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CHAPTER ONE





It all began with a telephone call from the Director of Le Guide, France’s premier gastronomic bible, summoning him to its headquarters in the 7th arrondissement of Paris, ASAP. It wasn’t the first time such a thing had happened, and doubtless it wouldn’t be the last.


Monsieur Pamplemousse glanced at his watch. It showed a few minutes after 07.30. The only thing he could say for sure about the call was that it was much earlier than usual. It would happen when he was looking forward to a leisurely breakfast.


There were those who would have said that the shameless way in which the Director took advantage of his subordinate’s experience of life in the raw during his years with the Paris Sûreté was beyond belief. Foremost was his wife, Doucette.


‘I wonder what the old so-and-so wants this time?’ she said. ‘You haven’t been back home after your last assignment for five minutes, let alone had time to readjust.’


Monsieur Pamplemousse didn’t rise to the bait. Far from viewing it as being the downside of his work, he secretly welcomed such diversions.


Being a food inspector might sound glamorous to those outside the profession – ‘I should be so lucky’ summed up most people’s view of his work – ‘A job made in heaven’ was the opinion of those of a more romantic disposition.


And so it could be at times, but there were exceptions, and the month he had just completed in the Aude mountains was a typical case in point. It had rained practically every day, and on two occasions he had genuinely feared for his life when he’d encountered a flash flood.


That apart, there were moments when having to report in minute detail on every morsel of food he had eaten while it was still fresh in his mind, coupled with weeks on the road far from home, could be tedious in the extreme. From that point of view, he didn’t know what he would do without Pommes Frites for company.


But there again, the grass was always greener on the other side of the fence. The occasions when he was called on to rescue Monsieur Leclercq from yet another predicament were like manna from heaven; a case of having the best of both worlds.


Helping himself to a second croissant, he carefully broke it in two and reached for the butter dish. ‘There is no great hurry,’ he said. ‘It’s a thirty-kilometre drive from his home outside Paris, and if he goes at his normal pace it will probably take him a good hour.’


‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ said Doucette. ‘If you ask me he was phoning from his car. I could hear other traffic in the background. It sounded as though someone was hooting at him. Besides, the message was very short and sharp. He didn’t even wait for an answer.’


‘No mention of the dreaded word?’


‘Estragon?’ Doucette shook her head. ‘No, thank goodness.’


Monsieur Pamplemousse wiped his mouth clean with a napkin and rose from the table. That put a different complexion on the matter.


Estragon was Le Guide’s code word for use in an emergency: a major breakdown in their Poulanc DB23 mainframe computer, perhaps. Or, worse still, someone attempting to break into it just when they were in the final stages of preparing the latest edition which, following tradition, was due to be published on the third Tuesday in March.


Monsieur Leclercq often became twitchy as the day drew near, but the fact that he hadn’t made use of the vital code word suggested it must be something personal.


‘I had better go, Couscous,’ he said. ‘It could be serious, and I doubt if anyone else is in the office yet.’


Pausing only to kiss Doucette goodbye, Monsieur Pamplemousse slipped on his jacket and a few minutes later, with Pommes Frites at his side, he set off as fast as he could in his deux chevaux. Clearly, there was no time to be lost.


The Director had made no mention of his friend and mentor’s presence being required. Nevertheless, he automatically took him along in case he might be of assistance.


For once Place Clichy was free of traffic jams. Cutting down the rue de Saint-Pétersbourg towards St Augustin, he weaved his way in and out of the incoming commuter traffic which more than once threatened to block their way in the maze of one-way streets between St Augustin and the Champs Élysées. Heading south, they eventually crossed the Seine in record time via the Pont des Invalides.


Pommes Frites, who had been playing his part as ever, shifting his weight to and fro in the front passenger seat in order to prevent their toppling over on sharp bends, heaved a sigh of relief. Having been deprived of his usual early morning walk, the call of nature was beckoning him in no uncertain terms, but mixed in with it was admiration at his master’s prowess in parking the car in the tiniest of gaps without the slightest jolt before he turned off the engine.


