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1.



A Man in the Street


The rain started with no warning. It had been dark for an hour by then, and the night had masked the accumulation of clouds. But once it began, the raindrops fell with such violence that everyone in Verargent felt oppressed.


After forty minutes of constant drumming—it was near eight o’clock, Tuesday, April 4, 1931—the rain eased some, settling into the steady spring rainfall that would continue throughout the night.


The rain’s new tenor allowed for other sounds. The baker, on his way to bed for the night, heard the lapping of a large body of water from behind his basement door. He shot back the lock, and rushed downstairs to find nearly two feet of water covering the basement floor. A gushing stream ran down the wall that faced the street.


Appalled, the baker rushed up the stairs calling to his wife. She hurried past him, down the stairs, to see for herself, as he went to the coat rack to retrieve his black rain slicker. This had happened before. Something blocked the gutter at the side of the street, and the water was redirected down their drive, flooding the basement. Somebody in Town Hall would hear from him in the morning.


He opened the front door and went out into the rain just as his wife arrived from the basement. The force of the storm pressed the hood of his slicker over his forehead. He hurried down the drive with his head bowed; rivulets of water formed long v’s on the packed earth beneath his feet. Now he’d be up much of the night bailing out the basement, and he had to be up at three-thirty to make the bread. The mayor would hear about this in the morning!


He reached the end of the drive, about twenty-five feet, and looked along the curb towards the opening to the sewer. The streetlamps were not lit, but there appeared to be a person lying in the gutter. The baker cursed all drunks.


“Hey!” he called, approaching the man, who was lying face down. The baker’s voice was almost covered by the rain. “Hey, you!” He kicked the man’s foot. There was no response. The street was dark. No one else was out in the storm. The houses across the way and along the street were shuttered. He kicked the man again, cursing him. Water still coursed along the drive towards his house.


His schedule was shot; tomorrow was going to be a nightmare. Then he noticed that the drunk’s face was buried in the water coursing around his body, and the baker felt the first flicker of panic.


He knelt, soaking his pants leg. The rain felt like pins and needles against his shoulders. Choking back his discomfort, he reached for the drunk’s shoulder, and rolled him away from the curb so that he was lying on his back in the street. The drunk’s head rolled to the side. His eyes were open; his face was bloated. He was undisturbed by the rain.


The baker jerked back. The concrete thought: He’s dead! coincided with a gathering numbness and the uncomfortable beat of his heart in his throat. The baker turned, and hurried back to the house.


His wife, elbows cupped in opposite hands, held herself at the door. “Did you fix it?”


“Call the police,” the baker said.


His wife went to the phone stand at the foot of the stairs. “You’re dripping on the floor; take off your coat.”


“Call the police,” the baker said, not explaining himself. “Call the police, call the police.”


His wife raised the phone to her ear. “The line’s down. It must be the storm.”


The baker turned and grabbed the doorknob.


“Where are you going? The basement...”


“There’s a man dead in the street.”


The baker lived ten minutes from Town Hall, which was also the police station. Nervous, he avoided looking at the dead man as he turned towards the center of town. The rain was still steady, a static hush over everything that served to both cloud and concentrate the baker’s hurried thoughts: A man was dead. The basement was flooded. It was late. A man was dead.


At the police station, he found that it would not have mattered if the phone lines had been operational. Of the three officers on duty, two had been called to assist with an automobile crash before the phone lines had gone down.


“The rain makes the roads treacherous,” the remaining officer explained. “People shouldn’t be out.”


“But the man’s dead,” the baker insisted, confused that these words had not inspired a flurry of activity.


“We just have to wait for Martin and Arnaud to return.”


The baker sat on one of the three wooden chairs that lined the wall between the front door and the counter where the officer sat. Small puddles of water refracted on the tile, tracing the steps the baker had taken since entering the police station. The officer had already taken his name and statement, and now was trying to pass the time, but the baker was unable to focus. He was exhausted.


Martin and Arnaud returned twenty minutes later. They were young men, the fronts of their slickers covered in mud from their recent work at the automobile crash. They glanced at the baker, but ignored him, talking to each other, until the officer on duty interrupted them and explained the baker’s situation.


It was decided that Martin would accompany the baker back to his house, while Arnaud would go in the police car to the hospital to retrieve a medic and an ambulance.


Back out in the rain, the men were silent. The streets were still deserted. Even the few late-night cafés and bars at the center of town were closed. Martin and the baker arrived at the baker’s house to find the body unmoved. It was still blocking the gutter, still sending water into the baker’s home. They stood several feet away in silence, their hands in the pockets of their slickers, their shoulders hunched against the rain.


They only had to wait a minute before a police car followed by an ambulance pulled up in front of the house. The medics jumped out of the ambulance and retrieved a stretcher from the back. Arnaud came to where Martin and the baker were standing.


“We will contact you tomorrow, if we need anything else,” Martin said.


The baker watched the medics load the body onto the stretcher and then into the ambulance.


“Somebody needs to fix the drainage,” the baker said, his mind clearing some now that the body had been removed.


“You’ll have to bring that up with the town in the morning.”


“I have to be up early, and my basement is flooded.”


The officers were unconcerned.


The baker’s heart wasn’t really in it.


The ambulance pulled away. One of the officers said, “We’ll let you know,” but he didn’t say what they would let him know. They got back into the police car and pulled away, leaving the street once again empty.


The baker could see that the water was already flowing correctly, draining into the sewer. He turned back up his drive, preparing for a night bailing out the basement.


Inside, his wife came downstairs. “What happened?”


The baker peeled off his dripping coat, and began to roll up the sleeves of his shirt. “Some drunk was taken unexpected.”


These were the details as related over breakfast the next morning to Chief Inspector Pelleter by the Verargent chief of police Letreau. Pelleter was in town to hear the testimony of a murderer at the nearby Malniveau Prison. This murderer, Mahossier, was one that Pelleter had arrested several years earlier for a brutal multiple child slaying in which he had kept children in cages in his basement in order to have them fight one another to the death. On two prior occasions, Mahossier had contacted Pelleter, claiming to have information. Pelleter hated to be on call to a convicted criminal, but Mahossier would talk to no one else, and his information had both times proved accurate. Over the course of the previous visits, Pelleter and chief of police Letreau had become friendly.


As they ate, the rain streamed down the café windows, distorting the town square, rendering it invisible.


The café was empty of other customers. The proprietor stood behind the counter with his arms crossed, watching the water run. Two electric wall sconces had been lit in deference to the continued storm.


An automobile passed around the square, its dark form like some kind of lumbering animal, its engine sawing diligently, audible and then gone.


Nobody was out who didn’t have to be, and not many people had to be out in Verargent early on a Wednesday morning. The weather had been worse last night. Why would a drunk choose to be out in the rain instead of sitting it out in some bar?


“Tell me about the dead man,” Pelleter said.


“We don’t know him. None of my men had seen him before, and in a small town like this, you get to know the faces of all the night owls. He had no documents on him, no billfold, no money. Just a drifter. We’ve sent his fingerprints in to see if there are any matches.”


“You get many drifters here?”


“No.”


Pelleter sat back and retrieved a cigar from his inner coat pocket. He lit it, and blew out a steady stream of smoke.


“Would you go with me to see the baker?” Letreau asked.


Pelleter chewed his cigar. Seeing Pelleter smoking, the proprietor came to clear the plates. The two lawmen waited for him to leave.


“I need to get to Malniveau. Madame Pelleter expects me home.”


“It won’t be a minute. This is exactly what it looks like, a drifter drowning in a puddle. I just need to be careful, and if I arrive with you, an inspector from the city, if there’s anything to know, we’ll know it. Benoît will be too scared to hide anything.”


The rain continued outside.


“Not that I think he has anything to hide. I just need to be careful.”


“Tell me about the baker.”


“Benoît? He made the bread we just ate. His father was the baker here before him, but the old man died many years ago. He works seven days a week, and does little outside of his house and his shop. In his domain, he can seem very commanding, but when you see him anywhere else, at the market, at the cinema, he is a small man. My men said he sat last night in the station as though he had been called to the headmaster’s office at school. And he’s fifteen years older than my oldest officer! His wife works in the bakery too.”


Pelleter called the proprietor over to pay, but Letreau told him that it was taken care of.


“I have a tab,” he explained, standing.


Pelleter made sure that his cigar had gone out, and then placed it back in his pocket. He took his rain slicker from the standing coat rack just inside the door, and his hat.


Letreau called goodbye to the proprietor, who answered as though he had just been awakened. Fixing his own coat, Letreau said, “I hate to go out in this rain.” Then he opened the door, and the sound of the weather doubled in strength, like turning up the radio.


There were more people on the street than it had appeared from the café, but each walked separately with the determination of someone who had places to go. Most walked with hunched shoulders and heads down, but there was the occasional umbrella.


The bronze statue atop the ten-foot concrete column in the center of the square watched the faces of the shops on the north side of the street.


It was cold.


The two men walked in silence. Letreau led, but they walked so close together it would have been impossible to say whether or not Pelleter knew where they were going. They crossed the square, and took the southern of the two roads that entered the square from the west. The buildings here were still a mixture of shops and houses. The baker’s shop was on the first floor of a two-story brick building, five storefronts from the square. The words Benoît and Son Bakery were emblazoned on the plate glass window in green and gold paint.


