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			Pierre Lemaitre was born in Paris in 1951. He worked for many years as a teacher of literature before becoming a novelist.

			 

			He has won the Crime Writers’ Association International Dagger three times, once alongside Fred Vargas, for Alex, and twice as sole winner for Camille and The Great Swindle. In 2013 The Great Swindle (published in French as Au revoir là-haut) won the Prix Goncourt, France’s leading literary award.

			 

			In addition to his Brigade Criminelle novels starring Commandant Camille Verhoeven, Lemaitre writes standalone thrillers including Blood Wedding.

		
			 

			The translator, Frank Wynne, is an award-winning writer and translator. His previous translations include works by Virginie Despentes, Javier Cercas and Michel Houllebecq.  He chaired the jury of the 2022 Booker International. Most recently his translation of The Art of Losing won the 2022 Dublin Literary Award.
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			Praise for Pierre Lemaitre’s novels

			 

			‘Pierre Lemaitre finds his legendary verve [...] to crunch with relish the follies of the time’

			Les Echos

			 

			‘A really excellent suspense novelist’

			Stephen King

			 

			‘Terrific . . . Easily the most purely entertaining novel I have read so far this year’

			The Sunday Times

			 

			‘Pierre Lemaitre skilfully captivates and stuns the reader’

			Le Figaro Litteraire

			 

			‘Storytelling with never a dull moment’

			Le Figaro

			 

			‘The most purely enjoyable book I’ve read this year’

			Sunday Telegraph

			 

			‘The vast sweep of the novel and its array of extraordinary secondary characters have attracted comparisons with the works of Balzac. Moving, angry, intelligent – and compulsive’ 

			The Times

		

	
		
			About the Book

			Beirut, 1948. The Pelletier family returns . . .

			 

			The Pelletiers are a prominent French family living in Beirut. The patriarch, Louis, has built a successful business manufacturing and exporting artisanal soaps. He hoped to pass the business on to his eldest son, Jean, but Jean doesn’t have the sharpness or aptitude for such an enterprise. After nearly running the company into the ground, Jean marries a money-grubbing young woman who quickly makes him miserable, and they emigrate to Paris. But there’s another reason Jean must leave – he has committed a terrible crime . . .

			 

			His brother, Etienne, travels to Saigon, where he soon uncovers irregularities in the local currency office and begins investigating what he believes is a scheme to channel smuggled goods and cash to the Viet Minh. It is evidence that presents a real threat to his own life.

			 

			François, the middle Pelletier brother, has gone to Paris, ostensibly to study, but finds himself working as a journalist. His career flies when he reports on the brutal murder of an actress in a cinema ladies’ room. It seems a serial killer is on the loose.

		

	
		
			

			To Pierre Assouline with my friendship

			For Pascaline

		

	
		
			

			There will be novels to write.

			Lucien Bodard,

			La Guerre d’Indochine

			 

			 

			 

			But if anything is certain it is that no story is ever over.

			Robert Penn Warren,

			All the King’s Men

		

	
		
			I

			Beirut, March 1948

		

	
		
			1

			Since you have decided to leave

			Over the years, the annual Pelletier family pilgrimage down the avenue des Français had known many variations, but never before had it taken on the air of a funeral cortège. This year – if one ignored the inconvenient detail that she was still very much alive – it looked as though Madame Pelletier was being conveyed to her final resting place. Her husband, as was his wont, led the procession, his tread all the more solemn since his wife, now lagging far behind, kept pausing to glance at her son Étienne like a dying woman pleading for the coup de grâce. Behind them, Jean, known as Bouboule, being the elder son, walked stiffly while his little wife Geneviève trotted alongside. François, accompanied by Hélène, brought up the rear.

			At the front of the cortège, Monsieur Pelletier smiled and greeted the hawkers selling watermelons and cucumbers, waved to the bootblacks; anyone would have thought he was a man heading to his own coronation, which was not far from being the truth.

			The “Pelletier pilgrimage” took place on the first Sunday of March, come rain or shine. To the local children, it was an institution. One might miss a neighbour’s wedding, the New Year’s celebrations, the Paschal Lamb, but to miss the birthday of the soap factory was unthinkable. This year, Monsieur Pelletier had even paid for return tickets from Paris to ensure that François, Jean and his wife would be present.

			The ritual consisted of:

			Act I: the slow procession to the factory, principally intended for neighbours and acquaintances.

			Act II: a tour of the factory that everyone knew like the back of their hand.

			Act III: the return, along the avenue des Français, with a stop-­off at the Café des Colonnes for an aperitif. 

			Act IV: the family dinner.

			“This way, we’re bored senseless four times instead of one,” François would say.

			Admittedly, at the café on the way home, it was tiresome to be forced to listen to Monsieur Pelletier – since he was standing drinks for everyone – as he reminded the assembled company of the principal chapters of the family saga, an edifying tale that began with the first Pelletier on record (who, it had apparently been proven, had fought alongside Marshal Ney) and concluded with himself and his empire, “Maison Pelletier et Fils”, which, in his eyes, was the realisation of a dynasty.

			Louis Pelletier was a placid man, one who did not easily lose his sangfroid. Above a finely delineated mouth he had passed on to all his children, the perfectly straight line formed by his little salt-­and-­pepper moustache, a counterpoint to his silvery locks, was his pride and joy. “Every man in this family is bald by the time he is forty!” he would haughtily proclaim, as though the fact that he was not proved that, in him, the Pelletier line had reached its acme. His narrow shoulders contrasted with his broadening hips. “I could model for Badoit,” he would quip, referring to the distinctive bottle whose slender neck grew ever wider as it reached the base. He radiated an energy that was serene and faintly, discreetly smug. True, he had been a success. In the 1920s, he had acquired a modest soap factory which he had developed “by wedding quality craftsmanship to industrial efficacy”. He was fond of slogans. In his mind, the factory situated a stone’s throw from the place des Canons was destined to become the city’s chief industry. Within a few years, the Pelletiers would be to Beirut what the Wedels were to Lorraine, the Michelins to Clermont or the Schneiders to Creusot. Since then, he had somewhat scaled back his claims, though still boasted about being the figurehead of the “flagship of Lebanese industry”, something no one had the heart to contest. Over the years, he had never ceased to innovate, adding oils of copra, palm oil and cotton to traditional recipes, refining the drying process, altering the balance of oleic acid, etc.

			The thirties had proved profitable for the Maison Pelletier, which managed to buy up a number of small soap factories in Tripoli, Aleppo and Damascus. The Pelletier family fortune was doubtless much larger than their relatively modest lifestyle might lead one to suppose.

			While the day-­to-­day running of subsidiaries had been devolved to managers, Louis Pelletier refused to relinquish responsibility for overseeing quality control. Accordingly, he considered it his duty to visit his various businesses, sometimes arriving without warning, taking and analysing samples, making changes to the production process.

			He claimed not to enjoy these travels. “I’m a bit of a homebody . . .” he would say apologetically. He sometimes travelled to Paris, where he had some hazy role with the Federation of Overseas War Veterans, but these clearly were of little importance to him, since he channelled all his energy, his talent and his pride into his factory and the quality of “his soap”. He was never happier than when surveying the great steaming cauldrons whose temperature was regulated day and night by a team of master soap makers, admiring the tubes that channelled soap paste into the plodders. The very sight of the soap being cut into cakes and bars could bring tears to his eyes. “I’ll take over from you for a while,” he would suggest to the man at the end of the production line who had not asked for help. And so, as workers looked on, the proprietor of the factory would sit in front of the cutting machine as it turned out bars of green soap and with a judicious blow from a soap mallet – neither too forceful nor too feeble – would stamp each with the seal of Maison Pelletier: a silhouette of the factory flanked on either side by cedar leaves. Madame Pelletier managed the staff, oversaw the deliveries of raw materials and the dispatch of the finished product, and dealt with the accounts. Her husband’s domain was the factory floor. It was not unusual for him to get up in the middle of the night and cycle to the factory (he had never learned to drive a car) and take samples which he and the maître savonnier would discuss into the early hours.

			He insisted that the Maison Pelletier had been born on the day they fired up the first “great cauldron”, which he called La Ninon, an allusion, he claimed, to La Niña, the first of Christopher Columbus’s three ships, whose name, together with the company seal, were engraved on a copper plaque fixed to the base of the tank. When, two years later, her husband named the second vat La Castiglione, Madame Pelletier raised an eyebrow: she could see no connection to the discovery of the Americas. When the third cauldron was installed and christened La Païva, she was completely befuddled, and turned to her son François, who was considered the intellectual of the family, having passed his baccalauréat at a precocious age.

			“They are the names of famous courtesans. The first is named after Ninon de L’Enclos, the second after Virginia de Castiglione. The third, La Païva, comes from the name adopted by a demi-­mondaine called Esther Lachmann. People used to say ‘Qui paie y va’ – ‘You pay, you play’.”

			Madame Pelletier’s lips formed a perfect O.

			“You mean they were . . .”

			“Yes, Maman,” said François imperturbably, “they were.” 

			“Pish tosh!” protested Monsieur Pelletier when confronted by his wife. “These women were sophisticated courtesans, Angèle. I named the vats after them because they are my darlings, nothing more . . .”

			“Whores, that’s what they were . . .”

			“Well, that too . . . But that was not why I used the names.”

			Madame Pelletier liked to give the impression that her husband was a philanderer. Perhaps she found it flattering. In reality, Louis had never been unfaithful to her, but publicly she never missed an opportunity to deplore indiscretions that she knew to be completely fictitious. She made much of the fact that, when visiting Paris, he always stayed at the Hôtel de l’Europe. He regularly praised the hospitality of Madame Ducrau, the proprietor whom Madame Pelletier only ever referred to as “my husband’s mistress”, or, when speaking to her children, “your father’s mistress”. “Oh, Angèle,” Louis invariably objected, “Madame Ducrau must be at least a hundred!”, a protestation she would dismiss with a little wave that meant: “A likely story!”

			Just now, however, Madame Pelletier had a more pressing concern than her husband’s mistresses or the soubriquets of the three great soap vats: surviving.

			Nothing, she felt, could be less certain.

			They had only just passed the Al-­Majidiyyeh Mosque. The factory seemed far beyond her reach.

			“Go, Étienne, leave me, I . . .” 

