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  For Al


   

  If I were a maker of books, I would make an annotated register of the various ways of dying….

  —Montaigne
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  IT WAS ABOUT TIME the weather cleared up, Emilienne thought as she made her way along the towpath on this unusual morning of November 18. Her back had been acting up again. After countless days of driving rain, sudden rises in the level of the Loir, and an interminable fog, the sun had reappeared miraculously, lining the desolate branches of the trees with a luminous fringe and painting the facades of the village houses a rosy pink. It was going to be a beautiful day.

  Emilienne quickened her pace. It wouldn’t do to get there late today, what with the convention of American Proustians. But why on earth did they have to pick the month of November? Normally the events all took place in the summer. And there was enough work even then, when she didn’t have to deal with the heating and the mud…

  Emilienne had been “looking after” the Prousts’ house, as she put it, for over twenty years. She knew all the little nooks and crannies, had opened all the closets, and had seen more temporary personnel pass through than many a corporate manager. She was a native of the village, and in her newly renamed capacity as “surface technician” she was paid by the town government to maintain cleanliness and tidiness in the house of Marcel Proust’s paternal aunt Elisabeth Amiot, which visitors from all over the world insisted on calling “Aunt Léonie’s.” She shook her head in disapproval on her way by the wash basin as she thought of the pilgrims who periodically invaded the village, all with the same book in their hands, trying to find the “aroma of Combray,” as the current secretary would say. Emilienne had nothing but disdain for the “sickretaries,” as she called them, who had replaced each other at the house in rapid succession, each one as useless as the other. The last one was the worst. Gisèle Dambert. An intern, a pretentious Parisian who had brought in a computer and had ordered the lock changed on the room that served as an office. “Don’t disturb the office, Emilienne,” she would say sharply.

  “I really wonder what she’s up to in that office,” Emilienne would often grumble to the grocer’s wife next door.

  ‘You don’t think … ?” the merchant would answer with a knowing look.

  “With all these foreigners, nothing would surprise me,” Emilienne would go on, nodding her head ominously. “Mark my words, Mme Blanchet, one of these days there’s going to be a tragedy.”

  So far Emilienne’s tragedies had consisted of broken windows, a missing bauble, a tile that had slipped off the roof—all the imponderable little incidents that could make more work for her, upset the smooth operation of the house, threaten its status quo, and require the intervention of the repairmen — along with the secretary, her greatest adversaries. “No telling what she’ll have in store for me today,” she grumbled as she shoved open the garden gate, setting off the shrill jingle of the old steel bell.

  Everything seemed normal. The flower beds were ready for winter. The last leaves had been gathered up by the gardener the day before. The glass door of the orangery was closed. Inside, one could just make out the freshly painted rattan chairs, neatly lined up in rows. The way they get ready for these Americans, you’d think they were all God’s gifts to mankind, she thought. But they do bring in a lot of money, I suppose… Her eyes settled on the statue of the bathing girl, slightly askew on its pedestal in the middle of the main flower bed. The plaster, soiled and chipped in places, was lit up unflatteringly by the first rays of the sun. If they don’t want the frost to split it in two, we’re going to have to bring it inside, she said to herself. I thought Théodore had already done it. They must have brought it back out for the conference. First thing tomorrow, I’ll put it back, she concluded as she threw back the bolt on the door to the house with a violent twist of the key.

  The usual chill of the uninhabited premises reminded her of her first task: the boiler. She and the boiler were in a perpetual state of war, each of them wondering who would give up first. Not optimistic about her chances of success, Emilienne walked down the stairs to the basement and spent a little over an hour trying to “get the beast to go.” Then she started working on the ground floor, opened the shutters, mopped the tiles in the entry-way, dusted the furniture. Emilienne felt almost at home, as long as the secretary wasn’t there. And she wouldn’t arrive before 12:32, when the first train from Paris got in. Apparently there were no other instructions beyond the usual: “Make sure the lavatories are clean.” She had time to spare. Weary from her labors and drowsy from the warmth of the furnace and of the autumn sun, she was drawn inexorably toward one of the armchairs in the little drawing room, where she decided to take a rest before cleaning the rooms upstairs. She had not slept well, tossing and turning in a vain effort to ease the ache in her back. She dozed off almost immediately, a feather duster in her hand. From her mouth, slightly ajar, there soon issued a relaxed snore that sounded remarkably like the rhythmic purr of a satisfied cat.

