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THE PUREST TREASURE MORTAL TIMES AFFORD IS SPOTLESS REPUTATION.


Richard II, Act 2, Scene 1







Friday, November 27, 1998


The rain blurs their faces. All Géraldine can make out are silhouettes lining the route. Large numbers of friends and strangers have gathered beneath the angry sky. Defying the cold, they wave as the cortège of black minibuses passes slowly by.


Maman and Camille are silent, clinging to one another, bone weary. The other passengers in the minibus sit staring at nothing. Géraldine feels as if she’s the only survivor of a zombie attack. She’ll be fourteen in a week, her coat is too short and too tight, she has grown eight centimetres in recent months. That would have interested Papa.


She cannot bring herself to cry. Not from the first moments, when she heard about the catastrophe on the radio, not when the officials came to their home. With a bit of effort she’ll be able to cast off this frailty like her old coat.


She catches in the rearview a glimpse of the eyes of the employee acting as their driver mirror. She can read his thoughts. I work for Aerolix as well. I was lucky not to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. My family was spared.


Aerolix. The company that brings life to the region.


And death as well. On this occasion at least.


The police open a way for them. How do they manage to stay upright on their motorbikes at such a slow speed? And on this road turned by the rain into a river.


They reach the aerodrome. The police dismount. The drivers park the minibuses. The families open their umbrellas, form a line.


“It’s freezing,” Géraldine says to her sister.


Camille is still clutching her mother, and does not reply. They both look distraught; vapour is rising from their half-open mouths. Géraldine glances at the cargo plane streaming wet in the rain. Is this the plane the bodies were brought back in from Damascus?


Journalists are pushing and shoving behind a metal barrier. Their microphone poles are ridiculously long. They want to grab the sound of cries, of sobs. Géraldine and the others rush into the hangar.


When they see the coffins, the families look stunned.


Laid out in a row. The French flag draped over each one of them. A herd of people stamping in the cold. Aerolix personnel. Paramedics. Military men. The officials.


A widow’s sobs unleash the torrent. The other relatives burst into tears. So do Maman and Camille. Géraldine bites her thumb until it bleeds, trying to finally open the floodgates. Impossible. Stupid coat.


Surely someone will leave the herd and act as guide? But no, the families are going to have to do it for themselves. Géraldine is the first to step forward. Brass plates have been screwed onto the coffin lids. She knows all the names. It takes her some time to find the right one.


There is Papa, stretched out on four trestles, beneath the tricolore. She has to get used to the idea now, immediately. Otherwise it will be too late. And she will live her entire life in a parallel world. An in-between world, a zombie life.


Blue, pain. White, nothingness. Red, blood. How poetic, simple and crappy. Since he’s there at last, she speaks to Papa. She knows he can’t hear her anymore, she’s known that from the outset, yet she is even more aware that talking to him is the only thing that can keep her from slipping into the world of no return.


You brought us up to respect other people’s beliefs, but also in the certainty that death was the final door. “Certainty”, yes, that was the word you used. Where are you? Come on, tell me. I can’t believe it’s all over. Can you hear me?


A soldier begins a trumpet solo. It’s so dreadful Géraldine is surprised to find she wants to laugh out loud. The crowd turns into a single-cell organism; a quiver runs through it. It turns as one towards a person with lined cheeks and noble aspect. Paul Borel. The president of the Republic.


I’ve only ever seen him on T.V. Was that the same for you, Papa?


A nerdy-looking little man with round spectacles, face buried in a long green scarf, taps the microphone with the palm of his hand. His scarf looks more like a rug: he’s not stupid, the small guy, he knows how to stay warm without having to wear a coat. He hands the president a document, then slips back into the shadows. Borel takes a deep breath as if at the start of a hundred-metre sprint, then launches into his speech. His voice drowns out the drumming rain. Borel is like Jupiter. Géraldine imagines him wielding two lightning bolts in his right hand. The white flashes clang.


Borel, the father of the nation.


But you were, you are, my father and Camille’s father. And Sandra’s husband. I’d like to hear your voice one last time. Hey, can you hear me?


