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    To the action women, the fighters in every area of life in every forgotten corner of the planet.

      

    


PROLOGUE: THE FORBIDDEN

Poitiers, France, 1979. Let's take a moment to remember for those of us who were born by then and to provide some history for those who were not. It's important to set the scene where once again, the passions and conflicts between human beings will be played out.

By that year, color TV was not yet accessible to everyone, computers occupied huge rooms, and long-distance communication was possible only at a high cost via telephone and telex. There was no Internet or video games, but arcade games were present, disco music played in nightclubs, and the world was divided between the capitalist and socialist blocs, maintaining a Cold War, with non-aligned countries on the other side. However, despite many changes since then, human nature remains the same, unable to shake off old mistakes carried since we abandoned our hunched posture for an upright walk.

France, in particular, had been the battleground of two world wars during the XX century. The last war had left it almost literally in ruins. Its population rose with the life lessons known only to those who experienced war. Yet, its imperial power had waned, and overseas colonies fell one by one to native forces in independence wars that were, in some cases—such as Algeria and Indochina—extremely bloody and costly for both sides.

In this context, by 1979, the youth had been driving large-scale revolutionary social changes internationally for a couple of years, including the inclusion of women in activities previously reserved for men, reduced racial discrimination, a rise in global ecological awareness, and mass student protests for peace, social justice, and equality. Yet, there were inherent characteristics of our species from which we could not, and still cannot, emancipate ourselves, such as the taste for the forbidden.

We are curious by nature, and if something is forbidden, our curiosity doubles. So much so that we often do things, consume products, and participate in events that, if not prohibited—whether by laws, public opinion, or societal customs—we would never have tried in the first place.

With complete honesty, we must admit: we love the forbidden, especially when it comes to primitive and intrinsic activities to our genetic heritage that we have abandoned in favor of life in large urban conglomerations. Are you ready? Be my esteemed guests at The Club of the Prohibited.
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CHAPTER 1: COMISSAIRE DUBOIS
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The train had begun its deceleration from 180 kilometers per hour to a stop. However, this was barely felt in the comfortable passenger cabins, one of which was occupied by Stéfano and Edith Bonelli. He, a man in his sixties with graying hair, a friendly face, and a navy-blue suit; she, not yet forty, dressed modestly with her blonde curls pinned under a net and her gray-silver eyes hidden behind outdated glasses. Both had remained almost silent during the hours of their journey from Nice. Neither dared to interrupt the other's thoughts. Through the window, the snow covering everything with a fine layer signaled that they had reached the heart of the country and that this would be a harsh winter in the region. As they neared their destination, Stéfano broke the silence:

"Poitiers," he said thoughtfully. "So many memories, don't you think?"

"Horrendous, for the most part," Edith replied tersely. "Can you remind me why we took this case in the first place?"

"Because it was the most challenging on the list Christine sent us by telex, as always."

"Yes, but why Poitiers?"

"We were going to have to face the memories someday, don't you think?"

"Oh, really? Why not take the next case in Milan, then?" she shot back, full of irony.

"Touché," admitted her companion with a smile. "But it's been twelve years, Edith! Besides, Carl..."

"Please don't mention that name. Besides, he still owns property here, don’t forget."

"I know, but he moved to Vienna years ago to handle the family business."

"Anyway, it’s a name I’d prefer to forget."

"As you wish," Stéfano conceded, and they didn't touch on the subject any further.

Inside the heated station, the announcement came over the speakers:

"We inform you that the train from Nice and connections, number 726 of the SNCF, is arriving at platform three. We repeat..." and the announcer's voice repeated the message in French, while the electronic monitors updated the train's status from "Estimated: 11:45" to "Arrived."

Two elegantly dressed women, both in their forties, one with very pale skin and the other of evident African origin with dark complexion, anxiously awaited inside the station for the famous detective and his niece. Finally, they saw them appear, carrying their luggage through one of the automatic doors connecting the heated train station with the cold, open platforms. Stéfano Bonelli carried only a medium-sized suitcase on a practical folding trolley with wheels, while his assistant somewhat taller and sturdier carried a bag on each shoulder and dragged a large suitcase on wheels, which frequently jammed due to the snow accumulated on the short exterior path.

The ladies exchanged looks of reproach at the unfair situation, but nevertheless managed their best and most cordial smiles as they approached the unfamiliar duo.

