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BOOK 1



Treachery 
in Bordeaux

A Winemaker Detective Mystery

Translated from French by Anne Trager



 “A bottle of wine contains more philosophy 
 than all the books in the world.”

 — Louis Pasteur



1

The morning was cool and radiant. A west wind had swept 
the clouds far inland to the gentle hills beyond the city of 
Bordeaux. Benjamin Cooker gave two whistles, one short, the 
other drawn out, and Bacchus appeared from the high grass 
on the riverbank. He had that impertinent look Irish setters 
get when you remind them that they are dogs. Benjamin liked 
this clever and deceptively disciplined attitude. He would nev-
er roam his childhood landscapes with an animal that was 
too docile. The Médoc was still wild, despite its well-ordered 
garden veneer, and it would always be that way. In the dis-
tance, a few low wisps of fog were finishing their lazy dance 
along the Gironde Estuary. It was nearly eleven and time to 
go home.

The Grangebelle’s graceful shape rose among the poplar 
trees. The building would have seemed bulky, were it not for 
the elegant roof, the lightly draped pergola, the delicate spar-
kling of the greenhouse, and the old varnished vases set out 
in the vegetation with studied negligence. Elisabeth moved 
silently among the copper pots in the kitchen. She shivered 
slightly when he kissed her neck. He poured himself a cup 
of Grand Yunnan tea with slow and precise movements. She 
knew he was tired. She was perfectly aware of his nights of 
poor sleep, the deleted pages, the files he relentlessly ordered 
and reordered, the doubts he had when he completed a tasting 
note, his concern for the smallest detail, and the chronic wor-
ry that he would deliver his manuscript late and disappoint his 
publisher. Benjamin had worked in his office until five in the 
morning, taking refuge in the green opaline halo of his old 
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Empire-style lamp. Then he had slipped under the covers to 
join her, his body ice-cold and his breathing short.

Who could have imagined that France’s most famous 
winemaker, the established authority who caused both grand 
cru estate owners and unknown young vintners to tremble, 
was, in fact, a man tormented by the meaning of his words, 
the accuracy of his judgments, and an objectivity that he 
brandished like a religious credo? When it came time to hand 
over a manuscript, his self-doubts assailed him—the man 
whom the entire profession thought of as entrenched in cer-
tainty and science and masterfully accomplished in the fine 
art of critiquing wines. Benjamin Cooker knew that everyone, 
without exception, would be waiting for his book to arrive in 
the stores. They would be weighing his qualifiers and judging 
his worst and best choices. It was essential that the publication 
of his guide never blemish his reputation as a winemaker and 
a sought-after, even secret, advisor in the art of elaborating 
wines. He made it a point of honor and proved it with his 
sometimes scathing criticism of wines he himself had crafted. 
To him, moral integrity stemmed more often than not from 
this astonishing faculty of uncompromising self-judgment, 
even when it was forced and terribly unfair. He sometimes 
thought it belonged to another century, a faraway time, when 
self-esteem and a certain sense of honor prevailed over the 
desire for recognition.

He closed his eyes as he drank his tea. He knew that this 
moment of rest would not last long and that he should make 
the most of it, appreciating these slow, spread-out seconds. 
Elisabeth remained quiet.

“Send him to me as soon as he gets here. I need to have 
a few words with him before lunch,” he said, calmly setting 
down his cup.

Benjamin Cooker dragged himself back to the half-light of 
his office. He spent more than an hour examining his tasting 
notes for a Premières Côtes de Blaye and finished by persuad-
ing himself that there was nothing left to add. However, his 
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preamble about the specific characteristics of the soil and the 
vineyard’s history was a little short on information, despite his 
in-depth knowledge of every acre. There was nothing wrong 
with what he had written, but nothing really specific either. 
He would have to draw a more detailed picture, refine the 
contours, and play with an anecdote or two to clarify the text. 
He did not even lift his eyes from his notes when the doorbell 
rang out in the hallway. He was nervously scribbling some 
poetic lines about the Blaye citadel when Elisabeth knocked 
at the door. She knocked three more times before he told her 
to come in.

“Our guest has arrived, Benjamin.”
“Welcome, young man!” the winemaker said, pushing his 

glasses to his forehead.
An athletic and honest-looking young man with short hair 

honored him with a strong handshake that left Benjamin 
wondering if his fingers would still work.

“So you’re Virgile Lanssien,” Benjamin said, lowering his 
reading glasses to the tip of his nose.

He invited the young man to sit down and observed him 
over the top of his lenses for a minute. His dark, pensive good 
looks would have been almost overwhelming, were it not for 
the spark of mischief in his eyes. He was dressed simply in a 
pair of slightly washed-out jeans, a navy blue polo shirt, and 
white sneakers. He was smart enough not to feign a laid-back 
attitude when everything about him was on edge. Benjamin 
appreciated people who did not posture.

“I have heard a lot about the time you spent at the wine 
school. Professor Dedieu was unending in his praise for your 
work, and I have to admit that I was rather impressed by your 
thesis. I have a copy of it here. The title is a little complicated, 
Maceration Enzyme Preparation: Mechanism of Action and Reasonable 
Use, but your reasoning was straightforward and clear, partic-
ularly the section about blind tasting an enzymatic treatment 
of cabernet sauvignon must. Well done, very well done! Please 
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do excuse me for not having been part of the jury when you 
defended your dissertation.”

