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Chapter One
A Floater in the Seine
“Hey, Andre.” De Garmeaux nodded at the floater. “Anything special?”
“Nah.” Sergeant Andre Levain shrugged. “It’s just another poor and anonymous soul who couldn’t take it anymore.”
A small group of onlookers on the street above stood in contrast to the pedestrians with umbrellas open and faces to the wind, refusing to even acknowledge their presence as they scurried past to their workplace. A line of buildings, windows impenetrable due to glare and grime, ignored the disruption and reflected and amplified shouts, bicycle bells and car horns. A few bleary-eyed faces were visible in a brightly lit café on the far side of the street as they read the papers and sipped scalding coffees.
It was another morning in Paris. Life had its logic and a certain pace in spite of all distractions. A barge headed past downstream. The faces in an open window ignored the event and the spectacle, intent upon their own business undertakings.
Andre shivered involuntarily. The slanting grey rain hissed down, making puddles jump and splatter with its violence. The river, serene in its relentless push to the sea, made its own contribution to the wetness of the sounds all around them as it lapped at the shoreline and gurgled past small rocks at the edge. His shoes squelched as he shifted from side to side on the narrow shore. There was a smell of rotting fish in the air, suggestive of darker events.
This weather always made his knees ache. The dead man bobbed face down in one of the recurrent eddies along this stretch. They looked on as one of the attendants reached with a borrowed boathook and dragged it closer. The junior was reluctant to grab it, but he waded out into the shallows when it hung up on a snag. They were all soaked anyway, even the boys in uniform with their glistening slickers, always dripping down the necks in his recollection. Even so, he wished he had one now.
Grabbing the corpse by the collar, the attendant dragged the thing up as high as it could go. Heavy and limp, probably weighing fifty or a hundred kilos more due to the passage of time and resultant soakage, he was going to need help.
This one didn’t look likely to come apart at the seams, and that was always a blessing. Andre pushed the sodden fedora up on his forehead, where it chafed from sheer weight and a long night.
“So where’s Gilles?” Hubert De Garmeaux and Maintenon went back a long time.
They were on the beat together. It was hard to visualize either one of them as a young man of twenty. De Garmeaux was tolerable, unlike some others, and treated Andre with familiarity. It was a kind of professional friendship. You would never know, with De Garmeaux, whether he really liked you or not. He gave no one any cause for complaint, whether they were a colleague or a customer. His partner, whom Andre didn’t know, stood gazing silently at the far side of the river, oblivious to the proceedings.
“The dentist.”
“Yes, it would take a lot to keep him away.” De Garmeaux gave a nod of sympathy.
“Hah!” Andre grinned. “What are the odds this bugger is going to have a wallet?’
“Slim to none.” De Garmeaux was probably right. “What are you doing here?”
“Swapped shifts with Couteau. His sister’s getting married.” De Garmeaux nodded.
“Just your luck.”
“I’ll be home in a couple of hours.” Andre was philosophic about the extra shift, and he might need a favour someday.
The money wasn’t everything.
“Something’s got him real good!” The fellow, Jacques, wrestled with the weight.
It was probably a submerged tree trunk, whole and entire, with the stub of one stout branch sticking out.
Whether it was suicide, accident or murder, these folks never seemed to make it easy for the police. Genial cursing came from Francois, the senior attendant, as he waded into the chill green water. His arms held high, he sighed deeply when his crotch submerged. With a hold under the armpits, one on each side, they dragged the decedent in and unceremoniously flopped him down beside the stretcher. They looked down at themselves, and Andre saw the younger one’s knees knocking from the cold. Excess water flowed out from their shoes. Their lips moved, but they had some sense of propriety, mostly for the sake of the audience. They kept it quiet as they got a proper grip on ankles and shoulders. An officer moved in to assist Jacques at the heavy end.
“Ready?” The younger fellow nodded, giving a flick of the head and a brief grin. “Heave, ho. Up we go.”
They put it down again at the base of the concrete seawall.
Andre Levain nodded grimly at the macabre cheerfulness of the meat-wagon boys. When they got home from work, no one ever asked how their day had been. They probably had an answer. It’s just that no one ever asked.
“I keep thinking Gilles will be along shortly.” De Garmeaux waited for them to carry it up the embankment, an affair replete with more carefully studied cursing, not so good-naturedly now, for the mud and the filth on their obligatory hard leather shoes was as slippery as hot oil on marbles.
An officer up above had a rope tied to the guard rails, and that probably wasn’t going to help much as no one had a free hand, but Andre was used to seeing such things.
After he and De Garmeaux made it up, they looped the rope around the bar at the top of the stretcher for additional pull from above. With a turn around the upper railing, it was a bit like a pulley. One man would take up the slack, and they could stop in place if necessary. With pushing and shoving from a pair of uniformed officers below, and the two attendants braced by whatever footholds and cracks in the sloping concrete abutment that they could find, the corpse was carried up to street level.
“Let’s have a quick look, then.” De Garmeaux studied the face and then shrugged. “Have you ever noticed they always lay them face-up?”
Andre rewarded De Garmeaux with an appreciative grunt.
“It’s more comfortable that way.” Andre was hardened, impervious to the coarse humour of his brother officers.
“Oh, look, it’s my uncle Raoul.” De Garmeaux’s tone was priceless, and one of the huddling gendarmes, face haggard in the early light, laughed out loud.
The onlookers muttered softly in the background, as Andre smiled for the first time since coming on shift at eleven-thirty last night. Jacques, having borne the brunt of unpleasantness this morning, squatted by the body and began checking the pockets for personal articles.
“He’s got a watch.” He checked more pockets, pulling out coins and some small bills from the gentleman’s right front trousers pocket.
He pulled a silvered flask from inside of the jacket breast pocket.
“That’s a nice coat.”
He looked sideways at the senior police officers.
“Good shoes.”
“Thank you, Jacques.” Bending, De Garmeaux pulled one off and took a serious look at it.
“Well, it’s not a robbery, anyway.” Levain pulled out his notebook. “No wallet yet?”
“No. Gin.” Jacques’ nose was legendary, although he could be a pest at times.
De Garmeaux put the booze aside with the watch and the money. The man had no rings, but the cufflinks looked nice, perhaps even expensive. Jacques gave the flask a longing glance, but knew better than to say anything untoward. He kept digging, but it was Hubert who struck pay dirt.
“He’s got a wallet, but no identification.” De Garmeaux grimaced. “Odd.”
“Huh.” Andre was unmoved.
“Yes, thank you, Jacques. Francois.” De Garmeaux’s eyebrows rose at the thought of the heap of missing persons reports, a heap replenished every single morning, in every town of any size or significance across the entire country. “Oh, boy.”
The boys put him in the back of their little van, bickering back and forth about which of them was wetter and more miserable. The voices of the crowd, and the people themselves, faded away. There was nothing more to see.
The hiss of the rain and the pushing of the wind through the sycamore branches, barely showing the first hint of green buds breaking open, lifted his hair and warmed his neck as a thin shaft of April sunshine cut across the city from the east.
***
The whine of the drill faded. Doctor Etienne spent an inordinate amount of time poking, prodding and peering into his mouth. He gave a grunt of approval at the appearance of his own work. Gilles lay in a puddle of sweat, fingers stiff and cramped from gripping the armrests.
“That should be sufficient.”
“Thank you, Doctor.” Gilles made as if to sit up, but Doctor Etienne, not the most fashionable dentist in town but highly recommended, put his hand on his chest in restraint.
