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​Yvan Keller:The Notorious Pillow Killer

A private detective investigates Yvan Keller, a French gardener who murdered elderly clients over fifteen years by suffocating them and staging their deaths to appear natural. Operating between 1991 and 2006 across France, Switzerland, and Germany, Keller killed at least twenty-three confirmed victims, though mathematical analysis suggests the true number approached one hundred. His method was devastatingly simple: he gained trust as a professional gardener, suffocated victims with pillows while they slept, carefully arranged their bodies in perfectly made beds, and stole small valuables to supplement his income.

The investigation reveals how three denunciations were filed between 1993 and 2003, with only the final warning triggering serious investigation. Keller's success stemmed from exploiting systemic vulnerabilities in how elderly deaths are investigated, operating across jurisdictions to fragment patterns, and creating murders so perfectly disguised that even retrospective analysis struggles to distinguish them from natural deaths. His 2006 arrest came only after investigators discovered stolen property in his storage unit. He committed suicide in his cell two days later, taking the complete truth about his victim count to his grave. The case exposes profound failures in protecting vulnerable populations and demonstrates how invisible evil can operate when systems prioritize bureaucratic efficiency over thorough investigation of suspicious patterns.

The Pillow Killer: A Private Detective's Investigation
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​PART I: THE COMMISSION


​Chapter 1: The Grieving Daughter
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The call came on a Tuesday morning in late October 2024, eighteen years after Yvan Keller hanged himself in a courthouse holding cell. I was sitting in my office on Rue de la Sinne in Mulhouse, nursing a coffee that had gone cold an hour earlier, when my phone lit up with an unfamiliar number.

"Monsieur Beaumont?" The voice was female, middle-aged, with the careful pronunciation of someone who had rehearsed what they were going to say. "My name is Catherine Fournier. I was given your name by Maître Grosclaude. He said you handle... difficult cases."

Grosclaude was a lawyer I'd done work for—insurance fraud, missing persons, the occasional infidelity case that paid the rent. "Difficult" could mean anything.

"I handle a lot of cases, Madame Fournier," I said, reaching for my notepad. "Why don't you tell me what brings you to me?"

There was a pause, long enough that I thought the connection had dropped. Then: "My mother was murdered in 2003. The police say she died of natural causes. I think they're wrong."

I'd heard variations of this before. Grieving relatives who couldn't accept that their loved ones had simply... stopped. The heart gives out. The brain shuts down. Bodies fail, especially old ones. It's never satisfying, never feels like enough of a reason, but it's usually the truth.

"I'm very sorry for your loss," I began, using the gentle tone I reserved for turning down cases that would only waste a client's money and give them false hope. "But if the police investigated and found natural causes—"

"There was no investigation," she interrupted. "That's the point. My mother was seventy-nine years old. She lived alone in her house in Guebwiller. One morning in March, her cleaning lady found her dead in bed. The doctor signed the death certificate without even ordering an autopsy. Natural causes due to heart failure. Case closed."

"With respect, Madame, that's not unusual for someone of that age—"

"Her bed was perfectly made." Catherine's voice had an edge now, the sharpness of someone who had been dismissed too many times. "My mother never made her bed like that. She was practical, efficient. She pulled up the covers, straightened the pillows, that was it. But that morning, the bed looked like something from a hotel. Hospital corners. Not a wrinkle. The cleaning lady even commented on it."

I sat up straighter. Something in the specificity of the detail caught my attention.

"Go on."

"And things were missing. Small things—a painting from the hallway, my grandmother's cameo brooch that my mother always kept in her jewelry box, about three hundred euros she kept in an envelope in her kitchen drawer for emergencies. I told the police about it when I went through her things, but they said old people misplace items, or maybe she'd sold them and forgot to mention it. They acted like I was being paranoid."

"Were there signs of forced entry?"

"No. None. That's what they kept saying—no signs of a break-in, so probably she let someone in she knew, or maybe there was never any theft at all." Her voice cracked slightly. "They made me feel like I was imagining things. Like I was a hysterical daughter who couldn't accept that her mother had died."

I was making notes now, my interest genuinely piqued. A perfectly made bed. Minor items missing. An elderly woman living alone. No forced entry.

"What made you call me now?" I asked. "It's been over twenty years."

"Last month, I was at a dinner party in Colmar. I mentioned my mother's death to an old friend—I don't know why, it just came up in conversation. And this friend, her face went completely white. She told me her aunt died the same way in 2005. Same thing—found dead in bed, perfectly made, small valuables missing. Also in her late seventies, also ruled natural causes."

I felt the familiar tingle at the base of my skull, the one that came when a case shifted from routine to something more.

"Did your friend report this to police?"

"She tried. They told her the same thing they told me. Old people die. Old people have strokes and heart attacks. The missing items were probably sold or misplaced. She was grieving, imagining connections that weren't there." Catherine paused. "But then I couldn't stop thinking about it. So I started searching online. And I found articles about Yvan Keller."

There it was. The name I'd been half-expecting since she mentioned the perfectly made bed.

"The Pillow Killer," I said quietly.

"Yes." She sounded relieved that I knew. "He operated for seventeen years, from 1989 to 2006. He killed at least twenty-three people—elderly people, in their homes, suffocating them with pillows and then staging the scene to look like natural death. He stole from them—cash, jewelry, paintings. Small, portable items he could sell quickly."

"I'm aware of the case," I said. I was more than aware. I'd been a junior officer with the Haut-Rhin police when Keller was finally arrested in September 2006. I wasn't part of the investigation team, but everyone in the department knew about it. The man who'd gotten away with murder for nearly two decades. The suicide in the courthouse that had ended any chance of a full accounting of his crimes.

"My mother died in March 2003," Catherine continued. "Three years before they arrested him. Same method. Same type of victim. Same theft pattern. But she's not listed among his confirmed victims."

"How many victims did they confirm?" I asked, though I knew the answer.

"The reports said at least twenty-three. But when they arrested him, Keller confessed to one hundred and fifty murders." Her voice dropped. "One hundred and fifty. And then he killed himself before they could verify any of it. So nobody really knows how many people he killed. Nobody knows if my mother was one of them."

I stared at my notes, feeling the weight of what she was asking me to do. Eighteen years after Keller's death, she wanted me to prove her mother had been murdered by a dead man who might have been one of the most prolific serial killers in French history—or might have been a narcissist inflating his body count for posterity.

"Madame Fournier, I need to be honest with you. Even if I found evidence suggesting your mother was one of Keller's victims, there would be no justice. He's dead. There would be no trial, no conviction, no legal acknowledgment—"

"I don't want justice," she said firmly. "Justice is impossible. I want the truth. I want to know what happened to my mother. I want her death reclassified as a homicide, not a natural death. I want her name added to the list of his victims, so she's not forgotten. So what happened to her is recorded correctly."

There was something in her voice—not hysteria, not paranoia, but a daughter's fierce need to bear witness to her mother's murder. To not let it be erased by paperwork and bureaucratic convenience.

"I'll need access to everything," I said. "Your mother's death certificate, medical records, police reports if there are any, photographs of her home from around that time, a list of anyone who had regular access to her house. I'll need to know her routines, who her friends were, what services she used. And I'll need you to understand that this might not go where you want it to. The truth might be that she simply died, and the missing items are coincidence."

"I understand," Catherine said. "But I don't think it's coincidence."

"Neither do I," I admitted. "When can you come to my office?"