			She almost said: “I shall die here,” but was restrained by some vestige of lucidity and the fear of appearing ridiculous (one so often encountered people one knew). Instead, she merely slowed her pace and dabbed her temples with a kerchief. A sea breeze enfolded the city in the cool embrace of spring; no one, not even she, was perspiring. Even so, hearing the clinking cymbals of a passing street vendor, she gestured to Étienne to stop him and buy a glass of cool tamarind water which she sipped stoically as though it were hemlock. Aside from raising her hat a little and running her fingers over her brow, she had no other way to express her overwhelming exhaustion. She paused once more, one hand on her heart, struggling to catch her breath. Étienne turned and shot Hélène a fatalistic look; there was nothing to be done. The successive departures of her children had been so many nails buried, one by one, in their mother’s heart.

			“But Angèle, our little ones are all grown-­up,” argued Monsieur Pelletier. “It is quite normal, surely, that they should leave home.”

			“They are not leaving home, Louis: they are fleeing!”

			Monsieur Pelletier gave up. His wife was gifted with a talent for sophistry whose depths he had never sounded.

			“Go, go . . .” wheezed Madame Pelletier, “don’t worry on my account.” 

			No longer troubling to reply, Étienne gently squeezed his ­mother’s arm, encouraging her to carry on in spite of her fatigue. One step and then another; eventually they would get there. The task of supporting his mother fell to Étienne because, on this occasion, he was at fault, he was the guilty party.

			Previous leave-­takings were engraved on the family’s memory.

			When, two years earlier, François had announced his desire to move to Paris and apply to study at the École Normale Supérieure, Madame Pelletier had collapsed in a dead faint on the tiled kitchen floor.

			“It’s quite remarkable . . .” equivocated Doctor Doueiri, who, it should be said, had never treated a complaint more serious than sunburn and bronchitis (a rather obtuse man, alarmed by his patients’ health problems, he excelled only when playing belote).

			François had had to spend a whole day at his mother’s bedside and listen as she railed, even in her sleep, against her ungrateful son and this family she said would be the death of her. “And you say nothing,” she chided her husband, “you never say a word.”

			“All the same, my dear, the École Normale . . .” he muttered vaguely, as he quickly straddled his bicycle and headed for the factory.

			When Madame Pelletier finally consented to rise from her bed, François had to endure a further ordeal, no less painful than the first, that entailed watching his mother “pack his trunk”. “Since you have decided to leave . . .” she would mutter a dozen times a day as she gathered, sorted and selected articles of clothing and provisions. Begun with all the ceremony of preparing a wedding trousseau, the process gradually slowed to a crawl. Madame Pelletier obsessed over minor details, roughly set things down, as her anguish gave way to rage. François was no longer a young man whose departure she viewed with sadness, he was a churlish son being shown the door.

			In truth, Madame Pelletier was settling an old score with her son. It still stuck in her craw, the letter he had left on the dresser in May 1941 when, at the age of eighteen, he ran away to the camp at Qastinah and enlisted in the First Light Division of Général Legentilhomme’s Free French Forces. Curiously, she had better understood this first leave-­taking. He had been heading off to war, an honourable venture all things considered, rather than leaving to study when he could just as easily study in Beirut.

			“No, Maman,” François would explain, “it’s just not possible here.”

			“No, of course not! Beirut isn’t good enough for ‘monsieur’!”

			When François boarded the ship, preceded by two trunks crammed to bursting point, Madame Pelletier had appeared calm and serious. “You will take care of yourself, won’t you?” she whispered into his ear. Louis feared that his wife would linger on the quay until the ship completely disappeared but, as soon as it moved away, she took him by the arm and said: “I do hope that he’ll write . . .”

			She went back to her routine. Little by little, the incident lost its ability to wound. Especially when François passed the entrance exam to the ENS. It was as though the statute of limitations had passed and she was once again proud of her son; she all but claimed the credit for his departure and his success.

			It was shortly afterwards that Jean, the eldest, announced that he and his wife were leaving Beirut for Paris. François had barely been gone eighteen months. 

			“Really? You too?” murmured Angèle.

			She took to her bed and refused to see anyone, even Jean.

			Doctor Doueiri, muttonheaded as ever, prescribed baking soda footbaths. “Doueiri is an imbecile,” thought Louis, a fact already apparent to everyone. 

			Angèle was not as grieved by Bouboule’s departure as she had been by that of François. For months before he left, Jean had been utterly miserable; he tried to stay out of her way, and she understood. If she kept to her room, it was because she did not want him to think she was less upset by his leaving than she had been by his brother’s.

			While he waited for her to reappear, Monsieur Pelletier stopped off for a Cinzano at the Café des Colonnes on his way home from the factory.

			The waiter who spent all day listening to Umm Kulthum proposed a game of backgammon, since there were few customers.

			“My word . . .” said Louis.

			Questioned about the state of Angèle’s health:

			“Better, much better . . .” he said. “She’ll soon be back on her feet, in spite of Doctor Doueiri.”

			No one would have refused the services of the doctor, who had become an institution, even if they never knew whether the illness or the doctor would prove more dangerous.

			“The man’s a fool,” said the waiter.

			“No, he’s a damn fool.”

			“It’s the same thing.”

			Monsieur Pelletier stopped playing.

			“No, it’s not at all the same thing. If you explain something to a man three times and he still doesn’t understand, he’s a fool. But if, at that point, he is confident that he understands it better than you do, you’re dealing with a damn fool.”

			The waiter gave a wry smile.

			“Well, in that case, there’s no question that Doueiri is a damn fool.”

			When the game of backgammon finished, Louis drained his Cinzano and sat a moment, brooding. He knew Angèle better than she knew herself and he knew that she would need some pretext to emerge from her room. He went back to the factory, then cycled home with a sheaf of invoices he had just paid. Angèle glanced through them.

			“Louis!” she said, scandalised. “Please tell me that you have not paid these!”

			“I . . . I shall do my best to recover the cheque before it is sent,” he blustered shamefacedly and rushed out of the room.

			He returned to the factory (“Hell’s teeth,” he mumbled as he pedalled, “this had better be an end to it!”), wrote out a cheque, ripped it up, carefully placed the torn scraps in an envelope and left it on his wife’s desk.

			The following morning, Madame Pelletier returned to work.

			Jean and Geneviève sailed two days later. “Take care of yourself . . .” Angèle whispered in Bouboule’s ear. As the ship pulled away from the quay, she took Louis’s arm and said: “I do hope Geneviève will write . . .”

			And now Étienne . . .

			Once again Madame Pelletier stopped to catch her breath.

			“Indochina! There’s a war on over there!”

			Étienne had already explained this a thousand times, yes, there was a war, though not exactly, how could he make her understand? 

			“It’s an armed conflict, Maman.”

			“An armed conflict in which people die is a war.”

			She blew her nose affectedly and gazed up at him. 

			Though even with a gun to her head she would not admit it, she had always thought Étienne the most handsome of her three sons. Burning questions scalded the tip of her tongue but, from her slumped shoulders and her vacant stare, it was clear she would not ask them; she already knew the answers.

			 

			Indochina, his friend Raymond, the letters that had been arriving for months now . . .

			When he first invited Raymond to the house, she had said: “I can see why you like him, he’s a handsome young man.” Oh, if everything in Étienne’s life could only be as simple as it was with his mother . . . But this was far from being the case. From his schooldays to his work at the bank, he had endured humiliations, overheard insinuations, experienced insults . . .

			He was a slender lad, his light brown hair almost blond. Smiling eyes and a certain insouciance in his gestures and gait betrayed a sensual, voluptuous character. His talent with numbers had earned him nothing more than an accountancy diploma since he had no professional ambition.

			What mattered most to him was love, which was unfortunate. The select social circle in which the Pelletier family moved was too civilised to reject him because of his sexual proclivities, but too bourgeois to accept him without some ulterior motive. And so Étienne felt torn between two worlds, of which his family was a microcosm. The women (his mother, Hélène) worshipped him. The men (François, Jean) loved him, but from a greater distance. This left only his father, his most devoted admirer, who forgave him everything and loved him with an awkward gruffness that expressed a slightly pained helplessness. Étienne was an “ethereal” creature, Angèle could think of no other word. He seemed to float in the air, one could never tell what he might do next. He was an idealist, but had no ideals. Life itself was not enough for him. Which is probably why he has these passions, his mother thought, these tumultuous desires. Sometimes, she would take his face in her hands and ask: “When will you be content with what life has to offer you, Étienne?” and he would laugh and say, “Tomorrow, Maman, cross my heart.”

			He had met Raymond a year earlier while he was garrisoned near Hadath. They had had a passionate affair that lasted six months. Although Étienne had always been a joyful soul, his mother had never seen him as happy. Then, Raymond was posted to Indochina, where he was to serve out his tour of duty. He was Belgian, and had no desire to return to his native land. Before enlisting in the Legion (for reasons he never disclosed to Étienne), he had been a schoolmaster. “But that’s all over,” he wrote after a few weeks. “When my tour is over I’d like to stay on here, there are so many opportunities . . .” In their letters, they discussed various possible projects, from transport companies to plantations. Before long, Étienne began to look for employment in Indochina, though with few expectations, but then, four weeks later – it was scarcely believable – a letter arrived informing him that his application for a post at the Indochinese Currency Exchange in Saigon had been accepted.

			“You’ll end up catching yellow fever, that’s what will happen.”

			“Absolutely not, Maman, you know yellow doesn’t suit me.”

			“Go ahead, make fun of me . . .”

			Monsieur Pelletier had been more encouraging than his wife. He had an excellent working relationship with Lecoq & d’Arneville, a company based in Saigon, and while sales of Savons du Levant in Indochina were modest, they were not insignificant. “Étienne will always have a warm welcome there.” Then, when his wife failed to see how a company like Lecoq & d’Arneville could be useful to his son, he added: “It’s a fallback plan, Angèle. The French abroad share an esprit de corps. Lecoq is a fine fellow!”

			Étienne, pressed to his mother’s bosom, chuckled. “After all, Maman, anyone with a name like Lecoq can hardly be a bad Frenchman . . .”

			✶

			Weaving its way along the street, the little group, its members now strung out like riders in a stage of the Tour de France, finally came to the soap works.

