Chapter 19

L'Espace Cardin


Seated at his usual place in the shady corner at the back of the café Le Mont Olivet  , between a muscadet   and sandwich paté  campagne  , Migraine regarded with some bafflement the invitation from Marcel Ricard, senior official at the Bureau of Vital Statistics, to dine with him in two weeks time at the restaurant L'Espace Cardin  on the Champs Elysées  . The motives that accompanied a luncheon  invitation from such  highly placed politicians or government officials were always  few in number and easily predictable. No matter what way one looked at it, L'Espace Cardin   didn't fit in.


In the majority of cases it would be a matter of bringing  in the DST on some crisis involving national security.  The ambiance of a mediocre restaurant in the class of  L'Espace Cardin   was not ruled out, yet hardly worthy of consideration. Important meetings necessitated important expenditures. Winning the confidence of an Inspector Guy de  Migraine was worth  a dinner at Fouquet's  , the Tour d"Argent  , even the Eiffel Tower itself, or at the very least 

( and this might be considered almost slumming), La Coupole   in Montparnasse. There the food was adequate, the service competent;  but it might be considered an imposition to obliged the  Inspector to put up with the parvenus  , the nouveaux riches  , the international yuppie set, and the dumb tourists, for an entire evening. 


On the other hand, Migraine considered, it might be one of those affairs requiring the greatest discretion: public officials  in hot water, a frame-up, who knows? Even blackmail! In such cases  the appropriate rendezvous would be  some insalubrious hole in Montmartre, or in  the tawdry neighborhood around the  rue St. Denis, Clignancourt, Belleville or Bastille, even industrial ghettoes like Pantin, Billancourt, Drancy .....


 One would not then be thinking of  expensive dinners in fashionable hangouts,  banquets seasoning by vintage wines, liqueurs, sumptuous entrees and gaudy desserts, Havana cigars, digestifs .... . All that  mattered at these moments  was  the sizable check passed under the table between the soggy oeuf dur mayonnaise   and the arrival of the burnt and oily stek frites .



L' Espace Cardin was  wrong on all counts. Located on the Champs Elysées, close to the American Embassy, it is one of those vulgar places where everybody is open to public view. Ranges of tall windows fill the spacious dining-room  with bright sunlight.  Altogether the wrong kind of place for nepotism, bribery, corruption or any sort of secret maneuvering or intrigue.


It also isn't the sort of restaurant  one would recommend for the display of conspicuous consumption or lavish ego-stroking. Neither the price, nor the decor, nor the  cooking - certainly not!   -  suggest anything like haute cuisine  . The slightest touch of class  is (perhaps ) insinuated into its precincts  by the modern paintings on the walls  and  the  sculpture plunked down to the right of the entranceway.


For anywhere from 150 to 300 francs  consumers were offered a choice between a  buffet style self-service  lunch gotten from long troughs modeled after the salad bars in Pizza Hut. One could also call for the menu, and  command  entrees  from liveried waiters . By making a concerted effort it was possible to  throw away 500 francs on a meal, yet there  was little point in doing so. Nothing about the establishment justified such an expenditure. 


(Needless to underline the obvious fact that L'Espace Cardin  was many light years above La Belle Noisette or La Jambe Cassée. )


No doubt, Migraine reflected,  Marcel Ricard  would explain the purpose of the gathering once they were there. Although he did not foresee any risks, he  informed Ricard that he was bringing along two of his confederates, Jean-Luc Fevrier and Els Dordrecht. This had sat well with Ricard, who added that the government would be only too happy to foot the entire bill.  


At 2 PM, on the afternoon of Armistice Day, November 11,1988,  a group composed of Inspector Guy de Migraine, Officer Jean-Luc Fevrier of the DST, and Els Dordrecht of the Rotterdam Customs Authority entered together into the main dining-room of  L'Espace Cardin. Marcel Ricard, already seated at a table adjacent to the right end of the bar, stood up to greet them. Former Socialist major of Villeneuve-sur-Oise, now affiliated with the Bureau of Vital Statistics, he'd been an influential voice in the Mitterand cabinet, yet managed to keep his post with the advent of Chirac . He'd also brought along an associate: Pierre LeBouc, senior computer programmer at JUDEX , the gigantic computer center of the Gendarmerie located  at Rosny-le-Bois. 


Migraine and his team, who could have learned as much by digging into their files, but who rarely did their homework, had no idea that  Ricard and LeBouc had been in the pay of Low Bing and the Eiffel Tower Gang for 15 years.  This was but the tip of the iceberg: the entire staff  at L'Espace Cardin were regular or part-time affiliates of  far eastern Asian criminal gangs headquartered in Paris.  More than half of them had, at one time or another, done work for the Eiffel Tower Gang. 


