at a standstill. Benjamin decided to get out at the approach to the Rue Royale and continue on foot to the Hôtel de Crillon.
Virgile was waiting for him in one of the armchairs in the lobby, crossing and uncrossing his legs, and looking out of place in this surfeit of stucco, thick carpets, and obsequious staff. When he spotted Benjamin, he jumped up to greet him.
“Glad you made it, boss. I’ve been here for more than an hour. Are you okay? You don’t look so good.”
“I’m coming down with some kind of bug, Virgile, but I should be able to handle the tasting.”
“Good thing. I’ve gone through the list of wines, and I can’t wait. You’ve always given the Vouvray appellation such high marks, but since one year can be surprisingly different from the next, this should be a blast. But first, though, I need you to tell me if this Hôtel de Crillon of yours is a haven for gigolos, or am I being paranoid?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Virgile.”
“Well, there was this woman, in her mid-sixties—a real cougar in a designer suit and with lots of expensive jewelry. She kept staring and smiling at me. I had to hide behind the Daily Telegraph.”
“It’s nice to see you with a newspaper, Virgile, but it’s a good idea to read it too.”
“I do occasionally read the newspaper, boss.”
“And you do occasionally succumb to temptation, which I would not recommend, or you’ll give the Crillon a reputation it doesn’t have yet. Then I’d have to reconsider any raise I might have in mind.”
“I’m not the kind of man who takes money from women. I won’t stoop to that.”
“That virtue does you credit, Virgile.”
“But does not earn me any extra interest at the bank,” the assistant said with a mischievous smile.
“Actually, Virgile, I was planning to tell you later, but now is as good a time as any. You’ll be seeing a larger figure on your paycheck beginning this month. I’ve already given Jacqueline the instructions in that regard. So even though I’m glad we’ve clarified that you would not sell your services—at least your amorous services—you’ve already gotten your raise.”
“Great, now my banker will be after me to start putting more money away. Don’t get me wrong, though. I’m not complaining.”
“I’m impressed, Virgile. It seems everyone’s wooing you.”
“Sometimes I’d gladly do without it.”
Benjamin reached into his Loden, pulled out a large handkerchief, and wiped his forehead.
Virgile frowned. “Boss, you really don’t look good. Can I get you something?”
“I must be coming down with the flu, and this morning an old acquaintance of mine was almost murdered. I wanted to visit his wine shop on the Rue Lepic, and when I walked in, he was bleeding on the floor. The paramedics took him away, and I haven’t had an opportunity to find out how he’s doing. But the day hasn’t been a total disaster. I met the director of a hospital where I wouldn’t mind spending my final days, and we’re going to plant some malbec vines in the middle of Paris. I think your old friend Julien Thommasseau would be perfect for the job of Bretonneau Hospital vintner. Don’t you agree?”
“I don’t think I’ve grasped all of that. Could you start over and give me a blow-by-blow account?”
The Crillon lobby was a nonstop ballet of non-French visitors for whom the snow was still another Paris attraction, in addition to the Louvre, Versailles, and the shops on Avenue Montaigne. The president of the Loire Wine Association greeted Benjamin with a nod but didn’t interrupt the hushed conversation between the wine expert and his assistant.
“So if I understand correctly, the man wasn’t fatally injured?”
“That’s my hope. When the ambulance took him away, he had lost consciousness, but his heart was still beating, and according to the paramedics, his vital organs weren’t compromised.”
“Did you see the guy who did it?”
“I did see someone leaving the shop as I was about to go in.”
“Did you give the police a description?”
“I did, but I don’t think it will be much help. He was wearing fatigues and a ski mask. I couldn’t make out anything else.”
“Was there anyone else in the shop? A customer?”
“Not when I got there. I’m sure of that. A friend of Arthur’s followed me in, though.”
“For now, the main suspect is the man in fatigues. Is there any chance at all that you could identify him?”
“His height and his weight, maybe, but not much more.”
“That’s not much to go on, boss.”
“I told you. He was all covered up, and I wasn’t in the best shape. I’m still not.”
“And it’s the Vouvray that’s going to suffer.”
“I’m more concerned that you’ll have to suffer my bad mood.”
“No worries, boss,” Virgile said, grinning. “I’ve been around your bad moods before, and I’m still standing.”
A man with an imposing build and bushy beard walked up behind Benjamin and thumped him on the back. Startled, Benjamin looked around and found a Swiss journalist he knew in passing.
“Karl! You criticize Loire wines with unrelenting consistency, but you wouldn’t miss a Vouvray, Sancerre, or Côteaux-du-Layon tasting for anything in the world. If that isn’t masochism, I don’t know what is. By the way, what’s this I’ve been hearing about you no longer writing for the Tribune de Genève?”
The man mumbled a denial that only confirmed his change in status and moved away without defending himself.
“He’s such a bore! A bottle siphoner and scrounge who’s always sneaking into the tastings,” Benjamin said.
“That was quite an insult.”
“The sad thing is, he doesn’t even hold a grudge.”
A young woman interrupted their conversation and told the two men she would show them to Gabriel Hall, where the tasting would begin as soon as the winemaker arrived. Benjamin suppressed a smile as he watched Virgile’s gaze run from the woman’s head to her toes.
On tables covered with white linens, platoons of bottles awaited the critics’ assessments. The most impressive members of the press, along with esteemed wine experts from all over Europe, were gathered together under the elaborate high ceilings of Gabriel Hall. Benjamin greeted Olivier Poussier and Philippe Faure-Brac, considered the best sommeliers in the world, and shook hands with some familiar figures who addressed him as Lord Cooker. Benjamin knew full well that much of this flattery would turn to contempt once his back was turned. The wine world was rife with envy and slander.
The owners of the wines submitted to this international jury stood behind the tables. Wearing awkward smiles and their Sunday best, they studied the tasters for signs of approval, grimaces, raised eyebrows, and pursed lips, but the critics made every effort to look impassive as they solemnly scribbled their appraisals and notes on the evaluation cards.
Benjamin Cooker went from table to table, examining the colors of each wine, sniffing, and twirling his glass. Then he would plunge his nose into the glass again to fully experience the floral and vegetal fragrances that generously adorned the Vouvrays. Virgile had a tendency to rush through these preliminaries, which spoke volumes about the complexity and richness of a wine.
He was doing it again today.
“For goodness sake, Virgile, when will you stop favoring your mouth over your nose?” Benjamin whispered. “Inhale more deeply.”
“Yes, I know. You’ve scolded me many times. But I don’t like to intellectualize wine. You know that. So tell me, once you’ve perceived your quince paste, nectarine, cooked apple, dried apricot, or pastry cream, what do you do, boss?”
“Then, Virgile, you bring it to your lips…”
“That’s exactly what I was saying.”
The winemaker grinned at his assistant. Their methods certainly differed, but he had faith in Virgile’s judgment. With this little exchange, the winemaker was beginning to forget his headache and chills. One taste, then two. He tirelessly chewed and spit out each of the wines with a certain elegance, which was not the case for the majority of the tasters.
Virgile, meanwhile, was drinking most of the wine instead of using the spittoon, causing Benjamin to roll his eyes again. The boy was irrepressible.
“When it’s really good—”
“Learn to resist, son!”
“Wasn’t it you, boss, who told me that sometimes the best way to get rid of temptation is to yield to it?”
“Did I say that?”
“Yes, it was yet another of your quotations. Your brain is full of them.”
“Now I remember: Oscar Wilde, a genius with the pen.”
Benjamin continued tasting. He picked up a Vouvray with a golden color that indicated it was fully mature.
His assistant followed suit.
“Beautiful IAP, don’t you think?” Virgile said.
“Please stop talking like a second-year oenology student. Say the words. Yes, the intense aromatic persistence in this Vouvray is quite fine. I look forward to meeting its vintner.”
Nearby, a man who appeared to be in his fifties smiled at the words, which were enough to get any winegrower dreaming of a mention in the Cooker Guide. He approached Benjamin and introduced himself with a touch of obsequiousness. The vintner paid less attention to Virgile but felt obliged to answer the flurry of technical questions the assistant ticked off regarding filtering, alcoholic balance, and residual sugar. While Virgile led the discussion, Benjamin jotted down some thoughts in his notebook and took more sips of the Vouvray.
“Mr. Cooker, may I send some samples to your office in Bordeaux?”
“That won’t be necessary,” the wine expert responded indifferently.
The two representatives of Cooker & Co. went their separate ways to continue their investigations. In the Gabriel Salon, there was nothing but the sound of hushed voices, clinking glasses, and corks being pulled from obliging bottlenecks.
Benjamin walked over to one of the windows. The snow had stopped falling, but the Medici vases of the Hôtel de Crillon had nearly disappeared under the sparkling white drape, and the roof of the gazebo was sagging beneath its weight. It was getting dark. Benjamin shivered and looked around for Virgile. The winemaker began to fret but finally found his assistant in the hotel lobby with the woman who had been smiling at him earlier in the day. As he approached Virgile, he heard him say “sorry” in English. It seemed the woman wanted his autograph.
Virgile turned to his boss with an imploring look in his eyes. “Please, boss, tell her I’m not Zac Efron, or Ryan Reynolds either.”
Benjamin stepped in and explained in English that this was his assistant, not a movie star. As they walked away, he burst out laughing.
“Virgile, you really are a hopeless fool. It’s a classic ploy. An older woman on the prowl makes her younger target feel like a handsome actor. The flattery breaks down his resistance. You were prey about to fall into the trap.”
“But, I—”
“You can’t argue your way out of this one. Paris isn’t your playing field. You’re not used to life here, and for that I’m grateful. Don’t change a thing about yourself, Virgile. Your roots are one of the reasons I hired you.”
“So you think I’m a hick.”
“No, provincial. It’s not the same thing, and coming from me, it’s a true compliment.”
Little by little, the winemaker felt the color returning to his cheeks, but he still wasn’t himself. By mutual agreement, the two men decided that of the fifty or so Vouvrays to be tasted, none had escaped their perspicacity. They could weigh anchor knowing that they had accomplished their assignment. They had tasted and heard all the information they needed.
All that was left was writing the tasting notes. Benjamin, however, wasn’t up to it. He just wanted to get back to his hotel near the Champs-Elysées, order a steaming cup of broth, huddle under the comforter, and try to forget the haunting image of the wine merchant on the Rue Lepic, bloody and mumbling the unintelligible name of his attacker.
But first, he had to do something to ease his mind.
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Virgile was on foreign soil in Paris. The steeples of Notre-Dame, the Eiffel Tower, the esplanade of the Louvre, and the sugar-coated pastry: Sacré Coeur viewed from the top floor of the Centre Georges-Pompidou—these were his familiar spots in Paris. He knew next to nothing about Montmartre. The Place du Tertre and the Place des Abbesses, the Moulin de la Galette, and the stairs of the butte evoked nothing other than vague black-and-white images from the film Children of Paradise and photographs by Robert Doisneau.
Now he was intent on changing that. He decided to head out at daybreak and explore this part of the city. The cold stung his cheeks, and the icy cobblestones made walking perilous, but nothing would stop him.
Still empty of tourists, the slick alleys of the butte were gleaming in the yellowish light of the streetlamps. He looked up at the buildings and imagined the artist studios, where countless languid creatures had disrobed and lain on old sofas to be immortalized in oil paints and clay.
This was enough to entice him into walking up the Rue Lepic. There were few signs of life. The shutters were lowered. Le Chai de la Vigne-Rhône’s sign creaked eerily in the wind, and the sidewalk was littered with the shards of broken bottles. A few doors away, however, there was a café with a freshly painted sign. The aroma of fresh coffee wafted toward Virgile, and he decided some hot java was in order.
“A café crème. Make that a double. With two chocolatines, please,” Virgile said, walking toward the counter.
After unzipping his heavy leather jacket, Virgile took a look around. Most of the chairs were still atop the tables, where they had been placed at closing the previous night. On the counter, six hard-boiled eggs were arranged under the dome of a glass cake stand. Virgile had read that eggs at breakfast were a natural appetite suppressant. He wondered how many people could actually enjoy them this way, but he wasn’t inclined to ask the owner. He didn’t want to look silly.
The owner was listening to the news coming from the tiny radio on a shelf between a chubby bottle of plum brandy and a square bottle of cointreau. The man’s white shirt was unbuttoned halfway down, exposing an excessively hairy chest. He had a big nose and a crimson face, and he seemed as likely to smile as to give out butter during wartime. The morning news, combined with the owner’s unfriendly demeanor and the hissing of the coffee machine, dashed any thoughts of conversation.
But just as Virgile began to occupy himself with studying the glasses and mugs behind the counter, the café owner turned to him.
“You’re not from around here, are you?” he said.
“Not really. Is it that obvious?”
“Yep. You say chocolatine. That puts you from somewhere in the southwest. Everyone else says pain au chocolat.”
This made Virgile smile. He took off his scarf and jacket and laid them on the seat next to him.
“Don’t say a word. Let me guess. Agen. Lot-et-
 Garonne. Or maybe Bordeaux? Don’t tell me you’re from Gers?”
“Farther north.”
“Périgueux?”
“Farther west.”
“Bergerac?”
“Bingo. Actually from a small town nearby. Montravel.”
“I know the place. They make a pretty good white.”
A customer, evidently a regular, made his entrance, calling out “hello, everyone.” He was built like a tank and had a craggy face with a fresh gash on the forehead. The owner served the man a glass of white wine without waiting for him to order.
Virgile was consuming his two pastries when the owner turned back to him and said, “Welcome to Paris, in any case. I’m Fabrice Loubressac. I’m from Monclar.”
“In Quercy?”
“No. Monclar d’Agenais. Are you familiar with it?”
“Who doesn’t know Monclar d’Agenais? Everyone goes there to see Roger Louret’s troupe. He’s the Molière of Aquitaine!” said Virgile, who had a school friend in the famous theater company.
“Every year, when I go down to visit my mother, who’s in her eighties, I take in a Louret show. It’s always hilarious!” said the owner, who had dropped his refined accent and slipped into his Gascon dialect.
