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The Dead Man’s Touch

 




Chapter One

 

 

Gilles had dressed very carefully, in the charcoal jacket, the crisp white linen shirt and the almost silvery tie with its small but tastefully visible fleurs de lis in a lighter grey. The trousers were only a shade lighter than the jacket, and the shoes were black.

The socks, black silk with little red death’s-heads on them.

This would be something of an occasion, otherwise he wouldn’t have bothered.

It was his first day back on the job, and of course Roger had to call first thing and ask him to come on down. Someone on the front desk must have tipped him off that Gilles was in the building. He’d barely gotten his hat and jacket off, and his phone was already ringing off the hook.

It was a warm, late summer morning, and he could already feel the sweat-stains in the armpits. Repressing any irritation he might have felt, he put the jacket back on. He moseyed on down there and was admitted into the inner sanctum without delay.

“Gilles. Welcome back—and congratulations on your recovery.”

They shook hands, briefly but warmly enough.

“You look good.”

“Thank you, Roger.” He took a chair as the other shuffled file folders.

“Okay, Gilles. The only real reason I called you down here, is just to ask. Please try not to strain yourself. Concussions can be damned tricky things, and then there is the blood pressure and all of that sort of thing. Blood clots—right. ” We wouldn’t want the poor boy getting an embolism of the brain or whatever. “Just promise that you won’t push yourself too hard, okay?”

“Okay. Fine. Be that way.” Gilles shrugged it off, but then he would—wouldn’t he.

Langeron pushed a button.

“Coffee?”

“Ah, no, thank you.” Gilles made a face.

He’d already had about three this morning, feeling a bit stubborn as he was, and sort of making a point of not coming in until nine o’clock on the dot. His usual time was more like seven-thirty or eight. By this point in time, there wouldn’t be a single case-file on his desk, and there would be no point in following his usual routine, which normally gave him a little peace and quiet first thing, and time to read up and to think upon what comes next, in any given case.

“That’s fine, Gilles, I won’t keep you too long. Look, I’ve got three files here—all from other units, and they’re all asking for some help. These cases are still warm. Which one do you want?”

“I’ll take all of them.” With a bit of a grimace, he pulled himself up from the depths of the chair, and a very nice chair it was, too.

“Well, don’t you even want to hear about them—”

“No. Not particularly.”

With a shake of the head, Roger Langeron handed off the folders and Gilles turned his back.

“Next time, I will offer a cognac, the very best Napoleon, expensive as all Hell, and serve me right, too.” The tone was rueful. “You could at least hang around for a while. I’ve got some pretty good cigars.”

Gilles spun back around, on his way out the door.

“Next time, I might even stay a little longer.”

That funny little grin and the glitter in those eyes helped, but only so much. The door was swinging shut—

“Yes. That’s our Gilles all right.” He picked up another folder and began to read.

Gilles poked his head back in and Roger looked up.

“Yes?”

“We can talk about early retirement.”

“Really? I don’t believe you.” Still, he was grinning now.

“I meant yours.”

Quietly, ever so gently, the door snicked shut.

“Huh. Huh—huh.”

 

***

 

Three flights of stairs, three up and three down.

Maintenon was still thinking of early retirement, in humorous terms to be sure. He still had a couple of years to go, and people had stayed on for various reasons. Whether that would be a privilege or a punishment was hard to say. Would he still be doing this into his seventies? It didn’t seem very likely, and yet it was hard to visualize much of anything else, either. He could always buy a small farm somewhere and learn how to grow cucumbers and such. Poirot had grown vegetable marrows as he recalled, without actually knowing or even caring what they were.

Entering the room, the only one there was LeBref, head down, making copious notes and with a phone jammed up to an ear. He put a palm over the mouthpiece.

“Oh, hey, Gilles, how’s it going.”

