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To my own little gang,
again.






“Like phoenixes floundering in the ashes.”


Eva Rosière,
Laura Flames and the Awkward Squad







Prologue


The Vaucluse, November 24, 2012


Jacques Maire walked along the canal which ran through the centre of L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue. He was counting the ducks. The water-parsnip, which turned the limpid stream a shade of green, swayed gently in the current, dipping in and out of view in the shimmering light. Boats rocked back and forth in the peaceful flow that urged him to slow his pace.


With the calm, collected smile of the village do-gooder, Jacques returned the distant “bonjour” of the local librarian, before passing beneath the plane trees on his way to the boulangerie. In the main square, the marble plaque on the war memorial caught his attention. It had been defaced. A drop of golden paint, still wet, trickled from the final vowel of a new name that someone had added.




Jacques Maire: August 17, 1943 – November 25, 2012.


November 25, 2012.


Tomorrow.
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Paris, November 28, 2012


Commissaire Anne Capestan was doing battle with the latest in a long line of shoddy printers allocated to her team by the ever munificent police quartermaster. The machine maintained that it was running low on ink, even though Capestan had only just replaced the cartridge. After pressing every single button twice, the commissaire admitted defeat. She did not have anything particularly important to print. Not least because she did not have anything particularly important to work on. Or any work at all, in fact.


After a glittering start to her career that saw an Olympic medal for shooting and more badges of honour than any young officer before her, Capestan had joined the Brigade des Mineurs, without knowing that the posting would test her emotions to their very limit. During her time there, on a case that was horrific even by the Mineurs’ grim standards, she had shot down a suspect. There were no two ways about it. She was the star pupil who had gone off the rails; “a loaded Kalashnikov with an innocent smile,” as her colleague Eva Rosière had delicately put it. After narrowly escaping the sack, Capestan now found herself at the head of a team of down-and-out officers, an idea dreamed up by Buron, the big boss of 36, quai des Orfèvres, to clean up the Police Judiciaire by chucking all the undesirables onto the same scrapheap.


A month ago they had successfully solved their first case, something that – far from earning her awkward squad the respect of their peers – had only served to intensify their disdain. Grasses. Traitors. That was their reputation after hanging a fellow officer out to dry. Not an easy label to remove, and it weighed heavily on Capestan’s mind. On her pride, too.


As for Commandant Lebreton, he had adjusted to the situation with his customary calm. He was no stranger to the scorn of his colleagues. A glorious spell at R.A.I.D. had been cut short when he came out as gay, and was speedily transferred to working in internal complaints with the I.G.S. – a role where you might as well wear a sign reading “Judas” instead of a uniform. In such a place, crippled with grief following the death of his husband, he had found it harder to stomach the bigotry. One accusation against his superior later and he was fast-tracked to Buron’s custom-made dustbin. Right now, he was tipped back in his chair, feet crossed on his desk, leafing through a Sunday supplement from Le Monde, taking a break from the futile task of investigating the boxes of cold cases blocking their corridor. A loud voice from the next-door room made him lower his magazine, listen for a second, raise an eyebrow, and continue with his article.


The commotion involved the umpteenth difference of opinion between the volcanic Eva Rosière and the unsinkable Merlot. They argued constantly, not always about the same thing at the same time, but that never seemed to concern them in the slightest. This time they could be heard having a heated discussion over a game of snooker, the most recent contribution from Capitaine Rosière, the novelist-turned-screenwriter-turned-millionaire. Her spell at number 36 had come to an end when the top brass finally tired of her grindingly unsubtle parodies of them in her television series, “Laura Flames”. Ever since tipping up at their makeshift commissariat on rue des Innocents, she had taken charge of the refurbishments, exercising decreasing levels of restraint. The day before, when Rosière had floated the idea of buying a football table to keep Dax and Lewitz amused, Capestan had asked whether she was planning on charging a membership fee for the commissariat or if it would be pay-as-you-play. Merlot, eavesdropping next to them, had appeared to scrutinise the question without grasping the sarcasm. Rosière, a careful strategist despite her boorish air, had backed down. No doubt a temporary retreat, Capestan had thought to herself.