By the time Virgile had finished his café crème, he had made an ally of Fabrice Loubressac. The two belonged to a community of exiles who could never forget their roots, no matter where their lives took them. They talked about Buzet wines and Côtes de Duras, the cooperative wine cellar in Beaupuy. They debated the merits of local meat pies, brebis cheese, and foie gras. And then they talked about mushroom hunting.
“The mushrooms were to die for last fall,” Loubressac said as he poured himself a swig of plum brandy.
Virgile had gone mushroom hunting just before winter settled in for good and had delivered a big basket to Elisabeth Cooker, who had cooked up a savory chanterelle and onion tart. The memories were making Virgile thirsty. He asked his new friend for a swig of the plum.
“Help yourself, my friend.”
Loubressac pulled the cork and poured the hooch in a small stemmed glass that looked remarkably like one Virgile’s fussy grandmother kept in her dining room cabinet.
“Virgile. That’s an unusual name. You’re sure your father hadn’t had a glass too many when they baptized you?”
Virgile simply smiled and didn’t offer an explanation.
“So what are you doing around here?” the man asked after a few seconds.
“I came to check on Arthur Solacroup, the wine merchant a couple doors away. I understand he ran into some trouble.”
“Are you a friend of Arthur’s?”
“More of an acquaintance,” Virgile replied. “My boss helped him get his business started.”
“I still remember when that shop sold hats and was run by an old maid. Apparently it was his aunt or something like that. He was the sole heir when she kicked the bucket. It’s terrible, him dying like that. Arthur was a good man. God help the person who did this if I ever catch up with him. He’ll end up in the Seine.”
“You mean he’s dead?”
Loubressac tipped the bottle of his plum brandy over Virgile’s glass, but Virgile stopped him with a wave of his hand.
“That’s what everyone around here is saying. The attacker left Arthur bleeding to death, and he was in bad shape when the paramedics took him away. I didn’t know him all that well. He was a bit odd, you know? He was tough, but I always sensed there was more to him. People said he used to be in the Foreign Legion. Is that true?”
Virgile nodded, trying to give Loubressac the impression that he was familiar with the injured—or maybe dead—wine shop owner.
“Usually, when you join the Foreign Legion, it’s because you’ve done something wrong,” Loubressac continued as he lined up cups and saucers on the counter.
“Not necessarily,” said Virgile.
“Whether you like it or not, the Foreign Legion is a gang of cutthroats and renegades of every sort. I’m sure Arthur’s past caught up with him. You don’t have to look any further than that. And how was he with you?”
“He wasn’t very talkative. We discussed wine mostly.”
“Well, when it came to wine, no one could top him. He wasn’t a fan of the stuff from our region or even Bordeaux. He said those wines were more expensive than they were worth. There’s some truth to that. No, he swore by Côtes du Rhône. He had me taste some wines that would take your breath away—from the boondocks! Have you heard of Côteaux du Tricastin and Tavel wines?”
Virgile nodded knowingly.
“Arthur always bowled me over with his small wines. And his store was a huge hit after he got that mention in the Cooker Guide. The most fashionable people in Paris shop there now, not to mention show business types. I saw Richard Bohringer go in one day. And Arthur said Pierre Richard, the guy in The Tall Blond Man with One Black Shoe, always stocks up at his place. Actually, Arthur was something of a celebrity himself.”
“Maybe other people envied him,” Virgile suggested.
“Definitely. But you don’t kill someone just because he does more business than you. This isn’t Sicily. Besides, in Montmartre everyone makes money off the tourists, enough to do okay. Take me, for example. I bought this business twenty years ago, and eventually I’ll be able to retire in Monclar. Maybe we’re not rolling in dough like Arthur was, but I don’t hear many people complaining. By the way, do you know where Arthur was from? I’ve always wondered.”
Virgile tried to look confident. “From the south,” he said.
“Listen to you. You’re already sounding like a Parisian. That means nothing—the south. You’re from Marseille or Sète, Nice or Avignon. You’re not from ‘the south.’”
Loubressac had raised his voice, getting the attention of the man with the scar and a couple seated at one of the white marble tables.
“From Valréas,” Virgile said with a composure that surprised even him.
“Ah, yes, I know Valras-Plage.”
“No, Valréas, near Cairanne. It’s a wine territory, and rather good.”
“It’s funny. With me, Arthur never talked about his hometown—or said much else about himself.”
“Do you know if he had any friends?”
“Friends? I couldn’t say. Some people around here had seen him on occasion with guys who looked like him—tough. You know: short hair, studs in the ears, full-sleeve tattoos.”
“No women?”
“He probably got around, but didn’t flaunt it. I used to see a brunette in his shop. Good-looking gal. Some days she’d be in there more than once. We called her the Rhône wine mistress. Karim, the kid who ran errands for him, told me Arthur used to have a steady girl in Rasteau—that’s in Rhône wine country, not far from Vaucluse. No wonder he was obsessed with wine from there. Her name was Julia, I think. Her parents were winemakers, and she supposedly taught him everything. The two of them visited all the vineyards in the region. She took it pretty hard when he broke up with her.”
“Why did they break up?”
“It’s just hearsay, but apparently they were crazy in love, until Arthur said no to kids. Then he inherited the shop and took advantage of the move to break it off.”
The man with the gash on his forehead joined the conversation. “Say, Fabrice, why don’t you tell him about Solacroup’s other secrets?”
“Virgile, let me introduce you to one of Montmartre’s most colorful characters, Hercule Poivrot. He claims he used to wrestle at the Elysée-Montmartre Theatre, and his Saturday matches drew crowds from all over Paris. Now, all the café owners on the butte know him for the only thing he’s still good at: bending his elbow. Right, Hercule?”
“Cut the crap, Fabrice, or else… I’ll stop coming into your bloody bar.”
“That would be my loss in more ways than one,” Loubressac quipped as he wiped the counter. “I like your business—true enough. But how could I get by without your entertaining company?”
“Want proof?” Poivrot asked Virgile. Not bothering to wait for an answer, he pulled out a worn poster from his backpack, which was reverently folded in eighths. It advertised a fight to the finish at nine o’clock on Saturday, December 6, 1967.
“Give me a refill, Fabrice.”
“That’s enough for now,” Loubressac responded. “It’s still morning.”
“Another, I said, or I’ll tell the kid everything.”
“The kid, as you say, is a friend of the legionnaire. You don’t kick someone when they’re down.”
“I never was crazy about Arthur,” Poivrot mumbled, cracking his knuckles.
“That’s because he didn’t coddle you like the rest of us. He wouldn’t slip you a bottle so you could get drunk on the Place des Abbesses.”
“He’d never even give me a drink, that lousy fascist!”
“Stop that, Hercule! He wasn’t a skinhead, and you know it. He was an okay guy. He just liked having a shaved head.”
“An okay guy who didn’t pay his bills. Have you forgotten that one of his suppliers almost took him out? Should I refresh your memory?”
Loubressac grumbled and took a sip of his steaming-hot coffee.
“It was two, maybe three years ago,” Poivrot said. “There was this winemaker in Montmirail with a pretty direct approach. He stuck a gun under Arthur’s chin. It seems Arthur owed him for twenty cases. Let me tell you, Arthur may have done Kolwezi, Djibouti, and all that, but he was still scared shitless. He paid on the spot.”
“Okay, he may have let a few things slide,” Loubressac responded. “He wasn’t the first, and he won’t be the last. You, for example. If I asked you to pay your bar tab right this minute, you’d be hard-pressed. You wouldn’t be so full of yourself then.”
“It’s not the same with me. I’m honest, sir!”
“Okay, go sleep it off. And stop bad-mouthing the dead. Let him rest in peace.”
Virgile watched this exchange without asking questions or commenting. He had learned more about the wine merchant than he thought he would. Arthur certainly wasn’t a scrupulous shopkeeper with a pencil stuck behind his ear. Virgile would need to find out more, but for now he was choosing to believe Fabrice Loubressac’s assessment: “Solacroup loved good wine too much to be a real bastard.”
Benjamin Cooker’s assistant checked his watch and picked up his scarf and coat. The café owner leaned over the counter and said, “If you happen to find out when the funeral’s scheduled, let me know. I was very fond of Arthur.”
“Will do, Fabrice.”
Loubressac threw his dish towel over his shoulder. “See you soon,” he shouted just before Virgile walked out the door.
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Benjamin was gone when Virgile arrived at the Hôtel de la Trémoille. The receptionist handed him an envelope. The winemaker preferred communicating in notes and letters over talking on the phone. On hotel notepaper, he had written that he had a meeting with his publisher, Claude Nithard, in the bar of the Hôtel Lutetia, and “as usual, it might take a while.”
He suggested that they meet at one o’clock at La Cagouille for lunch. Benjamin had drawn a little map to indicate the exact location of the restaurant near the Montparnasse train station. Then Benjamin had added, in his fairly illegible handwriting, “I’m over the flu already. My ravenous appetite is back. Meanwhile, call your friend Julien Thommasseau, and offer him the winemaking position at Bretonneau. It’s such a fascinating little project, I’m sure he’ll accept. If not, he doesn’t deserve to be your friend. If you feel like it, go check out the Rue Lepic.”
Virgile grinned. He was one step ahead of his boss. Virgile slipped the paper back into the envelope, crossed the hotel lobby, and went to the bar, which was empty at this time of day. He ordered an espresso and sank into a brown leather armchair.
A few moments later, a short, well-dressed man with a round face and a wrinkled raincoat walked in.
“Good morning, Jacques,” the bartender called out. “Your usual?”
The man nodded and sat down at one of the tables. The bartender hurried over and poured him a glass of Châteauneuf-du-Pape. The man took a few sips and promptly dozed off.
Virgile downed the coffee in one swallow and took out his cell phone to call Julien. The Cahors wine grower thanked his friend profusely. Of course he would put in the hundred plants. Naturally it would be a gift to the hospital. He would even prune the vineyard if the gardeners didn’t know how to do it properly. He was ready to go to Bretonneau immediately to train the staff. Their wine would surely become the crown jewel of Montmartre.
Virgile was tempted to caution his friend against being too exuberant. Winegrowing, after all, was a long-term project that required infinite patience. And anything could go wrong along the way. But like Julien, Virgile was an optimist at heart, and he didn’t want to say anything that would dampen his friend’s enthusiasm. With Benjamin’s blessing and the support of the Paris Public Hospital System, surely the Bretonneau vineyard would thrive.
The two friends promised to meet with Benjamin in Bordeaux to iron out the practical matters. It was all agreed.
He ended the half-hour phone call and looked around the room. The dozing man, Jacques, and he were all by themselves. Virgile, who had watched a few old American movies, couldn’t help noting his resemblance to Danny DeVito.
The winemaker’s assistant looked around the room again, making absolutely sure they were alone, and sidled over to the man’s table. He picked up the unfinished glass of Châteauneuf-du-Pape and sniffed the aromas of iris, cooked fruit, blackberry, and raspberry. He brought the inky wine to his lips. Violet, berries, and licorice lined his palate. Virgile clicked his tongue and savored the smokiness that crowned the experience.
“Cuvée Vieilles Vignes, 1998, Domaine de la Janasse in Courthézon,” the man declared, opening his eyes. He yawned, gave Virgile a nod, and got out of his chair. Saying nothing, he walked over to the counter. He picked up the bottle. Then he grabbed another glass.
Jacques returned to the table and offered Virgile the glass, which he then filled. “To your health, my boy.”
“Cheers, sir,” Virgile mumbled, looking down at the table. He was feeling sheepish.
“No, not like that. Eye to eye!” the man ordered, unfastening the top button of his shirt.
Virgile raised his head to meet the man’s gaze. The two men clinked glasses.
“I’m superstitious. When you toast someone without looking him in the eye, you’re in for seven years of bad sex,” Jacques said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not taking any chances.”
Virgile squirmed a bit, wondering if this was another come-on. But the man seemed more focused on the wine than on him, so Virgile shook his head. “That’s a curse, if ever I heard one.”
Silence settled in as they sipped their Châteauneuf-du-Pape, until, out of nowhere, Jacques said, “Dead yesterdays and unborn tomorrows, why fret about it, if today be sweet.”
Virgile actually recognized the quote, probably thanks to Benjamin and his habit of throwing out wise words all the time. It was from the Persian poet Omar Khayyam.
~ ~ ~
There was always a table for Benjamin Cooker at the Montparnasse seafood restaurant La Cagouille. With his untidy beard and ever-present smile, the restaurant’s founder Gérard Allemandou greeted the winemaker just as graciously as he had welcomed, some years earlier, François Mitterand, who frequently dined here with his love child. The renowned chef, a son of Jarnac like Mitterand himself, showed Benjamin to the small alcove where the former French president and his daughter had savored their seafood.
In all of Paris, no one could rival Allemandou’s garlic-sautéed octopus, or, for that matter, his cuttlefish, clams, squid, or fried sole. Benjamin had a weak spot for the cognac-marinated shrimp.
Unlike the deceased president, the Bordeaux winemaker didn’t ask that the velvet curtain be drawn to protect him from prying eyes. On the contrary, Benjamin was eager to see the restaurant, talk with the chef, and acquaint Virgile, who had joined him. He made a point of showing his assistant the shelves that took up an entire wall and housed at least a hundred amber bottles, many of them quite old and some dating from Napoleon III.
The wood used in this immense bookcase had come from Charente. Gérard Allemandou was proud of this, because in his Montparnasse neighborhood, which had lost much of its soul, he had recreated, with the help of brass, rope, Serge Benbouche watercolors, golden carafes, and seafood flavors, a bit of his native region of Charente, from the Coubre Lighthouse to the Île de Ré.
Benjamin held this unpretentious man in high esteem. Allemandou was not only a masterful chef, but also an excellent storyteller. He often evoked the aromas of his childhood and memories of the sweet grandmother who had taught him the art of putting together a meal from nothing. It was perhaps because of her that he became a faithful disciple of minimalist cuisine—as long as it was flavorful.
“You have to let the food speak to you,” he liked to say.
