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Chapter One
'Don't you think you'd better be getting back to your wife?'

The somnolent body next to hers scarcely moved; at least, the only movement of which she was aware was an almost imperceptible increase of pressure from his fingers. The rest of him stirred not a jot; in particular his mouth made no response at all. She prodded him gently in the ribs with the tip of her finger; still he did not stir. She touched him again, this time sensuously running her fingers down his side; when he grunted appreciatively she adjusted the angle of her stroke so that he became more aware of the sharpness of her long vermilion finger-nails than of the delicacy of her touch.

At last there was some real movement. 'Ouch! That hurts!' he exclaimed.

'Thank God there's some part of you that's conscious! I said: don't you think you'd better be getting back to your wife? It's twenty past five already.'

'She's gone to visit a friend in Nice. And in any case, I've already told her I'm working late at the Mairie tonight. She won't expect me home before eleven at the earliest. Come back to bed.'

She ignored his plea. 'Working late at the Mairie? Are you really? Do you expect her to believe that?'

'Yes, of course I do, because I shall be working late tonight. I've got a lot of work to do before Wednesday's council meeting.'

'Oh, you have, have you? That's very interesting! So what are you cooking up for us this time? Are you going to tell me?'

 'Not on your life! You'll have to wait and see. Hey, where are you going? Come back to bed, darling!'

'Not unless you tell me what little scheme you're dreaming up now! There's something going on in that devious little mind of yours, isn't there? I always know!'

'There's nothing devious going on at all. I don't know why you're so suspicious! Don't you trust me?'

'Certainly not!'

 'Oh, I see! You'll just have to wait and see. I wouldn't tell you anyway!'

'Wouldn't you really?'

'Huh! Not likely – you'd be the last person I'd tell!'

'Well, that's nice, isn't it! I'm good enough to share a bed with, aren't I?'

'That's different.'

'Oh yes, that's different!' she repeated mockingly. 'Of course it is! But tell me, what was it you were saying half an hour ago? "I wish we could be married," you said, didn't you? Did you mean that, or was it just something you said in the heat of a passionate moment?'

'No, of course it wasn't! You know very well I'd love to be married to you!'

'No, you wouldn't! I certainly wouldn't want to be married to you! And in any case, I wouldn't have you! Once we'd been married five minutes you'd be running after someone else, and you'd start treating me in exactly the same way as you treat Chantal now. You know what they say – when a man marries his mistress, a job vacancy is created…'

'Oh, don't talk rubbish!'

'I'm not talking rubbish, it's true! In any case, think of the political angle: we may be good in bed together, but we don't exactly hit it off in the council chamber, do we? How could the Mayor of Saint-Pierre be married to the leader of the opposition? And not to put too fine a point on it, married to the woman most people describe as the Mayor's most vociferous opponent! You know what lengths you've gone to to stop anybody finding out about us being lovers…'

'All right, there's no need to make a political speech now! You can leave that for the council chamber. Now then – where did I put my trousers?'

'Ha! That would make a good headline for Nice-Matin, wouldn't it! "Mayor of Saint-Pierre loses trousers"! Their circulation would double overnight!'

'Very funny. Anyway, I must be off. I really do have some work to do. Same time tomorrow?'

'I don't know. Give me a ring in the morning.'

'Okay.'

Cécile Delpech watched from the window of her apartment as her lover stepped out into the Provençal sunshine – already balmy and welcoming despite the fact that it was only the beginning of March – and made his way along the narrow street which led to the Mairie, where, as Mayor of the little town of Saint-Pierre-sur-Loup, Alain Simondi had his office. As she watched him she pondered – not for the first time – over the incongruity of this relationship which had lasted more than three years now. He was over fifty, slight and balding; she was in her late thirties, dark-skinned, and with raven-black tresses designed to turn any man's head. He was married, had grown-up children, and had had a string of mistresses; she was a mère célibataire, as they say in France, with a teen-age son, Thierry, who was studying at the University of Nice. Thierry's father had disappeared from the scene well before his son was born, having taken flight a matter of hours after discovering that Cécile was pregnant. She had brought up Thierry on her own, with no support even from her parents, and had never married, although the opportunity had arisen more than once, and – the many men who gazed upon her lustfully would undoubtedly find it hard to believe – Alain Simondi had been her only lover since Thierry's father removed himself from the scene.