The commissaire moved away from the printer into what had become the billiards room following the arrival of a full-sized table a few weeks ago, complete with fringed rectangular lampshade, four leather armchairs, a cue rack and a magnificent oak-topped bar with a set of matching stools.


“It’s official, Anne, no-one else will want to join our squad now,” Eva had said with finality. “May as well furnish it properly – makes the space less dreary.” Dreariness was now the last thing Capestan associated with the commissariat; space was the second last.


Merlot, measuring in at a full cubic metre, stood rooted to the spot, a look of alpha pride written across his face. The former Brigade Mondaine capitaine, a well-connected but booze-addled freemason, was standing firm during Rosière’s thunderous diatribe, snooker cue in one hand, red ball in the other. His jacket was flecked all over with blue chalk marks.


“. . . it’s all the same . . . Take rhino horns. One day, some limp-pricked so-and-so runs into a rhino and says, ‘Whoa there, I’d like me a horn like that, please. I’ll just grind it up, guzzle it down, and away we go!’ And, ever since, the not-so-cocksure of the world have been wiping out the entire species just to get a bit of life back in their loins.”


At her feet, Pilote, Rosière’s dog, listened reverently. He turned to Merlot, awaiting his response.


“Exactly, dear girl. Vitality! I quite agree . . . Vitality is the root of such giant scientific strides!” the capitaine said, nodding impressively and almost blinding Lieutenant Évrard with the tip of his cue.


The lieutenant, dismissed from the gambling task force after developing a certain weakness for blackjack, was perched on the side of the table, drumming her fingers on the polished wood as she waited patiently for the conversation to end. She had her back turned, more or less on purpose, to Lieutenant Torrez, who had stowed himself away in an armchair in the corner of the room, his billiard cue leaning against the armrest. Capestan strolled over to him.


“Who’s winning?”


“The argument or the snooker?”


“The snooker.”


“Me, in that case.”


“Who are you playing with?”


“Me,” Torrez said, frowning.


Yet again, no-one wanted to be on Torrez’s team, preferring instead to play three on one. This was an improvement on the month before, when he couldn’t enter the room without its occupants running for the hills. His shady reputation as a bringer of very bad luck was definitely subsiding, albeit slowly. Baby steps. Everyone, including Torrez (especially Torrez), was continuing to exercise a healthy degree of caution. Only Capestan went near him in a carefree manner, refusing to be affected by this superstitious nonsense.


The buzz of a sunbathing cicada rang out of the commissaire’s pocket. Her mobile. Buron’s name flashed on the screen. A whole month had passed since the directeur of the Police Judiciaire last called, and that was only to notify her that his promise of a brand-new, fully functioning car had been honoured. Brigadier Lewitz, a lunatic behind the wheel, had needed just one day to write it off. After that, Buron had advised the squad to keep a low profile while their colleagues and the media cooled down, despite the commissaire’s protests that their profile had never been high in the first place. But even she had to admit that the team could do with a cooling-off period.


If Buron was getting in touch today, perhaps that meant good news.


Capestan picked up.


“Good morning, Monsieur le Directeur. To what do I owe the pleasure?”




The sound of a Schubert sonata drifted from Orsini’s stereo, tuned as ever to Radio Classique. For once, the capitaine was not listening. He was busy flattening a page of the newspaper La Provence, engrossed by the headline: “L’Isle-sur-la-Sorgue resident Jacques Maire murdered in middle of street.”


Orsini pulled a pair of scissors from his pencil-holder and carefully cut out the article. Then he opened a drawer and picked out a red cardboard sleeve, sliding the document inside. He flicked over the elastic ties, took the lid off his black marker pen and let it hover above the card for several seconds. He did not know what to write.


Eventually, he laid down the pen and returned the sleeve to the drawer, blank.
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Swathed in the gloomy trappings of winter, the capital felt murkier than ever. A thin film of greasy drizzle forced the Parisians to walk with their heads lowered, eyes darting across the pavement, defeated by the day before it had even begun. With her chin tucked into a big flecked scarf and a thick black poncho draped around her, Capestan picked her way through a forest of pedestrians’ umbrellas on rue de Daguerre. She strode towards rue Gassendi, which, because of the crime scene, was at a standstill where it joined rue Froidevaux.