Once they settled in, Benjamin said, “I recommend the sea bass, or a thick-cut tuna steak, or even the flaked skate in gribiche sauce, or the rustic and savory brandade de morue. Actually, anything you choose will be just perfect.”
“Boss, I have the feeling that this is your home away from home when you’re in Paris.”
“True enough. Unfortunately, the estate owners I meet in Paris seem to think we should dine at fancier places than this, so I don’t get here as often as I’d like. I prefer the simplicity, though.”
“Keep it up, boss. I might start feeling sorry for you—having to eat at all those Michelin-starred restaurants.”
“Virgile, I admire all of your fine qualities, but I thought compassion was one of them.”
“Well, I have been known to have a little from time to time. By the way, you do seem to be feeling better today. I’m amazed at your ability to fight off every virus that comes around.”
“What? That little cold? A hot toddy and a glass of lemon juice without sugar, and I was all set.”
“Speaking of good news, I got hold of Julien. He’s agreed take on the Bretonneau vineyard. You wouldn’t believe how excited he is.”
“I knew he would be,” Benjamin said. “Did you know that as far back as the seventeenth century Parisians looking for a good time would climb the slopes to Montmartre’s inns and taverns? There’s a saying from back then: ‘It’s wine from Montmartre. Drink a pint of it, and you’ll piss a quart.’ You can imagine all the urinating that went on in the gutters outside the taverns. I’m sure Julien will get a kick out of that image.”
“Thank God for indoor plumbing.”
Benjamin was thoroughly enjoying his starter of fried sardines with tapenade.
“How’s your turbot fillet, Virgile?”
“Excellent, boss. The mousseline sauce is rich and fluffy. Almost as good as Mrs. Cooker’s.”
“Yes, cooking is one of her many talents. So, did you take that walk on the Rue Lepic?”
“First thing this morning, I spent some time in a café near the wine shop.”
“And?”
“People in the neighborhood think Arthur Solacroup’s dead.”
“I hope not,” Benjamin said.
“You said yesterday that he was only injured.”
“Yes, but we didn’t know the extent of those injuries. He could have taken a turn for the worse at the hospital.”
Removing a piece of chervil from his John Dory, the winemaker asked Virgile to recount his conversation with Loubressac and Poivrot.
“I don’t put much stock in what Poivrot said. The man who assaulted Arthur didn’t look at all like a winemaker,” Benjamin said.
“How can you say what a winemaker is supposed to look like? Or maybe it was somebody hired by an estate owner he owed money to. You know, a hit.”
“You’ll have to work harder to convince me,” Benjamin said. “Moreover, we don’t know for certain that it was a homicide.”
“Why haven’t you gotten back in touch with the police? They’ll know about how Solacroup is doing.”
“First of all, Virgile, I was fighting off some kind of bug, and I’ve had other things to do, if you haven’t noticed.” Benjamin put down his glass.
What he wasn’t telling Virgile was that he had already called the police. Last night. But he had been stonewalled. Just thinking about the way those good-for-nothing cops had gotten Arthur’s last name wrong and had passed his call from one desk to another irked him. And he didn’t want his irritation to interfere with the pleasure he was taking in his Puligny-Montrachet premier cru from Étienne Sauzet.
“Well, at least we could call the hospital where the paramedics took him,” Virgile said, exasperated. “Or maybe you should call Inspector Barbaroux in Bordeaux. He owes you.”
“No thanks. I can do quite well without his help.”
“How about calling your new friend…”
“Who might that be?”
“Françoise Lacaze, the charming director of Bretonneau Hospital. Those were your words, boss, not mine. She might have some connections.”
“Hmm, that’s not a bad idea. I think I have her business card in my pocket.”
Benjamin put the thought aside and started considering dessert. He decided to order his favorite—honey, pine nut, and cognac parfait. He advised Virgile to do the same.
“Tell me what you think.”
“I’m happy to follow your lead,” Virgile said.
They asked for two strong coffees and the check. Gérard Allemandou wouldn’t let Benjamin leave before pouring two swigs of Hine Réserve Particulière cognac in his cup.
“Taste this, Benjamin. You’ll see life in a different light. Why don’t you stay a little longer and enjoy a D4?” the restaurant owner said, getting ready to open the cigar box. “I’ll have one with you.”
“I’d love to, Gérard. But we’ll have to do that next time. I have an assignment that can’t wait. I’m already late.”
“Don’t tell me you’re going to appraise the vines of Montmartre? You’re getting into micro-vintages now?” Then the chef leaned over and whispered in Benjamin’s ear. “That assistant of yours is quite a capable young man. Nothing’s missing in the looks department either.”
Benjamin winked at Virgile and then turned to his friend with a grin plastered on his face. “I have a confession, Gérard. He’s my son by another woman. But don’t repeat that. Elizabeth doesn’t know.”
“In your dreams, Benjamin. Not everyone can be like the heads of state, as incorrigible as you are. Now, get out of here.”
“Yes, you are incorrigible, boss,” Virgile said as they walked out.
“Is that so, Virgile? And here I thought that was you.”
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Françoise Lacaze had promised to deliver the information Benjamin had requested, but the cell phone still hadn’t rung, and the winemaker was feeling grumpy. He frowned and watched Virgile press his nose to the window of the taxi to ogle young women walking along the sidewalks.
The driver let them off at the corner of the Rue Lepic and the Rue Joseph de Maistre. They had time to kill, but they weren’t inclined to stroll. It was too cold. Virgile suggested getting a cup of coffee at his fellow countryman’s café, but the window display of a secondhand shop caught the dour winemaker’s eye. A Sino-Vietnamese Buddha, some pretty Delft porcelain pieces, a pair of Imari Japanese vases, and a well-executed Dutch painting woke up the art lover in Benjamin Cooker.
A man with a hint of an Italian accent was conversing with a young fellow who had his back to Benjamin. They were both leaning on a large Louis XV commode that filled the dark space at the back of the shop. The antiquarian set aside his tea and walked over to greet his customer.
“Hello, sir. Some information, perhaps?”
“Not really,” Benjamin replied simply, putting on his reading glasses to get a better look at a large blue-toned watercolor of a Spanish bridge above a mountain stream in the Pyrenees. He quickly recognized the hand of the nineteenth-century landscape artist Gaston Vuillier.
“That frame doesn’t do it justice,” the antiquarian remarked.
“True,” Benjamin murmured.
“He was a rather famous watercolorist,” the persistent dealer added. “He’s in the Benezit Dictionary of Artists.”
“Is that so?” Benjamin said, pretending to be impressed.
“If you’re interested, I can let you have it for a good price.”
“Are you feeling generous today?”
“Let’s say pragmatic. A businessman who jacks up his prices to get more out of someone as refined as yourself will eventually be out of business.”
“But high prices aren’t the only thing that can put a shop owner out of business. Bullets can do the same thing,” Benjamin said, running a finger over the worm-eaten frame of the Vuillier he was coveting.
The dealer hesitated and then said, “Are you from the neighborhood? If you don’t mind my asking…”
“You could say that,” the winemaker replied vaguely.
“My worker and I were just talking about it. He knew Arthur Solacroup well. Arthur was somewhat eccentric, but he was a good businessman. His wine shop was booming, wasn’t it, Karim? Tell the gentleman what a good guy he was.”
The young man turned around. His eyes looked bright with tears. Or was he high? Benjamin was no expert in this area. Virgile would know better, but his assistant wasn’t there to weigh in. Having no interest in following his employer into a store smelling of polish and dust, he had taken shelter in the café.
“Well, hello, Karim. It’s good to see you again,” Benjamin said.
The boy nodded but didn’t say anything.
“At this point, my instinct tells me that Arthur’s no longer with us,” the dealer said, picking up the conversation again.
Benjamin didn’t want to dwell on the thought. “So, how much for your watercolor?” he asked, changing the subject.
“I can let you have it for a thousand euros.”
“Hmm, that seems a bit steep.” Before Benjamin could explain his reasoning, the cell phone rang in his Loden.
“Excuse me,” the winemaker said, discreetly stepping away.
“Yes, Mrs. Lacaze… That’s very nice of you to get back to me so quickly. Lariboisière Hospital, you say? Room twenty-four. Thank you so much.”
Benjamin felt the tension melt from his face.
“This is rather good news… At midday, you say?”
The winemaker listened as Mrs. Lacaze delivered more information.
“The recovery? Again, thank you for your perseverance, Mrs. Lacaze. Oh, by the way, I have some good news too. I’ve found an excellent winemaker who will take charge of creating a fine vineyard for you. And I want you to know that I will personally oversee it, from the planting to the first winemaking… Don’t thank me, Mrs. Lacaze. It’s a noble cause, and your kindness makes me all the more eager to do this.”
The winemaker, whose mood had been sullen since his meal at La Cagouille, was affable once again. He turned to the dealer and Karim.
“Arthur is alive. He just came out of his coma. He hasn’t regained his speech yet, but the doctors are hopeful.”
Benjamin didn’t know why he felt compelled to add that last detail about the doctors, which was nothing short of invention on his part.
The boy’s face lit up. “I knew it, Giuseppi!” he cried out, throwing his arms around the dealer. “Arthur couldn’t be dead!” Benjamin felt a bit embarrassed by the display of emotion and walked back over to the Gaston Vuillier watercolor.
“You’ll have to do a little better, Giuseppi...?”
“Giuseppi Bartoldi, at your service,” the man said with Florentine elegance. “How could I refuse a discount to the bearer of such good news? Eight hundred euros.”
“It’s a deal,” Benjamin said, imagining the look on Elisabeth’s face when it came time to hang this new acquisition in their Grangebelle library.
“Karim, would you wrap the watercolor for the gentleman? There’s some brown paper in the desk drawer, on the left side.”
Karim hastened to comply. “Let me tie some string around it,” he said after making sure the paper was taped securely. “It will be easier to carry that way, Mr. Cooker.”
The winemaker took out his Barclay’s checkbook and his black-ink fountain pen. Giuseppi had walked away to talk to a customer who was interested in a painting by a local artist. It wasn’t worth more than three euros, as far as Benjamin was concerned. Taking the wrapped painting, the winemaker handed Karim the check.
“I can’t tell you how glad I am that Arthur’s still alive. Thank you for finding out for us.”
“I’m just as pleased about the news as you are, Karim,” Benjamin said. He was beginning to realize that his impulse purchase would be hard to lug around.
The other customer left without purchasing the canvas she had admired. Giuseppi Bartoldi returned to the back of the store to make sure Benjamin was satisfied. The transaction was completed, but the dealer kept chatting. Benjamin chalked it up to his Italian origins, put on his best smile, and took his leave. Just as he was about to open the door, Karim caught up with him.
“Pardon me, Mr. Cooker. May I speak to you again—in private?”
“Of course, son. Shall we go to back to that café?”
“Giuseppi! I’ll be back soon. Don’t worry.”
The snow had stopped, but the bad weather hadn’t. Now hail was making the Montmartre cobblestones even more slippery. The tourists had deserted the butte for good.
~ ~ ~
When Benjamin walked into Loubressac’s café with Karim, he gave Virgile an almost imperceptible shake of the head, indicating that he wanted his assistant to remain seated at the counter but close enough to hear the conversation. Virgile seemed to get the message and turned away from the door.
Benjamin tried to put his guest at ease. He took off his Loden, but not before ordering two coffees and removing a magnificent robusto from his cigar case.
“Can I offer you one? I’m afraid they wouldn’t take kindly to our lighting up a hookah in the middle of this place.”
“Thanks,” Karim said, smiling. “There’s no smoking of any kind in here, and I never smoke during the day—only after sundown.”
“You’re right. It’s the best way to communicate with the demons of the night,” the winemaker said with a chuckle, setting the cigar on the table.
“You know, apart from that one night when we were up till sunrise, he hardly ever said a word about his past. Actually, he didn’t have much to say. Arthur just wasn’t…”
“Talkative.”
“Yes, that’s it. The only thing he could go on and on about was the wine. And, of course, he put you on a pedestal. He couldn’t get over how you had included him in your guidebook and named the store. He’d say ‘Benjamin Cooker’s a wine god! He’s the most influential wine expert in France and maybe even the world.’ Thanks to you, he had buyers from all over the place coming into his shop.”
“He’s the one who deserves the credit.”
“Sir, you influenced him in more ways than one. He told me about the day he’d opened late because he partied too hard the night before. He found a note from you under the metal gate.”
“Yes, I do recall that little warning I gave him.”
“Believe me, he was shaking when he read it out loud: ‘Mr. Solacroup, I suggest that you respect your hours of operation and uphold your reputation if you care to see your shop in the next Cooker Guide.’ You really gave him a scare. After that, he’d say ‘Whenever I have my head up my ass, I think of Cooker, and I tell myself that this might be the day he’ll arrive to buy something.’”
“Good. I wouldn’t want him to lose customers. He’s got such a fine selection of Châteauneuf-du-Pape and Gigondas.”
“That’s for sure. He didn’t want anything but the best in his shop. He was always saying, ‘When Cooker comes by the shop, I’ll have him taste this. I bet he hasn’t even tried it yet!’ I’ve got to admit it got a little boring after a while—all that talk about you and what you’d think.”
“I thought you were interested in wine.”
“It was a way to communicate with Arthur. The only way, in fact.”
“Do you avoid alcohol for religious reasons?”
“No, I can’t say that. Drinking is haram—sinful—in Islam, but so is smoking hashish, and I do that. Just like any other faith, there are people who are very religious and there are others who aren’t as observant.”
The two of them sat quietly for a minute and drank their coffee. Karim finally broke the silence.
“Do you think we can go see him?” he asked.
“He came out of the coma at noon today. He’s still confused, and he hasn’t recovered his speech. But you’ve spent a lot of time with him… Tell me—he wasn’t the type to pick quarrels with people, was he? I heard that he sometimes didn’t pay his wine suppliers.”
“That’s not like Arthur. The only fight I know about is one he had with a winemaker from a town in the south. I forget the name of the place. Wait, it’ll come to me. It’s the name of the countess in The Visitors—Mitraille, or Mirail, or Bonmirail? Have you seen The Visitors, Mr. Cooker?”