They were both town councillors, but at opposite ends of the political spectrum. Here too, appearances were deceptive, for he was a progressive and she was a conservative. Not that party labels really counted at their political level: it was more a question of attitude, of wanting, in her case, to maintain the traditions and heritage of the past – the patrimoine, as the French call it – and, in his case, to allow the town to develop in order to preserve the livelihood of those who lived and worked there. In reality, of course, it was a false opposition, because much of the town's economy depended upon tourism, and if the patrimoine were sacrificed, the tourists would stop coming and everyone would suffer.

Well, perhaps they wouldn't stop coming altogether, because the natural assets of Saint-Pierre were such that they themselves would be worth coming miles to see: the craggy limestone gorges of the river Loup, just a few miles inland from where it joins the Mediterranean, between Cannes and Nice; the medieval walled town, typical of the region, which formed its heart, packed with little art galleries, antique shops and bistrots; and, just outside the old wall, the magnificent oak tree, said to be more than seven hundred years old, although no one, even the scientists, appeared to be quite sure of its real age, for the only way to find out how old it really was, they said, would be to cut it down, which was obviously unthinkable.

Much development had already taken place, of course. As one always finds in such tourist spots the number of people wishing to visit or live there greatly exceeds the available space, and the town now extended a good two miles beyond the medieval walls, in every direction save one, and the cliffs which bordered the river prevented that. But progress was always difficult to achieve, and Alain Simondi, who had been Mayor for the last four years, tended to feel that, whereas other towns appeared to be happily striding forward, eager to embrace the new millennium – now only three years away – Saint-Pierre was a hundred years behind them and only just being dragged, with much kicking and screaming, into the twentieth, not the twenty-first century.

And yet the big problem was indisputably a twentieth-century one – cars. Like all towns in this part of France, Saint-Pierre had a traffic problem, and not only in the tourist season. A few years previously everyone had thought it would get even worse, because a new motorway, provisionally known as the A8 bis, had been planned. The existing A8, serving the Riviera towns of Cannes, Nice, Monte Carlo and Menton had proved inadequate, and this second motorway had been planned to relieve the congestion. This would have taken a more northerly route than the A8, and had been the object of much concern and debate; many residents of Saint-Pierre, like those of the neighbouring towns of Vence, Saint-Paul-de-Vence and Tourrettes, had campaigned vigorously to prevent its construction. The resistance had been abortive, however, and had led indirectly to Alain Simondi becoming Mayor, his predecessor having failed, in the eyes of the electorate, to defend adequately the interests of the town.

Alain had benefited from the fact that he had been extremely careful not to campaign actively in favour of the new road. This was not just because he did not altogether share the fears of many of his colleagues; he simply thought it more prudent not to nail his colours too readily to the mast. Privately, he felt that the new motorway could prove to be of great economic benefit to the town: as more traffic would come to the immediate neighbourhood, so more traffic would come in turn to Saint-Pierre, as people realised that they no longer needed to make a detour of several miles in order to savour its delights. As a result the cafés and restaurants would invariably be busy, especially in the high season, and fewer of them would find it necessary to close in winter, as many of them did now; on the other hand, unless something were done about the already excessively heavy traffic in Saint-Pierre itself, there would inevitably be a price to pay for this economic windfall. But as things turned out, if windfall there was, it was a political rather than an economic one, the principal beneficiary of it being Alain himself, although he would undoubtedly have claimed that he was by no means the only person in Saint-Pierre to benefit from his being made Mayor. Eventually, however, the plan to construct the A8 bis was pigeon-holed – not completely shelved, but supposedly postponed for further technical studies to be carried out, although Alain suspected the cost of the project had as much to do with the delay as the geology of the region. 