The body had been found two hours earlier. Capestan, whose desk was piled high with lapsed files, wondered what she had done to deserve such a fresh case. This certainly marked a return to the fray.


As always, the rubberneckers were craning to catch a glimpse of the action from behind the security cordon, doing their best to jostle past the obstinate police officers. The commissaire slipped past these nosy onlookers, presented her badge with a smile, and crossed the barrier, trying to make out the tall figure of the number 36 boss. In addition to the local police force and the forensics teams, she spotted a couple of lieutenants from the Brigade Criminelle, who were no doubt itching to take on this case, as well as a B.R.I. van that for some odd reason was parked at the top of the street. Throw in her own attendance and it was clear from all the heat in tow that this was no ordinary murder. The directeur’s summons were suddenly all the more intriguing.


Buron, hands deep in the pockets of his khaki duffel coat, looked less than impressed as he contemplated the hustle and bustle. As Capestan approached, a smile vanished as quickly as it appeared.


“Good morning, commissaire.”


She pulled back her hood to widen her field of vision before answering.


“Good morning, Monsieur le Directeur. What have we got here? Plenty of personnel, at least.”


“Yes, plenty. Too many,” Buron said, turning to survey the hive of activity.


Capestan thrust her chin back into her scarf.


“Why did you invite us to the party?”


“The victim is a big gun from the B.R.I., so I already know full well how they are going to play this. Same with Crim. They’ll dredge up a lot of old bad blood, root around every gangland police file since Mesrine’s glory days, and refuse to follow up any lead that doesn’t fit the B.R.I. bill.”


The murder of a top-flight officer . . . Leads that didn’t fit the bill . . . Capestan was not sure she liked the sound of this.


“Monsieur le Directeur, please tell me you’re not asking us to investigate another inside job. Other officers have got their knives out for us as it is.”


Capestan had never been too bothered about her reputation, which was just as well, all things considered, but in the long run, being the object of so much bile was hard, even for someone with her thick skin. It required a lot of courage, or a lot of blithe indifference, to keep a clear head in the face of such disdain.


“No, I’m definitely not suggesting that this is an ‘inside job’; I’m simply asking you to explore all possible eventualities, just as you would for any investigation. Having said that, yes, you do risk encountering a certain amount of . . . intransigence.”


Buron let out a small sigh and rubbed his gloved hands together. He seemed determined to speak frankly:


“If I’m honest, my decision to assign you to this case has not been wildly popular. Crim. are saying they don’t need any support in their investigations, and are already pretty upset to have the B.R.I. on board, let alone you and your other black sheep.”


Capestan flicked a sodden curl off her forehead.


“I can well imagine,” she said. “But I don’t get it – did the public prosecutor’s office request us?”


Buron shook his head and frowned, flexing his fingers in the morning air. In the directeur’s language, this meant: “No, not exactly, there are still a few tiresome administrative hoops to jump through.” Capestan translated this into the only term that was fit for purpose: “No.” The public prosecutor’s office barely knew her squad existed, and Buron, the Directeur of the Police Judiciaire, was enlisting their services on the sly. The commissaire kept coming back to the question of why she was there. Without wanting to be overly humble about it, she knew they had nothing to bring to the table on a case like this. Something about Buron’s decision did not make sense.


“I’m sorry to keep asking, but why us, Monsieur le Directeur – ?”


Buron cut her short as a huge mountain of a man walked past, his muscular torso wedged into a black leather jacket. His dark features were handsome, but he wore a closed expression. Buron touched the man’s elbow and drew him to one side. His hulking frame cast a shadow the size of a skyscraper. Recognising the directeur, he stopped abruptly and stood to attention. The directeur nodded his approval before addressing Capestan:


“Commissaire, allow me to introduce you to Lieutenant Diament from the B.R.I. Varappe Division, isn’t it?”


The officer straightened even more, clearly proud to belong to this legendary elite squad, whose officers abseiled down the sides of buildings, dangling from their ropes as they sprayed bullets into the hideouts of hardened gangsters. Given the size of this officer, Capestan had some sympathy for both the ropes and the gangsters.


“Yes, Monsieur le Directeur.”