“It must be Montmirail,” Benjamin said. “And no, I haven’t seen the movie.”
“Well, anyway, the guy showed up at the store with a gun, and all Arthur could do was pay him. But all the bottles from that jerk in Mirail—”
“Montmirail,” the winemaker corrected.
“Whatever. All of that guy’s wine was corked. It was impossible to sell. And the old man wouldn’t take the bottles back.”
“Why didn’t Arthur take him to court?”
“He didn’t operate that way. He didn’t want to have anything to do with the legal system.”
“Had he ever had any problems with the law? An arrest, maybe?”
“No, nothing like that.”
Benjamin glanced over at Virgile, only to find his assistant chatting up a ravishing Asian woman, with whom he was sharing a minted milk.
Annoyed, Benjamin looked away and continued with his questions.
“You look worried, Karim. Is there something you want to tell me?”
“Well, I think Arthur may still be in danger.”
“What makes you say that?” Benjamin asked. He looked up for a second and noticed an advertising poster on one of the walls. It was for a former client, Lavoisier Cognac.
“Arthur had a way of getting on people’s bad side,” Karim said. “Just this morning I remembered something.”
“Is it about one of his suppliers?”
“Stop with all that. I’m telling you Arthur was straight with his suppliers. The only reason he got into it with that one dude was because the guy’s wine was bad. He shouldn’t have been paid. No, I’m thinking this has something to do with a woman. Arthur was horny as hell. He even had a tendency to drink from his neighbor’s cup.”
“A jealous husband?” suggested Benjamin.
“He tried coming on to somebody’s girlfriend last Saturday. The boyfriend told Arthur to get lost, and before he knew what was happening, Arthur had him pinned to the ground. The guy went home spewing blood.”
“Can you give me a description of this other man?” Benjamin asked, intrigued.
“For a winemaker, you ask a lot of questions. Yeah, I can tell you what he looked like. Shaved head like Arthur’s. Bomber jacket and fatigues.”
“Would you be able to recognize him if you saw him again?”
“I could do that too. The fact is, I know the guy. It’s Sergio. We deliver furniture for the dealers around here. He’s got a temper, and he’s a fighter, but he’s not the one who was throwing the punches last Saturday. He just wanted Arthur to leave his girl alone, and he’s the one who got a bloody nose for it. But Sergio trying to kill Arthur? That’s crazy! Besides, we were delivering an armoire yesterday. He was finishing up the paperwork when I left to go see Arthur at the wine shop. I’m just saying that Arthur has an eye for women he has no business looking at.”
“I believe you, Karim. But could you arrange a meeting with this Sergio? I want to see what he looks like.”
“Come to the gym tonight. It’s not far from here, on the Rue de la Grange aux Belles. We train at eight o’clock. Sergio and I, we’re champion kick-boxers, second level Île-de-France League. Nothing like Benny Urquidez, but still...”
“Benny who?” Benjamin wasn’t well versed in the arena of kick-boxing.
“He’s the god of full-contact: fifty-nine victories, forty-five knockouts. In Japan, there’s even a comic book about him. He’s a living legend.”
“And you and your friend Sergio—you want to follow in his footsteps?”
“No, we can’t come close to him, but we did get a write-up in La Gazette de Montmartre this month.”
The young man stood up and sauntered over to the counter. He looked under the Paris-Turf and Le Parisien and pulled out a copy of the fanzine, which claimed to be the voice of the butte. He walked back and handed it to Benjamin. On page three, a photo showcased the two rebellious-looking boxers. The winemaker pulled out his glasses and immediately recognized Karim. Benjamin congratulated him with a warm handshake and friendly pat on the shoulder.
Then he put on his Loden and walked out the door without giving Virgile so much as a glance. “If charming a woman’s more important than solving a mystery, then so be it,” he told himself.
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The bone-chilling cold had definitively chased away the leaden clouds hanging over Paris. Now a bright and miraculous sun was dissolving the last ribbons of mist floating above the zinc gutters of the grand Haussmann buildings.
Virgile had run after his boss to catch up with him, and now he regretted it, as he walked two steps behind Benjamin. The winemaker was a master at giving the silent treatment. But most of all, Virgile hated hospitals. The trauma dated to his early childhood: the day he was forced to visit his grandfather before a prostate operation. It was at the hospital in Périgueux. Pale and silent, he had complied gallantly, but he couldn’t bear it when, before his eyes, an inexperienced nurse tried three times to insert the intravenous line. Virgile fainted then and there, and shortly after he came to, he had to endure the public humiliation of his father calling him a little wimp. Pépé died a few days after the surgery, and for the young Virgile there was no doubt about it: the nurse had killed him with her needles.
At the reception desk, Benjamin checked to see if Arthur Solacroup was still in intensive care. An older nurse with a hairy upper lip pointed him to neurology.
“Hurry up, Virgile. You’re dragging your heels. You should be full of energy after working your magic on that woman in the café.”
“Come on, boss. Get over it. I was just flirting. You know hospitals give me bad vibes.”
“Spare me. Let’s go. Keep your eyes on the signs. It’s a labyrinth in here. We don’t want to lose Ariadne’s thread!”
“What Ariadne are you talking about?” Virgile asked. He was feeling queasy.
“You’ve already forgotten your Greek mythology? Sixth grade history!”
“That was a long time ago.”
“Let’s go. Follow me and stop straggling,” Benjamin grumbled as he approached a door that opened to another long hallway. “I think we’re getting close.” They passed one room and then another, and finally they found the one indicated by the duty nurse.
When the two of them walked in, they were surprised to find that Arthur already had a visitor. A stunning woman was at his bedside. Her delicate fingers were entwined in Arthur’s. Curly brown hair streamed over her shoulders, and her large green almond-shaped eyes were fixed on Arthur’s face. She had the bearing of a Moroccan princess. Virgile was immediately smitten, but it was clear that her heart belonged to the man lying in the bed. Her lips brushed Arthur’s cheek, and he responded with a hoarse groan.
Arthur, whose forehead was wrapped in a thick bandage, looked over and gave the winemaker and his assistant a weak smile. He tried to move his right hand but grimaced and stopped. The woman gently stroked his wrist.
Seeing the wine shop owner in such a vulnerable condition, Virgile tried his best to look upbeat, not only because he didn’t want to make the man feel worse, but also because he was intent on making a good impression on the gorgeous female visitor. The winemaker introduced himself. “Cooker… Benjamin Cooker. And this is my colleague, Virgile Lanssien.”
“I’m Gabriela de la Luz, Arthur’s friend,” the woman responded. She had a touch of what sounded like an Andalusian accent.
Virgile, who was definitely feeling better, couldn’t stop staring at her. He didn’t want to be that obvious, so he busied himself with removing his scarf and leather jacket. He threw them on one of the imitation-leather chairs. Benjamin, meanwhile, took off his Loden and carefully hung it on the back of the same chair.
“Well, how is the best wine merchant in Paris doing?” Benjamin said.
“I’m waiting for his doctor, Dr. Rapaud, to come by,” Gabriela answered. “They found lead shot in his forearm and his right side. He hit the marble counter when he fell, and as a result there was some head trauma. That’s why he can’t talk. At least that’s what the doctors think. But now that he’s out of the coma he can communicate to some extent. Right, Arturo?”
The wine merchant moved his chin almost imperceptibly.
“Does he remember the attack?”
“He doesn’t seem to,” Gabriela answered, throwing back her mane of auburn hair.
Arthur locked his eyes on Benjamin’s, as though he wanted to contradict what she had just said. He tried to raise his shoulder, but she laid her hand on it, urging him to be still.
“Mr. Solacroup, you have too many visitors in here,” an official-looking man in a white lab coat snapped as he burst into the room. “It’s not good for you. How are you doing?”
Ignoring his patient’s inability to respond, the man turned to Benjamin, Virgile, and Gabriela. “I’m Dr. Rapaud, his neurologist. I’m going to examine him now. Give us some privacy, all three of you.”
The three visitors walked into the hallway, and the doctor closed the door.
“I don’t know why they worry so much about visitors at French hospitals,” Virgile said. “As long as we don’t have any communicable diseases, we sanitize our hands, and we don’t overstay, I think it’s good for the patient. It lifts the spirits to know somebody cares, don’t you think? Are Spanish hospitals just as uptight about visitors?”
“I’m not Spanish,” Gabriela said. “I’m Peruvian. From Lima. A beautiful country. Have you been there?”
Before Virgile could answer, Benjamin cut in. “I haven’t had the pleasure yet, but I don’t doubt you for a minute. I hope to visit one day. Virgile, you’re right. Dr. Rapaud doesn’t seem very accommodating.”
“I think he just wants to see Arthur recover as quickly as possible,” Gabriela de La Luz said. She turned to Virgile. “You wouldn’t happen to have a cigarette, would you? I could use one.”
“Sorry.” He was sorry. Very sorry. He would have liked nothing better than to duck outside with her for a smoke and some private conversation.
“I should quit anyway,” Gabriela said. “It’s just that now isn’t a good time.”
Virgile could see that she was close to tears.
“The doctors don’t know why his speech is affected. It could be because of the hemorrhage, which affected the flow of blood to his brain, or it could be something called aphasia. It’s often irreversible.”
Virgile’s bad hospital memories were beginning to return.
“We can only hope for the best,” Benjamin said. “They seem to be quite capable here. Tell me, Miss Luz, do you know if Arthur received any threats?”
“How do you know about that?” Gabriela asked. Her demeanor had quickly changed from teary to indignant.
“I know. That’s all.”
“You’re in cahoots with the police.”
“Why do you say that? Do I bear some resemblance to Pepe Carvalho?”
This seemed to lighten the mood. Gabriela smiled.
“Claro que no! Nada!” she said, dispelling any notion that the proper English winemaker could look like the colorful Spanish detective.
“Did Arthur tell the police about the threats?”
“I don’t think so. He doesn’t trust cops. And he’s a secretive man. He doesn’t want to be known for anything but his wines. He’s one of a kind, you know? Maybe even a bit crazed. Un loco.”
“I had that impression too,” Benjamin said, stroking his chin. “I guess that’s one of the things I like about him. Not to mention his encyclopedic knowledge of Côtes du Rhône wine. He’s peerless.”
“Yes, wine is his one true passion,” Gabriela said.
“There aren’t more than a handful of people in Paris who have the same kind of instinct for quality,” Benjamin said. “I never figured out where he got it.”
“From a woman,” Virgile said. “Behind every passion, there’s always a woman.”
“Hmm, you’re going out on a limb there,” Benjamin said. “It’s a nice thought, but I wouldn’t say it’s always the case.”
“I’m serious, boss. And her name was Julia.”
“And how do you know that?”
“Fabrice told me at the café yesterday.”
“You neglected to tell me that part of the conversation.”
“It didn’t seem as pertinent as the guy with the shotgun, boss. Anyway, her parents were winemakers in Rasteau. That’s where Arthur discovered wine. He and Julia traveled all over the region just to study the vineyards. I can picture it. First the vine-filled hillsides and flatlands: Avignon, Vienne, the Dentelles de Montmirail, and the rolling landscape of the Hermitage, then more distant destinations—Côte-Rôtie and Condrieu, Saint-Joseph, Cornas, and Costières de Nîmes, the most southerly appellation of the Rhône wine region.”
“I believe you are trying to impress me with your knowledge, Virgile. I’m quite familiar with all those places. Don’t waste your breath.”
Virgile couldn’t tell from Gabriela’s expression whether she knew about Julia or not, but he thought he saw a hint of sadness. “Apparently, Arthur’s affair with this woman ended quite some time ago, before he opened his shop,” he said.
Benjamin turned to Gabriela. “But he never mentions her?” he asked.
“Never,” Gabriela replied.
The door opened abruptly. Dr. Rapaud came out of the room, interrupting the trio in the midst of their consultation.
~ ~ ~
“Sir, are you in charge of the investigation?” the neurologist asked, taking Benjamin by the elbow and leading him down the hall to a spot where they could talk privately.
“In a way,” the winemaker replied.
“I’ll tell you where we stand with Mr. Solacroup. He has Broca’s asphasia. It’s a condition that affects the left side of the brain, which controls speech. A patient with this type of asphasia can have trouble forming complete sentences, understanding what someone else is saying, and following directions. In my opinion, it’s the blow to the head when he fell that caused this. That triggered the coma, which he came out of quickly. The neurological exam we performed when he arrived here and the Glasgow scale indicated that the coma was not deep. For now, we’ll have to see how Mr. Solacroup does. Some patients regain their verbal abilities. Some don’t.”
Benjamin put his hands behind his back and nodded.
“Other than that, we were able to remove the lead shot. Fortunately, Mr. Solacroup’s lungs were spared. As far as his right arm is concerned, the biceps and triceps were riddled like a sieve. The brachial artery took a big hit. Luckily, the paramedics were able to stop the hemorrhaging in the ambulance.”
“What are his chances of a full recovery?”
“It’ll take Mr. Solacroup a while to regain the use of his right arm, but when he does, he may be able to write down what happened, which should assist you in your investigation. Give him some time—a few weeks or months of therapy—and he should regain his motor skills.”
“You say he should be able to regain them,” Benjamin said. “Is there a possibility that he won’t?”
“I’m saying that we have to give this some time. He’ll need therapy, both for his arm and for his aphasia. He’ll get that here, but it needs to continue after he’s home. Asphasia is a complex condition, and verbal interaction with other people is crucial. That young woman over there has her work cut out for her.”
The two men glanced at Gabriela at the end of the hall, who was deep in a hushed conversation with Virgile.
“For now, can you tell me whether he’s completely conscious?”
“We still have to run a battery of tests, but he appears to be.”
“Doctor, do you know if the emergency room staff found anything in his personal effects that would give us a clue about what happened to him?”
“Yes,” the doctor said, smoothing his silver hair. “We had his clothes. In addition to his major injuries, Mr. Solacroup had cuts and abrasions, which would indicate he scuffled with his attacker before he was shot. The police might be able to find traces of the attacker’s DNA on Mr. Solacroup’s shirt.”
“Anything else?” Benjamin said, putting on his best Inspector Barbaroux face so the doctor would keep thinking he represented the law.
