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What through youth gave love and roses, 
Age still leaves us friends and wine.

 —Thomas Moore
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It was a rustic bed. Resting on a pine frame, the 
thin mattress had served for more than sleep. 

Lovers had coupled in the night here, and chil-
dren had been birthed in white-hot pain. Under 
the goose-down comforter, the sheets were heavy 
and rough. A crucifix above the bed attested to a 
faith filled with incense and rosary beads. A frond 
secured behind it awaited Ash Wednesday, when 
it would be reduced to gray dust—a reminder  
of mortality.

An antique clock with a brass pendulum ruled 
over the dreary room, which was steeped in dark-
ness day and night. Éléonore and René Lacombe 
were too discreet to let the sun reveal their fur-
rowed faces, skeletal torsos, and arthritic joints. 
The couple anticipated death with resignation 
mingled with apprehension.

On this late-autumn morning, the two old 
creatures were lying side by side, with waxy 
faces, half-closed eyes, gaping mouths, and limp, 
fleshless arms. Éléonore and René looked like 
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marionettes abandoned by a puppeteer who had 
rushed offstage. Except for the blood.

The bullets had been carefully aimed. Had 
Éléonore and René awakened? Had they seen the 
murderer’s face? Clearly, there hadn’t been enough 
time to switch on the lamp or let out a word or a 
cry. And certainly not enough to grab the shotgun 
below the bed, which René hadn’t used since he 
stopped pigeon hunting five years before. No, the 
scenario had unfolded without a hitch. No mess 
in the house. No closets forced open or drawers ri-
fled through. The covers were even pulled up, as if 
to keep the victims from getting cold before mov-
ing on to the afterlife.

Was it possible that someone was after the 
couple’s modest possessions? A postal employee’s 
pension, combined with the meager savings of 
a seamstress, was hardly enough to motivate a 
crime like this.

They kept no wads of euros tucked beneath 
their mattress. The small savings they had man-
aged to accumulate was safely deposited at a 
bank in Preignac, a commonplace town in the 
Sauternes appellation of southwestern France. The 
Lacombes’ nest egg was available for withdrawal 
if anything happened. But nothing ever happened. 
Theirs was a humdrum life permeated with silence, 
small grimaces, groans, and occasional laughter. 
Some bickering, of course, but nothing serious.
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Éléonore and René had sometimes joked that 
they would be inseparable even in death. And 
when the first officer on the scene carefully pulled 
down the covers, it was confirmed. Éléonore and 
René were holding hands.
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Antoine Barbaroux pulled the wadded 
handkerchief from his pants pocket and 

blew into it noisily, startling Deputy Rivard in 
the passenger seat. Rivard shifted and looked out 
the window. A blanket of mist covered the vines, 
which just a short time earlier had been thick 
with berries. A second car with two other men 
was close behind.

Barbaroux and his deputies had headed out as 
soon as the prosecutor gave them the heads up, 
and they were near their destination. The inspec-
tor was a veteran when it came to homicides, yet 
he still felt a tinge of sorrow for the victims whose 
murders he investigated. This old couple wouldn’t 
be any different, but Barbaroux was a man who 
rarely showed his emotions.

Barbaroux turned down the long drive to the 
Lacombes’ house and parked in front. A handful 
of local authorities were at the scene, along with 
the crime-beat reporters.
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“That’s quite a crowd,” the deputy said.
“Let’s just hope the local guys didn’t ride rough-

shod all over the place and ruin the evidence,” 
Barbaroux answered.

The inspector got out of the car, and a large 
man with thick white hair and a paunch walked 
over to greet him.

“Mayor Pontier,” the man said, extending his 
hand. “Such a terrible thing. The Lacombes didn’t 
have many close friends, but they didn’t have any 
enemies either. They were simple people. Not a 
soul had anything bad to say about them. This 
has to be the work of a psychopath.”

Barbaroux grunted as he checked out the house. 
“You should have seen the wedding anniversary 

celebration we threw for them,” the mayor con-
tinued. “Everyone was at the Bommes village hall, 
hugging and toasting them. And the Lacombes 
were so grateful. Too bad Cecile wasn’t there…”

Barbaroux cut him off. “Can we go inside?”
The mayor opened the door, and the inspector 

looked around. Straight ahead there was a hearth 
with a threadbare armchair on each side. A couch 
with carved-wood trim was to his left. From the 
looks of it, the couch was more for visitors than 
the residents. A tall hutch on his right held a few 
pieces of good china. In the kitchen, a checked oil-
cloth covered a table big enough for four people. A 
rag rug—perhaps braided by Éléonore Lacombe 
herself—was on the worn floor, near the sink.
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Barbaroux carefully inspected the bedroom, his 
hands behind his back as he slowly walked around 
the bed. He emerged ten minutes later and told his 
deputies to start collecting the evidence. Then he 
went back outside to find the mayor. “I’d like to 
talk with some of the neighbors.”