“What? There’s more?” Gilles stifled a groan.
After screwing up his courage in spite of a life-long distaste for doctors in general and dentists in particular, he had been prepared to bolt if things got too bad. After the pin-prick of the needle, the pain was less than expected, but it turned out after some years that he was a gagger—an additional complication that he wasn’t aware of until the appointment. It might not have been so bad, if only the man didn’t have such a damnably complete set of tools, which he seemed to use and just as quickly abandon with cheerful dispatch. Etienne placed a thing, some gauzy cylindrical object between the upper molar and the new empty socket in his lower jaw.
“Bite down gently on this.”
Gilles subsided into the chair, glad that the ordeal was over. He watched as the doctor put tools and things on a tray, wrote in a file, and hummed a busy little tune, of which he seemed completely unaware.
“I’ll want you to come back in ten days.” Critical blue eyes gazed at him over the gauze mask.
“Of course.” Gilles wondered what it was about.
It must have been ten years since he’d been in, but the pain of a rotten tooth was driving him mad. What blessed relief.
“I always do a quick check to see if it’s healing correctly. Now, I’ll just put in a couple of stitches.”
Gilles endured it, tempted to check his watch, but since there was nothing he could do to speed the process along, there was little point. There were a few little jabs of pain in spite of the anesthesia, and then it was finally over.
The doctor stepped in a certain place and the chair lowered. Doctor Etienne extended a hand and helped Gilles up from the seat, then carelessly tossed aside his mask. Gilles, focused on the thickly numbed patch in his jaw, was nevertheless pricked in the lower back by small aches which he put down to tension and cramp. There might have been a little old age in there as well. His lips were rubbery and barely manageable.
“You’re a free man, Gilles.” He had an understanding grin. “You’ve been a good boy, would you like a sucker?”
“Thank you, thank you.” It came out just a little too fervently, but whatever happened in this room stayed in this room.
Gilles wondered if dentists thought that far ahead, what with sugar and tooth decay and all. He gravely accepted the candy. Plenty of grown men were afraid of the dentist, and at least Gilles had conquered that fear insofar as it was necessary to do so. The doctor opened the door and a wave of cool, clean and refreshing air hit him as he blundered through it. How could dentists stand the smell of their own work, no matter how much they charged? It must be a kind of love, he thought.
It wasn’t that dentists were bad fellows. Doctor Etienne was a fine person. But he just didn’t see how they could stand it.
***
After making another appointment, and enduring the social pressure of amiable but overly long goodbyes, during which Gilles wondered if Etienne shook hands with every patient he ever had after a visit, he stood on the pavement looking for an available cab.
He was just raising his arm in a desperate bid for attention, hoping against hope that the speeding taxi going past on the wrong side of the road was indeed empty and available. It was so hard to tell in this gloomy, overcast light, but a familiar black car pulled out of its parking spot forty metres up the road with a honk and the roar of a powerful engine that had seen some hard wear.
“Hop in, Inspector.” A youthful face beamed out of the driver’s side window.
The roar of traffic almost drowned it out, but he caught it.
“Henri! Am I ever glad to see you.” Gilles was almost impressed by this thoughtfulness, but it was not to be.
“Yes, well.” The humble words, spoken in a non-committal tone, spoke or implied volumes of things he was unaware of.
“Ah.” Gilles settled back on the hard-stuffed leather cushions as the car sped through traffic with little hindrance. “I had forgotten what it was like. Thank God, but it’s over with.”
He leaned back and closed his eyes. Only a few more hours and he would sleep the sleep of the damned.
“Sorry, Inspector, but we are in a hurry.” Henri squealed the tires going around a typically bumpy street-corner, and he became aware that this was not the way to the Quai.
“Where?” Gilles gave a quick shake of his head, sitting up again.
A fresh case should not surprise him.
“It’s not that one in the river?” Gilles listened to the radio in the mornings while having his morning coffee.
It helped him to keep a finger on the pulse of current events. This was the sort of bullshit statement they were trained to make in public relations interviews. Henri caught his eye in the mirror.
“Yes, that one, but another one besides. That’s where we’re going now.”
Gilles checked his watch with a sigh. He was hungry, but limited to soup for the rest of the day. He hadn’t had any breakfast, either, and lunch was still a couple of hours away. The doctor had told him to chew on the other side, which he had been doing for quite some time now anyway.
“Very well.” All in due time. “Try not to kill us on the way, s’il vous plait?”
Henri grinned, but kept his face turned to the road. So the floater was his then. Nothing he couldn’t deal with.
“Why, sure, Inspector.” It was no big surprise when the throttle went down a little harder. “Whatever you say, sir.”
There was nothing to be done about it. They all drove like that. The badge was an excuse for bad driving and a hardened outlook towards the slower breed of pigeon and even the occasional unwary pedestrian, who at least rated a quick blast on the horn.
Gilles grimaced as a set of handlebars came perilously close to the right wing-mounted mirror. A white-faced cyclist made a rude gesture, but Henri repressed the urge to respond. The official car might be remembered.
“Oh, don’t you worry, Inspector. We have a real beauty lined up for you today.” Henri looked back in the mirror at an attentive Gilles Maintenon. “I think we can safely promise you this much, Inspector. You are really going to love this one.”
The subdued chatter on the radio, turned down but always there, reminded that crime and human tragedy never slept.
***
Henri parked in front of the building, a four-storey maison in the Rue Duvivier, with a line of dormer windows above that. A gaggle of spectators muttered at their arrival. There were no shouted questions from the one or two reporters present, which was unusual. On the right leaf of a pair of imposing, ten-foot tall walnut doors, a simple bronze plaque proclaimed to the world that this was the home of Theodore Duval. The name rang a bell, but Gilles couldn’t immediately place it. Henri came around and let him out, befitting his status, as if he couldn’t or shouldn’t operate a door. The man was an industrialist. Gilles had read something about him in the papers. On this block was a Utopian mix of flats, hotels, and typical for Paris, private palaces, all or most with adjoining walls and zero clearance. It was only the facades that showed individuality. It wasn’t immediately clear if there was an alley or if the rear walls were shared with the next block.
Duval’s facade was sort of hung, he’d actually watched some workmen do it once, in a nice white Norwegian marble, with bronze framing at every opening, and with a smoked flat slab of glass in windows and doorway. At ground level were ornate awnings covered with chocolate brown and gold trimmed material. There were a number of bays up above, and a pair of balconies linked by a narrow walk on the third floor. On the fourth floor were two small balconies, one at each end. The railings were of wrought iron.
“Nice.” Gilles stood regarding the imposing edifice.
The curved drive, arcing in from the street, fronted right on the steps, and then bent back out to another exit. There was a low, thick stone wall joining the two entry drives. Iron gates provided night-time security, although he wondered if they were ever actually used. The house was a statement in reserved elegance. ‘Le Faubourg’ its ancient designation, was one of the most fashionable neighbourhoods in Paris.
“Sure beats a soaker from the river.” Henri grinned, and Gilles couldn’t dispute it.
“With a little bit of luck, I’m thinking they make a pretty good cup of coffee.” Henri hustled up the steps to where a bored gendarme rocked on his heels and calmly surveyed the onlookers without actually engaging in eye contact with anyone.
“Bonjour, Inspector.”
Following more slowly, Gilles returned the gendarme’s sketchy salute and entered the dark interior, blinking after the harsh light of the street outside.
