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Paris


Pompidou Hospital


Monday, 27 December


A shaft of light in a storm-tossed sky. That was the image the music conjured in his mind. The cello’s long phrase rose and fell hypnotically, like an invitation to surrender. In his semi-conscious state, Mathias felt his breathing melt to the rhythm of the melody. Carried by the notes, he retreated into himself with a calm he hadn’t known in a long time. Sensations flashed back to the surface. The blue of the Mediterranean, bodies lazing on the sand, kisses on salty lips.


But his joy was fragile. A storm was brewing nearby, dissonant feelings entwining in a fraught mash-up of frivolity and calamity. Suddenly the harmony was shattered, as if the bow had screeched off its strings, dashing all promises of pleasure.


Mathias Taillefer opened his eyes.


He was lying on a hospital bed, dressed in one of those hideous, washed-out cotton gowns that put the buttocks at the mercy of every passing draught. Two tubes snaked from the catheter that had been planted in his arm, while a cardiac monitor to his left traced the feverish beating of his heart. In the next bed, his geriatric roommate hadn’t stirred all day, giving him the nasty impression of having been admitted to intensive care rather than a cardiology ward. The mournful patter of rain had replaced the warm thrum of the cello, and instead of the Mediterranean, the murky Paris skies cast everything in grim shades of grey. For a moment, the music in his dream had transported him away from the hospital, but the respite had been short-lived.


Life was a bitch.


With some effort, Mathias rearranged his pillow to prop himself up. And that was when he saw her, half-steeped in shadow: the outline of a young woman, sitting ramrod straight on a chair, with a cello angled between her legs. So, the music hadn’t just been in his head.


‘Who are you?’ he grunted.


‘My name’s Louise. Louise Collange.’


From her girlish voice, she couldn’t be more than a teenager, but she didn’t seem remotely intimidated.


‘And what the … and what are you doing in my room, Louise Collange? You think this is the place to be practising for your school concert?’


‘I’m a volunteer for a charity called Musicians in Hospitals,’ she replied.


As she moved closer, Mathias narrowed his eyes for a better view of her. Oval face framed by sheets of blonde hair, dimpled chin, Peter Pan collar jumper, flared velvet skirt, leather ankle boots. A beacon of light in the gloom of the hospital.


‘Didn’t you like it?’


‘What, your scrap of Schubert? No, it set my teeth on edge … and my head on fire.’


‘That’s a bit strong.’


‘… And it woke me up.’


Louise shrugged, visibly miffed.


‘People normally enjoy it.’


‘They enjoy someone hassling them in their sickbed?’


‘It’s called counter-stimulation,’ the girl explained, dragging over the red faux-leather chair to perch next to him. ‘The music fires up alternative sensory pathways that distract the patient from the pain.’


‘What a load of crap,’ he huffed, shaking his head. ‘Fancy yourself as a doctor, do you? Where did you read that?’


‘In a medical textbook, as it happens. I’m a second-year med student.’


‘But how old are you?’


‘Seventeen. I skipped two years.’


If she thought that would impress him … Taillefer remained stubbornly unmoved. In the chrome-plated bed rails, he glimpsed flickers of his haggard reflection: wild hair, greying temples, a week’s worth of stubble, dark-blue eyes dulled by exhaustion.


‘Right, Louise,’ he continued. ‘If you’ve finished your little recital, you can leave us in peace now.’


He nodded at the neighbouring bed. ‘I don’t think your music stands a hope of reviving Colonel Sanders here.’


‘Your call.’


As the young woman replaced the cello in its case, Taillefer rubbed his eyes wearily. He’d been admitted the previous day after a seemingly mild heart attack, but had still required a raft of tests, given his history as a transplant patient. If the results passed muster, he might have a chance of being discharged the following day. In the meantime, he was stuck in that grim room, waiting out the hours in its haze of looming death.


He couldn’t stop thinking about his dog, alone in the house, and about the dire weather that had been lashing Paris as the year petered to an end: weeks of torrential rain and heavy skies, a horizon that had been clogged for so long, it was impossible to imagine spring ever returning. And now, this girl who wouldn’t leave …


‘Are you still here?’ he snapped.


‘Two minutes! I’m putting my sheets away.’


‘Don’t you have better things to do than going around hospitals, acting like you’re Jacqueline du Pré?’


Louise shrugged again.


‘Who’s Jacqueline du Pré?’