“We also found something in his wallet: a handwritten note dated last week. It authorized us to harvest his organs for donation in the event of his death. I thought it was very odd, given the date. Maybe he was expecting something to happen.”
“Yes, that is strange, isn’t it,” Benjamin replied.
The double door at the other end of the hall swung open, and the winemaker and doctor stepped aside to make way for a gurney surrounded by a team of nurses. A grimacing patient appeared to be struggling for air.
“I’m very sorry I can’t give you more information,” the doctor said, turning back to Benjamin. “Give me a call in two or three days, Inspector… What was it again?”
“Cooker.”
“Like the wine critic, the author of the guide?”
“Exactly,” Benjamin confirmed with a hint of a smile.
“Are you related to him?”
Not wanting to prolong the misunderstanding, the Bordeaux winemaker laid his cards on the table.
“I think I may have misled you, doctor. I am Benjamin Cooker. I’m conducting my own investigation because Mr. Solacroup and I are friends. I want to find out what happened, and I plan to turn anything I uncover over to the police.”
“The very Benjamin Cooker in person. I can’t believe it. What luck. I just bought a case of 2005 Beau-Séjour Bécot. You must be able to tell me when it’s best to drink it. Might I take advantage of your expertise?”
“You’d be wise to start opening those bottles soon. Beau-Séjour Bécot tends to reach its peak when it’s ten years old. Now allow me to reverse roles and prescribe the following treatment for your well-being: one bottle of good wine on your birthday every year. And then, over the next five years, develop the habit of self-medicating for any pretext whatsoever: Sundays, holidays, weddings, baptisms, communions... And please, drink to my health.”
“Thank you, Dr. Cooker,” Dr. Rapaud said, grinning and shaking his hand. “Oh, I forgot to tell you that in the back pocket of Mr. Solacroup’s jeans, we found a business card. For some reason, we still had it when the police left. Let me get it from the nurse’s station.”
The neurologist walked away and came back after a short conversation with one of the nurses. He gave Benjamin the card.
“Here you go. This might help you.”
Benjamin put on his reading glasses and looked at the card:
Domaine de la Boissière
Julia and Thomas Huguenard
Winemakers
Côtes-du-Rhône-Villages
84600 Valréas
Then he turned the card over. On the back, the name Julia was scribbled in childlike handwriting. Following it was a cell phone number.
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Benjamin hadn’t felt so exhausted in a long time. His shoulders ached, and the muscles in his lower back were tight. To top it off, he was feeling feverish again. The winemaker walked into the Hôtel de La Trémoille bar and ordered an Armagnac from the Maison Castarède, one of his preferred remedies. All that history in a glass. The estate had been making the spirit since 1832.
Benjamin found an armchair, sank into it, and unsheathed a silky Dominican cigar.
He wanted to read the Figaro, but after a few minutes he put it down. He couldn’t stop thinking about the tormented life of the Rue Lepic wine merchant.
Benjamin wondered if Arthur’s emotional life was like some wines: too acidic to drink when they were young but surprisingly rich and full if given the right amount of time to mature.
Had Arthur taken up with Julia again? Or was it she who had come looking for him? He had to get to the bottom of this. Virgile was an expert in matters of love, and he would certainly have an opinion.
Speaking of Virgile, he was late. His assistant had gone to visit a cousin at the Porte de la Chapelle metro station, and Benjamin and Virgile had arranged to meet him at seven-thirty. It was already eight o’clock, and the glass of Armagnac was a distant memory. As for the Dominican cigar, the winemaker had smoked all but the last third of it and was noticing a slight bitterness. He was getting annoyed.
“A second Armagnac, Mr. Cooker?” asked the bartender, whom Benjamin had mentored for five years, during his frequent visits to the hotel.
“I don’t know if I should,” the winemaker replied.
“If you don’t mind my saying, you seem a bit morose this evening.”
“Just can’t seem to put the pieces of a puzzle together.”
“And yet when it comes to blending wine, you have no peer.”
“Ah, but man is always fallible,” replied Benjamin.
“Wasn’t it you, Mr. Cooker, who once told me, ‘Life is an enigma, and the solution lies at the bottom of a glass’?”
“Did I say that?”
“You did.”
“In that case, Frédéric, another Armagnac.”
“Very well, sir.”
No sooner had the bartender walked off than Virgile walked in, a downcast look on his face.
“Ah, here you are, Virgile. I was beginning to despair. Obviously, what you need isn’t a watch. It’s Big Ben hung around your neck.”
Virgile unwrapped his scarf.
“You won’t believe this, but I just spent nearly an hour in the subway, stuck between the stops Abbesses and Pigalle. Some guy decided to throw himself under the train.”
“Is this another one of your true lies?”
“You don’t believe me, boss?”
“Let’s not talk about it, Virgile. Do you want an Armagnac?”
“No, I’d rather have grape juice, if you don’t mind. I’m dying of thirst.”
“It’s true, you do look like you’ve been running.”
“Imagine, boss, the entire train trapped between two stations until emergency services arrived.”
“Another poor slob who lost his job or discovered his wife was cheating,” Benjamin said, studying the golden hues of his tulip glass.
“I don’t know, but from what I heard it was a young guy and it was gross. Blood everywhere.”
“I don’t need all the details, Virgile.”
“I guess it’s a slice of Parisian life.”
“You must admit, we’re much better off in our own part of the world. Gironde is a lot calmer.”
“I’ll be honest with you, sir. I’m eager to leave. All these hospitals, ambulances, paramedics, and doctors—it’s weighing me down!”
“I agree,” Benjamin said, sipping his Armagnac and finally giving up on his Dominican. He watched as Virgile gulped his grape juice.
“Ah,” Virgile said, wiping his purplish mouth with one of the hotel’s fresh linen napkins.
Benjamin smiled. The way Virgile had downed the juice was quite out of place in this decorous environment, where everything was a harmonious combination of past and present. He couldn’t help being fond of the boy.
“By tomorrow, you’ll be on your way back to Bordeaux, Virgile. We’ll get the TGV at noon. But before we go, you really must visit Bretonneau Hospital, more precisely, its vineyard. Actually, I think you’d enjoy teaming with your friend Julien to see the restoration through. It’ll be a fun project. Naturally, as far as Mrs. Lacaze is concerned, I’ll be at the helm.”
“Of course,” Virgile agreed, ordering another glass of grape juice.
Benjamin noticed that his assistant was staring at him. “Well, what is it, Virgile? Is there a spot of Armagnac on my shirt?”
“No, not at all, boss. Your shirt is fine. I was just thinking about the accident.
“Should I order a third glass?”
“No, I’m not thirsty anymore. Not hungry, either.”
“In that case, let’s call it a day,” Benjamin said, extricating himself from his club chair.
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The Rue Bouffard, shrouded in a fine mist overnight, was drying out with the rise of the sun. Inveterate night owls, the antiquarians were raising the metal shutters of their shops. This narrow Bordeaux street drew art lovers from all around, and for twenty-five years, Benjamin had been one of them.
His watercolor tucked under his arm, the winemaker headed straight for his favorite framer’s shop.
“Ah, a Vuillier. Congratulations!” the man said as he adjusted his glasses. “The last one I saw was a landscape of Andorra. Fortunately, your painting hasn’t suffered any damage. I didn’t see it go up for auction.”
“It was an inheritance,” Benjamin said, not wanting to go into how he had acquired the painting.
Benjamin gave his instructions to the old artisan, and after some thoughtful reflection, the two decided on the dimensions of the frame and the color of the mat.
The winemaker was in the habit of paying upfront, but he often demanded quick service. He knew he could rely on the man, who, it was said, was a serious collector of erotic Japanese prints.
“It will be ready at noon, Mr. Cooker.”
Benjamin thought it might be wise to have Virgile pick up the painting. His day was already packed with various matters, including a tasting of Madiran wine samples, phone calls to answer, and preparations for a conference at the wine school in Suze-la-Rousse. Months earlier, when he received the invitation, he was lukewarm about going. But after what happened to Arthur, he was looking forward to the opportunity to spend time in the Côte du Rhône.
He had asked Elisabeth to accompany him on this excursion. He had been missing her companionship for some time now, as his assignments were taking him farther and farther away from the Médoc. So at dawn the following morning, Elisabeth and he would climb into his Mercedes 280 SL and take off on the highway heading east. They would have lunch at the Hôtel de la Cité in Carcassonne, the medieval fortress city. Then they would get back on the highway and exit at Bollène, where they would seek shelter at the Château de Rochegude, a twelfth-century fortress in the Drôme valley.
The weekend promised to be an epicurean delight, offering a complete and much-needed change of scenery. The wine shop shooting had affected him more than he cared to admit.
Elisabeth was looking forward to this getaway as much as he was. “Promise me you won’t let yourself be hijacked by your eminent fraternity brothers,” she had warned him as she nibbled his ear. “I know you. I don’t want to just sit there and look pretty.”
“I’ll be completely yours,” Benjamin had reassured her with a tender kiss.
“All I have to do now is believe you.”
That was one of the things he loved about his beautiful wife. She had learned long ago to accept his shortcomings.
~ ~ ~
A warm sun caressed the ocher stones of the enormous château, which stood next to the little town of Rochegude. Benjamin Cooker was a frequent visitor to these parts. He had taken up residence here when his friend and client Jean-Jacques Dost hired him to blend wines for the Rasteau wine cooperative. Dost was a man from Bordeaux who had sold his soul to Côtes du Rhône wine, and he managed the cellar with the temerity of a maverick.
Wanting to give Elisabeth a perfect taste of the château—and the area as a whole—he requested a room in the former chapel.
“It will be good for our souls,” he joked.
After freshening up, they returned to the main sitting room. “I’d like to go out and explore the grounds a bit,” Elisabeth told her husband. “Why don’t you stay inside? Lately, you’ve been getting chilled too easily.”
The winemaker nodded and kissed his wife. Watching her go out the door, he took a seat in front of the enormous fireplace. He ordered a Rasteau. The brick-red wine made from grenache grapes almost always had hints of raspberry and candied black currents in its youth. As it aged, it developed aromas of nuts and coffee. There was nothing better with a good cigar. Benjamin chose an Épicure No. 2 from his sharkskin case and guillotined it with relish. Instead of his usual lighter, he used a long cedar match to fire up his Havana.
He gave the front page of the Figaro a cursory look and then turned to pages two and three. A story about the exorbitant price some unpublished Oscar Wilde poems had fetched at a Christie’s auction caught his eye. He couldn’t help smiling when he read in the same story that a case of old port believed to be from the wine cellar of Félix Faure, president of France from 1895 to 1899, had been sold to a buyer in Drouot for 12,800 euros. Finally, he lingered on a story about the troubling rise in suicides in the Paris metro. According to the story, the most recent one had paralyzed the Porte de la Chapelle–Mairie d’Issy line for over an hour.
The identity of the man who threw himself under the train at the Saint-Michel station remains unknown, and the severity of his injuries could make identification difficult. The authorities believe the victim was a young adult, based on the clothes he was wearing. A spokesman for the Paris Transport Authority said upgraded safety measures are under study.
Elisabeth, wrapped in her coat, joined her husband fifteen minutes later. She had finished exploring the château gardens and terraces, which were lined with ancient statues. In the late-day sun, the shadows of these stone gods stretched all the way to the walls of the feudal castle.
“You were right to stay inside. It’s bitter out there,” Elisabeth said, warming herself by the hearth. “I love this old fortress, Benjamin. It reminds me of the early days of our marriage, when we used to visit those wealthy whiskey distillers in the Scottish highlands. Oh, how they loved to hunt.”
“I suppose Bacchus is our daily reminder of those days.”
“Yes, along with all the hair he leaves on our rugs. The older our Irish Setter gets, the more he sheds.”
Benjamin called the hotel server and ordered a white martini for his wife.
“Thank you, darling. That will warm me up right away.”
“Also, please reserve a table for two this evening.”
“I won’t hear of it,” someone called out. “You will be my guests tonight.”
Benjamin looked to his right, trying to find the source of the voice, which seemed to be coming from a suit of armor standing guard at the front entrance. Almost immediately, the man stepped away from the armor, and Benjamin recognized Jean-Jacques Dost, the director of the Rasteau wine cooperative.
“Unless you’re planning a romantic dinner for two,” Dost said with the good manners he’d inherited from Bordeaux aristocracy.
“To be perfectly honest, Jean-Jacques, we had planned a candlelight dinner, but for tomorrow evening,” the winemaker shamelessly lied. He could feel his wife’s reproachful look.
“Well, finally, I have the pleasure of making the acquaintance of the famous Mrs. Cooker. Your husband has been trying to keep you from me since we first met. Now I know why.”
The charmer hadn’t changed a bit. After a short conversation, they agreed to meet at nine o’clock. As it turned out, dinner was a delightful affair, full of Rasteau and Gigondas wine and punctuated with anecdotes. There was also talk of the following day’s conference, which would bring together a number of European wine luminaries. Inevitably, during the cheese course, Benjamin brought up Arthur Solacroup’s name.
“Solacroup, Solacroup… The name rings a bell,” Dost said, running his large hand through his graying hair. “Oh yes, now I know. He worked for us in the wine warehouse. But we didn’t call him by his name. We just called him the legionnaire. He was a quiet type, but hardworking and clever. At the time, he was shacking up with the daughter of one of our co-op members. If I remember, her name was Julia Séguret. At first, old Séguret wasn’t crazy about him. But he warmed up to the guy after he got into wine.”
“The father warmed up to him after he began to drink?” Elisabeth asked.
“Yes, but don’t get the wrong idea,” Dost said. “The legionnaire wasn’t a drunk. He developed a real interest in wine. He had an incredible nose and taste buds that wouldn’t quit. He began going to all the tastings in the area, and then Julia and he started scouring the producers. They took it very seriously, buying here and there. But one day, the guy disappeared, leaving Julia in the lurch. Old Séguret never forgave him, because by this time he was treating him like a son-in-law. I never did find out what became of him.”
“Le Chai de la Vigne-Rhône is what happened to him,” Benjamin said.