"I'm downstairs," she said. "I've been sitting in my car for twenty minutes, trying to get the courage to call you."

I smiled despite myself. "Come up. Third floor. I'll put on fresh coffee."



Twenty minutes later, Catherine Fournier sat across from my desk, a slim woman in her mid-fifties with dark hair going gray at the temples and her mother's eyes—I could tell from the photograph she'd placed on my desk. The photo showed a handsome woman with a kind face, standing in a garden with her arms crossed, squinting slightly against the sun.

"That was taken two months before she died," Catherine said. "She looks healthy, doesn't she?"

She did. Marie-Louise Fournier didn't look like someone on death's door.

Catherine had come prepared. She opened a leather portfolio and began spreading documents across my desk: the death certificate, signed by Dr. Philippe Marchand on March 18, 2003, listing cause of death as "cardiac arrest due to natural causes." A brief police report—barely a page—noting the discovery of the body by the cleaning lady, Madame Josette Klein, at approximately 9:30 a.m. No signs of distress. No signs of forced entry. No investigation warranted.

"The cleaning lady," I said. "Is she still alive?"

"Yes. She's in her seventies now, but still sharp. She said she'd talk to you if I asked."

"Good. I'll want to speak with her." I studied the photograph of the bedroom that Catherine had somehow obtained—probably from the cleaning lady. The bed was indeed immaculate, the coverlet smooth, the pillows arranged with geometric precision. "You said your mother never made her bed like this?"

"Never. She was practical about everything. She saw housework as a necessary chore, not an art form. That bed looks like someone staged it."

"And the missing items—did anyone else have keys to the house?"

"Just the cleaning lady and me. I lived in Strasbourg at the time, working as a teacher. I'd visit every few weeks." Catherine's jaw tightened. "I should have been there more often."

"Don't," I said gently. "That kind of thinking will eat you alive. You couldn't have known."

She nodded, but I could see the guilt hadn't released its grip.

"Did your mother use any regular services? Gardener, handyman, anyone like that?"

Catherine looked down at her hands. "A gardener. He came once a month during the growing season to maintain her flower beds and trim the hedges. She liked her garden, but she couldn't manage it herself anymore. The arthritis."

My pulse quickened. "Do you remember his name?"

"No. I never met him. My mother mentioned him a few times, said he was very professional, very respectful. I think she paid him in cash." She looked up at me, and I saw that she'd already made the connection. "Keller was a gardener. That's how he gained access to his victims. That's in all the articles."

"It's a common profession," I cautioned, but my mind was already racing ahead. "Did your mother keep records? Receipts? Anything with his name?"

"I kept some of her papers, but not everything. After the police said it was natural causes, I... I didn't think I needed to preserve evidence. I was just cleaning out her house so I could sell it." She looked miserable. "I might have thrown away the very thing that could have proven what happened to her."

"Maybe. Or maybe not. We'll work with what we have." I made a note: Find the gardener. "What about the stolen items? You mentioned a painting, a brooch, cash. Anything else?"

"A small jade figurine my father brought back from China in the 1970s. It was on the mantelpiece. Not hugely valuable, but nice. The kind of thing you could sell to an antique dealer or a junk shop for fifty or a hundred euros without raising suspicions."

Keller's pattern exactly. Small, portable, easily fenced. Nothing so valuable that its disappearance would trigger a major investigation.

"Here's what I'm going to do," I said, leaning back in my chair. "I'm going to investigate your mother's death as if it happened yesterday. I'll interview the cleaning lady, track down the gardener if I can, pull every record I can access about Keller's known and suspected victims, and look for connections. I'll need to request files from the police investigation into Keller—that's going to take some time and possibly some money for legal fees. I'll need to travel, possibly to Switzerland and Germany if the trail leads there. And I need you to prepare yourself for the possibility that we might not find definitive proof."

"But you think I'm right," she said. "I can hear it in your voice. You think he killed her."

I looked at the photograph of Marie-Louise Fournier in her garden, alive and well two months before someone—I was increasingly certain it was Keller—had pressed a pillow over her face until her heart stopped.

"I think the circumstances are highly suspicious," I said carefully. "I think your mother's death fits Keller's pattern too perfectly to ignore. And I think the police failed her by not investigating more thoroughly." I met Catherine's eyes. "But thinking isn't proving. If you hire me, I'm going to find out the truth, whatever it is. Are you prepared for that?"

"Yes," she said without hesitation. "Whatever it costs. However long it takes. I need to know."

I named my fee—daily rate plus expenses—and she agreed without negotiating. We shook hands across the desk, and Catherine Fournier became my client.

After she left, I sat alone in my office, staring at the photograph of Marie-Louise in her garden. An elderly woman who liked things practical and efficient. Who hired a gardener to maintain the flower beds she could no longer tend herself. Who died in a perfectly made bed with small valuables missing and nobody asking questions.

I opened my laptop and created a new case file: FOURNIER, Marie-Louise (2003) - Suspected Homicide - Connection to Yvan Keller.

Then I began to read everything I could find about the man they called the Pillow Killer.

By the time the sun set over Mulhouse, I knew this was going to consume me. Because Catherine Fournier wasn't wrong. The pattern was there. The method matched. The timeline fit.

And if Marie-Louise Fournier was one of Keller's victims, how many others had been missed? How many death certificates filed under "natural causes" were actually murder?

Keller had confessed to one hundred and fifty. Police confirmed twenty-three. Suspected forty.

Somewhere in that vast gulf between numbers, the truth was waiting.

I intended to find it.
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​Chapter 2: The Death Certificate
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The next morning, I drove to Guebwiller with Catherine's documents spread across my passenger seat and a recording device in my jacket pocket. The town sits in the foothills of the Vosges Mountains, a place of narrow streets and old stone buildings that have watched generations come and go. Marie-Louise Fournier had lived here for forty-three years, in a modest house on Rue du Rempart, until the morning of March 18, 2003, when her cleaning lady found her dead.

But before I talked to the cleaning lady, before I walked through the house where Marie-Louise had died, I needed to understand the document that had ended all questions before they could begin: the death certificate.

I pulled into a parking space near the town hall and sat for a moment, studying the photocopy Catherine had given me. It was a standard form, the kind filled out thousands of times a day across France, transforming lives into administrative data. Name, date of birth, date of death, place of death, cause of death. A bureaucratic reduction of existence.

CERTIFICAT DE DÉCÈS

Nom: FOURNIER, Marie-Louise Gabrielle

Date de naissance: 14 février 1924

Date de décès: 18 mars 2003

Lieu de décès: Domicile, 17 Rue du Rempart, Guebwiller

Cause du décès: Arrêt cardiaque d'origine naturelle

Médecin certificateur: Dr. Philippe Marchand

Date de certification: 18 mars 2003, 11:45

There it was. The official story. Cardiac arrest of natural origin. Clean, simple, requiring no further inquiry. Dr. Philippe Marchand had examined the body—or more likely, had simply viewed it—and concluded that a seventy-nine-year-old woman had died of natural causes. Her heart had stopped. This is what hearts do, eventually.

What the certificate didn't say was equally important. No mention of an autopsy. No toxicology screen. No indication that anyone had looked closely at the body for signs of trauma, asphyxiation, or struggle. Why would they? An elderly woman, alone in her home, found peacefully in bed. The narrative wrote itself.

I needed to talk to Dr. Marchand.



