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  Author’s note


About a decade ago, I read Hotel Pastis by Peter Mayle. It’s a light romp involving an advertising executive who has become tired of his life in London and trades it for a new life and a hotel in Provence. The interest for me was the sub plot that involved a bank robbery in L'Isle sur la Sorgue. This sub plot stuck in my mind and eventually led me to this story. 
While the idea of the bank robbery comes from the novel—and a bank robbery is not unique to any one storyteller—the method of entry is the same, for that is what triggered my imagination. The location is also the same, for southern France has the same draw to me as it had for Mayle. However, there the similarity ends, for I have a different cast of characters and what was a sub plot is now the main plot device for an entirely different story. Indeed, the only overlap is that the Caisse D’Epargne managed to suffer two fictional robberies by two separate gangs who happened to use the same method of entry into their vault, which suggests some carelessness on their part. 






  
  

Gardien de la Paix (commonly called agent de police, policier) British equivalent: Police Constable 
Brigadier (British equivalent: Police Sergeant)
Brigadier-Chef (Chief Sergeant)
Brigadier-Major (Chief Sergeant)
Lieutenant (British equivalent: Inspector)
Capitaine (British equivalent: Inspector, Chief Inspector)
Commandant (British equivalent: Chief Inspector)
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  Prologue

14 th   July 1995 L'Isle sur la Sorgue, Provence


Darkness was beginning to fall, enveloping the land with its inky embrace. The sky was turning pink and purple below the indigo firmament. From time to time, it was lit by fireworks that splashed colour across the darkening sky, drowning out the tiny spots of light from the stars. Pops and bangs accompanied the lurid display, and somewhere, the sounds of electric guitars could be heard tuning up along with the screech of feedback, accompanied by unintelligible amplified voices as a band prepared for a gig. 
Next to the river on the southern bank, rising like a government office from a long-gone colonial era, the ornate building of the Caisse D’Epargne stood stark against the darkening sky. The building itself was floodlit in a garish orange that turned the walls a banana yellow in the purple twilight. It overlooked the vegetation on the banks of the river and the small garden to its rear. Atop the building was a crenellated abutment. With ornate decorated copings and facias, an open balcony on the upper floor and an elegant porch above the main entrance, it had a faded elegance that belonged in another place and another time.
Opposite, on the north bank, the small group of men waited and watched as they stood by the old moss-covered water wheel. They talked in hushed voices and smoked cigarettes as they waited, crushing their butts into the ground before lighting another. Nerves were running high. This was it. The big day. Henri Archambeau glanced at his watch and then back across the town as if waiting for someone.
“No sign,” he said. A small, swarthy man whose slim build bellied a wiry strength, he made no attempt to hide his irritation.
Pierre Barbeau, the group’s leader, frowned. “Another five minutes, and we have to get going. If he misses the deadline, he is out, understood?”
Archambeau nodded. “Understood, Pierre. If he can’t manage his time, he goes without.”
“No names,” Barbeau hissed. Like Archambeau he was a small, wiry man with dark, close-cropped hair and pebble eyes that darted about, missing nothing. His face had a drawn look, and he rarely smiled. He fidgeted with his cigarette as he waited. Like Archambeau, he was annoyed, and he tapped his foot lightly.
“Désolé,” Archambeau said.
“I should think so.”
In the shadows, across the river on the far bank, they could see a vent in the concrete retaining wall above the high waterline, directly under the Caisse D’Epargne. The waterwheel that sat alongside the bridge largely shielded it from the view. Unless you knew where to look, it was invisible to the casual observer, and now it was cast in shadow, and no one was looking. Who could imagine that this was the gateway to untold riches? Barbeau allowed himself a smile as he anticipated the prize they had waited for six months to grasp. It all looked so ordinary, so normal, with nothing out of place.
The final member of the party arrived, breathing heavily. He inhaled deeply on his half-finished cigarette and coughed.
“Damned traffic,” Jacques de la Cour said, glancing back at the throng caused by the festivities. Pedestrians threaded through the metallic mêlée of cars jammed nose to tail. The bistros and restaurants were busy as people looked for somewhere to enjoy dinner. The band was playing a few chords as they warmed up. The air was full of the scent of cordite from the fireworks, mixed with cooking and coffee and, more immediately, the tang of tobacco smoke from the cigarettes of the chain-smoking conspirators.
