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Whose dark or troubled mind will you step into next? Detective or assassin, victim or accomplice? How can you tell reality from delusion when you’re spinning in the whirl of a thriller, or trapped in the grip of an unsolvable mystery? When you can’t trust your senses, or anyone you meet; that’s when you know you’re in the hands of the undisputed masters of crime fiction.


Writers of the greatest thrillers and mysteries on earth, who inspired those that followed. Their books are found on shelves all across their home countries – from Asia to Europe, and everywhere in between. Timeless tales 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. And now we’ve introduced Pushkin Vertigo Originals – the greatest contemporary crime writing from across the globe, by some of today’s best authors.


So step inside a dizzying world of criminal masterminds with Pushkin Vertigo. The only trouble you might have is leaving them behind.
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1


The Encounter





How old does a man have to be not to feel like an orphan when he loses his mother?


When I returned after being away for six years to the small flat where Mother died, it felt like the slipknot on a rope round my chest was being tightened without pity.


I sat down in the old armchair next to the window where she always did the darning and looked around at the silence, the smell and all the old things that had lain waiting for me. The silence and the smells had greater reality for me than the damp-streaked wallpaper.


My mother died four years ago and I learned of her death only when I got the funeral notice. I’d thought about her a lot since then but I hadn’t wept for her enormously. Now, as I crossed the threshold of our flat, I suddenly grasped that she had died. It hit me head-on.


Outside, it was Christmas.


What brought it home to me was coming back to Paris and to the crowded boulevards of its poorer districts lined with brightly lit shop window displays, and with illuminated trees at street corners.


Christmas!


I was a fool to come home on a day like that.


There was a smell that I didn’t recognize in her bedroom—the smell of her dying. The bed had been entirely stripped and the mattress rolled up in an old sheet. The people who took care of her had forgotten to take away the glass for the holy water and the sprig of blessed palm.


These sorry items were on the marble dresser next to a black wooden crucifix. There was no water left in the glass and the leaves on the sprig had gone yellow. When I picked it up, they fell on the bedroom carpet like golden flakes.


There was a photograph of me on the wall in the ornate old frame that had been used to display my father’s medals. The photo was about ten years old but it wasn’t very flattering. I looked like a sickly and repressed young man, with hollow cheeks, a sidelong glance and the kind of vague pouting expression that could only belong to someone very bad or very miserable.


Only a mother’s eyes could forgive a snap like that for being such a disappointment, and even find beauty in it.


I thought I was better looking now. The years had filled me out, and I had acquired a direct look and relaxed features.


I still had to say hello to my own room.


It was unchanged. My bed was made. The books I used to like were stacked on the mantelpiece, and next to the wardrobe key the little manikin I’d carved from a piece of hazel wood just for fun was still there.


I flopped onto the bed on my back. The bedspread had its familiar coarse feel and its good old smell of colourfast linen. I closed my eyes and said aloud, the way I used to in the morning to ask for my breakfast, “Hey there, Ma!”


Some people pray in a different way, with prepared sentences. But that simple call said in an everyday way was the best I could do. For a very short moment I hoped that by concentrating with all my heart and soul the past might answer me back. I think I would have given the rest of my life without a second thought to see my mother for just a second, standing behind the door. Yes, I’d give anything just to hear her asking in that voice of hers which was always slightly anxious when she talked to me, “Are you awake, my dear?”


I was awake.


And a whole life would pass by before I could go back to sleep.


My spoken words went on expanding and vibrating and filling the silence of the flat long enough to allow me to feel all the sorrow it held.


It wasn’t possible to spend the evening in here. I needed noise, light and drink. I needed life!


In the wardrobe I found my imitation camelhair coat with the mothballs Ma had naturally provided. It used to be a “generous” fit but now it was tight on my shoulders.


As I put it on I looked at my other clothes hanging inside their dust covers. These old outfits that no longer suited me seemed so crass! They spoke of my past more eloquently than my own memories.


They alone could say exactly what I had been.


I went out. Or rather, I fled.


The stair lady was muttering curses as she swept. Still the same old woman. When I was a lad she already had that wornout look of someone who’d come to the end of the line. I used to think of her as exceedingly old—almost older than she looked now. She looked at me without recognizing my face. Her eyes had got worse; and I had changed.


Oily drizzle was falling in stops and starts and the gleaming roadway multiplied the streetlamps. The narrow streets of Levallois were full of happy people. They were knocking off work bearing Christmas supplies and thronging around open-air stalls where fishmongers shucked bucket-loads of oysters under wreaths of coloured lights.