“I won’t hide my disappointment, sir.”
“In any case, my presence would not have changed the 

result: You greatly deserved the honors you received. I had 
an emergency call that day to care for some grapevines in 
Fronsac, and it couldn’t wait. The flowering was tricky and 
required quite a bit of attention.”

“I understand, sir. Did you save them at least?”
“More or less. There were enough grapes for me to offer you 

a bottle,” Benjamin said, smiling.
The young man settled into the armchair and relaxed a 

little. He knew that these formalities foreshadowed a flow of 
questions that he would have to answer with candor and pre-
cision. Benjamin Cooker was a master no cheating could fool. 
Virgile had read everything written by this man, whose rep-
utation stretched as far as North America and South Africa. 
He had also heard everything there was to know about the 

“flying winemaker”—all the scandal mongering and bitter 
words, along with the passionate commentaries and praise. 
Everything and its opposite were the usual lot of exceptional 
people, the ransom paid by those who had succeeded in im-
posing their singularity.

Virgile Lanssien tried to hide his apprehension and an-
swered the sudden volley of questions that descended on him as 
distinctly as possible. They covered so many topics—layering, 
copper sulfate spraying, sulfur dioxide additions, microcli-
mates, grand cru longevity, aging on lees, filtering and fining, 
gravel or limestone soils, fermentation temperatures, primary 
aromas, and degrees of alcohol—in such disorder, yet Virgile 
managed to avoid the traps with a skilled farmer’s cunning.

“Well, Virgile—I can call you Virgile, can’t I? I think that 
after these appetizers, we have earned the right to a meal.”

Elisabeth, wearing a checkered apron tied at her waist, 
welcomed them into the kitchen.
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“We will eat in the kitchen, if that does not bother you, Mr. 
Lanssien.”

“To the contrary, ma’am. May I help with anything?”
“Why don’t you set the table. The plates are in that cup-

board. The cutlery is here.”
Benjamin was surprised to see his wife accept the young 

man as if he were already part of the family. But Elisabeth 
knew her man well enough to guess that the job interview was 
going well.

The winemaker grabbed three stem glasses and poured the 
wine he had decanted that morning, before the walk with 
Bacchus.

“Taste this, Virgile.”
Benjamin observed his future assistant while he cut the 

bread and placed the even slices in a basket. The boy knew 
how to taste. He used his eyes, his nose, and his palate in a 
natural way, with the attitude of someone who knew more 
than he showed.

“Wine can be so good when it’s good!”
An amused smile crossed Benjamin’s lips. The young man 

had a talent for finding the truth beneath the surface but also 
a certain guilelessness. Virgile was a cultivated ingénue with 
enough freshness and spontaneity to compensate for the long 
years he had focused entirely on his studies.

“I will not be so cruel as to subject you to a blind tasting,” 
Benjamin said, turning the empty bottle to display the label.

“Haut-Brion 1982!” the young man said with a note of rap-
ture. “To tell you the truth, I’ve never tasted one of these before.”

“Enjoy it then. It’s harder and harder to grab this vintage 
away from the small-time speculators who are complicating 
our lives.”

“I made something simple,” Elisabeth interrupted, putting 
an old cast-iron casserole on the table.

Virgile paused, unfolded his napkin, and gave the pot 
an apprehensive look. Large chunks of eel floated in a thick 
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greenish sauce filled with so many herbs, it looked like a patch 
of weeds.

“I know, at first glance it does not look very appetizing, but 
it is a recipe that deserves overcoming your first impression.”

“I think I know what it is.”
“Lamprey à la Bordelaise. It’s a classic,” said Elisabeth.
“With this dish, you should always drink the wine that was 

used in the cooking,” Benjamin said, dishing out generous 
portions. “And nothing is better with lamprey than a red 
Graves.”

Virgile stuck his fork into a piece of eel, dipped it in the 
sauce, and nibbled at it.

“It is first rate, Mrs. Cooker! Excellent.”
“And now, let’s try a little of this Haut-Brion with that,” 

Benjamin suggested. “Just a swallow, and then tell me what 
you think.”

Virgile did as he was told, with a pleasure he had some 
trouble hiding.

“It is beautifully complex, particularly with the tannins that 
are very present. Rather surprising but not aggressive.”

Benjamin remained silent and savored his lamprey.
“It leaves a very smooth sensation in the mouth,” Virgile 

continued. “And yet it has a kind of grainy texture.”
“Very perceptive. That is typical of Haut-Brion. It is both 

strong and silky. And what else?”
“It’s fruity, wild fruits, with hints of berries, blackberries, 

and black currant fruit.”
“True enough,” Benjamin said. “You can taste cherry pits 

later on, don’t you think?”
“I didn’t notice, but now that you mention it.”
“Beware of what people say. Some may not find that hint of 

cherry pits, and they wouldn’t be wrong.”
The guest took the blow without flinching. Benjamin had 

no trouble pushing his interrogation further. The Pessac-
Léognan grand cru loosened Virgile’s tongue, and secrets 
slipped out in every sentence. He recounted his childhood in 
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Montravel, near Bergerac, where his father was a wine grower 
who shipped his harvest to the wine cooperative and had no 
ambitions for his estate.

“You’ll take over the business one day, won’t you?” Elisabeth 
asked.

“I don’t think so. At least not as long as my father is in 
charge of the property. My older brother is all they need for 
now to take care of the vineyards.”

“That’s too bad. Bergerac wines have come a long way and 
could certainly benefit from your talent,” Benjamin said.