  The shrill ring of the phone brought this restorative interlude to a sudden end. Emilienne woke up with a start and cursed the “sickretary,” whose silly precautions now prevented her access to the room from which the sound was coming. In fact, there was something unusual about this repeated ring. It shouldn’t have been so loud, so clearly audible. Unless … unless the door to the office was open.

  Forgetting her pains, Emilienne flew up the staircase, taking the waxed steps four at a time. When she got to the top, she saw at once that the door to the office was indeed ajar. Dumbfounded, she wondered whether she dared answer the phone. It would teach that secretary a lesson, but… She made up her mind in a flash. She pushed the door wide open and was about to put her hand on the phone when her foot ran into a kind of patchwork quilt with black and white squares. Startled, she took a step back, all the while staring intently at what seemed to be a large cloth dropped carelessly on the floor. Suddenly the scrap of cloth took shape: it had arms and legs and a black wig that lay in the middle of a red puddle. The cloth was a checked suit, inside which Emilienne saw what she took to be a dead Gisèle Dambert.

  Horrified to see her most secret wishes fulfilled in such a way and oblivious to the fact that the phone had finally stopped ringing, Émilienne ran down the stairs faster than she had come up and rushed into the street, screaming: “The sickretary is dead! The sickretary is dead!” In her panic, she failed to notice that the door to the street was unlocked.

  A few minutes later, she was seated comfortably in the room behind Mme Blanchet’s shop, taking small gulps from her second glass of cognac.

  “My God, it can’t be true, it can’t be true,” the grocer’s wife said for the third time as the game warden walked in, his uniform meticulously cleaned and pressed, his mustache trimmed to perfection, his eyes bright and lively. As children they had often played cops and robbers together, and Emilienne had had designs on him when she was twenty. But he had married a girl from Bailleau. Now he was a widower, and his sister kept house for him. Emilienne straightened up and pushed a rebel strand of gray hair back into the bun on her head.

  “So, Emilienne,” he burst out cheerfully, “what’s this I hear? What happened exactly?”

  “What happened? It happened that the sickretary is dead. She’s up there in her office. You can go and see for yourself. I’m not going back, I’m never going back up there. When I think that I was downstairs, asl—” She broke off just in time to keep from saying the forbidden word.

  “Are you sure?”

  “Of course I’m sure. I saw her with my own eyes, on the floor — in a pool of blood,” she added, suddenly remembering a fitting cliché from one of the few mysteries she had read.

  “All right, I’m going in. Don’t anyone leave,” Ferdinand ordered.

  The few moments he was away were filled with the incessant flow of Mme Blanchet’s useless prattle, which continued unchecked after the arrival of the dentist’s wife, who had come to hear the news. Emilienne, as tense as a wound-up spring, kept her eyes nailed to the door of the shop. She seemed to be awaiting a verdict.

  After what seemed like an eternity, the game warden reappeared, visibly shaken. He walked up to her slowly. “We’re going to have to call Paris,” he said in a dismayed tone.

  “Paris?” cried Emilienne. “Paris! Why not Chartres?”

  “Paris, because it isn’t Gisèle Dambert whose body is lying up there, Emilienne. It isn’t the secretary. It’s the president of their American society, the Proust Association.”

  “The president of the — Mme Bertrand-Verdon?” It was too much for her to bear. Emilienne broke out into a cold sweat and felt suddenly sick to her stomach. Her vision blurred, her breathing shortened. Her bony body slipped effortlessly from the chair and would have hit the floor if the warden’s arm, still as muscular as in its youth, hadn’t grabbed hold of her before she went down. At the age of sixty-two, for the first time in her life, Emilienne Robichoux had fainted.
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  AT THAT VERY MOMENT, Gisèle Dambert was desperately emptying her purse for the third time onto the counter of a ticket window at Montparnasse station. She was sure, absolutely sure, that she had put her billfold into the second compartment — the safety compartment that closed with a zipper. Behind her, people were losing patience. A mother with two children, one of them covered with chocolate and the other crimson with anger, tried vainly to placate them with an ever-more-exasperated “The lady will be done in just a minute!” while they screamed “Ma-ma!” over and over in perfect unison. A distinguished gentleman in a conservatively striped suit with a tie to match sighed markedly. Another, clearly less distinguished passenger said loudly, “Haven’t got all day, you know. Think I got nothing better to do?” Finally, having concluded a lecture for the benefit of her colleague at the next window on the disadvantages of the blind hem stitch in shortening skirts, the ticket agent turned her angry gaze back to the pane of glass that separated her from the waiting passengers and hissed, “So?”

