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How to Rob a Bank

 



Chapter One




 


It was a fashionable district, in an
affluent quarter. Their daily clientele included some of the most
famous, powerful, talented or even just the most beautiful people in the city. Some
of them might even be important, as either a philosopher or a
comedian had once said. He was opening an account at the time.
Slightly baffled by his own success but looking around at the
company he kept, it was as impressive as all hell.

Crédit Lyonnais Paris Branch manager Antoine Noel let himself out of the
Mercedes. His son Maurice would pick him up for lunch, and return
him to the bank at about one-thirty or two o’clock. Mo would pick
him up after work and deposit him safely back at home. If nothing
else, the man could drive. One must give him that. The SSK was
Antoine’s one major concession to vanity. Antoine hardly ever drove
it himself. He’d worked hard to build the bank up in its
operations, its services, and most especially in the regional
expansion of the previous decade. The car was a symbol of his
success, a socially acceptable flamboyance in this, the most staid
and conservative of industries. Having a chauffeur was part of the
fun.

It was
an arid profession.

It made some use of, and gave dignity to, a relationship with
a family member who would otherwise, be useless to himself and
the rest of humanity.

What the young man did with himself in the meantime was no
concern of Antoine’s. Mo hadn’t asked for money, over and above his
rather minimal and unambitious salary in quite some time. While
Antoine appreciated that his car and driver were mostly available,
his son was over-paid now,
considering the time spent on actual duties. To
be fair, the car was always clean and very well maintained as
befitted Antoine’s status. To be fair to himself, he rarely said
no. The great thing about Mo, was that he never lied to the old
man—if it was a woman who needed a quick abortion, or a gambling
debt, or a fine for drunk driving, he would at least have the
courtesy to say so, rather than engaging in long and fruitless
justifications.

Mo had
no excuses, no denials, just a complete if concise statement of the
facts.

Antoine
took it that Maurice had been winning at cards or the horses (or
women) lately and that consequently all was well with the world in
Mo’s book.

“Bye, father. Have a good day.”

“Bye, and you, too.”

My son.

All Antoine had ever really wanted for his children was for
them to be happy. He wanted for them to be healthy, and to live
long and to prosper, in whatever way suited them best. Some folks
wouldn’t understand the attitude. It was hard to know what
would fulfill another person. Maurice was happy where some of the others
weren’t. Some of them had a lot more going for them. At least on
paper. Lydie, his youngest daughter, was a constant
bitcher. Yet she had two
fine sons, and a doting if slightly-stupid husband. They lived in a
better house than her parents.

For that
and other reasons, he tried not to judge Mo too harshly.

His
youngest son was ambitious in all the wrong places, or so it seemed
to Antoine. He wanted to ski, or so he said, he wanted to race
cars, bed fine young women, write novels and become a painter, a
poet, a sculptor.

“Father, I want to be a philosopher—”

Don’t give up your day job, son, except of course that Mo had never had one to begin
with.

Not
really.

And
ultimately, a father’s rejection was cruel—he simply didn’t have it
in him, as angry as he was at the time. Many times, every time,
until one day all the anger wore away, abraded by Mo’s own
brilliance, that crushing, diamond-like hardness of the young and
determined.

There
would be no deflecting Mo from a life of dissolute adventure, a
life of amoral unrestraint. The kid sure had some guts, if one
chose to look at it that way. Take a look at the world around you,
boy. Look at the people, son, read them and weep.

This
too, shall eventually happen to you.

It was
not entirely impossible that Mo would grow up some day.

What else was wealth for,
anyways? That was Mo’s attitude, and something
inside of his old man had oddly resonated.

Life is
for the living and the joy was there for the taking.

If only
one had the nerve.

Of all
his kids, Antoine liked Mo the best—which is to say that he
tolerated him where the others would have gotten a good swift kick
in the ass.

Maurice
had looked his old man in the eye one day and told him that he had
no intention of ever working for a living. He had no plans of ever
doing anything that any normal and rational person would ever
consider worthwhile, and therefore the old man might as well get
over it.

