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            Whose dark or troubled mind will you step into next? Detective or assassin, victim or accomplice? Can you tell reality from delusion, truth from deception, when you’re spinning in the whirl of a thriller or trapped in the grip of an unsolvable mystery? You can’t trust your senses and you can’t trust anyone: you’re in the hands of the undisputed masters of crime fiction.

            Writers of some of the greatest thrillers and mysteries on earth, who inspired those who followed. Writers whose talents range far and wide—a mathematics genius, a cultural icon, a master of enigma, a legendary dream team. Their books are found on shelves in houses throughout their home countries—from Asia to Europe, and everywhere in between. Timeless books that have been devoured, adored and handed down through the decades. Iconic books that have inspired films, and demand to be read and read again.

            So step inside a dizzying world of criminal masterminds with Pushkin Vertigo.2 The only trouble you might have is leaving them behind.
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            ONE

         

         ‘Look here!’ said Gévigne. ‘I want you to keep an eye on my wife.’

         ‘The devil!… Running off the rails, is she?’

         ‘Not in the way you think.’

         ‘What’s the matter, then?’

         ‘It isn’t easy to explain. She’s queer… I’m worried about her.’

         ‘What are you afraid of, exactly?’

         Gévigne hesitated. He looked at Flavières, and the latter could see very well what was holding him back: Gévigne wasn’t sure how much trust he could place in his friend.

         Basically he was much the same as Flavières had known him fifteen years earlier at the Faculté de Droit—friendly and expansive on the surface, but just the reverse underneath, shy, unhappy, turned in upon himself. It was all very well to burst in with open arms, exclaiming:

         ‘Roger, old boy!… It’s mighty good to see you again.’

         Flavières had seen at once that the cordiality was slightly put on, as though the scene had been rehearsed beforehand and then just a little overplayed. Gévigne was fidgety, his laugh too loud. Not much. Oh no! If the note was wrong, it was only by a fraction of a semi-tone, yet Flavières could feel instinctively that the other was not altogether at ease. He wanted at a blow to wipe out the fifteen years that had passed, years which had changed them both physically. Gévigne was almost completely bald and his chin had lost its clean line. His eyebrows had 8turned rusty in colour, and there were now freckles at the side of his nose. As for Flavières, he was not only thinner, but, since his trouble, had acquired a stoop. And his hands went clammy at the thought that Gévigne might ask him why he was now practising as a lawyer, considering that he had studied law to go into the police.

         ‘I’m not exactly afraid of anything,’ answered Gévigne.

         He held out a handsome case full of cigars. His clothes too bespoke wealth, and rings glittered on his fingers as he tore off a little pink match from a book of matches bearing the name of a smart restaurant. He hollowed his cheeks before slowly blowing out a cloud of smoke.

         ‘It’s really a question of atmosphere,’ he said.

         Yes, he had changed a lot. He had tasted power. One could see in him the man who took the chair at board meetings and had useful contacts in high places. Yet, with all that, his eyes were always on the move and only too ready to take refuge beneath those heavy drooping eyelids.

         ‘Atmosphere?’ asked Flavières, with just a touch of irony.

         ‘I think it’s the right word,’ Gévigne insisted. ‘My wife is perfectly happy. We’ve been married four years, or will have been in two months’ time. We have everything we want; my factory at Le Havre has been working at full blast ever since the mobilization, which is, incidentally, the reason why I haven’t been called up. So you see: under the circumstances we can count ourselves fortunate.’

         ‘Children?’ put in Flavières.

         ‘No.’

         ‘Go on.’

         ‘I was saying that Madeleine had everything to make a woman 9happy. And yet there’s something wrong. She has always had a rather strange character, a bit unstable—up one moment, down the next—but in the last few months she has become rapidly worse.’

         ‘You’ve seen a doctor, I suppose?’

         ‘Of course. Several. The very best. And there’s nothing the matter with her, nothing whatever.’

         ‘Physically, you mean—but psychologically?’

         ‘Nothing on that side either. At least…’

         He fidgeted with his hands, and brushed away some ash that had fallen on his waistcoat.