“Perhaps one day. I rarely go back, truth be told. Mostly to 
see my mother, who accuses me of deserting the nest, and my 
younger sister, who is the only one I can confide in.”

He talked a lot, not so much because he wanted to 
monopolize the conversation, but rather to satisfy his hosts’ 
unfeigned curiosity. To earn his future boss’s trust, he felt 
it was appropriate to answer the Cooker couple’s unspoken 
questions. The winemaker needed to know what was 
hidden in this excellent and dedicated student. Never had 
he experienced a job interview that was so informal and 
piecemeal. He disclosed himself without ostentation, without 
mystery, and without immodesty. He talked about swimming 
in the Dordogne River and playing for the Bergerac rugby 
club, but only for one season, because he preferred canoeing 
and kayaking. He mentioned his first medals when he joined 
the swim team, his years studying winemaking at La Tour 
Blanche, near Château d’Yquem, before he did his military 
service, and his studio apartment on Rue Saint-Rémi, from 
which you could see a little bit of the Garonne.

Between two anecdotes, Benjamin went to get a second 
carafe of Haut-Brion and allowed himself to share some of 
his own personal memories. It pleased Elisabeth to see her 
husband finally relaxed and able to forget the tribulations of 
his writing for a while. Benjamin recounted the crazy, hare-
brained ideas his father, Paul William—an antique dealer in 
London—had and his mother Eleonore’s patience. Her maiden 
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name was Fontenac, and she had spent her entire youth here 
in Grangebelle, on the banks of the Gironde, before she fell 
in love with that extravagant Englishman who collected old 
books in a shop at Notting Hill.

Virgile listened. His handsome brown eyes were wide 
open, and he looked like a slightly frightened child as he 
began to fully comprehend that this was the famous Cooker, 
the Cooker, whose books he had devoured and who was now 
sharing confidences. The oenologist enjoyed telling the young 
graduate about his chaotic career. He had studied law for a 
year in England, spent a year at the Paris Fine Arts Academy, 
worked for a year at the Wagons-Lits in train catering and 
sleeping-car services, and then bartended for a year at the 
Caveau de la Huchette in the capital before being hired at 
a wine shop in the fifth arrondissement in Paris, where he 
worked for three years while taking wine classes.

“The year I turned thirty, I started my wine consulting 
business,” Benjamin said. “Elisabeth and I ended up moving 
here after my maternal grandfather, Eugène Fontenac, passed 
away. Since that day, I haven’t been able to imagine living 
anywhere other than Bordeaux.”

“That’s an unusual career path,” Virgile said.
“Yes, it is atypical. I had been around wine since I was a kid, 

when I visited my grandfather in Grangebelle during summer 
vacations, but I needed a little time for all that to distill. I had 
a lot of doubts during my Paris years, and I spent a lot of time 
searching. I have followed a rather roundabout path, but I do 
not regret any of the detours.”

“It’s intriguing, like the path a drop of Armagnac takes be-
fore it comes out of the alembic.”

“That’s a fine image,” Elisabeth said. “But sometimes it is 
better not to know all of the mysteries lying in the dark.”

“This is one area in which my wife and I differ. I believe you 
should always seek to uncover secrets.”

“I don’t really have an opinion on the subject,” Virgile said, 
studying the bottom of his empty glass.
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Benjamin Cooker stood up and folded his napkin.
“My dear Virgile, from now on, consider yourself my assis-

tant. We’ll discuss the conditions later. I hope that this wine 
cleared your mind, because I believe you will need all of your 
faculties. We have a particularly delicate mission awaiting us.”

“And when will I be starting?”
The winemaker took a last sip of Haut-Brion and set his 

glass down slowly. He slipped a hand into his jacket pocket, 
looked Virgile in the eye, and handed him a set of keys.

“Right now.”



BOOK 2



Grand Cru Heist

A Winemaker Detective Mystery

Translated from French by Anne Trager



 “Finishing off a bottle of wine together
 is a fine sign of friendship.”

 —Jean Carmet



1

Paris finally returned to its splendor at dusk. Lights from the 
cruise boats caressed the buildings on the Left Bank. The 
bridges cast wavering shadows on the waters of the Seine. At 
the corner of the Rue Dauphine, a few patches of half-melted 
snow, curiously saved from the passing footsteps, were shining 
under the streetlights.

Benjamin Cooker had felt deprived of light all day. He 
awaited this miraculous hour, when everything could be 
reborn in the fleeting glow of night. As he got older, he had 
less tolerance for the unchanging leaden sky that covered Paris 
in winter. Everything, from the pallid faces of café servers 
to the hotel concierge’s waxy complexion, the bare trees in 
the Tuileries Gardens, and the homeless camping out on the 
subway grates, seemed dull and gray. He had loved this city 
in his happy-go-lucky days, and now he found it suffocating.

Here, even the snow was hoary, dirty, and reduced to mud 
in a few hours with the constant comings and goings of the 
city. He missed peaceful Médoc, and he was impatient to re-
turn to his home, Grangebelle, the next day. The vineyards 
would be superb, all white and wrapped in silence. The cold 
would be dry and refreshing, and the sky nearly royal blue. 
He would go for a solitary walk along the Gironde just to hear 
the snow crunch under his boots. Elisabeth got cold easily and 
would probably remain in front of the fire in the living room, 
her hands around a steaming cup of tea.