“Never mind that,” Pierre said. During their national service, some three decades before, he had been Henri and Jacques’ sergeant and still spoke to them as if barking out orders, and they still replied with the deference a sergeant was due.
“I’m sorry. Traffic…”
“You should have set out earlier.”
“Sorry, Pierre…”
“No names, dammit! For heaven’s sake, how many times do I have to say it?”
“Désolé.”
“Right, just remember.”
The three of them had remained close since leaving the army. When times became lean, they turned their expertise to robbery. They were joined now by three acquaintances of Barbeau’s.
They were also army veterans. The giant of a man, with broad shoulders, thick neck and close-cropped brown hair, Armand Janvier was the explosives expert, and he carried the tools of his trade in a bag slung over his shoulder. With him were his old comrades Gaston Abadi and Luc Sauveterre.
Pierre and Armand met when serving time in Baumettes prison in Marseilles. Pierre was serving time for fraud due to an error of judgment—at least, that’s what he told people if the matter were to come up. Armand served eight years for armed robbery, and the two of them shared a cell. Since then, they have remained under the law’s radar. While Jacques and Henri were unknown to les flics, Armand’s two compatriots, like himself and Pierre, had spent time in jail, although recently had managed to avoid unwanted attention.

      ***Henri looked at the three of them. He had long since concluded that despite Janvier being the de facto leader of this little group, the real brains was his lieutenant, Luc Sauveterre. There was something sinister about the man. His shaven head, beak of a nose and dark hooded eyes cause Henri Archambeau to have to resist the instinct to recoil. He had taken an instant dislike to the man and that hadn’t changed during their months of planning and preparation for this job.
He kept his thoughts to himself, but he really didn’t like Armand’s second man. The Arab, Gaston was okay, he thought. A simple soul who just went along with the others. He seemed almost to have no personality, overshadowed as it was by the other two, but he was affable and would share a smoke and a drink readily enough. Archambeau quite liked him, but the man said little, keeping himself to matters in hand. During their downtime, he deflected any attempt to bring the subject around to himself, and Archambeau made no further effort to probe.
But Luc was something else. Although Armand was supposedly in charge of the three of them from their army days—as Pierre was with him and Jacques—he had the feeling that it was Luc who pulled the strings with those three. He wondered at one point if he should talk to Pierre but eventually decided to keep his counsel. They were all in this together, and after today, it would all be over. They would never see these men again, so why make trouble? They could go their separate ways, and he would never endure Luc Sauveterre again, which suited him just fine.
Due to their military discipline, they followed Pierre without question, and that was what counted, he thought. The rank of sergeant carried weight even now as civilians. It never occurred to them to disobey his commands. They trusted his ability to plan without missing a potential problem.

      ***“Come on, we don’t have all night,” Pierre said, stifling his irritation at the delay.
They crossed the narrow bridge and made their way around the front of the Caisse D’Epargne, lit by the garish streetlights and floodlighting. They walked quickly like creatures of the night, scuttling from the light to the dark and through the comforting shadows of the small park at the rear of the bank where the crowds celebrating in the town wouldn’t see them. Here, they had parked their bikes during the previous day, over a period of several hours, so as not to draw attention to them. Each man had a small capacity scooter for the getaway with a decent sized luggage compartment under the seat suitable for stashing the loot and small and light enough to weave through the busy traffic of the holiday weekend.
They stopped where the dense bushes reached out over the shallow water. Henri glanced across the river to the opposite bank. The official fireworks display was due to begin at midnight. The fireworks currently popping and banging were private affairs that were preceding the main display. Even so, they lit the sky with their bright colours. Henri almost admired them.
The revellers had moved further downstream to the main part of the town to wait for the main show. In the meantime, they watched the open-air concert that was now underway, filling the air with histrionic guitar chords and amplified voices. Quai Jean Jaurès, from where they had just walked, was now deserted and in shadow, with the streetlights casting little light on the narrow walkway.