“I gather that you, lieutenant, are tasked with ensuring clear communications between the B.R.I., Crim. and Capestan’s squad, correct?”


“Yes, sir,” he replied, his voice quieter this time.


“Pleased to meet you, lieutenant,” Capestan said, giving him a friendly smile and holding out her hand.


The man shook it and nodded, studiously avoiding eye contact with the commissaire. Aside from the irritation at being subjected to these tedious pleasantries, Capestan also detected a hint of sadness in the lieutenant’s eyes. Probably something unrelated to the job in hand, she guessed.


“As soon as the crime scene investigator has finalised his report, the lieutenant will forward you a copy. He will keep you up to speed as the various enquiries develop, and you will share any findings with him too, commissaire. For this case, I want the head honchos at number 36 to cooperate with complete transparency. Can I count on you? Lieutenant? Commissaire?”


Diament consented with a martial nod of the head. As for Capestan, she shrugged cheerily to show her agreement.


After the lieutenant had taken his leave, Capestan, who was rarely one to let things drop, returned to the question of why she was there.


“So,” she said, turning to Buron. “Why us?”


The directeur motioned to her to follow him. They headed towards the body, which was now covered with a canvas sheet, and tugged on some paper overshoes. Perched on a ladder, a forensics officer was lifting fingerprints from a street sign. His colleague waited at the bottom, screwdriver in hand. The sign no longer read “rue Gassendi”, but “rue Serge Rufus, 1949–2012, Bastard Commissaire”.


Suddenly it was clear why Buron had called her.
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Paul’s turn in the limelight had not lasted. It had hardly been a long time ago, but he was still starting to get the impression that his star was fizzling out. Maybe it had already well and truly faded and no-one had bothered to tell him, leaving him like the spouse who is the last to find out when their partner cheats on them. At least that was how the unexpected call from a production company had left him feeling. A reality T.V. show was on the cards. Reality T.V. Next stop: oblivion.


Of course he had wavered, if only for a second. A long, humiliating second. Any prospect of a return to the big time held a powerful, Kaa-like allure. But Paul had quit the profession, that side of it anyway. True, the idea of a comeback appealed from time to time – if a real opportunity presented itself, no doubt he would handle things differently. But for now, he had a theatre to run and an army of stand-up comedians to keep in line.


Rolling up the sleeves of his beige shirt, he sat down at his desk to check his emails. There was a deluge from Hugo, one of his new recruits, whose desperation for praise could only be construed as part of a broader existential crisis. He bombarded him with messages. Paul sat deep in his chair, savouring a moment’s peace before picking up the telephone. He rubbed his cheek and jaw with a mechanical motion to see whether his morning shave had been up to scratch.


As it so often did, his focus turned to the framed poster on the wall in front of him. He was twenty years younger. At his side were his two childhood friends and fellow members of The Donkeys, one of the most popular comedy trios of the 1990s.


They had shot to fame, some might say deservedly, through a blend of talent, hard work and luck. At the time, their success had seemed assured – eternal, even. It was the logical consequence of their teenage years, where the correct jeans and a few missing buttons had been enough to cement their cool-kid status. The comedy scene was essentially about replacing your pals, who would laugh at your jokes no matter what, with the paying public. A television deal followed, and before long it was all about the partying. Fame obeys its own rules. Little did he know that he would spend the rest of his life wondering what might have been if his fifteen minutes had only lasted a bit longer.


The Donkeys captured the spirit of the times. But the times changed, and before they knew it, it was all about stand-up. The trio split up. Paul had invested in a theatre, in the belief that he would always need a venue to perform in. Not so. He could barely cover his costs. People recognised him in the street; they just no longer paid to watch him perform. They would bang on about his old sketches, which they always seemed to get mixed up with other acts anyway. Audiences are like that – you think they love you, but their memory is short. Proof that, deep down, they don’t really care at all.


Gradually, Paul had started booking undiscovered comedians, and one thing led to another. Even if they did remember which way their bread was buttered, the young bucks had a habit of looking down on him, convinced that their material was startlingly new, original and relevant. He had been exactly the same at their age.