A
withered smile crossed the banker’s face.

The pair
of them, after a couple of snifters of cognac, had been having some
heated words, and then after that a hug, which Mo was pretty good
for, and then they had laughed like the kings they oddly were,
somehow.

Each to
his own, as Maurice had said.

Each to his own.

We all have our little role to play, dad.

Maurice
could lick them by smiling.

It was
all he’d ever had to do.

His face
just lit right up and that was it, you were done.

Case
closed.

He’d
done a real number on his father.

Antoine
shook his head at the memory. Maurice, having come of age and
somehow managing to stay out of jail since then, had earned at
least some measure of respect. Perhaps that was the key to
understanding Mo. Inherited status was no good to him.

He
wanted to prove that he could do things differently.

His
mother doted on him, of course, his youthful scrapes eventually
turning into manly escapades of the most roguish kind
sometimes.

Antoine
stood blinking at his reflection as a dim figure inside the branch
fiddled with the locks.

Antoine
was probably the first one there, although Monsieur Tremblay and
Emilie Martin were also authorized to open up. Emilie had been here
almost as long as Antoine himself.

“Good morning, Monsieur Noel.”

“Ah. Good morning, Ignace.”

It was
the Monday after Ascension Day, a national holiday. Everyone loved
a day off. It fell on a Thursday, by statute and by Church calendar
in this most Catholic of nations, every year. There was a natural
tendency, for those in a position to do so, to take the Friday off
and enjoy a four-day weekend. It was an old joke, but one or two of
them would need retraining after such a long layoff. There was at
least a grain of truth in it for some.

An
indulgent boss, Antoine had let as many staff take the Friday off
as seemed rational. There was that day-before rush, which had to be
taken into account. They would be fully staffed on a Monday morning
as usual.

His own
long weekend hadn’t been all that relaxing. It wasn’t very
exciting, either. More of a pain in the ass, really. His wife’s
relatives were in town and of course they must be
entertained.

A tall,
spare, balding man in his late fifties, Ignace wore the formal
uniform of a sergeant. The red tunic was only slightly ridiculous
when one considered the long history of the private security firm
he represented. The founder had been a member of the Swiss Guard at
the Vatican before tiring of striped pantaloons and five-metre
pikes.

A few
generations had gone by since then.

Keys
jangled in his hands and Ignace re-locked the outer door as there
was a while to go yet. He would hover in the area in front of the
doors until proper opening time. They had a few minutes
still.

“Lovely weather—” Ignace had a satirical bent.

It was
pissing rain and had been all weekend, but it was slated, according
to the radio people, to hopefully clear up later this
afternoon.

“Oh, lovely. And how was your weekend?” Antoine was open,
accessible, and after all these years, serene and confident enough
that he genuinely cared about all of his employees.

The
young and ambitious were so much more cruel. Young people had no
empathy. For that, one had to suffer. One had to have lived a
life.

It was
the same thing with the customers. Some of them, you had them from
the cradle to the grave. You might not see some of them all that
often, but when you did, it was an important event in their lives.
A young couple looking for a mortgage, hoping to get into that
first home, that first flat. Often enough, they’d fallen in love
with the place. It would be a heartless man who didn’t appreciate
what it meant to the average customer to have home at
all.


Ninety-five percent of all customers had less than a hundred
francs, on average, on deposit, at any one time.

It made
a man think sometimes. There was a lot of wealth in the world.
There was also much poverty, and consequently, much
suffering.

“Hah. About what you’d expect, sir.”

Antoine
clapped the big fellow on the arm. Ignace went along, flipping on
light switches and unlocking interior doors as he went. The inner
doors of the lobby would be propped open for the whole day unless
it was very hot or bugs were coming in, only the outer doors
keeping out the dust and the flies. It was an old building. The air
conditioning was always straining to keep up in summer, and the
furnace fans pounded away all winter long.

A little
oxygen never hurt anyone.

Antoine
used his own key to open his office door. He snapped on the warm
overhead lights and hung up his dripping coat.