‘Look her up later. Seriously, get out of this hellhole and do what people your age should be doing.’


‘And what should “people my age” be doing?’


‘I dunno, going out with your girlfriends, hanging around with boys, getting off your face …’


‘Very inspiring.’


His tone hardened. ‘That’s enough. Scram, get lost. Go home, if you don’t have any friends.’


‘You really are a charmer.’


‘You’re the one coming in here giving me earache!’ he retorted.


A long gurgle rippled from his gut. He patted his stomach with a grimace.


‘And I’m starving. Actually, if you want to make yourself useful, you can find me something to eat before you go.’


‘I’ll ask the nurses.’


‘No, for pity’s sake! I don’t want their godforsaken mush. There’s a café in the lobby – Relais H. Grab me a ham baguette with butter or a smoked salmon roll.’


‘Sure you don’t want a beer while I’m there? Salt isn’t good for the heart, you know.’


‘Just do what I’m asking, please. It’ll cheer me up more than your Schubert.’


Louise paused for a second.


‘Will you watch my cello?’


He nodded.


‘Don’t worry.’
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Once he and Colonel Sanders were alone again, Taillefer checked his watch. It wasn’t yet 4 p.m. and already it was nearly dark. He raised his hand to the scar that sliced his thorax in two. For five and a half years now, he’d been living with someone else’s heart. Over time, as the mark had faded, so had his fear grown that one day the replacement would give up on him. He closed his eyes. The previous day, by the beehives in Parc Montsouris, he’d truly believed his hour had come. He’d been hit by a searing feeling in his chest, then the sensation of a vice crushing his heart. The pain had spread as far as his jaw, causing him to stumble, gagging and gasping for breath, as if he’d just run a cross-country race.


He’d only regained consciousness in the ambulance, on the way to Pompidou Hospital. While the initial tests had been reassuring, his fear refused to leave him. The hospital terrified him. Its sinister atmosphere, the rank food, the infantilisation of the patients, the plastic bottle you were forced to piss into, the high risk of catching an infection while you were there. He couldn’t shake the visceral conviction that you might come in for a scratch and be carted out feet first.


‘Grub’s up!’


Taillefer jolted to attention. Louise Collange was waving a paper bag in front of her.


‘I got you this,’ she announced, pulling out a salad box. ‘It’ll do you more good.’


‘Are you having a laugh?’ he blurted. ‘Why the fuck did you do that? I asked for a salmon or …’


‘Relax, the salad’s for me. Here’s your sandwich!’


He glowered back at her – not the kind of joke he found funny – and unwrapped his roll while muttering darkly.


‘Don’t feel obliged to keep me company,’ he told her as she reoccupied her seat next to him. ‘Really, don’t.’


‘Is it true you’re a cop?’


He scowled. It was going to be a long day.


‘Who told you that?’


‘I heard the nurses talking. They were saying you work for the Major Crime Unit.’


Taillefer shook his head.


‘That was in another life. I quit the police five years ago.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Forty-seven.’


‘That’s young to retire.’


‘That’s life,’ he replied, biting off a hunk of bread.


‘What happened?’ she pressed. ‘Was it because of your heart problems?’


‘That’s absolutely none of your business.’


‘And what are you doing now?’


‘I’m listening to you giving me the third degree,’ he sighed, ‘and wondering what the hell I’ve done to deserve it.’


‘You’re a tough customer, aren’t you?’


‘Well spotted.’


He finished his sandwich in silence, then took a firmer tack.


‘Listen, Louise, you’re obviously a very exceptional young woman, but I don’t like people bothering me. I’m sure there are patients down the corridor who’ll love your do-gooding. But I couldn’t give a flying fuck about your life, your feelings or anything you might care to tell me about. And contrary to appearances, I’m not a nice guy. So I’m going to ask you politely, one last time, to leave me in peace. Otherwise—’


‘Otherwise what?’ she interrupted. ‘You’ll call for a nurse?’


‘Otherwise, I’ll get up and kick you out of here myself,’ he replied calmly. ‘Arse first. Is that clear?’


‘If you’re at a loose end, I might have a job for you.’


‘I’m not looking for a job!’ he shouted. ‘I’m trying to get some rest!’


‘I could pay you. I have money, you know.’


Amazed by her gall, Taillefer faltered for a moment. With her infuriating persistence, she reminded him of a female François Pignon – a slapstick comedy-style nuisance that he was seriously going to need military force to see off.