“Of course. There’s Mrs. Soules, down the road. 
And the Guerins, who live just past her. I can take 
you over and introduce you.”

“That won’t be necessary.” The inspector sniffed 
and pulled out his handkerchief. He would go 
in his own time.
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Benjamin Cooker settled himself on the 
sunny though chilly terrace of the Régent 

restaurant on Place Gambetta. This was one of 
his favorite spots in Bordeaux to read the paper—
actually, papers. France’s preeminent wine expert 
was a voracious consumer of the news. On his 
way to the Régent, he had stopped at the kiosk 
by the Grand Théâtre to pick up the Herald 
Tribune, Le Figaro, Le Monde, and finally, the Sud-
Ouest, Bordeaux’s regional newspaper. He always 
wanted to know what was happening on both 
sides of the Garonne River.

“Earl Grey, Mr. Cooker?” the server asked.
The winemaker nodded, but changed his 

mind before the server walked away. “No, make 
that a Lillet.” 

The aperitif wine from a village south of 
Bordeaux was a blend of blanc, rosé, merlot, and 
macerated liqueurs. Yes, a Lillet would be perfect.
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The autumnal gusts had chilled the port city, 
forcing its residents to pull out their coats and 
parkas. Benjamin, snug in his Loden, was happy 
to have the terrace, with its privileged view, all 
to himself. He savored interludes like this, when 
he could escape from his offices on the Allées de 
Tourny and just page through the newspapers 
while watching the comings and goings. The 
Régent’s terrace, in addition to being strategical-
ly located, had a certain weight of history that 
gave coherence to his reading. When it came to 
dining in Bordeaux’s famed golden triangle, the 
city’s neoclassical heart, he preferred the Noailles, 
which had a first-rate wine selection. There was 
no contesting this.

Over the years, Benjamin’s routine at the 
Régent had become a ritual. Making eye contact 
with the staff members, all of whom knew him 
by name, he would claim a table that was just far 
enough from the other patrons to give him privacy. 
Although he had many friends and business ac-
quaintances, Benjamin didn’t want to feel obliged 
to acknowledge anyone else when he was reading.

No matter the season, he sat on the terrace. 
In good weather, he would take off his Loden 
and lay it on the chair opposite his. Even before 
unfolding the newspapers, he would remove his 
fountain pen from the inside pocket of his tweed 
jacket. The Parker pen was a prized gift from his 
daughter, Margaux, who was all too familiar with 
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his habit of scribbling things wherever—if not 
in his notebook, then on the paper tablecloth in 
restaurants, the margins of magazine articles, or on 
the backs of business cards. Benjamin annotated 
constantly, as if his memory might fail him. It was 
a habit that served him well. His Cooker Guide 
was, in fact, a compilation of all these notes. His 
comments on wines, the châteaus he visited, and 
the hopes tied to countless vintages had all been 
nothing at first but arcane shorthand in black ink.

On this morning, Benjamin Cooker had re-
ceived the final copy of the newest edition of his 
guide, which was due in bookstores by the feast 
of Saint Martin, November 11—a fitting day be-
cause it marked the formal end of the agrarian 
year. In addition, this was when the newly pro-
duced wine was ready for consumption.

Benjamin’s publisher, Claude Nithard, had 
picked the release date himself, and there was no 
putting it off.

“Benjamin, we’re going to exceed one million 
copies,” Claude had told him in a phone call. 

“And that’s just in French-speaking countries. I’m 
taking bets. This will be an exceptional vintage of 
your Cooker Guide!”

Benjamin needed to verify that his final cor-
rections had made it into print. He had modi-
fied an appraisal that seemed too severe, revised 
three ratings by a half-point, and added a châ-
teau he had fallen in love with after the final 
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draft was sent in. Suffice it to say, he would have 
to lock himself in his office at his beloved home, 
Grangebelle, for a couple of hours, at least, to give 
the guide a last read.

In truth, Benjamin didn’t want to disappoint 
Claude, who was more than his publisher. Claude 
was a friend. Their relationship was based on 
copious feasts and bottles unearthed from wine 
cellars festooned with cobwebs.

They had hit it off the first time they met. 
Benjamin had been thinking about writing a wine 
guide, based on his extensive travels and tastings, 
and Claude had immediately taken to the idea. 
The publisher, whose offices were on the Rue des 
Saint-Pères in Paris, had invited the prospective 
author to dinner at La Tour d’Argent. Neither 
advances nor royalties were mentioned during this 
initial meeting at the famed Paris restaurant, with 
its view of Notre Dame and the Seine. The only 
figures that mattered were the dates of exceptional 
vintages they had experienced, several of which 
were in their very own cellars. The wine—or rather, 
wines—they consumed that night put them in a 
joyful mood, and Benjamin concluded the deal 
with a quote from Homer: “Wine can of their 
wits the wise beguile, make the sage frolic, and the 
serious smile!” The men toasted one last time with 
plum brandy, and the Cooker Guide was born.

