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Translator’s Note


The judicial system in France is fundamentally different to that in the United Kingdom and the U.S.A. Rather than the adversarial system, where police investigate and the role of the courts is to act as an impartial referee between prosecution and defence, in the French inquisitorial system the judiciary work with the police on the investigation, appointing an independent juge d’instruction entitled to question witnesses, interrogate suspects, and manage all aspects of the police investigation. If there is sufficient evidence, the case is referred to the procureur, the public prosecutor who decides whether to bring charges. The juge d’instruction plays no role in the eventual trial and is prohibited from adjudicating future cases involving the same defendant.


The French have two national police forces: the police nationale (formerly called the sûreté), a civilian police force with jurisdiction in cities and large urban areas, and the gendarmerie nationale, a branch of the French Armed Forces, responsible both for public safety and for policing towns with populations of fewer than 20,000. Since the gendarmerie rarely has the resources to conduct complex investigations, the police nationale maintains regional criminal investigations services (police judiciaire) analogous to the British C.I.D., and also oversees armed response units (R.A.I.D.).





Glossary


Commissaire divisionnaire – Chief Superintendent (U.K.)/Police Chief (U.S.), with both administrative and investigative roles


Commandant – Detective Chief Inspector


Brigadier (gendarmerie) – a rank roughly equivalent to Sergeant


R.A.I.D. (Recherche, Assistance, Intervention, Dissuasion) – a special operations tactical unit of the French police nationale


Brigade criminelle – equivalent to the Murder/Homicide and Serious Crime Squad, handling murders, kidnappings and assassinations and reporting to the police judiciaire, equivalent of the British C.I.D.


Procureur – similar to a Crown Prosecutor in the U.K., addressed as magistrat as one might say “sir”, or “your honour”


Juge d’instruction – the “investigating judge” has a role somewhat similar to that of an American District Attorney, addressed as monsieur le juge/madame la juge


Identité judiciaire – forensics department of the police nationale


Le Parquet – Public Prosecutor’s office
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Périphérique – inner ring-road circumscribing central Paris, linking the old city gates or portes, e.g. porte d’Italie, porte d’Orleans
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“Alice …” he said, looking at what anyone else would have called a young girl.


He used her name as a sign of complicity but could not make the slightest dent in her armour. He looked down at the notes scribbled by Armand during the first interview: Alice Vandenbosch, 24. He tried to imagine what 24-year-old Alice Vandenbosch normally looked like. She was probably a young woman with a long, slim face, sandy hair, honest eyes. What he saw when he looked up seemed completely improbable. The girl was nothing like herself: her hair, once blonde, was plastered to her skull and dark at the roots; her face had a sickly pallor, a large purple bruise on her right cheek, thin threads of dried blood at one corner of her mouth … all that was human in her wild, frantic eyes was fear, a fear so terrible she was still shivering as though she had gone out on a winter’s day without a coat. She clutched the plastic coffee cup with both hands, like a lifeline.


Usually, when Camille Verhœven stepped into a room, even the coolest of customers reacted. Not Alice. Alice was shut away inside herself, trembling.


It was 8.30 a.m.


A few minutes earlier, when he had arrived at the brigade criminelle, Camille had felt tired. Dinner the night before had gone on until 1 a.m. People he did not know, friends of Irène. They had talked about television, told stories that Camille might have found quite funny, but for the fact that he was sitting opposite a woman who reminded him of his mother. All through the meal he had tried to dispel the image, but it was uncanny: the same stare, the same mouth, the same cigarettes smoked one after the other. Camille had found himself swept back twenty years to a blessed time when his mother would emerge from her studio wearing a smock smeared with paint, a cigarette dangling from her lips, her hair dishevelled. A time when he would still go to watch her work. She was an Amazon. Solid and focused, with a furious brushstroke. She lived so much inside her head that sometimes she did not seem to notice his presence. Long, silent periods back when he had loved painting, back when he watched her every movement as though it might be the key to some mystery that concerned him personally. That was before. Before the serried ranks of cigarettes declared open war on her, but long after they caused the foetal hypotrophy that marked Camille’s birth. At the time, drawing himself up to his full height – he would never be taller than four foot eleven – Camille did not know which he hated more, the mother whose toxic habit had fashioned him into a kind of pale, slightly less deformed copy of Toulouse-Lautrec, or the meek, powerless father who gazed at his wife with pathetic admiration, as though at his own reflection in a mirror: at sixteen he was already a man, though not in stature. While his mother accumulated canvases in her studio and his laconic father worked at the pharmacy, Camille learned what it meant to be short. As he grew older, he stopped desperately trying to stand on tiptoe, got used to looking at others from below, gave up trying to reach shelves without fetching a stool, laid out his personal space like a doll’s house. And this diminutive man would survey, without really understanding, the vast canvases his mother had to roll up in order to take them to gallery owners. Sometimes his mother would say, “Camille, come here a minute …” Sitting on a stool, she would silently run her fingers through his hair and Camille knew that he loved her; at times he thought he would never love anyone else.


Those were the good times, Camille thought over dinner as he stared at the woman sitting opposite who laughed raucously, drank little and smoked like a chimney. The time before his mother spent her days kneeling next to her bed, resting her cheek on the blankets, the only position in which the cancer gave her a little respite. Illness had brought her to her knees. And though by now each found the other unfathomable, this was the first time that they could look at each other eye to eye. At the time, Camille had sketched a lot, spending long hours in his mother’s now deserted studio. When he decided to go into her room he would find his father, who now also spent half his life on his knees, pressed against his wife, his arm around her shoulders, saying nothing, breathing to the same rhythm as her. Camille was left alone. Camille sketched. Camille killed time and he waited.