Not that there was anything surprising in that. Monsieur Pamplemousse took pride in his parking. Pommes Frites had often heard him talking to his colleagues on the subject. It had to do with the designers of the car making sure there was a wheel at all four corners. It was his proud boast he could turn a 2CV round on an old two-franc piece.


It didn’t seem to apply to dogs. Pommes Frites had a leg at all four corners, but he often had trouble fitting himself onto a rug, let alone an old coin.


They covered the last hundred or so metres to Le Guide’s headquarters in the rue Fabert on foot.


Seeing the large old oak double doors outside the main entrance were still firmly closed, Monsieur Pamplemousse reached inside an inner pocket of his jacket for a plastic card embossed with Le Guide’s motif: two escargots rampant. Holding it against a brass plate let into the stone wall to their right, he waited patiently while a small door let into the nearest main one slowly opened to afford entry.


There was no sign of life in the hut just inside the main entrance. Old Rambaud, the gatekeeper, couldn’t have arrived yet. Nor was the Director’s Citroën DS5 in its usual place outside the private entrance to his suite on the seventh floor.


Pausing by the artificial pool, which was the central feature of a vast courtyard, he waited a moment or two while Pommes Frites, having first slaked his thirst, balanced himself on three legs in order to focus his attention on other urgent matters brought on by the journey. Normally it would have been made ten times worse by the close proximity of a fountain, but for once the pool lay empty and the fountain was silent.


Deprived momentarily of one of life’s illicit pleasures he changed his mind and on second thoughts, disappeared into some shrubbery outside the main entrance to the building.


A few moments later, following on behind, Monsieur Pamplemousse glanced over his shoulder as he mounted the steps. It was a good thing Rambaud hadn’t been around. He was grumpy enough at the best of times. A man of few words, most of which didn’t bear repeating, he would have exhausted his vocabulary had he witnessed Pommes Frites’ behaviour.


The long reception desk was also unmanned, but the very fact of their gaining admittance at all suggested the night porter must be doing his rounds. Somewhere in the distance he could hear a bell ringing.


Signalling Pommes Frites to follow him, he led the way across the hall towards a bank of self-operated lifts.


Entering one that was standing idle, its doors open at the ready, he noted the floor indicator above the one next to it registered seven. Either the Director’s secretary, Véronique, had come in early as well, or the Director had beaten them both to it. If that were the case he must have parked somewhere outside, probably in the vast underground car park beneath the Esplanade des Invalides. Doubtless one of its employees was counting his good fortune having pocketed a handsome tip for keeping an eye on it.


He didn’t have long to wait for an answer. As they reached the seventh floor and the lift doors slid open, a familiar voice rang out. ‘At last, Pamplemousse,’ called Monsieur Leclercq. ‘I was beginning to wonder what was keeping you.


‘You are forgetting something,’ he added as they approached his office via an open door outside Véronique’s office on the far side of the corridor.


‘I am?’ repeated Monsieur Pamplemousse. He signalled Pommes to halt and began feeling in his pockets.


‘I am referring to today’s password,’ said the Director testily. ‘How do I know you are who you say you are?’


Monsieur Pamplemousse reached down to a trouser leg. ‘I have a mole on my left knee,’ he said. ‘It is listed on my P47 form of personal details.’


Monsieur Leclercq affected a shudder. ‘I have no wish to see your left knee, Pamplemousse,’ he boomed. ‘I haven’t fully digested my breakfast as yet.’


‘I could hardly be anybody else,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse. ‘We came as quickly as we could and I didn’t have time to check today’s code word via the security line.’


‘That isn’t good enough, Pamplemousse,’ reproved Monsieur Leclercq. ‘We happen to be on Red Alert. It seems we may have an intruder in the building. Some hidden sensors in the shrubbery outside the main entrance detected a heavy object. That is why the alarm bells are ringing.


‘I will let it pass on this occasion, Aristide, but please be more careful in future.’ Waving one hand vaguely in the air to indicate they should make their own seating arrangements, the Director collapsed – there was no other word for it – collapsed with an impressive hiss of escaping air into the armchair behind his desk.