The delis and cake shops were packed. A limping paperhawker zigzagged from one pavement to the other calling out the news, but nobody gave a damn.


I walked on aimlessly, churning over the sorrow that gripped me in the gut. I stopped in front of the narrow window of a small book and stationery shop that also sold odds and ends. It was one of those local shops where you can get all kinds of stuff: prayer books in the season of first communions, fireworks around the 14th of July, exercise books at the start of the school year and Christmas decorations in December. Shops like that were all my youth, and I love them all the more as they decline and vanish.


That’s why I felt so intensely the wish to go in and buy something, for the sole pleasure of the smell that brought back lost sensations.


Four or five women had squeezed into the narrow space. The saleslady looked like an aged widow. The look of someone in mourning forever! There was a smell of cocoa wafting from the room at the back.


I was glad there were people inside the shop. It meant I could linger, inspect its inexpensive treats and rediscover images of my childhood that I felt in special need of that day.


The place was like a fairy grotto piled high with glittering treasures. Christmas tree decorations were stacked on the shelves: glass birds, paper Father Christmases, baskets of fruit made of painted cotton and all those dainty balls as fragile as soap bubbles that help to make a tree into a fairy tale.


I was next to be served. There were people waiting behind me.


“What can I get you?”


I pointed to a silver cardboard birdcage sprinkled with glitter-dust. Inside it an exotic bird made of blue and yellow velvet stood on a golden perch.


“That one,” I stammered.


“Will that be all?”


“Yes.”


The saleslady put the cage in a little cardboard box and tied it up with a ribbon.


“Three twenty!”


When I went out I was feeling better. I couldn’t grasp exactly why the purchase of a Christmas decoration I had no use for had suddenly put me back in touch with my past.


It was a mystery.


I went into a bar for an aperitif. The place was full of overexcited men talking about what they were going to do for the rest of the evening. Most of them had packets under their arms or in their pockets.


I was tempted to catch a bus to go and nose around the big department stores on the Grands Boulevards.


But when I thought about it I preferred to stay in my own neck of the woods. The crowd in Levallois was humbler but also noisier and warmer than in the centre of town. At every step I saw faces that “said something” to me but nobody recognized me.


At a crossing someone shouted out at the top of his voice “Albert!” I turned round like a flash. But it wasn’t me that was meant, it was a tall spotty lad wearing a pastry cook’s checkerboard jacket strenuously pedalling a delivery tricycle.


My old quartier! Its smell of wet soot and cooking oil! Its wobbly paving stones! Its dreary frontages! Its bars! Its stray dogs that the pound had given up trying to catch!


I walked for more than an hour under the greasy rain, taking my fill of a thousand tiny, heady, bittersweet emotions that took me back fifteen years. At that time I was in secondary school and Christmas had lost none of its magic.


Towards eight I went into a big restaurant in the centre. It was more like a traditional brasserie with mirrors, wooden mouldings, napkins in rings, huge leather bench seats with climbing plants behind them, a counter you could sit at and waiters in black trousers and white jackets.


There were check curtains on the windows and in summer the houseplants were put out on the pavement. The place had the feel of a “highly regarded” provincial establishment. And it certainly was well regarded. Throughout my childhood, whenever I turned up my nose at a meal my mother served, she would sigh, “So go and eat at Chiclet’s!”


I did dream of being able to eat there one day. It seemed to me that only very wealthy and substantial people could afford such luxury. Every evening on my way home from school I stopped outside the restaurant and stared through its huge and misted windows at the opulent part of humanity holding court inside.


Outside mealtimes weighty gentlemen went there to play bridge. As the time to serve lunch or dinner drew nearer, the gaming tables would vanish one after the other like ships wrecked at sea. There was just one lifeboat left at the back of the room with waiters hovering impatiently around it until the truly indefatigable conceded the last rubber…


I went in for the first time in my life.


Although I’d been old enough and rich enough to patronize the restaurant before I went away, I had never dared go inside.


But that night I dared. And I did something more. I sauntered in. I dropped into Chiclet’s like I was a regular.


During my long absence I had decided so often that I would go to Chiclet’s when I got back, I had rehearsed so many times how I would stand and how I would move my arms that I was now performing an almost habitual act.


I had a momentary bout of dizziness because of the smell. I did not recognize it and could not have imagined it in advance. It wasn’t like that of ordinary restaurants. Chiclet’s smelled of absinthe and snails, and of old wood too.