But even without the new road the town had become increasingly congested, and there were traffic jams from morning till night, both within the town walls and without, along with all the attendant frustrations and tragedies one might expect. On the hottest day of the previous summer, for instance, a car driver had gone berserk after sitting in a stationary line of traffic for more than an hour, and had shot two policemen. Clearly something had to be done, and it was precisely this that occupied Alain Simondi's mind as he made his way from the bed of his mistress to the desk of his office.

As he approached the walls of the old town, shining like burnished gold in the Mediterranean sunshine, he came to a vast open space known as the Place du Chêne – Oak Tree Square – partially paved, but whose surface was mostly covered with gravel, which had been bleached white by the same sun and ground to powder by the feet of those who had walked and played there over the years and, in some areas, by the constant pounding of the heavy metallic boules thrown by the pétanque players who habitually took up residence there in the late morning and stayed until the early evening, when they repaired to the nearby bars to enjoy a pre-dinner pastis or two, replaying their games in conversation with their mates; somehow the skills described later in the day invariably outshone those which had really been displayed in the games which were being so inventively re-created. In the middle of this arena stood the oak tree, its massive girth surrounded by wooden benches, on which sat the many who were awaiting their turn to play, others who were now too old and infirm to play but who still maintained their enthusiasm for the ritual, and those who had simply come to watch.

Alain took in the familiar scene as he crossed the square, and reflected, as he made for the narrow opening in the wall through which he needed to pass: if this oak tree were really as old as people claimed, it must pre-date by some considerable time the walls of the town themselves. That being so, why on earth had they chosen to put the entrance to the town so close to the tree, so that, even on foot, one needed to make a detour to get from the Avenue du Général de Gaulle, as it was called these days, to the rue St.-Véran, into which one emerged after passing through the wall. Alain knew the answer, of course: it was to protect the citizens from the sun, whose burning rays were welcomed with a lesser degree of eagerness in days gone by. That he understood. But it nevertheless made for a great amount of inconvenience now and, he thought, he would give anything to be able to move this venerable tree a mere twenty metres to the north.

'Bonsoir, monsieur le maire!' The voice of the curé, Abbé Guyot, brought him back abruptly to reality.

'Bonsoir, monsieur le curé,' he replied, as he continued walking across the tiny Place de l'Église to the Mairie, the little Town Hall which stood on the other side of the square from the church of Saint-Pierre. The Mayor and the curé seldom entered into real conversation. They carefully maintained the respect which they felt was due to the holders of their respective posts, but neither liked the other very much, although each of them would have found it difficult to explain precisely why. Alain, the son of a school-master, appeared to have inherited the traditional anti-clericalism of members of that calling, whilst the curé's dislike was probably merely a reflex response to that antipathy. 

When he went into the Mairie, Alain found to his relief that all the staff had already left: he would be able to work undisturbed, perhaps slipping out for a bite to eat at some point, unless, as sometimes happened, he became so absorbed in his work that he simply forgot to eat.

He sat down at his desk and spread in front of him a map of the town and the surrounding area. Then he opened a drawer and took out a file labelled Aménagement urbain. It contained a number of traffic-census returns, the submissions of various interested parties concerning the development of Saint-Pierre, and also his own reflections which, as yet, he had shared with no one – not his secretary, not his wife, and certainly not his mistress.

He looked at his notes, and underlined the words pedestrianisation of town centre. That shouldn't be too difficult to get through – it had already happened in some of the nearby towns. There would, of course, be an initial outcry from the traders, and it would obviously be necessary to ensure reasonable access for their deliveries, for the emergency services, and so on. But it was a perfectly feasible idea, since the inner town was small enough to walk from one side to the other in less than ten minutes. But what were the implications? There would still be just as much traffic coming to the town, and it would have to go somewhere. As it was, the existing roads were quite inadequate.

He looked at his notes, then at the map, then at his notes again. The only real possibility as far as he could see was a ring-road, passing as close to the town walls as possible. Such a road existed already in fact, but it was too narrow by far: in places there was barely room for two vehicles to pass, and, since it was bordered on both sides by shops, delivery lorries transformed congestion into chaos. Some widening would be possible, but the opposition from scores of small traders might easily become too great for him to overcome.