Looking across at the narrow quai, Henri didn’t see any signs of movement and continued through the bushes to the edge of the retaining wall that channelled the river. He looked back again, and something niggled. He dismissed it with a silent shrug and returned to the task at hand. He trusted Pierre implicitly. He led, as one by one, they slipped down into the water, gasping as the cold wetness rushed up their legs.
“Merde!” The gasp was involuntary but elicited a sharp rebuke from Barbeau.
“Quiet!” he hissed.
“Désolé.”
They waded the short distance to the vent in a single file. Once at the vent, they ducked down and scrabbled into its confines. It was big enough for a man to get into with little room to manoeuvre.
Henri shivered and gagged at the dank, stagnant odour.
Once they were all inside, they used a tarpaulin to shield the vent from any light escaping, using props and stones to hold it in place.

      ***It was just as well, Pierre thought, that none of them was too big, well, apart from Armand. He wriggled his way through the small opening, a torch held in his teeth. Breathing heavily, he stifled the urge to retch as the dank odour of algae and stale water filled his nostrils. The slimy deposit caused his limbs to slip as he wriggled through the tunnel, leaving smears of green on his elbows and knees. He worked his way along the vent, moving upwards. Behind him, he was aware of Armand as he followed. He could hear the big man’s breathing and scrabbling as he sought to get a purchase on the slippery concrete. Pierre wondered how he was managing in the tiny confines, but the man kept up, so he presumed that he wasn’t too hampered by his bulk.
At the end, the shaft widened, and to each side, another shaft disappeared off in the darkness. Pierre wasn’t worried about that. What he sought was directly above. Shuffling sideways in the opening, he gestured to Armand.
“Well, it’s up to you now,” he said.
Armand grinned, his teeth flashing in the feeble torchlight.
“No problem, Pierre.”
He unhooked his bag from his shoulder and fished about as he did his work. He used a cut-down sledgehammer and cold chisel to work at the decayed plaster, moving as bits broke away. His muscled arms, shiny with sweat in the torchlight, worked easily in the confined space, his unshaven face pulled into a grimace as he concentrated on the work at hand, grunting as he delivered each blow. When he reached the reinforced concrete floor of the strongroom, he turned to Pierre.
“Better get the others away from here.”
Pierre nodded and shone his torch at his watch. “Nearly midnight. The fireworks will be about to start in earnest.”
They waited as the first of the fireworks exploded above with loud bangs and whizzes, adding to the noise from the stage.

      ***Like goddamned Verdun, Jacques thought, shuddering as each bang exploded above. Then again, when a loud ‘whump!’ from within blew a cloud of masonry dust back down the shaft. Coughing and spluttering, they wiped the dust from their faces as they waited for it to settle, spitting it from their mouths.
“I hope this is all worth it,” Jacques grumbled.
“Shut up,” Luc said. “You agreed to be here, so just suck it up.”
Jacques glared at the man but relaxed a little as Henri placed a hand on his arm and shook his head.
“He doesn’t mean anything by it, Luc,” he said.
Luc grunted and looked back up the shaft. “Better not. We have no space for passengers.”
“Come on,” Armand’s face appeared dimly lit by the torches at the top of the shaft. “We have work to do. I’ll blow the boxes, and you boys can get on with it.”
Pierre had planned the job to the tiniest detail, but not quite. For the second time in his criminal career, Pierre Barbeau missed a trick.

      ***He failed to properly consider one important aspect. He didn't place a lookout on the opposite bank. The risk, he decided, was too small to worry about. The quai was dark, and the bushes and the water vent were cast in shadow, and the tarpaulin concealed the light from their torches. Yet should anyone be watching, the short journey along the riverbank and up into the vent was visible.
Someone was watching.
Had they but known, he watched every move until they vanished into the vent. The watcher remained as the gang put the tarpaulin in place. He smiled when he heard the muffled explosion. He looked up at the bank’s ornate structure, highlighted in the orange streetlamps. Every so often, it shimmered bright red, green or purple in the lurid light of the fireworks as they exploded overhead.
The watcher lit a cigarette, breathed deeply on the smoke and let it out in a long stream, observing as it dissipated in the still air, lending its odour to the mix of the scents of the fireworks, the heady perfume of the flowers in the hanging baskets, coffee and cooking food already filling the night. He moved away into the crowd further along the riverbank. He thought about stopping for a coffee if there was space. Yes, coffee would go down well, he thought.