There were several women in the store buying bread for the day, but when Benoît saw the policemen enter, he came out from behind the counter. “Monsieur Letreau! I’m glad you came. This terrible business from last night has my wife very upset. She could hardly sleep. And we have to get up very early. Very early to make the bread. We could hardly sleep.”


Despite his loud greeting, the baker looked exhausted, the spaces under his eyes dark and puffy. There was a small patch of light stubble on the left side of his chin at the jaw line where he had missed a spot shaving.


“And my basement is ruined. One day my house will collapse. You’ll see. The town must do something about this. Every time that gutter gets clogged, I must spend the next two days bailing out my own house. The worms come through the walls.”


The customers conducted their business with Madame Benoît, the women apparently used to the baker’s little tirades. As each one left, the sound of the bell hanging from the top of the door mixed with the shush of the rain.


“This is Chief Inspector Pelleter,” Letreau said. “He’s come to see about this business.”


Pelleter was annoyed by the introduction. He could see himself becoming more involved in this investigation than he wanted to be. He moved his lips, but it was unclear what the expression meant.


Benoît stepped in towards the two men. “Is it that serious?” Then he got excited. “Or are you here to inspect our sewers, and solve this problem? I can take you to my house right away. My wife can take care of things here. There’s still water in my basement. Let me show you.”


“I’m with the Central Police,” Pelleter said.


Benoît became grave again. “What happened?”


“Nothing as far as we know,” Letreau said. “We just wanted to hear it again from you.”


The door opened. The bell tinkled, letting the last customer out. Madame Benoît watched the three men, but she remained behind the counter.


“I was going to bed when I thought to check the basement. As I said, these storms often cause floods. When I saw the water, I rushed out to the street, and found the drunk lying there. We tried to call the police, but the lines were down, so I went to the station myself. It probably caused another two feet of water, leaving that body there like that.”


“The men said he was face-up when they got there.”


“He had been face-down. I rolled him over to see if he was all right. Then I saw he was dead...”


“Did you hear anything? See anything?”


Benoît gripped his left hand in his right, rubbing the knuckles. His voice had grown much quieter, almost timid, and he glanced at his wife before looking back at Pelleter. “What was there to hear? Only the rain... Only the rain...”


Benoît turned to his wife. “Did you hear anything last night?” he called to her.


She pressed her lips together, and shook her head.


Letreau caught Pelleter’s eye, and Pelleter nodded once.


“Okay, Benoît,” Letreau said. “That’s fine.”


“Did...” Benoît looked at his wife again. “Was... Did something...happen? The man was drunk, right?”


“Sure. As far as we know.”


Benoît’s expression eased slightly at that. He had clearly been shaken very badly by the whole incident, and the idea that something more might have taken place was too much for him.


“Ah, the mop!” he said looking down. “We need the mop.”


The door opened, letting in another customer, and before it closed a second new customer snuck in as well. They commented on the terrible weather.


Benoît looked for permission to go, and Letreau said, “Thank you. We’ll let you know if we need anything.”


Benoît stepped back, his expression even more natural now. He reached one hand out behind him for the mop, which was still several feet away in a corner behind the counter. “Come to my house, and I’ll show you the flood. The water was up to here.” He indicated just below his knees with his hand.


Pelleter opened the door, and Letreau followed him out into the street.


“What do you think?”


“There’s nothing to think.”


“I just had to be sure.”


Pelleter nodded his approval. Water sloshed off of the brim of his hat.


They began to walk back towards the square. “Come back to the station. I’ll drive you to the prison.”


They waited for an automobile to pass, and then they crossed the street. The rain had eased some again, but it was still steady. Lights could be seen in the windows of various buildings. It was like a perpetual dusk even though it was still before ten in the morning.


They stepped into the police station through the entrance on the side street beside Town Hall. The station was an open space separated into two sections by a counter. In front of the counter was a small entryway with several chairs. Behind the counter were three desks arranged to just fit the space. Doors led to offices along the back and left-hand wall. Letreau needed to get keys to one of the police cars.


“Chief,” the young man behind the counter said. “There’s a message for you.” The officer looked at Pelleter, and then back at his commanding officer. Pelleter had never seen the man before, but it was obvious that the young officer knew who he was.


“This is Officer Martin,” Letreau said to Pelleter. “He’s the one who went out to the baker’s house last night.” Then to Martin as he started behind the counter towards his office, “Did we get an ID on our dead drifter?”


“Not yet,” the man said. “It was the hospital.”


Letreau stopped and looked back.


The young man picked up a piece of paper from the desk on which he had written the message, but he didn’t need to look at it. It was more to steady himself. “Cause of death was multiple stab wounds to stomach and chest. No water in the lungs.”


Pelleter looked across at Letreau who was looking at him. Letreau’s face had gone pale. His drunken drifter had just turned into a homicide. And no water in the lungs meant the man had been dead before he ended up in the gutter.


The young officer looked up. He swallowed when he saw the chief’s face.


“Anything else?” Letreau barked.


“There were no holes in his clothes,” the officer said. “Someone stabbed him to death, and then changed his outfit.”







2.



Malniveau Prison


The sudden silence in the station was stunning. It was made all the more awkward when two other officers appeared from the back, laughing over some shared joke.


They saw the state of the room and fell silent as well.


Letreau stepped heavily across the small space to the counter, and took the message from out of the desk officer’s hand. “I have to call the hospital,” he said, and disappeared into his office, slamming the door behind him.


Pelleter saw Martin look up at him, but he turned away, uninterested in any paternal conversation. He retrieved the cigar he had started at the café from his pocket, lit it, and took the seat that the baker had occupied the night before.


The two officers who had been joking returned to their respective desks.


Pelleter concentrated on the fine taste of the smoke from his cigar. He opened his coat. Light drops of water continued to fall on the floor around him.


If Letreau was going to be long, he would have to take a taxi. Visiting hours at the prison were short. The warden refused to be accommodating, annoyed by Pelleter’s visits. He felt that they were unprofessional, that the prisoners, once under his guard, were dead to the outside world. Pelleter’s own displeasure for these visits didn’t soften the warden’s opinion.


The three officers talked amongst themselves in quiet tones. A murder in this town was big news.


Pelleter looked at his cigar as he blew out a plume of smoke. It was more than half gone.


Letreau’s office door opened. The officers fell silent, but he ignored them as he strode across the station to the door. “Come,” he said to Pelleter. “Let’s go.”


Pelleter stood. It was obvious that Letreau was distraught, his easy nature covered by a set jaw and a gruff manner. “I can take a taxi.”


“No. There’s nothing to be done right now. Let’s go.”


They went back out into the rain to one of the police cars parked just outside the station. The doors had been left unlocked. Letreau got behind the wheel and Pelleter sat beside him in the passenger seat.


Letreau started the car, turning on the windshield wiper, and then he pulled out of the spot, and headed east out of town.


“Any news?” Pelleter said.


“Just what you heard.”


The two men remained silent for the remainder of the half-hour drive.


When the town fell away, it was replaced by fields that extended beyond the wire fences on either side of the road. There was the occasional outlying farmhouse or barn. Cows milled in a large enclosure, the hair on their undersides hanging in muddy clumps matted by the rain. Even in the countryside all colors were muted and everything seemed pinned down by the spring gale. The sky was large and gray.


The prison was visible ten minutes before they arrived there. It was a heavy, awkward structure imposed on the land, a dark blotch. It appeared a remnant from some earlier age.


They pulled into the drive. A guard, so bundled as to be indiscernible, appeared from the guard house, waved at them, and went to open the twenty-foot iron gate.


“A man could kill himself here,” Letreau said, “and no one would blame him.”


The guard had the gate open. Letreau pulled the police car through, and the guard waved again, but Pelleter still could not make the man out.


There were several other vehicles—a truck, two police cars, three civilian cars—parked in the small cobblestone courtyard before the front entrance. There was another courtyard in the center of the building where the prisoners took their exercise. The narrow windows in the stone walls were impenetrable black slits, dead eyes watching over them.


“There’s something wrong about having this place out here,” Letreau said, parking the car. “The men they put here come from far away, from other places. That way the rest of the country can forget about them. And my town is the closest. All the men who work in the prison live in Verargent. Don’t you think they bring some of this back to town with them? We’re a peace-loving community. Most of our complaints are petty thefts and the occasional late-night drunk.”


Pelleter didn’t point out that somebody had been murdered in town the night before. After all, Letreau was right.


“It looks this bad on a sunny day too. I hate coming out here.”


At the front door, there was a loud clank as the lock was released, and then the door was opened to admit them. It was musty inside, and the only light came from two exposed light bulbs high on the wall.


“I’ll take your coats, gentleman,” the guard said.


“How are you today, Remy?” Letreau asked the guard.


“I’m still alive, Chief,” the guard said, hanging the coats in a small booth just inside the door.


“There’s always that.”


Pelleter pushed open the door to the administrative offices, while Letreau stayed to talk a moment with the guard. Nothing had changed in the two years since Pelleter had been there last. It was the same large room with two rows of desks down the center. The same filing cabinets lined the walls. The same people sat behind the desks. The same drab paint reflected the electric bulbs hanging from the ceiling.