There was an alternative, though, since much of the traffic using that road did not need to be there at all: the congestion on the existing motorway was such that thousands of visitors who flocked each year to Vence and Saint-Paul-de-Vence chose what they thought would be a quieter road, and this road took them – incredibly slowly – past Saint-Pierre. The obvious answer was a relief road. The principle shouldn't be too difficult to get through either, except for the financial aspect of things, but that could be managed too, particularly since much of the money for such a scheme would come from Paris anyway.

But where should it be? That was another question altogether. He looked at the map again. Until five years ago it would have been possible for it to go north of the town. Now that was no longer a realistic option, because his predecessor had seen fit to build a new municipal swimming-pool there, at astronomical cost.  The construction of the swimming-pool had, like the motorway plans, divided the town. Many were opposed to the plan on grounds of cost alone; others on the grounds that the design was not aesthetically pleasing; some combined both objections, whilst a few simply thought that it was being built in the wrong place. How right was that small minority, thought Alain! If only they had been able to exert more influence, the solution to the town's current problem would have been obvious to all. But hindsight is all very well; the truth of the matter is that nobody listened to them, and now the town was saddled with a swimming-pool which most people considered an eyesore, and it was standing in the way of the best possible route for a ring-road. If money were no object there would be no problem, but given the traditional parsimony of the Provençal, to suggest pulling down the swimming-pool now would be political suicide.

The eastern side was not an option either, for that was where the town sprawled along the banks of the river Loup. As for the south, well, yes, that was a theoretical possibility, but there was the little matter of an old people's home being in the way. It was not just any old people's home either: it was a home built out of national rather than municipal funds for war-widows, the widows of men who had laid down their lives for their country. Had he the courage to suggest removing that? Well, no. So what was left? He looked at the map again, this time concentrating on the western side of the town. He traced an imaginary line with his finger, then stopped as his finger reached a point marked Place du Chêne. That was it. There was no alternative; patrimoine or not, that oak tree would have to come down!

When Alain arrived home just after eleven, he found that his wife was already in bed. He went upstairs to see if she was still awake, but found that, although she was still in a sitting position, she was actually fast asleep, with a book lying open on her chest. He picked it up, looked at the title, then, having carefully marked her place with the bookmark that lay beside her, he put it on the bedside table and went back downstairs.

On the kitchen table he found a note: 'Gardel rang. Could you ring him if you're in before midnight. He says it's urgent – something to do with drugs. Goodnight. C.'

Gardel was the local police-chief, and was given to over-reaction. It might have been urgent, but if it had been really urgent, Alain thought, Gardel wouldn't have hesitated to ask him to ring at whatever hour of the night it happened to be. Alain decided to leave it till the morning – it wouldn't be difficult to pretend either that he hadn't come home until after midnight, or that he hadn't seen the note. He'd decide which line to take the following morning. He really didn't feel he could cope with Gardel tonight. Even the mention of drugs didn't concern him greatly; drug-taking had become widespread throughout the area during the past few years, and Gardel had probably just come across the pot-smoking son of a town-councillor, nothing more. No, it could wait till the morning, he thought, and he went to bed.

He slept very deeply. When he awoke he was aware of emerging from a dream whose prevailing image was of Cécile sitting under a big oak tree, smoking – a ridiculous idea, since Cécile never smoked at all. Then he became aware of a voice, his wife's voice, speaking to someone on the telephone in the kitchen:

'No, Monsieur Gardel. Didn't he ring you? I left a note for him, but perhaps he didn't see it. I'll go and see if he's up.'

She didn't need to go out of the kitchen. She had only just put the phone down to go and fetch him when Alain appeared, his dressing gown hanging loosely round his shoulders. He picked up the receiver.

'Gardel? What can I do for you?'

'Good morning, monsieur le maire. Didn't you get my message?'

'Yes, I did, but not till after midnight. What's it all about?'

'There was a serious incident in town last night.'

'Oh yes, what sort of serious incident? To do with drugs, my wife said, wasn't it?'

'We think so, yes, but we're not sure. There was a fight last night in the Place du Chêne, and a man was stabbed in the stomach.'