His jaw felt like a giant bee had stung him. It was surprising how quickly it came on.
The floor was marble, as were columns flanking an arch that led into another salon. It had a formal look to it, despite or perhaps because of a blend of rococo design elements and some modern Scandinavian furniture. The whole was rendered more cheerful by well-chosen potted plants in Greek urns, and yet it had a contrived look. This was no womanly influence, turning a building of stone and mortar into a home. This was by design, and expensive design at that. The ground floor was for receptions and formal social events. It was the usual layout for a house of this class.
“What do you think, Inspector?”
“I’m thinking homicide.”
“Ah, you’re such a great kidder, Inspector.” With an outstretched arm, Henri indicated what must be the entrance to an elevator. “It’s a little tight. Just push the button for the third floor.”
“And you?” Gilles asked with raised eyebrows.
“There must be a kitchen here somewhere.” Henri nudged him on the elbow. “Don’t be shy, sir. Oh, you are in for a wonderful time!”
With that the rascal turned and headed for a smaller alcove to the left of the entrance hall where nothing was revealed except a small piece of blank wall and a quick turn to the right.
***
“Gilles, I’m glad you’re here. We’re just about to pick the lock. Take a peek.” Rene Lavoie gestured to the keyhole, a big old-fashioned skeleton type lock.
“Apparent suicide, eh?”
They stood in the hallway, outside the private study of Theodore Duval. This was where the man worked on his inventions, which were legion, and where he had his private papers, including technical drawings and patent applications. This was according to Rene. He had gotten all of this from the housekeeper, who waited further questioning downstairs. Gilles remembered the name now, all right. Perhaps there was something interesting here after all.
“What do I expect to see?” Gilles spoke in a level tone but the fact was his jaw was beginning to ache in earnest and his patience was running out.
The psychological release of having the thing done with was over, and all he wanted now was to lie on the couch, lick his wounds, and get some rest after weeks of sleepless nights.
“There’s a dead man in there.” Rene gave Gilles a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing you haven’t seen before.”
Gilles bent and peered through the keyhole. There was always a little shock of adrenalin in the guts, but it was no big emotional trauma.
“He’s dead all right.”
It was not a pretty picture.
“All right, be careful, we want to examine that lock.” Rene waved forward Albert Giroux, the lab specialist who would eventually be called upon to testify as to his actions and observations here today.
“This is a double-action lock.” Giroux thought for a second. “The key can be reinserted, and the inner cylinder unlocked by rotating in the opposite direction.”
People locked or unlocked interior doors, but didn’t necessarily leave the key in the hole. They often took the keys with them rather than leave them in. In that sense, it was different from a jewelry box or a chest, which only had access for a key on one side.
“Do me a favour. Can you shoot a picture through the keyhole?” Gilles shrugged.
Giroux’s eyebrows rose, but he nodded in the affirmative. He sorted through another black bag and came up with another lens. This one required the use of a sturdy collapsible tripod, and more time. The man was maddeningly thorough, looking around inside the mechanism with the aid of special lenses, mirrors, and yet another tiny camera, all of this accompanied by the taking of extensive notes. Giroux was a mumbler, a habit which Gilles could live with if only he would hurry up.
“There’s no other key?”
Rene shrugged tolerantly.
“That’s what they say.”
Gilles nodded. Nothing was ever taken at face value.
“Who do we think it is? Monsieur Duval, I presume?”
Rene nodded in agreement.
“That’s what they say.”
Gilles studied Rene for a moment, intent upon his own physical misery.
“So how have you been?”
Rene gave him an odd look.
“That hardly enters into the equation.” Gilles had the feeling he had missed something. He didn’t know how to ask, when it came to personal details from a friend.
“Sorry. It’s just that my jaw is killing me.” Gilles pointed to his right cheek. “Dentist pulled a molar.”
“Ah.” Rene accepted this without comment.
There was a long silence as they watched Giroux. He went into his valise and carefully sorted through an extensive collection of skeleton-type keys in assorted sizes. A squad of investigators and the ubiquitous meat-wagon boys hovered at the far end of the hallway, unwilling to engage in pleasantries with the higher echelons. Perhaps it was conversation with Giroux they feared. Photographs, fingerprints, blood-spatters, dead bodies, this was what interested them. Mere locks were beneath their interest, somebody else’s department, but of course Giroux was a bit of a bug on the subject of mechanical security devices.
The odd rumble of voices was easily ignored. A quick burst of laughter from down there drew a quick glance, but they were all familiar with the routine by now. Hushed and reverent silence for the dead would have been too much to expect.
“This one should do it. This model should turn easily.” There came a sound and Giroux withdrew the key. “Wait.”
Suppressing a growl, Gilles watched the man take another set of his damnably peculiar photos, and while he admired his determination to leave absolutely nothing to chance, there was a dead person with their face blown off in the next room. Finally Giroux’s gloved hand gripped the knob just so, theoretically preserving any prints that might be there, and he turned the knob with authority. There would either be no prints, or more likely, a million prints. It was that kind of a day.
“After you, gentlemen.” Gilles nodded thanks.
Giroux was used to faint praise, and immediately set to work examining the frame, the latch, the striker plate, and the inner portion of the mechanism. Clearly Giroux loved his work. Gilles wondered why the key wasn’t in the lock. Men especially, kept them on a chain attached to their belt. Surely the housekeeper must have a key.
A man’s is defined by his actions, and in some ways they were a lot alike. In his own case, he would have shown up on the job the day after someone sawed a leg off. The word on Giroux was that he had never missed a day’s work in seventeen years, except of course for his stint in the Army.
Gilles wondered if Giroux suffered nightmares.
Chapter Two
A grisly scene
Rene held up a hand, and the more eager of the specialists, notably the fingerprint fellow, froze in the doorway.
It was a grisly scene. There was a suicide note.
‘I love you…’ The next two words were illegible.
“Damn it.”
Gilles tried to avoid the major blood spatters. The note was incomplete. There was a large-calibre pistol on the floor in front of the decedent. There were enough blood spatters to satisfy anybody. His legs were sprawled out in front of him, and his arms hung limp.
“I’m sorry…” The words on the paper had been written in haste, or a state of extreme agitation.
The pen was right there.
“Stuck it in his moth and pulled the trigger.” This from the fingerprint man, whom Gilles thought was Boulanger.
They ignored him.
“If he stuck it in his mouth, it sort of rules out an accident.” Giroux’s dry humour was not without merit.
“Well, well, well.” Rene raised an eyebrow at Gilles. “What do you think?”
“It certainly looks like a suicide.”
“That’s just what I was thinking.” Rene waited.
There was a long silence, as Gilles took in the drawing tables, shelves with heaps of rolled-up drawings, strong overhead lights, a small couch and coffee table over in front of the windows. He strolled around the far parts of what was a fairly large room, keeping out of the way of the others while they worked at documenting the scene.
“Interesting.”
“What is it, Gilles?” Rene came over and had a look.
“It’s a book on hypnotism.”
Gilles looked around with a speculative look.
“Monsieur Duval was a very wealthy man.” Rene nodded in agreement.
“He was famous. What are you thinking, Gilles?”
“We had better cover our asses on this one, no matter what.” Gilles stood looking down at the book on the coffee table. “This was a room for work. What is this book doing here?”
Rene turned and beckoned at the doorway.
“All right gentlemen, we are treating this as a crime scene until further notice.”