Paul snapped out of his reverie. Time to call Hugo, that little brown-noser. At least his shows brought in a bit of cash. As Paul leaned forward to pick up his mobile, a text flashed up on the screen: Hi. Are you at home? It was his wife. His ex-wife, rather.


His eyes welled with unexpected tears. He sank back in his chair and caught his breath, trying to gather himself and make them go away. His jaw was clenched and the guilt came flooding back. He could not help glancing back at the mobile, staring at it as if it might talk to him and explain, as if it could make everything go away, or promise him another life.


When he left his wife a year earlier, he had cast off his last lifeline, his last friend. His rock. The only person he had ever loved.


Her absence haunted him, while her presence in the city tormented him. Her sweetness, her strength, her calibre; and then of course her face, her body, their nights together.


Leaving her had been harder than losing all his past glories. Before, he had felt overwhelmed by the currents; now, he was gasping for air on the sand.


He unlocked his telephone and with an uncertain, almost superstitious, motion he typed: Yes.


Then he waited.


When the three notes of the doorbell sounded, he could not suppress his smile.
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Standing before the door, Capestan clenched her fists in the shelter of her pockets, almost willing it to stay shut. Of course, the news had to come from her. She had made no attempt to duck out of it, however hard she had to try to block out the untimely surge of anger inside her. Luckily, her sadness and empathy were overruling it for now.


So, she was about to see him again. And she was also about to see his new place (when he left her, he had played the true gentleman and let her keep their flat). To be fair, he had not played the true gentleman; he had been the true gentleman, as always. She knew full well that this apartment represented the final slice of a chunky – though depleted – family fortune. Paul had taken only his grandparents’ furniture, along with the washing machine and the dishwasher. Not hard to read between those lines: I was the only one who used them anyway.


But then he had taken off at the first sign of trouble, citing a whole load of convenient, moralistic prattle. It was the day she had shot that scumbag dead – she had let off her weapon before, but only to injure – leaving her career in tatters. She had shown no remorse and refused to pass comment, reluctant to justify her actions, least of all go into detail about what had actually happened. A few minutes later, Paul had left.


Capestan heard the sound of footsteps. She tensed up. Everything around her faded away.


The door opened to reveal the most handsome man she had ever seen. Her husband. Paul was dazzling. It was as if all the light in the city radiated out from within him. He was a firework, while all around him were L.E.D.s. His mother had never been able to conceal her pride when she saw him: “His father and I weren’t too far off: we chose Newman’s first name, but he ended up a dead ringer for Redford!” To which his shady father would say: “Yup, he sure looks like an actor.” Soon enough, the compliments subsided and the pride was notable only by its absence.


The very same father who had died earlier that day. Murdered. And it fell to Capestan to pass on the news.


Paul’s smile, as he opened the door, vanished the moment he saw her stony expression. She was only there as a messenger and the news she brought was deathly serious. The long-awaited reunion was to be cool and heavy.


“Hi. Can I come in for a minute?” she said, breaking the ice.


He hesitated momentarily then made as if to kiss her on the cheek, before Capestan’s stiffness made him reconsider. Instead, he moved aside to let her through in silence. She squeezed past him, noting the familiar musk of his Kiehl’s aftershave.


“Thank you.”


Capestan stepped into the apartment and – more as a matter of pride than politeness – resisted the urge to make a sweeping glance of his new digs.


“It would be better if we sat down, if you don’t mind.”


Something about her tone and the unusual nature of this first encounter in a year reinforced Paul’s suspicion that something was up. He knew his wife well enough to be absolutely sure that she was not playing with him. He offered her the sofa and took the armchair opposite. Capestan sat down without taking off her coat. As she clasped her hands together, her eyes darted down to the scar on her left index finger.


She was looking for a way in, for the right phrase. Her line of work meant she was no stranger to these sorts of situations. But never with Paul. He was watching her patiently, with an almost military air about him. He looked resigned and hardened, ready to absorb any shock. Capestan felt awful for him. She heard her voice working of its own accord, harsher than she would have wanted:


“I have some terrible news, Paul. Your father . . .”


She looked down for a second, and when she raised her eyes, Paul already knew. He was just waiting for confirmation. She gave it to him.


“He was murdered this morning.”


