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The Naud Brothers’ Discovery

The sky was just starting to lighten when Jules, the elder of  
the two Naud brothers, appeared on the deck of  the barge, 
first his head, then his shoulders, then his big lanky body. 
Rubbing his as yet uncombed flax-coloured hair, he looked 
at the lock, Quai de Jemmapes on the left, Quai de Valmy on 
the right. A few minutes went by, time enough to roll a cig
arette and smoke it in the coolness of  the early morning, 
before a light came on in the little bar on the corner of  Rue 
des Récollets.

Because of  the dim light, the front of  the bar was a harsher yel-
low than usual. Popaul, the owner, collarless and also uncombed, 
came out on to the pavement to remove the shutters.

Naud walked across the gangway and the quayside, rolling 
his second cigarette. When his brother Robert, almost as tall 
and raw-boned as he was, emerged in his turn from a hatch, he 
was able to see Jules leaning on the counter in the lighted bar 
and the owner pouring a shot of  brandy into his coffee.

Robert seemed to be waiting his turn. He rolled a cigarette in 
the same way as his brother. When Jules came out of  the bar, 
Robert, the younger of  the two, walked off  the barge, and they 
met in the middle of  the street.

‘I’m starting the engine,’ Jules announced.
There were days when they didn’t exchange more than ten 

sentences like that. Their boat was called the Deux Frères – ​the Copyrighted Material
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Two Brothers. They had married twin sisters, and both families 
lived on board.

Robert took the place of  his elder brother in Popaul’s bar, 
which smelled of  coffee laced with brandy.

‘Nice day,’ said Popaul, who was short and fat.
Robert Naud merely looked through the window at the 

pink-tinged sky. The chimney pots on the roofs were the first 
thing in the landscape to take on life and colour. On the slates 
and tiles, and on some of  the cobbles on the quayside, the cold 
of  the last hours of  night had left a thin layer of  frost that was 
starting to fade.

The diesel engine could be heard spluttering. Puffs of  black 
smoke emerged from the stern of  the barge. Robert put some 
coins on the zinc counter, touched his cap with his fingertips and 
walked back across the quayside. The lock-keeper had appeared, 
in his uniform, and was getting the lock ready. There was the 
sound of  footsteps in the distance, on Quai de Valmy, although 
nobody was yet visible. Children’s voices came from the interior 
of  the boat, where the women were making coffee.

Jules reappeared on deck, went to the stern, leaned over and 
frowned. His brother guessed what was wrong. They had 
loaded some freestone at Beauval, at Post 48 along the Canal de 
l’Ourcq. As almost always happened, they had taken on a few 
tonnes too many, and already the previous day, leaving the basin 
of  La Villette and moving into the Canal Saint-Martin, they had 
stirred the sludge at the bottom.

There is usually no lack of  water in March. But this year, it 
hadn’t rained for two months, and they had to be sparing with 
the canal water.

The lock gates opened. Jules took up his position at the wheel. 
His brother went back on to the quayside to cast off. The propel-
ler started turning and, as both of  them had feared, it stirred up 
thick mud that rose to the surface, making big bubbles.Copyrighted Material
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Maigret and the Headless Corpse

Leaning with his whole weight on the pole, Robert tried hard 
to move the bow of  the boat away from the quayside. The pro-
peller seemed to be turning without any progress being made. 
Accustomed to such things, the lock-keeper waited patiently, 
beating his hands together to warm himself.

There was a thump, then a worrying noise of  clashing gears. 
Robert Naud turned to his brother, who stalled the engine.

Neither of  them knew what was happening. The propeller 
hadn’t touched the bottom, protected as it was by part of  the 
rudder. Something must have got stuck in it, perhaps an old 
cable, such as were often found lying at the bottom of  canals. If  
it was that, they would find it hard to shake off.

Still holding his pole, Robert headed for the stern, leaned 
over and tried to reach the propeller through the opaque water, 
while Jules went looking for a smaller pole and Laurence, his 
wife, put her head out through the hatch.

‘What is it?’
‘Don’t know.’
In silence, they began to manoeuvre the two poles around 

the stalled propeller. After a few minutes, the lock-keeper, Dam-
bois, whom everybody called Charles, came and stood on the 
quayside to watch them. He didn’t ask any questions, merely 
puffed silently at his pipe, the stem of  which had been mended 
with wire.

A few passers‑by could be seen hurrying towards the Répub-
lique, as well as nurses in uniform heading for the Hôpital 
Saint-Louis.

‘Have you got it?’
‘I think so.’
‘Is it a cable?’
‘I have no idea.’
Jules Naud had hooked something. After a while, the object 

yielded, and more bubbles rose to the surface.Copyrighted Material
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Slowly, he pulled out the pole, and as the hook broke the sur-
face, a strange package appeared, wrapped in newspaper that 
had burst open.

It was a human arm, intact from the shoulder to the hand. In 
the water, it had taken on a pallid colour and the texture of  a 
dead fish.

Depoil, the sergeant from the third district police station at the 
end of  Quai de Jemmapes, was just finishing his night shift 
when the tall figure of  the elder Naud brother appeared in the 
doorway.

‘I’m just above the Récollets lock with our boat, the Deux 
Frères. The propeller stalled when we cast off  and we dredged 
up a man’s arm.’

Depoil, who had worked in the tenth arrondissement for fif-
teen years, had the reaction that all the police officers informed 
of  the case would have.