The silent and invisible cheer that went through the room was almost palpable. It had been a slow week, and this looked like a deviation from the norm, if nothing more.
“Take the pockets.” Another fellow, Le Bref, started going through them one by one, after a few quick snapshots by the photo technician.
“Here are the keys.” Le Bref jingled them, and there were one or two dark skeleton-type keys on there.
“What are you thinking, Gilles?’
“Two things, first, if there was only one key, he might very well keep it on him. But, why didn’t he finish the note? And why lock the door at all? It was his house.”
“A little unusual. Was he hurried for some reason? Ten pages would have been more like it.” Rene looked around the room. “Huh.”
“Interesting.”
Henri poked his head in the door.
“Inspector?”
“Oui?”
“There’s coffee and cake in the salon, if you’d like to meet the rest of the family.”
His eyes met Rene’s.
“You want me to take this?”
“Yes, I’ll be down in a few minutes. Gilles…I go in for my operation tomorrow.”
Maintenon’s jaw almost dropped, sending him a sharp jab of pain, but he quickly recovered. Of course! Rene had lung cancer. People told him things and sometimes it was like it went in one ear and out the other. It was like a trap door opening up underneath him sometimes, for Rene was an old friend. His own misery was blinding him to the sufferings of others.
Slapping him on the arm, Gilles turned and marched off to find the elevator, although he was sure there must be a proper set of stairs somewhere in the building. What must Rene be feeling right now?
“Second floor, at the front.” Gilles was tempted to follow Henri and use the stairs, but to be afraid of the dentist, something he had been moaning about for weeks, and then to refuse to use the elevator might be to lose the respect of the men, and that was simply unnecessary. It was just a stuffy little elevator, and not that bad, really.
It sure beat lung cancer.
***
When Gilles entered the second floor salon, the gentlemen rose as if to shake hands, while the women remained seated.
An athletic young man of stocky build and with shoulders as big as Andre Levain’s began the introductions.
“This is Hermione Fontaine, our housekeeper.” The lady nodded politely and Gilles nodded in return.
“First of all, who are you, sir? And who discovered the body?” At that moment, Henri arrived, and behind him came another servant pushing a cart laden with coffee and cups, and something under a polished silver dome.
That would be the cake, then.
“I am Alexis Ferrauld, Monsieur Duval’s bodyguard. I found the door locked, and when I looked in through the keyhole…well, you know.”
“Do you live on the premises?”
“Yes.” Alexis went on. “Third floor. It’s the back bedroom, the hallway on the right.”
Nodding, Gilles pulled his notebook and pen out of a side jacket pocket as Henri hastened to do the same. Gilles wrote the names down as Alexis continued with his story. It was one of those houses that required a floor plan in the case notes. Henri had an air of repressed triumph about him, but perhaps Gilles was mistaken.
“I knocked a couple of times, as it was most unusual for Monsieur Duval not to be available first thing in the morning. He considered it his most productive time of the day.”
“Ah.” Gilles scribbled and waited.
They would tell their story in their own way, and it was sometimes best to just let it flow naturally.
“I called for Madame Fontaine. Emilie, the housemaid came as well. After seeing for themselves, we were going to break the door down, but Frederic, he is our driver, insisted upon calling the police.” He gave a nod to an older man, very grave and looking like he was recovering from a bout of crying. “He was right, of course.”
“Yes, very commendable. The normal reaction is to break the door down. You did the right thing. Who is Monsieur Duval’s next of kin? Are they in town here?”
Alexis clammed up, shrugged helplessly, and looked to Hermione for support.
She was angry, it was at the forefront of her grief.
“He had a brother. His sister lives in Martinique.”
“Had?” Gilles waited, pen poised over the pale blue lines ruled upon the notebook page. “We’ll need to speak to Emilie as well.”
“That’s me, sir.” The housemaid bobbed her head and retreated to the far corner of the room, where she stood in a formal pose of attention, chin up, very straight and with hands comfortably clasped at her waist.
Her eyes looked off into some vast and empty space known only to the servile classes.
“Monsieur Alain lives in town, yes, sir. I will get you the address.” Her lips were tight, and she was struggling with the emotions.
Alexis shrugged, giving Gilles an expressive look, as if to imply that he could go no further at the moment. It was a complex set of relationships, nothing new here. He could almost fill in the blanks. Duval was a self-made man. His brother wasn’t, so much, and Alexis had some professional discretion.
“We will need a proper identification.” This was from Henri, who had a habit of sticking an oar in, unwelcome as it was sometimes, although it was useful at others.
Henri was available, and Andre would turn up when he could. Gilles let it drop momentarily.
“And you, sir?” The other gentlemen extended a hand.
“I am Jules Charpentier, plant manager for all domestic operations.” Gilles gave it a brief shake, noting it was a professional handshake with little pressure. “I arrived shortly after nine.”
It was pro forma, and while a bit damp, the man did not try to crush his hand in an effort to impress. He knew better. To gain an impression, Gilles smiled faintly and extended his hand to Alexis, whose hand was dry and hard, and very strong. This man could break bones if he squeezed, Gilles understood that instantly, but the man was aware of his strength and surprisingly gentle.
Frederic, who had subsided into his seat again, rose with alacrity and came up to shake with Gilles. He squeezed Gilles’ hand, pumping it up and down quickly and for slightly too long.
“Pleased to meet you.” It was an Americanism, and an unfortunate attempt at pleasantry. “Frederic Maillot. I have been Monsieur Duval’s…I was his chauffeur for nine years.”
He clammed up suddenly, eyes moist with tears, and wordlessly returned to his seat, where he sat looking out the window, seemingly oblivious to his surroundings. Stiff as a board, his shoulders suddenly slumped and he allowed himself some visible emotions.
“I can identify…the body for you.” It was the other woman in the room, a tall, willowy blonde girl who looked vaguely familiar.
She burst into tears and covered her face with her hands. Madame Fontaine clamped her lips shut in disapproval and looked away in a decisive gesture.
“And she is…?” Gilles asked Alexis in a quiet tone.
“A very good friend of Monsieur Duval’s.” Alexis’ eyes bored into Gilles’ in some unspoken message of importance. “This is Yvonne.”
The housekeeper spoke up.
“She is Yvonne Verene. She is a nightclub singer.” There were certain implications in her statement, polite disapproval being foremost among them.
It didn’t ring too many bells, but Gilles might have heard the name, or read it in the paper or something.
“Thank you.” Gilles and Henri scribbled, the sound of quiet sniffles in the background adding urgency to their efforts.
“That’s quite all right, Mademoiselle Verene. It is best in these cases to have the most immediate next of kin do the identification.”
“Is it…bad?” It was the housekeeper.
She shuddered at the memory of what she had seen.
“Bad enough.” Gilles understood the nature of grief, and would make it as easy as possible for the survivors.
His eyes flicked up and met hers.
“It is pretty much as you would imagine it.”
In the back of his mind he was wondering why he had been called in at all, but there was no such thing as the routine suicide of a very rich man, and they must fill in the blanks as best they could and leave no question unasked, or unanswered.
***
Henri was handy in his own way, and produced paper enough for them to write statements of what they had seen and done.
“Did anyone hear the shot?” Gilles asked the most obvious question first, knowing the answer before they spoke.
“No.” Alexis had appointed himself the unofficial spokesman for the group. “It’s a big house, solidly built, and as you have seen, Monsieur Duval’s studio was on the third floor.”