At the back there was a very tall Christmas tree decked in fairy lights and tinsel that made the old-fashioned brasserie feel like a fairground.


The waiters had all pinned a tiny sprig of holly on their white jackets and the owners, M. and Mme Chiclet, stood at the bar serving free aperitifs to long-standing customers.


The couple had an elevated notion of the role of restaurateur. They were always dressed up to the nines, and gave the impression they were welcoming guests rather than serving customers.


She was a stout woman who, despite her dark dresses and chunky jewels, wasn’t far removed from being just a blowsy cashier-at-a-big-café. He was a wan-faced man with thinning hair plastered down on the top of his skull who wore outdated suits. He must have been chair of a heap of trade bodies and waved his hand like a prelate to intervene in a debate or to give someone else the floor.


The dinner service had barely started and there weren’t many customers yet. A splay-footed lad came up to take care of me. He helped to relieve me of my overcoat, hung it on a circular coat stand and, with a nod of his chin towards the restaurant, asked:


“Do you mind where?”


“Near the tree, if it’s possible…”


I really would have liked to take my mother to Chiclet’s. She had never been inside. She must have dreamed of it all her life as well!


I settled into the bench seat opposite the Christmas tree and ordered a fine repast. I suddenly felt all right. All right as when you’re hungry and about to eat. All right as when you’re tired and about to go to bed. The only real pleasure in the world is to satisfy a need.


What I was satisfying at that moment was not an appetite but a childhood dream.


I set about counting the number of lights on the tree. They fascinated me. As I neared the end of that useless arithmetical exercise a small voice close by me gurgled:


“That’s pretty.”


I turned around and discovered a fairly ugly little girl of three or four sitting at the next table and also looking at the tree. The girl’s head was a bit too large, her face was flat, her hair was reddish-brown and her nose like a radish. She resembled Shirley Temple as an infant prodigy. Yes, that was exactly right. Shirley Temple minus the good looks.


The child was with a woman, presumably her mother. She had seen me turn towards them and was smiling at me, as all mothers smile when you look at their child. I had a shock.


The woman looked like Anna. She had dark hair as Anna did, the same dark and almond-shaped eyes, the same dusky complexion and the same witty, sensual lips that scared me. She might have been twenty-seven, which is what Anna would have been. She was very pretty and smartly dressed. The little girl didn’t have her eyes, or her hair, or her nose, but in spite of that she still managed to look like her mother.


“Eat up your fish, Lucienne!”


The child obediently forked a sliver of sole on her overlarge plate. She steered it clumsily towards her mouth while looking all the time at the tree.


“It’s big, isn’t it?”


“Yes, darling.”


“Did it grow here?”


I laughed. The woman looked at me again, and was visibly pleased by the way I had reacted. Our eyes crossed for a few seconds, then she lowered her gaze, as if I had upset her. I stole a glance at myself in the huge mirror opposite. I wasn’t bad looking at all in a “battered by life” way. Wrinkles can be attractive in a thirty year old. I had a set of them in the corners of my eyes, plus a couple of very deep ones on my forehead.


There was something strange about a young woman and her daughter eating out in a restaurant on Christmas Eve. Seeing the two of them sent a pang to my heart. Their shared loneliness was more tragic than mine, which was, in the last analysis, pure and simple solitude.


The peace I’d felt since coming into the restaurant abruptly turned to gloom. All my life I’d suffered these sudden dips. I never knew how I’d feel from one minute to the next. I was always uneasy and permanently on the alert. I oozed anxiety and always had. It was painful, but I’d ended up getting used to it over the last six years.


I ate my oysters then my pheasant with straw chips, washing it down with a bottle of rosé. Now and again a remark by the girl gave me an excuse to look at her mother and each time I did so I felt the same shock at how much she looked like Anna. Our game lasted through the whole meal. I call it our game because the young woman passed the ball, so to speak. When I turned my head towards her, she turned towards me. And with perplexing regularity her face expressed in turn interest, then sadness, then modesty.


We finished our respective meals at almost the same time. The child’s dawdling had made up for my late start. The woman ordered a coffee and the bill. I did the same.


The restaurant had filled up meanwhile. The waiters were racing around. You could hear orders being yelled in the kitchen like commands in the engine room of a ship. Conversations were getting louder. You could have been in a railway station. The clinking of cutlery and glassware and the popping sounds of corks being drawn made a lively melody, a hymn to earthy enjoyment that, because I’d now eaten, I found vaguely repugnant.


