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    As much as I love Paris, I have been forced to take occasional liberties with its history and geography. Events have been created and streets invented to suit my own selfish needs. All errors and misrepresentations, intentional and otherwise, are mine and mine alone.
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    The largest of Notre Dame's bells tolled noon just as Hugo reached the end of the bridge, the brittle air seeming to hold on to the final clang longer than usual. He paused and looked across the busy Paris street into Café Panis. The yellow carriage lights above its windows beckoned as dim figures moved about inside, customers choosing tables and waiters flitting around like dancers.


    Hot coffee was tempting, but this was the first day of a vacation Hugo didn't want, with nothing to do and nowhere to go, and he didn't much want to sit at a table by himself and think about that.


    He squared his shoulders against the wind and turned right, leaving the café behind, heading west alongside the river. He glanced over the parapet as he walked, the growl of a motor launch floating up from below as the boat's propellers thrashed at the icy waters of the Seine. On cold days like this he wondered how long a man could survive in the river's oily waters, struggling against the deceptively strong current before succumbing to its frigid grip. It was a grim thought and one he quickly dismissed. After all, this was Paris; there was too much boat traffic, too many people like him admiring the river from its multitude of bridges, for a flailing man to go unnoticed for long.


    Five minutes later he spotted a riverside bookstall, four green metal boxes bolted to the low wall and crammed with books, their colorful spines like the feathers of a bird fanned out on the shelves to attract passersby. The stall's owner was stooped over a box, the hem of his worn, gray coat brushing the pavement. A shoelace had come undone but the man ignored it, even as his fingers scrabbled through the postcards, inches away.


    A barrage of shouting made the seller straighten and both men looked toward the voices, ringing out from a stall about fifty yards away, across the entrance to the Pont Neuf bridge. A man, squat and burly, poked a finger and yelled at the stall's owner, a crimson-faced woman who was bundled against the cold and determined to give as good as she got.


    The old man shook his head and turned back to his box. Hugo coughed gently.


    “Oui, monsieur?” The seller's voice was gruff, but when he looked up and saw Hugo he cracked a grin. “Ah, it's you. Where have you been, mon ami?”


    “Salut, Max.” Hugo slipped off a glove and took Max's proffered hand, warm despite the chill of the day. They spoke in French even though the old man knew English well enough when it suited—like when pretty American girls were shopping. “What's all the fuss about?” Hugo asked.


    Max didn't respond and together they turned to watch. The woman was waving an arm as if telling the stocky man to leave her alone. The man's response shocked Hugo: he grabbed her wrist and twisted it hard enough to spin her around, and in the same movement kicked her legs out from under her. She dropped straight onto her knees and let out a plaintive wail as she threw her head back in pain. Hugo started forward but felt a strong hand holding him back.


    “Non,” Max said. “It's not for you. Une affaire domestique.”


    Hugo shook him off. “She needs help. Wait here.”


    “Non,” Max said again, grabbing Hugo's arm with a grip the American could feel through his winter coat. “Let her be, Hugo. She doesn't want your help, believe me when I say that.”


    “Why not? Who the hell is he?” Hugo felt the tautness in his body and fought the desire to release it on the bully across the street. Something in Max's plea had resonated, the implication that by getting involved he could make things worse. “What's it about, Max?” he repeated.


    Max held his eye for a long moment, then let go of Hugo's arm and looked away. The old man turned to his stall and picked up a book, then put on his glasses to read the cover.


    Hugo turned to face him and saw that the left lens was missing. “Jesus, Max. Please tell me that guy didn't pay you a visit.”


    “Me? No.” Max ran a sleeve under his bulbous and pockmarked nose, but didn't meet Hugo's eye. “Why would he?”


    “You tell me.” The quai was front and center for crazies, Hugo knew, drawn like mosquitoes to the water and tourists that flowed through the heart of the city. And the bouquinistes were easy and frequent targets.


    “No reason. If you're worried about my glasses, I just dropped them, that's all.” Max finally looked Hugo in the eye and the smile returned. “Yes, I'm getting old and clumsy, but I can still take care of myself. Anyway, your job is to keep your ambassador safe, protect your embassy, not worry about old men like me.”


    “I'm off duty, I can worry about whomever I want.”


    Again Max put a hand on Hugo's arm, this time reassuring. “I'm fine. Everything's fine.”


    “D'accord. If you say so.” Hugo looked across the street to see the woman on her feet again, the man's arms flailing all around her, but not touching. Reluctantly, Hugo decided to leave it for now. He turned to the books on display. “This is how you take care of yourself, by fleecing tourists, oui? Do you have anything actually worth buying? I need a gift.”


    “I have key chains, postcards, and petit Eiffel Towers.”


    “It's for Christine.”


    “Ah.” Max raised an eyebrow and waved a hand at his stall. “Then nothing I have out here.”


    “You keep the good stuff hidden, eh?” Hugo looked over his friend's shoulder and watched the burly man stalking down the quai, away from them, hands in his pockets. His victim, the bouquiniste, looked unsteady on her feet and Hugo saw her collapse into a canvas chair beside her stall, her face sinking into her hands. As Hugo watched, she reached into a plastic bag beside her and pulled out a clear, flask-sized bottle.


    When he looked back, Max was watching him. “That, in her hand, is her biggest problem,” the old man said. “But around here, it's best to mind your own business.” He gestured toward his books. “So, are you buying or just wasting time? And by that, I mean mine.”