			By the time the last laggards had reached the factory door, Monsieur Pelletier – arms outstretched, gripping the handles – was gaily bellowing: “Watch carefully!” as he prepared to throw open the double doors leading to the main workshop. Intoxicated by his own enthusiasm, he hesitated a moment, prolonging a suspense felt only by him. Angèle felt he was making a meal of things. His four children simply waited; they were inured to the ritual.

			François was clinging to the wrought-­iron railing. His ship had docked only the night before after a two-­day crossing during which he had been acutely seasick, and the smell of soap was making his stomach heave.

			“If he doesn’t hurry up,” he whispered to Hélène, “I’ll be visiting the vomitorium before we even sit down to lunch.”

			Hélène stifled a giggle that earned her a black look from her mother.

			Monsieur Pelletier glanced over his shoulder, surveying his beloved empire.

			“So? Any guesses? Well, here she is!”

			“She” was a new vat. The fourth. Made of cast iron. Monsieur Pelletier scuttled over to the small copper plaque affixed to the base: “La Belle Otero”.

			“Another harlot, I knew it! This isn’t a soap factory any more, it’s a brothel . . .”

			“Maman . . .” warned Étienne.

			But Monsieur Pelletier had already moved on to a detailed explan­ation of the purpose of the new tank, which entailed a complete description of the manufacturing process. The children trailed after him; no one was listening.

			Jean could not stop his father from grabbing him by the arm and pulling him aside (“Come take a look, Bouboule, you’ll find it fascinating!”) before launching into one of his interminable explications.

			As he stood on the threshold, Jean felt a rising panic.

			His wife, Geneviève, painted and powdered like a marquise, glanced up at the great doorway. “Not a terribly fetching colour, that green, don’t you think?”

			Jean said nothing. He swallowed hard and stepped inside this place that symbolised his failure.

			To have his father lecture him now was a reminder of the torment of his time here, an ordeal that had ended thanks only to an escape without glory or merit.

			It had always been ordained that Jean would take over the family business. From the instant he was born, his fate had been sealed: sooner or later “Maison Pelletier” would become “Maison Pelletier & Son”. And that son would be he, Bouboule, who had not balked at the prospect. In the small French community of Beirut, it was accepted that a child took over his father’s business – ideally, as in a monarchy, the eldest son.

			Contrary to common practice, Angèle and Louis Pelletier had never thought of enrolling their children in religious schools, entrusting their sons to the Jesuits and Hélène to the Sisters of Nazareth. They were in favour of the Secular Mission School, where Bouboule had proved a thoroughly lacklustre student. He passed his baccalauréat exams by the skin of his teeth, though this did nothing to undermine his father’s confidence in his future as a soap maker. Louis Pelletier believed that the head of a factory was, first and foremost, an industrialist, so he steered Bouboule towards the sciences. To study chemistry. It was at this point that things began to go awry. Jean was not a brilliant student, or even average; he was staunchly mediocre. His father was untroubled by his grades, which were routinely described as “poor” or “inad­equate”. The lycée was a private school, and the exorbitant nature of the fees and the social standing of the parents (that is to say, the customers), meant that teaching staff were loath to make more brutal (and more realistic) assessments, not that this would have shaken the faith of Monsieur Pelletier. “Book learning is one thing,” he would proclaim with unshakeable conviction, “soap making is another.” He was convinced that, once Jean left school, and had spent a few months working in the various areas of the production line, he would become an expert in the field.

			A cursory glance at Jean was enough to belie his father’s faith.

			He was a chubby, clumsy boy, although he possessed surprising physical strength. He was withdrawn, something of a dreamer, with a tactlessness that owed much to his shyness. Even as a baby he had been pudgy. His father thought he was the spitting image of Ribouldingue, a comic-­strip character in Les Pieds Nickelés, which Angèle thought was hurtful, but the nickname Bouboule stuck. Since he had no particular passion, and few interests, Jean had resigned himself to following the path marked out for him, but the path had seemed terribly long and littered with disappointment, and this was only a foretaste of what was to come, since, after he was awarded his degree (no one knew how much Monsieur ­Pelletier paid for it), he suddenly found himself working in the factory where he was expected to become the resident expert.

			“I’m not sure it’s a good fit for him,” Angèle ventured. “I cannot help but wonder whether he really has a technical bent . . .” But Louis remained confident. “Once he discovers how this factory really works, he’ll grow to love it, how could he not?”

			But while Monsieur Pelletier would arrive at the factory at the crack of dawn and lustily breathe in the smell of oil and lye – “the perfume of the trade” – Jean was impervious to the delights of the soap-­making process. Consequently, he learned nothing, remembered nothing.

			It was 1946.

			During the thirties, the Maison Pelletier had successfully exported products to Europe. Savons du Levant quickly established itself as a brand, and there was a constant demand. When the war ended, the factory, which now had a huge workforce, was snowed under with orders. Since its foundation, the factory had been based on the rue de la Marseillaise, on a cramped plot of land opposite the Customs Offices. When an adjacent site became available, Monsieur Pelletier was eager to buy it.

			“Are you sure you’re not paying too much for the land?”

			“It’s an investment, Angèle! We’ll make our money back in less than two years!”

			And so, after Jean had served an apprenticeship lasting only a few weeks, during which he singularly failed to shine in any of the various manufacturing roles, his father entrusted him with the extension, which would be a decisive step in the company’s future. The hedges separating the newly acquired land from the soap factory yard were ripped out and plans were drawn up.

			Jean was appointed general manager, and immediately found himself out of his depth. 

			He rarely made bad decisions because he seldom made any decisions at all. He never knew what to do. He pored over plans and elevations, palms sweating, open-­mouthed, unable to make sense of the figures or the diagrams. The project manager did as he pleased since Jean never asked questions or made even the slightest demand.

			Then came the day when Monsieur Pelletier realised that the new workshops were too small for the equipment they were intended to house, and everything had to be demolished, the foundations enlarged and the workshops rebuilt. This incident was only the first of many: the loading dock turned out to be too shallow, the drying sheds were poorly oriented, making it impossible to take advantage of the wind to speed up the drying process; problem followed upon problem like a string of worry beads. Whenever someone raised a question, Jean would say: “I’ll think about it”, and never mention the subject again. When some issue became problematic, he would roar: “We’ll deal with it later!”, masquerading as the man preoccupied with much more important tasks. He would hole up in his office for days on end, wringing his hands, knowing various people were waiting for him to emerge. He would sit, paralysed, for what he considered a decent period of time, then throw open the door, catching everyone unawares, and head down the stairs and to his car, calling to the waiting crowd: “Can’t you see I’m in a hurry?” He knew he had to make decisions, but when – miraculously – he managed to understand the problem, he had no possible solution. The trade association pestered him for guidelines. Now and then, facing pressure from all sides, he would democratically solicit opinions, only to abruptly decide on some initiative that invariably proved disastrous. Behind the scenes, his father seemed seriously concerned, but, determined not to give up hope, he would reply to questions with a fervent pride: “You know perfectly well that this is something you need to take up with Monsieur Jean!” Talking among themselves, the long-­suffering staff would say: “We have to take it up with Môssieur Bouboule.”

			Jean spent his days trembling and his nights waking up in a panic, throat constricted by terror. He would get up, run to the toilet to vomit. He began to bite the inside of his cheeks until they bled, to slash his forearms with his fingernails, and later a straight razor. He always wore his sleeves buttoned to the wrist, and people assumed that he felt the cold. In the evenings, he would listen to his father talk about his grand ideas for revolutionising domestic laundry; he could not bring himself to hate the man, so turned the hatred on himself. He often wished he might die. At night, he was overwhelmed by the fact that he was incapable of achieving what was expected of him. When he was alone, he would pound his head against the wall. His room overlooked the inner courtyard, while the rooms of his parents and siblings were at the far end of the corridor, so no one would hear. It was a muffled beat, like the piston of some obscure, tenacious engine. He would sit on his bed for hours, slowly banging the back of his skull against the wall, until sleep finally came.

			Work on the extension became mired in problems, which in turn affected production. Relations between factory staff and building workers became strained. Steel girders took up space in storerooms reserved for soap oil, while trucks drove round in circles looking for a space to unload their cargo. Several tonnes of perfumed soap contaminated by sawdust carried on the breeze had to be destroyed . . . Faced with the abject incompetence of the man being heralded as their future boss, foremen silently cursed, labourers worried and everyone prayed for their jobs. Increasingly, the company began to struggle. The arrival of “Monsieur Jean” had not simply failed to produce his father’s hoped-­for “great leap forward”, the business had gone from bad to worse, and there was no end in sight.

			The situation dragged on for almost a year; a year of worry, torment and fear, which was not helped by Jean’s unhappy marriage to Geneviève.

			Alone of the postmaster’s four daughters, Geneviève was not pretty; her sisters were so ravishing that this accident of genetics mystified one and all. Actually, she was not unattractive, but compared to her sisters, her unremarkable looks made her seem ugly. She had rather coarse features, inexpressive eyes and a rather lumpen physique whose individual components were difficult to distinguish. She was very cheery, and that might have been her salvation. But because she smiled all the time, no matter the situation, her smile was a permanent, frozen rictus intended to please everyone and succeeding only in making them uncomfortable.

			Perhaps as reward for her thankless position within her family, she burned with wild ambitions. One day, she would be fabulously wealthy. It was difficult to imagine how she thought this might be achieved before she married Jean, the heir apparent to Maison Pelletier – whom she had always refused to call Bouboule, considering that the vulgarity of the nickname somehow tainted her. She was a post-­office clerk working for her father with an intellect limited to the mundane, a little cruel, as designing women often are, yet she had an advantage over the other young ladies in Beirut’s French community: she had a certain expertise. Jean was as much a virgin as they came. On their second date, when she laid a hand on his crotch, Bouboule bucked in surprise, then she got on her knees behind a grove of trees and assiduously wrung him dry. Bouboule went home exhausted and defeated.

			They were married four months later. Only then did Jean learn – he was the last to know – that Geneviève had something of a reputation. There were few neighbourhood boys her age who had not enjoyed a pleasurable fifteen minutes behind the beech grove with her; many were regular visitors, and all were happy to spread the word.

			Since Geneviève’s talent was fellatio, when she came to the altar, she was a virgin. Just like Bouboule. From that point, their relationship became complicated. There ensued a series of embarrassing attempts, doubtful penetrations, polite orgasms, such that neither knew quite when they lost their virginity. They remembered only that their sexual relations were difficult, and they became increasingly rare because Geneviève felt that, by failing to take over the family business, her husband had failed to keep his part of the bargain. She still sometimes knelt before Jean, but he doubted that the gesture was intended for him. Geneviève would suck him off with the dispassion of someone leafing through a photograph album. Within a month of their wedding, they had stopped having sex.