Reflecting that security in Le Guide’s headquarters during the run-up to publication day must make that at Fort Knox resemble Galeries Lafayette when their mid-summer sales were in full swing, Monsieur Pamplemousse selected a chair nearest to him and placed it in front of the Director’s desk.


‘How were things in the Aude?’ asked Monsieur Leclercq, while his subordinate made himself comfortable. ‘Bracing as ever, I imagine.’


‘Wet,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse. At least the Director knew where he had been the past few weeks. ‘There is no other word for it. It rained nearly every day. They hardly had need for the Canal du Midi connecting the Mediterranean with the Atlantic Ocean.’


His response was of no great moment, for Monsieur Leclercq immediately launched into what was clearly foremost in his mind. ‘Aristide,’ he said. ‘I am in urgent need of your help.’


Had Pommes Frites been born with a sense of humour, he would have been laughing his head off by now. But there were other, more serious matters on his mind.


Normally, when they were summoned to what was known by others in the building as the ‘Holiest of Holies’, something tasty would be laid out on a mat to keep him occupied. Nothing too grand, of course. Monsieur Leclercq disliked the sound of bones being chewed, so a choice titbit of something soft and easily disposed of was usually the order of the day – a slice or two of pâté de campagne cut into small squares was one of his favourites – but for once there was nothing. Absolutely nothing!


In fact … Pommes Frites raised his head and sniffed pointedly … it was worse than nothing.


His nostrils detected an elusive, but nonetheless inescapable smell of something vaguely familiar in the air. Taste buds began to salivate as he racked his brains trying to think what it could possibly be.


Given that it was hard to tell exactly where the scent was coming from, he gave up the struggle for the time being, and having turned round and round in a circle several times, settled himself down at his master’s feet, luxuriating in the rays of an unusually spring-like February sunshine entering the Director’s office via a vast picture window which ran the entire length of the mansard floor on the east side of the building.


Monsieur Pamplemousse, on the other hand, felt sorely tempted to say ‘Not for the first time, Monsieur.’


However, rather than sully the atmosphere before he knew the true reason for their visit, he resisted the notion and simply inclined his head to acknowledge what was undoubtedly a rare compliment. It showed that deep down Monsieur Leclercq didn’t take their presence entirely for granted.


As the seconds ticked away, it struck him rather forcibly they needn’t have hurried. The Director must have more than one matter on his mind for despite his apparent urgency in calling the meeting, he seemed to be playing for time; metaphorically sharpening pencils as a means of putting off the evil moment.


Doubtless he was making some last-minute adjustments to his mental agenda as he began sorting various items into some kind of order, rearranging what was already an immaculately tidy desk, much as Véronique must have left it the previous evening.


Eventually, having reached a decision and suddenly aware of the others’ discomfort as they sat blinking in the sun’s rays, he pressed a button beneath his desk and waited a moment or two while an awning slid silently into place, diffusing the light as it went.


‘You may be wondering why I called you in at such short notice, Aristide,’ he said, at last.


‘We came as soon as we could, Monsieur,’ replied Monsieur Pamplemousse non-committally. ‘Pommes Frites hasn’t even had his morning constitutional as yet,’ he added pointedly.


That, too, was like water off the proverbial duck’s back. The Director brushed the news aside as though it were of no account. ‘We all have to take the rough with the smooth, Pamplemousse,’ he said brusquely. ‘It is hardly the end of the world.’


Monsieur Pamplemousse refrained from saying, ‘Try telling that to a dog dying to go out first thing in the morning.’


The very thought of Monsieur Leclercq taking Pommes Frites for an early morning walk struck him as being a bizarre flight of fancy. For a start he couldn’t picture him setting out in the Paris streets armed with a plastic bag. Nor could he visualise Madame Leclercq being first in the queue to accompany him. And if she did, her bag would undoubtedly bear the colophon of some well-known couturier in the avenue Montaigne in case they met someone she knew.


The Director suddenly reached a decision. Leaning across the desk, he handed Monsieur Pamplemousse a single sheet of A4 paper. ‘Read that, Aristide … It is a courrier électronique from a member of the Club des Cent.’