By the time he went to law school, his mother weighed as little as one of her paintbrushes. Whenever he came home, his father seemed cloaked in a heavy silence of grief. The whole thing dragged on. And Camille bent his permanently childlike body over his law books and waited for it to end.


It arrived on a May day like any other. The telephone call might almost have been from a stranger. His father said simply, “You should probably come home.” And he knew straight away that from then on he would have to make his own way in the world, that there would never be anyone else.


At forty, this short, bald man with his long, furrowed face knew that this was not true, now that Irène had come into his life. But all these visions from the past had made for an exhausting evening. Besides, game had never really agreed with him.


It was at about the time he was bringing Irène her breakfast on a tray that Alice had been picked up by a squad car on the boulevard Bonne-Nouvelle.


“In ten minutes,” said Camille, “I want you to come and tell me you’ve found Marco. And that he’s in a bad way.”


“Found Marco …?” Armand was puzzled. “Where?”


“What the fuck do I know, just make it happen.”


With short, swift strides, Camille scuttered back to his office.


“So,” he said as he came towards Alice, “Let’s take it again from the beginning.”


He stood facing her, they were almost eye to eye. Alice seemed to wake from her trance. She stared at him as though seeing him for the first time and must have felt more keenly than ever how ridiculous the world was; two hours earlier she had been beaten up, her body was a mass of bruises, now here she sat in the brigade criminelle staring at a man no more than four foot eleven tall who was suggesting they start again from the beginning, as though this nightmare had a beginning.


Camille sat at his desk and automatically picked a pencil from among the dozen or so in the cut-glass desk tidy Irène had given him. He looked at Alice. She was not an ugly girl, rather pretty, in fact. Her delicate, sorrowful features were somewhat gaunt from too many late nights and too little care. A pietà. She looked like a reproduction of a classical statue.


“How long have you been working for Santeny?” he asked, sketching the curve of her face with a single stroke.


“I don’t work for him!”


“O.K., let’s say two years then. So you work for him and he supplies you, is that the deal?”


“No.”


“And you still think he’s in love with you, am I right?”


She glared at him. Camille smiled and looked down at his drawing. There was a long silence. Camille remembered a favourite phrase of his mother’s: “It’s the artist’s heart that beats inside the model’s body.”


On the sketchpad, with a few deft strokes, a different Alice slowly began to appear, younger than the woman sitting opposite, just as sorrowful but not as bruised. Camille looked at her again and seemed to come to a decision. Alice watched as he pulled a chair up next to her and perched on it like a child, his feet dangling.


“Mind if I smoke?” Alice said.


“Santeny’s in deep, deep shit,” Camille said as though he hadn’t heard. “The world and his brother are gunning for him. But you know that better than anyone, don’t you?” he said, gesturing to her bruises. “Not exactly friendly, are they? So it’s probably best that we find him first, don’t you think?”


Alice seemed to be hypnotised by Camille’s shoes, which swung like a two pendulums several inches from the floor.


“He’s got no-one to turn to, no way out of this. I give him a couple of days at most. But then you haven’t got anyone either, have you? They’ll track you down … Now, where’s Santeny?”


A stubborn little pout, like a child who knows she’s doing something wrong but does it anyway.


‘O.K., never mind … you’re free to go,” said Camille, as though talking to himself. “Next time I see you, I hope it’s not at the bottom of a rubbish skip.”


At precisely that moment Armand stepped into the office.


“We’ve just found Marco. You were right, he’s in a terrible way.”


Camille looked at Armand in feigned surprise.


“Where was he?”


“His place.


Camille shot his colleague a pitiful look: even with his imagination Armand was tight-fisted.


“O.K. Anyway, we can let the girl go,” he said, hopping down from the chair.


A little flurry of panic, then:


“He’s in Rambouiller,” muttered Alice under her breath.


“Oh,” said Camille, unimpressed.


“Boulevard Delagrange, number 18.”


“Eighteen,” Camille echoed, as though repeating the number excused him from having to thank the young woman.


Without waiting for permission, Alice took a crumpled cigarette pack from her pocket and lit one.


“Those things will kill you,” Camille said.
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Camille was gesturing to Armand to dispatch a squad to the address when the telephone rang. On the other end, Louis sounded out of breath.


“We’ve got a clusterfuck out in Courbevoie,” he panted.


“Do tell …” Camille said laconically, picking up a pen.


“We received an anonymous tip-off this morning. I’m there right now. It’s … I don’t know how to describe it—”


“Why don’t you give it a go,” Camille interrupted fractiously, “see what we come up with.”


“It’s carnage,” Louis said in a strangulated voice, struggling to find the words. “It’s a bloodbath. But not the usual kind, if you see what I mean …”


“I don’t see, Louis, not really.”


“It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen in my life …”
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Since his extension was engaged, Camille walked to Commissaire Le Guen’s office. He knocked curtly but did not wait for an answer. He liked to make an entrance.


Le Guen was a big man who had spent more than twenty years following one diet after another without losing a single gram. He had acquired a somewhat weary fatalism which was visible in his face, in his whole body. Camille had noticed that, over the years, he had adopted the air of a deposed king, surveying the world with a sullen, disillusioned expression. Hardly had Camille said a word than Le Guen interrupted him purely on principle, explaining that, whatever it was, “he didn’t have the time”. But when he saw the slim dossier Camille had brought, he decided accompany him to the crime scene nonetheless.
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On the telephone Louis had said, “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen in my life …” This worried Camille; his assistant was not given to doom-mongering. In fact he was exasperatingly optimistic, so Camille expected nothing good of this unexpected call-out. As the Péripherique flashed past, Camille Verhœven could not help but smile thinking about Louis.