Gilles nodded and eyeballed the room, which seemed oddly different, even though the place looked just about the same. Sort of smaller than he had remembered it. It really was getting a little grubby in there, and the cobwebs in the corners were all too evident in the strong morning light. Theoretically, the cleaners came through every night, in the early, pre-dawn hours. If so, they must be pretty blind. It’s either them, or us, or so he thought. Someone around here, was getting pretty damned blind—Roger’s palatial office stood in real contrast to this, naturally enough as he was commissioner. Even so, this kind of neglect carried a certain message too.

“It’s going all right.” Sitting down at his desk, somewhat unfamiliar after weeks or even months, he looked over at the coffee pot, which appeared to be empty.

Rising with a grunt, he grabbed the Pyrex pot and headed off down the hall to find some water. The actual percolator was aluminium, with a glass bubble on top so you could keep an eye on things. The glass pot was for tea—and for getting water from down the hall. When he got back, the other fellow, Detective Joseph LeBref, a near-midget but not quite as people said, was gone. A man so abbreviated, his very name had been compressed, the proper form being Le Bref. Gilles spooned in the ground beans, added just a few grains of salt, added water, and set it to percolate on the gas-ring. 

Sighing, he settled in to read—it struck him that the thin, padded seat-cushion, tied by ribbons onto a hard maple chair, had reached the end of its days and he’d have to get another one. He’d been gone damn near two months, and he had been taking good chairs, and soft seating for granted the last little while. The contrast between this and Roger’s chairs was stark. Had he really been sitting on that thing for the term of so many years, almost uncountable? He couldn’t recall, not in the whole history of the Unit, any instance of anyone ever getting a new chair or a new desk.

Thoughtfully, he pulled a pen and made a quick little note. If Roger really wanted to talk, then he might be getting something of an earful. Some fresh paint, new desks, better chairs and such might do a lot for morale, and of course Roger was big on morale. Who wasn’t, right? Senior officers of the Sûreté talked about it all the time. He might have even done it himself.

Quite frankly, it might even be time to move—a room twice the size wouldn’t be nearly enough, not when you considered how busy they could be, and in fact, they’d been promised new blood, new faces and new bodies, and one wondered where they were supposed to put them all. Or even just to get them all. It was high time, too—he would tell Roger all about it when he was more in the mood.

The coffee was ready, the aroma permeating the room.

And now, it was time to open up that first file.

 

 




Chapter Two

 

 

The first case was that of a young man, Alain Garreau, nineteen years old. Missing for two weeks, no body, no sightings. Friends and family knew nothing. No one knew anything, and yet the mother was utterly convinced.

Whether she was merely hysterical, or had some knowledge that she wasn’t willing to share, was a good question, but she was certain her little boy had been killed. Not knocked down by a bus, not drowned in the river, but brutally murdered by someone or something nameless, and for reasons unknown. Pure imagination perhaps, and working on overtime. His few friends had claimed to know nothing of his whereabouts or the reason for his absence. He had not turned up at his employment, working evenings and weekends at a small green-grocers just blocks away from home. The mother shopped there regularly—it was that close. With no evidence, none whatsoever, for or against, one must wonder if a body would eventually turn up—dead or alive. The thoughts of her precious little boy, simply running away from home, were somehow inconceivable to the lady, who was a familiar type.

And where the hell was he supposed to go—right.

This one didn’t seem all that interesting so far, and he set that one aside.

The next one was a little better.

A young woman, dead in her bed—strangled, and with big, dirty shoe-prints leading in from the front door. Across that beautiful white carpet—it was that kind of house, and up those stairs and down that hallway and ending up right at the bedside. Where, presumably, the young lady had been sleeping, oblivious to the danger. The same prints going back down, the other way, fading out as dirt and crud and moisture was lost with each and every step. That might have been all right, figuratively speaking. It had been a rainy night, with dirty puddles and genuine mud all over the place. There were photos and everything and it all seemed cut-and dried. But. Murder by unknown stranger was also quite rare—those were very difficult to solve, not without witnesses, and especially not without a known motive. That being said, the real psychopaths would sometimes tell you all about it, whether by dropping a note at a local newspaper, an anonymous call from a booth, or by some other means. They also, very often, got themselves caught by such means. It was a very prosperous household. The family name, Boitard, was well-known, the house very modern, which included proper deadbolts, and all known keys accounted for—mostly, and it would be easy enough to make a copy.