Masking his irritation at the Director’s insistence on using the long-winded French term for what was after all a common or garden email, Monsieur Pamplemousse suppressed an inward whistle.


Of all the clubs in the world, the Club des Cent had to be one of the most exclusive and no doubt warranted the distinction. Its strictly male membership was drawn from the cream of French hierarchy in the realms of politics, business, and the law. They met from time to time, not merely to discuss the problems of their various callings, the state of the world in general and France in particular, but not to put too fine a point on it, with the aim of enjoying a good meal together, followed by a long discussion as to its pros and cons compared with those they had partaken of on previous occasions. Wine and liqueurs would figure largely in the ensuing debate, and the net result was a veritable guide to all that was best in French cuisine. The contents of the email were brief and to the point. It seemed that a distant relative of the writer … a cousin from the United States … was recently in Paris for a business meeting and during the course of a necessarily brief visit, on the recommendation of one of the club’s members, he had dined at an off-the-beaten-track restaurant in the 3rd arrondissement. Unfortunately, not speaking French, he went to the wrong address where, purely on the basis of having been shown an example of what had to be the most luscious steak he had ever seen in his life, a glistening filet de bœuf fully two inches thick and beautifully marbled, he ordered it there and then.


‘Rare,’ had been his instructions to the waitress. ‘Tell the chef to simply show it to the grill – no more.’


Having been kept waiting a good twenty minutes, during which time he had been plied with drinks, which not only added considerably to his bill, but dulled his taste buds into the bargain, the steak of his dreams had transmogrified into a mangy piece of brisket from an unidentifiable animal. A camel perhaps, or a buffalo that had died of old age, and not before time.


It was a sorry tale, and to make matters worse, as the man stalked out of the restaurant in high dudgeon, he caught sight of his waitress armed with what was obviously the same steak, homing in on some new arrivals before they had time even to sit down. For a brief moment he had felt tempted to go back inside and warn them it probably spent its life attached to the plate by means of a strip of Velcro or some such fiendish device in case anyone took it into their head to give it a tentative poke with a fork before it was returned to the kitchen. But having caught what he took to be the helmsman’s menacing eye, he thought better of it.


‘Such happenings,’ said the writer, ‘are not only an embarrassment to one of our members, but they cause irreparable harm to our country in the eyes of visitors from other parts of the world. I realise you are not a member of our club, Monsieur, but please, please do something about the matter before it is too late …’


‘One reason why I am not a member,’ explained Monsieur Leclercq, hastily retrieving the email, ‘and what makes the Club des Cent so exclusive, is that membership is strictly confined to one hundred names. Only when a member dies can a new one be taken on board. The thing is, what can we do about it?’


‘What is a helmsman?’ asked Monsieur Pamplemousse, for want of anything better to say on the spur of the moment. ‘I cannot picture it being a word which has the approval of the Académie Française.’


‘And never will,’ said the Director. ‘I understand it is an Americanism for the man in charge, and in this instance I gather he looked a bruiser if ever there was one.’


‘Ah!’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse.


‘I understand what the person who wrote the letter is saying,’ he continued, ‘and the whole thing was undoubtedly a botch-up of monumental proportions, but there are black sheep in every walk of life, and the restaurant world is not without its fair share of them.


‘I doubt if the establishment in question aspires to being listed in Le Guide, or anywhere else of note for that matter … rather the reverse. A visit from the Food Fraud Squad and a lecture about the perils of “passing off” will soon set things right. And if it doesn’t, then so much the worse for them. They will be leant on in no uncertain manner.


‘If you wish, Monsieur, I will put the word around in the right quarter. As you may recall, I spent some time with the food squad during my time with the Sûreté. Seeking out run-of-the-mill chicken being sold as birds from Bresse; scales with doctored weights; margarine in croissants instead of butter; that kind of underhand behaviour. But nothing quite so blatantly criminal as the one described in the letter.’


It struck him that if that was all the Director had in mind it could have been left until later in the day.