“This was one of the most vicious attacks on our fellow citizens in recent years. This odious crime will not go unpunished. Standing before you today, I solemnly swear that all those responsible will be arrested, brought to justice and punished as they deserve. Terrorism is a plague that must be combated tenaciously and relentlessly. The government and I are as one in our determination to win this battle. We will never allow your dead, our dead, to be forgotten . . .”


A soothing lullaby. His voice is that of a god. Of the commander of the gods. No wonder Borel is the big boss. Géraldine thinks of the great men she has seen parading through the pages of her history books. They are born with a magic charm, why deny it?


After the speech, a military man helps the president with the distribution. On this occasion, posthumous Légion d’honneur medals. The aide has a large envelope containing small pieces of paper, Post-its so there are no embarrassing mistakes over the victims’ names. Eighteen engineers and technicians, eighteen heroes who died in the name of France.


You’re the most modest man I know, Papa. Is this Légion d’honneur something you would have wanted? Really and truly?


Ten seconds for each family. The president is coming towards her. Elegant as a prince, a smile that says, “We’re all in this together,” hand outstretched. The aide plunges into the envelope, draws Papa’s name out.


Now is the moment.


The moment to be seized or to regret for the rest of your life. Throw the coat of frailty into the dustbin. Now.


“No thank you, Monsieur le Président . . .”


“I beg your pardon, miss?”


“MY FATHER WANTS NOTHING TO DO WITH YOUR MEDAL!”


Maman and Camille turn towards her. Her shout has dezombified them. Géraldine rests her hand on her mother’s shoulder. Something stirs in the corner of her field of vision. Probably Jupiter and his aide making themselves scarce. Géraldine smiles. And weeps at the same time. Maman and Camille do the same.


They talk to each other, but can’t hear properly because the angry, never-ending rain keeps pounding on the corrugated iron roof. The din is good news. It means the rain is on their side and will be until the end. That gives you courage.


Look at me, Papa, you’ll be surprised.




1 Monday, January 14, 2013


The day was more like night. Pale grey from early morning, slimy grey until bedtime. She should have switched on the light, taken an interest in the world’s problems, eaten something other than pasta with ham. She preferred to listen to the rain and drink port. Unbelievable, these floods of rain.


The intercom. She got up from her wing-chair, grumbling all the way.


“Lola Jost?”


“That depends.”


“Captain Philippe Hardy, Inspectorate of Police. I’d like to talk to you.”


The General Inspectorate of Police. All through her career, she had kept well away from les boeuf-carottes – the “beefeaters”. Why had this specimen pitched up at her place? Beneath her weariness there was still a sliver of curiosity, so she opened the front door for him.


Energetic footsteps shook the lift cage out of its slumber. Out stepped someone with the interesting look of an Irishman. Light-blue eyes, reddish hair: the unexpected good looks of the police’s policeman.


He left his umbrella on the landing; came in, caught sight of the puzzle on the table. Christ the Redeemer spreading his arms above Rio de Janeiro.


“The Corcovado.”


“Well spotted.”


“How many pieces?”


“Far too many. It’s a present from my son.”


“You can guess why I’m here.”


“I won’t even try.”


“Haven’t you been listening to the news?”


“I haven’t been listening to anything. For the moment I’m lying fallow.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Tell me what’s brought you here, or this is going to take longer than that damn puzzle.”


“Armand Mars’ body has been found.”


Her heart plunged, as if some idiot had pushed her off an Olympic high-diving board. Hardy brought her a glass of water, opened the window. He told her the divisionnaire had been found with a bullet in the head in Côte d’Ivoire. A building-site on the outskirts of Abidjan. The Serious Crime Squad’s number one reduced to a skeleton on the flat roof of an uninhabited house. His body had been identified thanks to the serial number on his watch and collaboration between the local police and the French embassy. D.N.A. tests had confirmed the identity.


“What’s your role in all this?”


“When Mars went missing, I was put in charge of the investigation. Now that his body has been found, I’m still at the controls.”


“If you’d really been at the controls you’d have picked him up before he was murdered.”


He took the insult without flinching. Our flexible friendly cop.