    Hugo turned his attention back to Max. “A gift, remember?”


    “Bien, let me see.” Max picked up a hardback, a book of black and white photographs of Hollywood stars from the 1920s to the 1970s. He showed Hugo the cover, a picture of a smiling Cary Grant, all teeth and slick hair. “Looks like you, mon ami.”


    Hugo had heard that before, from his wife, though he assumed she was just making fun. The caption said Grant was forty-one at the time of the picture, a year younger than Hugo. At six foot one inch, Grant was also an inch shorter than Hugo. But the men shared the same thick hair, though Hugo's was a lighter brown—light enough to camouflage a few recent strands of gray. His was thick hair that had never been touched by the globs of gel, or whatever those guys used. In the picture, Cary Grant's eyes glittered like jewels, a hard look Hugo could emulate when he needed to, but normally his eyes were a darker and warmer brown, more thoughtful than magnetic. The eyes of a watcher, not a player.


    “Here.” Max took the book back, then stooped and lifted a stack of newspapers off a battered leather briefcase. “I have some books in there. Help yourself.”


    Hugo knelt, unzipped the case, and peered in. “An Agatha Christie?”


    “Oui,” Max nodded. “A first edition, so très cher. A humble diplomat like you cannot afford it, I fear.”


    “I expect you're right, but I know someone who would love it.”


    Max grinned. “Someone who might love you for giving it, you mean.”


    “Maybe so.” Hugo turned the novel over in his hands. He wasn't quite an expert on rare books but he knew as much as many of the bouquinistes who peddled their wares along the river. This one was a beauty, a 1935 first edition of Death in the Clouds, one of the Hercule Poirot mysteries. It was bound in full maroon Morocco leather, banded, and lettered in gilt with marbled endpapers, and it looked to Hugo like it had the original cloth backstrip. He spotted a short tear to the gutter of the final advertisement leaf, but overall he was impressed. It was clearly a fine copy. Hugo held it up. “How much?”


    “For you, four hundred Euros.”


    “And for everyone else?”


    “Three hundred, of course.”


    “In America we cheat strangers,” Hugo said, “not our friends.”


    “You're not in America.” Max's eyes twinkled. “You are a big man, Hugo, big enough to throw me in the river. I would not dare cheat you.”


    Hugo grunted and pulled another old book out of the bag. Covered in dark blue cloth, it exuded antiquity, and a quick check inside confirmed that: 1873. Gold lettering on a red panel on the spine read On War, then the word Clausewitz. “The first English translation?”


    “Merde!” Max hurried over and snatched the book from Hugo's hand. “This one isn't for sale.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because.” He clutched the book to his chest, then held up a hand in apology. “Je m'excuse, it's important. I just have to look at it more closely, before I decide.”


    “Let me look at it for you, be happy to advise,” Hugo said, his tone intentionally light to mask his curiosity. It wasn't like his friend to be obscure, to guard his words.


    “Non.” Max held the book tight. “It's not about the book, its value. Look, if I decide to sell it, I'll hold it for you. D'accord?”


    “Sure.” Hugo nodded. “Thanks.”


    “Bon.” Max smiled and pointed to the cowboy boots on Hugo's feet. “You are the only Texan who knows books, mon ami. But you haven't lived in France long enough to find a good pair of shoes?”


    “No compliment without an insult. Sometimes I think you're an Englishman.”


    Max spat in disgust and muttered something unintelligible.


    “Let's see,” Hugo went on. “What else do you have?” He dug back into the case and pulled up a slim volume encased in a protective plastic envelope. Hugo inspected the book, which appeared to have its original paper cover. It was off-white, slightly pink perhaps, with a thin black line in the shape of a rectangle about an inch in from the edges, within which the book's information was presented. The name of the author and publisher were also in black type, but the title was in block letters that would once have been blood red.


    “Une Saison En Enfer,” Max said, looking over his shoulder. A Season in Hell. “By Arthur Rimbaud. That is not a first edition.”


    “No? The only collector's copy of this I've seen is an early edition of Zelda Fitzgerald's translation,” Hugo said. He also remembered reading about Rimbaud on a train to Paris from London, a couple of years back. “Can I open the plastic?”


    “Have I ever let you?”


    “I know, I know. I can open it when I buy it. Can't blame a man for trying.”


    “If you say so,” Max said. “The friend who gave it to me said it is in good shape, which you can see, but that it has some scribble in the front.” Max waved a hand. “But he is almost blind, so maybe you'll be lucky and find the author's signature.”


    Hugo thought for a moment. It was an important book, in the literary world if not the reading one. An extended poem first published in 1873, it was as influenced by the author's choice of drug as it was by his passionate homosexuality. “Christine does have a thing for Oscar Wilde,” he said. “This is close enough. How much?”


    Max looked at him and shrugged. “Hard to say. I haven't looked it over, it may be worth a lot or nothing.”


    “Very helpful. How about I give you five hundred Euros for both books?”


    “How about you just pull out that gun and rob me, eh?”


    “Then you tell me.” Hugo smiled. “You negotiate like a fox, Max.”


    “A thousand for both. First you pay and then you thank me for the privilege of paying.”


    “I'm on vacation,” Hugo said, digging into a pocket and pulling out his wallet. “I was thinking about a trip to the states, deliver these in person, but you're taking all my travel money. If I decide to go, I'll have to walk from the airport.”