Some quite intelligent people were still dumb enough to leave a key under the mat…

The idea of a stranger, a burglar, picking a deadbolt on the front door and then just killing someone for the sheer hell of it wasn’t very convincing in the eyes of the attending detectives and he could certainly understand why. Nothing of any real value had been taken, or so they said—just a life. The home of a banker, there were plenty of objets d’art, pictures on the wall, hell, even the booze in the cabinet had its value. Bankers were smart enough not to keep large sums of money in the house, although there would probably be some cash, in a wallet or a purse. There was the silverware. The housekeeper kept a small lock-box in a drawer of her own little desk. This was petty cash, and never more than a hundred francs in there. There had been no signs of tampering and according to her, nothing had been disturbed.

Also, a proper burglar would have come in a window, a back door. The cellar door, a coal chute. They’d come down the chimney if they wanted in bad enough. If surprised in the act, they might have strangled someone, but why put them back to bed? Why not just run for the door. The detectives on scene, hadn’t gotten anywhere else with it.

“Hmn. The butler did it.” He tossed that one aside. “Any honest criminal would have wiped his shoes on the mat by the door.”

Pros tried very hard, not to leave any evidence at all. Amateurs spewed clues, real and planted bullshit, all over the place. Some of them were downright imaginative, he’d give them that much. Also, locking back up again would take real nerve, and possibly a good bit of time—and yet that was what, ostensibly, had happened. It was barely possible, that a real pro would try to make it look like an inside job, in which case the question was, why the footprints?

And, theoretically, nothing had been taken anyways.

The time of death was noted as being around three-thirty a.m., with a window of perhaps two hours either way.

Just then, there were footsteps and the door came crashing open. The door closed with a bang and he looked up.

Margot—

Putting her bag down, and turning, she saw him.

“Gilles!” Margot, and making a beeline for him as he quickly stood. “Oh, Gilles, it’s so good to see you. Especially as we all thought you were a goner—”

Standing, he was cornered there by the side of the desk and she was going to hug him whether he liked it or not. There were a couple of clicks and one good clunk, this from the mid-back area as she rearranged his spine for him.

“Er, thank you, my dear.”

Right out of nowhere, she gave him a quick peck on the cheek and turned away, eyes suspiciously moist, and engaged in the immediate business of stowing her jacket, the hat, and the contents of the briefcase.

“LeBref has your cat.”

“Yes, I know.” He settled in again, wondering, but the others were somewhat unlikely to hug him, although handshakes and all kinds of talk would appear to be inevitable.

They’d only let him out of the hospital Friday. The weekend had been spent quietly, (and in the dark), doing a bit of shopping and stocking up on a few things for the kitchen, in the hope they’d get power and gas going again, and very, very soon. Honestly, he’d called it in soon enough—it must have been lost in the shuffle as it were. Or maybe it was just the weekend…

There was that third file sitting there waiting for him.

He sighed, deeply.

“Ah, what the hell.” Opening up, he began to read.

 

***

 