Over the years, Benjamin and Claude had 
grown close. The two men, along with the wine-
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maker’s wife, Elisabeth, and the publisher’s girlfriend, 
had even gone on a cruise of the Danube together.

Benjamin had every intention of getting 
through the final read of his guide, and a timely 
delivery was the guarantee of a meal accompa-
nied by a bottle of Pétrus. Claude Nithard was a 
man of his word.

So why was he wasting time on the terrace of 
the Régent, when he also needed to stop at the 
lab on the Cours du Chapeau Rouge and review 
instructions with his lab manager regarding the 
châteaus that kept him on retainer?

Benjamin pushed the thought away, as though 
it were a plate that needed to be cleared from the 
table. “Taking time when time is what you’re sore-
ly lacking is an aesthetic delight,” he mused as he 
opened his Sud-Ouest.

The headline and photo blared at him. “Elderly 
Sauternes couple murdered in their sleep.”

The man and woman, both in their ear-
ly eighties, were beaming in a black-and-white 
photo taken at their sixtieth wedding anniversary. 
The caption explained that the entire village of 
Bommes had gathered for a celebration, orga-
nized by the mayor himself.

“Unfortunately, we missed the Lacombes’ fiftieth 
anniversary,” the mayor had told the reporter cov-
ering the double homicide. “We didn’t want to let 
this one slip by. They were such good people. And 
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they had experienced a terrible loss. We all felt for 
them. How could anyone murder them this way?”

According to the mayor, the Lacombes’ only 
child, Pierre, and his wife, Françoise, had drowned 
many years earlier, and Éléonore and René had 
brought up their granddaughter, Cecile.

The tragedy hadn’t dampened Éléonore’s faith 
in the least, the mayor said. In fact, Éléonore em-
barked on a Notre Dame de Verdelais pilgrimage 
the Sunday after the drownings. She attended 
Mass regularly, sang in the choir, cooked meals 
served after funeral services at the church, and lent 
a hand for a variety of charitable causes.

“She was a gentle woman,” a neighbor told the 
reporter. “She wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

The authorities had found no sign of forced en-
try. Was this the act of a lone killer, or were there 
accomplices? The case had already been turned 
over to the prosecutor’s office in Bordeaux, and 
Inspector Antoine Barbaroux had been named 
lead investigator.

Benjamin smiled. Antoine Barbaroux, the de-
tective with the runny nose. Rough around the 
edges, and those who didn’t know better rarely 
gave him the credit he deserved. He was a shrewd 
man. The winemaker had learned this while work-
ing with him on a case involving a serial killer and 
some prized bottles of Pétrus.

Benjamin read the rest of the article with 
even more interest. He imagined the couple un-
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der their sheets: René with his bushy moustache, 
stained with the tobacco he rolled and smoked, 
and Éléonore, wearing a gold chain with a cross 
blessed at Lourdes.

Even René’s doctor was quoted in the article. “I 
told him he smoked too much. He said, ‘You have 
to die of something.’ How could we have known 
that this would be that ‘something’?”
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Benjamin reached the end of the article and 
folded the paper. He reflected on Bommes, 

a quiet village he knew well as one of the five 
communes that made up the Sauternes wine 
appellation, along with Barsac, Preignac, Fargues, 
and the namesake Sauternes. His mouth watered 
at the thought of the most famous wine of this 
region, Château d’Yquem. About three kilometers 
from Bommes, the prestigious Yquem estate had 
been producing the exquisite nectar since at least 
the sixteenth century. Not even bitter lawsuits 
in the late nineteen nineties, when the estate 
was bought out by the international luxury 
goods conglomerate LVMH—of Louis Vuitton, 
Moet & Chandon, and Hennessy fame—had 
interfered with that.

Benjamin shifted in his chair. Although Pierre 
Lurton, the manager of the château, had upheld 
the Yquem tradition, Benjamin didn’t like breaches 
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in estate lineage. Until the buyout, those vineyards 
had been in the same family since 1785.

The winemaker closed his eyes and imagined 
the enchanted hills around the estate, whose 
ridges evoked the curves of a woman’s body. 
There were several other notable properties in this 
appellation. He still remembered his first tasting 
at the Château Rieussec, before its acquisition by 
the Domaines Barons de Rothschild. The owners, 
Chantal and Albert Vuillier, had called Benjamin 
when it was time for the first tasting. The ritual 
took place in the grand room, whose windows 
faced the ocean of vines.

It was twilight when the proprietors of Rieussec 
submitted their bottles to Benjamin’s judgment. As 
he tasted, Benjamin discerned the sweet wine’s 
aromas and mused on his hosts’ observations. First, 
there were the vegetal fragrances of linden, ver-
bena, mint, green tea, hawthorn, and forest honey. 
But soon the fruity scents—citrus, apricot, quince, 
and Zante currant—took over. Benjamin also de-
tected floral fragrances of old roses, acacia, and 
honeysuckle. The winemaker further noted sweet 
spices, including paprika, and cumin.