“You and Armand Mars were close. You met him through your friend, Commandant Sacha Duguin, didn’t you?”


Mars. Seductive but twisted. Yes, she had become part of the small circle the divisionnaire confided in. And yet he had taken her for a ride just like all the others; just like his most devoted officer Sacha Duguin, just like all his team. The divisionnaire had wreaked his revenge before flying the coop: to Abidjan, apparently.


Mars. A great officer. A sick one too.


“Richard Gratien had the last word, Hardy. What more can I say?”


“Gratien has been in prison for months.”


“Prison bars have never stopped anyone taking out a contract on a victim. Last summer that same Gratien paid two bastards to shoot my best friend, in the heart of Paris. Just because Sacha Duguin was her lover. And Gratien was already inside . . .”


The attack that day on boulevard Saint-Michel cost the life of Lieutenant Sébastien Ménard, the youngest member of the Duguin team. A dreadful mess.


“How old was Ménard? Do you remember, Hardy?”


“Twenty-four.”


“Well, if you’d done your job properly, he would be twenty-five now.”


“Calm down, will you?”


“I am calm. Being at the controls means you anticipate things.”


“Listen—”


“Mars fine-tuned his revenge. It took years of preparation. You should have sniffed out that he was a disaster waiting to happen. That’s what the G.I.P. is for, isn’t it? To identify highly volatile characters.”


“Arresting people before they’ve done anything is science fiction, Madame Jost. A former commissaire should know that.”


“Before and after are relative notions. You didn’t come and see me ‘after’ the Saint-Michel incident, Captain, and yet the killer shouted the name of Richard Gratien’s wife. It’s a calling card that’s hard to ignore.”


“I’ve spoken to all the witnesses and investigators dealing with the Saint-Michel murder.”


“Am I supposed to be impressed?”


“Mars’ death means you are a vital witness, Madame Jost. You were there during his last hours in Paris. He confided in you.”


“Mars was a good liar.”


“You were close to his team. Especially Sacha Duguin. I’m starting from scratch, and questioning everyone involved.”


“Too late. What use would I be?”


“You could help build up a solid case. Against Gratien if he’s the one who had Mars shot. Against someone else if it’s not Gratien.”


“In other words, you don’t have a clue.”


Hardy’s face stiffened. The torpedo had struck home. His smugness well and truly holed.


“O.K. You’re to accompany me to the G.I.P.”


“No way.”


“I’ve got something to show you. Concerning Saint-Michel.”


She studied him, ready to launch another drone against his malice, then changed her mind. Paris, last summer, a café terrace. All of a sudden, a nightmare. Two motorcyclists. The passenger fires at Ingrid Diesel and Sébastien Ménard.


She herself had not witnessed the scene, but had seen it a thousand times in her mind’s eye.


Sacha had told her the weapon had previously been used in another murder. An old case, a drug dealer shot by a rival. The 9 mm bullet that had killed Ménard was from the same gun. The owner, who was still in prison, had no links to Gratien or the arms trade. The gun must have been passed from person to person on the black market, but had not resurfaced until the attack on her American friend.


I’ve got something to show you. Hardy was not bluffing.


Ever since Ingrid’s lucky escape, Lola had felt not only exhausted and exasperated but utterly powerless. Now the tiny flame had been ignited once more.


She headed for the shower. Farewell to the dressing gown she had been mouldering in for days. The bathroom mirror presented her with a grotesque reflection: a Gorgon’s hair, chalk-white, puffy face. The scales showed she had put on three kilos.


I couldn’t give a damn. Nor could Paris.


She opened the window, stuck her arm out to judge the temperature. Warm, foul and wet. A topsy-turvy winter.


*


The radio in the Audi spewed out evil news. Half the workers at a car assembly plant laid off; a teenager putting his caseworker in hospital; a French pilot killed in Mali.


Lola imagined a helicopter crashing into a sand-dune and exploding in a fireball. That crook Gratien had been the middleman for arms dealers, specialising in African contracts. Journalists liked to call him “Mister Africa”. And Mars had gone to Abidjan to die. Africa: for ever and ever that damned continent.