The third file wasn’t so much bizarre, as intriguing. Just what the doctor might have ordered if only he wasn’t such a fussy old fool, likable enough for all of that. Two dead young men, blood stains and weapons. The bodies are missing, and just a tonne of blood on the floor, the counters, and the knives. Big, fat, and very sharp carving knives. Kitchen staff, no one saw or heard anything—or so they were saying. If one young fellow had killed the other, that was one thing. For two young men to kill each other, (and how was that even possible), and one must also ask just how the bodies had been removed. If one had killed the other, why remove the body at all? Unless to obscure exactly which one had been killed, and therefore, which one had been guilty. Was it even possible for the killer to disappear, virtually forever? It didn’t seem like much of a plan. Why the two knives. That part was a little bizarre, one had to admit. It would have taken some thought, some planning, in what was ostensibly une crime passionnel. That would go about double or even triple for any kind of escape plan. And the kitchen in question was busy—he knew the place, although he’d never eaten there. The sort of restaurant that was talked about, and by all the right people. The sort of place where patrons phoned up a week or ten days ahead of time, and hoped for a good table and a good time-slot. Whatever had happened, hadn’t taken much more than thirty seconds, a minute at most, when all others were either absent from the room or just plain busy. Which did not necessarily make it impossible. It was hard to believe someone being stabbed multiple times wouldn’t have screamed or made some other noises. It was hard to believe the whole damned crew would leave the room, and all at the same time. That would have been too convenient, and everyone was denying it anyways—it was the sort of thing that never really happened in such an environment.

With all of those contradictions, it was one hell of a set-up, and there was much food for thought there.

With the stories of their fellow workers more or less unshakeable, this one looked interesting enough…

He went back and read them all through again. Hopefully Andre or somebody would show up and they could get down to work. It was doctor’s orders, and for the next few weeks he wouldn’t be working alone, not for any reason, anywhere other than this very room. They were right about concussions, of course, but the truth was that he felt all right and it was time to move on.

He looked up at the clock. He’d take just about anybody, at this point.

One of the young bucks might be best, leaving Margot and the older ones for the more important stuff.

 

***

 

“Ah.”

“Good morning, sir.” Martin Garnier, whom Gilles had met briefly down in Bagneres du Luchon. “It’s good to see you’re back. I’m Garnier.”

“Yes, I know. I thank you for your work here, also, er, down there.”

“Yes, sir.” Garnier was a sergeant now, having passed the test with flying colours and with sufficient seniority to make his current assignment stick well enough.

Other than that, Maintenon didn’t know too much about the man.

“Okay, grab yourself a coffee and we’ll talk.”

“Absolutely.” The grin said it all, but that coffee pot was part of the routine around here and he knew it well by this time. “Oh.”

Garnier reached into a pocket and pulled out a box of his favourite thin black cheroots. With a slight blush to the cheekbones, he laid them reverently on the corner of Maintenon’s desk.

“It’s a real honour to be here, sir.”

Maintenon nodded wordlessly, and why dispute the obvious. The man had earned it, after all.

…and here was LeBref again, with an armload of files, and right behind him, Archambault, and then Firmin. More bonhomie. It had to end eventually, and yet it felt pretty good as well. He’d missed them all, just as much as they’d missed him. Finally, they settled down, some to their desks and one or two right out that door about as quickly as they’d come in. It was like they just wanted to touch him, a touch on the shoulder, or a pat on the back. They wanted to hear him talk, just convincing themselves it was real, perhaps.

He’d come back from the dead, after all.

“Where’s Hubert?”

Margot looked up.

“Still at the hospital.”

“Ah.”

“I’m giving fifty-fifty odds. It’s either a girl or a boy—”

Maintenon grinned and she put her head down and went back to work.

He looked at Martin, seated by now at his own desk.

“Are you super busy today? Anything truly pressing, anything you just can’t get out of?”

“Ah—no, no, sir.”

“All right. We’ll take off in a few minutes, assuming you need to make quick call or something…”

Martin Garnier looked at the files on the desk, a few brief notes there, and shook his head.

“Nothing that can’t wait until later. Ah—assuming the phone doesn’t ring…” Which it almost surely would, and any minute now.

“All right. Just give me a minute and we’ll be out of here. Also—we’ll need a car.”

With a nod, Garnier reached for the phone as Gilles idly opened up a desk drawer.

He didn’t think he’d need it, but he was sort of curious to know what they’d done with his weapons.