Sauternes was a vin de méditation, a wine to 
contemplate. So Benjamin walked over to the vast 
window and took a Lusitania from his cigar case. 
After a few puffs, he tasted the wine once again. 
By then it was exuding notes of caramel, vanilla, 
coffee, wax, honey, and toast.
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Since that first tasting, Benjamin had sniffed 
and chewed the wine from this estate many times. 
But he remembered that first experience with a 
measure of poignancy. There was a sumptuous 
dinner of cured ham baked in a cream sauce 
with leeks and pistachios. Of course, wonderful 
wines accompanied the feast. In addition to 
the Sauternes, they drank Paradis-Casseuil—
another family jewel. The vineyards yielding the 
grapes for this red wine were in the Entre-Deux-
Mers appellation.

When the meal finally came to an end, there 
was no question of Benjamin taking to the road. It 
was much too late. The Vuilliers offered Benjamin 
a guest bedroom in the vine-covered square tower. 
The winemaker had heard about this room, with its 
creaky floor. It was said that writer Jean Cocteau 
slept here when he visited Arcachon Bay with 
his dear friend Raymond Radiguet. Benjamin 
called Elisabeth to assure her that he was fine and 
slipped under the covers. A first-edition copy of 
Radiguet’s The Devil in the Flesh was on the night 
table, but he was too satiated to pick it up.

This corner of Gironde had a special place in 
Benjamin’s heart. For a moment many years ear-
lier, he had considered settling here. But instead, he 
had planted himself in Saint-Julien-Beychevelle—
at Grangebelle—where he and Elisabeth had 
raised their daughter, Margaux.



17

REQUIEM IN YQUEM

For the winemaker, the Médoc was as comfort-
able as a pair of exquisitely made Lobbs. Sauternes 
was something else entirely—just as exquisite, but 
not as familiar. This terroir, the size of just four 
handkerchiefs, was a world unto itself. It was nev-
er more breathtaking than in autumn, when the 
morning mist hanging above the Garonne would 
float toward the highest hills before dissipating un-
der the first rays of sunlight. The delicate white 
coat would blanket the perfectly trimmed vines 
just long enough to cool them and allow the 
Botrytis cinerea, dreaded elsewhere but coveted here, 
to do its work.

The winemaker never tired of witnessing the 
strange miracle that occurred from October to 
late fall and even early winter. Every time, he 
couldn’t wait for the sun-soaked grapes to fall into 
the pickers’ hands. But the wise estate owners were 
in no hurry. The mist needed to caress the clusters, 
and the sun had to strike gently.

The grapes would become sugar-gorged, 
spoiled, shriveled, wilted, and, finally, rotten. This, 
however, was a sublime rot that perfectly exploit-
ed the fog and sun. The estate owners would then 
set loose their pickers to gather the candied fruit, 
some of it covered in mold as thick as fur.

In Sauternes, the harvesters were picked as 
carefully as the grapes. They were usually women, 
who were more naturally skilled at the job. They 
would slip the tip of their secateurs onto the vines, 
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stripped of their russet leaves. Then the grapes were 
given over to the press. The cellar master would 
issue his orders, and from this rather unsavory 
mixture, a thick and deliciously fragrant juice 
would flow like gold from a spout.

Until his dying day, Benjamin would recall the 
gentle crystalline hiss of the juice languidly flow-
ing into the barrel.

After a generally long period of fermentation, the 
wine would age in the dark wine-cellar cathedrals.

Benjamin sighed and motioned for his check. 
His busy schedule was draining the sweetness from 
his life. He thought of his assistant, Virgile Lanssien. 
For him, life was still an amuse-bouche. Maybe that 
had something to do with the two years Virgile 
had spent in Bommes, at the Viticulture School 
of La Tour Blanche, before going on to the 
University of Bordeaux.

The newspaper article had touched off a 
flood of memories, and Benjamin wanted to re-
experience the Sauternes region. He took out his 
cell phone and sent Virgile a quick text message: 

“Come to Grangebelle for lunch!”
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It was more than an invitation. It was a command. 
Virgile knew his employer well enough to 

suspect that something was bothering him. He cut 
short his sample-gathering at a Côtes de Bourg 
vineyard in Saint-Ciers-de-Canesse and headed 
for Saint-Julien-Beychevelle. If he had to get on 
the road and pass through Bordeaux, he’d never 
reach Médoc in time for lunch, and he’d have to 
listen to his boss’s reprimands. But if he hurried, he 
could catch the ferry in Blaye.

Virgile took the winding road toward the an-
cient Vauban citadel and spotted the Médocain, 
still docked. He arrived just in time to drive his car 
onto the ferry. Now he could enjoy the experience 
of crossing the Gironde. It was low tide, so it would 
take less than thirty minutes to reach the other 
shore and see the towers of Château Lamarque. 