'What makes you think it was something to do with drugs?'

'We think that the injured man was a drug dealer.'

'What makes you think that?'

'He answers the description of a man the Antibes police have been looking for for some time, and it was in the Place du Chêne. As you know, monsieur le maire, lots of undesirable characters congregate in the Place du Chêne late at night.'

Yes, Alain thought to himself, but the police usually take good care to stay away. It was a thought he did not communicate to Inspector Gardel, however. Instead he asked:

'Did you find any drugs on him?'

'No. None at all.'

'Did you find any on anyone else?'

'We didn't find anyone else. By the time my men had got there the others had all gone, leaving the other fellow bleeding on the ground.'

'Is he going to live?'

'It's difficult to say. The doctors say there's a fifty-fifty chance.'

'So what do you want me to do about it? It's purely a police matter, isn't it?'

'Well, yes, but I thought you should know about it, because such things don't do a lot for the town's reputation. And we're finding more and more evidence of drug-taking and drug-related crime. That means it's a social problem, and that means…'

'That means the Council ought to do something about it, I see. Okay, perhaps you'd let me have a report on the problem as you see it, would you?'

'Oh… Well…' the inspector faltered, 'there's a council meeting tomorrow, and I thought…'

'You thought that we could discuss it in a vacuum! Well, look, it's certainly something we're going to have to look at, but we've got a heavy agenda tomorrow. Anyway, thanks for letting me know about it. It makes a change from only finding out about things when I read the local paper.'

Alain put the phone down, then turned towards his wife, who was sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee. She poured a cup for him, and then said:

'Where were you until after midnight then?'

'At midnight I was in bed with you. Not that you would have noticed. You were fast asleep when I came in at eleven. When I saw your note I felt I just couldn't face the old windbag last night, so I decided to leave it till this morning.'

'And was it urgent?'

'More urgent for him than for me.'

Alain proceeded to outline the story related to him by Gardel, then continued: 'I don't know what I can do about it though. I've got enough to cope with as it is.'

'Why did you have to work so late last night?'

Alain briefly outlined his ideas, finally saying: 'We shall just have to cut down the old oak tree.'

Chantal choked on her coffee. 'You'll never get away with that! There'll be a hell of a row!'

'Yes, I expect there will.'

'And that dreadful Delpech woman will be leading it. She won't take it lying down!'

'No, I expect you're right.'

Alain finished his coffee and went upstairs, his thoughts having been turned to other matters by his wife's inadvertent allusion to his mistress lying down.

Having had a shower, Alain dressed and went downstairs again. 

'Another coffee, Alain?' his wife asked.

'Yes, I think I will, thank you.' He took the proffered cup and sat down. 

'I really don't know what I'm going to do about this drug problem. It really is getting rather serious, but I'm going to have my hands full if I want to carry this new town plan through.'

'Why don't you ring Cécile Delpech?'

He almost dropped his coffee, but, fortunately for him, showed no outward sign other than mild surprise.

'What on earth for?' he inquired.

'To ask her if she will chair a sub-committee to produce a report on this vital matter of public concern', she replied, deliberately mimicking the style of the council chamber. 'If she does that, then she'll have less time to bother with your town plan. I wouldn't guarantee it will stop her opposing you, but it would at least restrict whatever opposition she could muster, and give you more time too. And if you ring her now, before she knows anything about your plans for the town, she won't see it as an attempt to buy her off. What's more, I have an idea she has a teen-age son, doesn't she?'

'Yes, that's right. He's at university.'

'That's what I thought. That means she's far better placed than anybody else on the Council to make an informed contribution.'

'That's brilliant!' Alain replied. 'I'll call her as soon as I get to the office. It's no good calling her at the moment, she's likely to be on the way to work right now.'

He kissed his wife goodbye, rather more enthusiastically than usual, because he was genuinely grateful for what might very well turn out to be a life-belt. Whatever else he might think about Chantal, she really did have an astute political brain, probably better than his, and she very often came up with solutions to the thorniest of problems.