			This hiatus was one that would last indefinitely.

			As a married man, Monsieur Jean proved no more successful at the factory than the bachelor Bouboule. The business continued to crumble. Disruptions to production and deliveries prompted disgruntled customers to threaten to buy elsewhere, while long-­standing workers began to talk about quitting. Finally, Madame Pelletier decided to stand up to her husband.

			It came as a relief to everyone.

			Monsieur Pelletier adopted a pinched expression befitting his new role as a husband whose wife has burdened him with regrettable decisions. He set about resolving the problems but it took him more than a year to get the business back on a sound footing and build the famous extension, which, like a tree that has grown crooked, still retained various structural defects, a reminder to all those who had lived through the black period when Monsieur Jean, the heir apparent, had – for want of a better phrase – been in control. Monsieur Pelletier did not suggest that either Étienne or François “take up the torch”, for fear his proposal would be met with an embarrassing rejection. (Hélène was quite another matter, she was a girl.) And so, as he checked the thermometers at the base of the great vats, he took to meditating on the fate of family businesses in general and the future of his business in particular.

			A free man, but mortally ashamed, Jean resolved to leave Lebanon: they would move to Paris. Geneviève, though deeply disappointed in her husband, was happy to set off. Her father, the postmaster Monsieur Cholet, assured her that he would invoke bilateral accords and secure her a post in the French civil service, though this would take several months, at best. Which was a godsend, since Geneviève loved doing nothing. Indeed, neither she nor Jean ever imagined that it might be necessary for her to work. Surely any self-­respecting husband should be able to provide for his family without forcing his wife to take a job? Moreover, for Geneviève, the thought of doing nothing in Paris was a dream come true. To give the full picture, Bouboule had another reason for leaving the country: two weeks earlier, he had beaten a nineteen-­year-­old girl to death with a pickaxe handle and he was terrified the police would catch up with him.

			With a heavy heart, Monsieur Pelletier found his son a job with Monsieur Couderc, an old friend in Paris. Such was the state of things. The job did not pay very much. Geneviève was bored: without money, life in Paris did not live up to her expectations. Everything she wanted to buy was available only on the black market, and well beyond her means. She who had so loved idleness almost began to dream of securing a position in a Paris post office, of rejoining the social whirl that she bitterly missed now that she was shut up in their apartment. She dreamed of it as a fresh humiliation she could inflict on the second-­rate husband who was incapable of earning enough to support them both.

			As the date of the “Pelletier pilgrimage” loomed, despite his father sending return tickets for the boat, Jean refused to go back to Beirut, “especially for that idiotic anniversary”. He did not say as much, but he was now terrified of the city. But he had not reckoned on Geneviève, who very much wanted to return.

			“I want to visit my parents.”

			“You despise your parents! You’ve barely written twice in the six months we’ve been here!”

			“Perhaps, but they are still my parents! And then there are my sisters . . .”

			“You can’t abide them either! When your elder sister gave birth and I suggested that we send a gift, you said: ‘I hope she dies’!”

			“I know, but they’re still my sisters . . .”

			Jean was more surprised than anyone by her determination.

			“Regardless, it’s out of the question,” he said decisively. “We’re staying in Paris.”

			The matter was closed.

			Geneviève folded her arms; she had only just begun her siege.

			Her greatest weapon was an ability to wreak havoc in everyday matters on a daily basis that shocked Jean. Essentially, it was a sit-­down strike. No housekeeping, no shopping, no outings. She did not water the plants, pick up the post or even open the windows. From early morning she would sit enthroned at the head of the table, silent and motionless, dressed to the nines, her makeup perfect, smiling (it was a pose that she adopted so frequently that Étienne had once remarked: “Bouboule should have taken her and one of her sisters, that way he’d have a pair of bookends . . .”).

			In the morning, Bouboule would make his own coffee. Geneviève would sit, her chubby hands folded on the oilcloth, and watch him bustle about. In the evening, he would find her exactly as he had left her, as though she had not moved all day. The larder was empty. Before long, there was nothing in the apartment.

			Worn down, Jean resigned himself to asking his manager for annual leave.

			 

			Jean, who did not for an instant believe Geneviève’s protestations about seeing her family, quickly realised why she was so intent on making the journey.

			They met up with François in Marseille. The brothers stiffly shook hands; they had never had much to say to each other. Geneviève pressed her right cheek then her left against François’s, then walked on, eager to get to the quay. When they saw the Jean-­Bart II, Geneviève’s joy turned to jubilation.

			Since Monsieur Pelletier had sent them first-­class tickets, Geneviève immediately began to behave like a millionairess. Not the sort of rich woman who was impulsive and capricious, no; she was a modest millionairess. All day long, she orchestrated a ballet among the stewards with cries of “Could I trouble you to fetch me a little cocktail, young man? This heat is positively killing me.” It took less than three hours for the cabin boys, the chambermaids, the waiters, the cleaning staff and even the deckhands to get the measure of the chubby, cheerful passenger who had them run off their feet with her blithe, benevolent tone. “I’m so sorry to ask, mademoiselle, but would you mind changing the bedlinen? Perspir­ation, you understand . . .” And she had the trait of the truly rich in that she never offered a tip, never seemed to have any money on her, but let it be understood that she would settle up at the end of the voyage, which elicited a smile from those who knew the routine.

			Jean was exasperated, but did not let it show. His wife strolled about the decks, asking crew members to move a steamer chair, to fetch the sunhat she had left in her stateroom – “Oh no, not that one, the other one, if you wouldn’t mind, mademoiselle, thank you, you’re such a dear, oh, while you’re here, could you perhaps . . .?” 

			On the morning of the second day, she disappeared. Jean reluctantly set out in search of her; no one had seen her.

			In the foyer on the first deck, he heard the sound of hurrying footsteps and found her, behind a pillar, her face flushed.

			“I’ve been looking for you . . .”

			“Have you?”

			She smoothed the front of her dress with one hand while with the thumb and forefinger of the other she stroked the corner of her mouth as though considering some weighty matter.

			Jean was dumbstruck.

			François, having briefly thought her little charade amusing, quickly began to find the situation painful. Not Geneviève’s airs and graces, but noticing the waiters’ meaningful looks, the sailors’ knowing smiles, the barman offering her cocktails, the chief purser who insisted on showing her the engine room, the officers’ quarters, the captain’s stateroom. On the last night, when the pasha invited the better classes to his traditional banquet, everyone knew Madame Pelletier; it was she who introduced her husband to the officers and the purser, several of whom she addressed by their first names.

			But for the fact that he was so seasick, François would have intervened. As for Bouboule, he paced the length and breadth of the deck, running his hand along the ship’s rail and staring out to sea. It was not enough that he had to return to the city where he had been so miserable; even the voyage, it seemed, was destined to be sheer hell. He gripped the railing fiercely, his knuckles white, his face a mask of anguish.

			Try as he might, he could not think of a single moment in his life when he had not been an object of ridicule. 

			François joined him on deck. He had always felt rather distant from Jean, but suddenly felt the need to console, to comfort him.

			When they were boys, an unspoken hostility had grown up between the brothers, a hostility that neither of them truly understood; it worsened during their teenage years, culminating in the tragic events surrounding the running of the soap factory, as one brother secretly resented their father’s favouritism while the other considered himself unfairly victimised. As the years passed, the rivalry between them faded, only to give way to an awkwardness that made them clumsy and self-­conscious. So, when François found his elder brother on deck, he could not say a word, but simply laid a hand on his shoulder. Bouboule immediately turned to him and smiled. “Seagulls must lead a bloody boring life, don’t you think?”

			✶

			Jean had been unsettled by his father’s insistence on taking him on a private tour of the workshops. The factory was a testament to his failings.

			“It’s almost midday, Loulou,” called Angèle.

			“We’re coming, we’re coming!” roared Monsieur Pelletier from deep inside the hangar.

			Louis emerged into the daylight accompanied by Jean looking pale as a church candle and Geneviève, elegant as ever, who burbled inanities, rhapsodising about anything and everything.

			As they left, she gripped Jean’s arm.

			“Your father is marvellous . . . Such an enterprising man! Though it’s hardly surprising, everything he does is a success!”

			Having used her parents as a pretext to persuade Jean to make the trip home, Geneviève had barely spent two hours with her family, but spent all her time with Monsieur Pelletier, gazing at him in admiration as though she saw him as a surrogate father.

			On the return journey, the order of the procession was changed.

			The cortège was now led by Madame Pelletier and Étienne, the slowest members, for fear they would be left behind. They were followed by François and Hélène, next came Monsieur Pelletier, who was eagerly responding to Geneviève’s incessant questions. Two steps behind came Jean, always the afterthought.

			Seeing a police car drive past, he trembled.

			He slowed almost to a standstill and held his breath until the car disappeared around a corner of the avenue, then exhaled, though he was still nervous. Up ahead, Hélène and François were engaged in a heated discussion. He could see his little sister was fuming, but she was speaking in a whisper between gritted teeth. François merely walked on, giving a little nod that seemed to say: “Everything will be fine.”

			“I really can’t do it,” Hélène was saying. “I swear, it’s more than I can bear. If Étienne goes and I’m left with our parents, I’ll throw myself out the window.”

			“Well, do what Bouboule did, get married,” said François with a smile. “At least you’ve got an excuse.”

			Hélène turned back towards Geneviève and Jean.

			“The woman’s a complete imbecile. I have no idea what he sees in her.”

			“I don’t think he knows either.”

			“But seriously, François, what’s to become of me?”

			“Pass your baccalauréat and you can worry about that later.”

			Hélène could not help but laugh: this was the dictum their father had drummed into all his children at her age.

			“I’ll die here . . .”

			At eighteen, Hélène was as pretty as her mother had been in her youth; she had the sort of beauty that turned men’s heads. She had a particular talent for literature – she was a voracious reader – and for drawing, and was still torn between going to university or to art school.

			Whenever her father spoke of Hélène’s talents, his mouth would gape like a goldfish for one long breathless moment, then he would say: “Personally, I’m flabbergasted.”