Waiting customers stood with their backs to the bar on the lookout for tables becoming available. Our bills were brought without delay; when they came back with the change, the waiters also brought our coats. Ravenous customers delighted to take our places were already gathering round our tables.


The woman buttoned up her daughter’s velvet-collared woollen coat before putting on the astrakhan that the waiter was holding wide open for her, which made him look like a monstrous bat.


We came together again at the exit. I held the door open. She thanked me and her heart-rending gaze hit me point blank. She had eyes I couldn’t describe but could have looked at for hours without stirring, without speaking, and maybe even without thinking.


They went out. The girl was whispering things that I couldn’t hear and that her mother didn’t seem to be listening to.


The rain had stopped and it was getting colder. A strange kind of cold in a winter that was too mild. There definitely would not be snow. Traffic was getting thinner. The cars that went past threw up wet mud. Some of the shops were beginning to close. I stood outside the restaurant like a post, without knowing what I was going to do. The woman’s gaze was still inside me; it was taking time to evaporate.


She turned around twice as she walked down the street. She wasn’t making an invitation, but she wasn’t frightened either. It was just a quick look back, a completely instinctive gesture, I could feel it. She wanted to find out if I was going to follow them. She wasn’t afraid of that, but she wasn’t asking for it either.


I started off in the same direction. Let me be clear: I was not following them. I picked the same street simply because it was the way to my flat.


We covered a few hundred metres with a good distance between us. Then there was a crossroads and I lost sight of them. That was normal. I felt an unpleasant tightness in my chest, but I accepted a separation that was just as random as our meeting had been. Only I felt sad; sad like six years ago when I saw Anna dead. A disbelieving sadness. Something inside me would not accept the separation.


I continued on my way towards my flat.


As I passed by a cinema I saw them in the entrance gazing at the photos on display.


The mother was looking at the stills. As for the child, her eyes were fixed on the scrawny Christmas tree in the lobby.


It was a puny little pine from some suburban back garden. By way of decoration, photos of stars were hanging from its branches.


I knew that cinema well. It was the Majestic. I’d seen so many Westerns there, at the time I could have given you the title of any one of them just by listening to a few bars of the soundtrack.


I went into the lobby. The woman noticed me. It was as if she had been expecting me to crop up again. This time she scarcely looked at me but her face was suddenly drained of colour.


I realized that if I let her get to the ticket office before me I wouldn’t have the courage to follow her. So I took the initiative. In the mirror behind the cashier I saw her come up behind me. I paid for my ticket. I moved away. She was there, holding her daughter by the hand.


“Two seats.”


As at the restaurant I opened the door for them and as at the restaurant she looked “right through me”. But this time she muttered a timid “thank you”.


The film had already begun. It was a documentary about Ukraine: fields of ripening corn reaching as far as the eye could see.


An usherette dashed up to us, making signals with her pocket lamp. The woman gave her two tickets. The usherette probably didn’t notice the little girl and so she thought we were together and seated us next to each other in a row quite near the front.


My heart was thumping wildly, like it had on the day when I went out with Anna for the first time. I sat bolt upright with my eyes on the screen, not seeing anything of what it showed and hearing nothing but the chaotic beating of my heart. I could feel the human warmth of the woman, and it overwhelmed me. The perfume of her overcoat shattered me. 


Her daughter was asking questions aloud and the woman kept on leaning over towards her and whispering:


“Lucienne, be quiet. You are not supposed to talk!”


The child eventually stopped speaking. The documentary was coming to an end in any case and the house lights came back on.


I saw my dear old fleapit again. It hadn’t been redecorated. It was still that nasty shade of dark red and it had kept its fluffy scarlet wall hangings, its squeaky seats and the greenery painted on cardboard at the foot of the screen.


An usherette went past, reciting the list of goodies in her tray in a bored and whining tone.


“Sweets!” the little girl cried.


It was a unique opportunity, an ideal if hardly original ploy. I was seated between the usherette and the woman. I could buy a packet of sweets and pass them to the child while mumbling an unanswerable, “May I, Madame?”


But instead of doing that I stayed stiff and inexpressive. I didn’t even offer to act as a relay when the usherette held out the packet of sweets.


The interval ended. I was impatient for the lights to go down. Impatient to return to a state of reticent intimacy. I didn’t even know what the film was called. That was the least of my worries.


Letters began parading across the screen but I had no wish to read them.