As soon as he arrived in his office he telephoned Cécile. Her phone rang eight or nine times, and he was about to replace the receiver when she at last answered.

'Hello, chérie, listen!' said Alain. 'How about having lunch together today?'

'Lunch? Where?'

'Oh, I don't know… Shall we say the Colombier?'

'You're mad! How can we go there? Your wife would have found out before we'd taken one sip of our apéritif!'

'Aha! We have official permission! There's no need to hide it at all, because it's official business, and she approves. There's a problem come up, and she suggested that you might be the best person to sort it out. I must say, I think she's right.'

'What is this problem?'

'I'll tell you about it later on. I need to get some more information for myself first. What time shall we say? Shall we meet at the Colombier at 12.15?'

'Well, yes, if you're sure, but I feel a bit uneasy about it.'

'Don't worry about a thing. We shall have to be a little more discreet than I would like to be, but still…'

'Okay. See you then.'

Alain then rang Chantal.

'I'm taking Mademoiselle Delpech to the Colombier for lunch. I thought that might be a good way of getting her to take this idea of yours on board.'

'Great! Good idea! Have a good time – not too good, mind. She's a very attractive woman – it's a good job I know she's not your type.'

As soon as he put the phone down, it rang again. This time it was Inspector Gardel.

'That young man who was stabbed last night – he's dead. We have a murder on our hands.'

Alain arrived at the restaurant first. He was greeted by Madame Auribeau, the wife of the Colombier's owner, who supervised the restaurant herself whilst her husband did the cooking. It was perhaps not the best restaurant in Saint-Pierre, and certainly not the most expensive, but it was quiet, and had a large, walled garden, in which the tables were well spread out, so that it was perfectly possible to have a private conversation without the risk of being overheard by one's fellow-diners – or even, as would have been the case with some of the other, more crowded restaurants, the likelihood of having your neighbours actually joining in. What was more, it was extremely popular with tourists because of its idyllic setting, which meant that there was a reasonable chance that his lunch with Cécile might pass unobserved by any of the locals, except, of course, for the restaurant staff.

Madame Auribeau showed him to the most secluded table of all, set a little way apart from the others, in a little arbour with wisteria sprawling over a wrought-iron pergola, already in bloom but not yet as eye-catching as the brilliant mimosa nearby – the table des amoureux, Madame Auribeau called it, with a twinkle in her eye.

'I'll see to it that you're not disturbed too much, monsieur le maire,' Madame Auribeau assured him as Cécile arrived and took her place opposite him, although Alain detected a movement of her lips, when she saw who his companion was, which suggested that she had had to make a concerted effort to prevent her jaw from dropping, and he was convinced that, whatever she might say, Madame Auribeau would be all eyes and ears.

'Would you care for an apéritif, monsieur-dame?' she inquired, then left them alone to look at the menu whilst she went to fetch the kir and the pastis that Alain had ordered.

'What's this all about?' asked Cécile, as soon as Madame Auribeau was out of earshot.

'I'll tell you all in good time. What are you having to eat?'

'I don't want much. I'll just have a salade niçoise. I need to watch my figure in case some nice man comes along. But tell me, why on earth did your wife suggest our having lunch together? What the devil is she up to? Is she on to something? I know she's just about as devious as you are, so I'm sure she's up to something!'

'She didn't actually suggest lunch…'

'I bet she didn't!'

'I told you on the phone, she thought you might be able to help with a little problem I've got.'

'I thought I'd been doing that for the last three years…'

'Ha, ha, very funny! But sssh! This is a business problem. I thought it would be better to discuss it over lunch, and Chantal agreed.'

'Did she say anything about after lunch? Did she set a time limit?'

'No, of course she didn't,' Alain laughed. 'But I suppose now you come to mention it, our discussion could be quite long and involved!'

'Now who's being indiscreet! Watch out, here comes the patronne!'

Madame Auribeau served their drinks and took their food order. They waited until she had gone, and then both spoke at once.

'Did you hear…'

'Do you know…'

They laughed.