Louis was blond, his hair parted to the side, and he had that unruly tuft genetically bestowed upon children of the privileged classes, a wayward curl constantly flicked back with a jerk of the head or a nonchalant yet practised hand. Over time, Camille had learned to distinguish the different messages conveyed by the way he pushed back his hair, a veritable barometer for gauging Louis’ moods. The right-handed variant covered a range of meanings running from “Let’s be reasonable” to “That’s simply not done”. The left-handed variant signalled embarrassment, awkwardness, timidity or confusion. Looking at Louis, it was easy to imagine him as an altar boy. He still had the youthful looks, the grace, the fragility. In short, Louis was elegant, slim, delicate, and a royal pain in the arse.


To crown it all, Louis was loaded. He had all the trappings of the filthy rich: a certain way of deporting himself, a particular way of speaking, of articulating, of choosing his words, everything in fact that comes from the top-shelf mould marked “Rich spoiled brat”. Louis had initially excelled at university (where he had studied a little law, some economics, history of art, aesthetics, psychology), changing courses according to his whims, unfailingly brilliant, treating education as a series of inane achievements. And then something had happened. From what Camille understood, it had to do with Descartes’ dark night of the soul and the demon drink – a combination of philosophical intuition and single malt whisky. Louis had seen his life stretching out before him, in his perfectly appointed six-room apartment lined with bookshelves full of tomes on art and inlaid cabinets filled with designer crockery, the rents from his various properties rolling in like a civil servant’s salary, spending holidays at his mother’s place in Vichy, frequenting the same neighbourhood restaurants, and he found himself confronted by a personal paradox as sudden as it was strange, a genuine existential crisis which anyone other than Louis would have summed up by saying “What the fuck am I doing here?”


Camille was convinced that, had he been born thirty years earlier, Louis would have become a left-wing revolutionary, but these days ideology no longer offered an alternative. Louis despised sanctimoniousness, and by extension voluntary work and charity. He needed to find something to do with his life, his own living hell. And suddenly it became clear to him: he would join the police. Louis never doubted for a moment that he would be accepted into the brigade criminelle – doubt was not a family trait, and Louis’ brilliance meant that he was rarely disillusioned. He passed his police exams and joined the force, motivated partly by a desire to serve (not to Protect and Serve, but simply to serve a purpose), partly by the fear that life would soon become entirely solipsistic and partly, perhaps, out of an imagined debt he felt he owed the working classes for not having been born one of their number. When he passed his detective’s exams, Louis found the world utterly different from how he had imagined it: it had nothing of the quaintness of Agatha Christie or the deductive logic of Conan Doyle; instead Louis found himself faced with filthy hovels and battered wives, drug dealers bleeding to death in rubbish skips in Barbès, knife fights between junkies, putrid toilets where the addicts who survived the fights O.D.’d, rent-boys selling their arses for a line of coke and johns who refused to pay more than €5 for a blowjob after 2 a.m. In the early days, Camille found it entertaining to observe Louis, the blond fringe, the florid vocabulary, his eyes filled with horror but his mind like a steel trap, as he filled out endless reports; Louis imperturbably taking witness statements in echoing, piss-stained stairwells next to the corpse of some thirteen-year-old pimp who had been hacked to death with a machete in front of his mother; Louis heading home at two in the morning to his enormous apartment on the rue Notre-Dame-de-Lorette and collapsing fully dressed on his velvet sofa beneath an engraving by Pavel, between the bookcase of signed first editions and his late father’s collection of amethysts.


When Louis first arrived at the brigade criminelle, the commandant did not immediately take to this smooth, clean-cut young man with the upper-class drawl who seemed unfazed by everything. The other officers on the team, who found it mildly entertaining to spend their days with a golden boy, were ruthless. Within less than two months, Louis had encountered most of the cruel pranks and hazing rituals with which groups humiliate outsiders. Louis accepted his fate without complaint, smiling awkwardly.


Camille noticed earlier than his colleagues that this surprising and intelligent young man had the makings of a good officer but, perhaps trusting to Darwinian selection, he decided not to intervene. Louis, with his rather British stiff upper lip, was grateful to him for that. One evening, as he was leaving the offices, Camille saw Louis dash to the bar across the road and knock back two or three shots. It reminded him of the fight scene in “Cool Hand Luke” where Paul Newman, battered, dazed and unable to land a punch, keeps getting up every time he’s knocked down until the men watching lose heart, even his opponent loses the will to fight. And indeed, faced with Louis’ professional diligence and his surprising ability to appeal to their better nature, the other officers eventually gave up. Over the years, Camille and Louis accepted each other’s differences, and since the commandant enjoyed an undisputed moral authority over the team, no-one was surprised that the rich kid gradually became his closest colleague. Camille always addressed Louis by his first name, as he did everyone on his team. But as time passed and the team changed, he realised that only the longest-serving members called him Camille. These days the team was mostly comprised of rookies, and Camille sometimes felt as though he had usurped a role he had never sought and become patriarch. The rookies addressed him as “commandant”, though he knew this was less to do with hierarchy than an attempt to compensate for the instinctive embarrassment they felt at his diminutive stature. Louis also addressed him by his surname, but Camille knew that his motivation was different: it was a reflex of his class. The two men had never quite become friends, but they respected one another, and both felt that this was a better basis for a good working relationship.
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Camille and Armand, with Le Guen trailing behind, arrived at 17, rue Félix-Faure in Courbevoie shortly after 10 a.m. It was an industrial wasteland.