         ‘There is something all the same. I tell you, it’s quite a case. At first I too thought there was something at the back of her mind troubling her—some unreasoning fear provoked by the war, for instance. She would suddenly relapse into silence and hardly hear what was said to her. Or she would stare at something—and I can’t tell you what a queer impression it made. I know this sounds absurd, but it was as though she was seeing things invisible to the rest of us… Then, when she came back to her normal self, she would have a slightly bewildered expression on her face, as though it took her a little time to recognize her surroundings, and even her own husband…’

         He relit the cigar, which he had allowed to go out. And he too stared vacantly in front of him with that baffled air that Flavières knew of old.

         ‘If she’s not ill, physically or mentally,’ said Flavières with a touch of asperity, ‘she’s putting on an act. She’s probably—’

         Gévigne raised his hand to stop him.

         ‘I thought of that, and I’ve been watching her discreetly. One day I followed her… She went into the Bois de Boulogne, 10sat down in front of the lake, and stayed there without moving, contemplating the water.’

         ‘There’s nothing in that.’

         ‘Oh yes there is… though it’s not so easy to explain. She was looking at the water with a quite extraordinary gravity and attention, as though it was of the utmost importance to her… And then, that evening, she blandly told me she hadn’t been out of the house. Of course, I didn’t let on that I’d seen her.’

         Flavières kept on finding, then losing again, the fellow-student he had known, and the game was getting on his nerves.

         ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘Either your wife’s ill or she’s up to some game or other. There’s no getting away from that. And, if it’s the latter, there’s probably a man in the background.’

         Gévigne stretched his hand out towards the ash-tray on the desk and with a flick of his finger knocked off a long cylinder of white ash. He smiled sadly.

         ‘Your mind works exactly as mine did. But I’m absolutely certain Madeleine is not an unfaithful wife. On the other hand, Professor Lavarenne assures me she’s absolutely normal. For the rest, why should she put on an act, as you call it? To gain what? After all, one doesn’t build up a mountain of make-believe just for fun. One doesn’t go and study the water in the Bois for two hours for nothing. And it isn’t as if that was an isolated instance. There have been plenty of others.’

         ‘Have you tried to have it out with her?’

         ‘Yes, naturally… I’ve asked her what it was took hold of her when she suddenly went off into a dream.’

         ‘What did she say?’

         ‘That I oughtn’t to bother about it; that she didn’t dream; that she worried like anyone else about the present state of the world.’

         11‘Was she annoyed you asked her?’

         ‘Yes, a bit. But still more embarrassed.’

         ‘Did you get the impression she was lying?’

         ‘Not at all. The impression I got was that she was afraid… Look here: do you remember—this’ll make you smile—a German film called Jacob Boehme we saw at the Ursulines back in the ’twenties?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Do you remember the expression on the mystic’s face when he was caught in a sort of visionary trance? And he tried to find excuses and hide the fact that he had visions… Well, Madeleine’s face looked like that German actor’s. A bewildered, groping look; I might almost say a drunken look.’

         ‘Come on! You’re not trying to tell me your wife has visions, are you?’

         ‘I knew that would be your reaction—just as it was mine. For a long time I held out, refusing to believe what I saw.’

         ‘Does she go to church?’

         ‘Like hundreds of others—because it’s the thing to do.’

         ‘Has she ever dabbled in fortune-telling or any of that psychic stuff?’

         ‘Never. She’s never taken up anything of that sort. This is quite different. Something seems to happen to her, and all of a sudden you realize she’s somewhere else.’

         ‘Do you think it’s quite involuntary?’

         ‘I’m sure of it. I’ve been watching her long enough now to know something about it. She feels the attack coming and she tries to ward it off, by talking or busying herself with something, by switching on the wireless. Sometimes she goes to the window and opens it as though she needed a breath of 12air… If, at that moment, I come to the rescue, if I start joking or chatting of this or that, it seems to give her something to hold on to and she’s able to keep on this side of the line… I’m sorry to be so long-winded, but it isn’t easy to make her condition intelligible to anyone else… If, on the other hand, I pretend to be absorbed in my own thoughts, then over she goes—it never fails. She seems to go rigid and her eyes seem to be intently watching something which moves—at least I suppose it moves, since her eyes do—she heaves a sigh and passes the back of her hand across her forehead. Then for five minutes, ten perhaps, but rarely more, she’s for all the world like a sleep-walker.’

         ‘Are her movements jerky?’

         ‘No… At least… It’s difficult to say… As a matter of fact I’ve never seen anyone walk in his sleep… But you don’t really get the impression she’s asleep. She’s absent-minded, as though her body no longer belonged to her, as though she had become someone else. Oh, I know it’s ridiculous, but I can’t put it better than that: she’s someone else.’