Gilles nodded.
“Unless someone was in the room above or below, or in the immediate vicinity, that is certainly possible.” He didn’t necessarily buy it, but this was not the time. “Did Monsieur Duval own the weapon?”
Andre nodded.
“Yes, and there are several more in the games room.” Alexis hesitated. “It’s a very masculine room.”
“Ah.” There were certain things implied here, perhaps only that Duval had taken an interest in the one room and let a designer do the rest.
The studio was Spartan enough. With a complete absence of decoration, it was a room with few distractions. He tried another question, a trick which had worked once or twice in the past.
“So where was everyone when it happened?” He was rewarded with nothing but blank looks, at each other as much as him, which was pretty much as he expected, but no one took it any further.
“I’m sorry.” He shrugged, holding his cheek for a moment. “Of course we have no way as yet of knowing when it happened. There will be an autopsy, of course.”
Alexis gave a short twitch of the head that approximated a nod of agreement.
“Just what I was thinking.” He gave Gilles a speculative look.
Gilles had the impression he might be useful if he would open up. Clearly he was unwilling to do that here.
He didn’t appear to be defensive, just sensible, perhaps even professional, which was what he was purported to be. Good bodyguards were tough and quick-acting in a given situation, but that did not necessarily imply dullness of mind or outright stupidity. Alexis seemed very professional considering the circumstances and his age.
“We will need to have the names of every person who was in the house for the last twenty-four hours, anyone who stays here or works here, your home address if different, and a phone number if you have one.” Henri played the bad guy, while Gilles studied them as was his way. “We’ll need your date of birth, place of employment, things like that.”
The young lady was crying over her paper, and it was possible she hadn’t even heard it.
“It’s all right, Mademoiselle Verene, just do your best.” Gilles used a gentle but firm tone, as their cooperation would eventually dry up.
Anything they could get out of them immediately might be helpful.
“I don’t know anything.” Then she broke up again in a paroxysm of tears, her body wracked by involuntary spasms. “Oh, God, why? Why, Theo?”
She bawled her eyes out in a very physical kind of release that would be difficult to fake in a convincing manner. The refrain of loss and grief went on and on, until she finally subsided into sobs and sniffles.
“Perhaps the post-mortem will provide us with a time of death, but there is always some leeway in such matters.” Yvonne convulsed anew upon hearing Gilles’ words, and the housekeeper, who had an air of great dignity in spite of everything so far, gave him a dark look that was also complex, perhaps more complex than it should have been. “Yes, Madame?”
“This is all I can say.” She proffered her sheet and Henri hustled over to take it.
She was holding something back. He saw it in the firmly clamped jaws and mouth.
“Thank you ever so much, and we know that this is a very difficult time for all.” Henri had a certain charm and Gilles admired him for it. Although in some ways Henri was an indifferent investigator, he had his strengths and usefulness.
Jules Charpentier had written about three lines, and this wasn’t surprising. Henri collected all of their statements. He flipped through them to ensure their addresses were legible and complete.
“Did Monsieur Duval own a Colt forty-five calibre pistol?”
The housekeeper began to weep, but she nodded as well, saying something incoherent. She tried to compose herself, and began again, but it was beyond her ability to speak at the moment.
“He had a pistol in his office, and several other guns, rifles and shotguns.” Alexis wasn’t crying, but he appeared shaken.
“Where in his office?” Henri stood with pencil poised.
“In his desk drawer.” It was Madame Fontaine, who had the duty of supervising cleaning staff.
“Was the drawer locked?” Gilles suspected the answer before he heard it—as often as not people were unbelievably careless with firearms, but in a household with no children, they never thought there was any danger.
“No…rarely.” Alexis looked at Madame Fontaine, who nodded in the midst of blowing her nose.
“Was it kept loaded?” Henri’s question was the obvious one for a cop.
“Yes.” Alexis nodded.
She stared out the window for a while, sniffling, her body wracked by the need to breathe and spasms of grief.
Finally she answered.
“Yes, it was only locked sometimes. There were things he needed in there.”
“What do you mean, sometimes?” Henri was right on it.
“It’s been years, but when he went on a trip or somewhere.” Alexis’ explanation made humble sense.
It was typical human behaviour.
“Was Monsieur Duval despondent about something? Did he appear troubled lately? How were things going for him?”
“Monsieur Duval was murdered.” Everyone’s jaw dropped and they all turned to stare at Hermione, who sat with jaws clenched, endlessly twisting her soaked handkerchief, and glaring at the police while refusing to look at anyone else or any other thing around her.
“What makes you say that?” Gilles did not contradict her, as people said the damnedest things in this state, but he spoke reasonably enough.
His tone said it all.
“He wasn’t that sort of a man.” Her anger was another state of grief he was not unfamiliar with.
Yvonne had a stony look on her face. She appeared in a trance. It was merely one kind of grief, in his experience. One phase of it, anyway. The other woman was trying to force him to believe. It was like she hadn’t heard it.
Was it just emotion? A state of denial, or did the Fontaine woman really know or suspect something? There was nothing careful or studied about her attitude or body language. At that particular moment, he had no doubt she believed it implicitly. Rene had been keeping this little surprise up his sleeve.
“Yes.” Gilles spoke pleasantly, nodding at Henri to take notes.
The statements weren’t much to go on either way, at least not so far.
“I was wondering about that. What sort of a man was he?”
Predictably enough, this brought fresh tears from Yvonne, a glare from Hermione, and a shrug from Jules. Alexis looked into his eyes and nodded in agreement. The driver stared out the window.
“She is right, Inspector. He really wasn’t the sort.”
“What makes you say that, Monsieur Ferrauld?”
Alexis took a deep breath.
“Theodore Duval was a self-made man. He was born with nothing. He survived Verdun. Surely you must have some idea of what that means.”
Jules nodded vigorously in agreement.
“That is exactly right.”
Gilles nodded, having been there himself, one of the lucky few to receive a superficial wound in the last stages of the battle. He still had a scar on the outer part of his right leg, just above the knee, from a machine gun bullet.
“Yes. I was there.”
“Well, Monsieur Duval struggled to make something of himself, and fought every day of his life to achieve what he has…what he did.”
“Yes, I see.”
Henri scrawled more notes.
Whether or not it was a suicide, the personality of the victim was crucial to understanding the results or events of their life, and their death, at least in his own opinion.
It was one of Gilles Maintenon’s little pet theories, one borne out by time and experience. They all had their methods, and it was by no means as cut-and-dried as all of that, but it was at least something to go on.
“Inspector?” Henri stood by the coffee carafe on the service cart.
“Yes, thank you, Henri. Perhaps a glass of water first?”
Madame beckoned to the maid, who left the room.
Gilles felt in his pocket for the bottle of narcotic pain pills provided by Dr. Etienne.
His jaw ached as if all the fiends of hell were pounding away on tiny chisels with miniature sledge-hammers. He sorely missed Andre Levain, whose perspective was always valuable. Levain knew Gilles better than he knew himself, or so it seemed at times.
Perhaps that was the real problem with Henri—he wasn’t Levain.
***
Having taken over a small room furnished with a desk and a few chairs, a private study on the second floor that had book shelves lining one wall, Gilles studied the woman before him in his peripheral vision. There had been some books on a shelf in the salon as well. Those were all leather-bound, a set of matching tomes such as any wealthy person might display more for status reasons than any real reading pleasure. The ones in here, many of them paperbacks like the one in the studio, looked as if they had actually been read.