  Gisèle gave a violent start and strewed onto the floor a pair of glasses, a small powder box, an address book, several pages of which promptly came unbound, and a silver pen that snapped in two. The mother with two children, seeing her bend down to gather up the jumble, gave her a subtle push, stepped resolutely up to the window, and waved an official-looking document: “Three one-way tickets to Chartres. Large family fare.”

  Just then, Gisèle remembered the shove at Châtelet station as she got out of the metro. The crowd had been so dense. She was surrounded by a group of adolescents who were shouting dirty jokes in Parisian slang above the din of their blaring radios. The stench of sulfur from the subway was as asphyxiating as ever, and in her clumsy rush to get by, she had caught the strap of her purse on the corner of a bench. The obliging young man who had helped her unhook it, and whom she had thanked so profusely, must have been a pickpocket!

  Despite her nearly thirty years, Gisèle Dambert was still naive and had never outgrown her childhood shyness. If she came across as haughty, it was merely because she was in a permanent state of anxiety. Always self-conscious about the space between her front teeth, she avoided smiling, and she wore unfashionably long skirts to hide her disproportionately long legs. In her family — a good provincial family solidly anchored in the outskirts of Tours but completely ignorant of child psychology — she had always been number two. Of her older sister her mother liked to say, ‘Yvonne is the picture of beauty.” The picture of beauty had gotten married right out of high school to a medical student who had become a very renowned rheumatologist. They had three perfect children, a spacious apartment in the center of Paris, a chalet near Combloux, and a villa on the coast, not far from Cassis. And they traveled. Yvonne was either just getting back from Egypt, or about to leave for Tokyo, or on her way to meet Jacques in America. She had her hair done by Lazartigue, got her luggage at Vuitton, and bought everything else to match. Radiant, delicately perfumed, she seemed forever to have just emerged from a gift-wrapped box, and when someone asked her what she did for a living, she answered in her melodious and provocative voice, “As little as possible,” or, when it seemed more fitting, “Oh, I paint enamels.” And it was true. She created charming scenes in shimmering hues that children loved: dolls seated at the edge of a window, tropical gardens filled with brightly colored flowers, exotic animals romping after each other joyfully. Her most recent series had been different. Islands.

  Yvonne would never have had her billfold stolen in the metro, Gisèle thought as she left the line and resigned herself to confronting the horror of her situation. For the simple reason that she never takes the metro, added an inner voice that she would never have admitted to consciousness before last night’s scene. She glanced at the arrivals/departures board above her. The train would leave in seven minutes. Cheating was not one of her strengths, but this time she had no choice. Selim’s name penetrated her mind with such sudden force that she stumbled. Selim would tell me to get on the train, she thought. Mechanically, she directed her steps to track twenty-two, strode past the garish orange of the ticket machines, and chose a compartment in the nonsmoking section of the train.

  The car was nearly empty, and she took an aisle seat in order to disappear into the bathroom at the first sight of a conductor’s hat. She began to relax and closed her eyes. Selim. Selim. Just the name was enough to drive her to the edge of tears — tears buried so deep she was incapable of shedding them.

  “Excuse me.”