‘I fear that isn’t the end of the story,’ said Monsieur Leclercq gloomily. ‘The moral of which is: if you don’t wish matters to be spread far and wide to all and sundry, as far as is humanly possible, keep them away from my wife.


‘As ill luck would have it, Chantal happened to be on the phone to her Uncle Rocco shortly after I received the courrier électronique you have just read … he phoned her, I might add, not the other way round …’


‘Uncle Rocco?’ broke in Monsieur Pamplemousse. ‘The one who has a laundry business in Sicily? As I recall, he is often referred to as Uncle Caputo because of his Mafia connections.’


‘Unfortunately, yes, Pamplemousse,’ said the Director gloomily. ‘And he enjoys the nickname for very good reasons. He has a swift way of dealing with those who cross his path. “Ironing out the creases”, is his way of putting it.’


‘Malheur?’ hazarded Monsieur Pamplemousse. ‘Bad news?’


‘With a capital M,’ said Monsieur Leclercq. ‘Malheureusement! I sometimes wish with all my heart he would sever his connections with what he calls “my friends in the mob”, if only for Chantal’s peace of mind, but alas it is not to be.’


‘In that respect the rules of the Cosa Nostra bear a certain likeness to the Club des Cent,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse. ‘Only in reverse. In the case of the Mafia, once you become a member there is only one way out, I fear. Feet first. And I can’t see that happening. As you wisely say, Monsieur, your wife’s uncle didn’t come by the nickname Caputo without a very good reason. What is it this time?’


The Director glanced nervously over his shoulder. ‘Walls have ears, Aristide,’ he said. ‘I thought I heard a noise. I cannot stress too highly that Uncle Rocco is not an actual member of the Cosa Nostra. He has no aspirations of becoming a godfather or anything like that. He simply acts as their go-between from time to time.’


‘That’s his story,’ thought Monsieur Pamplemousse. In his experience, one involvement quickly led to another and there was no going back.


‘However,’ continued the Director, ‘to keep up her end of the conversation Chantal told him all about the episode with the steak. She thought he might be interested. People in that walk of life are known to have affinities with the restaurant trade. They often use them as a kind of gathering place.’


‘Not always to their advantage,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse. ‘Food is very important to Italians and the Mafia is no exception. Like any other body of people they have their favourites. Steakhouses are where they can be often be found en masse as it were; hence the number of massacres that have taken place in such places over the years. Sparks Steak House in New York is the most written about example.


‘Historically, it took place in New York in 1985, when Paul Castellano, head of the Gambino crime family, was gunned down.


‘One could cite many others. It is a part of their code, since it affords the victims enjoyment of their last meal on this earth before they die, although in Paul Castellano’s case he didn’t even get to do that. It happened just as he was about to enter Sparks.’


‘Do you know what Uncle Rocco said about our restaurant?’ asked the Director.


Monsieur Pamplemousse shook his head.


‘“It isn’t on any list that I know of, bambina. But don’t you worry your pretty little head about it. I will see what can be arranged. That kind of behaviour gives the Mafia a bad name.”’


‘I will see what I can do …’ began Monsieur Pamplemousse.


‘I am very much afraid, Pamplemousse,’ broke in the Director gloomily, ‘it is too late. The so-called helmsman of the restaurant in question met with an unfortunate accident on his way home late one night. His body was found floating in the canal St Martin shortly after the night in question.’


Monsieur Pamplemousse allowed himself a brief whistle. ‘Sacrebleu!’ he exclaimed. ‘And the restaurant? What has happened to it?’


‘Closed for staff holidays,’ said the Director. ‘Or so I am told.’


‘That covers a multitude of sins,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse. ‘When did all this happen? I have to confess to being a bit out of date with events in Paris.’


‘I don’t have an actual date,’ said Monsieur Leclercq. ‘It must have been hushed up at the time. Probably at the request of the minister responsible for tourism. But I know who did it. Or rather, I can guess who ordered it to be done, and it is rather too near home for my liking.