In its centre a small derelict factory lay like a dead insect, surrounded by former workshops that were currently being renovated. The four finished units looked as out of place as Tiki huts in a snowy landscape. All had white rendering, glass roofs, and aluminium windows with sliding panels, offering a glimpse of their vast interiors. The whole place looked deserted. There were no cars save those of the brigade criminelle.


Two steps led up to the warehouse apartment. From behind, Camille saw Louis leaning against a wall, spitting into a plastic bag he kept pressed to his mouth. Camille walked past, followed by Le Guen and two other officers from the team, and stepped into a room lit by the blinding glare of spotlights. When they arrive at a crime scene, rookie officers unconsciously look around for death. Experienced officers look for life. But there was no life here; death had leached into every space, even the bewildered eyes of the living. Camille had no time to worry about the strange atmosphere that pervaded the room as his gaze was immediately arrested by the head of a woman nailed to the wall.


Hardly had he taken three paces into the room than he found himself faced with a scene he could not have imagined even in his worst nightmares: severed fingers, torrents of clotted blood, the stench of excrement and gutted entrails. Instinctively, he was reminded of Goya’s painting, “Saturn Devouring His Son”, and for an instant he could see the terrifying face, the bulging eyes, the crimson mouth, the utter madness. Though he was one of the most experienced officers on the scene, Camille felt the urge to turn back to the doorway where Louis, not meeting anyone’s eye, held his plastic bag at arm’s length, like a beggar declaring his contempt for the world.


“What the fuck is this …?” Commissaire Le Guen muttered to himself, and his words were swallowed by the void. Only Louis heard him and came over, wiping his eyes.


“I don’t know,” he said. “I walked in and had to walk straight back out again … That’s as far as I’ve got.”


Standing in the middle of the room, Armand turned towards the two men, looking dazed. He wiped his clammy hands on his trousers and tried to compose himself.


Bergeret, head of the forensics team from identité judiciaire, went over to Le Guen.


“I’m going to need two teams. This is going to take a while.” Then, with uncharacteristic candour, he added: “It’s not exactly your usual crime scene.”


There was nothing usual about it at all.


“O.K., I’ll leave you to it,” Le Guen said to Maleval, who had just come into the room and was already racing out, both hands clasped over his mouth.


Camille signalled to his team that it was time to man up.


*


It was impossible to imagine what the apartment had looked like before … this. Because “this” had now ravaged the place and they did not know which way to turn. To Camille’s right, sprawled on the ground, were the remains of a disembowelled body, jagged, broken ribs poking through the stomach, and one breast, the other having been hacked off, but it was difficult to say for sure since the body of the woman – that it was a woman was the only thing that seemed certain – was smeared with excrement which only partially covered countless bitemarks. To the left was a head, the eyes burned out. From the gaping mouth snaked pink and white veins. Opposite lay a body from which the skin had been partially peeled away, deep gashes lacerated the flesh and there were yawning wounds, carefully demarcated openings in the belly and vagina, probably made using acid. The head of the second victim had been nailed to the wall through the cheeks. Camille surveyed the scene, and took a notebook from his pocket, only to quickly put it back again as though acknowledging that the task was so monstrous that all his methods were useless, every approach doomed to failure. There is no strategy for dealing with atrocity. And yet this was why he was here, staring at the nameless horror.


Before it had clotted, someone had used the victims’ blood to daub on the wall in huge letters: I AM BACK. It was obvious from the long drips at their base that a lot of blood had been used. The characters had been scrawled using several fingers, sometimes together, sometimes apart, so that the inscription seemed somehow blurred. Camille stepped over the mangled body of a woman and went to the wall. At the end of the sentence, a finger had been pressed against the plaster with great care. Every ridge and whorl was distinct; it looked just like the old-style I.D. cards when a duty officer would press your finger against the yellowing cardboard, rolling it carefully from one side to the other.


Dark sprays of blood spattered the walls all the way to the ceiling.


It took several minutes for Camille to compose himself. It would be impossible for him to think rationally in this setting – everything he could see defied reason.


*


There were about a dozen people now working in the apartment. As in an operating theatre, to outsiders the atmosphere at a crime scene can often seem quite relaxed. People are quick to laugh and joke. It was something Camille loathed. Conversation between S.O.C.O.s was full of crude jokes and sexual innuendo, as though they needed to prove they were blasé. A common attitude in professions that are predominantly male. To a forensics officer accustomed to dissociating horror from reality, the body of a woman – even when dead – is still a woman’s body, a female suicide victim can still be described as “a good-looking woman” even when her face has bloated and turned blue. But the atmosphere in the apartment in Courbevoie was very different. It was neither grieving nor compassionate, but hushed and powerful, as though even the most hard-bitten officers, caught off guard, were wondering how they could possibly make light of a body that had been disembowelled beneath the sightless gaze of a head nailed to the wall. And so, in silence, the forensics team took measurements, collected samples, redirected the spotlights as they snapped photographs, documenting the scene with an almost religious stillness. Though Armand was an experienced officer, his face was deathly pale as he stepped over the crime-scene tape with a ritualised slowness, as though fearing that a sudden movement might rouse the furies that still haunted this place. As for Maleval, he was still puking his guts out into a plastic bag; he had twice tried to join his team only to immediately back away, literally suffocated by the stench of excrement and rotting flesh.


*


The apartment was huge. Despite the mess, it was clear that great care had been taken in decorating it. As in most warehouse apartments of its kind, the front door opened directly onto the living room, a vast space with whitewashed concrete walls. The right-hand wall was filled by an enormous print. You had to step back to get a sense of it. It was an image Camille felt he had seen before. Standing in the doorway, he racked his brains, trying to remember.