         Gévigne’s eyes were genuinely troubled.

         ‘Someone else!’ growled Flavières. ‘That doesn’t mean anything.’

         ‘You don’t believe there can be certain… certain influences which…?’

         But Gévigne gave it up. He put his cigar down on the edge of the ash-tray and wrung his hands.

         ‘Since I’ve begun,’ he went on presently, ‘I’d better get it all off my chest… Among Madeleine’s ancestors was a strange woman whose name was Pauline Lagerlac. She was a great-grandmother. Not so very far away, you see… When she was 13thirteen or fourteen she had a rather mysterious illness—I really don’t know how to explain it—she had queer convulsions, and people heard strange sounds coming from her room…’

         ‘Tappings on the wall?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Scraping noises, as though furniture was being moved?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I know. They’re symptoms often found in girls of that age, though I don’t believe anybody’s ever found an explanation for them. They generally don’t last long.’

         ‘I’m not very well up myself in these matters,’ went on Gévigne, ‘but it seems fairly certain that Pauline Lagerlac remained all her life a bit odd. She wanted to become a nun, then gave up the idea. Finally she married; then, after a few years, committed suicide… for no reason at all.’

         ‘What age was she then?’

         Gévigne took out his handkerchief and dabbed his mouth.

         ‘Twenty-five,’ he murmured. ‘Madeleine’s age now.’

         ‘The devil!’

         The two men were silent. Flavières turned the story over in his mind. Then he asked:

         ‘Your wife knows, I suppose?… About Pauline Lagerlac?’

         ‘As a matter of fact she doesn’t… I got the story from my mother-in-law. She told me soon after our marriage. At the time I didn’t attach any importance to it, listening merely out of politeness… If I had known then!… My mother-in-law’s dead now, and there’s no one I can turn to for any further information.’

         ‘When she told you, do you think she had any idea at the back of her mind?’

         ‘I don’t think so. The subject cropped up quite accidentally. 14Only, I remember clearly her saying I was on no account to tell Madeleine. She wasn’t at all proud herself of having a person of doubtful sanity in the family and thought it better her daughter shouldn’t know.’

         ‘You say this Pauline Lagerlac killed herself for no reason at all… That doesn’t sound very likely.’

         ‘There was no reason that anyone could find out. She seemed happy. She had given birth to a son a few months before, and everybody expected that to be a stabilizing influence. And then, suddenly, one day—’

         ‘Still, I don’t see how this has anything to do with your wife.’

         ‘You will,’ said Gévigne with a heavy sigh. ‘You will… When her mother died, she naturally inherited a lot of family things, including some jewellery and ornaments that had come down from her great-grandmother, among them an amber necklace. And these beads seem to have a special meaning for her. She’s always fiddling with them and gazing at them with… with a sort of nostalgia. And we’ve got a portrait of Pauline Lagerlac at home, painted by herself—for, like Madeleine, she was an amateur painter. Madeleine has spent hours staring at that picture, as though fascinated. More than that: I once caught her with the picture propped up beside a mirror—she had the amber necklace on and was trying to do her hair like the woman in the portrait…’

         With obvious embarrassment, Gévigne went on:

         ‘She’s done it like that ever since—with a heavy bun on her neck.’

         ‘Is there any resemblance between her and her great-grandmother?’

         ‘A little perhaps… a very vague one.’

         15‘To come back to my first question: what are you afraid of, exactly?’

         Gévigne picked up his cigar and studied it gloomily.

         ‘I hardly like to tell you… One thing’s certain: Madeleine’s no longer the same… And… and I can’t help thinking sometimes—’

         ‘What?’

         ‘That the woman living with me isn’t Madeleine.’

         Flavières got up from his chair with a strained laugh.

         ‘Come on! If it isn’t your wife, who is it? Pauline Lagerlac?… My dear Paul, you’re letting your mind run off the rails… Have a drink. Port? Cinzano? Cap Corse?’

         ‘Port.’

         As Flavières went into the dining-room for a tray and some glasses, Gévigne called after him:

         ‘And what about you? I haven’t even asked you if you were married?’

         ‘No,’ answered Flavières dully, ‘and I’ve no desire to be.’

         ‘It was only by chance I heard you’d left the police.’