He was
just heading off down the short hall to their accounting room to
set water on to boil when there came a loud rapping on the thick,
tinted glass of the front door.

Glancing
out, he saw Ignace going forward to let Emilie in, and in the dull
light outside, he made out the form of one of the other girls
hustling up the front steps under a dripping black
umbrella.

It was
about time to open up the vault.

 



***

 


“How was your weekend, Emilie?”

The
kettle was already whistling as he had put in hot water from the
tap. He glanced up at the clock.

“It was wonderful.” She was going away with another girl for
the weekend as Antoine knew. “See? I am really quite
sunburned.”

She had
a bit of pink on the upper arm and the back of the neck, and a hint
of it in the cheekbones.

“Well, the seaside will do that for you.” They must have
caught better weather. “Would you mind opening up, please? I’m
dying for a good cup of tea.”

His own
cook made excellent coffee but indifferent tea.

Antoine
liked it very strong and had learned not to let other people make
it for him. They just waved the tea around in front of it and
basically ruined what might have been pretty good hot
water.

Steeping
was everything.

That was
the trouble with philosophers, they ignored the smaller
questions.

“Yes, absolutely.” Her hard heels tapped along on the tiles,
polished to a mirror-like shine.

Ignace
was letting two more of the staff in at the front door and Antoine
turned for his office in the rear again. Cheerful voices babbled
and echoed back and forth as they headed for the staff
room.

The
persistent whine of the kettle on its gas-ring was as nothing
compared to the blood-curdling screams torn from Emilie’s throat as
soon as she opened the vault and stepped inside.

 



***

 



Forgetting the kettle, Antoine broke into an instant run. His
hard leather shoes, not being the most coordinated of men and
getting distinctly older now, slipped on the floor as he tried to
make the corner. He went down, sliding along on his left hip as he
had been trying to round the corner into the secure area. The pain
was shocking but already forgotten as she screamed
again.

He
slammed into the shining Porphyry marble of the end wall, but he
was up in an instant.

Everyone
was shouting at once.

He found
Ignace holding a distraught Emilie in his protective embrace.
Antoine stepped around them to confront the object of their
revulsion.

“Get her out of here.” The guard nodded numbly but they didn’t
budge.

Antoine,
his guts in turmoil and his heart in his throat, had little choice
as to his next move. Kneeling beside the body, he put his hand on
the side of the neck, which was cold. There was no sign of a pulse.
Tugging the far shoulder, just to make sure there was nothing they
could do to save this person’s life, Antoine grunted with the
effort. Obscenely limp and heavy, the body finally turned over when
he braced his right foot against the dead left hip and gave a real
tug.

“Oh. Nom de Dieu.” It was Daniel.

Emilie
was weeping quietly in the background, and Ignace was there with
his arm around her shoulders.

“Get her out of here, please. And I think we’d better call the
police.”

His eyes
traveled the length of the room, lined with tiers of safe-deposit
boxes, the main vault behind a row of floor-to-ceiling bars
immediately to his left.

His
heart was pounding in his chest. His knee and left ankle hurt
abominably.

There
was a dead man in his bank, the implications terrible.

This was
going to be a terrible disruption.

Ignace
and Emilie hadn’t moved, staring down at the body of Daniel Masson,
trainee assistant branch manager, and until now, one most
definitely being groomed for better things a little further on down
the road. There were pale faces at the door, a couple of the other
girls, and he couldn’t quite bring himself to tell them to go away.
He swallowed, still not getting quite enough air.

Off in
the distance, the kettle screamed and screamed and
screamed.

 


 



Chapter Two




 


“Hello. Special Homicide Unit.” Andre Levain listened briefly,
eyebrows lifting.

He
looked over at the boss.

“It’s for you—” There was something in the tone and Maintenon
sighed.

He
picked up, noting that Levain stayed on the line.

“Hello?”

“Gilles, this is Jean.”