			A few weeks from now, she would pass the second part of her baccalauréat “without having to lift a finger” according to Louis. Whether she chose literature or art, she was destined to be a schoolteacher. Together with nursing, it was the only possible profession for a girl.

			Hélène did not care one way or another. She did not know what she wanted, but she knew that this life, trapped with her parents, was something she could not bear at any price.

			She was sleeping with her maths teacher, Monsieur Lhomond. He would take her to a room at the opulent new Hôtel Kassar; she dreamed of far-­flung places, new horizons.

			Just ahead of Hélène in the cortège was Étienne, who, though he was five years her senior, she thought of as her twin. She felt a certain admiration for François and great sympathy for Bouboule, but her relationship to Étienne was completely different, it was something like a fusion. The two were inseparable. Even now, it was not unusual for her to sleep in his room; they would tell each other stories and share secrets. And now he was leaving! She did not hold it against him, it was simply that she felt alone, abandoned. The idea that she might join him in Indochina was unthinkable, he had his own life to lead. From the moment they were introduced, she had adored Raymond, a tall, strapping lad with gentle eyes and a graceful poise (whenever she saw Étienne gazing at him devotedly, she would say: “Close your mouth, Étienne, you’ll catch flies . . .”, which made him laugh) but she knew there was little room for her in their relationship, and she understood. But the thought of staying here, shuttling between her parents and the soap factory, was a prospect she could not imagine.

			As though sensing her misery, Étienne turned around. He rolled his eyes to heaven, then nodded to the “queen mother”: she was behaving exactly as they had predicted. That morning he had said to Hélène: “I’ll be the death of Maman, but not before she serves the meal and does the washing up.” He had been right: the homeward journey was taking half the time as the procession to the factory – they would sit down to lunch by one o’clock.

			At the Café des Colonnes, the regulars awaited their visit by the pilgrims. The marble-­topped tables and the black rattan chairs had been pushed together and, to the joyous clack of billiard balls from the back room, hookahs were brought out, aperitifs ordered for everyone present as they listened once again to Louis recount the legend of the Pelletier family.

			Meanwhile, Étienne and his mother headed home, where the exhausted Angèle collapsed into an armchair.

			“You’ll be the death of me,” she said, then abruptly: “Could you go and relight the cooker, please, but don’t turn it up too high . . . The last thing we need is for the stew to burn.”

			On the day of the Pelletier pilgrimage, Angèle always served a ragout aux haricots blancs.

			The vast apartment was peaceful, the windows had been open since morning. Before long, there came the hiss of gas and Étienne strolled back into the living room where the table had been laid before they set off.

			“Tell me something, Mamounette,” said Étienne, “don’t you think La Belle Otero is a little plump these days?”

			Angèle smiled. The boy had always been able to make her laugh; he never took anything seriously. And yet she knew, or at least she sensed, how much he had suffered, she had often heard him cry himself to sleep, even as an adult.

			Étienne knelt down next to the armchair and laid his head in his mother’s lap. Joseph slipped between the two of them. Joseph was a tabby cat, about eight months old with long legs, who looked as though he walked on stilts. He had a head that was more triangular than the usual stray cat (“He’s one of the master race,” insisted Étienne) and an inscrutable stare. Raymond had rescued him from a building site, and Étienne had inherited him. He and Hélène had fed and pampered him, and at the first opportunity Joseph would curl up next to them.

			While Étienne stroked Joseph’s fur, Angèle stroked her son’s hair.

			“I know, I know,” she said, “I’m just a foolish old woman . . .”

			“No, no, Maman, you’re not old.”

			She rapped him on the skull.

			“I’m afraid you’ll get ill . . .”

			Étienne lifted his head.

			“Oh, that’s a foregone conclusion, with all the rice they eat over there, I’m bound to get constipation.”

			“They eat dog there, apparently.”

			“You’re confusing them with the Chinese.”

			“No, no, I’m sure they do it in Indochina.”

			“As long as they don’t eat Joseph . . .”

			He laid his head in her lap again. They had spent many hours in this pose, it was their private space, something that everyone could see yet no one could enter.

			“How long is it since you’ve had word from Raymond?”

			It had been exactly eighteen days.

			“A week,” said Étienne.

			Angèle pretended to believe the lie.

			“A week is nothing at all.”

			She could not help but wonder whether her son was making the journey for nothing. What if this Raymond – who seemed like a nice young man – did not want her Étienne? What if he had stopped replying to her son’s letters because he had changed his mind? Madame Pelletier vaguely hoped this was true, since it meant her son would come home, but was ashamed of the thought. But her thoughts about his departure were tainted by so many prejudices . . . It was said that Indochina was a country of debauchery and fornication, the favourite destination of libertines, failures and degenerates. When it was announced that Étienne would be travelling to a country of lechery and vice in all their forms, Angèle had noticed the sardonic smiles of some of their acquaintances, like the Cholets, who never missed an opportunity to sneer. But she worried that this preconception was shared by some members of her own family, Jean for example, and this filled her with despair.

			Finally, the rest of the family arrived back from the café.

			Angèle rose from her armchair with some difficulty, brushed aside the offer of help from Hélène and François – “I don’t want anyone in my kitchen.” It was clear that she was in much better spirits. Geneviève, having quickly touched up her makeup, was the first to take her seat. She sat alone at the dining table as though she had invited the others to a banquet in her honour.

			To counteract this impression, Jean went and sat next to her while Monsieur Pelletier fetched bottles of wine. François and Hélène joined them at the table.

			The moment had come to propose the toast.

			As soon as Madame Pelletier emerged from the kitchen, her husband would get to his feet to raise a glass to the family. Trad­itionally, the toast was brief and succinct. He had been mulling over possible topics for several weeks, he needed a subject that would bring them together, he drew up a list of ideas, adding some and crossing out others right up to the last minute.

			At last Madame Pelletier appeared, removing her apron. Étienne began to applaud, the others joined in and she could not help but smile – though only a faint smile, the circumstances were not propitious to expressing joy.

			She took her seat, glancing around the table at each of them, then unfolded her napkin, laid it across her lap, planted her elbows either side of her plate and, since these days she rarely had all the family together, contemplated her children. They all got along well with each other, with the exception of Bouboule. “None of them has ever really understood him . . .” she thought, embarrassed by the feeling that she had fared little better than they. She studied him for a moment. His face was already jowly, though he was not yet thirty. To her as to the others, Bouboule was a mystery, for although they could list the things he disliked (the soap factory, his wife, etc.), none of them could say what he wanted, what he desired, what he expected. She shifted her gaze, quickly passing over that foolish ninny Geneviève to rest on Hélène, her face pressed against Étienne’s shoulder, giggling. They were well matched: she was rebellion incarnate; he was insolence. Next to Angèle was François, who spent too much of his life eaten up with worry. While Monsieur Pelletier uncorked the bottle and moved around the table, filling the glasses with the panache of a perfectly trained sommelier, she leaned towards François.

			“Did you wash your hands, my darling?”

			“Maman, please!” he said, laughing good-­naturedly.

			Madame Pelletier nodded sceptically. His grubby fingernails and grimy knuckles did not measure up to her idea of a student at the École Normale.

			Monsieur Pelletier poured the Château Musar gently, righting the bottle with quick precise gestures so that the last drop did not stain the tablecloth. François gritted his teeth and waited; Hélène looked as though she longed to overturn the table. Étienne was lost in thought. “A week is nothing at all,” his mother had said, but eighteen days was something.

			✶

			Usually Raymond would write, even if only briefly, every Sunday and post the letter on Monday. It took ten days to arrive in Beirut. The last letter had been dated 22 February. “We’re setting off on a mission tomorrow,” it said. The regularity of Raymond’s letters was the subject of much amusement in his unit. “My bunkmates tease me: ‘Are you writing to your lover-­boy?’ and I say: ‘Yes, but don’t get jealous.’” In the Legion, relationships between men, provided they were discreet, were not condemned or punished as one might imagine. There were a few couples in the squadron, everyone knew this, no one said anything. Comradeship won out over morality, because in Indochina, as every soldier was told the day he arrived, no expeditionary force would last more than a few weeks without it.

			 

			Despite the agonising pain, it was this thought that allowed Raymond to cling to the hope that someone would come to their rescue.

			By now Commandant Lachaume would have marshalled his troops, thought Raymond, the boys would be keyed up and baying for blood. He had heard planes pass overhead, but the dense jungle terrain made reconnaissance impossible. It was the eternal problem: the Việt Minh could build a whole city deep in the jungle that would be invisible to anyone two kilometres away. From the sky, all that could be seen was a dark canopy of foliage so thick that sunlight barely penetrated. And when, by some miracle, they finally tracked down a Việt Minh camp, everyone had fled, the underground tunnels were empty, the shacks deserted. Everyone knew that the Việt Minh would bury themselves in the mud, breathing through a bamboo straw; they could hold their pos­ition for hours . . .

			Obviously, the battalion would have sent out a search party to look for them, thought Raymond, not for the first time. By now, it had probably reached the point where the convoy had been cut off, the spot where, some days earlier, a huge tree trunk had suddenly fallen and blocked the road in front of the truck at the head of the column. No sooner had the trucks stopped than gunfire erupted all around, as though the trees themselves were firing, as though every branch were a gun barrel. Within seconds, the French machine guns returned fire, raking the whole area. With a vicious tug on the steering wheel, Raymond had managed to tip the truck he was driving into the ditch, grab his machine gun and leap out. The soldier in the passenger seat, who had hesitated for a split second, wound up with a bullet in his throat. Now shielded by the body of the truck, Raymond glanced to his right and saw the other drivers who had jumped out onto the verge.

			It was a masterful ambush.

			The Việt Minh creeping up behind them had nine men in their sights, all lined up behind their trucks.

			The battle raging on the far side of the road intensified; the diversion had worked exactly as intended. Within seconds, each driver had a muzzle pressed against his temple, his neck, his back, and had been disarmed. Within three minutes, the Việt Minh had bound their hands and, shoving them with rifle butts, forced them to march into the jungle where they disappeared like pebbles in a pond. The undergrowth was so dense that the roar of gunfire quickly faded and died away. A little further on, the hostages were gagged and forced to kneel. The Việt Minh leader was a thin man of uncertain age. His face was gaunt, his eyes blazed. Each French soldier received a flurry of blows, it was an unambiguous message: don’t try anything, we are prepared to be ruthless.