Paul sank back in his chair and stared at a point beneath the coffee table. The palm of his right hand stroked the brown leather of the armrest. Drifting between the effect of the news, his regrets and the need to keep a strong front, he refrained from reacting at all. His legs were shaking slightly. Capestan pretended not to notice.


To avoid watching her husband suffer, or pressurising him with eye contact, she took her chance to check out the decor. As expected, the apartment was warm, masculine and cheerful. An enormous oak bookcase dominated one wall of the sitting room, full to bursting with books, comics, D.V.D.s, rugby trophies, action-figures and small drawings, mainly seaside scenes, scattered around at random. There was no table in the dining area, but a relatively tidy desk, and behind it a well-appointed open-plan kitchen.


Despite the solemnity of the situation, Capestan was still a police detective. A sort of automatic probe was retrieving information, scanning the surroundings and analysing the data. And nothing in this large room suggested the presence of a woman, nor a newborn or soon-to-be-born. No indication that he was even receiving visitors. Paul seemed single. Capestan felt a strange joy flood into her stomach and flush out the bitter remnants of her anger. It would be back soon enough. She resented this joy. She hated herself for feeling it in the first place.


In the kitchen, the corner of a back-to-front frame poking out from behind the big dresser caught her attention. She recognised it from a past so distant that it seemed improbable. It was a collage she had made for Paul’s thirtieth. It was one metre by two, and 3D. A compilation of photographs, cinema tickets, pebbles, concert stubs, seagull feathers and other little tokens of their jaunts together. Back then, he was a star who wanted for nothing, and presents had ceased to excite him. But this unhangable object had rooted him to the spot. It had made him so happy. No-one had ever made him anything. Fifteen years later, Anne still wondered why he had been so taken by it. Both of them were bashful in the extreme and would never have dreamed of advertising their relationship in such a way, so the collage had spent years in hiding in their various apartments. But they could never bring themselves to chuck it, or even put it in the cellar.


In spite of everything, she felt herself softening, and looked back at Paul. His golden locks flopped down over his honey-coloured eyes.


He was not crying.


If she had been in his shoes, she would not have shed a tear for that man either. Yet his features were drawn with grief and his jaw was clenched.


Perhaps Anne was meant to say something. Perhaps she should have consoled him; perhaps she wanted to. But she stayed where she was, choosing to hold back.


He stared at her, seeming to search for a word or phrase before giving up too. In the end, he heaved himself out of his chair and headed for the kitchen where he filled up the water in his machine and grabbed two cups.


“Coffee?”


“Yes, thanks.”


Silence was clustering around the room, stifling the space and putting up barricades between them. The vestiges of their love flitted about like ghosts. They could not find the words because the words no longer existed.


Paul set the cup down on the coffee table in front of her along with half a sugar lump and a teaspoon, before returning to his chair to drink his own.


After a long while stirring his coffee, he took the initiative.


“You’re not leading the investigation?”


The underlying aggression, along with the resignation, in his tone did not escape the commissaire. She kept it brief.


“Yes.”


He let out a short sigh and drained his coffee.


“You didn’t like him.”


The circumstances demanded a degree of tact, but there was no point denying an undisputable truth.


“No.”


“Don’t dishonour him.”


Capestan instinctively nodded in agreement, then regretted it straight away. Keeping that promise would be impossible.
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Capestan had no intention of dragging her feet over this case, much less letting another team solve it on her behalf, leaving her the honour of turning up at Paul’s in her jackboots to reveal the murderer’s identity, which would inevitably involve sharing a long catalogue of his father’s enemies and misdemeanours.


She was already thinking about the crime scene, or more precisely her analysis of it. The body on its side, knees bent, bullet wound to the forehead, arms behind his back. The murderer had made Serge Rufus kneel before looking him in the eye and shooting him. Zero pity. Proof of a hunger for power and revenge, or was it the cold indifference of the sociopath? Then there was the sadistic embellishment of the street sign.


They were looking for a dangerous, determined killer.


Back at the crime scene, Capestan had also registered the many police officers milling around, ready to pick them apart later. Dozens of them, all with enormous archives at their disposal, computers loaded up with the latest software, and easy access to warrants. They had the bit between their teeth and a B.R.I. legend to avenge. Capestan was going to have to rally her troops like never before.