  The scent of an aftershave — Eau Sauvage, she recognized it immediately, and in a flash it sent her two years back in time; she remembered the green hue of the bottle, she remembered … — announced the entrance of a tall, slender man who sat down gracefully in the window seat on the opposite side of the compartment. He put a book down on the seat beside him, the title of which she could not make out, and opened a newspaper. He could have sat down somewhere else, she thought, vaguely annoyed. There are so many other empty seats, and there he’s sitting with his back to the front of the train. She wondered if she should go and find another compartment, but the train jolted to a start just as she began to get up. She stayed where she was. The passenger across from her, utterly absorbed in his copy of Le Monde, crossed his legs and gave a sigh that one could have assumed was a reaction to all the bad news he was discovering in his paper.

  Somewhat anxious about not having a ticket, Gisèle did not dare to take out of her bag the thick sheaf of papers she always carried with her. Still, she was going to have to reread her conclusion sooner or later before giving it to her doctoral adviser, who was sure to be at the convention of the Proust Association and would no doubt ask her, as he always did, when she was going to be finished with her dissertation. She was finished. She had finished it over a month ago. She was going to have to tell the truth about these last four weeks. And about Adeline Bertrand-Verdon. She shivered at the thought. “Chicken!” murmured the mocking voice of Yvonne. “Chicken!” Yvonne had shouted at her a thousand times, watching her pitiful attempts at learning how to swim despite her chronic fear of water…

  The man across from her was engrossed in the foreign affairs section of his newspaper. Gisèle opened the latest edition of Proust’s Past Recaptured to a random page. It saddened me to think that my love, which was so much a part of me, would be so severed in my book from any particular being that different readers would apply it with perfect precision to what they had felt for others. …

  “Tickets, please!”

  She had neither seen the conductor nor heard him come through the door behind her. But there he was, standing in his uniform, with a slightly red nose and a face that looked less than friendly. What should she say? Gisèle felt the blood drain from her face. She reached mechanically for her bag and considered playing innocent and lying. She was granted a few seconds’ reprieve while her fellow passenger extracted a perfectly valid, neatly folded ticket from his briefcase. He handed it, with an offhand movement of his wrist, to the conductor, who punched a hole in it without even checking the date of validity.

  “Madame?”

  “I — I don’t have a ticket,” stuttered Gisèle pitifully under the unimpressed gaze of the conductor, who clearly had heard this line before.

  “That’s going to cost you a penalty,” he sighed, pulling a pad of ticket forms from his bag.

  “It’s just that… I don’t have any money. I was late. I thought I could pay … when I get there.”

  The conductor paused. She didn’t seem like someone who would lie. More like a trapped animal.

  “That doesn’t change anything. You aren’t permitted on this train without a valid ticket. Can’t you write a check? We don’t usually accept checks, but…”

  But she didn’t have any checks.

  “My billfold was stolen. I didn’t have the time …,” she said in a tone that seemed curt because of her anxiety.

  “Did you declare the theft to the police?”

  “No, I didn’t have time,” she repeated.

  The conductor gave an exasperated glance at the ceiling. “In that case, you will have to get off at the next stop. Versailles. In nine minutes. You can go and sort it out with the station master there.”

  “But I can’t do that,” she pleaded. ‘You don’t understand. I have to be somewhere. It’s a matter of the utmost importance. I’m on my way to a convention. The Proust Association convention. It’s part of my job …” She felt that everyone was staring at her and that she was submerged in an ocean of disapproval.

  “My job, lady, is to root out any passengers without tickets, and you —”

  “Excuse me, please.” Her fellow passenger had gotten up out of his seat and was opening a suede wallet, from which he extracted a hundred-franc note. “I’m also going to the convention. Allow me to take care of this. You can pay me back later.”

  Was it because she didn’t have any other alternative, or because of the kind twinkle in his gray eyes? Because of the way he looked at her — neither incriminating nor protective, but simply… observant? With a brief “Thank you,” she accepted. After grumbling about passengers who didn’t respect the regulations, the conductor gave her a ticket — with a suitable penalty and a lecture on civil values to boot — and went off to look for other victims.

  However unlike her it was, Gisèle looked her savior square in the face. He reminded her of someone. A television reporter? An actor? She had seen him somewhere. On television. A politician. A certain stiffness and an unmitigated seriousness made him look a little like the vice president of the United States.

  “My name is Gisèle Dambert,” she said with a smile, rather surprised to find herself offering him her hand so forthrightly. “I work on the manuscripts of Marcel Proust.”