The brief passage always made Virgile feel like 
he was leaving on vacation. The first time he was 
on a boat, he wasn’t quite six. His parents had 
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taken him to Oléron. At the time, there was no 
bridge between the mainland and the island. The 
sea was huge and deep, and his mother wouldn’t 
let him go anywhere near the railing. Then they 
had visited the Chassiron lighthouse, which 
his father confused with the Baleines, or whale, 
lighthouse on the northwest coast of Île de Ré. 
Virgile was disappointed to learn that the whales 
had stopped spawning off the coast many years 
earlier. But taking the boat still felt like a treat. 
And his mother was no longer around to make 
him stay away from the railing. He leaned against 
it with pleasure.

The wind had come up, and the air was cool. 
Just a handful of passengers were heading to 
the “otherworld”—what those on the right bank 
called the prosperous wine-growing region. They 
marveled at the current stirring up the Gironde 
before retreating to the salon, a euphemism for a 
tight space with hard benches and filthy windows.

Virgile pulled on an old parka he had grabbed 
from the trunk of his car and looked around the 
ferry. Standing at the front was a young woman 
in tight jeans, a backpack slung over her shoulder. 
They locked eyes just as she was brushing her hair 
away from her face. Her eyes were a warm brown. 
Virgile smiled and walked over.

“Brisk, isn’t it?” he said.
“Yeah,” she answered, zipping up her hoodie. “I 

should have worn a coat.”
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For once, Virgile felt at a loss for words. In oth-
er circumstances, on a seasonable day, perhaps, 
he wouldn’t have had any trouble. Flirting was 
second nature. There was something about this 
young woman, though—something familiar but 
unique. She seemed to be entirely at ease with 
herself. Virgile followed her lead as she spotted a 
heron ready to plunge its beak in the water. A sec-
ond later it took off with a fish while the seagulls 
squawked. She laughed, and Virgile’s heartbeat 
quickened in an unexpected way. He found him-
self wishing the crossing would last longer.

She gazed at the water, seemingly lost in 
thought. “You never know what might be down 
there. I love the mystery of it, imagining all the 
things so close to us that we can’t see.”

“Well,” said Virgile, “I guess that heron 
saw his lunch.”

The young woman smiled and brushed the hair 
off her face again. Virgile pointed out the contours 
of Île Verte and conjured up some tales he’d heard 
about the promontories. She hung onto his every 
word and asked him about some of the châteaus 
whose towers seemed to touch the clouds. Virgile 
told her everything he knew about the area.

“So you’re not from around here?” he asked.
“No, I’m from Marseille, but I have relatives 

in Blaye. I work the Saint-Estèphe harvest at 
Château Calon-Ségur to make money for school. 
I’m studying oceanography.”
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Virgile nodded. He also had worked the har-
vests at Bordeaux estates to make money and gain 
a measure of independence. He could have stayed 
at the family property in Montravel, but his father 
would have expected him to work without pay. 
So once he reached a certain age, he offered his 
youth, his drive, and his strong arms to the owners 
of vineyards whose wines he admired.

“What’s your name?” the young woman asked 
spontaneously, as if crossing in the same pitiful 
boat granted them some sort of intimacy.

“Virgile, and yours?”
“Virgile? What a funny name! I’m Camille,” 

she answered. Virgile was struck by the natural 
color of her lips.

Fishing cabins on stilts, which announced the 
end of the crossing, were already visible on the 
shore. But instead of gliding into the Lamarque 
dock, the ferry slammed into it, jolting them. 
Camille grabbed Virgile’s wrist. Once everything 
stopped moving and the Médocain was moored, 
Virgile pulled away and gave her hand a soft 
squeeze. The student seemed sorry to let him go.

Virgile started walking toward his car. “I can 
drop you off at Saint-Estèphe,” he said, knowing 
full well that this would make him late for lunch, 
but he couldn’t help himself. “I happen to know 
the cellar master at Calon-Ségur.”

Camille appeared disturbed to hear this. “No, 
don’t bother. Drop me off on the road to Bordeaux.”
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“You’re not going to Calon?”
“No, I’m not going to…” She sighed. “Okay, I 

lied. I’m not a student. I don’t live in Marseille, 
and my name isn’t Camille. I liked your smile, 
that’s all. So you can leave me alone now. I’ll take 
care of myself.”

“But, Camille, listen…”
Virgile didn’t know what to make of the situa-

tion. Already the stranger had her backpack slung 
over her shoulder and was heading for the road to 
Lamarque. Virgile rushed to his car and drove off 
the ferry. He sped up to reach her, and when he 
did, he lowered the window.

“Really, just forget we ever met.” she said. 
“Have a nice life.”

Her lower lip was quivering. Virgile wasn’t sure 
of the color of her eyes anymore. Disappointed, 
he left the beautiful and strange young woman 
on the highway.