"You must be Detective Stéfano Bonelli," acknowledged the African-origin woman.

"At least that’s what my ID says," the detective joked.

"Augusta Dubois," the woman said with a smile, extending her hand to shake his.

"Enchanté," said the elderly man, gallantly kissing the extended hand.

"Allow me to introduce you to Claudette Leroy," continued the one who clearly had the more decisive personality of the two.

Bonelli repeated the gallant gesture, kissing the skeletal hand full of expensive rings of the pale lady, and it was his turn to make formal introductions, pointing to his companion:

"My niece, Edith."

She shook both ladies' hands properly, awkwardly juggling to prevent the bags from falling off her shoulders.

"Let me help you with that, dear," offered Dubois, pointing to the suitcase with wheels.

Edith gladly, though timidly, handed the bulky item to the sturdy lady, who nearly matched her height of one meter seventy-five, and the four of them proceeded towards the exit. They didn’t have to wait long in the designated pickup and drop-off area until a green water-colored Peugeot parked in front of them. A young man, barely of legal age and clearly Mrs. Dubois' son, got out. The agile young man, almost one meter ninety tall, introduced himself as Philippe and helped the newcomers place their luggage in the spacious trunk of the new vehicle.

"This 505 is comfortable," commented Stéfano casually as he observed how well he, his niece, and Mrs. Leroy settled into the back seat.

"It is," affirmed Mrs. Dubois from the passenger seat. "According to your secretary in Paris, this is the amount you charge before starting the investigation, isn’t it, Mr. Bonelli?" she asked cordially, extending a check as she did.

He looked at it and then handed it to Edith, who stored it in her jacket.

"That’s right."

"How was your trip?" tried to engage the silent Mrs. Leroy.

"Very good, thank you. It’s hard to get tired on these modern trains. We took less than three hours from Nice. Where would you like to start?" Bonelli inquired.

"I think at my house," Mrs. Dubois decided. "Unless you prefer to stay at a hotel, of course."

"Your house will be fine, but just for a visit. We have relatives in Poitiers, and we’ll take the opportunity to visit them."

"Well, Philippe, let’s go," the forty-something black woman ordered more than requested, though beneath her veil of cordiality, the tension and worry she felt inside were palpable.

The journey to the luxurious mansion on the outskirts of the city went without major inconveniences... or comments. Edith looked out the car window at the city that was painfully familiar to her. Aside from some casual talk about the weather and the harsh winter ahead between Bonelli and Claudette Leroy, no one spoke. Once inside the house, everyone removed their coats, which were taken by two (white) maids, and sat by the fire in the living room. Philippe, the eldest son of the Dubois family, excused himself and went to his room.

"Ah, this is something else!" Stefano rejoiced, warming his hands by the fire

"Would you like a cup of tea, coffee, or hot chocolate?" asked a young maid with Latin features.

When no one replied, it was Augusta Dubois who said:

"No, thank you, Carmen, you may leave"

Thus, the two ladies sat in an armchair perpendicular to the fireplace, and the Bonelli family sat in the one opposite. Stefano broke the tense silence:

"According to the telex we received, your husband, the commissioner, disappeared..."

"Twelve days ago today," Augusta completed, lowering her eyes.

"Make a note, Edith," Stefano asked his secretary and niece. She took out a notebook, a pen, and began to write "That would be... November 20th?"

"Exactly! On his 50th birthday. Although I asked him to take the day off, he insisted on going to work. And then..." The steel composure of the lady seemed to break "... then he never came back"

"I see," murmured Bonelli, thoughtful. "And hasn’t the police done anything about it?"

"They think they have a reasonable explanation. They say... they say he ran away..."

At this point, Augusta couldn’t hold back, and tears streamed down her cheek. She took a handkerchief from her purse but couldn’t continue speaking. It was Claudette Leroy who finished for her.

"They say he ran away with a young woman, left a note and all that, but we are fully convinced that Maurice would never have acted like that. Not without saying goodbye at least..."

"Because he loved his family?" ventured Bonelli.

"Yes," Claudette continued "I mean... he had three children..."

"Can you give me their names and ages, please, Mrs. Dubois?" interrupted Bonelli.

Edith smiled. She knew this interrogation tactic Stefano used very well. The answer wasn’t as important in this case as easing the witness. And once again... the trick worked.