    “Ah, but you will have something to read when you rest along the way.”


    “People don't read rare books, Max, you know that.” Hugo handed the old man a wad of cash. “This is all I have on me. I'll bring you the rest later?”


    “The ones who don't realize they are rare are the ones who read them.” Max took the money but didn't count it. “We have banks in France, you know.”


    “Then if you can wait thirty minutes, I'll go find one.”


    Max spread his hands. “Where else would I be, but waiting for you?” He paused, eyeing Hugo. “You really think you're going to America?”


    “Why not? The mad romantic dash isn't really my style, but nor is sitting on my ass for two weeks.”


    “You don't want time off from work?”


    “Use it or lose it, they tell me. Not that I mind losing it, but the State Department is convinced my mental health will suffer if I go to work because I want to, not because I have to.”


    “You Americans.” Max shook his head. “How you came to rule the world, I have no idea.”


    “We have big guns,” Hugo said. “And we don't surrender every time the Germans invade.”


    “Touché,” Max guffawed, then pointed again to Hugo's feet. “Alors, if you decide to go, bring me a pair of those cowboy boots, and next time I'll give you an even better deal. Size forty-one, s'il vous plait.”


    “Bien.” Hugo looked at his watch. “I'll go rob a bank, make a phone call, and hopefully be back in less than an hour.”


    “You are welcome to pay me another time. To consider those books a gift, Monsieur Hugo, for now anyway. If I change my mind, I know where to find you.”


    “No, you might disappear to some beach somewhere, and I don't like owing people money. I'll be right back.”


    They shook hands and for the second time Hugo saw something in Max's eyes. But the old man looked quickly away, up at the clouds. “I think it will snow soon,” Max said, his voice flat.


    Hugo glanced at the sky, gray and heavy, and started back the way he'd come, books in hand. Thirty yards later he looked back at Max. The old man was shuffling along the quai toward his neighbor and, as he crossed the street, Max glanced over his shoulder as if someone might be following him, or watching.


    The wind tugged at Hugo's hat, seeming to rise around him and shift direction, placing its cold hands on his back, propelling him along the quai. He walked slowly at first, then his footsteps quickened and he shivered as a chill settled around his neck, cold fingers spreading down his spine. He approached a middle-aged couple dressed in identical blue ski jackets, the man holding a camera and looking hopefully around him. On any other day Hugo would have stopped, offered to take the photo, but he strode past without catching their eye. Their need to capture a moment in time for their kids or grandkids was no match for the disquiet that crowded in on Hugo, the cold wind at his back, the leaden sky above, and a rising fear that he should have pressed Max harder, made sure that everything really was all right.
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    At seven that evening Claudia appeared with a shopping bag in each hand and a peck on both cheeks for Hugo. He took the bags and she followed him into the kitchen where they started to unpack.


    “You like snails?” she asked.


    “Mais oui,” he said. “As long as the garlic is pressed not diced and is just as fresh as the bread.”


    “Then you're in luck. Open some wine and watch me cook.”


    She must have gone home to change before coming over, Hugo thought, because her tight jeans were not made for field work, even for a journalist. Her top was simple, black and silky, dipping low down her back. As he watched her glide about the kitchen his appetite increased, but it was her that he wanted, not the food. He moved behind her and closed his arms around her waist. She laughed. “I see it's not just the bread and garlic that are fresh.”


    “They can wait a few minutes.”


    She dropped the butter and snails into the already-hot frying pan, turned the heat to low, then swiveled in his arms and put her lips against his ear. “I'm hungry too,” she whispered.


    He carried her into the bedroom as they kissed, and they left the snails to simmer for longer than any real chef would.


    When they finally ate, they did so in the kitchen, both half-dressed and ravenous. They spoke little but smiled a lot, comparing snails for size and then devouring them, tearing each other hunks of bread from the rapidly shrinking baguette.


    As Hugo got up to open a second bottle of wine, Claudia let out a small burp. “Pardon.” She held out her glass. “Before we finish this one, we should talk about your friend Max.”


    Max. Hugo hadn't mentioned him, but the old man had been with him all evening, a gnawing in his gut and a hollow echo in his mind. He'd wanted to ask what she knew the moment she stepped through the door but didn't want her to think he was using her, a childish thought and maybe an excuse for being overtaken by her presence. But now he was all ears.


    “You found something?”


    “No, that's just it. Nothing. I checked hospitals, morgues, and even the jails.” She shrugged. “No Max Koche. Can you please tell me what's going on?”


    He poured the wine and started with Max's kidnapping, with the bizarre response from the police on scene. She sat wide-eyed and unmoving as he filled her in on the old man's history, and how they'd become friends.


    “The whole thing is…crazy. And what do you think is going on?” Claudia said. “That someone kidnapped him because of his past?”


    “I have no idea.”


    “What about that book, the Rimbaud? You said you'd only just bought it from him.”


    “Yes, not even an hour—” Hugo stopped talking as his mind went into overdrive. No. It couldn't be. The book?


    “I don't know everything you know,” Claudia said. “But is it possible the book has something to do with it?”


    “It crossed my mind originally, but it didn't make any sense. No one gets kidnapped over a book, and if that was what the man wanted Max didn't even have it. I did. All Max had to do was tell me to hand it over, no?”


    “Maybe. Maybe he thought if he played dumb the guy would leave him alone. Was there anything unusual about it, or him selling it to you?”