The sky suddenly turned dark, and the wind 
began whipping the leaves on the plane trees. A 
few seconds later, the clouds unleashed a heavy 
rain. Virgile turned on his windshield wipers. In 
the rearview mirror, the intriguing passenger from 
the ferry was no more than a frail figure. Finally, 
she disappeared under the downpour.
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“You’re as white as a sheet,” Elisabeth Cooker 
said as she took Virgile’s wet parka and 

hung it up. “What happened to you?”
It was difficult to conceal anything from his 

boss’s wife. But how could he tell her about a 
disturbing encounter that wasn’t worth talking 
about? The girl was unbalanced—or he was 
losing his touch. Why attach any importance to 
this chance meeting?

“I’m fine, Mrs. Cooker. And you? How’s your 
work with the foundation coming along?”

Elisabeth smiled and shook her head. “Okay, 
Virgile. Change the subject. I didn’t mean to pry. 
My work is going quite well, thank you.”

Virgile and Elisabeth Cooker had an under-
standing. He was in love with the Cookers’ daugh-
ter, but his boss was adamantly opposed to any 
serious relationship. He thought Virgile was inca-
pable of settling down, and Virgile had to admit 
that his sundry flirtations, including the one he 
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had just had on the boat, were evidence of that. 
The whole issue was moot, anyway, because 
Margaux wasn’t in France. She was in New York. 
Still, Virgile knew that his boss’s wife had a certain 
fondness for him, and the feeling was reciprocated. 
Maybe she even put in a good word for him on 
occasion. He’d never ask.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Cooker. You weren’t prying. I’m 
just a little fatigued. That’s all.”

“So Benjamin’s working you too hard again, is 
he? I’ll have to speak to him.”

“Oh, no!” Virgile feigned alarm. “I’m in enough 
hot water most of the time. I don’t need any more!”

Elisabeth laughed and led Virgile into the 
library. They both sat down in comfortable 
armchairs. As soon as he was seated, Virgile felt 
something brush against his leg. It was Bacchus, 
the couple’s Irish setter.

He leaned over to scratch the dog behind the 
ears, but he was still thinking about the young 
woman on the ferry. He couldn’t get her image 
out of his mind. Maybe she wasn’t a stranger af-
ter all. Perhaps she was embarrassed and angry 
that he didn’t remember her. Had he met her in 
Bordeaux or on a job somewhere else? Her hair, 
aquiline nose, and captivating eyes—these traits 
were not foreign to him.

“At any rate, Virgile, you should try to get a little 
more sleep. Maybe cut back on all those nights out?”
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“No. I swear, Mrs. Cooker, I’m not burning the 
candle at both ends. Just one good night’s sleep. 
That’s all I need.”

“All right, Virgile. Just take care of yourself. 
Benjamin needs you.”

“I don’t know about that. But thank you 
for your concern.” Hearing his boss’s footsteps, 
Virgile turned around.

“Ah, there you are, Benjamin,” Elisabeth said. 
“You made Virgile come all the way over here in 
this deluge. His parka’s soaked.”

“Virgile’s just fine. Aren’t you, son? I’ll bet you 
played plenty of rugby matches in the rain. Besides, 
we’ve been needing this.”

Virgile was used to hearing the couple’s af-
fectionate banter. There was a warmth between 
them that was sorely lacking in his parents’ home. 
His parents’ marriage was cold and bitter. It was 
no wonder that when he turned eighteen he fled 
Lamothe-Montravel in southwest France, sixty-six 
kilometers from Périgueux and its famed prehistoric 
cave paintings, and took up residence in a shabby 
studio in Talence, a suburb of Bordeaux. Later on, he 
found his tiny abode in central Bordeaux.

Once he was hired as Benjamin’s assistant at 
Cooker & Co., Elisabeth lost no time making him 
feel welcome at Grangebelle. Sweet aromas from 
the kitchen often greeted him when he arrived for 
a meeting with his boss.
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“I just tried out this new recipe for brownies,” she 
told him on one of his visits. “It calls for coconut. 
Do you believe it? Those Americans don’t think 
we know how to make brownies. But if you like 
these, take them home. I’ll make another batch 
for Margaux.” She winked at Virgile. “I don’t want 
Benjamin getting his mitts on them. He needs to 
watch his waistline, you know.”

Virgile was fond of Elisabeth Cooker’s way of 
talking, often with a quaint turn of phrase and al-
ways witty and thoughtful. He knew that his boss 
sensed their complicity and sometimes felt exclud-
ed. “Stop ganging up on me, you two,” he’d say. 

“Or I’ll call Margaux! I know she’ll defend me!”
Virgile smiled at the memory as Elisabeth rose 

from her chair.
“I need to tend to our lunch. Porcini mushrooms 

are on the menu, Virgile.” She left the library, with 
Bacchus on her heels.

Virgile could already smell the savory aromas 
wafting from the kitchen.

“A steak grilled on vine shoots and cèpes from 
Périgord: how does that sound?” Benjamin said.

Before he could express his delight, Benjamin 
added, “And to top it off: a Cahors, a 2005 
Château Lagrezette. Any objections?”