‘I’d like you to investigate my mum’s death.’


‘I thought I said …’


‘She died three months ago.’


‘I’m sorry for your loss.’


Louise nodded, and Taillefer felt duty-bound to continue.


‘How did she die?’


‘In an accident, according to the police.’


‘And according to you?’


‘I think she was murdered.’


At that moment, a nurse swung open the door to do her rounds. She checked the drips, the vital signs on the monitor and the saturation levels on the oximeter, while making limp attempts at conversation. Taillefer toyed with asking if she could give the girl her marching orders while she was there, but ultimately kept silent. As soon as she was gone, Louise picked up from where she’d left off.


‘I’d like you to have a look at the case, make a few calls, maybe—’


‘What case?’


‘Start by reading the press coverage of her death. Type her name into a search engine.’


‘No way.’


‘It’ll take a couple of hours of your time. And you can ask me for anything in return.’


There was a spirited glint in the young woman’s eyes. A brilliant and troubling light.


‘Yeah, right. Seriously?’


Suddenly a thought occurred to him, one which could at least relieve part of the anxiety that had been nagging him since he’d arrived at the hospital.


‘Will you go and feed my dog? I left him back home.’


‘And in return you’ll pick up the investigation about my mum?’


‘No, no! In return, I’ll spend a couple of hours reading news articles about your mum’s death. Not the same thing.’


‘Done. What kind of dog is he?’


‘A German shepherd. He’s called Titus.’


‘Is he friendly?’


‘Not in the slightest. And he doesn’t like nuisances either, so watch yourself.’


Taillefer gave Louise his keys, the alarm code and his address in Square de Montsouris.


‘Here’s the deal: you go in, you feed Titus and you come straight back out again, without touching anything in the house. Understood?’


‘Understood,’ she agreed. ‘How will we catch up afterwards?’


‘Leave me your number. I’ll call you. What was your mum’s name?’


‘Petrenko. The prima ballerina, Stella Petrenko.’
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THE FALL OF STELLA PETRENKO


1


7 p.m.


Lying back on his hospital bed, Mathias Taillefer connected his laptop to his phone. The signal wasn’t great, but it was better than nothing. From his headphones came the familiar strum of Pat Metheny’s guitar. Through the window, the desolate, rain-lashed darkness of the Parisian night. Taillefer tapped away on his keyboard in search of information about Louise’s mother. Although Stella Petrenko’s name rang a bell, he was incapable of putting a face to her. And the news of her death had completely passed him by.


He downloaded a selection of articles from the main national newspapers, then studied them in chronological order until a fairly complete portrait of the ballerina emerged.


Standing at five foot seven, with her beanpole legs and swan-like neck, Stella Petrenko had been one of the stars of the French classical dance scene of the 1990s and 2000s. Born in Marseille in 1969, to an unassuming family originating from the Ukrainian city of Lviv, she’d moved to the capital at the age of twelve to join the Paris Opera Ballet School. As an archetypal product of the Palais Garnier system, she’d climbed the ranks with steely determination. At seventeen, she’d progressed to the main company and had continued her rise over the years that followed – first as a junior quadrille, then as a coryphée and a sujet, before landing the dual lead role of Odette and Odile in Swan Lake at the age of twenty-two. But that same year, she’d been hit by a motorbike in central Paris. The accident had left her needing surgery, followed by a long spell of rehabilitation, putting her career on hold. For the rest of her life, Stella was plagued by back and knee troubles. Yet despite that blow from fate, she’d fought her way back to the top and, through sheer perseverance, pulled off a return to the stage. She’d finally reached the hallowed status of prima ballerina relatively late, at the age of thirty.


Petrenko had worked with the leading choreographers of the day – the likes of Maurice Béjart, William Forsythe and Pina Bausch – and had delivered some memorable performances in the Rite of Spring and Ravel’s Boléro. She’d netted roles in highbrow ad campaigns for Repetto, Hermès and AcquaAlta, but successive injuries had marred the final years of her career: always her back, and the ligaments in her bad knee. On turning forty-two, the mandatory retirement age for Paris Opera ballerinas, she’d ruefully hung up her pumps.


Her daughter was born in 2004, conceived with her then-partner Laurent Collange, first violinist with the Radio France Philharmonic Orchestra.