Only
Chiappe could get away with that kind of familiarity. He hadn’t
spoken to the Commissioner in at least a month. There was no
mistaking that hard, gravelly voice.


Jean-Baptiste had a voice like a cement-mixer as someone once
said.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve got a real good one for you.”

“Of course you do, sir.”

Levain’s
pencil was poised to strike.

Chiappe
laughed but sobered quickly.

“We’ve got a dead man, in a bank vault. One of the employees.
They were opening up after the long weekend.”

“And where is this?”

“The Crédit Lyonnais.” The Commissioner gave
him the address, but it was a commercial landmark anyway. “The only
thing I can add, is that with the present political and economic
situation, Gilles, it’s already sending jitters through the market.
The sooner we get this one solved the better.”

Levain’s
pencil stopped. He stood, his coffee forgotten and the cigarette
quickly stubbed out, the earpiece rammed firmly to his
head.

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you, Gilles. And let me know as soon as you get
anything.”

“Yes, sir.”

There
came the crash of the phone from the other end and Levain winced.
Maintenon put the earpiece down on its holder.

Gilles
heaved a sigh, and then firmly closed the file he had been
reading.

“Well. That’s it then. There goes our Monday.”

Levain
already had his hat on. Hitting disconnect on his phone, he dialed
the front desk.

“We’re going to need a car, Boss.”

 



***

 


Traffic
between the Quai d’Orfevres and the Boulevard des Italiens was
heavy, not unexpectedly for the day after a long weekend. After the
Resurrection, Jesus had returned to stay with the Apostles for
forty days and then He had been lifted up into heaven. Gilles’ own
weekend, not being a particularly devout or even reverent person,
had been spent quietly at home with the radio and his newspapers.
Thankfully, they didn’t have far to go. The vehicle was warming up
inside and they were fairly heavily dressed.

The
weather had broken and the brilliant sunshine promised better
things to come.

“What’s your name, young man?” Gilles was always on the
lookout for new talent.

“Constable Renaudin, sir.”

“Don’t go anywhere. And for Christ’s sakes, park someplace we
can find you.”

“Yes, sir. Absolutely, sir.”

Doors
thudded shut and Maintenon and Levain quickly mounted the front
steps of the imposing building.

“Right, then.” Renaudin put it in gear and eased it forward,
the most recent in a long line of official vehicles.

He left
a little room in front of her. They could get out in a hurry if
they needed to. It was always best to think ahead when dealing with
the big-shots. There were one or two other uniformed types hanging
around if he got bored and felt like talking.

Whatever
was up, it looked like he might be in for a bit of a long
day.

Renaudin
got out of the car, needing a smoke. Some senior officers would
shit all over you if the car smelled like dead tobacco.

There
was a small throng of people, milling around in front of the
building. Two other uniformed gendarmes were guarding the door.
They were talking to each other and not paying much
attention.

“Move along now, there’s nothing to see here.”

A lady
accosted him.

“Officer. That’s my bank. What’s going on? I have to get in
there—”

“You know as much as I do, Madame. Do you have a
car?”

She
shook her head.

“Got your bank-book?”

“Er, yes.” He stopped her from pulling it out of her
purse.

“Ah, excellent.”

He
thought for a moment, then began to give the lady directions to
another branch via bus or Metro. At her age, it was a bit far to
walk. After a minute, there was more than one listener clustered
around him.

 



***

 


“Sir.”

Gilles
flashed his badge at an unfamiliar gendarme, terribly thin and
cadaverous at the age of twenty or whatever he was. The officer
held the door and stepped aside smartly. Their footsteps rattled
and echoed in the cavernous space, all polished stone and hard
surfaces.

A
harried-looking individual broke out of a huddle with other
similarly-stressed individuals, all of them remarkably of a certain
stereotype. They were well-fed, anyways. The detective hurried
forward to meet them.

“Ah, Inspector Maintenon.” He extended a hand in genuine
gratitude. “I’m Camille Grosjean.”

His
sharp eye took in the hulking figure at Maintenon’s
side.

“Hello.”

Grosjean
grinned.