The medical office was in a converted townhouse near the center of Guebwiller, the kind of practice that had probably served the same families for generations. The nameplate outside read: Dr. Philippe Marchand - Médecine Générale. Below it, in smaller letters: Sur rendez-vous uniquement.

I didn't have an appointment.

The waiting room was empty except for an elderly man reading a newspaper and a young mother trying to keep her toddler from pulling all the magazines off the side table. The receptionist, a severe-looking woman in her sixties, regarded me with the expression of someone who had spent decades protecting doctors from inconvenient interruptions.

"Do you have an appointment?" she asked, though her tone suggested she already knew the answer.

"No, but I need to speak with Dr. Marchand about a patient who died in 2003. It's important."

"Dr. Marchand cannot discuss patients without proper authorization. Medical confidentiality—"

"The patient is dead," I said, keeping my voice low. "Her daughter has hired me to review the circumstances of her death. I have authorization from the family." I placed Catherine's signed consent form on the desk. "I only need a few minutes."

She studied the form with obvious disapproval, then disappeared through a door behind her desk. I could hear muffled conversation, then silence. Five minutes passed. The toddler successfully pulled down a magazine and was attempting to eat it.

The receptionist returned. "Dr. Marchand can give you ten minutes between patients. Please wait."

Twenty minutes later, I was ushered into a consultation room that smelled of antiseptic and old wood. Dr. Philippe Marchand was in his early seventies, still practicing, with the weary competence of a man who had seen every variation of human ailment and decay. He gestured for me to sit but remained standing himself, arms crossed, next to a desk covered in patient files.

"My receptionist says you're asking about a patient who died twenty-one years ago," he said. "I sign a lot of death certificates, Monsieur Beaumont. You'll have to be more specific."

"Marie-Louise Fournier. Rue du Rempart. March 18, 2003. You certified her death as cardiac arrest, natural causes."

His expression didn't change, but something flickered in his eyes. Recognition, perhaps. Or discomfort.

"I remember the case," he said slowly. "The cleaning lady called me. I came to the house and examined the deceased. She had clearly been dead for several hours. No signs of trauma, no signs of distress. An elderly woman who died in her sleep. It happens."

"Did you order an autopsy?"

"Why would I? There was no indication of foul play. No suspicious circumstances. The woman was seventy-nine years old with a history of hypertension and mild cardiac issues. Natural death."

"What about suffocation?" I asked. "Did you check for signs of asphyxiation?"

Dr. Marchand's jaw tightened. "Are you questioning my professional competence?"

"I'm asking what you looked for."

"I performed a standard external examination. There were no petechial hemorrhages in the eyes, no bruising around the nose or mouth, no signs of struggle. The body was in a state consistent with peaceful death during sleep."

"But you didn't perform a full forensic examination."

"I'm a general practitioner, not a forensic pathologist. I certified what was in front of me—an elderly woman who died in her bed, apparently of natural causes. If you're suggesting something different, you'll need more than hindsight and suspicion."

I leaned forward. "Did you know that Marie-Louise's bed was perfectly made? Hospital corners, not a wrinkle. Her daughter says she never made her bed like that."

"People do unexpected things," he said, but his tone had shifted, becoming defensive. "Perhaps she wasn't feeling well the day before and remade the bed for comfort. Perhaps the cleaning lady straightened it before calling me. I don't know."

"The cleaning lady didn't touch the bed. She called you immediately after finding the body."

Dr. Marchand was silent for a moment, staring at a spot on the wall behind my head. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter, almost reluctant.

"What is this really about?"

"Have you heard of Yvan Keller?"

The color drained from his face. That was answer enough.

"The Pillow Killer," he said softly. "He was arrested in 2006. Confessed to killing elderly people in their homes. Suffocation." He sat down heavily in his chair. "Mon Dieu. You think Marie-Louise Fournier was one of his victims."

"The pattern matches. Elderly woman living alone. Method consistent with suffocation. Minor valuables stolen. Death staged to look natural. And she had a gardener who came regularly—Keller's profession and his primary means of access."

Dr. Marchand put his head in his hands. When he looked up, he seemed to have aged ten years in as many seconds.

"After Keller was arrested, the medical community in Alsace received bulletins about his methods. Recommendations for recognizing potential cases of suffocation masked as natural death. I remember reading them and thinking..." He trailed off.

"Thinking what?"

"Thinking about cases I'd signed off on. Elderly patients who died alone, peacefully, in their beds. I remembered a few where family members mentioned small items missing. I told myself I was being paranoid. That I was seeing patterns where there were none." He looked directly at me. "But I've thought about Marie-Louise Fournier several times over the years. The perfectly made bed. The daughter's insistence that something was wrong. I dismissed her concerns. I told her she was grieving, imagining things."

"Could you have detected suffocation if you'd looked more carefully?"

He shook his head slowly. "Suffocation by pillow is notoriously difficult to diagnose, even in autopsy. If done carefully, it leaves minimal physical evidence. No broken bones, no defensive wounds if the victim is elderly or frail and can't fight back. The petechial hemorrhages I mentioned—they're not always present. A skilled forensic pathologist might find subtle signs: slight hemorrhaging in the eyes, minor trauma to the soft tissues of the face, but in an external examination by a general practitioner?" He spread his hands helplessly. "I saw what I expected to see. An old woman who died in her sleep."

"That's what Keller counted on," I said. "That's how he got away with it for seventeen years. He didn't need to hide the bodies. He just needed to make the deaths look routine enough that nobody would question them."

Dr. Marchand was silent for a long moment. "What will you do with this information?"

"I'm investigating whether Marie-Louise Fournier was murdered. If I find evidence linking her death to Keller, I'll recommend that her death certificate be amended and her case added to the list of his victims."

"That won't bring her back."

"No. But it will tell the truth about how she died. It matters to her daughter. It should matter to everyone."

He nodded slowly. "If there's anything I can do to help—records, testimony, anything—I'll provide it. I should have questioned the circumstances more thoroughly at the time. I should have listened to the daughter's concerns."

"You did what thousands of doctors do every day," I said, not unkindly. "You certified a death that appeared natural. Keller exploited that system. He was very, very good at it."



Back in my car, I sat reviewing my notes. Dr. Marchand's examination had been cursory but not negligent by the standards of 2003. An elderly woman, apparent natural death, no obvious red flags. In the absence of suspicious circumstances, why would a small-town doctor order an expensive autopsy?

But the circumstances were suspicious—Catherine had told the police about the missing items, about the perfectly made bed. And they'd dismissed her concerns. The doctor had dismissed her concerns. Everyone had taken the path of least resistance.

I pulled out the police report next. It was even thinner than the death certificate—barely three-quarters of a page, filed by Officer Jean-Marc Tessier on March 18, 2003, at 14:20.

RAPPORT D'INTERVENTION

Date: 18 mars 2003

Heure: 14:20

Agent: J-M. Tessier

Nature: Décès sans caractère suspect

Résumé: Called to 17 Rue du Rempart by Mme. Josette Klein (cleaning lady) who discovered the body of Mme. Marie-Louise Fournier, age 79, deceased in her bed. Dr. Marchand already on scene, certified death as natural causes (cardiac arrest). No signs of forced entry. No signs of struggle. House secure. Daughter (Mme. Catherine Fournier, Strasbourg) notified. Daughter mentioned possible theft of minor items but could not confirm. No evidence of burglary. Case closed.