Benjamin Cooker drove slowly, letting his gloves glide over 
the steering wheel while he whistled along with a Chopin 
nocturne on the radio. According to the too-ceremonious 
radio host, it was Opus 19. He was comfortable, settled into 



114 J.-P. ALAUX & N. BALEN

the leather seat of his classic Mercedes 280SL. He turned onto 
Pont des Arts to get to his hotel, which was near the opera 
house. The red light was taking forever. He lifted the collar of 
his Loden and turned up the radio as someone approached the 
car, fl icking his thumb to mimic a lighter. Cooker squinted 
to get a better look at the man’s face. It was hidden under a 
hood, but he seemed young, despite his stooped, somewhat 
misshapen form. Cooker shook his head and waved his hands 
to indicate that he did not smoke.

The light turned green, but Cooker did not have time to 
accelerate. His car door opened suddenly, as if it had been 
ripped off, and cold air rushed in.

“Take that, rich bastard.”
The man pulled out a switchblade. Cooker did not move. 

Don’t panic. Stay calm. Breathe slowly. Think fast. He felt the tip 
of the knife on his Adam’s apple and gulped. A second man 
opened the other door and searched the glove compartment.

“Get rid of him,” he said, unbuckling Cooker’s seat belt.
The hooded man hit Cooker twice in the jaw, grabbed 

him by the tie, and dragged him to the ground. Then the 
thug kicked him in the stomach, head, and ribs—“Take that, 
asshole.” The taste of blood and thick grit from the pavement 
burned his lips—“Your mother’s a bitch.” A fi nal glance, a few 
notes of Chopin—“Eat shit, dirtbag!”—and screeching tires. 
Then nothing.

Staff hurried through the corridors at the Pitié-Salpetrière 
Hospital. The warm aroma of hot coffee fi lled the ward. 
Benjamin Cooker was trying to look at the small corner of 
white sky that was attempting—in vain—to light up the room, 
but he could barely turn his head.

“Don’t worry, sir. You’re safe here.”
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The nurse had bright green eyes. A gold cross was hanging 
from her beautiful freckled neck. She had a soft voice; it was 
almost tender and sleep-inducing.

“You should get some rest. You are still in shock, Mr. 
Cooker. Your wife will be here soon.”

She spoke the way a child would speak to her father. 
Cooker thought about his daughter, Margaux. He hoped that 
Elisabeth had not told her what had happened. There was 
no sense causing worry. He could barely remember anything 
from the previous night, except the 1961 Latour he had shared 
with Claude Nithard, his publisher, at the Tour d’Argent.

The nurse took his pulse, explaining that he had been 
found unconscious on the sidewalk and rushed to the emer-
gency room.

“What about my car?”
“Stay calm, sir. It is only a car. You are lucky to be alive.”
A tear rolled down Cooker’s cheek. He closed his eyes 

and sighed deeply to expel the feeling of powerless rage and 
isolation that tightened his chest. His old convertible also car-
ried his tawny leather briefcase, which held the fountain pen 
Margaux had given him. A jeweler in New York had engraved 
his name on it. The briefcase also held some bank statements, 
his agenda, and the thick dog-eared notebook he was very 
attached to. Year after year, the winemaker had jotted down 
his impressions of all the wines he had tasted the world over, 
along with who had what stocks of the best vintages. How 
many pages had he fi lled with his meticulous handwriting? At 
best, the document would end up in some garbage can in the 
projects or the sewer.

Elisabeth would be here in a few hours, sitting on the edge 
of his bed. He would tell her everything. Well, what he could. 
The truth was, he couldn’t remember much. It had all happened 
so quickly.
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“Yes, my love, the light had just turned green.”
His wife put a finger to his lips and said, “My poor dar-

ling, look at what they’ve done to you.”
Sadness filled his face. He stared at her and said nothing 

more. Then he looked down. He was disappointed with him-
self. He had fallen into a trap and had not even put up a fight. 
He felt like a coward. She knew the words to reassure him and 
make him feel better. She told him that she was thankful he 
was alive, that he should let the police do their job. Elisabeth 
then whispered a few sweet nothings. And they crossed their 
fingers and hoped for the best, as they always did when they 
faced life’s hardships.

“They’ll find your notebook, Benjamin. Don’t worry. I’ll 
call your editor.”

“No, I’d prefer that you didn’t. Don’t tell anyone but Virgile.”
Of course, Virgile Lanssien came with Elisabeth. He would 

not have left his employer’s wife alone in such a crisis. Elisabeth 
went to find him in the hallway. 

“Boss, how’s it going? They really crushed you, didn’t they?” 
Virgile teased, trying to lighten the mood when he saw the 
winemaker’s bruised face.

Cooker smiled at the vineyard humor. His jaw hurt terribly, 
but he felt better with Elisabeth and Virgile at his side.

“I don’t remember anything. Can you believe it? Nothing! 
Except that 1961 Latour. I wish you could have tasted it.”

The nurse came in to change the bandages on Cooker’s 
swollen face and caught Virgile’s eye. He gave her a once-over, 
from neck to ankles, while Elisabeth hung up some clothes she 
had brought for her husband. Virgile winked at his boss.

“The snow has already melted,” the young woman said, 
clearly sorry about that.

Cooker’s eyes were half-closed. He winced when the nurse 
ran a damp cloth over his eyebrows to remove the dried blood.

“What handsome blue eyes you have, sir,” she said, trying 
to divert his attention from what she was doing.
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“I believe they are why my wife married me. Isn’t that so, 
Elisabeth?”