'It's difficult to be alone with you and pretend I'm not your lover,' said Alain. 'Go on, you first…'

'Yes, monsieur le maire,' said Cécile mockingly. 'Has monsieur le maire brought his secretary to take minutes of the meeting, or does he have a hidden tape-recorder?'

Alain responded in the same vein: 'He has neither, Councillor Delpech. Please proceed.'

'I was going to ask if you'd heard about the incident in the Place du Chêne last night.'

'That's partly what I wanted to talk to you about.. How much do you already know?'

'Just what was in Nice-Matin this morning, that's all. Simply that there was a fight among a group of young people and that one of them got stabbed. I don't know any more than that, do you?'

'So you haven't heard that the one who was stabbed has since died?'

'Good God, no! I didn't know it was as serious as that! Who was he?'

'He hasn't been identified as yet, but he wasn't a local.'

'A tourist?'

'No, the police think he was a drug-dealer.'

Cécile whistled under her breath.

'He appears to answer the description of a man the police in Antibes have been looking for, but they're not absolutely certain yet.'

They were interrupted by the patronne arriving with their meal and a bottle of Côtes de Provence rosé. Alain indicated that he would pour the wine himself and Madame Auribeau withdrew – slowly. Cécile waited until she was well out of earshot and then as soon as Alain had poured the wine, she asked:

'But you said this was what you wanted to talk to me about. This is a police problem, surely? You're not asking me to become a private detective, are you?'

'No, of course not. It's not really about this particular incident at all, it's the whole question that lies behind it.'

'Which is?'

'Which is that for some time now the drug problem in the area has been getting very serious, and now it's come to Saint-Pierre with a vengeance. It's a social problem, and as such it's something that the Council must get involved in.'

'Quite right, but you're the Mayor. It's your problem really, that's why you were elected.'

'Ha, ha, nice try, but I wasn't elected to do everything myself! A Mayor has to delegate, or else the job becomes impossible. And I happen to think you're the best person to delegate this matter to.'

'You mean your wife does…'

'Yes, she does… but I do too.'

'What a picture of domestic harmony! Okay, so what's the deal? What exactly do you want me to do?'

For the next hour they talked around the subject, finally agreed that the matter would form the principal item on the agenda at the following day's council meeting, and that the Mayor should propose that a sub-committee be established, with Cécile as Chairman, whose brief would be to investigate the extent of the problem, to consult all the interested parties, and to make such proposals as might be appropriate.

After the meal, they retired to Cécile's apartment, where they sealed their agreement in a way of which Chantal would certainly not have approved.

Back in his office later that afternoon, Alain spent the next hour making notes, crossing them out, making more notes, screwing up the paper they were written on, making more notes. Then he asked his secretary to have his two adjoints come and join him in his office. He needed to consult with them before finalising the council meeting agenda – at least that was the theory; in practice it was simply a question of telling them what he intended to do.

His two adjoints, or deputies, were as different as chalk and cheese. Antoine Boisdeffre was a Parisian who had come to live in the area fourteen years previously, after a heart-attack had forced him to abandon his career as a stock-broker on the Paris Bourse. He was an austere, humourless man, but was invaluable in all matters of finance. He could usually be relied upon to go straight to the heart of any matter, and was not afraid to ask any question which needed to be asked, however awkward. He was a good man to have on your side, and a formidable opponent.

The other adjoint, Michel Gambolini – like many of the inhabitants of this part of France, Italian of ancestry and of name – was entirely different. He was a bluff, jovial Provençal who, prior to his retirement, had kept a little café-restaurant in the centre of the town; that he called it Le Bar des Amis is itself a measure of his gregariousness. If you merely saw a photograph of him you would get a whiff of garlic and pastis. He was a bit of a bar-room philosopher, but, for all that, he knew what was what. With the cold judgement of Boisdeffre, the home-spun common-sense of Gambolini, and the pragmatism of the Mayor himself, this was certainly an effective team which had been assembled to look after the interests of the local community.