The clack of the door when she entered the commissariat chimed perfectly with the sound of the cue ball striking a red. But not everyone was idling in the snooker room; some were through in the sitting room, where Rosière was instructing Lebreton and Lewitz as they erected a two-metre-high Christmas tree next to the fireplace. She was being indecisive, and had been for some time if the weary expressions of her hauliers were anything to go by. Merlot, slumped on the sofa with a magazine in one hand and a glass in the other, was encouraging their industriousness with a series of carefully thought-through remarks.


“The base is wobbly, my friends, shore it up, shore it up! I have a good eye for this. Must my sense of decorum suffer – ”


“Suffer?! If only it suffered in silence from time to time,” Rosière muttered, her head tilted to one side to gauge the effect of the branches in the mirror. “There, that’s perfect! The lights will reflect and it’ll look magnificent.”


“Precisely as I said,” Merlot said. “Hold fire, I have here an article of the utmost interest on the – ”


“Excuse me, Merlot,” Capestan interrupted. They did not have any time to lose. “Something’s come up. Lewitz, can you gather the troops, please?”


Lewitz headed to the door into the snooker room and poked his head inside:


“Team meeting.”


He returned alongside Dax and Évrard, with Torrez following a few steps behind.


“So what’s the news?” Rosière said, her chubby fingers counting the patron saint medals that were resting on her sizeable upper body. “A transfer to the back of beyond? An opportunity to stand in for the moving targets down at the shooting range?”


The commissaire waved at Rosière to rein in the sarcasm.


“There was a murder this morning in the fourteenth arrondissement, and we’ve been given partial control of the investigation.”


A guilty rush of misplaced glee ran around the officers. Sure, a man was dead; but then none of them knew him, and a fresh case would do their status no end of good. Only Rosière applied any scrutiny to Capestan’s words.


“What do you mean by ‘partial’?” the capitaine asked.


“Crim. are taking the lead and the B.R.I. are helping out. We – ”


“ – we’re the dogsbodies who get made to feel like traitors all day long. Fine, I see how it is. I’ll sit this one out, thank you,” Rosière said, before scooping up a cardboard box full of baubles.


“Eva . . .” Capestan started.


“She’s right,” Lebreton said with a resigned shrug.


“Plus when we do start investigating, it’ll turn out to be another inside job . . .” Évrard said, smiling sadly.


The excitement was already long gone. Not surprising, really. For a while now, any dealings with number 36 had been met with a barrage of insults. One guy had even spat a few inches from Évrard’s trainers. If the rest of the team had not rallied round her, she would definitely have slipped back into depression and joined the long roll-call of absentees. They always came back, but the disappointment clung to them like ticks on a tired dog.


Merlot, after taking a deep breath to revive his vigour, brandished his magazine:


“As it happens, I was reading an exceptional article in Marie Claire. Listen here: ‘Animals lend their sense of smell to science and the police.’ That’s the title,” he said, by way of clarification for Dax and Lewitz. ‘Pigs have a higher number of olfactory receptors than humans, dogs and mice, according to a recent study. This gift is put to good effect in Israel and the United States to root out drugs, weapons and landmines. French customs officers are trialling pigs from Brittany.’ And that’s not all! It goes on: ‘Trained to detect the odours of gunpowder and drugs, five rats have entered the ranks of the police in Rotterdam, Holland.’ Rats and pigs! Honestly! Can you imagine such a thing?”


A dismayed Capestan looked on as everyone resumed their trivial activities as if nothing had happened. They had given up without so much as hearing her out. A few bits of bunting was all they had to show from this sustained period of empty-headed torpor. They were wallowing.


“Imagine them in which investigation, Merlot? You all seem quite content slithering about in your leisure centre like earthworms. Police rats for who? I don’t see any police around here!”


“Commissaire – ”


“What? You’re a whisker away from turning up in your pyjamas! I’m warning you, either you listen to this brief, or I’m closing the commissariat. You can lounge about in the café downstairs like everyone else.”


Her voice was shot through with anger – the pressures of the day were starting to take their toll. Now she had got them listening, she just needed to pique their interest, while maintaining an air of authority.