“I won’t argue with you today, not with what you’ve 
been through,” Elisabeth said, kissing his hand.

Virgile seemed a little uncomfortable. He turned to the 
window. “I think it’s going to snow again,” he said to fi ll the 
silence.

The nurse looked at him and smiled with something less 
than innocence. To the impish grin she added, “From your 
lips to God’s ear.”

Virgile looked her in the eye and said, “If that were the 
case, the snowfl akes would be angel feathers.”

“You are a lucky man, Mr. Cooker, to have such a spiritual 
son,” the nurse said.

The week passed slowly, punctuated by bandage-changing 
sessions, lukewarm meals, temperature checks, and long pe-
riods of sleep. Christmas was a few days away. Large snow-
fl akes were falling, as if covering the ground with a layer of 
protection. Carole was thrilled. The nurse had disclosed her 
fi rst name to Cooker, perhaps in the hope that the information 
would get to Virgile.

“So he’s not your son?”
“No, he’s my assistant. He is very good at what he does.”
Carole blushed and quickly changed the subject. “You are 

healing nicely. You were incredibly lucky. The man was that 
close to slitting your throat. If he had, you wouldn’t have 
made it.”

When she leaned over the bed, Cooker couldn’t help star-
ing at the three beauty marks on her chest. This is ridiculous, he 
thought, reproaching himself for his moodiness. My face is not 
disfi gured. It’s just bruised. He felt old, even though he was just 
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fifty. Admittedly, the graying temples, a rebellious lock of hair, 
bushy eyebrows, and crow’s-feet gave him a dignified charm. 
But was he still attractive? And why was he wondering this 
after having a narrow brush with death?

“Life is all about seduction,” his father would have said. It 
was a maxim the man had practiced until his later years.

Still, Cooker was regaining some of his appetite for life, de-
spite the anxiety attacks he suffered in the middle of the night. 
He would wake up in a sweat, pursued by hooded teenagers 
who threw insults and lighters at him. Cooker knew he would 
need time to process the trauma.

Carole, who clearly had a thing for Virgile, was helping 
with her disarming innocence and the childlike euphoria she 
expressed when she saw snow on the rooftops.

“I hope it lasts until Christmas,” she said continually, like 
a child repeating a prayer without really believing in God 
or Santa Claus.

Cooker used whatever ploys he could to keep her in his 
room. They would look out the window and watch the snow 
swirl between the zinc rooftops and chimneys.

One afternoon, the winemaker loosened up enough to tell 
her a personal story. He wasn’t positive it was true, but that 
didn’t seem to matter.

“My father rarely left London, but one day before the war, 
he went off exploring southwestern France. He ended up in 
Toulouse, visiting the Basilica of Saint Sernin. He stayed at 
Le Grand Balcon, the hotel where the famous aviators Jean 
Mermoz and Antoine de Saint-Exupéry had met.”

“I loved Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince,” Carole said, slip-
ping her cross back and forth on its chain.

“At the time, my father dreamed of being a pilot. He was 
only twenty. He stayed in Saint-Exupéry’s room, where there 
was an old radio. He tried to tune into Radio London but 
got distracted by Radio Toulouse and the advertising slogan 
‘Dubo, Dubon, Dubonnet.’”
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The nurse laughed at Cooker’s attempt to imitate the nasal 
tone of old-time radio hosts. He exaggerated it to please her.

“From his room, my father could see the Place du Capitole. 
Have you ever been to Toulouse?”

The nurse said no and mentioned her roots in Grenoble.
“The sky was gray, the weather uncertain, and Radio 

Toulouse announced, ‘Dear listeners, direct from the Toulouse-
Blagnac weather station, ninety-nine flakes of snow have fall-
en on our fine city, and the temperature is freezing. We are 
expecting more snow tomorrow, so get out your mittens. And 
now, Jean Sablon will sing ‘Vous qui passez sans me voir.’”

“Ninety-nine snowflakes. That was news in the day,” 
Carole said.

“That’s when my father said it was best to watch out for 
the French. He wrote his mother a letter to tell her about the 
ninety-nine snowflakes, and she told him to come home to 
London as soon as possible. She thought he was losing his 
mind. He even admitted to standing at his hotel window and 
counting snowflakes until dusk, coming up with far more than 
ninety-nine.”

“I don’t believe you,” Carole said.
“It’s true. I promise you it’s true,” Cooker answered in a 

deadpan voice. “My father did eventually get an explanation, 
something about how at the time, nobody improvised on the 
radio. They just read from notes. The radio announcer confused 
some shorthand for nine centimeters for ninety-nine snowflakes. 
He apparently got a good reprimand from his boss.”

Cooker puffed up when the nurse laughed at his story, 
showing her flawless teeth. Then Virgile burst into the room. 
Carole turned around quickly, smoothed out her scrubs, and 
nearly knocked the winemaker’s IV bag off the stand.

“Your torture is nearly over, Mr. Cooker. You should be 
getting out tomorrow.”

Virgile watched the way Cooker and the nurse looked 
at each other as his assistant handed over the morning pa-
per with a mischievous grin. The front-page story in the 
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newspaper France-Soir caught the winemaker’s eye immedi-
ately: “Grand Cru Heist. A hundred bottles of the famous 
1989 Angélus premier grand cru classé were stolen last night 
from the renowned cellar at the Place de la Madeleine in 
Paris. The burglar stole only this internationally acclaimed 
Saint-Émilion and selected the very best vintage, which 
received top ranking in the Cooker Guide.”