“I know that shop. The owner’s one of the region’s best merchants in Paris. He sells a lot of Rasteau, that one. Believe me.”
“Well, that’s him,” Benjamin said.
“The legionnaire? You don’t say.”
“It’s Solacroup himself,” Benjamin confirmed, pouring himself another glass of Château du Trignon, whose aromatic power could not trump the surprise of the cooperative’s director.
“I’m speechless. When he started at the wine cellar, I hired him as a gaffet.”
“A what?” Elizabeth asked.
“As a handyman. He was smart, and he had a solid build. I intended to watch him, and if he worked out, I’d put him in the warehouse, which I wound up doing. Hey, I think his eyes were two different colors. I’d never seen anything like that before.”
“And the famous Julia?” Benjamin asked. “What became of her?”
“Oh, little Julia. I heard she fell apart when he left. But she didn’t waste any time finding someone else. She hooked up with a kid who was several years younger than she was, a student from Valréas. Apparently she was hot to start a family, and he didn’t mind. Actually, he benefited from the marriage. She helped him get started in the wine business. He’s a pretty good winemaker now. His name is…”
“Huguenard,” Benjamin jumped in. His discovery wasn’t keeping him from enjoying the spicy Gigondas, with its delicate notes of cocoa and licorice in the finish.
“Exactly—Huguenard,” said Dost.
“Can you describe this Huguenard? What does he look like?”
“You sure ask a lot of questions, Benjamin. I’m not in the habit of giving men the eye, but now that you mention it, he looks a bit like the Legionnaire: shaved head, in a T-shirt no matter how hot or cold it is, a diamond stud in one ear. You’ve seen the type.”
Benjamin shrugged. “Yes, I have. Jean-Jacques, how is his wine?”
“I’ve congratulated him on it before. In fact, his reputation has gone to his head. He just quit the Gaillarde wine cooperative to set out on his own.”
“You can’t really blame him for that,” Benjamin said, helping himself to a spoonful of flourless warm chocolate cake from his wife’s plate.
“You understand, my dear friend, that the loss of a talented co-op member doesn’t exactly thrill me.”
“You are absolved,” Benjamin said, wiping the dark chocolate off his mouth.
“But tell me, Benjamin, why all these questions? What remarkable or serious thing has this Arthur Solacroup done to pique your curiosity so much?”
It was then that Elisabeth Cooker and the director of the Rasteau wine cooperative learned Arthur’s sad fate. The winemaker told the tale, maintaining the suspense the whole way through. He wasn’t able to end the story, but for the first time, he sensed that the pieces were, in fact, coming together. He and Karim were the only ones to have seen the attacker. And he didn’t doubt that he would soon put a face on the man.
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Benjamin Cooker had to park his convertible alongside the trees on the outskirts of the village. The usually quiet community of Richerenches was gripped in a frenzy. The area all around the church was clogged with people and cars.
Shrewd farmers, their noses dripping in the cold, had gathered under the clock tower. Their faces were weathered, and black filth was embedded under their fingernails. They were wearing hunting jackets and muddy pants. And their shopping bags were full of rare and pungent merchandise, which they were selling with silent nods and knowing looks.
On this not-so-usual Saturday, the first truffle market of the year was taking place. The commodity was as scarce as ever. Whether the summers were too dry or too rainy, the refrain was the same every winter. Truffles were always singular and expensive.
Elisabeth had preferred to sleep late rather than stroll in this profusion of intoxicating odors. Nonetheless, she had asked Benjamin to bring back “two lumps of black diamond, as clean as possible.” How could he refuse? Elisabeth worked magic in the kitchen, and imagining how she’d transform these gems had him salivating already. Maybe he’d ask for duck breasts with shaved truffles, or perhaps some sea scallops topped with paper-thin black slices of the tuber melanosporum.
The assignment, however, wouldn’t be an easy one. The demand was far greater than the supply, and merchants, some of them from distant cities, invariably snatched up the best ones.
As the winemaker threaded his way through the crowd, he felt a bit out of place, even though he had witnessed a similar spectacle at the Lalbanque truffle market in the Lot region. He liked to visit it with his friend Jean-Luc Bernard, the head of the cooperative wine cellar in Parnac.
After a few minutes, he spotted Pierre-Jean Pebeyre, a Cahors truffle trader from whom he occasionally made purchases for the holidays.
Benjamin exchanged a few friendly words with the affable epicurean at whose home he had once eaten a memorable omelet with more truffle shavings than eggs. But the truffle expert had not traveled all the way from Quercy to Provence just to see the sights.
“You must excuse me, Benjamin,” he said, cutting the conversation short. “I have some business to tend to. I need to make my truffle purchases before they’re all picked through.”
Benjamin was vexed. He was hoping for advice regarding Elisabeth’s request, but the man had already hurried off into the crowd.
He approached a woman in a headscarf who looked too kind to be mischievous. She opened her bag. Four very black and pristine diamonds were nestled in white cloth.
Benjamin asked if he could sniff one, and the woman reluctantly agreed. The winemaker passed the firm black mushroom under his nose, taking in the familiar aroma. Certain tannic wines that he loved to drink with game had the same scent.
“They’re very fresh. I picked them yesterday,” the woman said.
“How much?” Benjamin ventured.
The woman pursed her lips and held up three fingers. Benjamin quickly laid out three hundred euros in small bills and took possession of a small bag. The winemaker buried it deep in his coat pocket and continued to stroll through the noisy crowd. The Provencal dialect made the covert dealings all the more incomprehensible. Naïve buyers clearly had no place here.
As he passed the sellers, they opened their bags and gave him insistent looks. Benjamin responded with a grin. He had found what he had come for.
Soon the sun broke through the fat clouds, and the crowd began to thin out. It was barely ten o’clock, and business was concluding. The sellers streamed into the two Richerenches cafés, and in the square, the anise fragrance of pastis replaced the heady odor of truffles. Women in flowered aprons lifted their glasses alongside men who yelled greetings to each other in coarse voices.
Benjamin found an empty table and ordered a coffee. His conference was scheduled for three o’clock, so he had enough time to make a detour to Valréas before going back to Rochegude, where Elisabeth would be sure to reproach him for his tardiness. Luckily, the four diamonds were safe in his pocket, proof that he had accomplished his mission.
~ ~ ~
A hand-painted sign at the entrance to the Boissière estate advertised tastings and on-site sales. Benjamin turned in and inched his Mercedes down the long rutted driveway lined with old olive trees. Beyond the trees were acres of vines. Stripped of their foliage, they looked like rows of black crosses.
The house was low and plain. Gray shutters were its only adornment. As soon as Benjamin got out of the car, a spaniel was upon him, wagging his tail. Benjamin leaned over and scratched behind his ears. The owner of the house greeted Benjamin from the doorway with a cheerful wave of the hand. The man was not very different in appearance from the people he had just seen in Richerenches. His face was flushed, and his moustache was stained with tobacco.
“Mr. Huguenard?” Benjamin asked.
“Huguenard senior,” the man answered.
“Benjamin Cooker.”
“You’re joking, right?”
“No, it’s no joke. I am Benjamin Cooker.”
“I can’t believe it. The famous winemaker showing up at my door! I know someone who’s going to be sorry that he wasn’t here!”
“Oh, really?” Benjamin said, a bit disappointed. “And who is that?”
“My son, of course! He wanted to send you some bottles, some samples, as you say. He thinks his wine deserves to be in your guide. He’s vain. It’s his wife who put that idea in his head.”
“Actually, I’m here because I’ve heard some very good things about his wine.”
“Oh, who from?” the old man asked. Benjamin detected a suspicious note in his voice.
“That doesn’t matter,” Benjamin replied. “The fact is, he’s building quite a reputation for himself. I’d like to taste his wine and draw my own conclusions. I regret that I haven’t done it sooner.”
“We can correct this oversight if that’s all you need. I know very well that I’m not good for much anymore, but I still know how to use a corkscrew.” With that the elder Huguenard pointed toward the wine cellar.
“So your son has left you in charge of things?” Benjamin asked, making no attempt to hide his curiosity.
“He’s at a wine show in Paris, at the Porte de Champerret. His wife’s in the Vaucluse with her sister, who just had a baby. You know about this event in Paris, right?”
“Absolutely,” Benjamin responded. “It’s a great opportunity to promote your wine.”
“I don’t put much stock in those big fairs,” the winemaker grumbled.
“You should. The winegrowers fair at the Porte de Champerret has a faithful following, and year after year, those people renew their orders.”
“If you say so.”
“But tell me, didn’t the fair end last Sunday?” Benjamin asked.
“He wanted to stay in Paris a few more days to see if he could find more merchants who’d stock his wine. Anyway, he’s up there, spending money he doesn’t have.”
“Well, you know the cliché,” Benjamin said, happy to glean any information. “It takes money to make money.”
“Well, that may be true, but he’s gonna be pissed when he finds out that you stopped by and he wasn’t here. I can tell you that.”
Benjamin almost smiled with satisfaction.
“And that Julia, his wife from Rasteau, she’ll throw a fit too. She’s always saying there are only two guidebooks that count when it comes to sales—the Hachette and the Cooker.”
“That’s quite a compliment she’s paying me,” Benjamin said.
“As a matter of fact, it’s because of her that I heard about you. I couldn’t care less about guides, really, even though I hope their wine sells. Same as the fairs, I suppose. You have to keep up with the times.”
“So you don’t have many wine merchants in Paris who sell your wine?”
“Not that I know of. My son and daughter-in-law handle everything to do with the business, and I keep my nose out of it, for the most part.”
“Tell me, Mr. Huguenard, did your daughter-in-law ever mention a wine merchant in Montmartre, someone named Arthur Solacroup?”
“Oh him. Yeah, I know all about Arthur Solacroup. Thomas asked him to stock his wine a while ago. Solacroup was the first merchant my son approached in Paris, since he was in your guide and my daughter-in-law knew him. But Solacroup said no. Flat out. My son was insulted, thought he deserved better treatment. This merchant and my daughter-in-law were close once, if you catch my drift. I got the feeling that Thomas thought Solacroup owed him. Actually, my son told me he met Julia right after she and Solacroup broke up. Sometimes he wondered if she still had a thing for him. Who knows? Maybe this Solacroup guy figured he was making a clean break when he moved to Paris, and he wanted to leave it that way.”
“Maybe,” Benjamin said, smoothing his hand over a still fragrant oak barrel filled with Huguenard wine. “At any rate, she seems to have done well by your son. This is an impressive little wine cellar that you have here. Thomas was quite young when they were married, wasn’t he?”
“You’re right on that score. She has some years on him. But I have to give her credit. She’s taught him a lot.”
Benjamin walked through the cellar, where a temperature regulation system looked brand new. He admired the impeccable cleanliness and attention to detail. Thomas had carefully written the vintages and racking in chalk, and Benjamin noted the arrangement by Côtes-du-Rhône village name, each one followed by the commonly used acronym CDR.
The winemaker doubted that this down-to-earth man knew who had first used the CDR insignia on Côtes-du-Rhône barrels. In fact, it was a magistrate in Roquemaure, a town in the Gard, who, in the sixteenth century, introduced a branding system to designate wine that met extremely high standards of hygiene and production.
But Benjamin had no intention of flaunting his knowledge. He had come to taste the production of this allegedly talented winemaker and find out how he had spent the previous week. He knew now that Thomas had gone to Paris. But he still needed to know what he looked like. Was he an imposing young man who favored fatigues and tattoos?
“So should we try the wine, Mr. Cooker?”
“As you wish,” replied the expert.
“We’ll begin with the 2002. That’s his first production. I don’t like it myself. But it’s all a matter of taste, and maybe I’m not with it anymore.”
Mr. Huguenard filled Benjamin’s glass, careful not to spill a drop on the plastic tablecloth covering the old wooden table.
“A rather good blend of wood and wine. A little light for my taste, but it draws some nice oak,” Benjamin said after plunging his nose in the glass and feeling the wine in his mouth. “I picked up wild fruits, blueberry, and black currant on the first nose.”
“I don’t know how you manage to find all that,” Huguenard said with a hint of mockery.
“The nose is a book. I just read chapter by chapter without skipping a page,” Benjamin answered.
“And what if you’ve never gone to school, like me?”
“Well, then, you trust your instincts. That’s what your son did, I believe.”
“That’s for sure. He was going to oenology school when he met Julia, but he wasn’t getting anywhere. He was always arguing with his teachers. He figured he was a hotshot. But then he got married, and the two of them started making wine. She tamed him some, but he’s still got a high-and-mighty attitude. I’ll say that, even if he is my son.”
Benjamin was chewing the 2002. It was developing notes of vanilla, as well as spices from the tannins, which could have been silkier.
“Interesting, indeed,” he said.
“So you like it then?” Huguenard asked.
“To say the least. I can’t wait to taste what the 2003 has to offer.”
“Good God, I can just imagine the look on Thomas’s face when I tell him you liked his wine. As far as he’s concerned, it’s exceptional. But to have your stamp of approval—I can’t tell you what it will mean to him.”
With more care than he used pouring the previous vintage, Huguenard senior filled the Bordeaux winemaker’s glass halfway.
“This time, there are aromas of peony, raspberry, and sweet spices.”
“But where do you get all that?”
“From my garden of senses,” Benjamin quipped. “And I almost forgot: winter pear.”
“Well what do you know.”
“This time the tannins are strong but subtle. The finish isn’t bad either: pepper and spices. Good work.”
“You’ve given me something to think about. That’s for sure. My son’s wine has always reminded me of my grandmother’s cottage garden—and her cooking too—all contained in a bottle.”
“You could say that,” Benjamin replied.
Huguenard senior was seeing his son with a new pair of eyes. Perhaps Thomas was right about putting in more vines and investing in a larger wine cellar. He took out a cardboard box and put in two bottles of the vintages they had tasted.
“Here, Mr. Cooker, take these. And taste them again at home. I only wish it was summer. I’d give you some gooseberries and blackberries from my grandmother’s garden. I do have some nutmeg growing inside. Let me get some.”