The warden, a large gray-haired man, must have been informed that Pelleter was there, since he was waiting with a look of impatience just inside the door. He managed to use his irritation to add to his air of importance.


“Inspector Pelleter. I’m so glad. If you had been even five minutes more, we would have missed each other. I have promised my wife a holiday in the city, and she is expecting me an hour ago.”


A neat, sharp-angled man stood with his hands crossed in front of him just behind the warden.


“Let me introduce Monsieur Fournier. I don’t believe you’ve met. Fournier is the Assistant Warden here now. He takes care of the jobs I don’t want to.”


Fournier took Pelleter’s hand. “He jests.”


None of the men smiled.


“Fournier will be in charge while I am away, and he will be more than capable of assisting you with anything you need. Not that you need much assistance. You are an old hand at this.” The warden smiled at that, but it was an expression of pure malice. “You could have probably gone to get the prisoner yourself.”


He looked around the office. The people at the desks made an effort to focus on their paperwork, but they were clearly uncomfortable.


“I really must be going.” He looked at his watch and then the clock on the wall. “I shouldn’t have even stopped to say hello. Fournier, you have everything you need.”


“Yes, Monsieur le Directeur.”


The warden stepped towards his office, but stopped when the outer door opened to reveal Letreau.


“Chief Letreau,” the warden said, and he glanced at Fournier, confused and accusatory. “Nothing is wrong, I trust.”


Letreau paused in the doorway, surprised at being addressed so suddenly. He looked at Pelleter, but Pelleter was unreadable. “As Remy says, I’m still alive.”


“Yes,” the warden said, almost sneering as he took possession of himself. “There’s always that.”


Letreau stepped in and greeted the other people in the office including Fournier.


The warden excused himself, and disappeared into his office.


“If you’ll follow me, Chief Inspector,” Fournier said. They left the administrative offices, and went down a barren hallway. Fournier conducted himself with an icy precision throughout. “I understand you have been here before.”


“This will be my third visit.”


“The warden feels you give this man too much credit and that you make him feel important. It is our job to be sure that these men do not feel important. They are criminals.”


Pelleter said nothing. He retrieved his partially smoked cigar from his pocket and put it between his lips without lighting it.


“There is no question that there is a certain intelligence in some of them, and that their crimes require guts. Perhaps in another time they would have been something else. But here they are still criminals. They are to be punished, not applauded. And it is dangerous to make any of them feel important.”


They were outside one of the visiting rooms, which also served as interrogation rooms if needed. “Is that what the warden says?”


“It’s what I say,” Fournier said, his expression unchanged. He unlocked the door with a key on a large ring. “Wait here.”


Pelleter paused, but resisted asking Fournier if he knew just what Mahossier had done. The assistant warden hadn’t seen the way those children had been brutalized. A man who could do that felt important all on his own.


Pelleter went into the room. The door closed behind him, and his jaw clenched around his cigar at the clang. The room was devoid of any distinguishing features, just stone below, above, and all around. No sounds penetrated the walls. If this was not enough punishment for a criminal, than Pelleter didn’t know what was.


The door opened only a moment later, and two guards led Mahossier in. He was a small old man, bald, with deep wrinkles across his forehead, and a beaked nose. His hands had been cuffed in front of him, and another set of cuffs chained his legs together. These had been linked by a third chain between the two. The guards sat Mahossier in the seat across from Pelleter.


Fournier had also come in with the three other men. “We will be right outside the door. If he tries—”


“We’ll be fine,” Pelleter interrupted.


“But if—”


“We’ll be fine.”


Fournier flared his nostrils, the first time he had allowed his emotions to be seen.


“The Chief Inspector and I go way back,” Mahossier said, his eyes locked on Fournier, his voice so quiet it was almost soothing.


Fournier nodded to the guards, and the three men left the room, closing the door behind them and engaging the lock.


“How’s Madame Pelleter?” Mahossier said.


Pelleter moved his cigar from one side of his mouth to the other. Facing the man, it was all he could do to keep the images of those children out of his mind.


Mahossier seemed to know it.


“Still no children?” Mahossier smiled. “But, of course... That ship has sailed. It’s much too late for you now. Such a shame. Children really make the world worth living in.” His eyebrows furrowed and his lips fell in a theatrical frown. “Of course, there are never any children here.” His expression went cold. “Plenty of rain though.”


Pelleter bit his cigar again. He’d have to light it soon just to help him breathe.


“But of course, even if it’s too late for Madame Pelleter, it’s not too late for you. A Chief Inspector! Plenty of young girls out there. Someone to take care of you in your old age. Think of it!”


Mahossier’s excitement at his own fantasy took him over, and he looked up, almost overjoyed. The chains weighing him down were nothing to him. He looked back at Pelleter.


“So how is Madame Pelleter? Well, I trust.”


Pelleter waited patiently. It wouldn’t do to rush him. If Mahossier thought that he was getting a reaction from the inspector, then he would go on forever.


“How do you like this room? You must...they keep putting you in it. It’s much like mine, although I do have a little window.” He held up his right hand, which forced him to draw his left hand with it because of the cuffs, and he indicated a narrow space with his thumb and forefinger. “It’s a small window, but at least it’s a window. And I have you to thank...Thank you... Thank you...I must have you up some time. You should tell the warden that you are more than welcome...Or Fournier. But then he’ll think I like you, he’s not as smart as you, he wouldn’t know you’re not my type.”


He looked up again, and it made the wrinkles in his forehead even deeper.


Pelleter chose to light his cigar. He took his time about it, ignoring the chained man across from him, extracting a single match from his pocket, scratching it on the table, and taking several puffs, making sure the cigar was really lit. Mahossier watched in silence.


“Okay, I understand you.” His expression had turned serious. “And it’s not as though Fournier will leave me in here forever. The rules are the rules are the rules are the rules...But it’s safer in here with you than it is out there...You’ve had more than one chance to kill me, but I’m still here.” He tapped his chest, and the chains jingled together.


“There’s a first for everything,” Pelleter said. The smoke from his cigar hung in the air between them.


“Well said! Right to my point. That’s why I can talk to you. Your wife is a very lucky woman...Still no children?” He raised his eyebrows, but then shrugged when the inspector made no response. “Here is the thing—there are fewer of us than there were before...At first it was just one, but now it’s two, three, four...I don’t really know, it’s a big prison and they don’t let me out all that often.” His theatrical frown again. “Glamieux’s gone. He was another one of yours, right? They slit his throat. And there have been others.”


“What’s that have to do with me? People get killed in prison all the time.”


“Not all the time...not all the time...Sometimes. Not that often, actually. Not many people in one month. Not many people and nothing’s done about it, said about it...outside. Even here.”


“What’s the warden say?”


“What does the warden say?”


The two men watched each other, both calm, but each in his own way. Pelleter smoked. Mahossier smiled.


“We need somebody on the outside. Someone we can trust... Someone like you. There should at least be an inquiry.”


“You want an inquiry into several dead prisoners?”


“They were people too.” Mahossier’s theatricality undermined any sense of real feeling in his expression. It was chilling as always.


Pelleter leaned forward. “You want an inquiry?” He stood up. “That’s easy. Let’s have an inquiry. Fournier’s right here. He’s Assistant Warden. He’ll know.” Pelleter was at the door now, his hand raised to knock on the door. “I’ll ask him about all these dead prisoners. He doesn’t seem to like the lot of you very much, but if someone’s killing you...” He motioned to knock. “Let’s inquire.”


“Please don’t do that,” Mahossier said. His voice was still quiet and even, and for that reason it was commanding.


Pelleter let his hand drop. “Is there nothing to inquire about then?”


“It’s just that there are the right people to inquire it of.”


The two men stared at one another. Mahossier’s face remained self-assured, Pelleter’s steely. The last time Pelleter had come out here, Mahossier had given him the information necessary to capture a murderess in a case that was nearly three years cold.


He waited for Mahossier to say something else, but the prisoner just sat looking up at him, the lines in his forehead drawing deeper as he widened his eyes in mock innocence. It certainly felt as though he was simply making trouble, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask a few questions. Pelleter could always turn it over to the central prison commission, if need be.


Pelleter waited a moment longer and then turned and knocked on the door. There was the sound of the key in the lock.


“Send my regards to Madame Pelleter,” Mahossier said behind him.


The door opened, and Pelleter stepped out of the tiny room.


Fournier didn’t ask what Mahossier had said as he led Pelleter back to the front offices. It was hard to know if this was out of professionalism, a show of contempt, or a genuine lack of interest. The man was so particular in every movement that it was hard to read him at all.


Letreau stood as they came into the front office. “Ready?”


“Yes.”


“Please let me know if you need anything else,” Fournier said.


“I’m sure I will. Send my regards again to your boss.”


“Yes, I’m sure he regrets that he could not stay. His wife can be really insistent sometimes.”


They shook hands, and went out to retrieve their coats from Remy.


“So?” Letreau said as he slipped his on.


“We’ll see,” Pelleter said, and then to Remy, “Have you had many prisoners die recently?”


Remy thought about it, helping the inspector with his coat. “There was one about two months ago.”


“Disease?”


“Stabbing, I think.” Then he shrugged. “People die anywhere, I guess.”