The chief barman at L'Espace Cardin , Lee Huang Yu, was  Low Bing's half-brother through a liaison of  his father's. He , Ricard and LeBouc had been given instructions to see to it that  Migraine's drinks were poisoned. That failing, a pound of crushed glass had been worked into the Crème Chantilly   he would be served for dessert.


There were also backups: an elephant rifle equipped with silencer stood in the alcove just under the over-sized TV screen raised over the  far left end of the bar. Nor was that all: one way or another, the Eiffel Tower Gang was determined that Guy de Migraine would not survive his déjeuner  , courtesy of  L'Espace Cardin .


While these high-ranking officials and policemen were seating themselves around the table, Low Bing's half brother, Lee Huang Yu, was standing in back  of the bar counter  talking to him in Taipei over the telephone . Low Bing's office was  on the 3rd floor of the Eiffel Tower Gang's principal factory, a big shabby building that operated around the clock, located in a slum neighborhood on the outskirts of the city.  It was here that he took the call, seated in a swivel chair behind his desk. Above the desk in full view hung half a dozen TV monitors, allowing him to monitor everything going on inside the factory and on the grounds. 


Yu awaited the signal for the delivery of the bottle of poisoned wine to the Chief Inspector, to  be given by Low Bing at the appropriate moment.  


After being seated  Migraine asked that a telephone receiver be branched in the wall  socket near his table. Excusing himself momentarily from Ricard and LeBouc, Migraine established contact with Chung Wah, Chief Inspector of the Taiwan security services. 


Up to this point our only information about Chung Wah has been in the form of his cryptic, somewhat baffling messages in invisible ink that he'd left - when they were not forgeries by others - on the sidings of moving rubber sidewalks in the Metro. In fact, Chung Wah had been wandering up and down  the Riviera for over a year, tracking Asian smugglers and gangs. His arrest record had been impressive, and it is hardly surprising that by now  his life was not worth a split nickel. Plots to assassinate him were as numerous as assholes at the Cannes Film Festival. Never fear : the author will keep him alive as long as he is useful to the increasingly devious plot of The Eiffel Tower Gang   and its potential sequels. 

 
When Chung Wah took Migraine's call he was comfortably seated on the terrace of a café on the Quai St. Pierre in the harbor area of Cannes. Directly facing him was an accumulation  of the world's costliest yachts. One of them in  particular had been under his close scrutiny since early that morning : the Dallas Star ,  Arthur Hodges' craft that regularly plied  between Majorca and the Riviera, dropping  smuggled merchandise at various locations along the Mediterranean coast. To date no-one had been able to nab him with the goods, but his luck was running out. 


Despite his being stationed in one place for most of the day, Chung Wah was the focus of frenetic activity around Cannes and the Riviera: more than a  dozen of his agents were  out there on special missions. They  reported back to him frequently,  either in person , by telephone, or Fax. Some  were assigned to trail Hodges himself as he made his rounds in Cannes or drove his Bugatti up and down the coast between St. Tropez and Nice. It was going to be a hectic afternoon.


 Punctually every hour, at 10 minutes after the hour,  his secretary  returned to the café bearing a pile of communiqués faxed from Taipei police headquarters: transcriptions  of Low Bing's telephone conversations , now being monitored through equipment hidden in flower delivery vans in the side streets. Chung Wah was also kept informed of the movements  of a heavily armed police team  staked out around Low Bing's factory. Several dozen Taiwanese cops stood on alert, awaiting the word from Chung Wah to invade the premises. Migraine's voice barked along the line: 


" Àllo,  Àllo ! Chung? C'est toi, alors?  "


"Vlayment, Ahspek'tor . C'est mwah! T'sah vawh?   " 


"Certainement, Chung. Attends un moment.   "


Migraine placed his hand over the receiver as he turned to apologize to  Ricard: " This won't take long. I'm establishing contact with my Taiwanese counterpart.  "


" Go right ahead, Inspector. Drink?"


"Ah ..er... humph ! ...Que dalle!  ... eh bien  ; oui ... Marc de Bourgogne   !  " Ricard signaled to the bar.


" Àllo  , Chung? Attends . Mon numero est ...    " he dictated the telephone number, " Quand tu a quelque-chose à me dire, rapelle-moi directe. Okay ? Bien!   Chaoi  !    " 


He hung up the receiver and turned to his hosts: "Now, gentlemen", he asked, " What do you want to see me about?"


Pierre LeBouc launched into a description of the project, still in the planning stages, which he and Ricard  had been working on for some time. In theory, every reported infraction , from stealing a peach off a grocer's cart to a serial killing , of every human being standing on French government-administered soil, is fed into the gigantic databanks of JUDEX ( Système Judiciare de Documentation et de l'Exploitation   ) in the town of Rosny-le-Bois just outside of Paris. 