“The human genome,” Louis said.


That was what it was: a reproduction of the human genome reworked by an artist in ink and charcoal.


A large picture window looked out onto a development of semi-detached houses in the distance, screened by trees that had not yet had time to grow. A faux cowhide was tacked to one wall, a long rectangular piece of leather daubed with distinctive black and white markings. Beneath it was a black leather sofa of astonishing proportions, probably a bespoke piece of furniture custom-made to the precise dimensions of the wall, but it was impossible to know – this was not a home but a different world, one where people hung giant pictures of the human genome on the wall and hacked young women to pieces after first eviscerating them … Lying on the floor beside the sofa was an issue of GQ magazine. To the right was a well-stocked bar and to the left a coffee table with a cordless phone and an answering machine. Nearby, on a smoked-glass cabinet, was a large flat-screen television.


Armand was kneeling in front of the unit. Camille, who given his height was usually in no position to do so, laid a hand on his shoulder and, gesturing to the V.C.R., said, “Let’s have a look at what’s in there.”


The cassette was rewound. The video showed a dog – a German shepherd wearing a baseball cap – peeling an orange gripped between its front paws and eating the segments. It looked like something from one of those T.V. shows of “hilarious” home videos, the filming amateurish, the framing predictable and crude. In the bottom right-hand corner was a logo for “U.S.-Gag” featuring a smiling cartoon camera.


“Let it run,” Camille said. “You never know.”


He bent over the answering machine. The music on the outgoing message seemed to have been dictated by the zeitgeist. A few years ago, it would have been Pachelbel’s “Canon”. Camille thought he recognised “Spring” from Vivaldi’s “Four Seasons”.


“‘Autumn’ …” Louis muttered, staring at the floor. Then, suddenly: “Hello!” – A man’s voice, probably forty-something, the accent refined, educated, the diction strangulated – “I’m sorry but I’m in London right now.” – He is clearly reading a prepared text, his voice is high-pitched and nasal – “Please leave a message after the beep …” – slightly shrill, sophisticated – gay? – “… and I’ll call you as soon as I get back. Speak soon.”


“He’s using a vocoder,” Camille said.


He headed for the bedroom.


*


The far wall was taken up by a huge, mirrored wardrobe. The bed was also covered in blood and faeces. The bloody top sheet had been stripped off and rolled into a ball. An empty Corona bottle lay by the foot of the bed. Next to the head of the bed was a large portable C.D. player and a number of severed fingers laid out like the petals of a flower. Lying beside the player, crushed by the heel of a shoe, was an empty Traveling Wilburys jewel case. Above the bed – one of those low futons with a hard mattress – was a Japanese silk painting whose composition seemed to be enhanced by the arterial blood spray. There were no clothes but for a pair of braces strangely knotted together. Camille glanced into the wardrobe which the forensics boys had left open: there was nothing but a suitcase.


“Anyone check this?” Camille asked the officers working the scene.


“Not yet,” came the impassive answer. I’m clearly just getting in their way, thought Camille.


He bent down next to the bed, trying to make out the name in red italics on the black matchbook lying on the floor: Palio’s.


“Ever heard of the place?”


“No, never.”


Camille called over to Maleval, but seeing the young man’s ashen face in the doorway he gestured to him to stay outside. It could wait.


The bathroom was completely white but for one wall, which was covered with a Dalmatian print wallpaper. The bath was covered with bloody smears. At least one of the girls had got in or out of it in a pitiful state. The sink looked as though it had been used to wash something; maybe the killer’s hands.


*


Maleval was tasked with tracking down the owner of the apartment, and Camille, Louis and Armand left the forensics team to finish documenting the scene and taking samples. Louis took out a cigarillo. When he was with Camille, he refrained from lighting up at the brigade criminelle, in the car, in restaurants – anywhere, in fact, except outdoors.


Standing side by side, the three men silently stared out at the housing estate. Freshly emerged from the horrors within, they now found the sinister Stepford Wives scene comforting, even vaguely human.


“Armand, I need you to go door to door,” Camille said at length. “Maleval can go with you as soon as he gets back. And try to keep it discreet, O.K.? We’ve got enough shit to deal with as it is.”


Armand nodded, though his eyes were fixed on Louis’ box of cigarillos. He was bumming his first smoke of the day when Bergeret came out to join them.


“This is going to take a while.”


Then he turned on his heel and went back inside. Bergeret had started out in the army. He was clipped and brusque.


“Jean!” Camille called after him.


Bergeret turned. He had the handsome, rather obtuse face of someone who stood his ground against the folly of the world.


“Top priority,” said Camille. “You’ve got two days.”


“Yeah, right …” Bergeret grunted and turned his back on them.


Camille looked at Louis and shrugged.


“Sometimes it works …”
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The apartment on the rue Félix-Faure had been renovated by a company called S.O.G.E.F.I. who specialised in real-estate investments.


Quai de Valmy, 11.30 a.m. A striking building overlooking the canal, with acres of marble floors, acres of glass and a receptionist with acres of cleavage. A flash of the warrant card, a flicker of panic, a quick ride in the lift, then more acres of marble flooring (the colours reversed this time), the vast double door to the cavernous office of a guy with a face like a slapped arse by the name of Cottet – Please, take a seat – cocksure, this was his turf – how can I help you, bearing in mind I can’t spare you much time?