Case closed. Two words that had ended the investigation before it began.

I needed to find Officer Tessier. If he was still on the force, he'd be in his late fifties or early sixties now. He might remember the call, or more likely, he'd remember nothing about it—one routine death among hundreds he'd attended over his career.

But I had to try.

I made a note: Contact Guebwiller police - locate Officer J-M. Tessier (ret?).

Then I looked at the third document Catherine had given me: photographs of her mother's bedroom, taken by Catherine herself a few days after the death, when she'd come to clean out the house.

The photographs showed a simple, neat bedroom. A wooden bed frame with that perfectly made coverlet. A nightstand with a lamp, a glass of water, reading glasses. A wardrobe against one wall. A dresser with a mirror. On the walls, rectangles of slightly darker wallpaper where frames had hung.

I studied the photograph closely. There had been four framed items in this room—you could see the outlines. But in Catherine's photos, taken just days after her mother's death, only three remained: a faded photograph of Marie-Louise's late husband, a watercolor of the Vosges Mountains, and a small embroidered sampler.

The fourth outline was empty.

That would be the painting. The one that had gone missing.

I made another note: Identify missing painting - get description from Catherine. Check local antique dealers and junk shops for sales records March-April 2003.

It was a long shot. Twenty-one years had passed. Records from small dealers were rarely kept that long. But Keller had a pattern—he fenced stolen goods quickly, usually within days of the theft. He needed cash, and he needed to dispose of evidence. If I could find even one dealer who remembered buying items from a landscape gardener in the spring of 2003, it would be a thread to pull.



I drove slowly down Rue du Rempart, looking for number 17. It was a narrow street of attached houses, most dating from the 19th century, their facades painted in muted yellows and creams. Number 17 was near the end, distinguished by a green door and window boxes that had once held geraniums but were now empty and weathered.

The house was dark. Catherine had sold it years ago. Someone else lived here now, going about their daily lives, probably unaware that the previous owner had possibly been murdered in the upstairs bedroom.

I sat in the car across the street, trying to imagine the morning of March 18, 2003. Josette Klein arriving at 9:30 a.m., using her key to enter. Calling out a greeting as she always did. Getting no response. Walking upstairs, perhaps already sensing something wrong in the silence of the house.

Opening the bedroom door and seeing Marie-Louise in that perfectly made bed, pale and still, her hands folded on top of the coverlet.

Had she screamed? Called the doctor immediately? Touched the body to check for signs of life? These were questions I'd need to ask her.

But first, I wanted to understand the document trail—or lack thereof. The death certificate, the police report, and one more piece of paper that Catherine had mentioned but hadn't been able to find: receipts or records showing who Marie-Louise's gardener had been.

Because if that gardener was Yvan Keller, the case was essentially closed. Not in a legal sense—Keller was beyond justice now—but in the sense that Catherine would have her answer. Her mother had been murdered by one of France's most prolific serial killers, and the authorities had missed it completely.

But if the gardener wasn't Keller, then either Marie-Louise's death really was natural, or someone else had murdered her using Keller's exact method. Both possibilities seemed unlikely, but I couldn't rule them out yet.

I needed more information. I needed to talk to Josette Klein, the cleaning lady who'd found the body. I needed to find Officer Tessier and learn what he remembered about that day. And most importantly, I needed to identify the gardener.

My phone buzzed. A text from Catherine: Found something in mother's papers. Old address book. Has entry for "Yvan - garden work" with a phone number. Is this helpful?

I stared at the screen, my pulse quickening.

Very helpful, I typed back. Can you send me a photo of the entry?

Thirty seconds later, my phone lit up with an image. Marie-Louise's handwriting, neat and careful, in an old address book with a worn leather cover:

Yvan - travaux de jardin

06.45.32.18.97

Just "Yvan." Not a last name. Not a company name. Just a first name and a mobile number.

It was a French mobile number from the early 2000s, back when mobile phones were still relatively new and expensive. A professional gardener having a mobile number made sense—it allowed clients to reach him easily, schedule appointments, arrange payments.

I forwarded the image to a contact I had at the phone company, a woman who owed me a favor from a case two years ago. Need subscriber info on this number, March 2003. Can you help?

Her response came back within minutes: Will take a few days. Numbers that old are archived. I'll see what I can find.

I sat back in my seat, staring at the green door of number 17 Rue du Rempart.

Yvan.

A gardener named Yvan who worked in the Guebwiller area in 2003.

Yvan Keller had been arrested in September 2006. He'd confessed to killing at least 150 people across France, Switzerland, and Germany between 1989 and 2006.

March 2003 fell directly in the middle of his operational period.

The pieces were starting to fit together, but I couldn't let myself jump to conclusions. I needed evidence, not assumptions. I needed to verify every detail, chase down every lead, build a case so solid that even twenty-one years later, it would be undeniable.

I started the car and headed back toward Mulhouse. Tomorrow, I would interview Josette Klein. Tomorrow, I would start building a timeline of Yvan Keller's known movements in 2003, if such records even existed.

But tonight, I would study the death certificate again, this simple piece of paper that had transformed murder into natural causes with a doctor's signature and a rubber stamp.

Cause du décès: Arrêt cardiaque d'origine naturelle.

If I was right, those words were a lie. A lie that had stood unchallenged for twenty-one years.

It was time to challenge it.
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​Chapter 3: Following the Money
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The problem with investigating a twenty-one-year-old theft is that the money is long gone, the jewelry has changed hands a dozen times, and the painting—if it was ever resold—has probably been hanging on someone else's wall for two decades. But thieves leave traces. They have to convert stolen goods into cash, and that conversion creates a paper trail, however faint.

I spent the morning after my visit to Guebwiller making a list of what had gone missing from Marie-Louise Fournier's home in March 2003:

Item 1: Approximately 300 euros in cash, kept in an envelope in a kitchen drawer.

Item 2: A cameo brooch that had belonged to Marie-Louise's mother. Victorian era, according to Catherine. Gold setting with a carved shell portrait. Worth perhaps 200-400 euros to the right buyer.

Item 3: A small jade figurine, approximately six inches tall, brought back from China by Marie-Louise's late husband in the 1970s. Catherine estimated its value at 50-150 euros.

Item 4: A painting from the upstairs hallway. Catherine couldn't remember the exact subject, but she thought it was a landscape—possibly a rural scene of Alsace. Small, maybe 40 by 30 centimeters. Signed, but she couldn't recall the artist's name. Her best guess on value: 100-300 euros, depending on the painter.

Total estimated value of stolen property: 650-1,150 euros.

Not enough to trigger a major police investigation. Not enough to make headlines. Just enough to make it worth someone's while to suffocate an elderly woman and stage her death as natural causes.

The cash was untraceable—it had simply vanished into whoever took it. But the other items had to go somewhere. Keller's pattern, according to the files I'd pulled from newspaper archives, was to sell stolen goods quickly to junk dealers, antique shops, and secondhand stores. He needed cash, not collectibles. He needed to dispose of evidence, not admire it.

If Marie-Louise Fournier had been one of his victims, those three items had passed through someone's hands in the days or weeks following her death. Someone had bought them. Someone might remember.

It was a thin thread, but it was all I had.



I started with the phone book—yes, the actual printed phone book, because in 2003, that's how small businesses still advertised. I found a copy of the 2003 Haut-Rhin directory in the municipal archives and photographed every listing under "Antiquités," "Brocante," and "Dépôt-Vente."