“Not in the least, boss.”
“You seem preoccupied. What’s on your 

mind, Virgile?”
“Nothing, boss.”
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Like his wife, Benjamin Cooker could read 
Virgile. But it wasn’t the same. With his boss, it was 
a spirit of teamwork. The winemaker, for example, 
could sense when Virgile was lost in thought. For 
his part, Virgile could tell—more or less—what 
was on his boss’s mind. He could anticipate what 
his employer needed when they were examining 
the vines for a disease or what to expect when the 
celebrated author of the Cooker Guide conducted 
a tasting. And when they found themselves trying 
to unravel a crime together, as had become their 
habit, Virgile could automatically see where the 
knot could be pulled apart.

Benjamin Cooker put it another way. “You 
see, Virgile,” he’d say, “the truth is at the bot-
tom of the glass!”

And invariably, Virgile would reply, “I told you 
so, boss!” They both knew, however, that it was 
rarely as simple as downing a glass of wine.

Benjamin got up from his chair and motioned 
to Virgile. “Let’s join Elisabeth in the kitchen.”

They found her as she was taking off her 
apron and smoothing her hair. She smiled at them, 
and Benjamin immediately opened the bottle of 
mellowness snatched from the Lot River Valley. 
Then they sat down to lunch and drank the 
promised Cahors.

“This is a wine that knocks before entering!” 
Benjamin intoned, bringing the glass under his nose.
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A bouquet of aromas—cassis, mulberry, thyme, 
and rosemary—teased Virgile’s nostrils, and he re-
sponded without thinking. “As smooth as a baby’s 
bottom!” He immediately grimaced. “I’m sorry, 
Mrs. Cooker. I didn’t mean to offend.”

Elisabeth laughed. “Don’t worry, Virgile. There 
are many things in this world that offend me. But 
never a baby’s bottom.”

“Actually, it was an apt description,” Benjamin 
said as he refilled Virgile’s glass. “And the kind I’d 
expect from you.”

Virgile ignored his boss’s sarcasm. Benjamin 
took another sip of his wine and changed the 
subject, bringing up the sordid news story he had 
read that morning.

“Really, Virgile, you haven’t heard about it?” 
Elisabeth asked. “That double homicide has been 
all over the television too.”

“No, Mrs. Cooker. I haven’t had a chance to 
follow the news today. When I got up this morn-
ing, I went straight to a vineyard in Saint-de-
Ciers-de-Canesse to gather samples. That’s what 
I was doing when Mr. Cooker called, and I came 
here right away.”

He polished off his meat silently as Benjamin 
filled him in. The whole countryside was in turmoil. 
The homicides had taken place in Bommes, just 
meters away from the École de La Tour Blanche, 
where he had studied viticulture.
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“What did you say their names are?” Virgile 
asked. “Lacombe? René and Éléonore Lacombe?”

Benjamin got up from the table and went 
to look for the Sud-Ouest. He came back and 
handed Virgile the paper.  The expression on his 
face asked the question, “So, do you know these 
people or not?”

Virgile took a moment to read the entire article. 
“Inspector Barbaroux is the lead investigator. Have 
you seen him lately?”

“No, although he does call me on occasion to 
discuss a wine purchase he’s considering.”

Before Virgile could finish the article, a dozen 
cannelés, a Bordeaux specialty, materialized on a 
silver platter. Virgile took his eyes off the paper to 
marvel at the little fluted cakes with soft custard 
centers and dark caramelized crusts.

“Oh, Mrs. Cooker! You know that cannelés are a 
weakness of mine.”

“I’m sure they’re not your only weakness, but 
taste one before you flatter me,” she joked.

Cannelés reminded Virgile of his vacations with 
his parents in Le Moulleau, a popular seaside 
resort. Those vacations were among the few times 
in his life that his parents didn’t bicker, but with no 
friends to hang out with, he was bored to death. 
His only break during the dreary afternoons 
was the occasional trip with his mother to the 
bakery on the street leading to the parish church. 
He had forgotten the name of the bakery, but 



31

REQUIEM IN YQUEM

he remembered the cannelés. They were, without 
a doubt, the best in the world. That was until he 
tasted Mrs. Cooker’s.

“And what should we drink with these delecta-
bles?” Benjamin asked no one in particular. Virgile 
knew it was a test. He casually returned to the 
newspaper and answered without looking up. “I 
think they call for a Sauternes.”

Benjamin wiped his mouth with his thick nap-
kin. He carefully folded it and laid it down on his 
right. It was an obsessive ritual Virgile knew well.

“Sauternes. Right you are, Virgile.”
Benjamin stood up and left the room. He re-

turned with a dusty amber-colored relic. He 
was carrying the bottle with devotion, as if it 
were holy chrism.

Virgile recognized the label’s elaborate script 
lettering, though he couldn’t read the vintage. But 
there was no doubt—it was Yquem!

“This is too great an honor, boss! What grand 
event are we celebrating?”

“No special occasion,” Benjamin said tersely. 
“Just the pleasure of each other’s company.” His 
face had brightened, and the fine lines at the cor-
ners of his mouth gave him a mischievous air.