“I understand your feelings in this matter, and I want you to know I take everything you say very seriously.” The Madame’s eyes bored into his from across the desk.
“I meant what I said.” She hesitated. “I know what you are thinking.”
He didn’t bother to ask what he was thinking. In her black house dress and flat shoes, she was a stereotype, but he was never fooled by such things. She was a product of her upbringing, rather than any real defect of intelligence or environment.
“Did Monsieur Duval have enemies?”
She shrugged in contempt at his stupidity. He was a fool not to see it, but he needed hard information, and the man was a perfect stranger to him.
“Had he received any threats that you know of? Had he had any unusual visitors lately?”
“No, not really, I—” She flushed and started over. “Yes, and no. They are all unusual. But that’s not what I mean.”
“Well, take your time.” Gilles sat back. “Was Monsieur Duval behaving any differently lately? Were there any deviations from his normal routine? Did he go out, or come in, or stay away unexpectedly? Who has he been with lately?”
The throbbing in his jaw was subsiding, but only a little. He had taken two of the pills. Perhaps he should have tried three or even four, although the doctor had prescribed two.
“Monsieur had some unusual friends?” Gilles jotted a quick line on his page.
He underlined it carefully three times, and then looked up into her hot black eyes.
“What I am trying to say, Inspector, is that he had no reason to want to do this terrible thing, and would have been fundamentally opposed to it. He was a very moral man, strong in his beliefs as well as his character.”
The spring sunlight came slanting in through the window and the room was heating up.
“All right. Not the sort of person who commits suicide, and in fact, Madame, people almost always show some signs, that in reflection, looking back, may have been obvious. You saw no such signs?”
“None.” The dark-haired woman, about forty-five years of age, stared back at him with a calm dignity in her black, moist eyes. “He had every reason to live, and no reason to go to that extreme.”
“What about his health?”
“He seemed fine lately, although you would have to speak to others.” She reached again for the pen and the paper. “I will give you his doctor’s name and address, and get the addresses for the others.”
“Yes, the brother and sister. Give us as many friends, as many names as you can think of.” Gilles thought for a moment. “When do you get up? When do you go to the kitchen, or begin work, that sort of thing?”
Hermione was prolific once away from the others, and many of his questions centred on neutral subjects of the daily routine in the house. If anyone could be said to cooperate fully, it was her.
When she showed signs of drying up, he prompted her for more.
“Did he go to church? Did he go to confession, or to Mass on Easter, that sort of thing? Did he ever see a psychologist? Nothing like that?” At one time it was the fashionable thing to do, to get one’s dreams analyzed.
“No psychologist, but he did go to Mass sometimes, usually on Sunday.”
So he didn’t do the evening Masses. That would have been out of character for one such as Duval. He would have gone out at night, but there wasn’t much to do on a Sunday morning in the city. The country might be different, but according to her Duval didn’t have a hunting lodge or a villa, or anything like that. When he traveled, which wasn’t often, he stayed in the best hotels. He had a hard time leaving his work behind, in her estimation, and was never gone for long.
He asked her to write down the name and address of the church. She didn’t have the exact street address, but the name of the church and the priest were enough. Apparently he went when the impulse drove him as much as anything else. Perhaps it was a way of breaking away from his routine once in a while, without wasting a lot of time at it. Gilles knew where the place was. He had never attended that church in particular, but a cousin of his wife’s had been wed there.
“And how did you get in to clean the studio?” He’d been saving that one up, but she had a ready answer.
“I, or I should say Emilie, cleaned only during the day, when he was there to let her in.”
All of this was interesting enough in its own way. During the course of the interview, he made copious notes and began to build a picture of the daily patterns of life in the household.
According to Madame Fontaine, Alexis was a wonderful man, very strong, very brave, and a good bodyguard. While she wasn’t very competent to judge such things, that was his impression as well. The driver, Frederic, was a dull person, fond of his wife but not overly faithful by inclination, complained about everything, liked to take a drink, and was basically an honest fool by his own lights. He was perfectly content with an easy job, three square meals a day and spending pretty much every night at home with his family. While the Verene woman was certainly pretty and she could see why Monsieur Duval found her attractive, she was suspicious, subject to nameless fears for the well-being of her employer, whom she had always treated with the utmost in professional deference. This was not hard to believe. As for Jules Charpentier, she didn’t know much about him, but he was scrupulously polite and easy to provide for on his short visits, and she had the impression he did not abuse his power with the employees, of whom there were several hundred. He lived in town in quite a nice neighbourhood. Presumably he had shown up on business affairs, which he did routinely, but she did not keep track of Monsieur’s appointments. That was between Monsieur Duval and Alexis, who apparently could type and took dictation on the rare occasions when that was necessary. She had picked up most of this by a process of osmosis that he was not unfamiliar with.
Madame Fontaine had four children of her own, a son and three daughters. They were all grown up and had moved out, successful enough people in their own way, as well as seven grandchildren. A widow, she lived with her cat in a small flat at the back of the house on the third floor. At one time, the fourth floor had been rooms for servants, but Duval lived alone and they didn’t need a lot of people to look after the place.
“Would children have been a problem for your employer? I mean, if they were running around the house?”
“No. We would have taken a flat elsewhere, but the question never came up.”
A knock came at the door. Henri popped his head in.
“A gentleman has arrived from Lyons.” Madame Fontaine’s hand flew up to her mouth in a look of consternation. “And Andre will be along shortly, he just rang up.”
“Thank you, Henri. Well, I guess that will be all for now, Madame.”
Chapter Three
No known enemies
The housemaid had only been employed for a short time, and to her knowledge Monsieur Duval had no known enemies, and there had been no recent tension in the household. She was of the opinion that he was a wonderful man, a very good employer, and seemed to be happy with life most of the time. There were the occasional irritants in everyone’s life, of which she could not give an example right off the top of her head. He did not press her on it, as he had no wish for her to begin making things up.
She had her impressions of the household but her state of mild shock and a kind of dread of unemployment overcame her. She had never met Alain. Yvonne was a regular in the household, of indeterminate status to Emilie, for the maid insisted Gilles call her that. She knew her own status in this place well enough. Only ladies and gentlemen were entitled to a surname. She waited on Yvonne but didn’t report to her or take her orders. She got her instructions from Madame Fontaine and Monsieur Duval, in that order. She knew nothing of Jules Charpentier and not much about Frederic who had flirted with her at first until she made it clear this made her uncomfortable. They had remained distant.
She worked during the day unless other arrangements had been made, in which case she needed some notice as she had an infant and a mother-in-law, who looked after her daughter during working hours. Her mother-in-law had her own life to live and her own responsibilities. Emilie’s husband was employed at a dairy, also during daylight hours. They were presently estranged, due to his alcoholism, but she had some hopes of eventual reconciliation. She was from a village thirty kilometres east of the city and had moved here years ago.
After asking her to write down her daily routine, and account in writing as best she could for her movements in the preceding forty-eight hours, he reassured her that she was not a suspect and was startled at the look of sheer terror this inspired in her pallid and rounded features. It was wise to remember that class expectations played a role in his relationship with people at a crime scene, and he spent an inordinate amount of time trying to make her understand that this was all dull, drab routine.
In the end, he didn’t think she entirely bought it, but he did his best.