“Andre Levain, right?”

They shook hands quickly. Grosjean took a sober look at his
hand afterwards, but no, it was still on there, it was still all in one
piece. It hadn’t been crushed or anything…that was sure
interesting.

Holy, crap…

“Come right this way, please.” He turned and led them through
a featureless door in a flat section of the wall beside the main
service counter. This was how the staff got in, with a blank wall
directly ahead of them and a long hallway leading off left and
right.

 



***

 


It was
an impressive setup, with half the wall taken up by the sliding
steel door, a third of a metre thick and gleaming dully in the
overhead light. There was a two-metre opening and ancillary bits of
the mechanism on the wall either side of it.

There were too many people in the room. As soon as they saw
Maintenon their voices lowered and they focused on the work. They
were still taking photos and dusting every conceivable surface for
prints. Any distinctive shoe-marks would have long since lost any
meaning in the shuffle of men with big feet and habitually wearing
stout, heavy shoes. Hopefully they’d taken pictures
first and went in
after, but one never
knew. It didn’t seem very likely.

Grosjean
was right there at his side.

“Who found the body?”

“A Mademoiselle Emilie Martin, head cashier. She’s about forty
but not bad-looking. There were security guards on duty all through
the weekend. The big branch manager, Monsieur Noel, was the first
one to arrive this morning. The call came in at about twenty to
nine.”

He
paused.

“The guards are saying they didn’t see or hear anything.” He
gave Maintenon a look.


Maintenon nodded. Levain squatted by the body, awkwardly
leaning in over a puddle of amorphous fluid with little chunks of
something in it.

It must
be vomit, there was some on his cheek and some on his
shirt-collar.

He
looked up at Grosjean.

“Personal effects?”

“Haven’t looked yet. Quite frankly, I was leaving that for you
boys.” He gave Gilles a considering look. “I know when I’m a little
out of my depth, sir.”

“There’s no obvious signs of violence, Boss.” Levain
tentatively sniffed the air.

There
was vomit on the floor. The man’s face was frozen in a rictus of
agony. He had died with his eyes open and full awareness. Gilles
studied the young man, standing over him. There were signs of
bruising where he must have fallen. Scratches on the throat and
neck.

“He was lying face-down according to our
witnesses.”

Just the
usual smell—a lot of urine. The outline of the stain was still
there, but it had dried over time. He wondered exactly how long
that would take under these conditions. Not all goners shit
themselves, a fact for which Levain was truly grateful at
times.

Levain
had his cotton gloves on and was going through the pockets. You
wanted to wipe your feet and leave the shoes outside the door when
you went home at night.

“The deceased is one Daniel Masson, deputy assistant manager
or something. Third from the top in the local food chain. He was
authorized to enter the vault, which he would normally do only
during business hours. There’s a time lock, and we’ve called the
makers. They should be here any time now, and we’ll see if the time
lock has been fiddled.”


Maintenon nodded thoughtfully, watching Levain and looking
around.

The
victim was wearing some nice cuff-links. He had a tie clip and a
wristwatch. Levain pulled out a set of keys. There was a wallet,
just over a hundred francs, small change, a packet of cigarettes
and a heavy gold lighter in the jacket pocket. As might be
expected, the clothes were very good in the fit, and relatively
expensive.

“Does it smell like smoke in here?”

They
sniffed, all of them at once.

Opinions
were soon divided, but Maintenon filed the question away for future
reference.

“Hello.” Levain’s jaw twitched and he pulled an apple out of
the right side jacket pocket.

“There’s another problem.”

“Ah. There always is, isn’t there?”

Grosjean
grinned wryly at the Inspector.

“Yes, sir. Ah—according to the manager, the main vault looks
okay—he says he’d have to do a proper count, but it looks
undisturbed. The inner gate was locked and everything’s there, with
no signs of disturbance. Otherwise there would be one
hell of a panic. As it
is, they’re merely scared shitless. On the other hand. We have all
of these safety-deposit boxes.”