Taillefer unplugged his headphones and cracked open a can of Coke Zero, which an unscrupulous nursing assistant had procured for him in exchange for a ten-euro note. On YouTube, he loaded a clip from Prokofiev’s Romeo and Juliet, in which Stella had danced the lead. The footage disturbed him.


Stella Petrenko was a far cry from the lithe, doll-faced stereotype of the ballerinas who featured each year in the Épinal ice championships. At first sight, her appearance lacked any real grace, her features bearing no obvious mark of her Ukrainian roots. Ripped torso, overlong legs sculpted by eight hours a day of training, skeletal-looking arms. There was the same jarring, severe quality about her face. Sunken cheeks, disproportionately large, haunted eyes, jet-black hair that kept escaping in rogue wisps from her taut bun.


But as soon as she started moving, the magic clicked into place. Through a strange alchemy, onstage Petrenko was a picture of grace and femininity. This peculiar ability, the transfixing aura she conjured from nowhere, unsettled Taillefer even through the screen. Like the angel’s share of an aged Armagnac.


The cop rounded off his search with a slideshow on an opera website that retraced the dancer’s career. Over the course of his reading he’d learnt a lot, and, without ever having met her, he felt a tug of sympathy for Louise’s mother. As he scrolled through the pictures, he could imagine how tough her path had been. A gifted, solitary child who’d given her heart and soul to dance. An adolescence spent in a brutally competitive world where only the strongest survived. A life of struggle and sacrifice that had been shot down in its ascendency by a twist of fate, followed by a fresh fight to claw herself back into the light. A gruelling life driven by the intoxicating adrenaline of the stage. A lurching, fitful life of highs and lows, which must have left her with a sense of unfinished business. Little known by the wider public, Stella Petrenko might have secured the crown of prima ballerina, but only at the eleventh hour, and even then, on the big day itself – the day that should have been the most wonderful of her life, the culmination of thousands of hours of work – fate had again intervened, this time in the form of a strike by the Opera’s casual staff, which had forced the company to perform the show without costumes or props.


In an interview with a Sunday magazine to mark her swansong, Stella had spoken excitedly about all her plans for the next stage of her career – cinema, theatre, fashion … Ten years on, very few of them had come to pass. The dancer had vanished into the media wilderness, not to be spoken of again until the announcement of her death.
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Taillefer drained his Coke and rubbed his screen-weary eyes, before slipping on his reading glasses to resume his search.


Stella Petrenko’s death, reported at the end of the previous summer, hadn’t made the front pages. It had barely warranted a catch-all tweet from the French minister of culture: It is with great sadness that I learn of the sudden passing of Stella Petrenko, one of the most celebrated prima ballerinas of recent decades. A devotee of her art and a defender of her freedoms as a woman, she embodied these values in her skilful and sensitive performances.


Admittedly, the dancer hadn’t chosen the best moment to bow out. On 6 September 2021, the world had also learnt of the death of Jean-Paul Belmondo. Unlucky to the last, Taillefer thought with a grimace. He remembered a radio programme he’d heard once, in which Jean Ormesson had mused entertainingly on the perils of dying on the same day as a celebrity more famous than yourself. The writer had cited the examples of Jean Cocteau, whose passing had been eclipsed by that of Edith Piaf, and the late Aldous Huxley, who’d died on the day of JFK’s assassination. Then there was Farrah Fawcett, the Charlie’s Angels star Taillefer had been besotted with as a twelve-year-old. She’d had the misfortune to die on the same day as Michael Jackson.


In short, the departure of the Man from Acapulco had erased the dancer’s demise from the TV news tribute slots and newspaper culture pages. It had taken until late afternoon the following day for the French news agency AFP to announce her death, in a dispatch that was hardly picked up on the websites of the main media outlets.


Stella Petrenko dies in fall from fifth floor


AFP


The former Paris Opera prima ballerina suffered a fatal fall from the balcony of her flat in Rue de Bellechasse. She was fifty-two years old.


The incident took place at around 11.30 p.m. yesterday evening, from the fifth-floor balcony of the six-storey building at 31, Rue de Bellechasse in the 7th arrondissement.


Emergency services arrived on the scene shortly afterwards, after neighbours raised the alarm. Ms Petrenko was still alive when the ambulance team arrived, but had sustained serious head injuries and damage to her upper and lower limbs. Despite their efforts to revive her, she was pronounced dead twenty minutes later.