Hardy had put the blue beacon on the roof and was driving too fast. The streets sped by, blurred in the rain. Gusts of wind made the car shake and rattle. They came to a halt at a traffic light. Lola saw the face of an American actress on the back of a bus. Short, very blonde hair. A sawn-off shotgun. The lights turned green. The bus veered off to the right. The rain had played a cruel trick – for a moment, the young actress looked just like Ingrid.


Hardy accelerated down boulevard Beaumarchais.


A short journey for a long address. Rue Antoine-Julien-Hénard, in the 12th arrondissement. A modern glass-and-stone building, as smooth as the captain’s manner.


She was put into an almost empty office. A young woman who looked as plastic as her boss brought her a coffee and a glass of water. If they thought they could marinate her to soften her hide, they were making a big mistake.




2


Boulevard Saint-Michel under a cloudless sky. Notre Dame in the distance. Traffic flowing freely along the quai de Montebello. A few people browsing at the second-hand booksellers’ stalls. A man taking two greyhounds and a cigar for a walk.


The man and the dogs leave the frame. Passers-by scatter out of the way of a young woman. Tall, athletic, in a pink fluorescent tank-top.


Ingrid.


Her arms chopping the air. She’s running like someone possessed. Her blonde hair looks almost white in the sunlight.


Close-up of her face. She’s terrified.


An explosion.


The image wobbles. A voice, close to the microphone: “Shit, that was a gunshot!” People running; others hit the ground.


A motorbike. The driver, Pale Helmet, is riding against the traffic. The passenger, Black Helmet, holds up a weapon.


Stunned voice into the microphone: “Did you see those idiots?”


Pale Helmet zigzags between the cars, gets in front of Ingrid, blocks her path. No way out. Behind her, the parapet wall, the River Seine flowing indifferently by.


Heavy breathing in the microphone.


Black Helmet takes aim. Arm outstretched, body braced. A professional. Ingrid begs him to spare her.


The image and the voice in the microphone quaver: “It’s not possible, he’s not going to shoot, is he?”


Pale Helmet glances nervously around him. Ingrid confronts Black Helmet. Courageous, fragile. No point begging for her life now.


“Oh fuck it, no!”


Black Helmet shouts: “THIS IS FOR ANTONIA GRATIEN, YOU BITCH!” He raises his arm. Adjusts his aim. Fires. Ingrid collapses. A grunt in the microphone. The two motorcyclists seem to be arguing. Black Helmet climbs back on the pillion. Pale Helmet accelerates away in the direction of Notre Dame.


Ingrid on her knees. The empty space around her body flooded with light.


The image wavers along with the trembling hands of the man filming the scene on his iPhone.


*


“A glass of water, Madame Jost?”


“You’ve got to stop this habit of making me drink every five minutes, Hardy.”


The video taken by a passer-by on his smartphone confirmed what Lola had thought from the outset. And added a piece of information. She was sure of it – now that she had watched the scene several times.


“The gunman could have killed your friend if he had wanted to. At that distance, he couldn’t miss.”


Instead of that, Black Helmet had fired over her head.


“He aims at her,” Lola said. “Then he lifts his arm, only slightly, just enough to modify the trajectory. He changes the angle because he’s changed his mind. He’s been paid to kill Ingrid, but he spares her at the very last moment.”


“Yes, I agree. But without this video, we would have thought he only wanted to scare the daylights out of her rather than kill her.”


“But the video shows he changed his mind at the vital moment.”


“Correct.”


Yes, because it was obvious from the film that the motorcyclist doesn’t understand why the gunman has spared Ingrid. His body language questions the other man. Then they have that short argument. There’s tension. But Black Helmet is the boss. He orders Pale Helmet to get them out of there as fast as possible.


“Have your boys found the number?”


“The motorbike didn’t have a licence plate.”


“One of your informers must have heard something about the contract . . .”


“Not so far.”


“What about the gun? Still not found it? But it had been used before, had it not?”


“Who told you that?”


“One of my former colleagues in the 10th station,” Lola lied. (No point bringing Sacha into this.)


“No, nothing on the Beretta.”


“So you know it’s a Beretta?”


“Yes, the lab blew up the video images.”