    “No, I don't think so.” Hugo shook his head, then looked up. “All I can think is that…he didn't know the book's true value.”


    “Maybe someone else does,” Claudia said. “Maybe that's what they want?”


    “A book?”


    “Sure, a valuable one. People have been killed for a lot less. But like you said, when he was kidnapped Max didn't have the book. You did.” She lowered her wine glass and put a hand on his. “That means whoever took him knows that he doesn't have it, especially now that they searched his apartment. But they might know he sold it to you.”


    “Yeah, that just occurred to me.”


    “Don't play the hero, Hugo, you might be in danger.”


    “Possibly. Look, I don't have jurisdiction here, not officially. Do you think one of your cop buddies would open a missing person's file and go talk to that bouquiniste Chabot?”


    “I will ask tomorrow, sure,” she said. “But why would they shut down an investigation like that?”


    “They found people who said nothing happened. Two or three Parisians versus one American.” Hugo shook his head. “I don't know, maybe they thought I was drunk?”


    “Were you?”


    He shot her a look.


    “Sorry,” she said. “About the book. If it has something to do with his disappearance, you might want to think about getting it back. Can you?”


    “The book, shit. Yes, I hope so.” He slapped the table, annoyed at himself for not thinking of it. “If someone has Max and all they want is the book, then it's an easy swap.”


    “And if someone comes after you and you can give it to them, it's better than having a gun under your armpit.”


    “No reason I can't have both, is there?” Hugo stood and kissed her forehead. He felt better now that they had a plan. “I'm pretty sure I saw you sneak a mille-feuille into the fridge,” he said. “Are you ready for some dessert?”


    “Always. I'll get it while you call the bookseller.”
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    She left in the night again, this time whispering into and kissing his ear, apparently not caring if she woke him. It was two in the morning when the door closed behind her and Hugo lay on his back, something tugging at his mind, something he was supposed to do.


    The book. He'd not been able to reach Kendall, the business card having just the shop's number. He'd left a message and tried to put it out of his mind. He couldn't see how the book could really be behind Max's kidnapping, but he'd follow up in the morning and call off the sale anyway, just to be sure.


    He tossed and turned until five, then gave up and rolled out of bed. He started a pot of coffee and then padded into his study. Hugo dialed the number for Kendall's store again, hoping that the Englishman was also an early bird. On the sixth ring, the store's voicemail kicked in. Hugo left another message telling Kendall to pull the book from auction and hang on to it for him. Then he looked up numbers for Christie's and left it on the screen as he went to the kitchen and poured the coffee. He'd have to wait for the auction house to open; he didn't trust voicemail to get the job done there.


    He called Christie's at eight and, after explaining his needs to the receptionist, was put through to a junior auctioneer who specialized in French literature.


    “Paul Goodson, how may I be of service?”


    “My name is Hugo Marston, and your receptionist tells me that a book I own is being auctioned there this morning.”


    “I see. And what can we do for you?”


    “I need you to pull it from auction.”


    “Pull it—”


    “Yes,” Hugo said. “Immediately.”


    “Very well, sir. I can try.” The man sighed, clearly intending to let Hugo know how busy he was. Too busy for book owners who couldn't make their minds up about selling. “The auction starts in an hour, so I'll need you to send in a written authorization, signed and notarized, describing the item and your relationship to it.”


    “Jesus, man. The item is a book, and we aren't having a relationship. I own the damn thing.” Hugo took a deep breath. “Look, I'm the head of security at the US Embassy and I need you to pull that book from auction.”


    “This is State Department business?” The little ass was less sure of himself now.


    “As far as you know, it is. I'll wait on the line, you go do your thing.”


    “Tell me your name again, I'll check.”


    Hugo gave him his name and the name of the book, and waited. It was a good five minutes before he heard the phone being picked up.


    “Sir, I'm back.”


    “Did you find it?”


    “Yes and no.”


    “Meaning?” Hugo said through clenched teeth.


    “Well, the book is up for auction here.” Hugo could hear the tension in the young man's voice. “Thing is, Mr. Marston, you are not listed as the seller.”


    Of course not, he'd authorized Kendall to handle it.


    “Look, Peter Kendall is the man who put it up for sale for me. He's a bookseller here in Paris, you should know that. Just ask him. In fact, if he's there, bring him to the phone.”


    “Sir, no one is here yet. And I do know Mr. Kendall, which is why I can't pull the book without his permission. We do a lot of business with him.”


    “When does the auction start?”


    “In less than an hour. And you should hurry if you're trying to contact him because we do the expensive pieces early. Our wealthy clients don't like to be made to wait.”


    Of course they don't. “I'll get back to you.” Hugo hung up and tried Kendall again, leaving another message and then sending an e-mail. Too much to hope the guy carried a Blackberry.


    He spent the next hour and a half hovering by his computer and the telephone, drinking coffee and crunching on a toasted, stale baguette made palatable by globs of black cherry jam. Every time he walked into his study he willed the phone to ring, and it did just before ten. He gave Kendall no reasons, just asked him to call and take the book off the auction block. Kendall apologized for not getting back to him before, he'd called Hugo's office by mistake. Kendall rang off with a promise to call back as soon as he'd canceled the sale.


    It took another fifteen minutes, and when the bookseller called his voice was apologetic.


    “I'm really sorry, Mr. Marston. The book sold already.”


    “Shit.” Hugo's teeth clenched tighter. “Who bought it?”