The circumstances surrounding the incident remain unclear. ‘Accidental fall or attempted suicide? We’ll need to wait for the findings of the investigation,’ a Paris Judicial Police source commented, stressing that any criminal involvement had been ruled out. The public prosecutor’s office signalled that an autopsy was underway to determine the exact cause of death. […]


Taillefer reread the article to make sure nothing had escaped him. The press agency’s account raised more questions than answers. If he wanted to know more, he’d have to call in a favour from his former colleagues.


But who could he turn to, after hours on 27 December? He scratched his chin, racking his brains. Who’d taken up the case? Not his old unit in Major Crime, based on the details in the article. It must have been entrusted to the Left Bank branch of the Judicial Police. The last he’d heard, the crew was being headed up by Serge Cabrera. The JP skipper’s image flashed into his mind: strapping frame, bull neck, shirt buttons always on the brink of bursting, mullet straight from the 1980s. Known as ‘the Niçoise’ after his home city, Cabrera was notorious for his boorishness, sexism and potty mouth, which had fallen increasingly adrift of the times. Perhaps he wasn’t even in post anymore, forced out by #MeToo or some other blunder. After checking he still had his number, Taillefer composed a text to put out some feelers. He didn’t have high hopes. Between Christmas and New Year, nobody would be rushing to help him.


What now?


Returning to his laptop, he dimmed his bed light and launched a video of Maurice Béjart’s choreography of Ravel’s Boléro, one of the routines that had made Stella Petrenko’s name.
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14th arrondissement


In the drizzle, the unlicensed voiturette had the look of a yogurt pot. A caramel-flavoured Danette trundling along in the mass of the traffic. At the wheel, Louise regretted having taken the logjammed boulevards that skirted the edges of the city. She rammed on the accelerator, but the motor, capped at twenty-eight miles per hour, was already going flat out. Laid beside her on the plastic seat, her cello swallowed up the space. Coupled with the damp air leaching into the passenger compartment, it made her feel suddenly claustrophobic. She sneezed. To eke out the battery, she’d resisted turning on the heating, but her teeth were chattering.


She left the boulevards at Portes de Vanves to weave through the motley streets of Petit-Montrouge. Night was falling, swathing the city in icy gloom, while sheets of fog swirled at the feet of buildings – a rare sight in Paris.


While she waited at the lights, Louise entered the address Tailler had given her, then propped her phone against the windscreen and let the GPS guide her. She continued past Place Denfert-Rochereau, where the square’s iconic lion loomed as if frozen in the middle of a ghostly savannah, then on towards Cité Universitaire. As she neared the campus, she recognised the grassy fortress of the Montsouris reservoir, which supplied a large portion of the capital’s drinking water. Until now she’d been in charted territory, but the sense of familiarity vanished as the route steered her onto Square de Montsouris.


The Danette was forced to slow as it rolled up the narrow cobbles. The little private street was incongruous, but it exuded a rustic charm. Despite the darkness, ivy- and wisteria-covered façades could be seen peeping from behind the rows of wrought-iron railings. Handsome detached art deco houses interspersed with artists’ studios drenched in greenery.


Louise parked up in front of the address Taillefer had given her. Affixed to the gate was a bright-red sign that warned, ‘No Entry – Dangerous Dog’, blazoned with the image of a German shepherd. She cautiously unlocked the front gates and prised one of them open. No sign of a dog in the garden. Her movements had activated the outdoor-light sensors, bringing the building into view. It looked like a country manor that had been transplanted to the middle of Paris: half-timbering, corbels, warm yellow paintwork. Taking her courage in both hands, Louise opened the front door. Immediately she was met by the shriek of the house alarm. As she punched in the code to disable the system, she barely had time to see hurtling towards her … an adorable, floppy-eared bundle of tawny-and-white fur. False alarm.


Taillefer had well and truly stitched her up. Instead of a German shepherd, she was staring down the nose of a fifteen-inch beagle.


‘Hello, Titus,’ she said, ruffling his ears.