They studied each other for a few seconds.


“I told you I had something interesting to show you.”


“Out of the goodness of your heart?”


“I’m not working against you. Quite the opposite.”


“I don’t know a thing, Captain. How often do I have to repeat it?”


“People think they don’t know anything, but they do. You don’t need me to tell you that. I want what you remember.”


Hardy placed a mini-recorder on the table. Lola crushed the plastic cup in one hand, sat back on her chair, and resolutely folded her arms. The day was only just coming to an end. The night promised to be interminable. Behind her, the storm lashed at the windowpanes.




3 Tuesday, January 15


The day had not yet dawned. Sacha Duguin consulted his watch. Half an hour late. Hardy had arranged to meet him at seven, but had only just arrived in the office. The G.I.P. captain came in and sat behind the desk the Serious Crime Squad had put at his disposal.


They sat for a moment, glaring at one another across a mini-recorder and a roomful of bad vibes.


“My first visit was a courtesy call, Commandant Duguin. After Mars’ death . . . No more courtesy.”


“Suit yourself.”


“The Serious Crime Squad headed for years by a psychopath. The media salivating. And the soap opera continues in Abidjan. At a time when France is getting involved in Mali, it’s embarrassing . . .”


“I don’t have time to read the newspapers.”


Hardy started the recorder, stated the date, time, his name and Duguin’s.


“Commandant Duguin, tell me how you succeeded in finding your superior Arnaud Mars in Côte d’Ivoire at the end of last summer.”


“I didn’t find him.”


“A slip of the tongue. How you tried to find him.”


Sacha repeated what he had said on his return from Africa. That he had used the expertise of a female colleague in la Financière who had figured out how the commissionaire had financed his escape. The first stop had been an obliging French broker who had opened an account in the Bahamas. From there, Sacha had followed the money trail, which showed that Mars and his family were probably somewhere in Africa. Arnaud Mars had served in Kinshasa during his diplomatic career. So Sacha had caught a plane to the Democratic Republic of Congo.


“Who told you about his career?”


“Mars used to discuss these things.”


Hardy made as if he were rereading his notes, then nodded, as though appreciating a good joke.


“So far, your two statements coincide.”


He took off his watch, rubbed it on his sleeve, placed it next to his ballpoint pen.


“Remind me how you ended up in Abidjan.”


“By questioning Mars’ former contacts in Africa.”


“A test of your patience, no doubt. But one which paid off in the end.”


“Perhaps, but I didn’t discover his hideaway.”


“That’s surprising, when you were so close to your goal.”


“My leave had a limit. And I wanted to keep my job.”


“I’ve reread the transcription of our last interview, and still have the same doubt. Why did you want to find Mars?”


This was said evenly enough, but there was a gleam of pleasure in the captain’s eye. He had been with the G.I.P. for years, but the asshole still enjoyed it as much as ever. Sacha imagined they were in the ring at his Thai boxing club. A jab to the throat, left kick to the stomach, a quick knee to the groin, and the beefeater would crumble, arms outstretched, balls at half-mast.


“I’ve already told you.”


“Answer my question.”


“For an explanation.”


“An explanation, man to man. Yes, that’s what I wrote down. Tell me, were you armed?”


It was the first time Hardy had asked that question. Sacha sensed he had to tell the truth, at least on this score.


“Correct.”


“Your service revolver?”


“No.”


“What then?”


“It’s not hard to lay your hands on a gun in Africa.”


“What make?”


“A S.I.G. Sauer.”


“Were you planning to shoot Mars?”


“I wasn’t. Possibly he was planning to shoot me.”


Hardy paused the recording.


“He made a fool of you, Duguin. Your career is in ruins. In your place, buddy, I wouldn’t have hesitated.”


The old trick: disdain and mock camaraderie. Too easy.


“What are you trying to insinuate?”


“I’m not saying you were determined to kill him. But the idea must have gone through your mind, otherwise what the fuck were you doing in Africa?”


Sacha tried to restart the recording, but Hardy shot out a hand to stop him doing so.


“Try to pull a fast one on me, and I’ll be your Vietnam, Duguin.”