As it turned out, Cottet was a house of cards. He was one of those men who can be unnerved by the slightest thing. He was tall but seemed to inhabit a body he had borrowed. His clothes were clearly bought by his wife, who obviously had her own idea of the kind of man he was – and not a particularly flattering one. She imagined him to be an overbearing company director (the pale-grey suit), decisive (the white shirt with thin blue stripes) and always in a hurry (the Italian leather shoes with pointed toes), but she knew he was simply a middle manager who was brash (the garish tie) and actually a little vulgar (gold signet ring and mismatched cufflinks). Seeing Camille step into his office, he flunked his first test: his eyebrows shot up in surprise, then he quickly composed himself and pretended he hadn’t noticed his arrival. It was the worst possible reaction, thought Camille, and he had seen them all.


Cottet was the sort who took life very seriously. There were business propositions which he might describe as “low-hanging fruit”, those that required “joined-up thinking”, and those clusterfucks that were “learning opportunities”. From the look on Camille’s face it was clear that the present circumstances did not fit into any of these categories.


In such situations, Louis often took the lead. Louis was patient. Louis could sometimes be a little pedantic.


“We need to know how and under what circumstances the apartment was leased. As you can appreciate, it’s somewhat urgent.”


“Of course. Which apartment are we talking about?”


“17, rue Félix-Faure, in Courbevoie.”


Cottet paled.


“Ah …”


Then, silence. Cottet stared at his desk blotter aghast, mouth moving like a fish.


“Monsieur Cottet,” Louis began again in his coolest and most careful tone, “I think it would be best for you and for your company if you were to explain things calmly and in their entirety … Take your time.”


“Yes … yes, of course.”


Then he stared up at them like a drowning man.


“That particular contract was not exactly … how can I put this? … it did not quite conform to best practice, if you see what I mean.”


“Not really, no,” Louis said.


“We were contacted last April. The person in question …”


“Name?”


Cottet looked at Camille, then he seemed to stare out of the window as though looking for help, for solace.


“Haynal. His name was Haynal – Jean, I think …”


“You think?”


“Yes, Jean Haynal. He was enquiring about the apartment in Courbevoie. Cards on table …” Cottet said, regaining a little of his cocksureness, “… we’re in a bit of a holding pattern with that particular development … We’ve invested a lot in that patch of industrial wasteland, and we have four units finished, but so far the results have not exactly been compelling. Oh, we won’t be out of pocket, but …”


Camille was irritated by his circumlocutions.


“Cards on table: how many units have you sold?”


“None.”


Cottet stared at him as though the word “none” were a death sentence. Camille would have bet that this little gamble had put him and his company in a very parlous position.


“Please …” Louis said encouragingly, “go on …”


“Regardless, the gentleman in question wasn’t interested in buying, he wanted to rent for three months. He said that he represented a film company. I refused, of course. That’s one industry sector we won’t touch. Too hard to gain traction, tough margins, tight timescales, you see what I’m saying? Besides, we’re in the business of selling developments, not playing at estate agents.”


Cottet spat these last words with a contempt that spoke volumes about the seriousness of the problems that had forced him to become an estate agent.


“I understand,” Louis said.


“But we’re all subject to the laws of reality,” Cottet added, as though this shaft of wit showed that he was sophisticated. “And the gentleman in question …”


“Was willing to pay cash?” suggested Louis.


“Cash, yes, and …”


“And prepared to pay over the odds?” Camille added.


“Three times the market.”


“What was he like, this man?”


“I didn’t really notice,” said Cottet. “Most of our dealings were by phone.”


“What about his voice?”


“Well spoken.”


“So …?”


“He asked if he could visit the property. He wanted to take photos. We arranged a viewing. I met him on-site. That was the point at which I should have been suspicious …”


“Of what?” asked Louis.


“The photographer … He didn’t seem – how can I put it – very professional. He showed up with some sort of Polaroid. He lined up the photos he took neatly on the floor like he was terrified of getting them mixed up. He checked a piece of paper before every shot, as though he were following instructions he didn’t understand. Even at the time I thought, that guy’s no more a photographer than I am …”


“An estate agent?” ventured Camille.


“If you like,” Cottet shot him a black look.


“Can you describe him for us?” Louis tried to distract him.


“Vaguely. I didn’t stay on-site long. There was nothing for me to do and I wasn’t about to waste two hours in an empty unit watching some guy take photos … I opened up, watched him work for a bit, then left. He left the key in the mailbox on his way out, it was a spare so we didn’t need it immediately.”


“What was he like?”


“Average …”


“By which you mean?” Louis persisted.


“Average.” Cottet was becoming heated. “What do you want me to say? Average height, average age – he was average!”


There followed a silence during which the three men seemed to ponder the nondescript nature of the modern world.


“But the fact that this photographer was so unprofessional seemed to you to be another guarantee, didn’t it?” said Camille.


“Yes, I admit that’s true,” said Cottet. “Everything was paid in cash, there was no contract and I assumed that the film … I mean, that with that kind of movie we weren’t likely to have any problems with the tenant.”


Camille was the first to get to his feet. Cottet walked them back to the lift.


“You’ll have to make a formal statement, obviously,” Louis explained, as though talking to a child. “And you may be subpoenaed to appear in court, so …”


“So don’t touch anything,” Camille interrupted. “Don’t fiddle your books, don’t go near anything. As far as the taxman is concerned, you’re on your own. We have two girls hacked to pieces, so right now – even as far as you’re concerned – that’s all that matters.”


Cottet stared at them, his eyes vacant, as though trying to gauge the consequences – no doubt he suspected they would be catastrophic – and suddenly his gaudy tie looked as out of place as a cravat on a death-row prisoner.


“Do you have photographs, blueprints?” asked Camille.