Gilles took down the details of her home address. She lived with an elderly aunt and uncle in a small flat about six kilometres away across the city. A plain girl with a distinct black hairiness to her forearms and side-burn areas, he had little reason to suspect any romantic attachments on the part of Theo Duval, and she was such an innocent kind of person he didn’t inquire further. It would only embarrass her and interfere with future conversations.
His interview with the driver wasn’t very enlightening and had about the same result. In spite of their stated reverence for their employer, perhaps even some personal liking on his part, Frederic was terrified when he realized there might not be much need for his services any longer.
Although he insisted that he drove Madame Fontaine and Alexis everywhere on their household errands, and that there was some small possibility that Alain might employ him if he took over the house, his heart wasn’t in it and his attention seemed elsewhere. Gilles gravely noted that he ate lunch in the kitchen and took his breaks there as well. His movements could be accounted for at least, for his daily routine was a thing of comfort and guidance to one such as Frederic. He had a wife and two daughters, and lived in a small flat on an upper floor about ten blocks away. Gilles knew the neighbourhood, nodding at this bit of information.
It was almost a relief to get rid of the man, and yet such a familiar type to Gilles.
Jules Charpentier had managed the local plant for six and a half years, and was assistant manager before that. He had started with the company at about the age of twenty-five, and was in his early forties. Like the new arrival Babineaux, whom Gilles had briefly met, and who was now awaiting his own questioning, he was balding. In his case, it was simply buzzed short and ignored. This was also a kind of vanity, realized Gilles, the vanity of one who wants the world to know that he simply doesn’t care. It was all business. It was a genteel stoicism, rather than a ruthless repression of emotion.
He seemed to know a lot about the inner workings of the corporate side of things. The local plant was the largest one they had, and he was naturally consulted on many aspects of policy-making, especially additions to the product line, some portion or component of which might be built or assembled in his plant.
“Monsieur Babineaux should have been a vice-president at the very least. We’ve been sort of expecting it any day now.” Jules had plenty of observations on the business, not too many on Theo, and virtually none regarding the household staff other than Alexis.
“A good man.” That was his impression of the bodyguard. “And Theodore was lucky to have him. A lot of these fellows can’t type or spell. But he was in some ways a professional friend, the sort of person that a man like Theo can never really have. Theo enjoyed having him around.”
“What do you mean?” Gilles had found that himself over the course of time.
Police work did that to you.
“Think about it. Who were his peers? In some ways the inventive all know each other, but they are also very competitive. Some of them are a little bit unbalanced and some are real back-biters, and emotions can run very high. We have been sued for patent infringement, for example, although it was later dropped. It was a proper nuisance at the time, as you can well imagine. As a matter of fact, Theo was furious.”
“Do you think there’s a grudge there, with the other party?” Even as he asked, it didn’t seem too likely as a motive for murder.
The proper marchand, businessman, moved on to greener pastures.
“Oh, probably.” Charpentier took it with a grain of salt. “It was a nuisance lawsuit, without much merit, and Theo bought him off, essentially. What is there for them to be angry about? We’re the ones who ought to be angry, and the fellow is still alive and kicking somewhere about town.”
“So tell me about Babineaux.” Gilles made a face. “He seems like a very high-powered personality, and yet like a well-polished sword, he remains sheathed.”
“He’s a prodigy. He’ll be running the whole place someday.” The statement was a recital of fact, nothing more than the truth as Charpentier saw it. “He’s brought in efficiencies and found all sorts of economies. He has generated fresh sources of investment capital for the firm. It grew out of cash holdings held at high interest, in savings. To Theo, this was so much better than borrowing at even the most favourable rate.”
Gilles saved the prodigy Babineaux for last. Finally the man sat before him as he took a moment to compose his thoughts. He had many questions, some of which could and should wait.
“Your arrival has thrown Madame Fontaine into consternation.”
Eduard Babineaux was in his early fifties, with a pugnacious, bulbous nose, a heavily-dimpled chin, and fleshy round ears. His hairline went up and over the back of his head. The strands of black hair combed sideways across his baldness did little to hide the glare of the small light fixture above. He had combed his hair that way since day one and would never change. It said everything and exactly nothing about him. With a face like that, the man might have appeared the fool, if not for the subdued yet expensive and very conservative business suit. It was the sort of brown suit that looked equally good at a business luncheon, a wedding, or a funeral. He could have made a speech in that suit, and yet the man apparently had spent a lifetime eradicating all outstanding traces of personality. This man would take everything, not just seriously, but literally, and himself most of all. The man projected confidence, as upset as he was. He was in total control of his demeanor.
He was an accountant, financial comptroller for the firm’s worldwide ‘obligations,’ a manner of speaking Maintenon had never heard before. Without the suit, he would have felt naked.
“I was expected, of course, but she has obviously forgotten all about it. Naturally I understand. This is a terrible tragedy.”
Gilles nodded absently as he put the man’s name, title and home address down into his notebook in good form. Bad notes meant bad errors when typing it up, and both prosecutors and attorneys for the accused read them very thoroughly. They looked for problems from both sides of the fence.
“And where is your office?”
“I have a suite and several assistants. Head office is only two kilometres away from this very spot. There are accounts offices in every plant. We have a major production facility on the outskirts of town.” The gentleman provided details which Gilles duly noted. “That’s where Jules has an office as well.”
It was out on the east side, a conflux of industry, rail and canals, close to a large working population, and easier to supply with their own specialized raw materials than some of the establishments that smudged the southern horizon, right in the heart of the city, with their stink and their smoke.
“It has been a very great shock to her, and quite often there is a kind of affection among members of a household.”
“Hmn.” This man was a professional at communicating—or not.
“This is a terrible thing.”
“Yes, Inspector. While I am not a demonstrative man, Theodore will be sorely missed, and of course this will cause quite a crisis within the firm.”
“What do you mean?” Gilles listened intently to the tone as much as the words. “Incidentally, are you married, and do you have children?”
The gentleman provided details of his family, including a wife, and two sons, one of whom had taken vows at a Benedictine abbey, and one who was employed at an accounting firm across town. Maintenon played the bait-and-switch, asking an innocuous question and then alternating with a tougher one, just to see how the subjects responded.
“As for the company, day to day operations will continue, of course. The stock will probably fall, at least in the short term, but it’s nothing to be alarmed about. The firm is solvent and Theodore had a kind of approach that allowed executives to hold considerable power of decision. The company will go on, we must have no doubts about that.”
“I see.” Gilles went through a list of questions in his head, but asked none of them.
“This is a great shock to us all.” Babineaux sat straight in his chair, with his hands folded in his lap.
“Suicide requires some compelling reasons.” Gilles struck a chord, he saw it resonate within Monsieur Babineaux.
“Yes, absolutely.” He took a deep breath, pursing his lips together as if trying very hard. “If so, Theo never shared it with me. Or with anyone, I’ll bet.”
“So far, you are right.” Gilles regarded the man for a moment.
Patient, yet sincere, his emotions were under control. It’s not that he didn’t look stricken. Of course he did. It’s not that he hadn’t seen or heard similar things before, but Gilles was interested in the subconscious attitudes of anyone connected to Duval. With a little prodding, Gilles hoped to get him to open up ever so slightly. Babineaux would have little choice but to provide something tangible under questioning, no matter how reluctant he might be to discuss business matters or his employer’s personal life with the police. He seemed practiced in the art of putting people off of his true emotions. It was a necessary trait, when playing the game at his level.
If he read him right, Babineaux should have been screaming inside, to leap out of his chair and go tearing off to his lair at head office and start the damage control immediately.