The Mayor began by outlining the agenda: one or two fairly routine items, such as approving the purchase of a new ambulance to replace the one that had been written off in an accident the previous week, and receiving a report from the sub-committee responsible for organising the fête patronale, the carnival that takes place annually on the feast of Saint Peter, whose name the town bore. Then the item which to them, as to Cécile, he described as the main item, even though he had other ideas himself. He told them that he would propose the establishment of a sub-committee, taking good care, however, not to tell them at this stage that he would also propose that Cécile Delpech be Chairman. His thinking was that, although both men were likely to agree that it was a good idea to give her something to do which would keep her out of mischief, a little personal jealousy might come into play, for their own positions as adjoints would normally make them favourites to occupy such a post.

The final item was the Mayor's report, an item in the course of which the Mayor aired his ideas, usually with a view to testing councillors' reactions before bringing forward a substantive motion for discussion at a later meeting. That was how he intended to appear to be operating this time, although he had in fact already made up his own mind. He also knew roughly what the reaction to his plan might be, but he felt it would be helpful to him to be able to quantify the extent of his support as well as the strength of the opposition before putting his plan to the Council in a fortnight's time.

'Antoine,' he began, 'how much did we spend on building the municipal swimming-pool?'

'Oh, about five million euros, if I remember rightly. Why?'

'What would you say if I proposed to pull it down?'

Boisdeffre's reaction was such that Alain almost regretted trying this ploy; this was no way, it might be said, to treat a man with a weak heart.

'What! What do you mean?' he spluttered.

'I think the Mayor's joking,' Gambolini interjected. 'Come on, Alain, what are you on about?'

'Do I take it, from your reaction, that if I proposed such an idea, you would both consider it too preposterous for serious consideration?'

'Absolutely!' they cried in unison.

'How do you feel about pulling down the war-widows' home at Les Gattières then?'

'Oh, come on, Alain! Don't be stupid! What's got into you today?'

'Well, look,' the Mayor continued. 'We desperately need to do something about our traffic problem, don't we?'

Again both adjoints agreed.

'And the only sensible, long-term way is to build some kind of relief road.'

Boisdeffre and Gambolini listened in silence.

'To build such a relief road, some existing buildings would have to come down. My consultations and deliberations have proved to me that the only possible routes would involve pulling down either the municipal swimming-pool or the war-widows' home.'

'That's preposterous!' cried Gambolini.

'Out of the question!' echoed Boisdeffre.

'As you say, it's both preposterous and out of the question to demolish either. But if we want to solve the traffic problem there's no alternative – unless…'

'Unless what?'

'Unless we drive the new road through the Place du Chêne.'

'What's wrong with that?' said Boisdeffre at once. 'I don't see any problem.'

'I'll tell you what's wrong with it! Our oak tree would have to come down, that's what's wrong with it!' Gambolini exploded. 'You must be mad! You don't think you'll get away with that, do you?'

'Yes,' said Alain quietly. 'And I want your support. Think about the alternatives. Now I'm going home. Good night.'

The two adjoints stared in speechless amazement as the Mayor picked up his briefcase, passed through the door, and left the building.

Alain had been home for only ten minutes when the phone rang. When he answered it, a woman's voice said, 'Good evening, monsieur le maire. This is Hélène Gautier, of Nice-Matin.'

For Alain, this was quite a pleasant surprise. Hélène Gautier, the local Nice-Matin representative, was an extremely attractive young woman who attended every council meeting. Many a time he had lost his train of thought during the course of a meeting as a result of looking in her direction. Cécile had noticed too, and had teased him about it. Alain had made light of it, pretending that it was only to stop himself from looking too obviously at Cécile herself, so as to put people off the scent. Cécile was not taken in, however; she was much more astute than that, and knew her lover, perhaps, better than he knew himself.

'Is it true that you're planning to pull down the oak tree in the Place du Chêne?'

'My dear Mademoiselle Gautier, we have a drug-related murder on our hands, and you ring up to ask about an oak tree? Really, we have more important things than that to worry us at the moment. I take it you'll be at the council meeting tomorrow?'

'Of course.'

'Then you'll hear what we're planning to do to combat this scourge of modern society. Good night.'

But as he replaced the receiver he wondered who could already have been in touch with the local newspaper. It could only have been his adjoint, Gambolini.