  “Jean-Pierre Foucheroux,” he said in response. “I’ve only just read the first half of Swann’s Way.”

  She looked at the book lying open and facedown on the seat beside him, gauged the relative thickness of its two halves, and guessed, “Saint-Euverte’s dinner party. The first version —” She stopped short, afraid he would peg her as a bluestocking.

  “Are you a French teacher?” he asked gently.

  ‘Yes … well, I was… I’m writing a dissertation. It’s not all that interesting…”

  Intuitively, he understood that she preferred not to elaborate, so he didn’t insist. In his profession, he had learned to wait until someone was ready to communicate. He returned her smile and took up the book from the seat beside him, but not until he had confirmed his first impression of her with a quick glance. Her black eyes staring straight in front of her, the angle at which her head was propped against the headrest, the engraving on the wall above her: everything made her look like a living representation of Manet’s Repos.

  Unaware of his musings, Gisèle was grateful to him for not forcing her to speak. She would take up the conversation again in a moment. She felt exhausted by the ordeals of the previous night, as well as those that still lay ahead. Outside, the winter landscape of the French countryside, cut into frames by the windows of the train, displayed its shades of brown, gray, and black like a series of lifeless transparencies projected on a screen. Funny how he’d asked her if she were a French teacher. She had been one, briefly, some time ago. In a way, her whole life had been set out for her from the beginning. Even as a child, she would line up her dolls in rows and pretend that she was the schoolteacher, while Yvonne would dress up as a fairy, as a princess, as a “lady.” Afterward, the academic prizes at the high school in Tours had led, naturally enough, to the college at Sèvres, to her success in the national examinations, and to her acceptance into the doctoral program in Paris. She had always had to prove to her parents, in one way or another, that she was every bit as smart as Yvonne was pretty. The classroom had always seemed the only place where she would be at her best. If she could just trade in her student’s desk for a teacher’s lectern when the time came, everything would be perfect. Or so she thought, until the day she found an even safer place: the manuscript room of the Bibliothèque Nationale, the national research library in Paris. It was there, in fact, that everything had begun. And ended.

  “Swann is going to die, I suppose,” said Jean-Pierre Foucheroux suddenly.

  “Not for a woman who isn’t his type, and not any time soon. You’ve still got several hundred pages of him to go,” she told him reassuringly — she who had come so very close to dying for a man who was her type.

  With an assiduousness touching to observe, he went back to his book. Clearly, he was a man who knew how to read. He held the book at the right distance and didn’t try to rush. He turned the pages gently, without the slightest noise, at regular intervals. How rare to come across someone who knew how to treat a book properly!

  In the Bibliothèque Nationale, once you had gotten past the ill-tempered guards on the second floor and managed to obtain from the librarian — on the rare days when he was neither sick, on strike, or just not in the mood to communicate — the manuscript you had asked for, it was like learning to read all over again, like getting to see what goes on backstage, like plunging into a magic world of enchanted signs where mistaking an s for an n could have fatal consequences. On pages filled with a tiny script crossed out in a hundred places with black and scribbly lines whose abundance and complexity sent her into ecstasy, Gisèle was able to make out the word “moon” where others had seen “norm”; she substituted “pepperbox” for an obviously erroneous “powder horn” turret; she found an “innerly” that had been usurped by an “entirely.” One afternoon her manuscript, thoroughly blackened with penciled-in corrections, caught the eye of the reader seated beside her:

  “Are you rewriting Proust?” he whispered in a mocking tone.

  She looked up. He resembled a prince out of The Thousand and One Nights, disguised as a modern man.

  “My name is Selim. Selim Malik. No offense intended,” he joked in a half-whisper, offering her his hand. She noticed that it bore no ring and had fine skin and perfectly manicured nails. “Would you care to join me for a cup of tea?”

  That same day, she learned that he was a psychiatrist at Sainte-Anne Hospital and was doing research on literary representations of hysteria. That his father had been a Lebanese diplomat, and his mother a French actress who had been rather successful in avant-garde theater. That he was a vegetarian. That he much preferred Corelli to Vivaldi.

  It wasn’t until later — much later, in her tiny apartment on the rue des Plantes — that he told her about his wife Catherine and their two children.