‘It is a travesty of justice, Aristide. What became of the old adage about making the punishment fit the crime? Chantal’s uncle has always been very good to her. She is the pomme of his eye, but a line has to be drawn somewhere …’


‘I’m sure he meant well,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse. ‘It is simply a fact of life with the Mafia. They have different priorities to us. Life is cheap in Sicily, but on the whole their quarrels are kept within the various families. Innocent passers-by have little to worry about. I imagine someone just a phone call away must have owed your wife’s uncle a favour.


‘There would also be an element of punishing the restaurant owner for falling down on his job and allowing the scam to be brought to light. It would have upset Uncle Rocco’s sensibilities. He is a very fastidious person in that respect. To use a classic phrase, the owner of the restaurant had it coming to him.’


‘Chantal didn’t get a wink of sleep all that night thinking about it,’ said Monsieur Leclercq. ‘I hope it doesn’t mean the Mafia are contemplating moving in over here. It would happen when we are in the throes of putting next year’s guide to bed. It could wreak havoc with some of our entries. Things are difficult enough as it is with all these iPhones and iPads listing restaurants wherever you are at the touch of a button.’


‘None of those devices have the “point of view” of a professional,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse soothingly. ‘That is our great strength.’


‘Try telling that to Madame Grante in Accounts,’ countered Monsieur Leclercq. ‘Times are hard for all of us, Aristide. Commercial travellers are no longer “on the road taking orders”, but doing it from home placing their orders via the Internet. Even our nearest rival, Michelin, have had to vacate their prestigious premises in the avenue de Breteuil for a new address in Boulogne-Billancourt, beyond the Périphérique.’


The Director made it sound as though the move was beyond the pale.


‘A lot of well-known people live beyond the Périphérique,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse.


‘Not after having been in the same building for well over a hundred years,’ said Monsieur Leclercq. ‘It is a worrying development, especially for an enterprise of their size and integrity. Their Director, Jean-Luc Naret, refused to go for a start. Now they have brought in an American who was born in Colorado. I fear the worst. Have you ever tried eating in Colorado, Pamplemousse?’


Monsieur Pamplemousse confessed the Director had a point. ‘The founders, Édouard and André Michelin, must be turning in their graves,’ he said. ‘On the other hand, a growing number of people were beginning to think Michelin were failing to move with the times, and I have read that the newcomer is not only a lover of our country, but he spent some time working in a Michelin one-star restaurant and he even has a French wife. You could hardly ask for more.’


‘All the more reason for us to look to our laurels,’ boomed the Director. ‘They have the name of their great tyre concern flying the flag for them. We rely entirely on sales of Le Guide.


‘Strictly between ourselves, Aristide, and I know I can trust you not to let it pass beyond these four walls for the time being, I have it in mind to move with the times and introduce what I believe is known as an app onto our website which will enable anyone with a mobile telephone finding themselves in a strange locality and wanting up-to-date information from Le Guide to do so on payment of a small fee.


‘You may have encountered the newest member of our staff; a multi-talented, computer-literate individual called Barnaud. He is currently attached to Loudier, who as you know is approaching retirement.


‘Barnaud has a degree in the electronics industry and his background is impeccable. It is he who put up the idea. I would like to move ahead as quickly as possible and to that end I am entrusting him with setting up a programme in time for next year’s edition of Le Guide. He won’t of course have details of all the changes that will be taking place with regard to the revised ratings of restaurants. Those, as always, will remain top secret until the day of publication, so that will be a last-minute affair.’


‘Do you think that is wise?’ ventured Monsieur Pamplemousse. He couldn’t help himself.


‘Barnaud’s own words,’ said the Director. ‘And that is what endeared him to me to and sealed the package.


‘As proof of his integrity he phoned me later that same day and gave me the telephone number of the professor at his old university, insisting I shouldn’t dream of going ahead until I had spoken with him.’


‘And?’


‘It was a direct line so I got through straight away, but proving my own identity turned out to be the hardest part. Once he accepted I was who I said I was he couldn’t have been more helpful. He gave Barnaud a glowing report. I doubt if it could have been bettered. Then he, in turn, insisted on putting me through to the dean of the college, who confirmed every word the professor had uttered.