JUDEX retains photo-images of stolen goods, mug shots, unpaid traffic tickets, fingerprints, licenses of stolen vehicles, lists of suspects , reports of  suspicious behavior, clues, anonymous tips and stray leads, from France, Corsica, Chad, Martinique and all other French colonies. A multi-dimensional cross-referencing data structure  is expected to , once again in theory, give the police the power to keep close surveillance on anything that attracts its attention. 


Less than a year of operations JUDEX found itself in grave difficulties. By that time over a million acts, considered potentially criminal , had been reported. The sheer volume of evil  was impeding the work of  pin-pointing  individual cases. 


Thus : although the miscreant who tried to enter the Chatelet Metro   by jumping the turnstile, and the equally nefarious villain  who robbed the bank in Puy-le-Dome two months later, were both bald and walked with a limp;  though one of them was known to have a left club foot,  while the club foot on the other may have been  either on the right or the left ;  this did not, in and of itself, generate enough police authority  to justify  arresting every bald, club-footed male in France, Corsica, the Cameroons, Martinique and Chad ! 


"Tough", Migraine commented, without sympathy  , "You haven't found a way yet to replace old pug-uglies like me, who cover the soles of their feet with blisters and cram our noses up ass-holes! I really feel sorry for you guys."


" Inspector", Ricard picked up ,  " the scope of the dilemma is vast. As I was constantly reminding  Mitterand, it may well be the central dilemma of 20th century man !  Society lacks cohesion   !  I've been a committed  Socialist these 40 years. The hardest lesson I've ever had to learn is that  bureaucracy isn't enough!  We must find more  efficient forms of  social control! 


" Let us hope that the day will come when computers are big enough to cope with all the messiness of human existence. Frankly, the Parti Socialiste    may not be around that long."


" What do you have in mind?" 


Not waiting for an answer,  Migraine, Dordrecht and Fevrier rose abruptly from the table and carried their plates over to the salad bar. This development was communicated over the telephone  by Lee Huang Yu  to Low Bing . Low Bing told the gang to find some way of cutting the telephone connection with Chung Wah. It was just at that moment that Chung Wah called back. Migraine dashed across the parquet, slopping crudités   from  his plate onto the floor, and picked up the receiver. 


" Àllo , Chung! Des nouvelles    ? " 


" Àllo , Ahnspek'tor Mi'glayn !    What news you ask? Fum Kahhn? Oui   !  Lahts! Hodge,  he come back. Las' night - about - uh - too thlerty - wit six uth'uhz - all membel of gang ! They wolk - lawng taime ! Fow  ahwah,  at least!  Kally big bags - sacks! They load up whole yahtsh't !  Some kinna' powdah!


"  We make allest tonight - no werwy  -boat not leave . Hodges served summons this maw'ning  :  yahtsh't got leaky mufflah ! All allested tonight! "


" Good work, Chung. Keep in touch. " Migraine hung up the receiver and  begin a greedy attack on  the grotesque pyramid of salads and cold cuts that overflowed his plate. His mouth crammed with food, he indicated , by a wave of his fork, that Ricard should continue his monologue. 


" It is  a reality of French life, Inspector,  that married men of  sufficient income are prone to maintain  a mistress together with their official spouse. The children of these mistresses , ( those from the man under consideration of course ) are designated as  "illegitimate" . There is, to date, no official governmental category of "mistress". For the bastards, yes, because of  inheritance disputes. 


"It is a curiosity of  French law that  bigamy is illegal. This may be due to the  strong hold that the Catholic Church maintains over our customs, despite every effort made since the revolution of 1789 to get rid of it. One might have hoped that France's  civilizing  rule over the native peoples of the Polynesian islands would  have led to some liberalization in our own customs;  such has not been the case. Europe  in general  has never been favorably disposed  to institutionalized polygamy. 


" But, Inspector, there's a first time for everything! We want to make bigamy legal. Just imagine the opportunities for increased interference of the government into the lives of private citizens ! "

" Very French", Migraine commented drily , " Go on."


" De facto   bigamy, as we all know, already exists. Now look at what happens if its legitimized. The government will be able to set up  a bureaucracy that would have been the envy  by Byzantium. Through the issuing of licenses and permits  designed to regulate  the status secondary and tertiary spouses, it can make a fortune! 


"The revised marital code will fill an entire floor-to-ceiling shelf in the law libraries. It will be up to the politicians to enact a jungle of  bigamy code infractions, to establish an agency for the purpose of periodic inspections, to levy stiff fines and institute long prison sentences. A criminal justice paradise! I don't know why no-one's ever thought of it before. We may even be able to balance the budget. "


The entrees had arrived: tournedos   for Ricard and LeBouc, entrecote milanese   for Migraine, boeuf bourguinon  for Fevrier. Els was content  with what she'd gathered at  the salad bar. Now a second bottle of Sancerre made the rounds. No cause for alarm;  Low Bing had not yet given the signal.