The plan was working precisely has he predicted.






  
  Chapter 1
Lodève, France,  


Christmas time in Lodève was dull and cold. Dark cloud, heavy with snow, clung to the Cevennes, casting its shadow onto the plain. The limpid lights hanging across the Boulevard de la liberté, set against the drab, grey sky, declaring Bonnes Fêtes to anyone looking upwards, did little to make it look brighter for the season, Bah! Humbug! Might have been more appropriate for all the good they did. The town council had made the barest effort and left it at that.
Sitting on the south side of the A75 autoroute, Lodève was a small market town that appeared to be stuck in time. Little had changed over the past twenty years, apart from shops closing when the owners reached retirement age and decided that there was no one to leave it to or who wanted to buy it, leading to a change in type. The electrical shop was now an épicerie a manger, the bicycle shop had transformed into a bank, and the 8 à Huit was now a Carrefour Express. Otherwise, it remained stuck in its own little time warp. It was busy in the summer months when the bright light reflected on the cream buildings with their red roofs as the more amenable climate attracted tourists making their way south to the coastal resorts looking for a stopping-off point for lunch or a night’s rest.
During the winter months, the bitter north wind swept down onto the plain from the Cevennes, casting the landscape in a cloak of ice. As the population prepared for the Christmas holiday, the foothills of the mountains were already dusted with seasonal snow, and light flakes hung in the air, blown along on the wind to the dun-coloured plain. As the year changed, the snow would become heavier. By mid-February, the mountains would be covered with a dense white blanket. Once March arrived and spring got underway in earnest, the snow would be but a distant memory. The temperature would rise to thirty degrees of heat that would last until October. That heat was what Pascale Hervé longed for.
She shivered as she rode her Indian FTR through the town. At this time of the year, she eschewed her preferred leather jacket and jeans for winter clothing equipped with a thermal lining and thick gloves and boots. The bike was fitted with heated grips, for which she was grateful even though her fingertips were still tingling from the sub-zero temperatures. Today, the grips were earning their keep, and she had them set to maximum. Peering through her half-opened visor as the flakes of snow landed on her face, she made her way through the narrow streets of the town. The rumble from the bike’s twin exhausts echoed on the walls of the buildings, and she thought that nothing sounded quite like the burble of a big V twin. Even today, in inclement weather, it brought a smile to her face. She wriggled her nose as it itched from the cold and started to run.
She pulled up outside the office building in the old Arab quarter. She didn’t expect a busy day, it being a few days before Christmas. Potential clients had other things on their minds, so she had a few days with minimal calls on her time. There was the business’ tax return to sort out before the end of the year.
A quiet day undisturbed, dealing with the dreary paperwork would be fine, she thought. Leaving it to Patrice would mean late submission and fines. He was an able business partner and a gifted detective, but she thought as she popped the side stand down, awful with the minutia of running a business. The little things that mattered. Little things like tax returns. She wondered how he had managed before he brought her into the business, then corrected herself when she recalled him fuming at another fine from the tax office.
He was away in Millau, spending Christmas with his father. Their admin assistant and analyst, Clarice, had the day off as well. Christmas shopping didn’t do itself and Clarice had taken the day to travel with her mother to Montpellier to hit the shops. Pascale frowned at the thought. The whole concept of going to a busy city to indulge in seasonal shopping filled her with horror, and she failed to understand why Clarice found so much pleasure in it. Lodève was as close to a city as Pascale could endure, and she was content with it. These days, she actively avoided the big cities unless it was necessary.
Consequently, she had the day to herself as, living alone now, she no longer felt the need for Christmas shopping. Indeed, she no longer felt the need for Christmas and no longer celebrated it. A quiet day. Alone with the accounts.
She parked the bike and stepped off. Flipping up the front of her helmet, she pushed open the old wooden door that still needed a lick of paint and oil on the hinges, next to which was a small plaque that announced the business inside—“Laurent and Hervé, Private Investigators.”