“Any others?”


Remy shook his head. “I don’t know. There have been other stabbings, if that’s what you mean. But that happens.”


Pelleter pressed his lips together. There was no way to know what he was thinking.


Outside, the rain was still coming down strong. The two men hastened to their car, and slammed the doors behind them. It was hot and humid in the car, adding to the general sense of discomfort.


“Have you heard anything about prisoners dying?”


“No,” Letreau said, starting the car. “But I might not have. It’s not really our business.”


“Where would they get buried?”


“Depends on where they’re from, I guess.”


“But you haven’t heard of any bodies getting shipped out on the train?”


Letreau shook his head. “No. But that doesn’t mean anything.”


“No, it doesn’t.” Pelleter looked out the window.


“Is that what Mahossier got you out here about?”


“Yes.”


“You think it’s anything?”


“I don’t know.”


They remained silent the rest of the trip, but this time Pelleter didn’t see the wet landscape before him, didn’t see the barns, or the cows, or even notice when the town started up again.


When they pulled in front of the station, the rain had eased up enough so that they could get out of the car without hunching their shoulders.


“Are you going back to the city tonight?” Letreau said.


“I don’t know.”


“If you stay around, my wife wouldn’t hear of you having dinner anywhere else.”


“Thank you.”


Letreau waited, and then he went into the station. Pelleter followed him.


The same young officer, Martin, was behind the desk. He didn’t even wait for the chief to get around the counter before saying, “Another message for you, Chief.”


Letreau crossed and took the paper before the officer could say another thing. “This just gets worse.”


Pelleter came up behind him, and looked at the paper.


The fingerprints of the dead man had turned up in the system. His name was Marcel Meranger. He had a long record as a safecracker who had worked with a number of the large crime cartels around the country.


This meant that there could be any number of people who would want to kill him.


The only problem was the last note taken down in the young officer’s looping hand.


Marcel Meranger had been arrested thirteen years ago and sentenced to forty years in prison.


The prison was Malniveau.
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The American Writer


Letreau rushed into his office, leaving Pelleter holding the paper with the message. Once there, he picked up the phone and could be heard barking, “Hello...Get me Fournier...”


Pelleter approached the young officer who had taken the message, still seated at the front counter. He pointed to the phone. “May I?”


The young officer, surprised that he had even been asked for permission, nodded, and managed a “But of course.”


Pelleter spoke to the operator and hung up.


Letreau could be heard saying, “This is a problem, and it’s your problem...”


“Has anyone ever escaped from Malniveau?”


The young officer was startled again at having been addressed. He had clearly been eavesdropping on the chief’s conversation. “Not in my memory and I’ve lived here my whole life,” the young officer said. “But when we were kids they used to talk about the three great escapes since the prison’s been open.”


“Three?”


The officer nodded. “In the 1820s sometime a man faked consumption. He coughed and coughed for days. Then he cut his fingers on the rocks and used the blood to stain the front of his shirt so that it looked like he’d been coughing up his lungs... Of course the warden didn’t want to infect his whole population enclosed like that, so he ordered that the man be brought into town where he was to be quarantined in an old shed... He escaped as soon as he was in town. There was no train here then so he had to go on foot or get a ride and he didn’t want to risk getting a ride, so he didn’t get very far before they caught him...He was in solitary for good after that.”


Pelleter looked across to Letreau in his office, who was pacing as he spoke, the phone cord making a mess of the papers on his desk.


“And the other two?”


“The second wasn’t really an escape. One of the men who worked in the laundry hid himself among the sheets that were to be discarded. Rather typical, I guess. Of course, the sheets were checked before they were taken out the front gate and the man was found, so he didn’t even make it beyond the prison walls.”


Letreau was shouting now in the other room. “You listen, Fournier. You better find a way to get in touch with your boss, because he’s looking at a scandal that may lose him his job!”


The young officer ignored the commotion behind him, flattered at the attention the chief inspector was giving him.


“The last escape was during the war. By then the prisoners were allowed some exercise time outside in the courtyard. Three men got together and planned their escape...They arranged themselves so they would be the last out in the courtyard with a guard just behind them...As the last man stepped out into the fresh air, all three fell back and overpowered the guard, taking his gun and forcing their way back into the prison using the guard as a hostage. They made their way to the front gate, but the warden had a chance to arrange a team of guards outside. They killed two of the prisoners on sight, and the third one surrendered claiming that they had just wanted a chance to serve in the war. He was sent to the trenches and killed there. If he’d just waited that would probably have happened anyway.”


“So none actually made it.”


“Never.”


“Do you think that one could have now?”


“Not without help.”


“That’s what I think too.”


Pelleter touched his hand to his mouth.


“Chief Inspector?”


Pelleter focused on the young officer.


“You went to see Mahossier...I mean, you caught Mahossier. You know the man. What kind of a man could do—?”


Officer Martin broke off, and Pelleter realized that he was glaring at the young man.


Martin swallowed, but to his credit did not look away. “I just wanted to know if you could tell.”


Pelleter tried to relax his pose. The Mahossier business had been big news at the time of the killings and was perhaps not as forgotten as Pelleter sometimes hoped. Officer Martin was just the right age that he had no doubt followed the story avidly, perhaps even deciding to become a police officer because of it. And now here was Pelleter, and there was a murder to be solved.


Pelleter shook his head, trying to soften his expression. “You never can tell. Later, afterwards, of course, and then you wonder if you always knew.” He considered his words. “Men are capable of anything.”


This upset Martin. “But what Mahossier did, I mean—”


Pelleter put a hand on the young man’s shoulder wishing he could honestly relieve his anguish.


Martin said, “I just want to be ready.”


“If you saw the man now, you would know,” Pelleter reassured him, which of course was not quite the same as knowing in advance.


Martin was slightly relieved, and Pelleter forced a close-mouthed smile, thinking of the power Mahossier wielded now because people knew what he had done. He tried to remember the first time he interviewed Mahossier, when he was just a suspect, if he had known then. He really couldn’t say.


Letreau slammed the phone down in his office, drawing everyone’s attention. He was breathing heavily, trying to get control of himself.


The phone on the counter rang and Pelleter picked up. “Yes...Chief Inspector Pelleter...I need you to pull the file on a Marcel Meranger...All known associates, family, friends, accomplices, enemies, anyone...How long will it take...Good, then I’ll wait...”


Letreau came out of his office. His face was red, but he otherwise seemed to be under control. He watched Pelleter on the phone.


Pelleter said, “Wait...Actually I’m going to put another officer on, you give the information to him...He’ll wait for it...Thank you.” Pelleter handed the phone to Martin. “Write down everything he tells you.”


When Pelleter turned to Letreau, the chief of police’s face went a deeper shade of red before he even started talking. “Fournier said he’d look into it.”


“I see.”


“I could—”


Pelleter stepped forward and took Letreau by the arm, leading him towards his office. All eyes were on the two senior men. Once in the office, Pelleter closed the door, and then stood watching Letreau pace once again, working himself up over the situation.


Letreau stopped and looked at his friend. “I’m sorry. We haven’t had an unsolved homicide in this town in thirty years.”


“You don’t have one yet.”


“Fournier said that he would look into whether or not they were missing a prisoner, but that he thought he would know by now if the man had been missing over twenty-four hours.”


“He should. Did you say we would come down there?”


“He said that wasn’t necessary, because he’d be tied up trying to find out what happened and the warden, of course, isn’t there, so if we want to, we should come tomorrow. I told him that perhaps the warden would want to know about this. He said there was no way to get in touch with the warden at the moment, but that he would have everything under control, and that if we felt it was necessary, we could come tomorrow.”


From the outside, it was impossible to read Pelleter’s expression, it appeared to be so calm, but in fact, he felt exactly the same way as Chief Letreau.


“I could kill that man Fournier. He’s so cool. It’s not natural,” Letreau said.


Pelleter had thought the same thing earlier in the day. The man acted as though nothing could surprise him. And the warden rushing out of town like that was a bit convenient too.


Letreau said, “I guess I’m going to go see Benoît again. Take a look at his basement.”


“The baker?”


“I need to do something, damn it!” And Letreau went red once again. “We didn’t know it was a murder when we saw him this morning. Maybe we missed something.”


Letreau went to the hook behind the door to retrieve his overcoat. He pulled open the door. An old woman stood in the public space of the station holding a small soaked dog under her right arm as though it were a handbag. A young man who had not removed his hat was standing next to her, and they were both talking at the same time to the two police officers who normally occupied the desks. The noise of the argument filled the small space of the station, creating an increased sense of tension. Martin was still on the phone, his left hand pressed against his free ear.


Letreau crossed the station, ignoring the scene. Nearly at the door, he said to Pelleter, “Are you coming with me?”


Pelleter said, “Go ahead.”


Letreau went out, the sound of the rain momentarily blending in with the noise of the argument before the door slammed shut.


Pelleter sat down in one of the waiting room chairs watching the scene. There was nothing to do but wait.


The officers managed to get the two parties separated, and the story unfolded that the young man had nearly hit the old lady’s dog with his car as he parked it on the square. The young man claimed that the dog had been in the street. Nobody was hurt.


Pelleter wondered what it would be like to be a policeman in such a town. The weather had everyone on edge.