Cooker pulled out the latest edition of his guide, which 
Virgile had brought him, and read his tasting notes in full.

“Who could want anything more for Christmas than some 
1989 Angélus?” he asked.

Behind the attempt at humor, there was concern in his voice. 
He was thinking about his friend Hubert de Boüard de Laforest, 
who owned the premier grand cru mentioned in the article.

“How are you feeling today, sir?” Virgile asked.
“Like an ass who wasn’t brave enough to fight and ended up 

in his shorts on the sidewalk.” Cooker suddenly felt enraged. 
He tensed his jaw and pushed out his chest, as if he could 
not breathe. “They took everything, Virgile. Everything! All 
my notes. My entire guide. And my memories, my pride, my 
honor.”

Virgile stared at his boss. Cooker pulled himself up on the 
bed and grimaced when he tried to turn to the window to hide 
the sob he felt coming on. Carole touched his shoulder.

“It’s nothing, Mr. Cooker. Calm down. You’ll be home to-
morrow. You’ll forget about it over time.”

“And you’ve got all those notes in your head,” Virgile 
added, also putting his hand on his boss’s shoulder.

Just then, a cell phone rang.
“It’s probably Elisabeth worrying about me,” Cooker said. 

“Oh, it’s you, darling? My little Margaux. I’m happy to hear 
your voice.”

A smile came over his face. Virgile and Carole caught 
each other’s eye and left Cooker, who was already looking 
more optimistic.
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 “O happy Burgundy, which merits
 being called the mother of men since

 she furnishes from her mammaries
 such a good milk.”

 —Erasmus



1

His head was spinning. For three hours now, he had been 
sitting at the table between the wife of the ambassador to 
the Netherlands and a film star whose name he dared not 
ask for fear of offending her. He vaguely remembered having 
seen her in a period piece where she played the harpsichord 
in a château full of mirrors and china. He had to lean in a 
bit to exchange a few words with the guests across from him. 
Bunches of red and yellow tulips cluttered the tables. People 
smiled at each other between the stems.

The dinner was sumptuous, as elegant as it was generous. 
You could read the satisfaction on the faces of the guests. As the 
feast continued, attitudes relaxed, looks of collusion replaced 
polite nods, and witty remarks cut the air with great panache. 
After savoring a duck pâté accompanied by a Bourgogne 
Aligoté des Hautes Côtes, perch supreme served with a chilled 
and fragrant Meursault, and crown loin of veal sprinkled 
with green peppercorns, along with a 1979 Côte de Beaune 
Villages, the guests thought the meal was finished. But this was 
underestimating the hospitality of the venerable knights of the 
Confrérie des Chevaliers du Tastevin. A cockerel and morel 
fricassee seasoned with Chambolle-Musigny added to the feast, 
and no one had trouble finishing it. Meanwhile, the Cadets 
of Bourgogne, decked out in black caps and wine-merchant 
aprons, had accompanied the arrival of each dish with a 
great many wine songs, comical tales, and jovial melodies. 
Beaming, with sparkling eyes and gleaming whiskers, they 
bellowed verse after verse at the top of their lungs.
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Always drinkers, never drunk, 
They go along their way 
And thumb their nose at fools who grump.

Always drinkers, never drunk, 
They happily proclaim 
Their credo without shame.

Always drinkers, never drunk, 
They go along their way!

The cheese course was announced. Platters arrived filled 
with creamy Epoisses washed in marc brandy and aged on 
rye straw, a soft farmhouse Soumaintrain cheese, mild 
Saint-Florentin that gave off the scent of raw milk, lightly 
salted and creamy Chaources, and supple La-Pierre-qui-
Vire. Accompanying them were small rounds of goat’s milk 
cheese, including an especially full-bodied tomme du Poiset. 
To top it off and honor this Chapter of the Tulips, the hosts 
had elegantly slipped in some soft Dutch cheese with amber 
and orange hues. Benjamin Cooker prepared a nice plate for 
himself, enhancing it with a 1972 Latricières-Chambertin 
that sensuously tickled his taste buds.

Here come the Cadets of Burgundy, 
Sowers of life and of sun; 
Lovers of water are mad.

Here come the Cadets of Burgundy, 
A bottle in each hand! 
Open the door to some fun 
Here come the Cadets of Burgundy, 
Sowers of life and of sun!



215THE WINEMAKER DETECTIVE

The chamberlain stepped to the podium. The association’s 
slogan—Never whine! Always wine—was inscribed above it 
in gothic letters.

He tapped the microphone, waited for the brouhaha to 
subside, and greeted the assembly. He congratulated the chef 
for the excellent dinner and declared the meeting of the Chapter 
of Tulips open. Then, in a solemn voice, he briefly praised 
Benjamin Cooker, introducing him as the most recognized 
wine specialist in France and one of the most sought-after 
winemakers in the world. He spoke of the Cooker Guide, 
whose publication all vintners dreaded, and emphasized that 
the most recent edition had excellent evaluations of certain 
Vougeots. Finally, he invited the inductee to join him on the 
stage, next to the members of the association whose gold and 
red vestments shimmered in the spotlight.

There was a ripple of applause. Leaning on the edge of 
the table, Cooker rose slowly. He emptied his glass of water, 
discreetly loosened his bowtie, tugged down the jacket of his 
tuxedo, and made his way between the tables. He felt the 
weight of all the eyes turned toward him and slowed his pace 
a bit for fear of getting tangled in the train of an evening 
gown or tripping on a chair as he made his way to the dais. 
He was welcomed with a quotation recited with good-na-
tured pomposity. The crudeness of its kitchen Latin made all 
the guests laugh.