“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Huguenard. But I am pleased that your garden of senses is thriving. All you have to do is open the gate.”
“I’d be happy to have a visit like this every day.” The old man grinned, exposing his tobacco-blackened teeth. “Come with me, Mr. Cooker. I have a little present for you.”
“A present?”
“Well, a souvenir. Call it what you like.”
The two men left the wine cellar. They blinked in the bright sunlight, which accentuated the stony terrain of Valréas.
Marc Huguenard led Benjamin Cooker to the house and took him into the kitchen. He asked him to wait a moment by the fireplace, where two embers were glowing.
The man stepped into what Benjamin supposed was a scullery and returned with a black stone as big a tennis ball.
“Here you go, Mr. Cooker. Something for your lunchtime omelet. Don’t thank me. I have some truffle-producing oak trees, and they did rather well this year. I hope you like it.”
Benjamin had some qualms about accepting the present, which was twice the size of any of the truffles he had bought two hours earlier at the Richerenches market. This one made his own look pitiful. Was Huguenard trying to bribe his son’s way into the Cooker Guide? Benjamin quickly dismissed his suspicions. Under his gruff appearance, the man seemed to be good-hearted and maybe a bit naive.
“Wait, let me give you a jar. It’ll keep better that way.”
“My wife is going to be very happy,” Benjamin replied, embarrassed by such generosity.
Benjamin took a look around the simple kitchen. His smile disappeared and a chill ran down his spine when he spotted the photograph on one of the cabinets. He picked it up to get a closer look.
“That’s the young man who made the wine you just tasted and, it seems, enjoyed,” said the father, a tinge of pride in his voice.
Standing next to his wife was a well-built male with a shaved head and tattoos running up both arms. He was holding a little boy whose eyes were two different colors.
Huguenard took the photo out of Benjamin’s hands. “She had the baby almost right after they were married. A preemie, they told me. He’s healthy enough now. I took this picture just last month. A good-looking little guy, that one. But I’ve never seen eyes like that. Have you?”
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The Cookers left Rochegude happy and relaxed. The conference at Suze-la-Rousse had been a resounding success. The focus was on globalization, reviewing developments since the release of Jonathan Nossiter’s film Mondovino in the early 2000s. The movie examined the impact of international wine producers on small estates and caused quite a stir in France at the time. Benjamin’s presentation had covered changes in France’s regional wines and had given attendees hope for the future.
With his humor, bicultural background, and expertise that no one dared to challenge, Benjamin had received a burst of applause when he said: “If we work together, our future is without limits. Just imagine the possibilities. We have endless terroirs, wines, and growers. We also have more wines than connoisseurs and potentially more drinkers than wines. Our mission is to expand our knowledge and continually encourage the appreciation of our abundant grape varieties. We must step up our efforts, my friends. Otherwise, our entire profession will be in jeopardy. And all we will be able to do is get drunk on wines we no longer make in order to forget what happened to us.”
After the conference, Benjamin and Elisabeth managed to have their candlelight dinner, along with a winter stroll in the village of Rochegude and private moments in their chateau bedroom, all of which renewed their sense of intimacy.
Ever the winemaker, Benjamin couldn’t resist giving Elisabeth a detailed account of the history of this region, nestled between the Rhône and Mont Ventoux, a kind of Mount Fuji playing the role of lookout in the middle of this patchwork of vines. He told her how the Roman emperor Domitian had ordered the planting of the first vine stocks. Benjamin talked about the magnificent statue of Bacchus unearthed by archeologists in Aubignan a few years earlier. The statue was on display at the Museum of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, near Paris. He promised his wife that he would take her to see it during their next excursion to the capital.
“Let’s make that trip sooner, rather than later, Benjamin,” Elisabeth said, stroking his cheek.
This closeness so far from Grangebelle had reawakened their love of everything that had united
 them for a quarter of a century: history and architecture, good food and wine, friendships—
 including Benjamin’s friendship with Jean-Jacques Dost—and, of course, their daughter, Margaux, now all grown up and living in the United States.
With his slightly obsessive sense of organization, Benjamin had arranged the various suitcases in the trunk of the Mercedes. The old convertible with gleaming chrome had gotten many compliments from members of the hotel staff.
“We hope to see you again soon, Mr. and Mrs. Cooker,” the valet said as he opened the car door for Benjamin.
“We had a wonderful stay,” the winemaker answered as he slid behind the steering wheel and revved the engine of his 280 SL. “But God only knows when we’ll be able to make it back. I’m tethered to my schedule.”
His cell phone rang.
“Benjamin, give me a break. People should respect your Sundays.” Elisabeth was glaring at both him and the phone.
Benjamin glanced at the screen. It was Virgile.
“I’m sorry, sweetheart. It’s Virgile.”
Elisabeth sighed. “Okay, go ahead. He’s an exception.”
Benjamin smiled, patted her knee, and took the call.
“I have good news for you, boss!” He sounded breathless and excited.
“Tell me, Virgile.”
“I finished second in the Bergerac triathlon!”
“And why not first?” Benjamin replied, turning to Elisabeth and giving her a wink.
“You can’t be serious. There were runners from all over Aquitaine.”
“I’m very proud of you, Virgile. And Elisabeth, who’s right here with me, sends her congratulations too. You must be exhausted.”
“Actually, not so much.”
“I thought you were going to beg me for another day off to recuperate.”
“No, no. On the contrary, I need to see you. Gabriela called.”
“Why?”
“Maybe she likes me.”
“You can’t do that to poor Arthur.”
“As a matter of fact, it’s about him. There’s news. Apparently Julia, Arthur’s old girlfriend, got wind of the attack—I don’t know how—and called her husband, who’s in Paris. She was afraid he did it. His name’s Thomas, and apparently he’s the jealous type.”
“I met his father.”
“You what?”
“It’s a long story. He might have good reason to be jealous.”
“Well, he wasn’t the attacker, and he went straight to the police to clear himself. He gave them a DNA sample, and it didn’t match any of the blood stains on Arthur’s clothes. He also had an alibi, which checked out. Sorry, boss. We have to cross the distrustful husband off the list.”
Elisabeth uncrossed her legs and crossed them again. Benjamin could sense she was getting annoyed. He looked at her, and she silently told him to end the call.
The winemaker tried to conceal his disappointment. “In any case, the idea of Julia’s husband as a suspect didn’t make sense, even if he is the suspicious or insecure kind. He’s quite a winemaker, and he would have jeopardized a very promising future by doing something as stupid as that. We were on the wrong track, my son.”
“Let’s face it, boss. We have no idea who did this and no leads.”
“I suppose we need to go over the case again, from the start.”
“You’re sounding like a detective, not a winemaker. If you really want to know where things stand, why don’t you call the police and find out what leads they’re working on. Use your contacts.”
Benjamin was getting tense. He didn’t want to waste what remained of his relaxing getaway. Any further discussion about Solacroup could wait.
“Listen, Virgile, we’ll talk about it tomorrow. Let’s meet in the office at nine. Okay?”
His assistant said nothing.
“Congratulations again,” Benjamin said, breaking the silence. “You’re an accomplished athlete. I’m not surprised you did so well.” He ended the conversation with a coolness that was out of character. “Good night, Virgile.”
“Is anything wrong, Benjamin?” Elisabeth asked.
“I’m just obsessed with this Arthur Solacroup matter. And by the way, Virgile finished second in the Bergerac triathlon.”
“Handsome face, athletic body, brains… The boy has everything going for him.”
“Sometimes I think he has too much, except maybe in the brains department,” Benjamin grumbled.
“Benjamin, I know you weren’t too pleased that Margaux fell for him last summer. You did what you could to keep them apart. But you can’t blame Virgile for his power of seduction.”
“I’d rather see him use his power of deduction!”
“Benjamin, go easy on him. He’s your best ally.”
“You’re right. I’m being unfair.”
Benjamin took his highway ticket at the Bollène exit. The aroma of the truffles was filling the car, and on the radio, Erik Satie’s Gymnopédies was bouncy, zany, and moving under the subtle fingers of pianist Daniel Varsano. But the sensual pleasures weren’t enough to keep Benjamin from his speculations. In fact, he had become so taciturn, Elisabeth had fallen fast asleep.
~ ~ ~
Jacqueline’s coffee was much too bitter. Benjamin grimaced, and Virgile poured three spoonfuls of sugar into the blackish concoction the devoted Cooker & Co. secretary had poured for them.
Benjamin was looking out the office window. The unbearable cold sweeping down the Allées de Tourny was keeping people off the streets.
“You said that Gabriela called and told you about Julia and her husband. What else did the pretty Peruvian have to say?” Benjamin asked his assistant, who was warming himself by the cast iron radiator.
“She talked a lot about herself. She was born in an upscale neighborhood in Lima. She had a pretty carefree and privileged youth, and then, when she turned twenty, she left Peru for Europe. She had barely moved to Madrid when she learned that her father, mother, little brother Pedro, and older sister Angelina had died in a terrible earthquake.”
Benjamin turned and focused on Virgile.
“Gabriela told me she understood then that she would never be happy. And she would never return to her homeland, not even to see her grandmother Lucia, who had survived the catastrophe. She learned later that her grandmother, sick with grief over the loss of her son, had been committed to an asylum in Callao. Gabriela was so despondent, she couldn’t even stay in Madrid anymore. Without telling her landlady, she left her home in Playa del Sol and headed for Paris.”
“That was courageous.”
“Or she was just running away. A bit like Arthur.”
“You can’t really escape the past, can you? ‘What is past is prologue.’”
“Who said that?”
“William Shakespeare, my boy.”
“Uh-huh. ‘You can’t undo the past, but you can certainly not repeat it.’”
“Where does that quote come from?”
“Bruce Willis himself. You know who that is, don’t you, boss?”
“It might surprise you, but I’ve actually seen Die Hard. Anyway, I see we may not have the same references, but our messages are not so different. How did Gabriela meet Arthur?”
“She took up residence in the Canal Saint-Martin neighborhood with a wealthy old Cuban woman. In Paris, she took classes at the Sorbonne and finally secured a position as a Spanish teacher at a technical high school in Champigny-sur-Marne. But she soon realized that teaching wasn’t her calling. On the other hand, she found it difficult to resist her students. By the end of the first semester, the institution’s disciplinary board had sanctioned the overly generous instructor, and even Gabriela had to admit that she was teaching her young students the language of Cervantes with too much charm. She ended her short career as a teacher and sank into a long and nasty depression.”
“She told you all that?”
“Let’s just say I have my ways of getting information. One evening last year, she found herself at a Place de Clichy café that smelled of hashish and mint tea. She made the acquaintance of our wine merchant, and they connected immediately. They became lovers, and Arthur lavished her with the kind of attention that put some sweetness back into her life.”
“Yes, it sounds like they shared some of the same inclinations. They were both trying to forget the past.”
“Unfortunately, both Arthur and Gabriela were both also inclined to be unfaithful. They did their best to overlook each other’s indiscretions. But in recent months, each of them had become more promiscuous.”
“Okay, your story is very interesting,” Benjamin said. “But what does all this have to do with the—”
“She got a visit from the police on Saturday morning: a certain Inspector Souchard, who wanted to know about her relationship with Arthur. He grilled her until she told him everything.”
“Meaning?”
“She told him about the death threat in the mail. The message in the empty bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape saying that he needed to watch his step. Apparently, nobody had told the police, not even Karim. That’s quite an oversight, if you ask me. She told the inspector that Arthur didn’t take the threat seriously, but all the same—”
“All the same what?” The winemaker was growing impatient.
“That if anything happened to him, she should go to his apartment on the Place des Abbesses. There was a metal suitcase near the chimney. It was all that he had left from his years in the Foreign Legion. There was nothing of value in the suitcase, he said. Just some old papers, amber and stones he had brought back from Djibouti, a canteen, gold braids, a brass medal, and other useless junk. But there was something else: a tape cassette.”
“‘Take the cassette, Gabriela,’” he told her. “‘But don’t listen to it unless I die. Promise me, Gabriela.’”
“And so? Did she hand the cassette over to the cops?” Benjamin asked, frustrated by the suspense his assistant was creating.
“No, of course not!”
“Why?”
“Because Arthur isn’t dead.”
“Yes, of course. There’s one thing I’m not getting, my boy. Why all these secrets on her part?”
“I think the woman is more desperate and attached to the guy than she’s letting on.”
“And what about you, Virgile? Are you offering a shoulder for her to cry on?”
“I really don’t know what to do, boss.”
“I see,” Benjamin said, sighing. “You’re attracted to her, but you’re too honorable to go any further. Right, Virgile?”
“That’s part of it, but not all of it. At any rate, the information about the threat might not matter anymore. The cops are acting like they know who the would-be murderer is.”
“What are you talking about, Virgile?”
“The police talked to an emergency-hotline volunteer who said he got a call last Wednesday from a young man who claimed he had murdered a wine merchant in Montmartre. He didn’t give any motive for the attack. He just said he had taken the law into his own hands. Having accomplished his mission, he planned to throw himself under a train. It was his turn to die, and God would forgive him. The volunteer tried to reason with him, but the dude seemed resigned to committing suicide. He hung up, and his call was traced to a cell tower near Pigalle. Does that remind you of anything, boss?”
“Yes, Virgile, I am connecting the dots. Now go on.”
“That means the grisly suicide I told you about at the Trémoille does, indeed, have a direct connection to the guy who tried to knock off Arthur.”
“That’s possible,” Benjamin agreed, sipping his coffee despite the bitterness.
“Boss, didn’t you say that the guy you saw leaving Arthur’s shop was in fatigues and combat boots?”
“I did say that.”
Benjamin got up and straightened the shade on a lamp near his bookcase. The winemaker was in the habit of adjusting things whenever unanswered questions swirled in his head. It satisfied a compulsion to create order.
“Let’s suppose that this person who committed suicide is the same person who attacked Arthur,” Benjamin said. “We still don’t know his name or his motive.”
“According to what Gabriela told me, the police weren’t able to find any identification on the guy. And he was so mauled by the train, no one could have identified him by just looking at him. Only a DNA analysis and dental impressions could provide a positive ID.”