As he listened to Marcel  Ricard, Inspector Migraine's face glowed with approval: this idea showed intelligence!  : "Sounds great! " he commented, "  You should think of instituting  residency laws that would be difficult, even impossible,  to satisfy. That will bring in lots of ready cash. I'm thinking of regulations that prohibit  wife and mistress to live in  the same building."


" Ah..." Le Bouc smiled, " Inspector, you don't know the half of it. We want to introduce the expression ' femme du regime secondaire  '  for what is now called  a mistress. We also anticipate that the phrase ' sous-femme ' will  enter the public  vocabulary. The laws we have in mind will not only prohibit the wife and subwife from living under the same roof, they will disallow residency in the same block, neighborhood or, depending on the local mores, even the same town. Imagine how much we can rake in from waivers alone! 


" The new incest laws will enjoin any woman too closely related to the official wife from becoming a subwife: sisters, cousins, second cousins, widows of deceased brothers and so on. You get the picture? Here's one possibility :  when  a married man takes his wife's sister as a mistress, we fine him 10,000 francs. If a married woman takes her husband's brother as a lover, we throw her in jail for five years."  


Migraine shook his head: " Make it illegal for a married woman to take any   kind of lover! Mon Dieu  ! Our entire civilization would fall to pieces if  wives  were allowed to get away with adultery!"


LeBouc nodded in agreement: " JUDEX  would go completely out of control, for one thing.  No: we're assuming that the Napoleanic Code  remains intact for  married women."


Ricard  seconded the idea : "It needs to be strengthened!  This is l'Age  d' Infomatique  !  " 


Migraine regarded them curiously: "What about unmarried sub-wives? Will you allow them to take other  lovers?"


Pierre LeBouc heaved a smile : "That, Inspector, depends entirely on computer capacity.  I call it 'Robespierre's Dream  ' . 


" I don't quite follow you on that one."


" The theory and practice of rational social control in 20th century  Eastern European dictatorships have already  made Robespierre look like a ninny.   It is now within our power to create the perfect society, one whose  functioning  is governed entirely by Reason  !" 


LeBouc's eyes waxed livid with demonic enthusiasm, 


"  There now exists a way of quantifying Reason  , of measuring its amount in any social program. One merely asks the question: What does it do  to the database   ?  


" If hardware, software and database are powerful enough to handle the subtleties , by all means let a sub-wife take herself any number of lovers! But ; there must be a limit somewhere!  Even the  'femme du regime tertiare  ' may be more than our present -day computers can handle. " 


"Marcel" , Migraine replied after a moment's deliberation,

 " I've a suggestion to make . I find your proposal very clever. Very clever indeed. Why don't you imitate the methods of the French railways, the SNCF? It sells you first class tickets, second class tickets. It's a shame that  third class  was eliminated by the commies . 


" A Socialist government can set up a similar system:  grant permits  for  first-class marriages, second class marriages, sleeping car marriages, no-smoking love affairs, vacation flings, one-night stands... Just use your imagination! The important thing is that everything be accompanied by supplementary fees, taxes, fines, tips, bribes. Make everything renewable, even marriage itself. Mandate periodic check-ups, examinations, inspections. That'll give JUDEX an incredible amount of data to process!"


" Ah.... Inspector. That's just the problem. Too much data is just as bad as too little."


" No doubt you're right.  So, tell me: how does the DST come into the picture? "


Sitting in his office in Taipei. Low Bing decided that the moment of truth had arrived. From his office in Taipei, Low Bing spoke to Lee Huang Yu. Yu nodded to a waiter, who  reached into a cubbyhole below the counter to retrieve a bottle of arsenic-laced Sancerre. This was passed over to a busboy with instructions to deliver it to Marcel Ricard personally. 


With a nod of the head and a handsome tip, Ricard picked up the bottle from the bucket of ice in which it had been placed and deposited it  aggressively in front of the Inspector. He should have opened and poured it right away. Yet he'd become thoroughly wrapped up in demonstrating the cleverness of his novel bigamy code. Now he intended to keep Migraine alive long enough to elaborate further on the  details. This delay of half an hour was to have fateful consequences for all concerned.

� At the time of the events related in this  narrative an opalescent imitation black jade plastic chair, in the form of a giant upturned and outstretched palm with vertical thumb for its back, took up all of the lobby's non-functional space. The author never remarked that anyone had taken a fancy to sit in the thing, although no sign  stated that it wasn't allowed.