Seventeen businesses in the Guebwiller area. Twenty-three more in Mulhouse. Another dozen scattered through the smaller towns between. Fifty-two possible outlets for stolen goods.

Most would be gone by now. Small antique shops and junk dealers don't last twenty years. They close, relocate, get bought out, or simply fade away when the owner retires. But some would still be operating, and those owners might have records. Or memories.

I made a spreadsheet with three columns: Business name, address in 2003, current status. Then I started calling.

The first six numbers were disconnected.

The seventh rang through to a hair salon. The woman who answered had never heard of "Brocante Gerber" and had no idea what I was talking about.

The eighth was a furniture store now. The ninth, a bakery.

On the tenth call, I got lucky.

"Antiquités Vogel," a woman's voice answered, slightly irritated, as if I'd interrupted something important.

"Bonjour, Madame. My name is Beaumont. I'm a private investigator looking into some items that may have been sold to antique dealers in the Guebwiller area in March 2003. Is this the same Antiquités Vogel that was operating at that time?"

"March 2003? Mon Dieu, that's more than twenty years ago." A pause. "Yes, we've been here since 1987. What items are you looking for?"

"A cameo brooch, Victorian era, gold setting. A jade figurine, Chinese, about six inches tall. And a small landscape painting, possibly Alsatian subject matter. Would you have kept purchase records from that period?"

She laughed, not unkindly. "Monsieur, I don't even keep records from last year if I can help it. The tax authorities require three years, so that's what I keep. Everything older goes in the shredder."

"What about memories? Do you remember buying anything like that from a seller in spring 2003?"

"I buy ten things a day, sometimes twenty. That's two hundred items a month, over two thousand a year. You're asking me to remember three specific pieces from twenty years ago?" Her tone suggested I was insane.

"The seller might have been memorable. A man, probably in his forties at the time. Might have come in regularly with small items—jewelry, paintings, decorative objects. Always good quality, never junk. Professional appearance, polite. Possibly said he was helping elderly clients liquidate estates."

There was a longer pause this time. When she spoke again, her voice had changed, become more careful.

"Why are you asking about this?"

"I'm investigating a death that may have been a homicide. The victim's possessions were taken and likely sold shortly after. I'm trying to trace them."

"Which death?"

I hesitated, then decided honesty might get me further than evasion. "Marie-Louise Fournier. She died in March 2003 in Guebwiller. Natural causes, according to the death certificate. But her daughter believes she was murdered."

"Murdered by whom?"

"Possibly by Yvan Keller. The Pillow Killer."

The silence on the other end of the line stretched so long I thought she'd hung up. Then: "You should come to the shop. I don't want to discuss this on the phone."



Antiquités Vogel occupied a narrow storefront on Rue de la République in Mulhouse, sandwiched between a pharmacy and a restaurant. The window display showed a jumble of items that spanned three centuries: a brass telescope, a porcelain doll, an Art Deco lamp, a collection of military medals mounted in a shadow box.

The shop smelled of old wood, dust, and the particular mustiness of objects that had outlived their original owners. Every surface was covered with merchandise—tables laden with silverware and china, walls hung with mirrors and paintings, shelves crammed with books and figurines and mysterious mechanical devices whose purposes I could only guess at.

A woman emerged from the back room. She was in her sixties, thin and angular, with silver hair pulled back in a severe bun and the sharp eyes of someone who could spot a fake at twenty paces.

"Monsieur Beaumont?" She extended a hand. "Thérèse Vogel. Please, come to the back where we can talk privately."

I followed her through a maze of furniture to a small office that was somehow even more cluttered than the shop. She cleared a chair for me and sat behind a desk piled with auction catalogs and inventory ledgers.

"You mentioned Yvan Keller on the phone," she said without preamble. "That name brings back memories I'd rather forget."

"You knew him?"

"Not personally. But after he was arrested in 2006, the police came here. They came to every antique dealer and junk shop in Alsace, asking if we'd bought items from him. They had photographs of stolen goods recovered from his apartment—paintings, jewelry, small valuable objects. They wanted to know if we recognized any of them, if we'd done business with him."

"And had you?"

Her expression was grim. "I couldn't say for certain. That's what I told the police. They showed me maybe forty photographs. Some looked vaguely familiar, the way any nineteenth-century landscape or Victorian brooch looks familiar when you've seen thousands of them. But I couldn't swear I'd bought those specific items, and I couldn't identify Keller from the photo they showed me. I see dozens of sellers every week."

"But you remember something," I pressed. "That's why you wanted me to come here."

Thérèse stood and went to a filing cabinet in the corner. She pulled out a drawer, rifled through hanging folders, and extracted a thin manila file. When she sat back down, she placed it on the desk between us but didn't open it.

"After the police visit, I couldn't stop thinking about it. The idea that I might have bought stolen goods from a serial killer, that I might have helped him profit from murdering people—it haunted me. So I went through my old records, the ones I hadn't shredded yet. Purchase logs from 2003, 2004, 2005, early 2006. I was looking for patterns."

She opened the file and pulled out a handwritten ledger, the kind with columned pages for recording transactions. The paper was yellowed, the ink faded in places.

"I keep two sets of books," she said. "One for the tax authorities, very neat and official. And one for myself, where I note things that might be useful later—descriptions of sellers, odd circumstances, gut feelings about whether something might be stolen or fake." She tapped the ledger. "This is the second kind."

She turned pages until she found what she was looking for, then rotated the ledger so I could see. The entry was dated April 3, 2003:

Seller: Unknown male, 40s, professional appearance. Said liquidating estate for elderly client (deceased). Polite, seemed knowledgeable. Items: Jade figurine (Chinese, Qing dynasty?), small o/c landscape (unsigned, Alsatian scene?), cameo brooch (Victorian, good condition). Paid 280€ total. NOTE: Something off about him. Too smooth. Story felt rehearsed. Prices too good—didn't haggle. CHECK ITEMS CAREFULLY.

My pulse quickened. "This is dated two weeks after Marie-Louise Fournier died. And the items match exactly what was stolen from her house."

"I know," Thérèse said quietly. "That's why I wanted you to come here."

"You wrote 'unknown male.' You didn't get a name?"

"If I did, I didn't record it. Cash transaction, no receipt requested. That was normal for estate sales—people liquidating a dead relative's possessions often wanted cash payments, no paper trail, to avoid inheritance taxes."

"Do you still have the items?"

She shook her head. "They sold within a few weeks. The jade figurine went to a collector. The brooch sold to another dealer at a trade fair. The painting I kept for a while, but I think it sold in 2004 or early 2005. I'd have to check my sales records."

"Could you check? And do you have any information on the buyers?"

"I can try. The jade figurine—I might have the collector's contact information if he's still a customer. The brooch went to another dealer, I remember that much, but I don't recall which one. The painting..." She frowned. "The painting was odd. I remember now. It was signed, but the signature was almost illegible. I had it looked at by an appraiser who said it was probably by a local Alsatian artist from the 1920s or '30s, minor talent, worth maybe 150-200 euros to the right buyer. It hung in the shop for months before someone finally bought it."

"Could you describe the man who sold you these items?"

Thérèse closed her eyes, reaching back through twenty-one years of memories. "Medium height, maybe 175 centimeters. Medium build. Dark hair, I think, though I'm not certain. Clean-shaven. He wore work clothes—not dirty, but practical. Jeans, a jacket. Work boots, the kind a laborer or craftsman would wear." She opened her eyes. "He had rough hands. I remember noticing that when he handed me the items. Callused, like someone who worked outdoors."