The beefeater sat back in his chair and fiddled with his watch.


“You push off all on your own without warning, simply for a man-to-man explanation? And you return empty-handed, but all smiles. Perhaps it was self-defence. Given what he’d done to you, I could understand that.”


Silence. Sacha was thinking about the investigation his team was currently working on, how precious the first hours were. This asshole was wasting valuable time.


“Better get it off your chest now, otherwise you’re going to find yourself more and more isolated.”


“If you say so.”


“Mars and you arrest Richard Gratien. Then, oops, his beloved wife Antonia dies in police custody. On your watch. Killed by Mars in fact, although you won’t discover that until later. Mars disappears. You gather information, slip off to Africa. Shortly after you leave, a murder on boulevard Saint-Michel. The target is Ingrid Diesel, one of your exes. Lieutenant Ménard is unlucky enough to be with her. He ends up as collateral damage, chewing on a bullet. Before firing at your little friend, the shooter makes it plain: ‘This is for Antonia Gratien, you bitch!’ He’s fulfilling a contract on behalf of Mister Africa, who has two sworn enemies for all eternity: Mars and you.”


“Are you carrying out an investigation or telling a shaggy dog story, Hardy?”


“You’re a key figure in that story.”


“Gratien is the key figure, not me.”


“He denies contracting the motorcyclists. But you already know that.”


“That’s your problem.”


“He also denies killing Mars.”


“Were you expecting a full and frank confession?”


“You’re wrong to play the strong, silent type. I know more about you than your mother does. I’ve spent a lot of time on it. What’s most striking is the effect you have on women. They think you’re far grander than you really are. You go around feeling inordinately proud of yourself. In fact, you and women both tend to overplay your virtues. What do you reckon?”


“Nothing.”


“I’m offering you the path to redemption. That’s worth a great deal, you know.”


Hardy switched the recorder back on.


“Tell me, Duguin, how did you get on with Karen Mars?”


“What’s that got to do with anything?”


“You were a friend of the family, were you not?”


“Yes.”


“Mars was older than his wife. He’d forced her to go on a senseless adventure. To Karen Mars you must have seemed like her saviour.”


“Pardon?”


“Dragged off against her will to the heart of Africa by a half-crazy husband . . . She must have been ever so grateful when you showed up. Perhaps more than just grateful?


Hardy paused the recording again.


“We can be even more imaginative. Maybe you and Karen Mars had an affair in Paris. When Mars took her away with him, you went charging to the rescue. To her rescue. And that involved getting rid of her old man.”


“If you’re expecting me to swallow that sort of line, you can think again.”


“Look at things the other way round, Duguin. You’re the one who will have to think again. By the time you’ve finally understood what my line is, it’ll be too late.”




4


A few seconds of bewilderment before Lola realised she was in her own bed. Before the refuse truck woke her, she had been stewing in the G.I.P, in the same office as the previous evening. Philippe Hardy and her, face to face, only this time the wall was filled by a giant screen. Sacha filmed in the street, branded with a cross burned into the middle of his forehead.


I wouldn’t make a good subject for my psychoanalyst friend. My dreams are transparent.


She was groggy. Hardy had put a lot of pressure on her: he was obsessed by Sacha Duguin.


As Arnaud Mars’ closest colleague, Commandant Duguin had been the one who suffered most from his manipulations. So much so that he had devoted his leave to pursuing him when he disappeared. He wanted an explanation. He came back without one. Weary, but calmer all the same. At least until he learned that while he had been away, Richard Gratien had paid two thugs to carry out an attack on boulevard Saint-Michel. Ménard was Sacha’s assistant; as for Ingrid, she had been the love of his life until some grit got in the works.


She could guess what Hardy was thinking: that Sacha was lying when he said he hadn’t found Mars. From there it was only one more short step to imagining that he had killed his boss. A really stupid theory. Sacha might have been badly hurt, but he wasn’t crazy. Why on earth didn’t Hardy focus his attention on Gratien?


With two rotten officers for the price of one, the beefeater had a media sensation on his hands, and would make a meal of it. For the moment he was sizing up where to sink his teeth. Sacha was making him salivate.