         Silence in the dining-room.

         ‘Can I give you a hand?’

         Gévigne hoisted himself out of his armchair and went to the door leading to the next room. Flavières was uncorking a bottle. Gévigne leant against the door-post.

         ‘Nice place you’ve got… Sorry to be bothering you with my troubles… Mighty glad to see you again… I ought to have rung you up before coming, but I live in such a rush these days…’

         Flavières straightened himself and calmly took the cork off the corkscrew. The difficult moment was over.

         ‘You said you were building ships now, didn’t you?’ he asked, filling two glasses.

         16‘Small craft. But it’s a very big contract… At the Ministry they seem to be expecting some hard knocks…’

         ‘I should think they are! We can’t go on with this phony war for ever. And we’ll soon be in May… Well, here’s luck, Paul.’

         ‘All the best, Roger.’

         They looked into each other’s eyes as they lifted their glasses. Standing up, Gévigne was short and square. The light from the window fell full on to his Roman features, fleshy ears, and truly noble forehead. Not that Gévigne had anything great in him: a little Provençal blood in his veins had sufficed to endow him with this deceptive profile of a proconsul. This war was going to make the fellow a millionaire… Flavières banished the thought, ashamed of it. Was he not himself profiting from the absence of others who had been called up? It is true he had failed to pass a medical, but was that really a valid excuse? He put his glass back on the tray.

         ‘I can see this business of yours is going to get under my skin… Has your wife anyone at the front she might be worried about?’

         ‘A few distant cousins we never see… No one she really cares about.’

         ‘How did you meet her?’

         ‘Accidentally. It was quite romantic.’

         Gévigne studied his glass. He was weighing his words. Always that fear of making himself ridiculous which had paralysed him as a student, making him fail in his vivas.

         ‘I met her in Rome, where I was doing some business. We were staying in the same hotel.’

         ‘Which one?’

         ‘The Continental.’

         ‘What was she doing in Rome?’

         17‘Studying painting. She had a real talent, or that’s what they say. I’m not much of a judge of that sort of thing.’

         ‘Was she studying with a view to teaching?’

         ‘Good heavens, no!… Just because she liked it. She never had to think about earning her living. Why, she had her own car at the age of eighteen. Her father was a big industrialist.’

         Gévigne turned and walked back into the office. In the way he walked, at any rate, he showed real assurance now. Formerly he had had a hesitant step, a sort of stammer in his movements. His wife’s money had transformed him.

         ‘Does she still paint?’

         ‘No. She gave it up little by little. Found she hadn’t got the time. The life they lead, these Parisian women!’

         ‘But… these troubles you’ve been telling me about… they must have had a cause. Can’t you think of any incident that might have started the ball rolling? A quarrel, for instance, or a bit of bad news… You must have thought of that.’

         ‘Of course I’ve thought of it, and I’ve racked my brains to discover something… Don’t forget I spend half the week at Le Havre.’

         ‘These… these attacks, as you call them… could they have anything to do with your being away?’

         ‘I don’t think so… The first one occurred soon after I got back. It was a Saturday. I had found her in excellent spirits; then in the evening I thought there was something odd about her. Naturally I didn’t pay much attention to it at that moment, particularly as I was tired at the end of a heavy week.’

         ‘Before that?’

         ‘She may have been a bit moody at times, but no more than anybody is.’

         18‘On that Saturday, you’re sure nothing unusual happened?’

         ‘Absolutely. All the more so as we were together the whole time. I got back about ten in the morning. Madeleine had just got up. We chatted for a while… But you can’t expect me to remember every detail of the day. There was no reason for me to remember them. I know we lunched at home.’

         ‘Where do you live?’

         Gévigne looked surprised, then smiled.

         ‘Of course… I was forgetting we’ve completely lost touch with each other. I bought a block of flats on the Avenue Kléber, quite close to the Etoile. We live in one of them. Here—you’d better have my card.’

         ‘Thanks.’

         ‘In the afternoon we went out. I had to drop in at the Ministry for a few minutes, but she wasn’t left alone for long. After that we pottered about round the Opera, and then… Well, it was an afternoon like any other.’

         ‘And the attack?’

         ‘It came on just after supper.’

         ‘Can you give me the exact date?’

         ‘Really! How should I know?’

         But he studied the calendar on the lawyer’s desk.