“Chief Inspector!”


It was Martin at the counter. He had hung up the phone. Pelleter went up to him. “Got anything?”


The young officer handed over a list in the now familiar handwriting. “Here’s the list. It’s a long one.” He was proud of his work, and watched Pelleter expectantly as the inspector scanned the names.


There were at least ninety names on the paper written in small even lines. It was a lot of names to go through, but it could be done if it had to be. Pelleter scanned the list and recognized a few of them from many years ago, but for the most part they meant nothing to him. Many of them were probably also in prison or dead.


“Chief Inspector,” Martin said, and he stood up from his stool to lean over the counter. He pointed to a name on the top of the list. “I thought I recognized that name,” he said.


The name was Clotilde-ma-Fleur Meranger, and a note beside the name identified her as the dead man’s daughter.


“It’s such an unusual first name, I figured how many people could there be? So I had the person on the phone look up whether or not Mademoiselle Meranger had since been married, and it turns out she is. She’s married to Shem Rosenkrantz, the American writer. She’s now Clotilde-ma-Fleur Rosenkrantz.”


The woman with the wet dog had been appeased, and the group was now talking jocularly in more normal tones.


Martin waited for a reaction from Pelleter, and then he said, “They live here in town.”


Pelleter registered this new piece of information. Meranger’s daughter lived in town. If anyone knew anything about this, it would be the daughter.


“Where?”
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The Rosenkrantz home was on the western edge of town on the Rue Principale where the houses were spaced further apart before giving way wholly to farmland. It was a small two-story wooden house painted a faint olive green with white shutters. The low fence surrounding the property was more decorative than anything.


The rain was holding steady, but Pelleter had refused a ride to the house, preferring to see the town on foot. The baker’s house where the body had been found was in another quarter of the town, to the north, but that didn’t mean anything. The town was not very large. Meranger could have been on his way to see his daughter, or he could have already been there. And there was still the matter of who had helped him out of the prison, and who would want to.


Pelleter let himself in through the front gate. The house was well maintained, and somehow managed to look cheery even in the rain. At the door, shielded by the overhang, the remaining water streamed off his hat and coat before settling to a steady drip. There were no lights at the front of the house, but he could see that there were some lit towards the rear. He knocked.


A car passed in the street, on its way to town, not yet slowing its country pace.


There was no response from the house. Pelleter knocked again, looking up and around him as if he could gauge if the house was empty.


It was possible that the Rosenkrantzes were out, although in this rain it seemed unlikely. And Pelleter thought they would not have left any lights burning if that were the case. He was thankful for the overhang, but he was growing tired of the sound of the rain, of the weight of his coat, of the clammy feeling of the weather in general.


He knocked again with great force and the door shuddered a little in its frame.


A figure appeared from the back of the house, a silhouette blocking the light, visible through the window in the door. The man came up to the door with quick strides, and pulled it open violently. “What do you want?”


He was about Pelleter’s age. His French was almost unaccented, but something still gave him away as a foreigner. Perhaps it was his manner.


Pelleter showed his papers. “Is Madame Rosenkrantz at home?”


“No. What’s it about?”


“I’d like to speak to her directly.”


“Well, she’s not here. And I’m trying to work. So sorry.” He made no motion to close the door, but by his stance it was clear that he was about to.


“It’s about her father. I think she would want to speak to me.”


The man’s stance opened up, and he took a step so that he was standing at the threshold of the door. “If it’s about her father, then she definitely doesn’t want to speak to you. She’s done with him. Finished. She hates his guts.”


“That doesn’t change that I need to speak to her.”


The man repositioned himself, as if readying for a confrontation. He was a broad man, of a similar build to Pelleter. He had not let himself get soft with age or with the comfort of working at a typewriter. “My wife doesn’t talk to her father and hasn’t for thirteen years. So anything she has to say, I can say right now, which is nothing. You got that?”


Pelleter didn’t answer.


Monsieur Rosenkrantz backed up. “Now I’m working.” He started to close the door.


Pelleter turned slightly as if to go, and then turned back just as the door was almost shut, Rosenkrantz still visible through the window. “One more thing. If your wife no longer talks to her father, then why did she choose to live in the town closest to his prison?”


Rosenkrantz jerked the door back open, and stood glaring at Pelleter as though he were going to start a fight. Instead he slammed the door without answering, and stormed off into the back of the house, disappearing in the low light.


Pelleter found the stump of his cigar in his pocket and put it in his mouth. He chewed it first in the left corner of his mouth and then shifted it with his tongue to the right corner. It was too wet out to light a new cigar, so the stump would do for the walk back into town.


He stepped down from out of the protection of the overhang, walked the length of the path, and out through the gate.


The storm brought an early evening. As he walked through town, many windows were lit, but their lights didn’t extend far beyond the panes of glass. Benoît’s bakery was closed; it kept early hours. The café where he and Letreau had eaten breakfast was lit and filled with evening patrons stopping for a drink before heading home, or having an early dinner. At the edges of the streets, the rainwater was above the cobblestones as it gushed towards the sewer entrances.


Pelleter could have returned to the station, but there was little to report and most likely even less to learn. It also would have made it harder to refuse Letreau’s offer of dinner. He didn’t want the conversation or the comfort. He turned instead to his hotel, the Verargent, at the northeast corner of the square.


He left instructions at the desk that he would be down for his dinner in one hour and he asked to have a toddy sent up to the room.


Upstairs, he peeled off his coat and hat, retrieved a fresh cigar and lit it and then picked up the phone.


“Get me the police station...Yes.” He hung up.


He sat at the edge of the bed, smoking. The phone rang. It was Letreau.


“Yes...No, nothing...She wasn’t there...I didn’t expect as much...No, I’m going to stay in the hotel tonight. My apologies...We’ll meet in the café in the morning and go to the prison...Good. Goodnight...Call if you need to.”


He hung up. The world outside was invisible from the bed, the window a black mirror, but the sound of the rain trickled in, interrupted occasionally by the sound of a motor.


It bothered him that Mahossier had said somebody was killing prisoners and then the dead man in town turned out to be a prisoner.


And the American writer had seemed awfully argumentative, but perhaps if your father-in-law was in prison it would be the cause of some anger. People reacted differently to the police anyway.


A girl brought him his toddy, and he dressed for dinner while he drank. The warm drink, the smoke from his cigar, and the dry clothes made him feel a new man, and he realized that he was hungry. He pushed aside the questions of the day, and went down to dinner in an optimistic mood.


The girl who had brought him his drink was behind the counter reading a magazine. The dining room, just off of the lobby, was a small ill-lit room with six round tables fit close together. There was only one other guest there, at a table in the far corner. Pelleter took one of the smaller tables near the window to benefit from the wall sconce. He could feel the outside cold seeping through the glass windowpanes.


The hotel owner appeared through a door in the back. He clapped his hands together and spoke in a loud voice while still across the room. “Inspector! Your dinner’s coming right away. It’s finished right now. The girl will bring it. Some weather, no?”


The other guest turned from his meal at this performance. He and Pelleter exchanged an embarrassed, apologetic look, and then the man returned to his meal.


The owner was standing over Pelleter now.


“You must tell me all about this business,” the owner said. “A man killed in the streets? In Verargent? No, no, no, no, no.” He clucked his tongue and shook his head.


Pelleter’s good mood soured. It was inevitable in a small town that these things would be discussed, but it was not preferable. “We don’t know,” he said.


“But Benoît found him in the street, the poor man!”


The girl appeared with the meal, chicken in a wine sauce with sautéed asparagus on the side. She set the plate, which was still steaming, in front of Pelleter and stood behind the owner.


“Ah, here it is. You will love it. A personal specialty. Bon appetit.” He turned to the girl, and shooed her away. “Leave the inspector alone. Go, go.” He turned back, and opened his mouth just as Pelleter put the first bite of chicken into his own. Then he must have realized that he too was pestering the inspector, because he said “Bon appetit” again and turned to leave, stopping at the other guest’s table before disappearing into the back.


The food was good, but Pelleter ate mechanically, without tasting it. The owner’s inquiries had once again turned his mind back to the matter at hand. Who had gotten Meranger out of prison, and was he dead before or after?


Halfway through his meal, a young woman appeared in the entryway to the dining room. She was very pretty in a delicate way. She wore an expensive dress, which accentuated her slight form, but it was clear that she was not comfortable in it and used her shawl to cover herself. She stood just inside the entrance looking into the dining room, turning her wedding ring on her finger with her right hand.


Pelleter waited to let her make up her own mind, and then he waved her in.


She fell forward as though she had been released from someone’s grip, and rushed across the dining room to his table. “Chief Inspector, I am so sorry to disturb you.”


The other guest turned again at the sound of her voice. In such a small town, there was never any privacy, always somebody close at hand. And yet no one had seen or heard a thing the night before when Meranger had been murdered.


Pelleter indicated the chair across from him, and she pulled it out far enough that she could sit at the edge of the seat, not quite committing herself to staying.


“I am Madame Rosenkrantz,” she said, and then looked down at her hands in her lap as though this were something shameful.


“Yes,” Pelleter said. She was younger than he had expected—this girl was no more than nineteen. He could see why Rosenkrantz had married her. She was charming to look at.