‘In the meantime, until everything is up and running, we must learn to tighten our belts and learn to accept the world as it is, not as we would like it to be.


‘Taking advice from Madame Grante I have ordered the fountain to be turned off during the night, and Rambaud, the gatekeeper, is starting work an hour later.’


Monsieur Pamplemousse supposed it must be a start in the right direction, however modest it might seem.


‘Madame Grante does tend to look on the dark side of life,’ he said. ‘As for the Mafia; their tentacles spread far and wide, but in so far as France is concerned they were mostly rooted out in the early 1970s with the break-up of the so-called “French Connection” and the moving of the old heroin pipeline to the United States, which went via Marseilles, to Palermo in Sicily. The net result was that what up until then had been an impoverished island in the Mediterranean became one of the richest parts of Italy, although my understanding is they are currently suffering in much the same way as the rest of the world.


‘But that doesn’t mean to say we don’t have our own crime gangs. Take the case of the major jewel robbery from Harry Winston’s boutique in the avenue Montaigne. It took place in broad daylight and the total haul was valued at 85 million euros, no less.


‘It was thought to be the work of an international gang at first, but everywhere these days there are wheels within wheels. Lips are sealed. Favours done. Two years later, 14 million euros of it was found hidden in a rainwater drain of a house in a Paris suburb.’


‘Now Uncle Rocco thinks we owe him a favour,’ the Director broke in gloomily. ‘I strongly suspect he may have had that in the back of his mind when he made his arrangements. I wouldn’t put it past him.


‘I keep telling Chantal it wasn’t confined to steaks. There are other scams going on as well in the restaurant world … I have an example Uncle Rocco sent us to prove his point. It landed on our front desk two days ago: labelled URGENT and addressed to me. There was a brief note inside from him.’


Reaching down, he opened a drawer and withdrew a small package wrapped in silver paper. First of all he removed the outer covering and then he began unwinding several layers of greaseproof paper.


Pommes Frites leapt to his feet as an unmistakably earthy smell filled the room; a smell made all the more potent for having been confined to a relatively small space ever since its arrival.


His tail shot up, wagging furiously, while his lips began to salivate as he recognised the unmistakable scent of a truffle.


‘Have you ever seen such a prime example of the Tuber melanosporum, Aristide?’ asked Monsieur Leclercq, unwrapping the final layer of greaseproof paper to reveal a knobbly object the size of a giant lemon.


Monsieur Pamplemousse shook his head. ‘Only in photographs, and some of those were probably blown-up out of all proportion, but this particular example of a “black diamond” has to be seen to be believed.’


‘Think of the number of people who must have been seduced into ordering a truffle omelette when it was passed around the restaurant,’ said the Director. ‘It must have been worth its weight in gold to them.’


‘Relatively speaking, of course,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse.


‘When it comes to a truffle of these dimensions,’ said Monsieur Leclercq, ‘you cannot relate it to anything else on this earth, Aristide.’


‘Or in the earth,’ agreed Monsieur Pamplemousse. ‘Always provided one knows where to look. They are God’s gift to mankind.’


He had to admit it was the biggest, most beautiful specimen of a black Périgord truffle he had ever seen.


‘It will seem almost a sacrilege when you come to eating it, Monsieur.’


‘Alas, Pamplemousse,’ said Monsieur Leclercq, ‘I fear that is not to be. Uncle Rocco wants it back. I suspect he only sent it to me in the first place because he was seeking an expert opinion as to its validity. He is more familiar with the white Italian Tuber magnatum from Piedmont in northern Italy. The tartufi bianchi have a powerful scent. They can grow to the size of tennis balls overnight, but the downside is they need to be consumed straight away or they go into a steep decline. Besides, Italians tend to make use of them thinly sliced rather than cooked whole as we often do.


‘Do you think this one is real, Aristide? Knowing the years you spent in the Food Fraud Squad of the Paris Sûreté, I had in mind seeking your advice on the subject. Time is of the essence. Meanwhile, having said that, I must guard it with my life.’