He led
Gilles through an archway and into an inner chamber, Levain
following along.


Maintenon’s eye swept the room. They were all closed and none
of them appeared to be damaged or disturbed at first
glance.

“Ah, Yes.”

Grosjean
let out a long breath.

“What we were thinking, sir, was to have the manager call a
few people, hopefully discreet people…and have them come around and
check their boxes.”

“Hmn.”

It was a
ticklish sort of situation.

Gilles
nodded sharply. They had damned well better get some
answers.

“Yes, but first. We’ll have the bank’s people check all the
empty boxes. They can use their records, and we’ll eliminate them
first…n’est-ce pas?”

“Sir?” Grosjean was slightly baffled but not the argumentative
type.

Levain
rose stiffly, accepting a bag from one of the attending technical
people and carefully signing and dating it. In went most of the
materials.

“Check that apple for prints.”

“Ah, yes, sir.” There was this look on his face.

One
never knew of course.

There
was one more item, this one from the right-hand jacket pocket. It
was a small, heavily creased bit of shiny paper. He brought it up
to his nose and sniffed it suspiciously. There was the hint of
something…perhaps fruity? A candy wrapper. He shook his head and
put it in the envelope as well.

Levain
looked at Gilles.

“This looks like one big, fine mess, Boss.”

“You can say that again—but please don’t, Andre.”

Grosjean
stood there, staring at his crime scene. Slightly hunched at the
shoulders, his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. They really had
their work cut out for them on this one.

This case had pressure from
above written all over it.

 


 



Chapter Three


 


Under
the gun as they were, Gilles made a quick decision.

“All right. We’ll have a bank employee standing over us as we
work. I’ll have to make a quick call to Chiappe—the Commissioner.
But I honestly don’t see what else we can do.” The thoughts of
dozens, or hundreds of citizens, going by the number of
safe-deposit drawers in the room, God-damned civilians, coming and going to check
on the contents of their box, was appalling.

Yet it probably would
come to that—off the cuff, he couldn’t think of a
similar situation or he might have had a better idea of how to
proceed.

That was
a last resort.

“When you open a drawer, it should be empty. If it’s not,
photograph the contents, dust for prints, tag it and bag it for the
lab.”

“Any questions?”

“No, sir.” The uniformed gendarmes were pretty much in
agreement.

Andre
winked at Gilles.

“Nope.”

“Very well.” Turning, Gilles beckoned Grosjean to come along.
“Let’s make that phone call and then we’ll speak to the
manager.”

Grosjean
had brightened up considerably, now that he had some competent help
on the scene.

The
thoughts of speaking to Chiappe, whom he had never met, were not
all that welcome.

 



***

 


The
switchboard put him straight through without argument.

“Jean Baptiste, please.”

“Who’s calling, please?”

“Maintenon. Crédit Lyonnais. Dead man and possible
robbery—”

The line
clicked and Chiappe’s personal assistant Benjamin was there. He put
him on.

“Gilles. What are we looking at?”

A real
mess, as Levain had said.

“Ah, we have a dead man in a locked vault. At first glance it
appears there’s nothing missing. They need to do an inventory of
cash, and one would think any other financial instruments or
valuables on hand.”

“Ah.”

“Also, there is the question of the safety-deposit
boxes.”

“Were they accessible from where the body was
found?”

It was
the usual layout as far as Maintenon knew. He didn’t have a box
personally, and had never really been in a bank vault before. There
was a first time for everything.

“Yes. He was found in front of the little front rooms, where
customers can sit and examine their box’s contents in privacy,
without the staff looking over their shoulder.”

“Merde.”

“There’s no apparent damage to the outer facings of the safety
boxes. It would take a real fool not to want to know for certain.
There are already reporters outside, incidentally.” One or two
familiar faces, anyway.

“Yes, we’ve already had calls.” Chiappe had seen it all
before.

A main,
central branch like this would have a large number of regular and
occasional customers. One of them might have been a reporter, short
of cash after the long weekend.

“They’re very quick.”