She looked up at him. “My husband said that you came to see me.”


“And he let you come out to find me at this time of night in this weather?”


“He was not happy. But in the end he does what I tell him to do.” She looked down again at this confession.


Pelleter tried to imagine the American writer taking orders from a woman, and he saw that it might be possible. “I’m surprised he even told you I had come. He wasn’t happy to see me.”


“That’s just because you caught him when he was working. He’s a different person when he writes. That’s why I often go out.”


“Where?”


“Just out,” she said, and left it at that, her gaze fixed on him, some of her shyness gone. “He said you came about my father.”


“Yes.”


She waited for him to say more, but when he didn’t, she said, “He’s dead, isn’t he?”


“Yes.”


She looked down again, and he could tell she was twirling her ring by the movement of her arms. He watched for any change in her expression, but there was nothing, no tears, no surprise. “Murdered?” she said, her voice soft but firm.


“How did you know?” Pelleter said, eager.


“This man the baker found, and then you arriving...” She looked up. “What else could it be?” And with that a nervous smile sought to hide any other feelings.


“Your husband said that you hated your father. That you hadn’t spoken to him since he’d gone to prison. He was very emphatic.”


“Please, please eat,” she said, indicating his food. “I’ve interrupted your meal.”


“Why did you hate your father?”


“I didn’t.”


“You don’t seem very upset over his death.”


“He was dead to me already. But I didn’t hate him. He was still my father.” She shrugged. “He killed my mother.”


Pelleter was surprised. “That’s not in his record.”


“Well he did.” She pursed her lips. “He didn’t kill her directly. He put her in danger, and she was killed. He owed money. He ran away.” She shrugged again. “That’s how these things work.”


Pelleter looked at her again. He saw now that her initial shyness was a product of her current luck, the unexpected wealth of her husband, and her newfound domestic happiness. She was not a stranger to a rougher life. It had probably served her well to remain unnoticed in that life as well, and that would not have been easy as pretty as she was.


“I should think your husband is now a father to you.”


“Because of my age? No, not at all. We’re—”


“Why would someone have wanted to kill your father?”


“He was a bad man,” she said.


“But you can think of no specific reason? There was no one in particular who would have wanted him dead?”


She shook her head, flustered again by his insistence. “No...I don’t know...I had nothing to do with my father.”


He pressed on. “But you went to see him.”


She looked down once more. “Yes,” she said.


“Your husband didn’t know that.”


“No...I don’t think so.”


“Why not tell him?”


She didn’t answer.


“If it needed to be kept a secret, why go see your father at all?”


She looked at him, and her expression was strong. “Because he was my father,” she said.


“When did you see him last?”


“I don’t know. A month ago. Maybe more. I didn’t go regularly. Sometimes a whole year or more...”


“Did he say anything? Was he afraid? Did he talk of being together again soon, of getting out of prison?”


“No. Nothing. We didn’t talk long. Somebody had been killed that week in the prison, but that happens. It was nothing...I never stayed long...Once I was there, I could never figure out why.”


Pelleter watched her. She looked at her hands fidgeting in her lap, then up at him defiantly, then back at her hands, in a cycle. He thought of the American writer, of his bluster. “Tell me,” he said suddenly.


She looked at him in panic. “There’s nothing! That’s it!”


He slammed his hands on the table in fists, rattling the china. “Tell me!”


“There’s nothing! My father’s dead, I just wanted to be sure. That’s all!”


They stared at each other, neither looking away, neither backing down.


At last Pelleter said, “Well, he’s dead.” He picked up his silverware and resumed eating. The food was cold now. It made no difference.


Madame Rosenkrantz gathered herself, taking a deep breath, and then got up. She stood over him for a moment, watching him eat. Then she said, “Are you going to do something about this?”


He looked up at her, watching her carefully for a reaction. “Do you care?”


There was no reaction. “Yes,” she said.


He looked back at his plate. “I am.”


She left, taking strong steps across the dining room, but pausing in the lobby, once again appearing like a lost young girl.


The dining room was quiet. The rain had stopped.


Upstairs, the other diner was just stepping out of the door to the room across the hall from Pelleter’s. He stopped short at the sight of the inspector, and then tried on an ingratiating smile, extending his hand as he stepped up to meet Pelleter halfway down the hall.


“Inspector Pelleter!”


The man took Pelleter’s hand almost against his will and pumped it, blocking the inspector’s path.


“I don’t mean any familiarity. I couldn’t help but hear some of the conversation downstairs. It’s very exciting to meet a celebrity.”


Pelleter freed his hand and tried to step around the man. “A pleasure,” he said.


“Could I ask you a few questions? I hate to be an imposition, but you read things in the papers and you’re never able to tell if they’ve gotten it quite right. Like our own local celebrity, Mahossier.”


The man had placed himself in such a way that Pelleter could not pass him without force.


“Is it true that he kept the children in cages?”


Pelleter felt tired. Was there not enough sadness in the world that people had to revel in the worst of it?


“I remember reading that you found a child in a cage, and that there were other small cages next to it...And that he had dug a pit in his basement where he would force the children to fight each other if they wanted to be fed...An image like that stays with you. I still have nightmares about it, and that’s just from reading the stories. Is it true?”


“Excuse me,” Pelleter said, but he made no attempt to get by.


“I just don’t understand how somebody could do that, how it works. He would kidnap the children, and then starve them...”


The man paused, observing Pelleter with a keen eye, as though he were testing him, to see the effect of this story.


“Meanwhile, he would have two of the already starving children fight each other to set an example. Am I getting this right?”


All these years later and people were still talking about this monster. He should be forgotten, not famous.


The man went on. “Yes. Then the children would fight to the death, and the winner was allowed to eat the other children’s carcasses, locked away until the next battle. Amazing.”


“Why are you so interested?” Pelleter said, determined to give no signs one way or the other.


“Oh, just curiosity, curiosity. I have an amateur interest in the mystery of crime, let’s say.”


Pelleter felt his anger rising. “Excuse me,” he said again.


“Oh, of course, it’s getting late. But just tell me, is that really true? Surely the newspapers must have exaggerated. No one would do that to children just for his own entertainment.”


“I have nothing more to say on this. It was a long time ago.”


“Then maybe you could tell me about our local murder. Have you any suspects there?”


Pelleter took a step forward as though to walk through the man.


The man held his ground so that he was too close, directly in Pelleter’s face. “I don’t believe that anyone could get away with what Mahossier did even if he would do it. You have to tell me that. It can’t be that that is how it was.”


It was as though the man needed some reaction out of Pelleter, as though he were deliberately pushing him to see what kind of a man he was.


“There were really bones with children’s teeth marks on them? That detail always seemed too extreme.”


Pelleter grabbed the man’s shoulder then and pushed him out of the way. The man fell against the wall, and hopped to regain his balance as Pelleter stepped around him. “There’s nothing more to be said.”


The man called at Pelleter’s back, “So it really is true, and you saw all of that. Why didn’t you kill him on sight?”


Pelleter turned back and rushed the man, stopping inches away from his face. “Because that’s not how the law works.”


“When there are murdered men in the streets of Verargent, maybe the law doesn’t work.”


Pelleter glared at the man. He could have told the man of the years of scars on the surviving boy, the evidence of many battles fought and won. That the bite marks on the bones suggested that this last boy had killed no less than six other children in his short life, and that he was still in an institution in the city unable to talk, often in restraints. They had managed to keep that out of the papers, for the boy’s sake.


Instead he said, “Good night,” and turned away.


Behind him the man said, “I didn’t mean anything by it. I just wanted to know.”


Pelleter unlocked his door.


“You—”


But the man stopped himself before Pelleter had even closed the door.


In the room, the inspector felt too wound up for such a small place. Mahossier was one case. He could have told the man of so many other cases over the years that the papers were too busy to notice. Was one horror really more terrible than another when somebody was dead?


And somebody was dead again, and Mahossier was close at hand again. Even if Mahossier had nothing to do with this, it just made Pelleter uncomfortable.


He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It had just been a tactless man. As he had told Officer Martin that afternoon, people can do anything. Right now, only the questions were important:


Who moved the body?


Why hide that Meranger was a prisoner by changing his clothes?


He shrugged off his jacket and stepped over to the bed. He tried to review his interview with Madame Rosenkrantz as he sank onto the mattress.


Instead, the image of that lone boy in a cage in Mahossier’s basement crowded everything else out. His anger flared up again at the guest from across the hall, and he clenched his fists and ground his teeth.


Of course the papers had left out the smell. Mahossier’s basement had smelled like a latrine outside a slaughterhouse. Pelleter had had to discard the suit he wore that day, because the smell had woven its way into the cloth.


These were the memories that he had to fight against when he saw that clownish glee on Mahossier’s face in the interrogation room at Malniveau. There he had succeeded in being all business. And now some curious civilian threw him off his guard.


He looked at the phone sitting in the pool of light from the bedside lamp. He checked his watch.


It was too late. If he called Madame Pelleter now it would only make her worry.







4.



Another One


The next day was clear as Pelleter and Letreau set out for Malniveau Prison. The fields were muddy and there were occasional twin stripes of tire tracks on the pavement from where trucks and automobiles had turned onto the main road from unpaved country roads.