			The legionnaires were hauled to their feet and so began the long, long march. Raymond recognised only three of his comrades; the other soldiers were unknown to him. Directly in front of him was Chabot, who had suffered a wound to his leg, but the Việt Minh had not given him time to fashion a tourniquet or a bandage.

			After an hour of staggering through the muggy jungle, tripping over roots, falling and scrabbling to get up before the blows rained down, Raymond was already exhausted. They carried on marching all day, he was streaming with sweat. Far ahead, Chabot’s breathing was laboured, he whimpered constantly and from time to time let out a howl of pain. Raymond would recognise the voice, but the screaming never lasted. The Việt Minh at the head of the column were clearly brutal.

			As they trudged through a swamp, the young soldier felt leeches cling to his legs. At nightfall, he ripped them off and crushed them underfoot; there were forty of them.

			Now, six days later, here they were, their legs shackled, imprisoned in cramped bamboo huts.

			In the daytime, the sweltering heat and humidity left them drenched. At night, with no blankets, they curled in a corner of the cabin, shivering against the freezing cold.

			Two of his friends were dead; Raymond had seen the Việt Minh drag the corpses away by their feet, their arms tracing ruts in the muddy ground. He had recognised Caporal Vernoux, a likeable fellow, always ready to help. Where had they buried the bodies? At night, he could hear animals growling. Had the bodies been dumped in the underbrush for wild beasts to devour?

			Already they were reduced to seven men.

			Every day, they were given a single bowl of rice and a rusty can filled with water.

			In another hut somewhere to his left, too far for communication to be possible, Raymond could hear Chabot shrieking. His wound had gone untreated and now, burning with fever, he was doubtless watching as his leg became gangrenous. Sometimes Raymond thought he could smell the stench of rotting flesh.

			Another captive, Vertbois, a caporal-­chef notorious for his “interrogation techniques”, was likely praying that the Việt Minh would not recognise him, since, if they did, he would be put through hell. Whenever a Việt Minh soldier was captured, it was Vertbois who conducted the interrogation. Two years in the field had given him time to explore many different approaches, and he had whittled these down to two “techniques”: A and B. He would stand in front of the prisoner, look him in the eye and bark: “A or B?” His men knew exactly what to do. “A” meant they hung him from the ceiling by his toes while Vertbois did the honours, beating him with bamboo canes, applying electrodes to his private parts and taking a cudgel to his stomach and his kidneys. “B” meant they had to handcuff the prisoner’s wrists behind his back and lay him on his stomach. Vertbois would squat on the back of the prisoner’s neck and brutally force his arms upward so the elbows touched the ears, then squeeze his ribs, triggering an involuntary muscle spasm that caused blood to gush from his nose, his mouth, his anus. The Việt Minh called it lan mé ga – “guts turned inside out”. Raymond, who had never participated in these interrogations, could not even begin to imagine what the Việt Minh would do to Vertbois if they found out who he was. There were rumours that they had once bound a young man to a tree, cut open his stomach and tied his intestines to the tail of a water buffalo before leaving the animal to slowly wander away.

			In truth, every one of the prisoners was hoping against hope that the cavalry would come to their rescue. 

			Twice, they had heard the roar of airplanes somewhere to the north, but it faded after a minute or two.

			They all understood the situation. Usually, roadside ambushes were set with the intention of capturing a handful of soldiers in the “colonial army”, but this was different. They would not be ransomed in exchange for a few thousand piastres or some American weapons. A week earlier, French soldiers had razed a communist stronghold using flamethrowers while some of the residents were locked in their huts.

			In reprisal, the Việt Minh would present their oppressors with an unforgettable spectacle: the maimed and tortured bodies of soldiers of the Expeditionary Force.

			It would serve as a visceral example. Raymond’s mind swirled with rumours, images and monstrous stories, he was torn between panic and crippling physical pain.

			The Việt Minh had flayed lengths of skin from the front and back of his thighs while he screamed in agony. Back in the bamboo hut, with nothing to cauterise the area, the wounds had begun to weep; he too was now in danger of contracting gangrene. The night was filled with the whine of mosquitoes, and the itch from their bites could be soothed only by scratching himself until he bled in areas where his skin had been flayed. The previous night, he had been woken all of a sudden by something crawling over him. It was a luminous millipede about twenty centimetres long, the sort of creepy-­crawly that could bite and leave you with a raging fever.

			Raymond did his best to identify the positions of the other captured soldiers. The huts were so far apart that it was impossible to call out, to talk to each other. On the first night, from a bamboo cage close by, he heard the Dutchman singing in Flemish, a tune as simple as a nursery rhyme, in a high, clear voice that starkly contrasted with his heavy build. He was a thuggish man who never expressed any feeling. When the Việt Minh guards came and banged on the bars of his cage, he would fall silent, but before long he would start up again, always the same tune, day and night. The guards would go into his cage and beat him senseless, but it was useless: an hour later he would start singing again. He slept in two-­hour intervals and could sing the same song twenty, thirty, fifty times a night. The Việt Minh were not the only ones whose nerves were frayed, there were boos and jeers and even insults from the bamboo huts; even Raymond, though exhausted and in agony, joined in the heckling. After three days and three nights, the Việt Minh had had enough. They entered his hut and while two of them restrained his arms and legs, a third strangled him with a rope, winding it tight, as though wringing out a bedsheet. The Dutchman carried on singing as his voice became a ragged gurgle and then petered out completely.

			On the sixth day, when Raymond came back from a torture session, bleeding, bruised, gasping for breath, his voice a hoarse whisper from his screams (the Việt Minh had flayed two large strips of skin from his back), he understood how wise the Dutchman had been in choosing to quit the game before he regretted his dogged perseverance.

			But Raymond was not ready to leave. He did not easily give up hope. He calculated. The rescue party would have questioned every Việt Minh soldier they knew, and everyone they met along the way; they were bound to pick up some piece of information, and from there, one thing would lead to another . . . They were bound to be found, they had marched less than a day from the place where they had been captured, they could not have travelled very far.

			As his fever rose, Raymond became delirious, he could no longer tell night from day. He no longer knew whether the groans he could hear were his or those of comrades in the other huts.

			Then, for the first time, the Việt Minh took all the prisoners from their cages.

			The legionnaires stared vacantly at each other. Each had been subjected to a different torture: the message to their rescuers would be crystal clear. Raymond had been skinned alive, Vertbois had had both hands amputated, Chabot, who was carried on a stretcher made of bamboo and banana leaves, had had every joint in his body broken. 

			The Việt Minh loaded them into the back of a truck. They longed to talked to each other, but they needed every ounce of strength to steady themselves when the truck went over a pothole or hit the aerial roots of the banyan trees. Raymond spent the whole journey trying to keep Chabot on his stretcher.

			Suddenly, there was light. The trucks juddered to an abrupt halt.

			A small clearing. On the far side, two water buffalo, their muzzles lowered, were slowly drawing a harrow.

			The Việt Minh beat them with rifle butts as they clambered down, then threw them to the ground.

			Suddenly, everyone froze and glanced up at the sky.

			This time the roar of engines was not far away but almost overhead.

			A Morane-­Saulnier appeared, the fighter plane nicknamed the Locust; it was flying very low. Raymond’s heart leaped into his throat. It was inconceivable that the pilot would not see the clearing, and the fifty or so men gathered there. The plane banked sharply and flew back over the area.

			The French soldiers turned to the Việt Minh in terror. Had they been taken by surprise? And what would they do, now that they knew they had little time, that the Locust had already signalled their position and a paratroop unit would already have been dispatched?

			The Việt Minh gazed at the sky, but they seemed neither panicked nor concerned. Almost as if they had been expecting the plane.

			As the Morane flew off and the roar of engines began to fade, the little commandant began barking orders.

			The Việt Minh converged on the prisoners and, with boots and bayonets, forced them to stand up.

			Only two of the men were able to walk unaided. The others were roughly carried by the Việt Minh, with no thought for their wounds.

			They came to a row of nine narrow pits, deep enough to hold a man, spaced a few metres apart. Three had already been filled by lifeless bodies that had begun to rot. Raymond recognised the tattoo on the neck of Caporal Vernoux, killed some days earlier, and the body of the Dutchman, the first of the prisoners to die.

			With his arms tied behind his back, each prisoner was pushed into a pit. Raymond, being broad-­shouldered, did not fall to the bottom so the soldiers beat him down with rifle butts. He felt his collarbone snap. Then two or three of the Việt Minh tossed shovelfuls of earth over the prisoners. Now, only their heads were visible. From a distance, they looked like a row of pumpkins.

			The reconnaissance plane reappeared, almost skimming the treetops, but Raymond could not see it for the sweat streaming into his eyes.

			Was there a squadron of paratroopers close behind, preparing to jump? 

			Vertbois started to scream.

			Looking away from the sky, Raymond was horrified to see the water buffalo slowly shambling towards them.

			Overhead, the plane passed again, flying ever lower.

			In front of him, the huge beasts dragging the harrow were closing in.

			The image that flickered into his mind was of Étienne, who in that instant was smiling up at his mother in Beirut. 

			 

			Angèle had deigned to raise her glass like the others.

			She even smiled, as they did, given the occasion.

			Monsieur Pelletier had finally decided on his toast.

			He turned to Étienne with a joyous cry:

			“To Saigon!”

			Everyone raised their glass and echoed:

			“To Saigon!”

		

	
		
			2

			The Exchange issues all authorisations 

			A month later, Étienne still had no news, and, magnified by time and distance, the phrase “on a mission”, which had sounded so routine when he first read Raymond’s letter, began to take on sinister, even tragic connotations. Dreams alternated with nightmares. Sometimes, Raymond would join him on a café terrace, his mission accomplished, his army contract at an end. Wearing civilian clothes, he would explain his future plan: a sawmill, a rubber plantation, a rice farm, and Étienne would nod, offer to keep the accounts, and Asia would seem like an earthly paradise. Sometimes the silence would drag out for months until one day someone, a comrade-­in-­arms, would appear, nervously clutching his white képi, and tell him that Raymond was dead. The soldier, a hazy figure whose features Étienne could barely make out, was always framed against a deep blue that made him seem ghostly. 

			Étienne had studied a map. According to his letter, Raymond’s unit had been heading “towards Hiển Giang, as far as I know”. It was somewhere north-­west of Saigon. But what was it? A village? A region? It was difficult to tell. The place names on the map all looked alike. Inexplicably, to Étienne’s ears, the name Hiển Giang had the grim toll of tragedy.