Either
that or someone, in that wonderful spirit of helpfulness people
sometimes exhibited, had phoned in a tip to a friendly editor or
their favourite paper.

“Hmn. Double-merde.”

“Sir. We can try to get a blanket writ. Most judges would
stand on the law. They will say the people who rent those boxes are
not criminals, and that’s most likely true. They also have the
right to privacy. Also, let’s say we open a box and find some
envelopes. What’s in them is theoretically none of our
business. But. What is to stop us from having a look? After all, we are
looking for evidence. Once we’re in there, we’re not likely to stop
with a quick look. People would raise one hell of a squawk and we
really are just fishing at this point. The trouble is, how would we
know if anything is missing, unless we contact an owner or customer
with an inventory? Even then, they’ll insist on coming in and
checking their own box.” He gave Grosjean a look, eyebrows
raised.

The
young detective whispered back.

“There are a thousand boxes.”

Gilles
nodded, holding up a hand to stop him there.

“Grosjean says there are a thousand boxes, sir.”

“Argh.”

That’s
one way of putting it, thought Gilles.

“In the meantime, sir, while we’re thinking about that, I want
to have a look in all the unrented boxes.”


Jean-Baptiste sighed audibly over the phone, and there was
the sound of someone else breathing on there as well.

Did
Benjamin have a life of his own?

No one
seemed to know.

“And why would we want to do that?” Jean Baptiste sounded
resigned to it.

“Because I have one idea, at least to begin with. We can at
least eliminate them, while the staff are in the main vault
counting money. Bear in mind sir, this is no tunnel job—no
safecracking, no armed attack…this one doesn’t fit the usual
profile of a bank job.”

Yet he
had instincts, and those instincts were screaming.

“You keep saying bank job
like you mean it.”

“Yes, I do, sir. It’s just that I would like to know for
sure.”

There
was a silence, with Grosjean at Gilles’ elbow, straining to catch
any sound that might escape from the telephone.

“Very well. Gilles. How soon can they reopen the bank? I’m
already getting calls from the company’s senior management. I’ve
got Monsieur Beaudoin, one of the directors, hanging on the other
line even as we speak.”

“When I’m done with the crime scene, sir.”


Grosjean’s wolfish grin indicated his approval of this
answer—although he wasn’t sure if he would ever have the nerve to
make it himself. Gilles gave him a quick wink.

“All right, Gilles. I guess that’s the best we can do. I’ll
just have to tell them that.”

“Thank you, sir.” He hung up before Chiappe could think of too
many more questions—he had nothing to give him anyways.


Maintenon turned to Grosjean.

“We need to speak to Monsieur Noel.”

 



***

 


Antoine
Noel was waiting in his office, sufficiently sumptuous-looking to
display wealth, power and dignity. It was clean, open and
functional. In order to keep everyone together and under watch, the
rest of the staff were in the employees’ lunchroom, up on the third
floor.

He leapt
up out of his seat.

A
younger man seated on a low leather couch by a wide, un-curtained
window, barred from top to bottom, got to his feet as
well.

“Hello. I am Inspector Gilles Maintenon.”

“Antoine Noel. This is our assistant manager, Orson
Tremblay.”

Tremblay
was tall, heavy set in the upper body but with unimpressive arms
and legs, even in the tailored suit. He looked like an
underdeveloped gorilla. The eyes were intelligent and he seemed
very sincere. Tremblay was about thirty-eight by the look of
him.

They
shook hands like the gentlemen they were. Grosjean found himself in
the unique social position of being left out. Having arrived on the
scene at the height of emotional upheaval, social niceties had been
the last thing on anyone’s mind.

As if
sensing this, Tremblay, whom Grosjean had never seen before, turned
and offered a hand.

His
senior nodded but didn’t give his own, turning his eyes instead to
Maintenon. The two men waited.

“Camille Grosjean.”

“Ah. A pleasure.” Tremblay attempted to look pleased and
failed.

“Well, gentlemen, this is a terrible situation.” Monsieur Noel
had recovered his equilibrium.