She entered the building’s dark interior. The bulb that hung over the stairwell had failed again. She made a mental note to contact the building’s management office to get it fixed. Again. It was too far up for either Patrice or her to reach it.
Once upstairs in the office above the narrow streets, she switched on the coffee machine. The sleet and snow that had collected on her jacket and leggings now formed a pool on the floor. She looked down at it and sighed. Taking the paraphernalia off was a ritual that she was used to, and she took her time. Reaching down to pull her boots off was once easy. These days, everything seemed to creak and complain, so she didn’t rush.
Once divested of the heavy outer clothing, she used the mop to wipe up the puddle before she slipped on it.
She then busied herself booting up the computer and placing the tax receipts in month order on the desk—each month had its own envelope, and each receipt was now arranged into date order. Having sorted them thus far, she now needed to go through them one at a time to enter them on the spreadsheet that worked out the business’ tax liability for the end of the year. She had designed the spreadsheet herself, which was an upgrade from the haphazard paper-based system Patrice used.
Technology was something she embraced. For Patrice, it was a dark art akin to burning incense and raising the devil. If Pascale was a witch who understood these dark arts, then Clarice, with her analytical computer skills, was the high priestess who could summon up the devil if she were so inclined. Pascale had the skills to create a simple spreadsheet and was content with that. Clarice’s ability to interrogate the binary world was a mystery beyond her skills.
One of the downsides of running a small business was having to deal directly with the tax authorities, who took a large sum in the form of income tax and social charges for the three of them. When she joined the agency, she quickly realised that managing accounts was not Patrice’s strong point, and she had taken charge of the matter. Patrice had not complained. Indeed, he made no attempt to disguise his relief.
Having poured herself a cup of coffee, she sat down to start filling out the spreadsheet. She was soon absorbed in the task, not realising that her coffee had gone cold.
Outside, she heard footsteps ascending the stairs to the first floor. She paused and cocked her head as she listened.
A woman, if I’m not mistaken.
The footsteps stopped and she heard the office door pushed open.
“Is anyone here?” a woman’s voice said.
I’m not mistaken.
“In here, madame,” Pascale said. She put down the paperwork, walked past the coffee machine and went out into the outer office. A woman stood by Clarice’s desk. Pascale ran an eye over her. Fifties, maybe a little older, she thought. Fair hair that was more silver than blonde and the bright blue eyes were framed by crow’s feet. The line of her neck, once slender, was now wrinkled and sagged. Her clothing was upmarket but old, and she wore a threadbare faux fur coat.
Someone who has seen better times.
“Madame,” Pascale smiled as she held out a hand, pointing her guest to the inner office. “I apologise for the lack of reception; I am alone today as my business associates are out on personal matters. But, please, come on through.
“Monica. Monica Archambeau.”
“Pascale Hervé,” she said. “Please, come on through.”
Pascale led Monica through to her office. She nodded and gestured to the chair opposite her desk. 
“Please, sit. Make yourself comfortable. Would you like a coffee?”
“Thank you, madame.”
She waited until Madame Archambeau was seated. She then busied herself by pouring her guest a coffee along with a fresh cup for herself. She placed the mugs on the desk before sitting down.
“So, please, tell me how I can help.”
Monica paused as if uncertain where to start.
“Take your time, madame,” Pascale said, studying her over the rim of her coffee mug.
“It has to do with my late husband…”
“I’m sorry. When did he pass away?”
“August. He had a weak heart.” Monica shrugged. “He lived beyond what the doctors thought. What do they know, eh? He was a strong man in his prime, but his heart was not as strong. Served in the army when he was young.” She closed her eyes, lost in the memory. “We had nearly thirty years. More than most, and he was elderly. So, I cannot complain, and I do not.”
She opened her handbag and took out an envelope. She handed it to Pascale, who took the letter and looked at the postmark.
“Aix.”
“Yes.”
Pascale slid the letter out of the envelope and read the contents.
Madame,
I was sorry to hear of your husband Henri’s passing. Please accept my condolences. You may not be aware, but Henri and I had a business arrangement. Upon his passing, that arrangement is now inherited by you.
I am aware of his involvement in the bank robbery at L’Isle sur la Sorgue in 1995. As his beneficiary and his spouse for all these years, you are in receipt of stolen funds. Should I go to the police with this information, you will surely be charged with this crime.