Fournier met them himself at the front entrance. He wore a tailored gray suit that looked as though it had been pressed that morning. He had a clipboard in hand, and began to speak before Remy had managed to relock the front door.


“Meranger was present at roll call two nights ago, April 4... The guard who took roll call yesterday morning counted him as present...There was no exercise yesterday because of the rain, so the next roll call would have been last night, and you contacted me before then.”


“Where’s the guard who made the mistake?” Pelleter said.


“He’s already been reprimanded.”


“I still want to talk with him.”


“It will not happen again...I have long suggested to the warden that certain reformations must be made to our roll call procedures.” His manner was sharp and authoritative. He was not going to be pushed around in his own domain.


Pelleter and Letreau locked eyes. Fournier was impossible.


Letreau said, “We’re all in this mess together.”


Fournier opened the door to the administrative offices. “The Meranger file—”


“I’d like to see Meranger’s cell,” Pelleter said.


Fournier looked back at him, still holding the office door. “We have been through the cell,” he said flatly. “There’s nothing to see.”


Suddenly Inspector Pelleter stepped so close to Fournier that the two men’s coats were almost touching. “I am trying to do my job. Your job is to assist me in doing my job. So I don’t care if you’ve reprimanded your guard or if you’ve searched the cell or if you think you’ve got everything under control. I want you to help me when I say help me and otherwise I want you to stay out of my way.”


Fournier’s face remained impassive during this speech, but when it was clear that Pelleter was done, he looked away first. “Right. He was on cell block D, which is on the second floor.”


Pelleter stepped back. Fournier pushed past him and led the way through a door at the end of the hall, only several doors down from the room in which Pelleter had met with Mahossier the day before. It opened onto a set of stone stairs. There was a cloying smell of mildew, and the temperature was noticeably cooler than it had been in the hall.


Fournier seemed to have recovered from his dressing down, and was using the opportunity to proudly show off the prison. “The doors lock behind us as we go, so that anyone caught without a key at any juncture would be trapped until somebody else came through...We’ve of course never had a successful escape here, and there hasn’t even been an attempt since the war.”


“Until now,” Pelleter said.


“Well, we’ll see.”


“What do you mean?”


“The man was dead, after all.”


They reached the second-floor landing, and Fournier sorted through his keys. “You’ll notice the two doors. The one to the left here leads to the inside hallway between the cells, and the one further to the right,” he said stepping over to it, “leads to the outside gallery that overlooks the inner courtyard.” He fit his key into the outer door. “You’ll want to look at this...The prisoners weren’t able to go out yesterday because of the rain, so they were eager to go out today.”


He opened the door, and a breeze rushed in, blowing cold air. They stepped out onto the gallery, a narrow iron walkway only wide enough for one man. A guard stood ten paces away, carrying a shotgun.


The prisoners were in the courtyard below. Many held their arms across their chests against the cold. They were like the random crowd on a market day, jostling against one another, walking with little regard as to where they were going.


“The guards down there carry no firearms.” Fournier pointed out the other guards along the gallery. “The men up here have shotguns...The prisoners that are allowed outside get one hour in the morning and one hour in the afternoon.”


“Did Meranger have outdoor privileges?”


“Yes. He was a model prisoner. He’d been here a long time.”


Pelleter watched the prisoners milling about in the relative freedom of the yard.


Suddenly a cry came from the far corner. Everyone’s attention was drawn to the sound, and immediately the prisoners were shouting and rushing into the area.


The guards on the ground began to run as well, joining the general melee.


Fournier turned back to the door, shuffling through his keys. His movements hurried but precise. He went through the door, leaving Pelleter and Letreau locked out on the gallery with the armed guards.


As they watched, the guards on the ground got to the center of the crowd, and forced the prisoners back. A prisoner was lying on the ground, his hands clutching at something on his chest.


“They’ve knifed him,” Letreau said.


The man’s mouth was wide open in agony.


Fournier appeared below them. He cut across the yard, directly into the crowd, yelling at the prisoners as he went.


The guards on the gallery had their rifles in hand, and watched with care.


Two men appeared with a stretcher through one of the doors. The prisoners parted to let them through. The noise had diminished enough that the injured man’s cries could be made out as he rolled on the ground.


Fournier was at the center of the crowd, yelling at the prisoners. He grabbed one man and pushed him back.


The injured man was moved onto the stretcher, and rushed inside.


Fournier, still yelling at the prisoners, followed.


By the time the prison yard was emptied and one of the guards could readmit them into the building, Pelleter and Letreau were thoroughly chilled. The guard who escorted them to the infirmary talked continuously, still energized from the excitement of the stabbing.


“You sure saw something...It can be so dull out here, just standing for hours and hours at a time. You forget that these are dangerous criminals. You almost let your guard down...Then, pow! It’s a powder keg...You don’t know if you should shoot or not.”


Every door they came to required two sets of keys. There were locked guard boxes at all major intersections. The guard had to return his shotgun to the armory, a locked room in which the guns were locked in cages and overseen by the arms keeper.


“How often does something like this happen?”


“It could be months. When I first started here, there was a whole year before anything happened. I didn’t believe the older guys who said different. But this month! Wow! There must be some kind of gang war going on. Here we are.”


Pelleter stopped him outside of the infirmary. “How many?”


The guard rocked on his feet, he was so excited. “I don’t know, four, five. The guards don’t always find out about everything, you know?”


“Any dead?”


“Not that I know of.”


Pelleter nodded at that, as if all of the answers had been expected. He pushed his way into the infirmary.


It was a small white room with six beds, three on each side of the room. The knifed man was in the furthest bed on the right. His shirt had been cut off, and two guards and a nurse were holding him down as the doctor stitched the wound on his chest and stomach. The man did not seem to be struggling.


“He’s been given morphine,” Fournier said from just inside the door. He was taking notes on his clipboard. “He’ll live. It’s only a gash.”


“Can we talk to him?”


“He doesn’t know who did it. He was walking and then he was on the ground in pain. It could be any number of people who were in his vicinity, but he’s not even sure who was nearby.”


“Any enemies? Did he have a fight with someone?”


Fournier held his pencil against his clipboard with a snap. “No. Nothing. I asked him.”


“Would he tell you?”


Fournier’s nostrils flared, and his movements were sharper than usual, the only indication that he was under a great deal of stress. “Listen, Inspector. If we’re all in this together, then you’re just going to have to trust me. He didn’t see anything. He doesn’t know who did it. That’s it.”


A moan came from the prisoner. The doctor could be heard placating him. They were almost finished.


“Now if you still need to see Meranger’s cell, let’s go and be fast about it. I have a lot of work to do. We’ve got to search all of the prisoners and all of the cells. Not that we’ll find anything, but it has to be done.”


Pelleter would have liked to question the prisoner himself, but he had seen the incident and it was quite possible that the man knew nothing. It could wait.


“Yes, let’s,” Pelleter said, and he stepped back as if to let Fournier pass. Then he stopped him. “And what does the warden say of all of these stabbings?”


“All of them?”


“The guard said that there have been at least four this month.”


Fournier’s brow furrowed, his eyes narrowing. “If you count Meranger then this is three that I know of, and for all we know Meranger was stabbed on the outside.”


Letreau started to speak, but Pelleter held up a hand to hold him off. “Surely, you will be calling the warden about this?” Pelleter said.


“The warden has left me in charge because I am fully capable of being in charge. He will be informed when he returns on Monday. No need to ruin his vacation.”


“Of course.”


Fournier nodded his head once for emphasis, then led out the door.


Letreau stepped in close to Pelleter. “What’s going on?”


“There’s been a stabbing.”


“I know there’s been a stabbing, but...”


“Then you know what I know.”


Fournier had gotten ahead of them, and he waited at the next door for the two of them to catch up. In the hallways, away from the courtyard, with no one in sight but the occasional guard, it was impossible to know that a man had almost been killed within these walls less than an hour before. The stones were gray and impassive.


Meranger’s jail cell was on the outer wall, with a narrow window that looked out onto the neighboring fields. The space was large enough for the iron cot and steel toilet with barely enough room left over to stand. Fournier stood impatiently in the hallway, reviewing the papers on his clipboard, and Letreau stood outside the cell door watching Pelleter survey the room.


Meranger’s few possessions had been dumped into a box on the bed from when Fournier had made his own investigation. There were three books—a bible and two mystery novels—a travel chess set, odd-shaped stones most likely found in the yard below, a dried flower, and a small bundle of letters tied with a string.


The letters were all in the same feminine hand, although it had grown more assured over the years. There were four letters in total. The most recent letter was from only two months prior:




	Father,


	It’s unfair of you to be so demanding. You don’t know what it costs me to make those visits or to even write these letters. Every time I tell myself that this will be the last, that I can not take it anymore. I remind myself of what you have done and all the reasons I have to hate you, and I make new resolutions. But I still fear you, and I still wish to please you, and all I end up doing is reprimanding myself.


	You must believe though that my husband would be enraged if you were to contact me or even if he knew that I contacted you. He treats me like a dream, but he can still be a rash man.


	I will not promise to visit you again or even to write, but you must know that you are in my thoughts. And I will be here in Verargent when you are on the outside. You shall see. As you said, your little girl is all grown up now already.