That’s
not to say he wasn’t under a lot of stress.

“Yes,” Maintenon was willing to listen for a moment, and then
he would instruct them.

The
biggest part of the job was listening.

“Daniel was a wonderful young man. He was one of our most
valued employees, and destined for much better things. I was the
one that hired him, in fact.”

Tremblay
nodded his agreement. He picked up the thread.

“He was well-liked by everyone. This is a tragic loss for the
company. He leaves a mother and a couple of sisters—”

Monsieur
Tremblay broke up in that moment, turning away and going over to
stand by the windows. His shoulders heaved and he was clearly
having some problems.

Monsieur
Noel regarded them steadily.

“Gentlemen.”

“Ah, yes.” Maintenon cleared his throat.

This was
the psychological moment.

“Okay, sir. We need to determine several things.”

Noel
broke in.

“Absolutely.”

“One. Is this a death by natural causes? In which case, there
may be no cause for alarm. Unfortunately, until we can determine
that—and an autopsy is the only thing that can prove that either
way, we draw no conclusions. Not without evidence. There are no
obvious signs of violent trauma on the body…yet he did not die
peacefully, I think. We have enough documentation now to at least
remove the body.”

“And what are you suggesting?” Tremblay, wiping his eyes dry
with a silky-white handkerchief, had rejoined the conversation from
his place by the window. “I mean, what’s next?”

“We need to know if there has been any theft. Until we can
determine that, we cannot allow the bank to open, nor can we allow
outsiders in. That includes anyone that might have rented a box.”
He explained that Commissioner Chiappe was taking a personal
interest in the case.

He would
be adding his weight to Maintenon’s request for search warrants for
the private, rented boxes. They needed hard evidence that a crime
had indeed been committed.

“We will not proceed without a proper warrant, I can assure
you gentlemen of that.”

The men
were nodding, not happy with it but understanding the necessity.
Both men glanced at the clock on the wall, a pair of like-minded
professionals.

“How soon can we get into the vault?” Tremblay had recovered,
eyes still red and raw though.

When he
walked, the shoes flashed in the light coming in the window. Coming
back, he sat down heavily. He sighed, and gave his superior a quick
look.

“It will take time to perform the autopsy. I can assure you
that this will be an absolute top priority. As soon as we clear the
body, and the technicians have gathered all their evidence, we will
need two or three employees. They can inventory the main
vault.”

“I see.” Noel looked at Tremblay. “Any ideas?”

“Yes, sir. Emilie, Corbyn, and Lorraine Gérin, I
think.”

The
older man nodded.

“And as for Monsieur Tremblay, perhaps he could assist us in
another way.” Gilles was calm but firm.

“Why, certainly.”

Tremblay
looked at Noel for approval, receiving another quick bob of the
head.

“Because I hate to waste time, and we have men and technicians
on the scene already, I would like to eliminate certain
possibilities.” Maintenon stood in a characteristic posture, hands
clasped behind him.

Noel’s
mouth opened.

“Whatever do you mean?”

“You must have a list of unrented boxes…”

Noel’s
eyebrows raised.

“Yes?”

“The autopsy will take a little time. In the meantime, we
could check all of those boxes to see if there are signs of forced
entry. I think we should open them up. At the very least. If there
is even the slightest indication of forced entry, anything at all
that looks wrong, we need to know that. The quicker the better.
Non?”

“But, but…why, Inspector?”

“Well, for one thing, because a proper thief wouldn’t know
which ones were empty, would he?” Unless they had special
knowledge. “Masson didn’t exactly tunnel his way in there. He had
four days, ostensibly. One man could do a lot in four days. The
question is, what did he do? And if he took anything, how did he
get it out? There was nothing of interest or real value on the
body—not as far as we know.”

Noel and
Tremblay looked a little ill at all of this.

Noel
spoke first.

“Tell me, Inspector Maintenon. Is there any chance that Daniel
died…died of natural causes?”

“Yes. It is certainly possible.”

Noel
stared at him.
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