Virgile took a closer look at the bottle and read 
the line under Château Yquem: “Lur-Saluces,” the 
name of the family that presided over the château 
from 1785 until 2004. Below the name was the date.

“Yes, but it’s a… 1947!”
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A magical vintage for Bordeaux wines—Saint-
Émilion, Pomerol, Braves, Médoc. And for the 
sweet white wines of the southwest, this was the 
wedding at Cana! Here was his boss, with feigned 
innocence, bringing him face-to-face with a 
masterpiece. What occasion could be significant 
enough to warrant such a sacrifice?

Virgile thanked the Cookers with joyous hugs. 
“I’m speechless!” he stammered.

Seeing his emotion, Elisabeth came to his 
rescue, because Benjamin himself seemed over-
whelmed by Virgile’s gratitude. “All wine is made 
to be drunk, Virgile,” she said.

The winemaker walked over to the buffet 
and returned with three tapered Sauternes 
glasses. “Well, son, if you must have a special 
occasion—other than a fine lunch together—let’s 
raise a glass to Marc Sautet, the philosopher and 
Nietzche translator, born the same year this wine 
was produced. He was the founder of the Café 
Philosophique, places where people could come 
together and discuss philosophical questions. ‘I am 
there to nourish their doubts and pose the right 
questions, not to supply the answers,’ he said.” The 
winemaker winked at Virgile. “Does that remind 
you of anyone you happen to know?”

Virgile grinned. “That could be you, boss. But 
you’ve got plenty of answers too.”

Benjamin nodded. “I’ll let that pass. So let’s 
also raise a glass to the providential Marshall Plan, 
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born in 1947, and note that Al Capone, Tristan 
Bernard, and Pierre Bonnard died that year.”

Elisabeth sighed. “Benjamin, for heaven’s sake, 
quit showing off and open the bottle!”

But Benjamin took his time. This wine de-
served to be approached with reverence. With 
supreme ceremony, he filled Elisabeth’s glass and 
then Virgile’s and his own.

A monastic silence prevailed over the prelimi-
naries of the tasting. They noted the amber color 
and the golden reflections that lit up their glasses. 
And then came the moment to bring the Yquem 
to the nose. Virgile detected hints of green walnut 
jam and smoked ham, and Elisabeth commented 
on the scents of dried orange peel and candied fruit.

“Note the multidimensional fragrances. That’s 
an aristocratic noble rot,” Benjamin said.

Another silence followed, a long one this time, 
and then they dipped their lips into the nectar.

No one said a word.
Finally, Elisabeth spoke. “God, that’s good!”
She passed the plate of cannelés to Virgile, who, 

after a few moments of reverie, remembered 
another tasting.

“I’ve experienced something similar, boss. It 
was a 1949 Château de Rayne Vigneau. Have 
you tasted it?”

“Not recently,” Benjamin answered.
“It’s an estate I highly recommend,” Virgile said. 

“It dates from the seventeenth century, and its 



34

J.-P. ALAUX & N. BALEN

Sauternes has been ranked second only to Yquem. 
I have a bottle at home. We’ll drink it together.”

“Hold onto your treasure, Virgile. It’s true I have 
preconceived notions about Sauternes, but I know 
you’re an expert when it comes to that appella-
tion. I still have your excellent paper on the future 
of liqueur wines. I think I’ll take another look at 
it—after I get the final version of the Cooker Guide 
back to Claude.”

“I’m surprised you still have it, boss. I gave it to 
you when I applied for my job.”

Elisabeth laughed. “You know Benjamin. He 
hangs onto everything.”

The winemaker grunted and changed the sub-
ject. “Tell me, Virgile, isn’t your Château de Rayne 
Vigneau in the commune of Bommes?”

“Absolutely, boss. The castle lies in the middle 
of some eighty-five hetares of vines—planted on 
Garonne gravels—”

“Yes, of course,” Benjamin interrupted, running 
his fingers over the bottle that was giving him 
so much pleasure. “Could the estate be near the 
Lacombes’ home?”

“Maybe…”
“Surely,” Benjamin said seriously.
“If you’d like, I can find out. I know just the 

person to call.”
“Yes, go ahead, and we’ll plan a little tour of 

Bommes. The death of those two people intrigues 
me. We’ll take advantage of the visit to assess 
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the harvest and bring back a few bottles of your 
Château de Rayne Vigneau.”

“What a great idea! I’ll make that call.”
“In due time, Virgile. Not before we clear the 

table. Elisabeth prepared that wonderful lunch for 
us. Cleaning up is the least we can do.”

“Thank you, gentlemen,” Elisabeth said, giving 
her husband a peck on the cheek. “I’ll just pour us 
some coffee in the sitting room.”

With Elisabeth gone, Benjamin gave Virgile a 
sly smile and picked up another cannelé. “What she 
doesn’t know won’t hurt her,” he whispered.

--End of excerpt--
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