  *

  “We’re almost in Chartres, but we’ll have a few minutes before we catch our connection. Would you like to have a drink? You look cold.”

  The tone of genuine concern in his voice did not prevent her from saying no. But to compensate for turning him down, she kept up the conversation, adding, “I was a teacher until two years ago, but for the last several months I’ve been the assistant to the president of the Proust Association. Mme Bertrand-Verdon. You must know her. She’s the one who organized the convention this afternoon.”

  “I’ve heard of her, and … about her,” he said, somewhat reserved. He wasn’t lying. He could still hear his youngest sister, a literature student, raging about a spread she had just discovered in a women’s magazine: “Another interview on ‘Proust and Me’ by Bertrand-Verdon. I don’t believe it! What a pretentious bitch! And her face! She looks like a witch from Disneyland.” Marylis was partly responsible for his being where he was that morning: sitting across from a sad young woman with an impenetrable face, waiting to catch a connecting train on the verge of an adventure that was going to change his life. Marylis was thinking about writing a master’s thesis, “Proust and the Women Writers of the South,” and when he had joked, “Hasn’t it already been done?” she had responded with the critical self-assurance of a twenty-year-old: “Oh, well, I’m sure it has, but badly. The old school.”

  Marylis had broken her foot the month before in the course of a foolhardy weekend of skiing (without snow!), and her first words when she came to after a painful operation had been, “Oh, shi—! Excuse me…” And a moment later, “This means I won’t be able to go to the convention of the Proust Association.” Then she had caught sight of him. “Pierre, Pierre,” she had pleaded, “don’t you have to be in Paris next November? Oh please, Pierre, please, take my place at the convention. You can tell me all about it. Please say you will.”

  Stretched out on a hospital bed, she had known perfectly well that she could get him to do anything. And he had said yes. And then she had fallen back into a fake but apparently peaceful sleep. But just as he was about to leave the room, she had opened a suspicious eye. “November eighteenth,” she had murmured. “Don’t forget…”

  Suddenly he realized that Marylis would have “adored” meeting Gisèle Dambert.

  *

  “Chartres! Chartres! Ten-minute stop! Change here for…,” thundered the almost incomprehensible voice through an intermittently working loudspeaker.

  Foucheroux moved aside to let Gisèle get off first. Was it out of courtesy, or to hide — if only for an instant — his limp? The limp he had had ever since the accident…

  “I’ll see you later, then. For the money,” she flung at him, without awaiting his response. He was shrewd enough not to mistake her escape for rudeness.

  The wheezing diesel train he boarded had several cars, and he didn’t catch sight of her again until they arrived in Illiers. The handful of passengers who had gotten off were all squeezed together at the exit gate. The moment was deceptively calm. Among the people waiting behind the white fence were several women from the village and two policemen in uniform who, seeing Foucheroux approach, stood up at attention.

  “Inspector Foucheroux?” the older of the two asked in an official tone.

  “Yes,” he said curtly, without wondering how they had recognized him. It had been like that ever since the accident. “Inspector Gimpy,” people were always calling him behind his back.

  “Sergeant Tournadre asked us to come and … uh … greet you. There has been a… uh … an accident. He would like you to contact him immediately.”

  While the officer spoke, the triumphant voice of Emilienne could be heard above the din: “Mile Dambert. Oh! I told you there would be a tragedy. The president is dead. I’m the one who found her. She was killed in your office.”

  Foucheroux turned just in time to see Gisèle totter under the effect of the shock and lean against the gray wall of the station to keep from falling. On her ghostly pale face, he perceived a fleeting mix of terror and resentment, but no sign of surprise. A moment later, he himself was surprised by the look of a tracked animal that appeared in the big blue eyes that were now staring in his direction. Royal blue eyes. Gisèle Dambert had blue eyes!
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  AFTER SHE HAD RECOVERED from the shock of the “gruesome discovery,” as it was called in the local press the next day, Emilienne found it impossible to keep still. She had made her sworn statement at the village police station next to the town hall with her eyes glued to the clock, begging the police all the while to let her go so that she could get to the train station in time to “alert them.” No one understood why she was so intent on “alerting” anyone at the train station, but since she was neither a witness nor a suspect, Chief Sergeant Tournadre did not detain her any longer.