 

 




Chapter Three

 

 

Édouard was their driver, the young constable having introduced himself politely, and seemingly impressed by his human cargo. He’d obviously heard much of the great Maintenon, a fact which could be a real pain in the ass sometimes and fairly useful at others. Considering all the newspaper coverage of Maintenon’s last case, he seemed relatively unfazed. If nothing else, it kept small talk to a minimum, but there was also the danger of loose talk. Since he and Garnier didn’t know much about any of their cases so far, there wasn’t much of a problem, but the kid would pick up on things quickly enough.

Other than that, the driving was fairly professional, the young fellow being smart enough not to try to impress the big guys with sheer speed and brutal ferocity. If a driver pulled that shit on the wrong senior officer, they were just as likely to be let go as to get a promotion—and that was for sure.

Their first stop was about twenty-five minutes across town, and they filled it with small talk easily. When the talk turned to football, with Garnier and Édouard up front, even Gilles had an observation or two, which they seemed to take seriously even though he didn’t know a damned thing about it, other than what he read in the papers or heard on the radio.

Édouard turned and gave him a quick grin, perhaps not so intimidated now.

“Here we are, sirs.”

Number Nineteen, Rue des Erables, in the 16th Arrondissement.

“Thank you, Édouard…”

The young man was already out and scurrying around to get the door.

They stood on the pavement, in what was clearly lower-end housing, on little more than an alley, with barely enough room for two small vehicles to pass, mirror-to-mirror and hopefully not in any great hurry to do so. Just up the way, a lorry was parked, on the handbrake and with the engine still running judging from the exhaust, and if one wanted to get by, well, one would just have to wait—

“Okay, Constable. Stand by, listen to the radio, and be prepared to move the car. I guess.”

It would be better not to get boxed in by another vehicle.

“Yes, sir.”

Gilles and Garnier mounted the steps and opened up the door to the usual cramped lobby, dimly-lit by a frosted glass panel beside the door and replete with mailboxes, one of which had a broken lock, and little buttons to push, assuming they even worked at all.

They were looking for four-oh-two.

 

***

 

The husband was at work and the kids were in school. This left Madame Garreau, Francine to her friends.

A face which had sort of lifted upon the sight of them grew dimmer upon an examination of their faces, and opening up the door further, she led them into the sitting room. The flat was small, crammed with more furniture than would be strictly necessary, and conspicuously clean. The hutch in the corner was quite good, most likely a family heirloom, practical enough but also of some sentimental value. A reminder of better times, slightly more spacious times, perhaps.

A homely woman in the best sense of the word. That body had borne children, that voluminous bosom had nursed them and weaned them, those sturdy legs and shoulders had worked and slaved to keep the lot of them going, probably including the husband, who would demand hot food at the end of a long day engaged in some menial task, and likely at the lowest possible pay. Her apron was no longer white, and with a smudge of flour on her cheek, she’d been in the kitchen rolling dough or kneading bread. The dress was a sack of thin material and the shoes were flat. What had once been knee-high stockings were falling down around the ankles, all elasticity long since gone. In that sense they matched the face. There was the faint trace of a mustache, and those eyebrows had been plucked many times over the years.

“Yes, gentlemen.” She sat on the arm of a padded chair, her face grave and calm.

Clearly she was expecting the worst.

Gilles was letting Garnier do the talking.

“I’m afraid we don’t have any news for you, Madame. Not good news and certainly not bad news. It’s just that we have a few more questions, Madame…”

Not unexpectedly, she put her head down and the tears rolled.

“Oh, Alain, oh, my poor, dear, sweet little boy.”

Martin was up off the sofa and offering a handkerchief.

“There, there, my dear, we’ll find him.” It wasn’t clear, whether that meant a body or the young man himself, on his own two feet or whatever. “Surely someone must know something.”

And that was why they were here—

There was a tentative little knock at the door. With Garnier and the lady busy, Gilles hauled himself up and went to the door.

It was Édouard.

“Yes?”

The voice was low.

“Sorry, sir, it’s just that there’s a young man here…he’s asking to speak to us.”