"There is Phillipe, whom you have already met," Augusta managed to continue. "He is 19 and is attending the police academy. Then there is Camille, 14, and Maurice Jr., who is ten. "

"Like his father?" Bonelli was surprised

"Yes, that's right," Augusta smiled, a bit more relaxed. "You see, Bonelli, I know what it seems. You might think that my husband got scared about turning 50, started thinking about things he wished he had done but gave up for his family, and ran away. "

"I must admit that possibility crossed my mind," Stefano confessed.

"But Maurice would never have done that. I mean... if you had known him, it would have been easier... he was a... Man with a capital M, and what the police think happened is typical of a coward... not my husband. "

"I understand. Are you taking note of everything, Edith?" And as she nodded, he continued "Good, and three days ago... that would be December 1st, your son disappeared, Claudette. "

"That’s right. This time there was no note, but he used his credit card the day after his disappearance to pay for a night’s stay at a hostel in Cognac... with a girl. "

"The mystery of the kidnapper girls," said Stefano, surprising everyone with his casual comment. "Good name for a detective novel"

Everyone smiled at the detective’s quip... everyone except Edith, who made a mark in her notebook and looked reproachfully at her uncle.

"Well, you don’t have to write everything down," he apologized. "And did the hostel staff identify your son?"

"They did, and also gave us a description of his companion," Claudette reported "Here... let me find it..." Claudette said, rummaging through her purse until she found a folded sketching paper. "This is the sketch of the girl"

Stefano examined the image of the young woman closely. She had straight, dark hair cascading over her shoulders, covering her ears. She appeared to be a slender woman with full lips and very light eyes, with a turned-up nose and prominent cheekbones. Overall, she looked like a very beautiful woman, a hippie.

"An exotic and beautiful hippie, one might say," summarized Bonelli.

"It seems so," confirmed Claudette.

"But again... there’s something that tells you your son didn’t run away with her, isn’t there?" And as Mrs. Leroy nodded, he continued "Tell me something about how he is. For example: did he have a girlfriend?"

"Well, his name is Henry, Henry Leroy. He’s my only child. He’s 22 and studies law. He’s a brilliant student, always getting the highest grades in his class. Until last year he studied at La Sorbonne, but he was exceptionally allowed to complete his degree here in Poitiers, as an assistant to the Chief Prosecutor, Dr. Candide Zélard. "

"One L or two?" asked Edith suddenly.

“One only,” Mrs. Leroy replied after a moment of hesitation. “The fact is, I don’t think my son ran off with that hippie either. He’s brilliant... we’re very proud of him as a son, he’s a very good person...”

“But...?” Bonelli prompted.

“Although I love him very much, I must be honest... he isn’t very good-looking,” Claudette concluded with a grimace, handing over a photo of the young man.

“I see,” Stefano said after looking at the photo. “He isn’t a young man who could easily attract a girl like the one in the drawing?”

“Not very likely,” admitted the mother of the young assistant district attorney. “Besides... Henry led a very orderly, structured, and tidy life... he would never travel the country, injecting heroin and listening to those filthy rockers of today!” the lady finished with a grimace of disgust.

“Can we keep the drawing and the photo?” Stefano asked.

“Of course,” Claudette agreed.

“Here’s a photo of my husband as well,” Mrs. Dubois added, handing them a snapshot of him.

All the material passed through Stefano’s hands, who handed it to Edith. She carefully put everything into a folder.

“Is there anything else you’d like to add?” Bonelli asked politely.

Both ladies shook their heads. That was all they knew.

“It’s a bit late for lunch,” said the hostess, “but you can join us if you like.”

“Thank you very much,” Bonelli declined the invitation, “but I think it’s better if we have lunch at our relatives’ house. Could you call a taxi?”

“Of course,” Mrs. Dubois said, ringing a golden bell that was on the table separating the ladies from the detective and his assistant. A few seconds later, Carmen, the young Latina maid, appeared. “Dear, call a taxi for the Bonellis, please.”

“Right away, Mrs. Dubois,” said the maid, and she left.

“Well, here’s what we’ll do,” Stefano began. “After lunch, we’ll visit the city police station. It’s an almost mandatory stop. I propose we meet for breakfast tomorrow morning at... does Café de la Paix still exist? The one at the town hall square, I mean.”

“Yes... I think so,” Augusta hesitated.