	Clotilde-ma-Fleur





The other letters were much the same. A photograph had been inserted in one of them, of a couple standing with a young girl. The woman looked much like Madame Rosenkrantz, and Pelleter figured that it was Clotilde-ma-Fleur’s mother.


He refolded the letters along their much-folded creases, and put them back into the box. He bent down and checked beneath the bed, beneath the toilet, and ran his hands along the walls. Then he stepped out of the cell. “Right,” he said. “It was as you said.”


Fournier looked up from his clipboard. “Of course,” he said.


Letreau tried to catch Pelleter’s eye, but Pelleter put on an air of one who was wasting his time and was ready to leave.


Fournier started to lead them back the way they had come, but they hadn’t gone two steps when a voice said, “Hello, Pelleter.”


The three men stopped, and Pelleter looked at the door to the cell beside the one they had just been in. A smiling face was visible in the small window in the door.


“How is Madame Pelleter?”


It was Meranger’s neighbor: Mahossier.


In the police car in front of the prison, Letreau turned to Pelleter before starting the engine. “Can you tell me what’s going on?”


Pelleter stared straight ahead at the prison walls. The sun had come up fully, and now, with the last traces of the rain burned away, even the prison appeared gayer in the light. “Was Meranger slashed or stabbed?” Pelleter said.


“Stabbed. More than once.”


Letreau waited, but the inspector remained silent.


“Pelleter, talk to me. I appreciate that you’ve chosen to help, but this is still my responsibility.”


“Start the car. We should get back to town. It’s time to eat.”


Letreau sighed and started the car. The pavement on the road had dried to a slate gray. Puddles of rainwater in the fields reflected the sun, little patches of light dotting the fields.


Pelleter pulled a cheap oilcloth-covered notebook from his pocket and flipped it open. “This is what we know...Tuesday, April 4, just after eight PM: A man is found dead in the gutter by Monsieur Benoît outside of his house. At first it is believed that he drowned in rainwater while drunk, but it is later discovered that he had been stabbed several times and then had his clothing changed to hide the wounds.”


“Or to hide that he was a prisoner. He would have been wearing his grays.”


Pelleter went on: “Wednesday morning the murderer Mahossier claims that the prisoners at Malniveau are being systematically murdered, and that he doesn’t feel safe.”


“Wait a second.”


“The dead man turns out to be Marcel Meranger, a prisoner at Malniveau Prison.”


“Wait one second. Is that what Mahossier told you? Then do you think that this Meranger murder is tied up in something larger?”


“I don’t think anything. This is just what we know. Wednesday night Meranger’s daughter Madame Rosenkrantz says that she knows nothing about her father’s murder. She claims at first to have nothing to do with him, then to have visited him on occasion. Her letters are found in Meranger’s cell.


“Thursday morning another prisoner is knifed at the prison... Nobody can agree on the number of prisoners stabbed or killed in the last month.” Pelleter closed his notebook and put it away. “And that’s it, which is nothing.” He said it with the bitterness of a man who has failed at a simple task.


“Somebody had to have gotten Meranger out of prison whether it was before or after he was killed. If we could figure that out, then we might know a lot more.”


Pelleter didn’t answer. Instead he reached into his pocket, retrieved his cigar, and smoked in a restless silence without enjoying it.


Suddenly, he said, “What do you think of Fournier?”


Letreau shifted in his seat. “You know what I think of Fournier. I could wring his neck. Although really until today, I didn’t know anything about him. He’s only been here a few months. He came from another prison, and the word was that he is extremely good at what he does...But I don’t know. The prison really is its own entity.”


“You said the men who work there live in town,” Pelleter said.


“It’s as if there’s a wall of silence somewhere along this road. Sometimes things get said, and others...” He shrugged. “If only the warden were here. This Fournier seems intent on blocking us out at every step. That’s what I think.”


“And the warden?”


“He’s brutish and controlling. He started at the bottom, so administration might not be his forte, but he’s been there forever, and the prison gets run.”


Pelleter nodded, considering this.


“What are you thinking? That the staff has something to do with all of this? These are prison stabbings. They happen. This wouldn’t even be our problem if it wasn’t for this body in town.”


“I’m not thinking anything. I’m just trying to understand. What can you tell me about the American author? Do you think he would have killed his father-in-law?”


“Rosenkrantz? He keeps to himself mostly. That’s why he chose to move out here, as far as I understand. He was part of the American scene in the city for many years, getting his photograph taken at bars, drinking until sunrise. He produces a book every year or two, and they’re apparently big sellers back in the States. He can seem loud, but I always figured that’s because he’s American. Clotilde caused him to settle down. She means everything to him.”


“Enough to kill for.”


“I don’t know. Somehow I doubt it.”


“Why?”


“He’s all bark and no bite.”


“So we still know nothing.”


“We know that one man’s dead,” Letreau said. “There’s that.”


“There’s that,” Pelleter said like it was a curse.


The mud-drenched fields made the whole countryside appear dirty.


Letreau looked over at the inspector, but Pelleter was lost deep in thought again, a scowl on his face.


The town had come alive in the sunshine. There seemed to be an impossible number of people on the streets, hurrying from shop to shop, sitting out in the center of the square along the base of the war monument. The café where Pelleter took lunch had every seat filled, and the inspector had to sit on one of three stools at the counter.


Letreau had returned to the station in order to see about his other duties.


Pelleter ate with his back to the crowd. Occasionally he would hear the name Benoît, and he knew that the town was discussing the murder, but the tone was of idle gossip, with little regard for the reality of the crime.


The man beside him pushed his plate back, and stood up, and another man took the seat immediately.


“Inspector Pelleter?” the man said. He sat sideways on the seat and had a notebook and pencil in hand. “Philippe Servières, reporter with the Verargent Vérité. Could I ask you a few questions about the Meranger murder?”


“No,” Pelleter said without looking at the man.


“What about what you’re doing in town? You arrived before the body was discovered. Was there another matter you were investigating?”


Pelleter drank from his glass and then pushed back his plate.


“I know that you and Chief Letreau have made two trips to the prison already, and that the warden has left town. This sounds like something that’s bigger than just Verargent. Malniveau is a national prison after all. The people have a right to know.”


Pelleter stood up, turned to the reporter, and stopped short. It was the man from the hallway last night.


“You...”


The man flinched as though the inspector had made a move to hit him. “I had to try,” he said.


“Try what?” Pelleter growled.


“If you would talk about an old case, even out of anger, maybe you would talk about the new case too.”


The man was a small-town reporter, practically an amateur. He mistook Pelleter for an amateur too. “I know you’re doing your job, but you better let me do mine.”


Pelleter called the proprietor over and settled his bill.


The reporter stood too. “I’m going to write this story for a special evening edition either way. You might as well get your say in it.”


Pelleter gave him one last look, which silenced him, and then the inspector went out into the street.


He crossed the square. People went about their daily business. It was as Letreau had said: the town seemed unaware that twenty miles away there was another community where somebody had just been attacked that morning. The newspaperman hadn’t even mentioned the knifing.


He turned the corner at Town Hall to go to the police station, and as he did a figure jumped out from between two of the police cars parked at the curb and rushed Pelleter.


Pelleter turned to face his attacker, and was able to register the face just in time to not draw his weapon.


“I warned you, damn it!” Monsieur Rosenkrantz said, forcing Pelleter back against the wall without touching him. His face was red, and he leaned forward, crowding Pelleter, his chest and shoulders pushed out.


Pelleter watched the American writer for any signs that he would actually turn violent. He remembered that Letreau had said all bark and no bite.


“I told you to stay away from her. That she had nothing to say.”


“She came to me,” Pelleter said.


“I told you!” Rosenkrantz leaned even further forward, and then he pulled himself away, spinning in place and punching the air. “Damn it!” he said in English. Then he turned back to Pelleter, and said in French, “She didn’t come home last night. Clotilde is missing.”







5.



Five Wooden Boxes


Pelleter watched the American writer pace the sidewalk in front of him, full of nervous energy. The inspector stayed on his guard, but it soon became clear that Rosenkrantz’s violence, like at the house the day before, was entirely auditory. There was no danger.


“Come, let’s go inside,” Pelleter said.


Rosenkrantz shook his head. “I’ve been looking for you. They won’t let me make a report anyway, it’s too soon.”


“Has she ever run away before?”


Rosenkrantz jerked towards him. “She hasn’t run away.” Then his manner eased again. “When she got home yesterday from her shopping, I told her that you had come around...She insisted on going to see you. She was in a panic. She was convinced that her father must be dead.”


Pelleter nodded.


“I know now that he is, but then...Well, good, I hated the man for all that he put Clotilde through as a girl, for what he did to her mother. He deserved to die. I hope he suffered...But last night, I told Clotilde to not get involved...That it only ever upset her, and that she should stay home...It was raining still... But she went out anyway.”


“I saw her.”


“Was she upset?”


“I wouldn’t say that.”


Rosenkrantz shook his head. “That’s Clotilde. You can’t always know.”


“Does she have friends she would stay with? The hotel?”


“I checked. Both. No one has seen her.”


The two men looked at each other. Neither said what they were both thinking, that it would be easy for her to have gotten on the train and to be almost anywhere by now.
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