Benjamin’s attempt to right the lampshade had failed, as it seemed to be stuck. And the bulb had burned out in the midst of all his fiddling. “Yes,” Benjamin said. “However, DNA is only helpful for identification if you can compare it to another DNA sample. The sample from the man who committed suicide could be matched to the blood on Arthur’s clothes. If so we’ll know he killed Arthurs. But we still won’t know who he is.”
“What are you saying, boss?” Virgile asked.
“There’s a good chance the case will be closed. Let’s assume that Arthur knows who tried to kill him, and he knows this person is dead. He could very well decide to say nothing, if he ever gets the power of speech back. Without Arthur pressing for an arrest, the investigating magistrate might not bother to look into it any further.”
“A magistrate might not look into it any further,” Virgile said. “But that doesn’t mean Gabriela de la Luz won’t.”
“She’d be inclined, as her name suggests, to shine a light on her Arturo’s past?”
Virgle didn’t react to Benjamin’s attempt at humor. He looked distracted.
The winemaker went back to his desk and sat down in his armchair. He was about to make a suggestion when Virgile beat him to it.
“I’d like to do something, boss. I want to take my friend Thommasseau to his future vineyard at Bretonneau. A visit seems to be in order. We can assure Mrs. Lacaze that we’re eager to start the project.”
“I agree. But why didn’t you tell me upfront that you’d like to see Miss Luz and convince her to listen to this cassette, even if it means breaking her promise?”
“You are impossible, boss.”
“Of course, you don’t have to,” the winemaker said, giving Virgile a mischievous look. “When do you want to go?”
“As soon as Julien can meet me in Bordeaux. We’ll take the train together.”
Benjamin picked up the phone. “Jacqueline, reserve two round-trip tickets on the Bordeaux-Montparnasse train. Ah, Jacqueline, would you be kind enough to make a fresh pot of coffee? Maybe not so strong this time? Do you want some, Virgile?”
“No, I’m fine.”
The young man jumped up from his chair and put on his jacket. He walked over to the lamp and adjusted the bulb. Suddenly there was light. Then he straightened the shade.
“Just a bad contact, boss!”
The winemaker didn’t have the time to reply. Virgile was already running down the stairs.
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Gabriela had nervously slipped the cassette into the player.
Was it the surf? The roll of the ocean? In the background, in the distance, there were cries of children, hints of disco music, and, throbbing and dull, the sound of waves crashing on the shore.
Where was he? In Toulon, Rochefort, Hourtin, Tangiers, Goree Island? Mauritania perhaps? Wasn’t that African dance music whining on the dilapidated tape player?
“This is not right, what we’re doing,” she said. “I feel like I’m betraying Arturo.”
Gabriela’s body brushed Virgile’s as they sat on the loose floorboards of the dark and disorderly apartment on the Place des Abbesses.
This was the first time since what she called “the accident” that Gabriela de la Luz had come back to the shabby setting. There was the unmade bed, its sheets in a ball and its pillows ripped, where Arthur had satisfied her with as much ardor as tenderness and sometimes with clumsiness when the nights were too boozy.
On the wooden crate that served as a night table were the latest issue of the Revue du vin français and an old Wine Spectator. Arthur didn’t read English, but he often asked Gabriela to translate the tasting notes of American critics. Beside a brass lamp, its shade mottled with fly specks, the Cooker Guide sat like a Bible. Its cover was battered. Its pages were dog-eared, and the binding was worn from having been consulted repeatedly.
On the floor were a rolled-up pair of jeans, a greasy Michelin map, a spiral notebook, a pair of beat-up sneakers, and an old pair of khaki socks. A poster of Penelope Cruz, a small picture of Jennifer Lopez, and a panoramic photo of the Château de Grignan with a carpet of lavender in the foreground were on the wall. And tacked above the night table were photo-booth pictures of Gabriela, laughing.
The tape was playing, but no one was talking. All Virgile could hear was the lapping of waves and a syncopated melody, vaguely disco, that reminded him of nothing in particular. Gabriela, who looked weary, had put her head on Virgile’s shoulder. He had convinced her to finally learn about the dark side of her longstanding companion—the dark side that he had never managed to overcome. Virgile hadn’t considered the possibility that the cassette might be nothing other than a mediocre soundtrack.
Always the sea, the lapping of waves, the blast of a boat horn, children laughing in the distance… Then a woosh and a sharp noise. Someone seized the microphone.
“¡Por Dios!” Gabriela said, biting her lip.
I am Arthur… Arthur Solacroup. Solacroup? I think that’s my last name. At least my father’s last name… Unless it’s my mother’s. I don’t know. In fact, I never knew. According to the people in the village near Avignon where I grew up, I’m an orphan. I know that doesn’t excuse anything. That doesn’t explain anything…
Why am I saying this tonight? Because I don’t know who I’m talking to. It’s kind of like a bottle tossed into the ocean, a message sent into the vastness of the universe.
In Djibouti, the nights are freezing, but I’ve never seen such a beautiful sky. Not even on Mont Ventoux in Provence. My captain taught me the names of the stars: Vega, Altair, Betelgeuse, Antares, Sirius… The constellations, too: Pleiades, Sagittarius, Lyre, Cassiopia, Orion… I like to learn. I want to know everything. One day, I will know everything…
The children’s distant cries were gone, as was the lapping of the waves. The sound coming from the tape player was now properly modulated, with no background noises. Arthur’s voice was distinct and somber. Virgile guessed he had moved the recorder away from the beach.
I was always hopeless at school, but one day, I’ll know everything! I’ll know about things I’m not even aware of today. You can’t understand, whoever you are… Will anyone listen to this someday? Fucking shit!
Arthur stopped speaking. A muddled crackling followed. It sounded like someone putting his hand over the microphone. Virgile and Gabriela stared at the tape player, waiting. The tape seemed to be damaged.
I have to calm down. I need some water. Yes… I wanted to say that I made an important decision this morning. I’m leaving the 13th Foreign Legion Demi-Brigade. I’m not renewing my contract. Ten years in the Foreign Legion, two five-year tours. That’s enough! In a month, I’ll take a boat to Marseille. I’ll return to civilian life. I hope I’m not making another stupid mistake.
I can’t stand the camp any longer. The sun, the salt, the orders, the lousy missions, the bullying, the brig, screwing the pox-ridden whores of Bouake and other God-forsaken dumps, jerking off in the shower. I’ve had it! I’m outta here! Even Kyriel, my captain, wasn’t surprised by my decision. He told me he had read it in the stars. I’ll miss that guy, my captain… He’s the one who saved my life, shooting the shark that was circling me one day when I was swimming too far from shore. It was two weeks after I landed in Djibouti. I had just taken a beating from Sergeant Major Boulard—I swear he wanted to kill me—and there I was, almost getting eaten alive by a shark.
I asked Kyriel if I could write to him. He said, “You know how to write, Toussaint?” And then he pulled me over and gave me a big hug. “Get out of here! Fast!” Before I left his office, I turned around, and he was blubbering. That was the first time I ever saw a man cry. Crying for me…
Gabriela’s eyes were clouded with tears. A cat meowed at the doorway and padded over to Virgile. It climbed on his lap and brushed against his chest. But when Virgile reached to pet it, the cat sprang from his lap and bounded out of the room.
I’m leaving the legion, but I have no idea what awaits me. Freedom. I’m not sure I deserve it, not sure if I can enjoy it either. In a little while I’ll go to the bordello. I’ll lay a beautiful black woman. Bareback—that’s what the American soldiers call it. If I get away without a disease I’ll take it as a good sign. It’s funny, but tonight I don’t see my star. Vega, it’s called. Kyriel told me it belongs to me and only me. It’s north. Shit, why don’t I see it tonight in this sky full of stars? I haven’t been drinking. That’s not a good sign!
The cat came back into the room and started meowing.
“That’s Ficelle,” Gabriela said.
“What?” said Virgile, still absorbed in the legionnaire’s story.
“The cat. His name is Ficelle. That’s what Arturo called him.”
“I think he wants to go out. Open the door for him.”
“You do it.”
Virgile stood up, stretched, and started walking toward the entryway, the cat scampering ahead of him. Virgile opened the door, and Ficelle disappeared down the stairs.
“I don’t feel well, Virgile. Let’s get out of here, please. I’m suffocating…”
“Let’s hear the rest. We’re almost at the end.”
“No! Let’s go!”
Before they could settle their argument, the tape player began to squeak. Virgile hastened to push the stop button before the device could jam. He removed the cassette and saw that the ribbon was spilling out of the casing. He carefully rewound the tape, reinserted the cassette, and pushed the play button. Arthur’s voice once again filled the apartment.
Gabriela said nothing and leaned against Arthur’s faded old couch. Virgile, aware that she was upset with him, tried to touch her hand. She pulled it away.
I’ll never be able to say what I’ve held inside all this time. I really did believe that tonight I could do it. Shit! Even in this piece of crap recorder I can’t spit it out…
The tape began to whine again. Virgile pushed the reverse button for a fraction of a second before resetting the playback.
Damn! There it is: Vega! I can talk to my star. I’ll tell Vega my story…
A burning-match smell filled the air. Virgile looked at Gabriela. She was holding a cigarette. After taking two drags, she passed it to Virgile.
It’s amazing how bright it is. It shines like the eyes of the woman who told me to call her Mom. You know, the Bernays, the family that took me in when I was four. I always knew she wasn’t my mother. But I liked her. Yvette. She was nice to me.
Things got bad when Jean, her husband, was killed. She didn’t stay single very long. She hooked up with an ex-soldier who brought her his pension check on the twenty-seventh of every month and made her put out for him. Of course, it was thanks to Gilbert that she was able to raise Jean’s son, born two months after he died in the car accident. Martin was his name. After he was born, he got all the attention. He was the love child, she used to say. No kidding. It took her fifteen years to have him.
Virgile could hear the ocean again. The sound of the waves was almost soothing.
When Martin was born, I became nothing to her. I wasn’t good for anything. That was when I began to burn the grasshoppers’ wings and mutilate spiders, and cut the tails off lizards and rats running around in the basement. The school was always calling home. That’s when they began hitting me, first Mom and then Gilbert. Every time I did something wrong, I got the belt. Do you believe me, Vega?
The ashes fell on Gabriela’s sweater, but she didn’t bother to flick them away. Her eyes were riveted on the tape player. Virgile remained impassive, staring at the cheap ring on her left hand.
The day it happened, Gilbert wasn’t home. He was always hanging out at the café. Only Mom and Martin, in his playpen filled with toys, were there. I needed a fix. I hadn’t had any dope in two days because I didn’t have any money. So I asked Mom for some dough. She said she wouldn’t give me a dime. She told me to find a job: pick fruit in the orchards or work at the co-op. I was a lazy swine, a moocher, a parasite. She said she’d tell Gilbert, and he would give me a beating.
She told me… Well, no, she didn’t say anything else, because I pushed her. No, I didn’t want to kill her. I just pushed her a little too hard. I wanted to knock some sense into her. But it wasn’t me who killed her. She lost her balance and fell. And her head hit the corner of the buffet. As soon as she went down, Martin started to bawl. He was screaming, like someone was slitting his throat…
Gabriela reached out and grabbed Virgile’s hand. She wound her fingers around his and held tight. A ray of sun caressed her cheek and made her blink. Virgile looked at her face and saw that her eyes were brimming with tears. She had always known that her lover had a dark secret. Now she was learning the truth. Her fingernails dug into his palm. Virgile didn’t grimace.
So I freaked out. I went up to my room, pulled out my gym bag, filled it with clothes, and took off. I left the kid all by himself. When I walked out the door, he was still crying.
I hitchhiked all night. I wanted to get to Spain—Barcelona or even farther, maybe all the way to Galicia. In Nîmes, a Catalan truck driver picked me up. But he asked me to get out in Le Perthus, before we reached the border. I think he guessed that I had problems with the law. So I stayed in Perpignan. I bummed around for two or three days, and then I showed up at the Joffre barracks and asked to join the legion.
The next day, I left for the training center in Aubagne. I killed Arthur Solacroup that day and became Toussaint Exupéry. It’s a funny name, Toussaint, isn’t it? Then, for four months, I went to classes in Castelnaudary. Four months. I worked hard, and then I signed up for five years and got stuck in the sand in fucking Djibouti. There you go, Vega, now you know everything…
Now you have to shine twice as bright for me! You hear, Vega?
The sound of the waves ebbed, and African dance music swelled. Virgile looked around the room as he listened to the tambourines and chants. His eyes stopped on Arthur’s unlaced combat boots.
So it was Martin whose orphan star had gone out the week before, under the train at the Pigalle station.
Virgile closed his eyes and felt Gabriela’s cheek next to his. The tears of the beautiful Peruvian left the taste of salt on his dry lips.



EPILOGUE
Virgile had called Benjamin with his realization. Benjamin had reached out to Inspector Barbaroux from the Bordeaux police, who proceeded to contact the local police, who tracked down Martin’s home and confirmed that he was, indeed, the deceased.
Before the new edition of the Cooker Guide went to press, Benjamin called his publisher, Claude Nithard, and asked him to remove Le Chai de la Vigne-Rhône and add a dedication. The publisher granted his request.
To Arthur Solacroup. For him, wine led to the path of redemption. But the blood of the vine cannot ward off the demons that haunt a man, no matter how hard he tries to cleanse them from his memory.
Arthur Solacroup died in the spring, after suffering a cerebral hemorrhage. Gabriela de la Luz buried him. Only Virgile and she were present when his coffin was lowered into the grave.
Gabriela returned to Lima to care for her grandmother, Lucía, who kept trying to leave the asylum where she had been committed.
Karim lost his regional championship bout against an Asian kickboxer two years his junior.
Julien Thommasseau made his vineyard a cherished fixture in Montmartre, to the great satisfaction of Françoise Lacaze and the patients at Bretonneau Hospital. In three years, Bretonneau’s wine will flow, and Benjamin Cooker will officiate as master of ceremonies when the first glass is poured. But the sponsor of this new wine is no longer able to walk up the Rue Lepic without a heavy heart.
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