         ‘I know it was in February, and towards the end of the month. I see the 26th was a Saturday. Then it was certainly the 26th.’

         Flavières sat down on the arm of an easy chair, close to Gévigne.

         ‘What gave you the idea of coming to me?’ he asked.

         Again Gévigne wrung his hands. It had been a tic of his in the old days. He had had others—several—but this was the 19only one left. It was a way of taking hold of himself when he wasn’t sure of his foothold.

         ‘I’ve always thought of you as one of my oldest friends,’ he murmured. ‘And then I remembered how interested you always were in psychology and all that… You wouldn’t have expected me to go to the police, would you?’

         Flavières winced, and Gévigne noticed it.

         ‘It was just because you’d left the police that I felt I could come to you about it,’ he added.

         ‘Yes,’ said Flavières, stroking the leather upholstery, ‘I left the police.’

         He looked up sharply.

         ‘Do you know why?’

         ‘No. But—’

         ‘You’d find out sooner or later. Things like that can’t be kept dark for ever.’

         He would have liked to smile, so as to prove his self-possession, but a sour note had already crept into his voice.

         ‘I came a cropper… Another glass of port?’

         ‘No, thanks.’

         ‘It’s a rotten story… I was a detective. In the police you have to go right through the mill even if you have a degree. I never liked the job. If my father hadn’t pushed me into it… But he was a divisional inspector and for him it was the one and only career. I ought to have refused. It’s all wrong to force a boy… but there’s no use going into that now… To come to the point, I had to arrest a chap. He wasn’t a very dangerous one, only he took it into his head to take refuge on the roof… I had a man called Leriche with me—as nice a fellow as you could meet…’

         20He emptied his glass. Tears scalded his eyes. He coughed and shrugged his shoulders, trying to recover his poise.

         ‘You see. As soon as this story crops up my feet slip off the pedals,’ he said in an attempt to laugh it off. ‘The roof was a sloping one. I could hear the traffic a long way below in the street. The chap was behind a chimney. He was unarmed. It was just a matter of collaring him. I couldn’t do it.’

         ‘I remember now,’ said Gévigne, ‘you never had a head for heights.’

         ‘Leriche went in my place. He slipped and fell.’

         ‘Ah!’

         Gévigne looked discreetly at the carpet. Flavières studied his face without being able to read his thoughts.

         ‘It’s best you should know—’

         ‘Anyone’s nerve can give way,’ said Gévigne.

         ‘I know it can,’ answered Flavières with something like a snarl.

         Nothing was said for a moment. Then Gévigne raised his hands in a vague gesture.

         ‘Most unfortunate. But you can’t hold yourself responsible because your friend’s foot slipped.’

         Flavières opened a box of cigarettes.

         ‘Have a fag, old man.’

         He always encountered the same bewildered incredulity when he told his story. No one ever took it seriously. How could he ever make them hear Leriche’s scream, which went on and on, passing from a shrill note to a lower one with the distance? Perhaps Gévigne’s wife too was burdened by some gnawing secret, but it couldn’t be half as hideous a one as his. Were her dreams torn by a scream like that? Had she allowed someone to die in her place?

         21Gévigne interrupted this reverie.

         ‘Can I count on you then?’

         ‘What do you want me to do?’

         ‘Have a look at her. Above all I want your opinion. It’s already done me a lot of good to talk to you about it. You will help me, won’t you?’

         ‘If it is a help.’

         ‘You’ve no idea how much… Are you free this evening?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘A pity. I’d have asked you home to dinner. It’ll have to be another day.’

         ‘No. Better she shouldn’t know me. It’ll make things easier.’

         ‘Perhaps you’re right. But I’ve got to show her to you somehow.’

         ‘Go to the theatre together. I can have a good look at her without her noticing.’

         ‘Good idea. We’re going to the Marigny tomorrow. We’ve got a box.’

         ‘Right. I’ll be there.’

         Gévigne took both Flavières’ hands in his.

         ‘Thanks, Roger… You see how right I was to come to you. You know a trick or two. I shouldn’t have thought of the theatre.’

         He fumbled in his inside pocket, hesitated.

         ‘Don’t be offended… We’ve still got the dibs to consider… You’re doing me a great favour…’

         ‘Oh,’ said Flavières, ‘never mind about that now.’

         ‘All the same—’

         Flavières patted him on the back.