    “I asked but they wouldn't tell me. The buyer wanted to remain anonymous, and they have that right. Especially when they paid so much for it.”


    Dammit. Hugo thought quickly. “Look, is the buyer still there, do you know? If they'd just let me talk to him…”


    “Oh no,” said Kendall, “sorry, I should have said. He attended the auction by telephone. The wealthier clients tend to do that.”


    “And I don't suppose they'd give me his phone number, would they?”


    “No, I don't think so.” Kendall sighed. “I'm sorry Mr. Marston, I really am. Maybe if there is some compelling reason, I could ask someone there to make contact?”


    Hugo didn't see his reasoning being too persuasive, and he didn't like going through intermediaries. He asked Kendall to fax a letter to Christies explaining that he'd put the book up for auction on Hugo's behalf. Kendall apologized again and said he'd send the letter immediately.


    Hugo waited fifteen minutes before he called and asked for Paul Goodson.


    “Hugo Marston again,” he said. “You got the letter from Peter Kendall?”


    “Yes, I have it in front of me.”


    “Good. He explained to me about the anonymous buyer.”


    “Yes, sir. As I'm sure Mr. Kendall explained, we can't give out any information about the buyer.”


    “So I gather,” Hugo said. “So assuming that's your position, if you'd be kind enough to put me through to your boss. No offense, it's just that I need that privacy policy bent a little out of shape, and I'm guessing he's the one to do it.”


    “I can get him,” Goodson said. “The thing is, it's not a policy. Assuring this buyer's privacy is the only way we can get him to bid, so it's always in our contract of sale. Which, as you know, is signed already. I'm sorry Mr. Marston, but God himself couldn't persuade us to give up this client. Could you get a court order, maybe? We would have to release the name then.”


    Hugo thought of the paperwork required to get an order from a judge. An American asking to make an international corporation give up confidential information and, possibly, make a wealthy French citizen give up an item he'd bought legally. And all for a crime that, even if it existed, had nothing to do with Hugo Marston or the American Embassy. No chance. “I'll look into that,” he said. “Do me a favor in the meantime, would you?”


    “I'll try, Mr. Marston.”


    “Get a message to your esteemed client. Tell him that if I don't get that book back, a man may die.”


    “Are you serious, sir? I don't—”


    “Yes, I'm serious. And truthfully, I'm not sure how or why. That's why I need the book. Tell him he'll get his money back, every penny.”


    “That reminds me, sir. Do you want to know how much it sold for?”


    Hugo realized he'd not even thought about the sale price. “Sure.”


    “Five hundred and thirty thousand Euros. That's almost three-quarters of a million US dollars.”


    “Yes,” said Hugo, his voice a whisper, “it is.”


    “Several bidders pushed the price up. We honestly didn't think it'd go for more than three hundred thousand Euros. Good news, wouldn't you say?”
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    When Eric Ambler wrote that Paris had “the macabre formality of a steel engraving,” he could have been sitting at the window of Hugo's apartment those early hours of Wednesday morning. A steel engraving because the buildings and streets had a uniform grayness, dulled further by an endless low cloud that hung above the rooftops, flattened the light, and drew the color right out of the city. And macabre because Hugo had just seen a significant clue, and possibly a lifeline, disappear into the hands of a remote and anonymous buyer. He was furious with himself for selling the book in the first place. Would he ever, ever, have been so careless with potential evidence in the past?


    After he'd calmed himself he refocused and wondered, just for a moment, whether the buyer was somehow connected with all this. But the idea was impossible to explore in any rational sense, and so not worth thinking about. For now, anyway.


    He called Claudia but hung up before she answered. Two minutes later, the phone rang and he smiled. Of course, her cell phone had registered his call. It was hard to change your mind in the modern world.


    “Miss me?” she said.


    “Mais oui. I miss Max, too.”


    “I didn't know you felt that way about him.”


    “Hush.” Hugo couldn't help but smile. “You're not too big to go over my knee, you know.”


    “Oh, Hugo.” He could hear the smile in her voice. “I think I'd fit rather nicely.”


    “Tell me, my crime reporter, what's the word on our new bouquiniste?”


    “Nothing yet. I called a detective friend and persuaded him to send over a couple of uniformed men.”


    “Thanks.” He'd never been good at asking for favors. “Any idea when they might report back yet?”


    “Non. But it's only just eleven.”


    “Oh right. I've been up too long.” He told her that the book had sold already, heard the sharp intake of breath when she heard how much it went for.


    “Maybe this is about the book,” she said. “Did you ever look inside it?”


    “You mean for something hidden?” He thought for a moment. There was the card in the Agatha Christie but the only time he'd seen the Rimbaud open was at Kendall's store. “No. But it's not a big book, it would have to be something small.”


    “Like invisible ink or something?”


    “Silly, if it was invisible ink I would never have seen it. I meant like a piece of paper, or words underlined.”


    “Whoever bought it at auction, would he have known beforehand whether there was something inside?” she asked.


    “I don't see how, he bought over the telephone.”


    “Maybe someone looked it over for him before the sale.”


    “Maybe,” Hugo said. “That's a lot of money for something you haven't seen.”


    “Although you bought it without inspecting it.”


    “I didn't pay half a million Euros.”


    “Fair point.”


    “Look, can you get away for lunch? Or dinner? I don't mean to sound needy but I do like your cooking.”