The previous evening’s port-based remedy had left Lola with a splitting headache, and so she took several paracetamol. She inspected a refrigerator almost as devoid of life as the Alaskan tundra. Eventually she had a fried egg with a piece of stale toast and a strong coffee. She urgently needed to go shopping. But she had better things to do.


*


Photographs from the Côte d’Ivoire police on Sacha’s desk.


Abidjan. A building-site where work was suspended because of the monsoon. The sky a deep violet-blue, the yellow ochre of the buildings standing out against an intense green background. The flat roof of an empty house. The crime scene.


Mars is a sorry thing. A pile of bones on dirty concrete; clothes reduced to rags, his watch tarnished. The only witness to his glorious past were his shoes: good leather, hand-tooled for a gentleman.


The gentleman had been devoured by the continent he loved so much. Rains and vermin had feasted on him. Worm fodder.


She turned to Sacha. The melancholy look suited him: he was waiting to judge her reaction. Mars had played a dirty trick on them both, but he didn’t deserve to go like that. What would they have done in his place? Your son is killed: do you seek retaliation, or let “justice take its course”? The Big Chief had not hesitated. He had turned his back on his colleagues and the justice system. He had declared: “Your Republic won’t do a thing. So I’ll be the executioner. I’ll kill the people Gratien loves, but spare him. And my enemy’s life will become a living nightmare.”


“I wanted to warn you about Mars, Lola. But your phone . . .”


“Yes, I switched it off. It happens.”


Sacha nodded, waiting for her to continue. She didn’t know anyone whom silence suited more. And yet beneath the calm surface, the embers were glowing.


“I thought Mars had fled with his family.”


“He must have sent Karen and his daughter Aurélie somewhere safe before he was murdered.”


The little girl was no more than twelve. Hopefully she and her mother were still alive, in Africa or elsewhere.


“It’s Gratien, isn’t it?”


“I don’t know, Lola.”


“Who else?”


“Mars had got his hands on a copy of Gratien’s notebooks. There was enough in them to incriminate a whole raft of people. Obviously, there’s been no trace of the books.”


Those damned notebooks. T.N.T. at its most unstable. Everyone keeps their own kind of diary. Gratien’s was very special. The lawyer noted down every last detail of the transactions he had “facilitated”. Not to mention spicy anecdotes about the politicians, wheeler-dealers and other officials involved in the murky relations between France and its former African colonies. More than thirty years of contracts and deals. Any journalist would have killed his father and mother just to read extracts from them.


“You knew him best, Sacha. And yet despite all the information you had, and despite your stubbornness, you didn’t manage to find him. Gratien, on the other hand, knows all the mercenaries lurking in the shadows between the Rock of Gibraltar and the Cape.”


Turning away from her, Sacha walked over to the half-open window. Mars had been his mentor, the person who had welcomed him with open arms when he got his dream job: a commandant in the most prestigious police squad in France. But then the divisionnaire had betrayed him.


I can almost touch your pain, Sacha. You loved the old bastard as much as you hate him now.


“Apart from that, how’s life?”


“We have plenty of work, and that’s exactly what I need.”


Lola fished a small metal box out of her pocket. The endless wet weather was affecting her throat. Sacha accepted a mentholated sweet.


“What news of Ingrid?”


Ingrid and Sacha. Those two should have come together again after the storm. Despite their differences, to Lola they seemed like the perfect couple. Yet another precious object Mars had shattered.


“She’s been hired by a famous dance troupe in Las Vegas. No more striptease, now it’s all glitter and French cancan.”


“Do they dance the cancan in Las Vegas?”


“I’ve no idea.”


She told him about Philippe Hardy’s visit, and ended with the iPhone video.


“That bastard interrogated me this morning. And he didn’t say a word about it,” Sacha said.


“Machiavelli for Dummies must be his bedside reading.”


He offered her a coffee made in a real pot. Things were improving at headquarters: someone had finally admitted that the machine at the end of the corridor was the king of dishwater.


“Lola . . . I blame myself for Ménard, and . . .”


“And?”


“Ingrid . . . that’s my fault too. I wasn’t there to defend her.”