‘A great deal of research has been devoted to the subject in recent years,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse, ‘ever since Chinese truffles first appeared on the scene and for a while almost put paid to the European trade in the real thing. Then it was Moroccan Whites dyed black that went into a restaurant’s omelettes, while the real thing, such as this proud example of the Tuber melanosporum, would remain untouched.


‘There is now a national databank of the various molecules that combine to produce the aroma. It is possible to identify by means of DNA tests the area of the world they come from. For example, scientific studies show that the Périgord truffle in particular has a remarkably active sex life. Perhaps because it is French.’


‘Must you bring sex into everything, Pamplemousse?’ said the Director wearily.


‘I think you will find, Monsieur, that one way and another, whether we like it or not, sex plays a part in most of the things we do in life,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse defensively. ‘In many ways it is what makes the world go round.


‘As always, the great Brillat-Savarin had very positive views on the subject. He maintains, and I quote: “Who says truffle pronounces a great word, charged with toothsome and amorous memories for the skirted sex, and for the bearded sex with memories both amorous and toothsome. It can on occasion make women more tender and men more apt to love.”


‘In the case of the Périgord truffle, you would be surprised at what goes on underground between the male and female elements. It has to do with what are known as pheromones: pungent sexual odours given off by the male when it wishes to attract a partner in the interest of increasing its spores. Pigs do much the same thing when they want to attract a mate. It is all very basic. Whereas we humans spend any amount of money on perfumes which in the end make very little difference to our real selves, at certain times truffles exude a scent that speaks volumes to any passing dog or pig.’


‘I would rather not think about it, Pamplemousse, thank you very much,’ said Monsieur Leclercq. ‘At least truffles confine their goings-on to below ground, unlike some others I could name.’


Monsieur Pamplemousse ignored the interruption. ‘On the other hand, Monsieur,’ he continued, ‘one should beware of “truffle-flavoured” products, especially around Christmas time. Par exemple, cheap bottles of olive oil laced with so-called truffle aroma, when in fact what they really taste of is a synthetic chemical agent.’


‘Ah, science,’ said Monsieur Leclercq. ‘It has a lot to answer for.’


‘It brings us all down to earth at times,’ said Monsieur Pamplemousse. ‘On the other hand there is a great deal we must thank it for.’


‘Tomatoes that look as though they have been grown in a laboratory, rather than a field,’ countered the Director. ‘All exactly the same size, genetically modified groups of them snugly pre-packed into their standardised boxes; smelling and tasting of nothing because they have been developed solely for the benefit of the manufacturers, rather than the customers.


‘What has become of those huge ones from Provence, Aristide? Lycopersicum esculentum; as shapeless as a Marfona potato; but oozing flavoursome juice?


‘To take another example; all the year-round strawberries …’


Aware of a certain amount of movement at his side – the canine equivalent of drumming was the nearest way of describing it – Monsieur Pamplemousse hastily changed the subject while he had the opportunity. When Monsieur Leclercq was riding one of his hobby horses it was often hard to rein him in.


‘Nature moves in strange ways its wonders to perform,’ he said. ‘We should not lose sight of the fact that during his time with the Paris Sûreté Pommes Frites was awarded the Pierre Armand Golden Bone Trophy for being best sniffer dog of his year. We still have it in a glass case at home. He is an expert in these matters, and we should take advantage of the fact.’


‘What a splendid idea, Aristide,’ said the Director. ‘I knew you wouldn’t let me down.’


Pommes Frites pricked up his ears. He hadn’t exactly been following the conversation. All he knew was it had been going on and on and on. So when Monsieur Leclercq picked up the plate on which the truffle reposed and held it out for him to see, it wouldn’t have been overstating matters to say tears of joy and gratitude filled his eyes.


Even past masters in the art of illusion across the ages, from Heironymus Bosch to Siegfried & Roy, would have been hard put to explain quite how it happened, other than the well-known fact that the quickness of the hand can often deceive the eye, and there was no valid reason why a paw shouldn’t be equally effective.


It was all over in a fraction of a second.


In short, there was no getting away from the fact that one moment it was on the plate, the next moment it wasn’t.
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