“We put together a top-of-the-range presentation brochure …” Cottet began pulling his most dazzling huckster’s smile before realising how inappropriate his smugness sounded, and immediately filing it away for later use.


“Have everything sent over to me straight away,” Camille said, proffering a business card.


Cottet took it gingerly, as though it might burn his fingers.


As they headed back down, Louis commented on the receptionist’s “attributes”. Camille said that he hadn’t noticed.
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Even with two teams working, identité judiciaire had to spend every waking hour on site. The inexorable ballet of squad cars, motorbikes and vans meant that by late morning a crowd of rubberneckers had gathered. It made you wonder what could have prompted people to come all the way out here. It was like an influx of the living dead from some B-movie. The media showed up half an hour later. Not to photograph the crime scene, obviously, nor was there to be a press statement, but within hours leaks had sprung and by 2 p.m. it seemed better to make a statement than to leave the media to their own devices. Camille phoned Le Guen from his mobile and explained his concerns.


“There’s been a lot of talk around here, too,” Le Guen said.


Camille stepped out of the Courbevoie apartment with only one goal: to say as little as possible.


There were fewer people than he had expected: twenty or so gawkers, fewer than a dozen reporters and – at first glance – no big names, just freelances and ambulance chasers; it was an unexpected opportunity to defuse the situation and gain a couple of precious days.


*


There were two good reasons why Camille was both famous and infamous. His expertise had earned him a solid reputation which his height had transformed into notoriety. Though it was difficult for cameramen to frame him, the journalists rushed forward with questions for this diminutive man with his peremptory manner. They found him to be curt but candid.


*


On certain occasions – cold comfort, given the many drawbacks – Camille’s physical appearance had its advantages. Once seen, he was never forgotten. He had already refused to appear on various television programmes knowing he had been invited in the hope that he would deliver the stirring monologue of a man “who has brilliantly triumphed over his physical shortcomings”. Clearly, presenters were drooling at the prospect of lead-in footage showing Camille in his Motability vehicle – a car with all the controls on the steering wheel but a police siren on the roof. Camille would have no truck with such publicity – and not just because he hated driving. His superiors were grateful to him for this. Only once had he weakened. A stormy day. An angry day. A day when he would probably have to take the métro while people either gawped at him or averted their eyes. He had been invited to participate in a current affairs show on France 3. After the inevitable hand-wringing homily explaining that this was a general interest report he had a duty to represent, the programme researcher had obliquely hinted that Camille stood to gain from it on a personal level, presumably imagining the whole world was desperate for fifteen minutes of fame. This was the day when he had slipped in the bathtub and fallen flat on his face. A miserable day for midgets. He agreed, and his superiors did their best to pretend they were happy for him to appear on the show.


When he arrived at the studios, already depressed at having given in to temptation, he had to take the lift. A woman juggling an armful of files and tapes got in with him and asked which floor he wanted. With a stoical look, Camille gestured to the button for the fifteenth floor which was a little beyond his reach. The woman gave him a shy smile, but, reaching for the button, she dropped everything she was carrying. When the lift arrived at its destination, the two of them were still on all fours gathering up papers and stuffing them into files. She thanked him.


“I have the same problem hanging wallpaper,” Camille reassured her. “Everything goes pear-shaped.”


The woman laughed. She had a lovely laugh.


He had married Irène six months later.
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The reporters were in a hurry.


“Two victims,” Camille began. “Who are they?”


“We don’t know yet. Two women. Young …”


“How old?”


“About twenty-five. That’s all we can say for now.”


“When are they taking the bodies?” a photographer asked.


“In a while. We’re running a bit late. Technical problems …”


A pause in the questions, the ideal moment to rush in:


“I can’t say much right now, but to be honest the case is nothing out of the ordinary. We don’t have much to go on, that’s all. We’ll be making a statement tomorrow night. Until then, it’s probably best to let the boys from forensics do their work …”


“So what do we run with?” said a young blond guy who looked well on his way to liver failure.


“You say: two women who have not yet been identified. You say: murdered in the past forty-eight hours by person or persons unknown, motive and cause of death yet to be determined.”


“It’s a bit thin!”


“That’s what I was trying to tell you.”


It would have been hard to say less. There was a moment of confusion in the ranks.


And at that precise moment, what Camille had fervently hoped would not happen, happened. The forensics van, having reversed, found it could not get close enough to the entrance of the building because for some mysterious reason there was a concrete planter in the way. The van driver got out and flung open the rear doors and two forensics officers jumped out. The reporters, who up to that point had been distracted, were suddenly riveted as the door to the warehouse apartment opened to reveal the living room wall completely covered with blood spatter like a Jackson Pollock canvas. As if the reporters needed any further confirmation, the officers meticulously began loading the van with clear sealed bags, tagged and ready to be sent to the morgue.


Reporters are a little like those undertakers who can size up a corpse for a coffin with a single glance. Seeing the bags being piled into the van, the hacks could tell the bodies had been dismembered.


“Shit!” the hacks said in chorus.


Before the officers had time to extend the cordon, the photographers were clicking away furiously. The pack divided into two like a cancerous cell, one half photographing the forensics van and shouting “Over here!” so the grisly removal men would stop and turn to look, the other half grabbing their mobile phones and calling for backup.


“Shit!” echoed Camille.


A complete cock-up. Then he too took out his mobile and made the calls that would put him in the eye of the hurricane.
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The boys from identité judiciaire had done a good job. Two windows had been cracked open to create a through breeze and the stench of morning had dissipated to the extent that handkerchiefs and surgical masks were no longer necessary.