    “Oh, I can't.” Her voice was suddenly distant. “I have plans already. Let me call you this afternoon when my gendarmes return. And I will see you tomorrow, I promise.”


    Hugo hung up, feeling like a foolish teenager. He'd not imagined he would feel disappointment at such a slight rejection, yet he did. They barely knew each other, why wouldn't she have other plans, even other lovers? Because he didn't? Hugo almost laughed at himself. If the world's inhabitants matched their sex lives to his, it would be a world with few children.


    He looked at his watch. Nothing he could do about finding Max right now, but he had to do something. Not work, he didn't want to go to the embassy and have Emma read in his face…what, disappointment? Frustration? Whichever emotion he was feeling, he'd never get to his desk without Emma spotting it, without her seeing through him. He didn't feel like dealing with that today. Plus, he was on vacation.


    Lunch would be a good start, a catalyst for what Hercule Poirot called “the little gray cells.” He could still taste the garlic from last night's snails and thought that a salad might be just the thing to cleanse the palate. He set off down Rue Jacob, glancing up at the solid gray sky and expecting to feel the spit of rain. He didn't mind, content that a hat, a coat, and the occasional doorway would offer enough shelter.


    He meandered through the Sixth Arrondissement, never tired of the tight streets and small, cozy boutiques. Overhead, window boxes spilled red geraniums, brightening the stone façades of the two-star hotels that catered to the not-so-wealthy Americans and weekend visitors from Britain, tourists who wanted to be in the center of Paris and didn't mind tiny rooms, or didn't know they were getting one.


    By the time he reached the Seine, he'd forgotten about eating. Across the Quai de Conti lay Max's stall. Hugo stood by the crossing light, impervious to the mass of cars rushing by just feet away. He fixed his eyes on the slight man moving back and forth in front of the open green box, adjusting his wares and occasionally looking up to spot potential customers. Something about the way Chabot moved galled Hugo, as if he'd been there for years, as if this was and always had been his territory.


    Except it wasn't. It belonged to Max.


    Hugo wanted to go over and shake the truth out of the man. He knew Chabot had lied about Max and he wanted to know why. But he also knew that there was a better way. Two decades of FBI training and experience had taught Hugo that rushing in before thinking could be the death knell for an investigation. Evidence could be missed, spoiled, or contaminated, witnesses scared off. And if it did become a police matter, maybe even get as far as a courtroom, he didn't want to be the one to screw it up. Not for his sake, and not for Max's.


    And yet he had to do something.


    He pulled out his phone and dialed his office. Emma picked up promptly.


    “Hi Emma, fancy doing some research?”


    “Sure. Fancy telling me what's going on?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, you know I don't like to pry. And you know that sometimes I can't help myself.”


    “It's OK Emma, curiosity is a sign of intelligence.”


    “It's also a sign of nosiness,” she said.


    Hugo gave a wry smile. “And?”


    “Well, obviously things didn't go well with Christine, but what's with the journalist here? The bookseller calling? Now the research? This is not like any vacation I've ever seen. And where are you? I can barely hear you for the traffic.”


    “Sorry, it is loud.” Hugo retreated down a small side street, pausing beside a post office he'd never noticed before, and the roar of midday was instantly muffled. “Better? Look,” he said, “I'm not up to anything, but if I am, I'll let you know.”


    “Thanks Hugo, that makes perfect sense.” Her grudging respect for his privacy and sharp tongue were two of her best assets.


    “I knew you'd understand. Now, I need a number, and contact name if possible, for the Syndicat Des Bouquinistes de Paris.”


    “Syndicat Des Bouquinistes? I never knew there was one.”


    “Me neither.”


    “Give me a few seconds here. Syndicat Des.…Here you go. Cecilia Roget seems to be its head. No, wait, Bruno Gravois. Took over a year ago.”


    “Thanks,” said Hugo. “Where are they based?”


    Emma gave him an address in the Seventeenth Arrondissement, on Rue Nollet. “Closest metro stop is Place de Clichy,” she said. “Hugo, are you going there now?”


    “Yes, why?”


    “No reason. Sometimes I have the urge to tell you to be careful and I don't always know why.”


    “Because in a former life you were my mother?”


    “If I'd been your mother, Hugo, I would have been reincarnated as a saint, not a secretary.”


    “But you are a saint, didn't you know?”


    “Oh hush. Anything else you need me to do?”


    “No,” he said. “No doubt I'll call you tomorrow for something.”


    “No doubt,” she said, and rang off.


    Hugo walked back onto the Quai de Conti. He looked toward Jean Chabot's stall and saw two gendarmes talking to him. Thank you, Claudia. He resisted the urge to trot across the street and eavesdrop, or butt in completely, and instead turned east and headed alongside the sluggish roll of the river, walking toward the metro stop at Les Invalides, which, if memory served, would take him directly to Place de Clichy station. And the thirty-minute walk would give him time to come up with some sort of plan.
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    After exiting the metro station at Place de Clichy, Hugo walked northwest on Rue Biot against the traffic into the Seventeenth Arrondissement, which sat just to the west of the hopping Montmartre area. The Seventeenth was one of those truly French parts of Paris that rubbed shoulders with, but never quite got to know, the tourists who shuttled between the Place Pigalle, the Sacre Couer, and the arrondissements that sit either side of the Seine. A business hub since the 1970s, only the most avid historian would travel to this part of Paris and recognize the village of Batignolles, where in the 1870s painter Edouard Manet and his groupe des Batignolles captured the busy cafés and local parks on canvas.