			His terror was as great as his joy at meeting Raymond, a luminous moment that had made up for all the disappointing or sordid encounters he had had since adolescence. Étienne had never been swept along by an all-­consuming passion. Love, yes, and certainly desire, but never passion. So the tall Belgian legionnaire, smiling and self-­assured, had appeared to him haloed in light.

			In the rare moments when he was not panic-­stricken by Raymond’s unexplained absence, Étienne was haunted by an image suspended in time: a bearded Raymond, wearing a khaki “bush hat”, its snap brim held in place by a cord, marching single file through dense jungle. It was a frozen image loaded with silent menace.

			What with Joseph mewling in his basket and the other passengers constantly complaining about the cat, Étienne barely slept during the flight.

			When the airplane door was opened and Étienne descended the steps to the tarmac, the sweltering humidity of Saigon hit him as though he had stepped into an open-­air sauna. Within a few steps, sweat was streaming down his back. Their faces flushed, the women feverishly fluttered fans while the men brandished broad-­brimmed hats. Those family members waiting to greet the arriving travellers were gingerly embraced from afar as sweat stains blossomed in every armpit. 

			Crippled by the heat, the travellers trudged toward their cars, eyeing the huge louring clouds rolling across the pale sky with a mixture of worry and relief.

			“Monsieur Pelletier? I’m Maurice Jeantet, director of the Currency Exchange.”

			He was a tall man in a white linen suit, his face careworn, his hair almost white. Everything about him – his tone, his eyes, even his handshake – exuded a profound weariness. He stared in disbelief at the basket Étienne was carrying.

			“What is it?”

			“My cat.”

			Jeantet heaved a sigh of dismay.

			“Come on, it’s this way . . .”

			He said it as though eager to be rid of a burden.

			“I have to wait for my trunk,” said Étienne.

			Jeantet shrugged as though this was of no importance. Étienne hurried after him and they jumped into the waiting taxi.

			“We’ll drop off your luggage on the rue Grivelle, we have an apartment there we offer newcomers. I should warn you, no one has ever stayed there more than a couple of days.”

			“Why?”

			Jeantet flicked his hands as though shooing a fly.

			“You’ll see for yourself . . . My God, that cat of yours stinks.”

			“It was the long flight . . .”

			“I’m sure.”

			Étienne quickly realised that the man’s demeanour was marked not by fatigue but by fatalism. Proof, if it were needed, came when, as much out of politeness as curiosity, he expressed surprise that the director had personally come to meet him at the airport.

			“Pff, it gets me out of the house. So, where exactly are you from?”

			“Beirut.”

			Jeantet’s eyes opened wide as saucers. 

			“Beirut? Really? Well I never . . . You should have told me. No one ever tells me anything.”

			“It was on my application form.”

			“I never bother to read the applications. Besides, there’s no point, I’m not the one who makes the decisions – can you believe it?”

			He seemed to expect a response, but as Étienne struggled to think of something, Jeantet forged on.

			“I have fond memories of Beirut.”

			His eyes misted over as he talked about his military service. One his way to Africa, he had spent a day and a half in Beirut, but his short stay in the city had left an enduring memory, though it was difficult to understand why. “Ah, Beirut, Beirut . . .” he dreamily repeated, then, after a brief silence, abruptly asked:

			“Is the weather nice there?”

			It was a curious question, though one perhaps related to the climactic conditions here in Saigon. Indeed, Jeantet leaned his head out the car window and gazed up at the sky, now black with thunderclouds.

			“Mark my words, when they burst . . .”

			The taxi had just reached what appeared to be the centre of the city when the torrential downpour came.

			“What did I tell you?”

			For an instant, his face lit up at his accurate prediction, then just as suddenly his expression returned to one of fatalistic desperation.

			Fat raindrops hammered on the taxi roof like pebbles, the street had become a wall of water streaked by vertical sheets of rain, the car had slowed to a snail’s pace. They could sense rather than see the other cars, blurred shadows that seemed to waltz along the road in water that had risen to their mudguards. Étienne instinct­ively hunched his shoulders as though fearful the taxi roof would suddenly cave in.

			Jeantet nodded grimly at this sorry spectacle.

			“This is nothing – just wait until the rainy season, you’ll see . . .”

			Suddenly he turned to Étienne. 

			“I have three children.”

			It was impossible to tell whether this was a boast or a complaint, or even why he had troubled to mention it, since by now he had moved and was issuing orders to the driver in Vietnamese. Perhaps he found it difficult to concentrate.

			Before long, the taxi turned off the broad avenues and into what looked like a poorer neighbourhood. It finally came to a halt, coasting towards the pavement like a ship gliding up to the quay. They got out of the car and raced to the building, splashing through puddles a metre wide.

			The few steps from car to building had been enough to leave them drenched. Étienne shook himself. Jeantet carelessly swept his hair back with the palm of his hand.

			The hall was rather ugly. Beneath the flaking paintwork, the walls were crumbling.

			“It’s on the second floor.”

			The large, soulless room was furnished with a wrought-­iron bed, a chest of drawers that tilted to the right, and threadbare straw matting on the floor. What was most surprising was the billowing steam that smelled of laundry starch and washing powder that drifted through the half-­open window.

			“You can’t say I didn’t warn you . . .”

			Jeantet shook his head as though faced with some new calamity.

			“I have no budget. This is all they’ll give me.”

			He nodded to the window.

			“That’s from the laundry down in the courtyard. Steam rises, there’s nothing you can do about it. Except close all the windows, but then you’d suffocate . . .”

			Étienne put down the basket and opened it. Joseph, who looked as though he had lost at least a kilo, scurried out and hid. Étienne found a small bowl, filled it with water and what little dry cat food he had, bent down and set it on the floor next to the sink.

			As he stood up again, he heard loud voices from the stairwell, and a series of dull thuds echoed along the landing. Moments later, two men appeared awkwardly carrying his trunk, bashing it against the banisters, the landing walls, the doors. Both had broad smiles. Drawing themselves up to their full height, they dropped the trunk on the floor, satisfied with their mission, and stood as if at attention, staring confidently at Étienne. He fumbled in his pocket for change, found none, and was about to apologise when Jeantet unleashed a torrent of abuse on the porters, who raced out onto the landing and hurtled down the stairs.

			“They’ve already been paid,” he said, “but they always want more . . .”

			“By the Exchange?

			Jeantet said nothing.

			“Right, we’ll pay for the first two nights, I’ll be surprised if you decided to stay longer than that. I’ll ask Diêm to find you somewhere else.”

			With that, as though seized by a fugitive impulse, Jeantet turned on his heel and left, giving a small impatient wave. Étienne rushed to follow him, locking the door behind him. The director plodded down the stairs muttering: “Putting a bloody apartment above a laundry, have you ever heard the like . . .?”

			By the time they reached the street, the clouds had cleared and the late afternoon sunshine cast long shadows across the street. Étienne was overcome by the smell of damp earth, spices, grilled meat and herbs; the sky had cleared and the city felt cool after the downpour. They got into the waiting taxi. There was a grinding of gears.

			They headed back to the city centre, the tall, ostentatious buildings, the broad pavements teeming with people, the impossible chaos of cars, bicycles and cycle rickshaws through which Vietnamese and European pedestrians weaved their way. The taxi pulled up in front of an office building. Next to the door, a bronze plaque read “Indochinese Currency Exchange”.

			Jeantet made no move to get out of the taxi.

			“Right, this is it . . .”

			It was as though he were the new recruit arriving for the first time and getting cold feet. Étienne did not know what to do.

			“I’ve asked Gaston to show you around,” Jeantet said, then, realising Étienne had no idea who he was talking about, he added wearily: “Gaston Paumelle!”, and as he opened the car door, he muttered to himself: “I’ve got more than enough on my plate.”

			Étienne got out and trotted after the director, who strode purposefully into the building.

			They stepped into a vast banking hall with a long counter behind which a dozen European clerks were hard at work. Their echoing conversations created a permanent background hum, peppered with the occasional strident exclamation. “But yesterday you said . . .” protested one. “No, no, that’s a pro forma invoice!” said another.

			On the other side of the counter, the thirty or so chairs were occupied by men in suits, elegantly made-­up women, Indochinese men in tortoiseshell glasses, Vietnamese shopkeepers, matrons in long silk dresses, each of them clutching the yellow ticket that had been handed to them by a plump elderly porter at the door. Some distance behind the line of tellers there were more desks groaning under the weight of documents, clerks buried under paperwork, and, sitting opposite them, those customers who were permitted to enter the sanctum sanctorum. 

			“Come on, come on!”

			The director looked permanently infuriated; everyone simply had to put up with it.

			He led Étienne into his office piled high with files and folders and, on his desk, an extraordinary number of photo frames, all turned such that, to the visitor, they presented only an array of doggedly impersonal backs.

			Étienne remained standing while Jeantet went around and settled himself in his executive chair. Étienne’s personnel file lay on the desk. He opened it, and put on his glasses.

			“Franco-­Lebanese Bank, excellent, excellent . . . Legal department . . . Excellent.”

			He closed the file, leaned forward, picked up a small frame and turned it towards Étienne.

			“Itsou.”

			It was a photograph of a German shepherd.

			“Died last year. The weather, obviously . . . Right, I need someone in the transfers department, that’s where you’ll be working. Now, here’s Gaston . . . He’s the one who’ll . . . Well, you get the picture . . .”

			✶

			Paradoxically, although Étienne was now in Indochina, he was so completely caught up in the upheaval of his arrival that Raymond seemed further away than ever. Everything seemed to push them further apart: the plane journey, the director, the apartment that reeked of turpentine, this shimmering city, the aromas and the lassitude that once again overcame him now that the rain had passed.

			To say nothing of the young man with the big nose, who was putting on airs.

			Gaston Paumelle was the same age as Étienne, but he wore it very differently, with gaudy shirts, a matching pocket square, a chunky signet ring on the little finger of his right hand. Gaston was about thirty, a smug, self-­confident young man with just a touch of the maverick, the sort of guy that always goes for the least obvious solution. 

			As soon as he came in, he put an arm around Étienne’s shoulders and leaned close, as though to confide a secret.

			“We’re on first-­name terms, right? I mean, we’re co-­workers . . .”