Relieved to be free, the animal tore outside and ran several laps of the garden. Louise ventured further into the house. The place was nothing like how she’d pictured it. She’d imagined rocking up in a ramshackle oddball’s lair. A copper’s hovel smelling of sweat and tobacco, with unwashed dishes festering in the sink. She couldn’t have been more wrong. By the looks of it, the house had been newly renovated, with as many walls as possible knocked through to open up the space. The décor was understated: bare wood, pale oiled parquet, Jieldé lamps in assorted sizes, an angular Barcelona Chair. Every element worked in harmony to create a flawless continuum of creamy hues. Titus had joined her in the living area and was yapping at her heels. Louise let him show her to the kitchen, where she found a shelf piled with dog food. She emptied a tin of meatballs onto a plate and refilled the water bowl, then headed back to the lounge.


Since leaving the hospital, Louise had felt exhaustion overwhelming her. She couldn’t get warm, as if she were sickening for something. In the fireplace, someone had arranged a ball of newspaper, some kindling and three thick logs in a teepee formation. The temptation was too much. She struck a long match and lit the paper. As the flames began to catch, ignoring her promise to Taillefer, she set about exploring the room. Judging by the extensive bookcase, the cop was big on foreign literature, art and philosophy. From the walls hung large Chinese calligraphy prints and a Fabienne Verdier lithograph, while on the coffee table sat a bronze Bernar Venet sculpture of two entangled, deconstructed spirals. Perched on a block of petrified wood, a second sculpture depicted a figure made from a mesh of white letters: a kind of Alphabet Man in a lace suit who seemed to be keeping watch over the space.


Everything was immaculate and tastefully arranged, nothing left to chance. Whoever did the housework must have been obsessively tidy. That also explained why Louise had immediately felt at home. Disorder had always distressed her. She craved precision and symmetry. She liked things to be in their place. It struck her that there were no photos or other signs of a wife or children in Taillefer’s life. She didn’t dare to check upstairs. She wouldn’t put it past the cop to have installed security cameras.


The young woman remained standing by the fire until her skin burned, relishing the sensation that she herself was being consumed by the flames.


Then, rubbing her eyes, she lay down for a moment on the couch – a daybed style that reminded her of one she’d seen in a psychiatrist’s office. Titus came to join her, curling up against her legs. Taking out her phone, she typed Taillefer’s name into the browser. He seemed to have appeared in the press twice: once in the early 2000s, in relation to a scuffle at the Gare du Nord that had turned nasty, and again in the summer of 2016, in a local paper from the south-east that had run a special feature on organ donation. Apart from those two mentions, there wasn’t a scrap of information about the cop. As her eyes flickered shut, Louise asked herself who Mathias Taillefer really was. Why had she chosen to confide in him, despite his frosty demeanour and short temper? Was it honestly a good idea to have told him about her mother? But who else could she turn to? She rarely saw her father, now she had her student room in Maubert. And in any case, Laurent Collange had moved on from Stella Petrenko years earlier, without a backward glance.
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A spiral. A vortex. A whirlwind of notes reverberating on a loop through his mind. Once more, it was music that wrenched Taillefer from sleep. But this time, the blare of his ringtone replaced Louise Collange’s cello.


Unknown number. He swallowed hard and sat up in the darkness. It was past midnight. He’d drifted off in front of the images of Stella dancing Ravel’s Boléro. His throat was dry, his aching neck making him heavy-headed. And he was desperate for a piss.


‘Hello?’ he asked into the receiver.


‘Captain Taillefer?’ a woman’s voice replied.


‘That’s me. At least, it was.’


‘Good evening. This is Lieutenant Fatoumata Diop from the Left Bank Judicial Police. Superintendent Cabrera asked me to get in touch.’


Taillefer flicked on his bedside light, pleasantly surprised by the call. Against all odds, the Niçoise had deigned to put one of his minions on the case – and quickly too.


‘Thanks for phoning. As I told Cabrera, I’m after some details about the death of Stella Petrenko.’


‘What kind of details?’


‘Was it your unit that attended the scene?’


‘Yes, we arrived just after the ambulance. If you want something specific, now’s your chance. I’ve got the report up on the screen.’


‘Any chance of sending it over? Just to save time.’


Diop exhaled deeply.


‘Dream on. Listen, I’m not interested in playing games, so if—’


‘What caused Stella Petrenko’s death, in your opinion?’ Taillefer asked, hurriedly steering the conversation back on course.


‘An accident, in all probability. Or suicide, but that seems less likely.’


‘And going with the accident theory, how did it happen?’


‘Looks like she’d climbed a stepladder to water the planters on her balcony. We found a watering can on the pavement near the body.’


‘I read that the fall happened just before midnight.’
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