“I hope that we don’t have to waste too much of your time, Monsieur Babineaux.”
“Every company needs direction, not just in business affairs, but also philosophical. Theodore was good at that, possibly the best. But it’s more than that. There will be share-holders and the Board of Directors to appease, there will be problems getting short-term credit for day to day operations, including payroll. This will throw everything into a tizzy, no doubt about it. But I was aware of nothing bothering Theo, far from it.”
“And you have no idea of why he might wish to take his own life? There was nothing else going on, no big problems, no un-resolvable issues?”
“None whatsoever, Inspector Maintenon, in fact suicide would be quite foreign to his nature. While I know nothing of his personal life, he was a very strong and quite frankly, a persistent man. I can think of nothing that would be sufficiently traumatic, to make him give up on life, let alone commit suicide. If anything, he would only try harder, fight harder. The man was a force.”
It seemed to be a consensus, and while not based on any discernable facts, fit with what Gilles knew of what he always referred to as the archetypes of human nature. Duval was used to getting his own way. So far, no one had a bad thing to say about him, and there were no suggestions of problems in his life.
“So you came for a business meeting?” Gilles threw down the pen and leaned back, putting his hands on the back of his head in a familiar and relaxing pose. “Tell me about the young lady.”
“Oh, well, Inspector.” The implication was that this would not be seemly. “I couldn’t really comment.”
Gilles knew that much before he asked the question, but it was always worth a try.
“How long have they known each other?”
Babineaux sighed. He would try to accommodate the police, against his better judgment and more civilized manners. It was just a whiff of arrogance. He couldn’t conceal it after all.
“I think maybe a few months. Six months, maybe a little longer.”
“What does Duval Industries do best? What is the company about?” This was a matter of some pride, and of public record.
It was easy bait. Gilles waited to see what came out.
“The firm specializes in taking Monsieur Duval’s drawings and prototypes, and bringing them into production, sometimes by way of licensing agreements, sometimes in partnership with other firms as well as suppliers and stock holders—”
Gilles grinned in spite of himself, and the gentleman coloured, a faint blush in his cheeks. The brightest blue eyes he had seen in some years gazed back at him with a surprising familiarity.
“Yes, but what do you do? What do you make, exactly?” Gilles was more succinct, more specific as to the question.
A small touch of humour, even humanity, might go a long way.
“Ah! I’m sorry. Of course. We produce household, er, forgive me, but I always call them gadgets, for the kitchen. We make sporting goods, tools for work and home, often with a great improvement in design, or convenience, or even just weight. All kinds of things for the farm, and just handy little things made more efficient. We hold numerous patents in the automotive accessory field, for example.”
“Weight?”
“Yes, weight. To make something lighter is to often make it more useful, I’ve heard Theodore say that many times.” Those bright blue eyes glowed with something now. “Theodore loved making things more efficient.”
Gilles had underestimated him a little. It was possible for a man like Babineaux to like his work, perhaps even to love the company. He wasn’t completely cynical, a misjudgment on the part of Gilles.
“You know, my job is a lot like yours.” Gilles settled into the seat, leaning forward to make notes if necessary, if any little thing came up. “It is about detail. It is about being meticulous, and not making one single assumption about anything.”
“Yes, Inspector, and I agree with you. If there is anything you want, or anything you need, just let me know. And all of our staff members will cooperate fully with the police. I can assure you of that. Theodore was extremely well-liked by all of his people, myself included.”
Gilles nodded in approval, as he could think of no other response.
“So you’re up from Lyons?” The other man nodded. “What’s down there?”
“One of our major plants, a subsidiary. I was there for a week. We’re bringing in a new product line. I visit the various production centres to assist in training high-level executives, and of course Theo was always interested in what was going on. Off the record, the cooking’s not bad here, either. Our discussions often came over lunch.”
Seemingly uncalculated, it was an admission of a little humanity of his own.
“Oh, really.” Gilles thought for a moment.
Unprompted, Babineaux went on.
“The company has acquired assets, other small firms that might have run into trouble, or simply been offered for sale. Sometimes the owner wants to move on, or the firm might be acquired from an estate. Otherwise, we would probably concentrate all production in one location.”
This was exactly the sort of relationship he was after.
“How so?”
“In other words, if it was an opportunity, and a good fit for us, we often made an offer. I was very much involved in those deals.”
“So, as an accountant, you would look over their financial situation?”
“Yes, among other things, and of course others would be involved as well.”
Now was not the time to ask. First a little softening up.
“What other sorts of things did the company do?
“Well, Theo was working on a prototype for a better mousetrap, if you can believe it. It’s not that the present ones don’t work, but the average housemaid or the woman of the house doesn’t like the sight of a dead mouse, let alone the thought of touching one for disposal, and of course they have to be removed from the trap.”
“And?”
“Monsieur Duval had some drawings which showed real promise. It was a flat-bottomed half-cylinder, containing what is essentially a similar mechanism. The thing is loaded with bait, and then when you shove the mechanism in again, the door locks open, and only closes when the trap is tripped by an unsuspecting mouse. Or a rat, even. The person with the duty of disposing of the dead mouse only has to check and see if the door is closed. There is a little red flag, stamped out of metal. It pops up when sprung. Then they push a button on the other end, and the thing pops open, and the mouse goes right into the dustbin.”
“Ah, I see. Build a better mousetrap, and the world will beat a path to your door.”
“That’s how we all saw it, Inspector. But Theo was truly a genius at that nuts and bolts visualization. Honestly, my explanation is murky at best. It doesn’t cover the half of it, really.”
“But you had full confidence that it would work?”
“Oh, yes. His prototypes sometimes didn’t work very well, and that’s where his genius for problem-solving in the mechanical sense came in.”
Gilles duly noted it down.
“What if Monsieur Duval came up short? What if he ran dry? How would that affect him?” Gilles wondered if such a thing would be enough to drive a man to suicide.
It seemed unlikely, and Babineaux agreed as Gilles figured he would. Suicides were about love, and honour, and shame. Suicide was about atonement, or punishment, or guilt, or sheer loss of hope. Suicide was about ending the suffering. Gilles wondered when it would dawn on Babineaux that if it wasn’t suicide, then it had to be something else.
“Oh, no. Monsieur Duval had many, many years of ideas ahead of him. The truth is, he would never come to the end of work that he wanted to do, and there were never enough hours in the day when he really sank his teeth into something. I don’t think he ever really abandoned a project, although he might set it aside when higher priorities intruded.”
“Yes, he impresses me the same way, although I’ve never actually met him.” Gilles regarded Babineaux from a few feet away, such a small distance but a gulf which seemed insurmountable sometimes.
If only he could get inside of the man’s head for a few minutes. He was sure it would be a revelation. There were too many things that would be hidden, and have to be hidden, in the eyes of a man like Babineaux. The world of business could be cut-throat at times, yet it was also a polite world where there was much that could never be talked about openly. The death of Duval might have opened up an opportunity for someone else like him. Even now, it was not the time to ask, or perhaps Babineaux was not the right one to ask. He’d have to think on it.
“I wonder if you could just write down your impressions of the people on this list. It’s strictly confidential, purely for my own understanding. Just whatever you are comfortable saying, n’est pas? Also, we would like to get the fingerprints of everyone closely connected to Monsieur Duval. As you can imagine, the studio is a mass of unidentified prints. Have you ever been up there?”
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