“Hmn. Who? Why? What does he want?” He glanced back, to where the lady seemed to be recovering. “All right, all right. I’m coming.”

And to hell with the hat, which was still sitting on an end table. That old head of his could stand a few minutes of sunshine.

 

***

 

A young man stood by the front fender of the Citroen, eyes clouded with doubts.

His mouth curled, but he bit back any semblance of a smile. This could only be—

“He says he lives here.”

“Monsieur Garreau?”

“Sir.”

“Wait here.”

Taking Édouard’s elbow, he led him a few paces away.

“Report.”

“Sir, yes, sir.” He took a quick breath. “Okay. I didn’t really take much notice of him at first.”

He held up a rag. He’d been polishing the windshield or the grille or something. It was a beautiful day, and the radio was turned up in the volume.

“He was hanging around the end of the block. There was just something about him—he was paying me, or us, you might say, just a little too much attention. I am in uniform, after all, and we are parked out in front of his maison. I turned to look at him, and I thought he was going to bolt. Like a common punk. Yet he really wasn’t doing anything.”

“Well, it’s always good to get the right guy. And you’re not the Truant Officer. Or a baby-sitter. So, what happened next?”

“I said, hey! Hey you. Come here—and he did. Much to my surprise. I mean, if he had simply taken off, what was I supposed to do—right?” Abandoning the vehicle and the senior officers would be a big step, although he might have taken it.

And if he had caught him, what then?

“All right.” Gilles held up a hand to staunch the flow of talk. “Here’s how I want you to play this…oh, give me your notebook.”

He pulled a pen and made a few notes.

“…read this.”

 

***

 

When Gilles got back inside, Garnier had his own notebook out and was scribbling away if only for the sake of form.

“…such a good boy. He was never in any trouble, not really. He’s never been out of control, he’s never run away—not before, and I don’t believe it now…never been interested in the girls, never smoked, he’s never touched a drop of the liquor…goes with me to Church every Sunday Mass…his friends are such nice boys…” The lady was a good Catholic, and that went without saying.

Although it was bound to come up.

Gilles fought for composure, the urge to smile or to laugh outright, almost overwhelming.

She was still talking when a small girl came in from the rear, staring at them with eyes wide.

“Are you going to find my brother?” Those innocent blue eyes regarded him.

“Er, yes, young lady.” He was about to go on—

There was the knock at the door, and right on time, too. He uttered a theatrical sigh…he raised his voice.

“Yes, Édouard, come in, please.” He didn’t get up this time, giving the impression of a slightly impatient older man, repressing another sigh as it were.

Pure boredom, rude as that might appear to be.

It was almost too precious—

The lady screamed, hand flying up to her mouth. He flinched, he couldn’t help himself, even though he’d been expecting nothing less.

Up like a shot, almost bowling over Garnier, also half out of his perch, she was on the young man in a heartbeat, and then the little kid was shouting too, and dancing around, arms up, her bare feet paddling the floor.

“Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God—nom de Dieu—”

Garnier got his balance and straightened up.

“…oh, Alain…” The woman was blubbering away and smothering the young fool with kisses.

Garnier gave Gilles an accusing look.

“Wow. And just how in the hell did you manage to pull that one off—sir.”

 

 




Chapter Four

 

 

On their return to the building, Gilles had instructed the young constable to put the vehicle away and tell his supervisor that he was wanted upstairs. Garnier and Maintenon had barely put their hats on the rack before Édouard returned, slightly out of breath but it was a long ways up and the motor pool was at the back of the building.

“All right, young man. Here, have a seat, you can use my machine.” Martin picked up a few files and got them out of his way. “What we need is a report, simple, direct and concise.”

He needed some of those files, and he would be on his way in a moment. Levain’s desk was right there and unoccupied.

On a nod from Gilles, Édouard settled into Garnier’s chair.

“There’s paper in the second right-hand drawer, and there’s coffee in the urn. Rinse your cup out when you’re done or someone will give you shit for it.” Garnier—

Édouard nodded at that one, opened up his notebook and refreshed his memory. Reaching down, he found the carbon paper, which tended to be dirty, in the next drawer down, seemingly intuitive in his own right.