         ‘It’s the case I’m interested in, not the money. I’ve already the feeling your wife and I have something in common, and… 22yes… there’s a chance I may be able to find out what she’s hiding.’

         ‘I assure you she’s not hiding anything.’

         ‘We’ll see.’

         Gévigne picked up his grey felt hat and his gloves.

         ‘Business good?’

         ‘Pretty good. I can’t complain.’

         ‘You know, if I can be useful to you in any way, you’ve only to say the word. I’d be only too glad. I’m in touch with some pretty influential people, particularly with this war contract…’

         ‘Profiteer,’ thought Flavières.

         The word flashed involuntarily into his mind, and he turned away to avoid Gévigne’s eye.

         ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to use the stairs again. The lift’s not working.’

         They went out on to the narrow landing. Gévigne leant over to say confidentially to his friend:

         ‘Go about it in your own way. I give you a free hand. As soon as you’ve anything to tell me, give me a ring at my office, or, better still, come to see me. Our Paris office is in the building next to the Figaro… All I ask is that Madeleine is kept absolutely in the dark. She mustn’t even suspect anything. If she thought she was being watched… I wouldn’t answer for the consequences.’

         ‘Trust me.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         Gévigne started down the stairs. Twice he turned to give a friendly wave of the hand. Flavières went back into his office and leant out of the window. He saw a huge black car pull out into the road and glide smoothly away… Madeleine… He liked 23the name. It had a gentle, plaintive sound. But how could she have brought herself to marry this stocky, corpulent man? Of course she was carrying on with somebody else… Those attacks!… Dragging a red herring across her own tracks… Serve him right. Gévigne deserved to be made a fool of by his wife. Because of his smug affluence, his cigars, his contract for building small craft—because of everything. Flavières didn’t like people with too much self-assurance—and, outwardly at least, Gévigne had plenty—though it was a quality he would have given anything to possess himself.

         He shut the window irritably. Then he mooched about in the kitchen, trying to persuade himself he was hungry. He surveyed the tins in the cupboard; for he too had laid in a stock of provisions, stupid as he considered such a precaution to be, as by all appearances the war was going to be a short one. Far from tempting him, the sight of so much food made him feel slightly sick. Finally he took some biscuits and the remains of a bottle of wine. He was on the point of sitting down when he decided the kitchen was ugly, and he went, munching, back into the office. As he passed it, he switched on the wireless. He knew beforehand what the communiqué would say: Patrol activity, artillery duels here and there on the Rhine. All the same the announcer’s voice would be something living.

         He sat down. He drank some of the white wine… He hadn’t been a success in the police. He wasn’t cut out for any service… What was he cut out for?… He opened a drawer and took out a green folder. In the top righthand corner he wrote: Dossier Gévigne. Then he slipped a few blank sheets of paper into it, and sat staring in front of him with vacant eyes.
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            TWO

         

         ‘It must look pretty silly,’ said Flavières to himself.

         He certainly felt it as he sat, trying to look distinguished and unconcerned, fidgeting with the mother-of-pearl opera-glasses which he couldn’t bring himself to raise to his eyes to study Madeleine’s face. There were lots of uniforms round him, and the women with the officers had a look all of their own, proud, satisfied. And Flavières hated them. Now he came to think of it, he hated the army, lock, stock, and barrel, and the war, and this overdecorative theatre which breathed an atmosphere at once martial and frivolous.

         He had only to turn his head a little to see Gévigne, who sat with his clasped hands resting on the ledge of the box. Madeleine was sitting back in her chair. She seemed to be dark and slim. Flavières couldn’t see her features clearly, but he had the impression she was pretty, with something a bit fragile about her. That might have been due to her abundant hair which seemed too heavy for her face. How could a man like Gévigne have procured a wife of such elegance and grace? How could she have put up with his advances? The curtain went up on a play which Flavières found insipid. He shut his eyes and let his mind run back to the days when he and Gévigne had shared a room to save money. They had been as shy and awkward the one as the other. The women students used to laugh at them, adopting vamping airs just to tease them. They 25lacked the audacity to cope with girls. Others, on the other hand, seemed able to have any girl they wanted. One in particular. The students called him Marco. He was not remarkably endowed either with brains or good looks. Flavières had once tried to pump him. Marco had smiled, saying:

         ‘Talk to them as though you’ve already been to bed with them… That’s the trick.’
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