  He had already dispatched two policemen to the scene of the crime to keep out any intruders and had reported everything to his superiors in Chartres, who had given him strict orders to sit and wait. It wasn’t every day that he had a murder on his hands. He was used to dealing with domestic quarrels, fights that had broken out among drunken teenagers, traffic accidents, and an occasional suicide, but there had been nothing really serious since last July, when the Favert boy had shot and killed his young wife in a well-founded fit of jealousy.

  Bernard Tournadre sighed. They were not going to leave him in charge for very long, that was sure. They were going to saddle him with the national crime squad and its cohort of specialists, who would descend on him from Versailles like poverty on the third world. They would already have alerted the D.A. He was not surprised when the receptionist buzzed him and said that the head of the crime squad was on the line and wished to speak with him. They had met once at an awards ceremony, and he had seen his face often enough since then in the newspaper and on television whenever an important case came up. The voice on the line was friendly, commanding, and distinguished:

  “Hello, Tournadre? Vauzelle. How are you? Tricky case we’ve got here. You know of course that Mme Bertrand-Verdon was a close friend of the wife of the minister of culture… That’s right…. So this is going to require a lot of tact on our part, if you know what I mean. And with all these Americans, we have to be careful not to set off some diplomatic incident that would get the Office of Foreign Affairs involved. We’ve got problems enough as it is, what with the GATT treaty, believe me! By the way, where are those Americans? At the Old Mill Inn? Good, good. Can you make sure they stay there for the moment? Oh, and Tournadre, not that I want to tread on your toes, but one of my men is already on his way. Completely by chance. I happen to know that he was going to this Proust convention because we had dinner together yesterday evening. His name is Foucheroux. Chief Inspector Jean-Pierre Foucheroux. I’d like you to have someone meet him at the station and ask him to call me on the hot line. He has the number. I’m counting on you, Tournadre….”

  Sergeant Tournadre put down the phone, gave another sigh, and sent Corporal Duval and his assistant to meet the unfortunate chief inspector, who was still blissfully ignorant of the Pandora’s box that destiny had in store for him. He already felt sorry for the man. Foucheroux. The name sounded vaguely familiar. One of Vauzelle’s favorites, no doubt, which in this case actually meant something, since the head of the crime squad was reputed to be a man of great integrity — a rare thing in the police force, especially at so high a rank.

  But it was respect, not sympathy, that Jean-Pierre Foucheroux elicited when he walked into the police station at eighteen minutes to one. He introduced himself courteously, apologized for having to use the phone straightaway and in private — as his orders called for — and thanked Sergeant Tournadre heartily for accommodating him.

  Ten minutes later he emerged to announce in an affable but firm tone, “Gentlemen, I have just been asked to lead the investigation. I know I can count on your generous assistance. We all want to wrap this case up as best and as quickly as we can. If there are no objections, I would like to call in the specialists straight away and to contact the Office of Criminal Records. Who is the medical examiner? How many detectives can we call on to carry out the preliminary questioning?”

  *

  “He’s a nice guy, this chief inspector is, for a Parisian,” Corporal Duval said to his assistant as they were going out. “Not at all pretentious. Very efficient, too.”

  “Oh, he’s no Parisian,” Plantard shot back. “I’ve got an ear for that sort of thing. I’ll bet you anything he comes from around Bordeaux. I go there every summer to get my year’s supply of wine, and I can recognize the accent.

  That’s where I get my Pécharmant ‘75 — your favorite,” he added with a knowing wink.

  *

  Alone with Bernard Tournadre, Jean-Pierre Foucheroux took a moment to put the sergeant completely at ease. They soon discovered they had a mutual friend, Chief Inspector Blazy, stationed in the south of France.

  “A real pro in rugby,” the sergeant said admiringly.

  ‘You can say that again. I had the bad luck once of playing on the opposing team,” Inspector Foucheroux said with a smile. Then, in a more serious tone: “I won’t keep you much longer. It’s lunchtime. I just need to ask you a few questions about the Proust Association before I go and see the scene of the crime.”
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