Lola rubbed her back. The rain was rekindling her arthritis, and Sacha’s regrets were doing the same for her depression. It was her birthday in a few weeks. She’d be a hundred and fifty.


“The only advice I can give you, Sacha, is to beware of Hardy. You’re too much of a temptation for him.”


“I realise that.”


“I know what he thinks. That you found Mars and shot him. He’s searching for witnesses. When somebody wants at all costs for the facts to support their theory . . .”


“. . . Anything is possible, especially the worst.”


“Quite so.”


Sacha explained that, for the moment, Hardy was the least of his worries. The Duguin team had inherited a triple homicide. The staff of a Japanese restaurant in the 9th arrondissement.


Lola could sense that despite his personal troubles, he was very focused on the work at hand. She had always admired his obsessiveness. Together with the ability to reason, that was what made the difference between a good detective and an outstanding one.


*


Lola crossed the quay, drawn to the Seine and its green smell. The rain had gone off to pester people in other latitudes. A bateau-mouche drifted by, crammed with tourists discovering Paris to the sound of “Firework” interpreted by Katy Perry. Coincidence could harpoon you at any moment: Ingrid had almost based a show on that song. I’ve always dreamt of a costume like a firework. You’ll have to come and see me dance, Lola.


Mars and Ménard were dead. Gratien was rotting in jail, Sacha was still in charge of a team, the Serious Crime Squad had a new divisionnaire. And Ingrid had a new life in the States. Her American friend, who had once been head over heels about Paris and Sacha, had pulled out and decided it was time to rediscover her own culture and her roots.


Beyond the Seine lay the Left Bank and Saint-Michel. Lola hadn’t set foot there since the previous summer. But Mars’ death changed everything.


Lola crossed the bridge. On this unexpectedly mild winter’s day, the café terraces were crowded. She found the spot where Ménard had been killed. Ingrid had wanted to see him to get information. He worked on Sacha’s team, so perhaps he knew where he was? But the young lieutenant didn’t know anything. Nobody knew anything. Sacha had taken off to Africa without telling a soul.


The motorcyclists had come from the Right Bank. Black Helmet had first of all shot and killed Ménard, then they had chased Ingrid along the quai de Montebello.


Lola entered the café, saw the door Ingrid had run out of. She followed in her footsteps, crossed the road, walked past the secondhand stalls trying to imagine her friend running towards Notre Dame. An excellent idea, but Pale Helmet had not hesitated to pursue her against the oncoming cars. That had been risky, given the volume of traffic. Obviously the two of them were determined.


Lola walked to the spot where they had caught up with Ingrid. Her American friend had told her what she felt. That she was sure she was going to die. Her last thought was for Sacha.


Beside the Seine, the bullet had whizzed just over her head. Ingrid had thought she was dead; her body had received an imaginary blow; she had collapsed to the ground. Her eyes had dimmed, time had slowed down, and Death gave her a sour smile before turning on its heel. She couldn’t tell which direction the motorcyclists had gone, but remembered Black Helmet shouting: “That’s for Antonia Gratien, you bitch!”


After the attack, Ingrid had been through a hard time. She couldn’t find Sacha, who was unreachable. He was concentrating on his manhunt and had cut all links with civilisation. She kept having nightmares about the two hitmen and Sébastien’s bloody corpse. Killed because of her.


Some time later, Ingrid had decided to make a clean break. Since Sacha was still absent, apparently indifferent to the death of his young lieutenant and all that had ensued, Ingrid saw no reason to stay on in France. If she had escaped death, it wasn’t to hang around waiting for a guy who wasn’t worth it.


So she took a plane to San Francisco, where she met a friend of her former boss Timothy Harlen’s. He suggested Las Vegas. Her talent had done the rest. Only a few weeks after her return to the nest, she had found herself a job in a famous dance troupe. Lola received emails and photos from her more or less regularly. Ingrid in rhinestones and feathers, dazzling in the midst of a line of tall, muscular young women as gorgeous as hearts and always full of joy.


I miss your brightness and generosity, young Yankeedoodle, but I guess you’re happy among your giraffe friends. That’s the main thing.
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