You understand that neither of us would wish such unpleasantness, so all that I ask is that the arrangement that I had with Henri continue as before.
I will be in contact in due course.
Please accept, madame, the expression of my distinguished sentiments.
Jean Dupont
She turned the paper over and looked at the envelope. “Eighty gsm plain paper that can be bought in any stationers. Nothing special. Printed on an inkjet printer. Again, nothing special. There is nothing here that points to who may have written it.” She folded the letter along the original crease lines and placed it back in the envelope.
“Do you mind if I keep this for the moment? If you want us to act for you, that is.”
Monica nodded. “Of course. Can you help? I have no idea who this Jean Dupont is or how he knew Henri.”
Pascale smiled. “I suspect that Jean Dupont is a nom de plume. The Americans have something similar—John Doe. The unknown man. This person is playing a game. A sick game.
“I will certainly do what I can for you.” She sighed. “But you will need to help me with some details. Whoever wrote this knows something about your late husband.”
“More than I did, it seems.”
“Hmmm. So, blackmail. And is it true? The allegation?”
Monica shifted and took a sip of her coffee.
“That Henri was part of a gang who robbed a bank nearly thirty years ago?”
Pascale nodded. “Yes.”
Monica shrugged. “I have to assume that it is.”
“Was this before or after you met him?”
“Before. The letter alleges that the robbery took place in 1995. We met that September in Spain when I was on holiday.”
“Where was that?”
“Mojacar. It is a little Moorish town in Almeria. On the coast.”
Pascale nodded as she recalled the small town on the outcrop above the Mediterranean. All white against azure skies and sea with the typical North African architecture of the region, as if a little bit of Morocco had been transplanted into the Iberian coastline. She and Guillaume spent a week there twenty years or so ago. For a brief second, her mind went back to a happier time before she jolted herself back to the present.
“I know it. Yes. So, we presume that he was lying low and enjoying the fruits of his escapade, yes?”
“Yes. I suppose so. There are other letters,” Monica said. “Written to Henri. They make similar demands for money, or monsieur Dupont will inform the police.”
“I will need to see them. All of them.”
“Of course. I will bring them in.”
“And do you believe it?” Pascale said again. She narrowed her eyes, and she studied Monica as she pushed the matter. “That he was involved in this robbery?”
She continued to look closely at the woman, noting the slight tensing in her facial muscles.
She hadn’t known.
Monica shook her head. “I had no idea. I… I am shocked. But I suppose it must be true. Or he wouldn’t have paid the money. There is nothing left. I have the house, but the bank accounts are empty.”
Pascale leaned back, holding the note in her hands, tapping it lightly against her fingers, barely aware of it as she studied the woman before her. Despite her once taut skin now sagging at her jawline, her bright blue eyes still flashed with life. There was anger there too. But there was something else; betrayal, hurt, humiliation and the anguish that comes with all these emotions.
She was a woman who maintained an air of elegance, although her clothes were worn. Expensive once, Pascale mused, but tired and threadbare. This was a woman desperate to maintain a façade that had long since faded away. Whatever her husband had left her, it wasn’t wealth.
“So, tell me about Henri. What sort of man was he?”
Monica sighed. “When we met in Mojacar, it was love at first sight. It happens, you know. He was in his fifties then. A handsome man who knew how to treat a woman. He looked young for his age, and I was nearly twenty years younger. He had class, did Henri. And charm. I thought it might just be a holiday romance, but it was more, much more, and we stayed together for thirty years.”
She paused as she collected her thoughts and Pascale noted a slight smile on her face, softening it as she reminisced.
“It never occurred to me to think too much about where he got his wealth, and he never said. He hinted at it being family money, so I did not enquire too deeply. He kept that side of his life to himself. His parents were long dead. So…” She paused again. “It would seem that maybe, his money wasn’t inherited…”
“No,” Pascale said. “Maybe not. However, is this the only evidence?”
Monica shrugged. “That is all I have. He occasionally worked away. At least, that is what he told me.”
“What did he tell you about that?”