"A gardener's hands," I said.

"Perhaps. Or a carpenter, or a mason, or any number of trades." But her expression told me she was thinking the same thing I was.

"After the police came in 2006, did you tell them about this transaction?"

"I tried to. I called the detective whose card they'd left me and told him about the April 2003 purchase. He took notes, said he'd follow up, but I never heard back. By then, Keller was already dead. The case was effectively closed. I don't think they were actively pursuing every potential victim anymore."

I photographed the ledger entry with my phone. "May I take this file? I'll give you a receipt and return it when I'm done."

"Keep it. I made copies for myself after I found it. If it helps prove what happened to that poor woman, it's yours."

"One more question. You wrote 'something off about him' and 'story felt rehearsed.' What made you write that?"

Thérèse considered the question carefully. "In this business, you develop instincts about people. Most sellers fall into patterns—they're nervous because they don't know what things are worth, or they're sad because they're selling family heirlooms after a death, or they're excited because they think they've found a treasure. This man was none of those things. He was calm, efficient, businesslike. He told me the story about liquidating an estate, but it felt... performed. Like he'd said the same thing a hundred times before and knew exactly how it would play. And he didn't care about the prices. When I offered 280 euros for all three items, he just nodded and took the cash. Most people would at least make a token effort to haggle, especially if they're handling estate sales professionally. But he seemed to just want the transaction done quickly."

"Like he was disposing of evidence rather than selling merchandise."

"Yes. Exactly like that." She paused. "Do you think I bought stolen goods from a murderer, Monsieur Beaumont?"

I could have lied to spare her feelings, but she deserved the truth. "Yes, I think you probably did. But you had no way of knowing. He was very good at what he did. The police estimate he killed at least twenty-three people over seventeen years, possibly as many as forty or even more. He fooled doctors, police, family members. You're not responsible for his crimes."

"But I profited from them. I sold those items and kept the markup."

"You ran a business. You bought items in good faith. The guilt belongs to him, not to you."

She nodded, but I could see the weight of it settling on her shoulders. This was going to haunt her, the knowledge that she'd been part of the chain that connected a murder to its erasure, that she'd helped transform stolen property into anonymous cash.



I left Antiquités Vogel with the file tucked under my arm and a growing sense that the case was solidifying. The timeline matched: Marie-Louise died March 18, 2003. Two weeks later, someone matching Yvan Keller's description sold her stolen possessions to an antique dealer in Mulhouse, just thirty kilometers away.

The items matched. The timing matched. The seller's behavior matched Keller's known pattern.

But I needed more than circumstantial connections. I needed proof that Keller had been in Guebwiller in March 2003. I needed to confirm that he'd worked as Marie-Louise's gardener. I needed to place him at the scene.

Back in my car, I called Catherine.

"I found the items," I told her. "Or at least, I found where they went. An antique dealer in Mulhouse bought them on April 3, 2003. The description matches what was taken from your mother's house exactly."

"Did she buy them from Keller?"

"She bought them from a man who matches his description and whose behavior matches his pattern. But she can't positively identify him—it was twenty-one years ago, she sees hundreds of sellers, and she only met him once. What I need from you is more details about the painting. You said it was a landscape, possibly signed. Do you remember anything else? The frame, the colors, any distinctive features?"

Catherine was quiet for a moment, thinking. "It had a simple wooden frame, dark wood, nothing fancy. The painting itself was... I want to say it showed rolling hills, maybe vineyards or farmland. Definitely Alsatian—you could tell from the style of the buildings in the background. There was a signature in the bottom right corner, but it was hard to read. I remember my father saying once that he thought it was by someone named Muller or Mueller, but he wasn't sure. He bought it at a flea market in the 1980s for almost nothing."

"Do you have any photographs of the house from when your mother was alive that might show the painting in the background?"

"Maybe. I have boxes of old photos at home. I'll look through them tonight."

"Good. If you find anything, send me high-resolution scans. Even a partial view might help." I paused. "Catherine, I want you to understand where this is heading. I'm building a circumstantial case that strongly suggests your mother was murdered by Yvan Keller. But Keller is dead. Even if I prove beyond any doubt that he killed her, there won't be a trial. There won't be justice in the traditional sense."

"I know," she said. "But there will be truth. That's what I hired you to find."

"Truth is what you'll get," I promised. "I'm meeting with your mother's cleaning lady tomorrow morning. After that, I'll start tracking down Keller's movements in early 2003. If he was in Guebwiller that March, someone will remember."



That evening, I sat in my office with Thérèse Vogel's ledger open in front of me and a map of Alsace spread across my desk. I marked three locations with red pins:

Pin 1: Guebwiller, 17 Rue du Rempart. Where Marie-Louise Fournier died.

Pin 2: Mulhouse, Antiquités Vogel. Where her stolen possessions were fenced.

Pin 3: Wittenheim, Yvan Keller's birthplace and likely base of operations.

The three towns formed a tight triangle in the southern part of Haut-Rhin, the whole area contained within a twenty-kilometer radius. Keller could have driven from Wittenheim to Guebwiller in twenty minutes. From Guebwiller to Mulhouse in thirty. An easy circuit for someone who worked as a mobile gardener, traveling to clients' homes throughout the region.

I pulled up the police reports from Keller's arrest in 2006. He'd been living in Wittenheim at the time, in a small apartment filled with stolen goods—paintings, jewelry, small valuable objects that investigators were still trying to match to victims. He'd confessed immediately to 150 murders but provided few specific details, as if the individual deaths had blurred together in his memory or simply didn't matter to him.

The confirmed victims were scattered across Alsace and into Switzerland and Germany. Most were elderly women living alone. Most had died in their beds, their deaths initially ruled natural causes. Most had been robbed of small, portable valuables.

Marie-Louise Fournier fit the pattern perfectly.

I made a list of what I needed to verify:


	✓ Confirm items stolen from Marie-Louise's house

	✓ Trace items to point of sale (Antiquités Vogel, April 3, 2003)

	⚬ Identify seller as Yvan Keller (circumstantial but not confirmed)

	⚬ Confirm Keller worked as Marie-Louise's gardener

	⚬ Place Keller in Guebwiller on or around March 18, 2003

	⚬ Find additional victims with similar patterns



I was making progress, but the case was far from proven. Tomorrow, I would talk to Josette Klein, the cleaning lady who found the body. She might remember details that hadn't made it into the police report. She might remember the gardener's name, or his vehicle, or anything else that could connect the dots.

My phone buzzed. A text from my contact at the phone company: Got subscriber info on that number. You're not going to like it.

I called her immediately. "What did you find?"

"The number you sent me—06.45.32.18.97—was registered to a prepaid mobile account. The account was opened in March 2001 and closed in September 2006."

"Who was the subscriber?"

"That's the problem. Prepaid accounts from that era didn't require ID verification. The name on the account is 'Yvan Martin,' but there's no address, no ID number, nothing to verify that name is real. It was almost certainly an alias."

"Can you tell me where the phone was used? Cell tower data?"

"The records are archived and incomplete, but what I can see shows the phone pinging towers primarily in southern Haut-Rhin—Mulhouse, Wittenheim, Guebwiller, and surrounding towns. Some pings in Switzerland, near Basel. A few in Germany, near Freiburg."