    As he walked, he noticed the windshield wipers of a few cars ticking back and forth, but under hat and coat he felt no rain. He spotted a small park on his left, the direction he wanted to go, and crossed the street toward it.


    He pushed open a waist-high gate and heard it squeak as it swung shut behind him. The metal latch clattered, catching the attention of two Arab men playing chess on a nearby bench. They quickly returned to their game—he was of no interest to them. A gravel path led him between two rectangles of brown grass, each bordered by the entrails of lifeless plants, inert but preserved by the Paris winter.


    The grass soon gave way to a large square of gravel where half a dozen men played or watched petanque, some standing and some sitting. The eldest, a stooped little man with an impossibly red nose, stood just inside a small green shed and brewed coffee, a line of tin mugs on a table by the door. Another of the men, as French as a postcard in his blue beret and baggy canvas pants, turned his palms upward to gauge the rain. Unimpressed by the feeble spatter, he went back to the game. A row of players awaited their turn on one of the worn park benches, cooing and nodding their approval of the action like a row of pigeons on a tree branch. Wraiths of smoke greeted Hugo as he approached, the pungent, raw aroma of unfiltered tobacco so much more pleasing to him than the sharp, clinging smell of the thin cigarettes smoked in the bars and clubs of the Fifth Arrondissement.


    Hugo watched the game, too, for a moment, wondering if he could tell anything about these men from the way they spoke and what they wore. He gave up after a couple of minutes, amused by his own pretensions. All he could tell was that they were content and that they hoped that the sun might eventually come out.


    The park let him out at the corner of two streets, the larger one being Rue de Dames. Diagonally across from him, kitty-corner as his grandmother would say, was Rue Nollet. Like a thousand other streets in Paris, it was part residential and part business, apartments stacked three and four high on top of stores, and the occasional heavy wooden door leading to a courtyard surrounded by more numerous, and more expensive, apartments. There were few people on the street—lunch and the chill bluster of the afternoon had seen to that.


    He looked for number twenty-three and found it sandwiched between a bakery and a small store selling handmade linens from Provence. He stopped at the window of this store and looked in, trying not to think about Claudia and which design of napkins she might like. As if either of them were the napkin-buying type.


    The door Hugo wanted was dark red, and beside it was a brass plaque, screwed into the brick, announcing it to be the home of the Syndicat Des Bouquinistes De Paris. A piece of paper with neat, flowing handwriting let visitors know that the bell was broken and that they should let themselves in.


    Hugo did so.


    Inside, a long staircase led up to the offices of the SBP. He took his hat off and started up, the thick carpet on the stairs making his entrance a silent one. At the top was a landing where the carpet turned into creaking floorboards, old but polished and a little slick underfoot. An unmanned desk sat to his left, guarding the two closed doors of the SBP. He walked up to the desk, looking for a bell and listening for the sound of voices or typing. He heard a phone ring and the door on the left swung open. A dumpy, middle-aged woman with a beehive hairdo bustled out carrying a stack of letters. He thought she hadn't noticed him but, without looking up, she dumped the mail on the desk and said, “Oui monsieur?”


    Hugo gave his name and broke into his clumsiest French. “I am a journalist, American, and wanted to write an article about the bouquinistes.”


    It wasn't much of a plan but he couldn't play the policeman and, in his experience, the only people who could ask questions without raising suspicion were cops and journalists.


    “You should make an appointment and speak with Monsieur Gravois,” she said, still avoiding eye contact.


    “Monsieur Gravois, yes,” Hugo said. “The thing is, I'm only in Paris today and tomorrow, then I head to Belgium. Chocolates and beer.” He shrugged. Americans. What can you do?


    “Un moment, s'il vous plait,” she said, apparently unimpressed by chocolates, beer, or Americans. She looked over her shoulder at the door she'd just come through, then at the phone on her desk, then at Hugo. She stood and walked back to the door, knocked tentatively, and listened for a response. Hugo didn't hear it but she did, and she slipped into the room and closed the door behind her, as if an unwelcome dog were trying to follow. Or an unwelcome visitor. A minute later she opened the door wide and stood holding it, bidding Hugo enter.


    When he did, Hugo got two surprises, only one of which he chided himself for. The first came when he saw the man behind the desk, the bald head and gaunt features, the large eyes staring at him and ready to take in everything about his visitor, but giving nothing in return. Bruno Gravois was the man who had slapped Chabot.


    The second surprise was the office itself. Three metal filing cabinets stood against the wall opposite the door, each drawer labeled in neat type, and to his left Gravois sat behind a desk that knew no clutter. Two sheets of paper lay on a blotter, and as Hugo moved closer Gravois laid his pen down between them, his movement as deliberate as that of a surgeon. No computer that Hugo could see, not even a telephone. Three prints hung on the wall, two placed precisely over the gaps between the filing cabinets and the third behind the desk, and as far as Hugo could tell, squarely in the middle. The book case to the right of the doorway was full but not stuffed, and even a brief glance told Hugo that every book had been placed according to its category.


    Gravois rose and narrowed his eyes just a touch, trying to remember where they'd seen each other before. Hugo pictured their sidewalk stand-off and scrolled his mind back over their encounter, remembering nothing that would directly contradict his journalist story. He decided to take the initiative, to make it a non event.