At this point, crime scenes can be more disturbing than they were before the bodies were removed. It feels as though death has struck a second time, whisking them away.


This particular crime scene was even worse. Only the lab assistants were still there, armed with cameras, rangefinders, tweezers, vials, evidence bags and luminol, and it now looked as though there had been no bodies, as though death had denied the victims the final dignity of a corpse that had once been living. The forensics teams had taken away the severed fingers, the heads, the entrails. All that remained were traces of blood and shit and, stripped of its stark horror, the apartment now appeared very different. Even to Camille, it looked utterly bizarre. Louis warily eyed his boss, who had a peculiar expression – brow furrowed, eyebrows knitted – as though trying to solve a crossword puzzle.


Louis stepped into the room and headed straight for the T.V. unit and telephone. Camille went into the bedroom. They explored the space like visitors in an art gallery, eager to discover some detail they had previously overlooked. A little later, still brooding, they ran into each other in the bathroom. Louis headed off to make his own inspection of the bedroom and Camille stared out of the window while the forensics technicians unplugged the spotlights and rolled up the cables and plastic sheeting, snapped shut cases and toolboxes. As he wandered through the apartment, his mind made keener by Camille’s troubled expression, Louis’ neurones were firing on all cylinders. And, gradually, he too took on a more preoccupied air, as though he were doing mental arithmetic to eight decimal places.


He found Camille in the living room. On the floor was the suitcase from the wardrobe (top of the range, cream leather with protective metal corners like those on flight cases), which the forensics officers had not yet taken away. It contained a suit, a shoehorn, an electric razor, a wallet, a sports watch and a portable photocopier.


One of the technicians now reappeared and said: “It’s not your day, Camille … there’s a T.V. crew pulling up outside.” He glanced around the room at the blood on the walls and ceiling. “And this is going to be all over the ‘Nine O’Clock News’ from now until doomsday.”
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“This was premeditated, it took a lot of careful planning,” said Louis.


“I think it’s more complicated than that. In fact, there’s something about the whole thing that doesn’t add up.”


“It doesn’t add up?”


“No,” said Camille. “Almost everything here is brand new – the bed, the carpets, everything. It’s hard to imagine someone shelling out all that money just to shoot a porn movie. You’d rent a furnished apartment. Actually, usually they don’t rent at all, they find a place they can use for free.”


“A snuff movie?”


“The thought had crossed my mind,” said Camille. “It’s possible …”


But they both knew that the vogue for such films had long passed. Besides, the expensive, carefully arranged décor did not quite fit with that kind of hypothesis.


Camille went on pacing the room.


“The fingerprint on the wall over there was too perfect to have been accidental.”


“Nobody would have been able to see anything from outside,” Louis followed his train of thought. “The door was closed, the windows covered. No-one stumbled upon the crime. Logically, the killer was sending a message to us. He not only premeditated the murders, he claimed them. But I find it difficult to imagine one man creating all this carnage …”


“We’ll see,” said Camille. “But what I find most fascinating is the fact that there’s a message on the answering machine.”


Louis stared at him for a moment, surprised to find that he had lost the thread.


“Why?”


“What bothers me is that you’ve got all the equipment – the phone, the answering machine – except for the most important thing: there’s no phone line …”


“What?” Louis rushed over, tugged on the phone and pulled the low table away from the wall. There was only an electrical socket; the phone was not connected.


“The premeditation is obvious. No-one’s even tried to hide the fact. It’s like everything is right there in plain sight … That’s a bit much.”


Hands in his pockets Camille walked around the room some more and stopped in front of the human genome.


“Yeah,” he said finally. “That really is too much.”
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Louis was the first to arrive, followed by Armand. Once they were joined by Maleval, who had been taking a call on his mobile, Camille’s team, which some officers referred to deferentially or derisively as the “Verhœven Brigade”, were all present and correct. Camille quickly read through his notes, then looked up at his colleagues.


“Any thoughts?


The three men looked at each other.


“The first thing we need to know is how many perpetrators there are,” ventured Armand. “The more there are, the better the chance we can track them down.”


“One guy can’t have pulled off a thing like this on his own,” Maleval said. “It’s not possible.”


“We won’t know for sure until we’ve had the results back from forensics and the autopsy. Louis, bring us up to speed on the rental.”


Louis gave a brief account of their visit to S.O.G.E.F.I. Camille took the time to study Armand and Maleval’s reactions.


The two men were polar opposites: one profligate, the other miserly. At twenty-six, Jean-Claude Maleval had a charm which he abused as he abused everything – late nights, pretty girls, his own body. He was the sort of man who is incapable of thrift. The seasons might change, but still his face was drawn and tired. When he thought about Maleval, Camille found himself a little worried and wondered how expensive his colleague’s vices were. Maleval had the makings of a bent cop in the way that some children, even in nursery school, are clearly destined to be morons. In fact, it was difficult to tell whether he was squandering his years as a single man like a spendthrift might squander his inheritance, or whether he was already on the slippery slope to addiction. Twice in the past few months, Camille had come upon Maleval talking to Louis. On each occasion, they had seemed embarrassed, as though caught doing something they shouldn’t, and Camille was convinced that Maleval was hitting up Louis for cash. But perhaps not regularly. He decided not to get involved and pretended he had seen nothing.


Maleval chain-smoked American cigarettes, liked to have a flutter on the ponies and had a particular predilection for Bowmore single malt. But of his various proclivities, Maleval prized women above all. Maleval was unarguably handsome. Tall, dark-haired, with a face that radiated low cunning and a body that even now could win him back the place he once held on the French Olympic judo team.
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