Totus mundus trinquat cum illustro pinot 
Imbecili soli drink only water! 
So, Brother Cellarer, fill our cup 
Because, as the saying goes: in vino veritas

Cooker was handed a chalice. He emptied it and proceeded 
to the dubbing, which fell somewhere between schoolboy farce 
and ritual solemnity. He swore fidelity to the wines of France 
and Burgundy and then bowed his head while the grand mas-
ter of the order tapped his shoulder with a vine shoot.
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By Noah, father of the vine 
By Bacchus, god of wine 
By Saint Vincent, patron of vintners 
We dub you Knight of the Tastevin!

Cooker was then invited to take the microphone. He 
looked over the assembly, and a silence as thick as a wine 
coulis filled the room. One last clearing of the throat, and 
his voice resounded under the enormous girders of the wine 
warehouse.

“Grand Chamberlain of the Order of the Knights of Tastevin, 
Grand Constable and all of you, knights of the brotherhood, 
ladies and gentlemen, good evening!

“First, let me tell you right away how excited I am to be 
here among you tonight. Could I ever have imagined that I 
would be crowned with such laurels within the walls of this 
distinguished château that has so often inspired me? As a child 
romping in the vineyards of the Médoc and learning to swim 
in the water holes of the Hourtin pond, I could not see my-
self playing or living in any place other than that corner of 
the world, where vineyards were loved with so much passion. 
For a long time I thought that good wines were made only 
there, because you know that the natives of Bordeaux are 
a bit chauvinist, and my grandfather never drank anything 
other than his own wine. I found out later that his wine was 
far from the best, but I must admit that for me, it still has a 
particular bouquet. It seems that we often pattern our lives 
after those first impressions of childhood.

“I like to recall that it was a child of your land, a son of 
Burgundy with visionary talent, who contributed to protect-
ing the Port de la Lune from English invasions. The shores 
of Bordeaux owe so much to the three fortresses built by 
Sébastien le Prestre de Vauban. That was another time. The 
world may never be at peace, but wine abolished our borders 
long ago. I have traveled extensively in lands even farther 
from my culture than Burgundy, and I have learned that wine 
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is a universal language. Each time a man raises his glass and 
empties it, I know what cloth he is cut from, what stuff he is 
made of. I can guess his disposition, sometimes his sense of 
humor, his reserve, his impatience or his sense of moderation, 
his wit or lack of tact. No need to talk further: the drinker 
reveals himself and sometimes shows what he would like to 
hide. The older I get, the more I believe that this is one of the 
greatest revelations of wine.

“To tell you that it is an honor to be named Chevalier 
du Tastevin in a setting as glorious as the Vougeot château 
would be a little banal and superfi cial. For me it’s a sign of 
friendship more than an honorary distinction. I have too 
many good memories, between Côte de Nuits and Côte de 
Beaune, too many faithful readers and vigilant winemakers 
between Chalon and Mâcon, not to show my pleasure and 
my great joy in this moment. Finally, since I must conclude, 
and I promised not to talk too long, I will quote one of your 
own, Jean-François Bazin, who does honor to the Burgundian 
parlance and wrote this: ‘The Confrérie des Chevaliers du 
Tastevin is like a ray of sunlight in the darkness of the cellars!’ 
So this is what I say: I’m here in broad daylight, even if I incur 
the wrath of all my friends in Bordeaux.”

The dining room of the Hôtel de Vougeot was still empty at 
this early-morning hour. With his mind still reeling from al-
cohol, excitement, songs, and laughter, Benjamin Cooker had 
slept little. A cool, almost cold shower had restored his calm, 
and he had stretched his legs walking among the rows of vines 
that bordered the establishment. In keeping with an old habit, 
the winemaker had taken a room in the hotel’s annex behind 
the courtyard. He was pleased with room number nine, whose 
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window with small panes of glass opened onto the vineyards 
of Vougeot.

“Did you sleep well, sir?” a waitress named Aurélie asked, 
dipping an Earl Grey teabag into a white porcelain teapot.

“Well, let’s say I closed one eye from time to time, miss.”
“Did you see what happened across the street? Some kids 

covered the whole café with graffiti.”
Cooker went to the window, parted the lace curtains, 

and wiped the condensation from the glass. On the facade 
of the Rendez-vous des Touristes, black letters were clumsi-
ly scrawled in spray paint between a wall thermometer and 
some empty window boxes. He squinted.

Domine exaudi orationem meam 
et clamor meus ad te veniat

Cooker read the phrase in a whisper. He had studied Latin 
in his youth.

“It’s such a shame to dirty everything that way,” Aurélie 
grumbled, heating up the teapot. “Especially to write such 
nonsense.”

Cooker sat down before his plate and observed the hotel 
employee. He had known her as a girl and suddenly realized that 
she had become a woman in the two years since he had last seen 
her. Her ruddy cheeks had become more defined, and mascara 
accentuated her long black eyelashes. Her hair was pulled back 
and showed off her forehead. The somewhat awkward and 
pudgy apprentice who used to hide her eyes behind long bangs 
was now a lovely waitress whose precise gestures and alluringly 
delicate nose added to her charm.

“I know it’s those boys from Dijon who did it,” she went on 
as she placed the teapot on the table.