“He was in advertising.” She paused again as she thought about what she was going to say. The realisation still sinking in that her life had been based upon a deception. “He would travel to England. Sometimes he would be away for several weeks and then come back home. I thought nothing of it.”
“What do you want from me?”
“To find out who wrote that. To find out if it is true. If Henri was a bank robber, then I would like to know for sure. But even if the accusations are true, I cannot—will not—pay what this person demands. And… Of course… To make it stop. It must stop.”
Pascale opened the letter again and scanned its contents.
“You might not like what I find, madame.”
“I know. I am… resigned to it now, I think. But the not knowing for certain is worse. And…” She paused again. “And I have to do something about the letters. This blackmail cannot go on. There is nothing left to pay anyway.”
“Yes, of course. Do you have any idea who this Jean Dupont might be?”
“No. None at all.”
“And his demands?”
“As I say, I cannot pay him any money. Henri left me little in the way of an inheritance, with what am I supposed to pay a blackmailer? There was nothing much left. Apart from the house. Quite apart from the principle, madame.”
Pascale smiled slightly as Moncia’s tone changed from hurt, despair and anguish to one of steely determination. Whatever she was suffering, she would not suffer this.
“And nor should you. Blackmailers should not be rewarded, although it would appear that this one has been rewarded by your late husband, unfortunately. More fool him, for they never want just the one payment. They always come back for more, so the cancer must be excised as soon as it manifests. And, this case merely confirms it, paying did not sate Jean Dupont’s greed. He, too, came back for more.”
Monica nodded. “Yes, madame. But no more now. I refuse.”
“But is there anything, any clue at all that leads you to suspect who the author might be? Henri left nothing that might help?”
Monica shook her head. “I have no idea, madame. Désolé.”

      ***Lodève cemetery.
Light flakes of snow drifted off the Cevennes onto the plain. They settled on the wall surrounding the cemetery and created a white dusting on the rows of graves and the neat, gravelled path between the plots.
Pascale had locked up the office having left early for the day. She had done as much as she could with the accounts and planned to resume work on them the following morning. Sometimes, she thought, one’s brain turned to mush going through the repetitive task of entering amounts and dates onto a screen. She needed a break and some fresh air.
There was nothing she could do about the blackmail case until Patrice returned and people were back at work, so she put the letter in the drawer of her desk, locked it and consigned the problem to her subconscious mind as she rode the bike out to the cemetery on the outskirts of the town.
The overcast was grey and heavy, holding the promise of more than a few flakes of snow. She looked up at the foreboding cumulonimbus that banished the sunlight. She sighed. Summer seemed a long way off. She locked her helmet to the bike, leaving it outside the cemetery. She pushed open the iron gate set in the stucco walls and walked up to the small granite headstone. The gravel crunched as she walked.
The place was deserted. She was alone with the dead. 
“Hello, Guillaume,” she said, stopping by the grave and crouching down. She swept aside the dead flowers. She shivered as she removed the desiccated blooms and replaced them with fresh ones that she had purchased in the town. She held them to her nose and inhaled the sweet scent before placing them on the gravelled granite on the grave. She picked away small items of litter. A sweet wrapper and a sandwich box that had blown in with the mistral.
Why can’t people clear up after themselves?
“Another Christmas,” she said. “How many is it?” she sat back on her haunches and thought as she looked up at the dark grey and purple sky.
How many Christmases?
Again, she shivered, but it wasn’t just the chill wind biting through her clothes. This would be the fifth Christmas since the last one they shared together, and that was not a happy memory. He was in the final stages then and could barely move—a shadow of what he once was. Dark eyes filled with pain stared at her from a gaunt unshaven face, dulled with the morphine. His once thick black hair was shaven. Most of it had been lost following the chemotherapy. He had become a papery shadow, barely alive and barely conscious. The man she once knew had gone by this time, and all that was left was a husk waiting for the final death knell. When he did try to speak, he was haunted by hallucinations conjured up by the morphine and made little sense. There were occasional periods of lucidity, but they were fewer as the disease progressed and the dosage increased to combat the pain.