‘A man’s?’ he echoed, incredulously.
‘A man’s, yes. The hand is covered in brown hair and . . .’
Periodically, a corpse was fished out of  the Canal Saint-Martin, 

almost always because of  the movement of  a boat’s propeller. 
Most often, the corpse was intact, and it would usually turn out 
to be a man, an old tramp, for example, who had drunk too 
much and slipped into the canal, or a criminal stabbed to death 
by a rival gang.

Dismembered bodies weren’t rare, two or three a year on 
average, but invariably, as far back as Sergeant Depoil could 
remember, they were women. You immediately knew where to 
look. Nine times out of  ten, if  not more, it was a low-class pros-
titute, one of  those you see prowling at night around patches of  
waste ground.

‘A sex crime,’ the report would conclude.
The police knew the local crowd and had up‑to‑date lists of  Copyrighted Material
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Maigret and the Headless Corpse

all the criminals and dubious individuals. A few days generally 
sufficed to arrest the perpetrator of  an ordinary offence, 
whether it was a theft from a market stall or an armed robbery. 
But it was rare for them to get their hands on one of  these 
killers.

‘Have you brought it with you?’ Depoil asked.
‘The arm?’
‘Where did you leave it?’
‘On the quayside. Is it all right for us to go? We have to get 

down to Quai de l’Arsenal. They’re waiting for us to unload.’
The sergeant lit a cigarette, began by informing the police 

emergency switchboard of  the incident, then asked for the 
number of  the local detective chief  inspector, Monsieur Magrin.

‘Sorry to wake you. Some barge people have just fished a 
human arm out of  the canal  . . . No, a man’s arm!  . . . That’s 
what I thought, too  . . . What?  . . . He’s here, yes  . . . I’ll ask 
him . . .’

He turned to Naud, without letting go of  the receiver.
‘Does it look as if  it’s been in the water for a long time?’
The elder Naud scratched his head.
‘That depends what you call a long time.’
‘Is it very decomposed?’
‘Hard to say. In my opinion, it could have been there about 

two or three days . . .’
The sergeant repeated this into the telephone.
‘Two or three days . . .’
Then, playing with his pencil, he listened to the inspector’s 

instructions.
‘Can we go through the lock?’ Naud asked again when he 

had hung up.
‘Not yet. As the inspector just said, it’s quite possible that 

other pieces have got stuck to the barge, and if  we let it go ahead 
we might lose them.’Copyrighted Material
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‘But I can’t stay there for ever! There are already four boats 
behind us.’

The sergeant, who had asked for another number, was wait-
ing for the reply.

‘Hello? Victor? Did I wake you? You’re already having your 
breakfast? Good. I have a job for you.’

Victor Cadet lived not far from there, in Rue du Chemin-Vert, 
and a month rarely passed without his services being called for 
on the Canal Saint-Martin. Without any doubt, he was the man 
who had fished the largest number of  ill-assorted objects, 
including human bodies, from the Seine and the canals of  Paris.

‘Just give me time to inform my assistant.’
It was seven o’clock in the morning. On Boulevard 

Richard-Lenoir, Madame Maigret, already washed and dressed 
and smelling of  soap, was busy in her kitchen, making break-
fast, while her husband was still asleep. At police headquarters 
on Quai des Orfèvres, Lucas and Janvier had come on duty at 
six, and it was Lucas who took the call about the discovery 
made in the canal.

‘Strange!’ he grunted to Janvier. ‘They just fished an arm out 
of  the Canal Saint-Martin, and it isn’t a woman’s.’

‘Is it a man’s?’
‘What else could it be?’
‘Could be a child’s.’
That had happened, too, just once, three years earlier.
‘Are you going to let the chief  know?’
Lucas looked at the time, hesitated and shook his head. 

‘There’s no rush. Let him at least have his coffee.’
By 7.50, a fairly large crowd had formed near the Deux Frères, 

and a policeman was keeping the onlookers at a distance from 
an object that lay on the flagstones, covered with a piece of  tar-
paulin. Victor Cadet’s boat, which had been moored upstream, 
had been let through the lock and now came alongside the quay.Copyrighted Material
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Cadet was a giant of  a man. He looked as if  he had had his 
diving suit made to measure. His assistant, on the other hand, 
was a little old man who chewed tobacco as he worked and sent 
long jets of  brown saliva into the water.

It was he who secured the ladder, primed the pump and 
finally screwed the huge brass sphere on to Victor’s neck.

Two women and five children, all with hair so blond it was 
almost white, were standing in the stern of  the Deux Frères; 
one of  the women was pregnant, the other held a baby on 
her arm.

The sunlight was beating down on the buildings along Quai 
de Valmy, sunlight so bright and gay that it made you wonder 
why that stretch of  the canal had such a sinister reputation. 
True, the paintwork on the fronts of  the buildings was faded, 
the whites and yellows pale and washed out, but on this March 
morning, everything seemed as bright and clear as a painting by 
Utrillo.

Four barges were waiting behind the Deux Frères, with wash-
ing drying on lines and children being forced to keep quiet. The 
smell of  tar dominated the less pleasant smell of  the canal.

At 8.15, Maigret, who was finishing his second cup of  coffee 
and wiping his mouth before smoking his first pipe, took the 
call from Lucas.

‘A man’s arm, you say?’
He, too, was surprised.
‘Was anything else found?’
‘Victor the diver is already at work. We have to clear the lock 

as soon as possible to avoid a bottleneck.’
‘Who’s been dealing with this so far?’
‘Judel.’
He was an inspector from the tenth arrondissement, a dull 

but conscientious young man who could be relied on in the 
early stages of  an investigation.Copyrighted Material
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