“Buron gave us the call-up for sound reasons. We won’t be working for Crim.; we’ll be working in tandem with Crim. I don’t know if a policeman did it, Évrard, but what I do know is that the victim is a policeman. You’ll know him, no doubt, at least by reputation: Serge Rufus.”


Now she had their attention. They focused on the whiteboard that had been pushed aside to make way for the Christmas tree. She picked up the marker pen, removed the lid and wrote “Serge Rufus” in big letters, before turning to her team to get the meeting properly underway. She had to keep the momentum going to avoid losing them.


“Prior to retiring, Serge Rufus was one of the top commissaires in the Brigade Antigang. Now, we know that number 36 will do everything in their power to defend their colleague and pulverise anyone who stands in their way. They look out for their own. Our job is to fly the Swiss flag and remain entirely neutral. And maybe explore leads that the people at H.Q. – deliberately or not – might choose to neglect.”


“Will we have access to the same info. as the others?” Évrard asked.


“In theory, yes . . . a B.R.I. officer has been tasked with ensuring all developments are shared between each department.”


“So if we solve the case before our high-and-mighty colleagues, that would go down as a win?” Évrard asked, ever the incorrigible gambler.


“A thrashing, I’d say!” Merlot said, reassuring his partner.


“A pasting!” Rosière added, more to make amends than to amuse the others.


Everyone gathered round to hear the rest of the details. Merlot was already occupying the best part of the sofa with his usual expansiveness, while Évrard, Dax and Lewitz squeezed in alongside. Lebreton stayed standing, back to the wall, and Rosière had pulled up her padded armchair to close the circle, the dog keeping guard at her feet. Torrez was sitting on a stool in the corridor, leaning forward to keep track of the discussion.


“We’re obviously not organised-crime experts, so we are starting with a handicap. If this does turn out to be a settling of scores from the Brigade Antigang’s past, we won’t have the case history to hand, nor will we have the same understanding of the terrain. But as we’ve seen before, we do have some – more unexpected – talents, right?” Capestan said, trying to breathe a bit of pride back into the group.


“Yes, we do!” Dax blurted out, slapping his pal Lewitz on the thigh.


The sound of the buzzer interrupted this sudden surge of ambition. Lebreton crossed the room to welcome their visitor. When he opened the door, he was surprised to discover a figure on the landing that towered even higher than he did. It was not every day that he had to look upwards to make eye contact with someone. The figure in question was standing bolt upright, and would have taken up the entire doorframe if he had decided to come inside. As it was, he simply introduced himself and held out an envelope:


“Lieutenant Diament, Varappe Division. Here is a copy of the facts pertaining to the Rufus case. We’re still waiting on the autopsy and ballistics reports, but here you have the photographs of his residence, a summary of the door-to-door enquiries, and the records of a few suspects. I’ll keep you updated.”


Without any further ceremony, the lieutenant performed an about-turn straight off the parade ground, then pressed the button to call the lift, ignoring Lebreton, who raised his eyebrows and settled for a “Thank you”, before calmly closing the door.


Back in the sitting room, everyone had turned to face him. Dax and Lewitz were in hysterics:


“Did you hear that guy?! ‘Varappe Division’ – it sounded like a fart! Hey,” the latter said, holding out his hand. “Brigadier Lewitz, Ping Pong Division.”


His friend shook his hand.


“Lieutenant Dax, Nintendo Division.”


“I’m Évrard, Long Division,” the lieutenant said, numbers on the mind as usual.


“Merlot, Gut-Rot Division!” the capitaine said, in a rare show of self-abasement.


The four of them fell about laughing, red in the face, as Lebreton brought the envelope over to Capestan. She opened it and glanced through the documents inside, passing them around the team. As she did so, a yellow Post-it on one of the final sheets caught her attention.


Someone had scribbled on it: Why don’t you go and comfort the son and leave the case to the grown-ups. A sudden surge of anger overcame Capestan and her cheeks burned. Her heart rate went into overdrive and she had to breathe through her nose to suppress the blazing fury. She scrumpled up the note and continued studying the file with her mind split in two: one part analysing the information, the other smarting at the humiliation and already plotting her revenge.
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