“It still exists,” Claudette confirmed. “What time works for you?”

“Half past nine,” Bonelli replied.

“Isn’t that a bit late for breakfast?” the commissioner’s wife asked, surprised.

“Detectives work late, ma’am.”

“Oh... I see...”

A moment later, already in the taxi, the driver asked the pair:

“Where should I take you?”

“To 14 Emerald Street, please,” Stefano replied.

“Emerald Street? Would you be so kind as to give me any directions on the way I should take?”

“It’s near the Swiss Rowing Club, a few kilometers southeast of the city.”

“The Swiss Rowing Club! Alright, I know where it is. It’s been a while since you’ve visited Poitiers, hasn’t it?” the taxi driver ventured, starting the vehicle.

“A few years,” Stefano confirmed. “Why do you say that?”

“Because the place you’re indicating is now within the city limits.”

“Who would have thought?” exclaimed the gray-haired detective.

“We detectives work late,” Edith paraphrased mockingly to her companion.

“What did you want me to tell them? That I’m addicted to nightlife and clubs?”

“And do you suppose there’s one here in Poitiers?”

“Maybe yes, maybe no. Who knows? I’ll find a way to have a good time, in any case.”

“Yes, you always do, old fox.”

“Well, excuse me,” Stefano quipped. “Not everyone leads a life of strict military discipline like you. Let’s change the subject, shall we?”

“Alright. Anyway, I’ve given up trying to reform you.”

“What did you think?”

“It smells fishy to me,” Edith agreed, “very fishy. Is Leroy the same person who was the District Attorney when we lived here?”

“It seems so. From what I heard, he’s now the mayor.”

“The only son of the mayor and the chief commissioner of the city...” Edith murmured with a look of disbelief. “I insist... it doesn’t smell right to me...”
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CHAPTER 2: CAPTAIN LA FONTAINE
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14 Emerald Street had indeed been surrounded by new buildings. What had once been a quiet house on the outskirts of the city in the mid-sixties, situated on a gentle hill, had become just one more of the many houses in the Tiro neighborhood, as this part of the city was named.

“My God!” Stefano exclaimed in astonishment when the taxi finally stopped.

It was Edith who paid the driver, and he offered to help with the luggage through the wide front garden and the wooden staircase of the well-maintained property. The keys to the front door were under the mat that read “Welcome.” Stefano entered first, with Edith following with all the luggage. The interior was clean and well-ventilated, as they had expected. The gray-haired sixty-year-old found the letter that was under a vase on the living room table, which, along with the kitchen and a guest bathroom, occupied the entire main floor of the house. He read it aloud:

“Mr. and Mrs. Bonelli: Welcome back to Poitiers. Frankly, I was beginning to think you would never come again. Fortunately, I was wrong. You will find everything in order, as usual, and plenty of firewood by the fireplace. I appreciate that all these years you have supported my initiatives regarding the garden. With the house being unoccupied, the flowers have kept it alive. Along with this note, you will find the balance of the last check you sent me. Taxes were lower this time due to a law reducing them for properties owned by war veterans. I will stop by tomorrow to greet you. Best regards, Jean-Richard.”

“It’s true,” Edith confirmed, looking out the kitchen window toward the backyard. “He’s done a great job with the garden.”

“You see? I told you it wasn’t in vain to maintain this house.”

“Maybe so. Well,” said the practical woman, “shall we shower and head to the police station?”

“Ladies first,” conceded the sixty-year-old, lighting a cigarette.

Poitiers was generally a calm and civilized city. It was common to hear from its citizens that if there was any problem, it was brought in by tourists or even by French people from other regions. The police station, located in the old part of the city, maintained—like all municipal buildings—a late 19th-century architectural style but with all the comforts of modern technology inside, including pleasant heating.

“We should be in the Caribbean by now,” Stefano complained as he entered, shaking the snow off his coat.

“Yes, but we’re in Poitiers,” Edith pointed out, her tone bitter.

They both approached the reception desk where a young black officer attended them.

“Good afternoon. How can I help you?”

“Good afternoon,” Stefano took the lead. “I’m Detective Stefano Bonelli,” presenting the Interior Ministry badge that confirmed this, “and this is my assistant, Edith. Could we speak with the acting commissioner for a moment?”

“I’ll see if he can see you. What is this about?” asked the young officer, already with
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