    “At the book stall by Pont Neuf,” Hugo said. He leaned across the desk and extended his hand. “I believe we saw each other there a few days ago. I'm Hugo Marston.”


    “Yes, I remember now.” Gravois nodded slowly. “You were asking questions.” Despite the warmth of the office, he wore gloves and, as if to explain, said, “I am undergoing treatment for cancer, I have to be careful about infections.”


    “I'm sorry to hear that,” Hugo said. That explained the baldness and lack of eyebrows. “As I told your assistant, I am a journalist. I'd been told that a bouquiniste called Max worked at the stall, that he'd give me an interview.”


    “Ah, oui? About what?” He spoke slowly, his voice deep and gravelly, his words as deliberate as his movements.


    “About the bookstalls. Their history, what it's like to work at one, what they think of tourists.”


    “Alors. Sit, Monsieur Marston, please.” Gravois directed his guest to one of two identical seats opposite him and sat down himself. “Tourists pay the bouquinistes' rent, what do you suppose they think of them?”


    “True,” said Hugo. “But they don't have to like them.”


    “And you think,” Gravois said, “that my bouquinistes are stupid enough to tell you they don't like Americans?”


    “No, no, you misunderstand. That's not the focus of my article at all.”


    “And who is your employer? Do you have credentials?”


    “I'm freelance. I hope to sell to one of the airlines, actually. They pay the best.”


    “And your credentials?”


    “Unfortunately,” Hugo shrugged, “you only get those when you work for a news organization. We freelancers have to rely on our charm.”


    “Indeed.” Gravois shifted in his seat. “What do you want from me?”


    Hugo pulled out the notepad and pen that he'd bought at a tabac en route. “I've always wondered how the bouquinistes get their stalls.”


    “Like Monsieur Chabot, for example?”


    “Monsieur…?” Hugo played dumb, as good at this routine as anyone. But Gravois was inscrutable. He would make a great interrogator, Hugo thought; you had no idea what he knew, but you suspected he knew a lot.


    “No matter.” Gravois waved a hand. “Bouquinistes have been around for many years, over a century. How the stalls are passed along varies, Monsieur Marston. Sometimes father to son, sometimes friends.”


    “Sometimes the SBP?”


    “Yes. We are a resource for our members in many ways. That is one of them.”


    “What else does the SBP do?”


    “Many things.” Gravois looked away from Hugo for the first time, checking the alignment of his pen. Almost perfect but not quite. Gravois straightened it, then looked up again. “We are a lobbying organization. If the government tries to oppress our members, we represent them. We provide supplemental health packages for those who do not want to rely on the current system.”


    “And for that your members pay a fee?”


    “Like any union, yes, of course.” Gravois smiled, but there was no change in the eyes. “Even journalists have unions, you know.”


    “So I've heard,” said Hugo. “Just not in America.”


    “No? America is an interesting country, I should visit one day.”


    “You should.” Hugo cleared his throat. He knew he would have to choose his words carefully, that for some reason suspicion was already aroused. That fact alone told Hugo plenty, about Gravois if not about what he was doing. Fastidious and suspicious, and either his temperament or some position of power allowed him to slap a man in public and fear no recrimination. It probably didn't matter if Hugo got thrown out as a fraud, but until he knew where Max was, he had no desire to antagonize anyone. “Are all bouquinistes members of the SBP?”


    “Yes. It is, as the English say, ‘a closed shop.’ Your French, by the way, is excellent. For an American.”


    “Thank you.” Hugo ignored the slight. “Let me ask you this, do you suppose Monsieur Chabot would give me an interview? Background on the SBP is of great interest but so too are the daily activities of your members.”


    “You did well to come to me first, monsieur. I think that few bouquinistes, none perhaps, would talk to you without my…our permission. You must understand that the police, government officials of several kinds, they go around looking for petty violations. Those spots are valuable real estate and I think some bureaucrats resent that we get them so cheaply. To them, money is more important than tradition. It's a shame.”


    “Yes, it is. But with your permission, I can interview Monsieur Chabot?”


    They locked eyes for a moment, each man trying to read the thoughts and intentions of the other. Gravois spoke first.


    “No. I think it is better that the bouquinistes retain a little mystery about them, don't you?” A thin smile. “You are free to write whatever pleases you, but I would prefer it if you did not bother my members, monsieur.”


    The interview was clearly over but Hugo made no attempt to get up. “Then one last question, Monsieur Gravois. How exactly did Monsieur Chabot come to be in possession of that stall?”


    Again the deliberate pause. “Why your interest in him?”


    Hugo shrugged. “When I spoke to him he didn't seem to know much about books. He seems young and I'm not sure he has the highest ranking in, or respect from, the SBP.” Yes, I saw you hit him. “And yet he suddenly comes into possession of what must surely be one of the best stalls in Paris.”


    “Suddenly?” Gravois stood. “What makes you say it was sudden?”


    “Just something Chabot said.” Hugo flipped his notebook closed, well aware that Gravois had been looking to see if he'd been taking notes. He had. “I don't remember what exactly, he just left me with that impression.”


    “I hide nothing from you, Monsieur Marston, when I tell you that he is a stupid man. But even stupid men need to make a living, no?”


    “Of course.” Hugo reached for his hat as Gravois limped around the desk, leaning on it for support.


    “I expect that with his limited intelligence and your good but imperfect language skills, there was a miscommunication.” Gravois picked up his cane and
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