I fell back into the sense of ease and well-being that the restaurant had given me. It was primarily a sense of security, and being certain that I had a few minutes of real happiness ahead of me.


The little girl fell asleep. She started whining a little as she tried to find a comfortable position but couldn’t. So her mother put her on her lap. The child’s legs stuck into mine.


“Excuse me,” the woman mumbled.


“You’re welcome. I, er… You can let her stretch out.”


But instead she put her hand around the girl’s ankles to stop the child from kicking me.


That hand mesmerized me. I waited a bit as I tried to suppress the wish to grasp it gently and to hold it in mine. I needed that contact. I could imagine it. My own skin intuited what hers was like. I could have tried to play a trick, or to cheat a bit, by adopting a position on the armrest that would have allowed my hand to move quite naturally towards hers and brush her fingers in a way that would not cause her to take offence.


Yet again I didn’t dare.


I turned towards her. She also looked at me. And it was so simple that I thought I would die of ecstasy, seeing how strong my will was.


I took her hand. She let go of the child’s legs. Our fingers opened and then closed on each other as if we were praying together. It was strange, voluptuous and fierce.


I felt powerful, and, in a flash, six whole years were wiped away. I was with Anna. She was still alive and she loved me. She gave me her warmth, I gave her my strength.


Why did I want to lean towards this nameless woman and tell her:


“I love you.”


Because I really did?


Many people imagine that love is a feeling that needs to be “set up”, that it is the end of a process. I know that is not so, because I loved Anna and this woman from the very moment our eyes first met.


We stayed like that for a long time with fingers entwined, making love with our hands. Then the child kicked her legs and began to whimper in her sleep. Her mother withdrew her hand and it felt to me like a bereavement.


She whispered to the sleeping child:


“We’re going home, my little Lucienne. You’ll get back to sleep…”


She was speaking for me.


“If I may,” I stammered.


I lifted the girl, settled her in my arms, and got up. She was heavy; she still smelt like a baby and sleep made her unappealing little face beautiful and touching.


I went up the aisle beside the woman. It felt as if I knew her intimately. Her gait had a rhythm that was familiar to me. Once we were in the lobby we looked at each other in the harsh light of the sickly neon. She looked a little tense and I was afraid it was in reaction to my presumptuousness.


On the other hand, had she not encouraged it?


“Do you have a car?”


“No, sir, I live nearby.”


She cradled her arms.


“Thank you… She’s not used to being up late.”


“I’ll walk you home.”


She was expecting that, for sure, yet something in her eyes—whatever was it?—was unsteady. She stood still with her arms held out towards her child. Then she let them drop.


“Thank you.”


And she set off without bothering about the two of us. I found it hard to keep up because the girl was getting heavier and heavier. It was the first time in my life that I had held a child in my arms and I would never have thought it could be so moving. I walked with great care: I was afraid of falling with such a precious cargo.


So on we went in single file to the end of the street. Then she turned right towards a newly built-up area that I didn’t know because it had hardly existed when I had left.


These streets were less well lit. There weren’t any more shops or shellfish stalls, and no more Christmas trees unless they were indoors, because there were hints of coloured lights gleaming in the windows.


Whitewashed buildings rose up in the shadows. That’s where the woman was heading. She didn’t say a word to me during the whole journey. You might have thought she’d forgotten about me and her daughter.


Two or three times the child struggled and I had to hold her tight to my chest to keep her quiet. She must have been a very agitated lass.


Televisions and radios could be heard. Some people were already singing the midnight carol, ‘O Holy Night’, even though it was barely ten. But these noises off were like an unreal soundtrack: the only real noise came from the rhythmic tap of our heels on wet pavement.


I was quite exhausted when she finally stopped in front of a brand-new iron gate with a nameplate in yellow letters on a black background saying:


J. DRAVET & CO. — BINDERS


She took a key from her pocket and opened the gate. The moment of truth had come. I peered at the dark and mysterious area that lay behind the half-opened gateway. I could just about make out a yard with two lorries parked in it. At the back stood two-storey buildings whose large glazed roofs caught the light of the lamp-post at the street corner. Everything was black, new and silent.


We exchanged the same glance as we had in the cinema lobby.


“Right,” she murmured, adding three perhaps very simple words that would nonetheless acquire a strange meaning later on:


“This is it!”


Was she taking her leave?


Or was she inviting me in?


It was simpler to ask her.


“Should I leave you here?”


She went on in without answering.


It was an invitation.
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