Chemotherapy. Treatment that she had since wished he had declined. A few more years, they had promised. The reality had been a few more weeks of pain and misery. He had suffered as much from the treatment as he had from the disease, and he was taking medication to combat the side effects of the brutal treatment that destroyed what quality of life he might have hoped for in those last days. One thing she had since promised herself was that should the same occur to her, she would decline the chemo. Having watched Guillaume endure it, she would not suffer it herself nor force those around her to watch the devastating decline. Better to take what was left, manage the pain and go with some dignity.
She looked down at the grave as the memories played across her mind, and she blinked back the tears that stung the corners of her eyes.
What a waste. Will the pain never end?
The anniversary would be in a few weeks. Every year it was the same, the silent Christmas alone in the flat they once shared and then the countdown. Those last weeks he spent in a hospital bed in the front room, fading away before her eyes as the cancer ate away at him and his strength depleted by the chemo left him barely able to sit up without help.
When it came, the anniversary was almost a relief, and she could then face the rest of the year—until the next Christmas and then the whole countdown would start again. In the meantime, she felt trapped in limbo, unable to move forward as the grief returned to haunt her. She looked up. Dark, ominous, snow-laden clouds still hung over the town. The sky seemed to share her grief, casting the world into shadow. Soon, it, too, would shed tears.
“Why did you have to go?”
No one answered. Above, the crows cawed in the icy air, squabbling in the skeletal branches of the silent trees as if mocking her with their laughter.
She looked at the gravestone. He would have liked it, she thought. Simple, unassuming. He had always liked discretion and understatement. She turned to look back to the gate where the Indian sat on its stand like a predatory beast ready to strike. He would have liked that, too. American muscle that handled like an Italian machine. A contradiction in every sense. It had an engine with gobs of power yet could be as gentle as a big cat lazing in the savannah sun. The curls of the exhaust pipes as they swept around the engine shouted American muscle, yet the small size and compact design looked as if it could have come from Bologna. She smiled as she looked at it. After the Harley she was used to, this one handled like it had come from Bologna, too.
“You would like it, Guillaume. It would please you.”
“He would have wanted you to move on,” Geneviève Duval said.
Pascale turned. Geneviève stood behind her. She wore a heavy coat of purple wool over her purple jacket and skirt and suede knee-length boots also in in her signature purple. With a scarf pulled up around her face and a woollen hat pulled down over her blonde curls, much of her face was shielded from the icy wind. As always, Geneviève managed to look chic. Even in death, which was odd because being dead, the cold shouldn’t bother her.
Pascale smiled. The shiver wasn’t the cold. She always got the shivers when Geneviève manifested. She frowned.
“I thought you had gone. Why are you back?”
Geneviève shrugged. “You won’t let go. Try as you might, you just can’t do it, can you? Besides, I see you have a new case.”
Pascale stood.
“One that doesn’t need help from beyond the grave,” she said.
Geneviève shrugged again. She walked alongside Pascale as she made her way to one of the benches set alongside the gravel path. Pascale sat, and Geneviève sat alongside her and crossed her legs. She reached down to straighten her skirt, which seemed oddly normal for the paranormal, Pascale thought to herself.
“I recall the original investigation,” Geneviève said.
“Yes,” Pascale said. “I do too. It was a long time ago and not one of ours, but I do remember. The papers were full of it. Not least that the thieves were never seen making their getaway. The news media made them out to be almost heroic while at the same time expressing outrage that the police were not catching them. We, well, the investigating team, couldn’t win.
“It was never solved. They got clean away. The investigation found nothing. No one knows how they managed to get the proceeds away and escape in the middle of the day with no one noticing. As the papers said at the time, they vanished into thin air. By the time the local police arrived, all that was left was an empty vault with not even a fingerprint for evidence. They knew what they were doing, and they were forensically aware.
“It was,” she said, “as if they were ghosts.”
“Bouvier,” Geneviève said, ignoring the jibe. “Commissaire Bouvier. He was the SIO. He’s retired now. Lives in Aix, I believe.”
“Yes. I recall him, he was a commandant back then.”
“I worked under him briefly,” Geneviève said. “When you were undercover.”
“What was he like?”
Geneviève inclined her head. “I didn’t like him much. I found him a little old-fashioned. Didn’t like women in the police—at least, not women in the detective branch. Kept asking me to get his sandwiches and make his coffee as if

      ***
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