Exactly the geographic range where Yvan Keller had operated.

"When was the account closed?" I asked.

"September 18, 2006. The same day Yvan Keller was arrested."

I felt a chill run down my spine. The phone went dead the day Keller was taken into custody. Not the day he died—four days earlier. The day he was arrested and knew his freedom was over.

"Send me everything you have," I said. "I don't care if it's incomplete. Every ping, every date, every tower location."

"It'll take a few days to compile."

"That's fine. This case has waited twenty-one years. A few more days won't matter."

I hung up and stared at the map on my desk. The red pins marking the triangle of death and commerce. The prepaid phone that had operated for five years in exactly the same geographic area. The gardener named "Yvan" who had worked for Marie-Louise Fournier and disappeared after her death.

The pieces were fitting together, forming a picture that looked more damning with every new detail.

But pictures aren't proof. Not yet.

I needed Josette Klein to remember a face, a name, a vehicle. I needed something concrete that would transform a compelling pattern into evidence that could reopen a case and rewrite a death certificate.

Tomorrow, I would start getting those answers.

Tonight, I would follow the money as far as it could take me—from an envelope in a kitchen drawer, to a transaction in an antique shop, to a phone that went silent the day a killer was caught.

The money was long gone. But the trail it left behind was still visible, if you knew where to look.

And I was looking.

​
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​Chapter 4: A Pattern Emerges
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I met Josette Klein on a gray Thursday morning at a café near the center of Guebwiller. She had suggested the location—neutral ground, she called it, somewhere she could leave easily if the conversation became too difficult. I understood. We were going to talk about the morning she found a woman she'd cared for lying dead in bed, and that kind of memory doesn't soften with time.

She arrived exactly on time, a small woman in her mid-seventies with white hair and the careful movements of someone whose joints complained with every step. But her eyes were sharp, and her handshake was firm when I stood to greet her.

"Monsieur Beaumont," she said, settling into the chair across from me. "Catherine said you're investigating Madame Fournier's death. After all these years, why now?"

"Because her daughter never stopped believing something was wrong," I said. "And because I think she might have been right."

Josette ordered coffee—black, no sugar—and waited until the server had left before speaking again. "I've thought about that morning many times over the years. More so after they arrested that monster, Keller, and I heard what he'd done. The way those poor people died. The beds." She looked down at her hands. "The perfectly made beds."

"Tell me about finding her," I said gently. "Everything you remember, even details that seem insignificant."

She took a sip of coffee, gathering her thoughts. "I'd worked for Madame Fournier for six years, every Tuesday and Friday morning. Cleaning, some light cooking, running errands if she needed. She was a good employer—kind, fair, never demanding. That morning was a Tuesday, March 18. I let myself in at 9:30, like always. I called out 'Bonjour, Madame Fournier' as I came through the door. Usually she'd call back from wherever she was in the house, or come to greet me. But that morning, nothing. Just silence."

"Did that concern you immediately?"

"Not at first. Sometimes she took her time coming downstairs if her arthritis was bothering her. I put my coat away, went to the kitchen. There was a cup on the counter, tea that had gone cold. That was unusual—Madame Fournier never left dishes out. She was very tidy, very particular about her kitchen." Josette's voice had taken on the distant quality of someone reliving a memory. "That's when I started to feel uneasy. I called up the stairs. Still no answer. So I went up."

"What did you see when you opened the bedroom door?"

"She was in bed, lying on her back with her hands folded on top of the covers. At first, I thought she was sleeping. The room was so peaceful, so perfectly arranged. But then I noticed how still she was. No breathing. No movement. And the color of her face—pale, waxy. I've seen death before, Monsieur Beaumont. I knew."

"What did you do?"

"I checked for a pulse, just to be certain. Nothing. Her skin was cool to the touch. She'd been dead for hours, I thought. Then I called Dr. Marchand. He told me not to touch anything, to wait for him. So I waited downstairs, in the kitchen, trying not to think about Madame Fournier lying there alone."

"You mentioned the room was perfectly arranged. Can you elaborate on that?"

Josette's expression hardened slightly. "The bed was immaculate. Hospital corners on the sheets, the coverlet pulled tight without a single wrinkle, pillows arranged just so. It looked like something from a luxury hotel, not like how a woman makes her own bed to sleep in."

"And that wasn't how Madame Fournier normally made her bed?"

"Never. I'd been cleaning that house for six years. I'd stripped and remade that bed hundreds of times. Madame Fournier was efficient, practical. She pulled up the covers in the morning, straightened the pillows, and that was that. She used to say life was too short to fuss over hospital corners." Josette leaned forward. "But that morning, the bed was perfect. Too perfect. Like someone had taken time and care to make it look just right."

I made notes, though I'd already suspected as much from Catherine's account. "Did you mention this to Dr. Marchand or the police?"

"I told Dr. Marchand. He looked at me like I was imagining things. Said perhaps Madame Fournier hadn't felt well the night before and had remade the bed for comfort. I didn't argue. I was just the cleaning lady. Who was I to question a doctor?" The bitterness in her voice was unmistakable.

"What about the police officer who came later?"

"Officer Tessier. He took my statement, asked a few questions, wrote everything down very quickly. I had the feeling he just wanted to finish his report and leave. When I mentioned the bed, he barely looked up from his notepad. When I mentioned that some items seemed to be missing from the house, he asked if I was certain. I said I thought so, but I couldn't be completely sure since I was just the cleaning lady, not family. He wrote it down, but I could tell he thought I was wasting his time."

"What items did you notice were missing?"

"The painting in the upstairs hallway—I'd dusted the frame just the Friday before. A landscape, Alsatian hills and farms. When I went upstairs that Tuesday, there was just a darker rectangle on the wallpaper where it had hung. And in Madame Fournier's bedroom, the little jade figurine she kept on the dresser was gone. She'd had it for years, brought back from China by her late husband. She was fond of it, used to pick it up and look at it sometimes when I was cleaning. I noticed it wasn't there anymore."

"Did you tell Catherine about the missing items?"

"Of course. When she arrived that afternoon—she drove down from Strasbourg—I told her everything. She went through the house and found other things missing. The brooch, the money from the kitchen. She reported it all to the police, but they didn't seem interested. No forced entry, they said. Probably sold or misplaced."

I paused, considering my next question carefully. "Madame Klein, did Madame Fournier employ a gardener?"

Her expression shifted, became more guarded. "Yes. A man named Yvan. He came once a month during the growing season—March through October, usually. He maintained the flower beds, trimmed the hedges, kept the garden neat. Madame Fournier loved her garden but couldn't manage it herself anymore."

"Did you ever meet him?"

"A few times. He was always professional, polite. He'd knock on the door when he arrived, let Madame Fournier know he was starting work. When he finished, he'd knock again, show her what he'd done, and collect his payment. Usually cash."

"Can you describe him?"

Josette frowned, reaching back through her memories. "Medium height, maybe 175 or 180 centimeters. Dark hair, cut short. Medium build—not heavy, but solid. Strong-looking, like someone who did physical work. Clean-shaven, I think. He wore work clothes, always neat and clean even though he was doing garden work. Jeans, work boots, sometimes a jacket even in warm weather."

"How old would you say he was?"

"Forties, perhaps early forties. It's hard to say with certainty. He had one of those faces that could be anywhere from thirty-five to fifty."