“Hammered out in triplicate?”

“Oui, mon ami.” Garnier gave Gilles a wink.

“What did you say your last name was?”

The constable looked up.

“Pelletier, Inspector. Constable, first class, four years with the department. Sergeant Simard is our supervisor.” That would make him about twenty-three years old, maybe a little older than that, but.

He was nothing if not young.

“Thank you.” Gilles made a note of it. “Congratulations on solving your first big case.”

Édouard, as well as Garnier, and Firmin, the only others in the room, chuckled at that one.

“Thank you, sir. Ah—” There was a faint blush on that face.

“Yes?”

“Well. I told my mother I was going to run away once…but only once. I don’t know, I doubt if I was ten years old, if that.”

There were grins all around.

“Okay, I’ll bite.” Firmin. “So, what happened?”

“She packed me a lunch, and told me don’t come back until I’d smartened up.” A very wise woman, in other words.

“So, what did you do.”

“Ha. I walked across to the other side of the park, which was not too far away from our house. Sat on a bench and had my lunch.” He shook his head. “Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, as I recall.”

“Uh—okay.” Firmin again. “I suppose I asked for it.”

“Well. All righty then.” Édouard cranked the fresh sheets into the machine and began to peck tentatively at the keys, not that speed was all that important when all you were doing was the date and the heading and such.

Name and badge number, telephone extension number, incident report number, officer of record…all kinds of useful stuff on that heading.

He checked his watch and the clock on the wall…

Garnier snapped his briefcase shut.

“Well, I’m off, unless there was something else.”

“Non. Good luck, and good hunting.” Maintenon—

Garnier nodded.

“I shall try and get the right guy.”

It just was a little saying they had around there.

An unofficial motto, as it were.

 

***

 

With Firmin wading through stacks of reports, in preparation for a court appearance later in the week, and sort of stuck in the room, in spite of all that, a few of them had managed to sneak out for a good lunch. Firmin would be giving testimony under oath, and accuracy, above all else, was the order of the day.

Levain was still on vacation with the wife and kids, something Gilles hadn’t known about, or had simply forgotten in the meantime as such things were scheduled well in advance. Élliot Lebeau was on honeymoon with the lovely Capucine, having taken a leave of absence and having married the girl. Those two were still down in Bagneres du Luchon as far as anyone knew. That part Gilles knew about. With his job being held for him, it was anyone’s guess whether the pair would move to Paris or whether he’d just chuck it and become a farmer down there. With Archambault and Margot busy as bees with their own case-loads, it was just the four of them. Garnier hadn’t come back yet, but they’d left a note and perhaps he’d make it after all. Garnier would probably be gone for the afternoon or so he’d said.

That just left Gilles, Firmin, LeBref, and young Pelletier. This was handy enough, and in fact he’d nipped down and bagged them a car again, with Simard being cooperative enough, maybe even happy to see the young fellow presented with something of an opportunity. As for Gilles and the others, it was a chance for a bit of gossip, and a bit of catching-up.

Anton’s was a typical brasserie, about halfway between haute cuisine and the more informal bistro, (not that bar food wasn’t good once in a while), in that the menu was printed for the longer term, rather than chalked on a board on a daily basis, and there were other differences, including tablecloths and proper linen napkins. Among other things, it was a chance to observe—Pelletier, for example.

With a long table that might have handled six or eight, they could pile their hats on one end and live with it, but to eat with one’s hat on would have been uncivilized.

LeBref’s eyes gleamed from across the table.

“Gilles. Are you really going to talk to Roger?”

“Uh-huh.” Gilles had sipped at a beer, picked at his salad, and nibbled on a warm soft bun, but what he was really waiting for was the special. “It seems to me, that we’ve been talking about this, literally for years, and yet nothing, so far, has actually been done about it.”

“It’s

