			Taking his colleague’s response as read, he took Étienne by the arm, as though he were an old friend he was thrilled to see again, and whispered in a sultry tone:

			“Let’s take a tour of the castle, then I’ll show you your private apartments!”

			He let out a loud, staccato laugh. The joke, which had clearly been made a hundred times, still tickled him.

			“So, where are you from?”

			“Beirut.”

			Seeing Gaston’s bewildered look, he added: “In Lebanon.”

			“Ah, with the ragheads . . . So, who pulled strings to get you a job here?” 

			It had never occurred to Étienne that a position in this obscure exchange was so coveted that it required influential connections.

			“Sheer luck. I’ve got no contacts.”

			Gaston screwed up his eyes and his mouth. In his world there were only contacts, vested interests, services, debts and trade-­offs; luck did not enter into it. He lit a cigarette and muttered, “Have it your way . . .”

			“No, it’s true,” said Étienne.

			Gaston studied his new colleague for a moment and realised he was being sincere; this information was quite unsettling.

			“This way,” he said as they came to a broad stone staircase that served three floors of vast, identical, high-­ceilinged offices with tall sash windows left open in the hope of encouraging a breeze, and ceiling fans that, when not broken, whirled incessantly.

			“This is the currency exchange . . .”

			“Can I change my French francs for piastres?”

			Gaston spread his hands, palms up, like an apostle.

			Étienne took a few thousand-­franc notes from his wallet and together they approached a counter where a short-­sighted woman all but merged into the background.

			“This is Étienne Pelletier, a new colleague,” said Gaston in a stentorian voice.

			The woman nodded and screwed up her eyes. Étienne tendered the banknotes, which she slowly counted. Meticulously, she lined the bills up along the counter. He could not tell whether it was his new surroundings, the muggy weather, or the eccentric manager who had not given him time to catch his breath, but Étienne felt a sudden wave of exhaustion. He asked directions to the toilets, splashed cold water on his face, looked at himself in the mirror and found the reflection unprepossessing.

			The thick walls of the building and the way it was oriented doubtless explained why the air was less stifling here than outside, but it was pervaded by the smell of sweat, lustred-­cotton sleeve protectors, ink, files, old paper and obsolescence.

			The staff comprised some sixty men and a handful of women seated behind tables and desks, surrounded by vertiginous stacks of files that, by some miracle, managed to stay upright. At the Exchange, a mislaid document was considered a write-­off. Étienne followed Gaston on his tour, shaking hands, smiling, and now and then answering questions that were not really questions only to immediately forget the names, responsibilities and the roles of the people to whom he had been introduced. To him, the Exchange looked like a teeming anthill that was entirely devoted to some futile, fastidious and opaque activity.

			They went up to the top floor and stepped into the archive room, a dusty furnace where a wizened old Vietnamese woman wearing a curious blue plastic visor was silently wandering around.

			“That’s Annie,” whispered Gaston, giggling to himself. “So, Annie, when are you planning to retire?”

			“Fuck off,” muttered the archivist, turning her back.

			“She’s leaving this autumn,” Gaston said as they went back downstairs. “I think she’s spent forty years in various departments of the French civil service, always as an archivist. Unbelievable, isn’t it?”

			Étienne did not see what was so unbelievable about this fact. Gaston jerked his chin as if to say, “Well, I get it.” Perhaps the director’s eccentric tics rubbed off on his employees over time.

			“And this is the clearing house . . .”

			Again, Étienne felt as though he might faint. He had just stepped into a new world and his head was spinning.

			“Are you feeling all right?” asked the young man with the big nose.

			He bent his razor-­sharp face towards Étienne, who was leaning against a table and dabbing sweat from his forehead with an already sodden handkerchief.

			Étienne forced a smile. “I’m fine, I’m fine . . . It’s just the long journey . . .” 

			“Come on,” he said to himself. “Chin up.” 

			Gaston glanced at his watch.

			“Anyway, it’s almost clocking-­off time . . .”

			They headed back downstairs. It was clearly closing time: the clerks were slipping on their jackets and placing signs marked closed over their windows, while the twenty or so customers who had not been served calmly headed for the door, both parties knowing that they would be back at opening time the following day to take their place in the queue.

			“So, tell me, old man, what are your plans for tonight?”

			Étienne struggled to think of some excuse, but he was so befuddled that nothing came.

			“Well, then, let’s have dinner together! We can meet up at Le Rocher du Dragon. Just ask around, everyone knows it. And then” – he winked – “a little surprise. You’ll enjoy it.”

			Étienne did not have time to respond. The clerks were all rushing for the exit, babbling in French and Vietnamese. Gaston donned his straw hat at a rakish angle intended to stress his elegance.

			“Can you find your way back, old man?”

			Étienne waved and smiled faintly – “I’ll be fine” – and Gaston walked away with a skip in his step leaving him alone on the broad pavement. 

			All around, the city reeled and whirled, cycle rickshaws hurtled along the road, hulking multicoloured streetcars honked their horns, a snatch of accordion music was instantly drowned out by the roar of engines and the cries of street hawkers. It had obviously rained while he was making his tour of the Exchange. The streets and the pavements were slick and gleaming. Many pedestrians had not troubled to take off their raincoats and the carnival of bright colours revolved like a kaleidoscope. It was a constant spectacle. Hardware stalls. Street hawkers selling steaming cups of soup, shiso fritters and individual cigarettes. Somewhere further down the avenue, a car tyre burst, a crowd quickly gathered, and by the time Étienne wandered away, he could already hear the wail of ambulance sirens.

			Aimlessly, he turned right, scanning the crowds for a European face. He asked directions from a man in his sixties, who was walking slowly, supported by a heavy bamboo cane.

			“The best way would be to go up rue Mac-­Mahon. It’s up there on your left.”

			The man had a Marseille accent. So Étienne followed the direction indicated by the walking stick. His clothes were damp and clinging to his body. He felt the heavy key to the apartment jingle in his pocket as he walked. The elderly man had added: “It’s a fair distance on foot . . .”

			A little further on, he came to a clutch of cycle rickshaws parked haphazardly by the pavement. The drivers were smoking cigarettes and laughing.

			“Do you speak French?” asked Étienne. 

			Four of them pressed around him. He pointed to one at random.

			“Do you know where the High Commission is?”

			“Yes, yes, Palais Norodom!”

			He had already hopped onto the saddle. Étienne squeezed into the buggy and watched the city flash past as heavy grey clouds rolled in.

			Ten minutes later, the driver dropped him off in front of the building that was the seat of the French colonial administration and the headquarters of the Expeditionary Force, and demanded an astronomical fare which Étienne divided by three. The rickshaw driver smiled happily.

			Through the closed gates, Étienne could see the facade with its wide arches, a Corinthian pediment and a heavy, bluish cupola. Outside the gate, the only sentry box was empty, there was no one he could question.

			The cloudburst came without warning, fat raindrops hammered on the pavement and the High Commission vanished behind vertical curtains of rain.

			Étienne did not make the slightest movement; he stood ramrod straight on the pavement, like a lamp post. Without Raymond, he felt terrifyingly alone.

			The rainstorm washed away the tears streaming down his cheeks.

			✶

			Le Mah-­Jong owed its prestige to its incongruity. Its clientele was the Saigon bourgeoisie, French couples who fell into each other’s arms; the women wore necklaces, earrings, silk shawls, flourished old-­fashioned fans and roared with laughter, the men in rumpled linen suits draped arms around their shoulders and smoked cigar­ettes down to the cardboard filters, while everyone drank martinis or brandy and soda and talked too loudly. There was a band composed of two accordions, and a singer in a lamé dress. Men wandered in in twos and threes with the elegant indifference of friends who had ventured in by chance to have one for the road. Standing at the bar, the Vietnamese “taxi girls” surveyed the room and whispered in low voices. One might almost mistake it for a bar in Paris.

			But, from another point of view, it was a very different matter.

			The girls sitting at the tightly packed tables by the coat room were there to perform a dance of a very different kind.

			There were always five or six of them, Vietnamese girls in short tunics that rode up scandalously when they sat facing the room, haughty Chinese women wearing dresses slit to their thighs who observed the world with a condescending sneer. It was an intricately choreographed dance between the men who approached the coat check, a cigarette dangling from their lips, with the disinterested air of someone looking for information, and the young Vietnamese girls who agreed to join them for a drink, exchanging stifled schoolgirl giggles. Or the supercilious strut of a Chinese woman followed by a man whose jacket bulged at the waist with rolls of fat. This silent, codified, deceptively discreet two-­step was the real draw, the reason people came to the Mah-­Jong. It was evident from the affected laughter of the society ladies that they got a delightful thrill from being in this den of vice. Their fans were ineffectual at dispelling the miasma of cigar and cigarette smoke that made the club look like an aquarium. A small lamp on each of the round tables emphasised the air of intimacy.

			Gaston had led Étienne to a strategically placed table that offered an unobstructed view of the coat check and the young women waiting there.

			Étienne had spent the earlier part of the evening waiting for the moment when he could steer the conversation to Raymond, the only subject that mattered to him. Now, seeing Gaston leer at the girls, he realised that it was unlikely that he would be able to glean any information about troop movements.

			✶

			He had fared little better earlier in the evening at the Rocher du Dragon (“Everyone knows the place!” said Gaston), a noisy restaurant where the flurry of diners were constantly coming and going, calling to one another, sitting down only to stand up again. It was difficult to tell who exactly was doing the serving, since everyone who passed seemed to be carrying a dish or a plate, while money was passed from hand to hand until it reached a sweaty-­faced man in a grubby kitchen apron where it disappeared under his pot belly. Without troubling to consult Étienne, Gaston had given their order to the harried woman still wiping down their table. She melted into the crowd and reappeared some minutes later with plates piled high with foods Étienne had never seen, and a spirit stove on which she placed a pan of boiling oil, a dish of Peking duck, crispy noodles, pineapples, mangoes . . . Everything was delicious and, for the first time since he arrived, Étienne experienced a moment of pure happiness, one that was instantly spoiled by the thought that Raymond would have loved it here, that this was exactly the sort of place Étienne had dreamed of when he imagined their reunion in Saigon. Instead, he was sitting opposite Gaston Paumelle, who poked his big nose into the pan and licked his fingers one by one, playing the big man because he knew two or three things Étienne had not yet learned.
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