"Did he drive a vehicle?"

"A van. White or light gray, I can't remember exactly. Nothing fancy. A work van, the kind tradesmen use. No company name on the side that I recall, just a plain vehicle."

"Did Madame Fournier ever mention his last name, or the name of his business?"

"Not that I remember. She just called him Yvan. 'Yvan is coming tomorrow to do the garden,' that sort of thing. I had the impression she'd hired him on a neighbor's recommendation, but I don't know for certain."

"When was the last time you saw him at the house?"

Josette's eyes narrowed as she thought. "It would have been late February or early March. The weather was starting to warm up, and Madame Fournier mentioned that Yvan would be coming soon to prepare the garden for spring. But I don't remember seeing him the week before she died. Of course, I was only there Tuesdays and Fridays. He could have come on other days."

"After Madame Fournier's death, did you ever see him again? Did he come to collect payment for work he'd done, or to ask about her?"

"No. I never saw him again. I thought that was odd at the time, but then I had other things to worry about. Catherine was handling the estate, arranging the funeral. The house was being prepared for sale. I just assumed he'd heard somehow that Madame Fournier had died and moved on to other clients."

Or he'd known she was dead because he'd killed her himself.

I didn't say that aloud. Instead, I pulled out my phone and navigated to the photograph I'd found in the newspaper archives from Keller's arrest in 2006. It showed him being led from the courthouse, handcuffed, his face clearly visible despite the poor quality of the image. He looked to be in his mid-forties, dark-haired, average build. Exactly as Josette had described the gardener.

"Madame Klein, I'm going to show you a photograph. I want you to look at it carefully and tell me if you recognize this man."

I turned the phone toward her. She picked up her reading glasses from the table and studied the image for a long moment. Her expression was difficult to read—concentration, perhaps uncertainty.

"Is this Yvan Keller? The Pillow Killer?"

"Yes. Do you recognize him?"

She stared at the photo for another moment, then set the phone down. "I... I'm not certain. It might be the gardener. The build is right, the age is right, the general appearance. But this is a newspaper photo from 2006, and I'm trying to remember someone I only met a few times in 2003. Twenty-one years ago, Monsieur Beaumont. I can't say with absolute certainty that this is the same man."

"But it could be?"

"It could be," she admitted. "The more I look at it, the more I think... yes, perhaps. Something about the eyes, the set of the jaw. But I wouldn't swear to it in court. I wouldn't want to identify the wrong person."

It wasn't the definitive identification I'd hoped for, but it was something. Another piece of the pattern.

"After Keller was arrested, did the police ever contact you? Ask if you recognized him, or if he might have been one of Madame Fournier's service providers?"

Josette shook her head. "No one ever called me. I read about the arrest in the newspapers, of course. Everyone in Alsace was talking about it—the man who'd killed all those elderly people, suffocating them in their beds, making it look natural. When I read about his method, about how he made the beds perfectly after he killed them, I thought of Madame Fournier. I thought of that morning, finding her in that immaculate bed. But I told myself I was imagining things. The police had said she died of natural causes. Dr. Marchand had signed the death certificate. Who was I to question that?"

"You weren't imagining things," I said quietly. "You saw what you saw. The perfectly made bed, the missing items, the gardener who never came back. Your instincts were correct."

"So she was murdered? Madame Fournier was one of his victims?"

"I believe so. I can't prove it yet with absolute certainty, but every piece of evidence I've found points in that direction."

Josette closed her eyes, and I saw her lips move in what might have been a prayer. When she opened them again, there were tears.

"I should have insisted they investigate. I should have made more noise, refused to let them dismiss what I saw. But I was just the cleaning lady. Nobody listens to cleaning ladies."

"This isn't your fault," I said firmly. "The system failed Madame Fournier. The doctor failed her. The police failed her. You did what you could with the authority you had. The blame belongs to the killer, and to the people who should have listened and didn't."



After Josette left, I sat in the café for another hour, reviewing my notes and making a list of confirmed patterns:

Marie-Louise Fournier (died March 18, 2003):


●  Elderly woman living alone

●  Found dead in bed, "natural causes"

●  Bed perfectly made (inconsistent with victim's habits)

●  Small valuable items stolen (painting, brooch, jade figurine, cash)

●  Employed a gardener named "Yvan" (description matches Keller)

●  Items sold to antique dealer April 3, 2003 (two weeks after death)

●  Gardener disappeared after death (never returned, never collected payment)



Yvan Keller (arrested September 2006, died September 22, 2006):


●  Professional gardener, used profession to access victims

●  Operated in Haut-Rhin, Switzerland, Germany (1989-2006)

●  MO: Suffocate elderly victims with pillow, remake bed perfectly, steal small valuables

●  Confessed to 150 murders

●  Police confirmed at least 23 murders

●  Used prepaid phone (alias "Yvan Martin") in same geographic area as Fournier residence

●  Phone went dead September 18, 2006 (day of arrest)



The pattern was undeniable. But I needed more than one case to prove it was truly a pattern and not coincidence. Josette had mentioned that after Keller's arrest, she'd thought of Madame Fournier. That suggested she might know of other cases, other deaths that had seemed natural at the time but looked suspicious in hindsight.

I called her mobile number. She answered on the second ring.

"Madame Klein, one more question if you don't mind. You said after Keller's arrest, you thought of Madame Fournier. Did you think of anyone else? Other elderly people you knew who died around that time, in ways that might have seemed suspicious looking back?"

There was a long pause. "There was Madame Richter. She lived three streets over from Madame Fournier. I didn't work for her, but I knew her from the neighborhood. She died in 2001, I think. Maybe 2002. Found in her bed, natural causes. I remember people saying her house had been ransacked, but the police said it was just a coincidence, probably happened after she died when someone realized the house was empty."

"Do you remember her first name?"

"Hélène, I think. Or maybe Hélène. She was a widow, lived alone. Kept to herself mostly."

"Anyone else?"

"Monsieur Lambert, on the other side of town. He died in 2004. Heart attack, they said. His nephew mentioned some jewelry had gone missing from the house, but he couldn't prove it, and again the police didn't seem interested." Another pause. "And Madame Weber in Soultz, about ten kilometers from here. That was 2005, maybe early 2006. Same story—elderly woman, lived alone, found dead in bed. Her daughter said some things were missing but couldn't prove it."

Three more cases. All elderly people living alone. All found dead in bed, natural causes. All with reports of missing valuables that were dismissed or minimized.

"Did any of them use a gardener named Yvan?"

"I don't know. I didn't know them well enough to know who they hired for services. But Monsieur Beaumont, if you're thinking what I think you're thinking... how many people did that monster kill?"

"That's what I'm trying to find out," I said. "Thank you, Madame Klein. You've been enormously helpful."



Back in my office, I pulled up the online death records for Haut-Rhin and began searching. Public death records in France are limited in what they reveal, but they give you the basics: name, date of death, place of death, age.

Hélène Richter, died November 12, 2001, Guebwiller, age 77.

François Lambert, died June 8, 2004, Guebwiller, age 81.

Marguerite Weber, died January 23, 2006, Soultz-Haut-Rhin, age 74.

All three within the geographic range where Keller operated. All three within his operational timeline. All three elderly and presumably living alone, based on Josette's descriptions.

I needed death certificates, police reports if they existed, interviews with family members. I needed to know if their beds had been perfectly made. If they'd employed a gardener. If small valuables had gone missing.
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