“Are you sure?”
“Who else could it be? The neighborhoods over there are 

full of graffiti like that. You wouldn’t believe what it’s like 
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near the train station. And what really kills me is that it’s not 
even French. I don’t understand a word of it.”

“It’s Latin.”
“Ah, I was sure it wasn’t French.”
Cooker breathed in the aroma of bergamot and took sev-

eral swallows, burning his tongue. He put his cup down and 
slipped his coat on.

“Have a nice day, Aurélie. I’ll hold onto my key, because I 
might be getting back late.”

He crossed the road and stood in front of the defaced wall 
of the café. The paint was dry, and only a few letters had 
dribbled down the yellowish stucco. He took out his notebook 
and wrote down the Latin phrase, taking care to translate it 
accurately.

Lord, hear my prayer. 
Let my cry for help to reach you.

As soon as he entered the café, all conversation stopped. 
Cooker sat down nonchalantly at the first table and ordered 
an espresso. The owner brought him a small cup of very bit-
ter coffee, which Cooker tried to sweeten with three cubes of 
sugar. The café patrons started talking again, but quietly and 
warily. Three men who looked like retirees were filling out 
their trifecta sheets and muttering. At the end of the bar, two 
young sporty types with low foreheads and protruding lower 
lips sipped beer and whispered to each other. They were wear-
ing similar royal-blue tracksuits. Next to Cooker, a homely 
couple sat across from each other in silence; the woman, whose 
triple chin spilled over the collar of a knitted vest, was shoot-
ing sidelong, slightly fearful glances across the room, while her 
husband was picking his nose with satisfactory results.

“May I borrow your newspaper?” Cooker asked.
“Go right ahead!”
He carefully pushed aside his cup and opened Le Bien Public 

on the table. The snowstorms in the Nuits-Saint-Georges 
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were the lead story in the paper. Cooker perused an article 
on local sandblasters and the weather forecast for Easter week. 
On page three, he happened upon his picture, in black and 
white, which took up two columns. The slightly overexposed 
photo, taken during his speech, made him look like a jovial 
and cunning horse trader at a country fair. It did not at all re-
semble him and made him smile, as did the article’s headline: 

“Winemaker Cooker gets toast, is spared roast at multicourse 
Vougeot fête.”

The couple—farmers, Cooker presumed—watched him 
without uttering a word. The chatter at the bar grew livelier. 

“They’re real bastards from the city pulling that shit.” Gray coils 
of cigarette smoke floated upward in the harsh ceiling light.

“Worse than dogs lifting their legs!” 
“What do you mean, René?”
From his vantage point, Cooker could see a fine foam 

moustache under the nose of one of the beer drinkers.
“They write their crap like they piss against a wall!”
“Ah, I get it now.”
The café owner turned on the radio. It was a nostalgic 

channel that seemed to crackle from beyond the grave. A duo 
from the seventies chirped with optimism in the sputtering of 
the radio.

“It’s taking the cops long enough to get here, as if they had 
anything else to do.”

Then they took out a game of dice and a green felt cloth.
“All the same, if I catch those little shits—”
Everyone counted their tokens without paying attention 

to the refrain, in which “Venice” rhymed with “Paris.” The 
barely snuffed-out cigarette butts continued to smolder in the 
ashtrays. 

“The cops?”
“Hell no. The little shits who wrote all this trash—we’re 

gonna smash their faces in, believe me!”
Cooker turned to the couple and said, “Excuse me for in-

terrupting. Did that happen last night?”
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“The scribblings?” grumbled the old woman. “We saw them 
this morning. Definitely weren’t there yesterday, were they, 
Emile?”

“Can you tell me where Vougeot’s priest lives?”
“There ain’t no priest in Vougeot and no church, neither.”
“As a matter of fact, now that you mention it, I can’t re-

member seeing a bell tower,” Cooker said, pursing his lips. “I 
hadn’t even paid attention.”

The woman rubbed her triple chin and looked at him in-
tently. “In Vougeot, you don’t get married, and you don’t die.”

“That seems rather reasonable to me,” Cooker smiled as he 
stood up. He left two euros on the table, nodded politely, and 
took his leave.

He walked back up the main street toward the river. Slabs 
of frozen snow edged the road. On the parapet of the bridge 
that spanned the Vouge, the same black writing ran across the 
cement.

Non abscondas faciem tuam a me; 
in quacunque die tribulor

Cooker took out his fountain pen and jotted down the 
phrase before translating it.

Do not turn your face from me 
In my day of trouble.

He continued walking to the small locks that constricted 
the river, abruptly transforming it into a narrow channel. 
He stopped for a moment to look at the walls on the water’s 
edge, which were covered with thick patches of moss. Then he 
turned around to go to the grocery store. He bought the paper, 
a box of cashews, and a postcard. It was only upon leaving the 
store that he noticed the graffiti running the length of a low 
wall near the ancient washhouse.
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Inclina ad me aurem tuam: 
in quacunque die invocavero te, 
volciter exaudi me.

Again he reached for his notebook and transcribed the 
phrase diligently, despite the biting cold, which was numbing 
his fingers.

Incline your ear to listen 
When I call, 
be quick to answer

A gust of wind stung his face, and he pulled his collar up to 
his ears. In the distance, crows squawked in the vines. Their 
stricken cawing dissolved in a milky sky that was so low it 
merged with the snow-powdered earth.

Cooker shivered.


