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For Véronique










Algeria, 1961


That autumn, people were killed in broad daylight. In the streets. In good faith.


The centre of Oran was daubed with slogans. Three capital letters – FLN – stood out on the yellowed walls, spreading hope or fear, depending which side you were on. As if the war were an advertising campaign.


The smell of burned wood hung constantly in the air. The young women no longer strolled along boulevards, arm in arm, alluringly innocent. The handsome, dark-haired men in loafers had put away their smiles. They looked cross as they read newspapers on café terraces.


In the European neighbourhoods people slept badly, and not because of the heat. Anxious fathers hid pre-war revolvers under their pillows. Even grandmothers, wild-eyed and venomous, were ready to kill or to die. Oran was a monstrous wedding cake, an imbroglio of bombastic monuments and narrow streets where fear and hate flowed like wadis in spring.


As evening fell, people would still linger in public squares, in the shade of fig trees, to play cards or chat over anisette. But already there was a lack of belief in this sweet old way of life. The men had lost their rhythm. They spoke in low voices and their gestures were more careful. They wearily wiped sweat from the backs of their necks with hot handkerchiefs. Sheets, shirts and skirts all looked perpetually unclean. The sky, once eggshell blue, was now gunmetal grey. And that summer, on the beaches, the nervous, all-enveloping excitement that rose within the teenage girls, the desire that so frightened their mothers, was less intense than usual.


As October stretched out endlessly before them, Pierre Duruy and Louis Scagna drove through a busy boulevard in a Simca Vedette. Pierre was at the wheel. A cool breeze rushed through the open windows, whipping their shirt tails. They both wore ties and Scagna had on sunglasses. They had just finished work and now they were off to do their duty.


The day before, explosives had been left in the sewers of the Algerian neighbourhoods. Nobody knew exactly where. The Organisation Armée Secrète was made up of many cells, each unaware of the others’ existence. That afternoon, five people were killed in a deafening blast. The black village shook, but they were used to it there. Twelve-year-old Ahmed was a shoeshine boy, and since the start of the hostilities business had been slow. His mother called him a lazy little good-for-nothing, which was unfair, but it made him laugh because obviously this whole thing couldn’t be too serious and soon life would go back to normal.


Ahmed never found out how the story ended. Because about five o’clock, shards of metal from a blown-up manhole tore through his chest, leaving fist-sized holes behind.


Pierre Duruy was from Oran, like Ahmed. He was a good man who had his reasons, and when people mentioned little Ahmed to him, he thought about little Francine. Each man had his martyrs; each found ways to justify his crimes.


Pierre did not plant the bomb that killed the little shoeshine boy, but he could have done, and he wouldn’t have felt guilty about it.


 


‘So now you know everything!’


Pierre was annoyed by Dr Fabregas’s enthusiasm. He and Scagna came to the doctor’s office every morning at seven precisely before going to work. It was a calm place. An opulent silence filled the room, and the walls were decorated with eighteenth-century anatomical engravings. The doctor sat behind his desk on a worn leather chair that bore a permanent stain from his pomaded hair. Together, the three discussed ongoing actions, and Dr Fabregas provided them with information about police operations and army movements. Most importantly, he gave them their orders.


At that time of day the doctor, who lived just upstairs, was elegantly dressed and as pink-cheeked as a newborn baby. As usual, he hadn’t skimped on cologne. His nickname in the movement was Coco.


Ever since childhood, Fabregas had dreamed of being a leader. After all, he had always excelled. He’d been top of his Latin class and had taken his baccalaureate a year early before going to university in Paris. In school the other kids had never taken him very seriously. But since then, after marrying a ship-owner’s daughter, he had made his way in life. He’d even stood for election. He had granted favours, greased palms, saved a few people’s skins. Now he was the leader.


That morning, he had greeted them looking like a dutiful hero. Pierre, annoyed, had gritted his teeth.


‘We now hold Oran, or at least the city centre. And they’re starting to get the message in Paris. But we have to make examples of people. And I’m not talking about the National Liberation Front. You know what’s worse than the enemy? The fence-sitters! The ones who can’t decide which side they’re on. We’ve had so much trouble already this summer, preventing people from going on holiday. They have to understand: ordinary life can’t just go on.’


It was true: in July, almost as soon as the school year was over, the pieds-noirs had tried to flee the destruction, crossing the sea to Spain and visiting friends and family in France. So they’d had to make examples of them. Pierre had taken part in these educational operations. He remembered a pharmacist, shot down in the street as he was loading his suitcases into the boot of his Mercedes. The man had died in Bermuda shorts, with a fishing net under his arm. Pierre tried not to dwell on such bitter memories.


‘We have to show them the cost of their fence-sitting. The Organisation has given us a list of targets. People whose jobs put them in contact with both communities, who might be passing on information. This week, we’ll take care of the concierges. Next week, it’ll be the postmen and the telegraph operators. Then the doctors.’


Fabregas laughed nervously at the mention of his colleagues. Pierre did not. Deep down, Fabregas envied him. Of course, Pierre didn’t have the doctor’s contacts, his social skills, his qualifications; but people listened to him, and they admired his sangfroid, the discreet detachment he showed amid all the petty game-playing. And, unlike Fabregas, he had fought in the war.


Behind his desk, the fat man appeared to stifle a burp, grimacing before pointing to a pair of names.


‘This couple. We’re almost sure that they’re working with the FLN. They look after a building that’s mostly occupied by civil servants. They’re always on the lookout, collecting information, taking notice of when people come and go. I need you to go there tonight and eliminate them both. Shouldn’t take long.’


 


And so, that pleasant evening, Pierre and Scagna entered the Saint-Eugène neighbourhood in a stolen car. Their destination was a concrete building that mimicked Moorish architecture, meticulously managed by its concierges, Latifa and Kamel Biraoui, twenty-seven and twenty-three years old respectively.


Pierre was relaxed. For several months now, these moments of action had been his only form of recreation. The rest of the time, he was worried sick about his family, his country, the future. How long had it been since he last slept more than three hours in a row? Often, as he examined columns of figures all day long at the harbour master’s office, his vision would blur. Or his chest would feel so tight that he had to excuse himself for a moment and go to the bathroom to splash water on his face, loosen his tie, get his breath back. At least during operations things were clear. He followed the narrow path that led to his objective. His mind grew gloriously sharp. Usually, before going in, he would drive back home to shave, change his shirt, wash his face, comb his hair. He liked these moments of precision and simplicity, when reality would finally bend to his will. Then he became more dangerous than a machine, relentlessly focused, inhumanly efficient.


Beside him in the car, Scagna was sweating. He was hungry and nervous and anxious to get the whole thing over with. He worked at the customs office, a strategic position for the OAS. Before, his job had been tranquil and privileged. From time to time, a crate of whisky or a shipment of cheese would find its way to his office. Nowadays he had to ensure that arms sent from Egypt or Russia did not reach the hands of the enemy, and that the arms his friends had ordered did not get lost on the way. Since the start of the hostilities, he had put on nearly twelve kilos in weight. He felt nostalgic for the cushy, influential old days. The quiet drudgery of bureaucracy had given way to the hassles of history and that made him sad.


They arrived at their destination, but Pierre couldn’t find a parking space. It was a residential neighbourhood lined with spotless saloon cars and four-metre-high palm trees. An odour of salt and gunpowder mingled with the smell of the succulents. Oran hesitated on the edge of darkness. Patient and heavy, the night seemed to rise from the ground in breaths. Birds continued to chirp happily.


At last, the two men left the car double-parked. From the boot, they took the two Astra F automatic pistols they’d been given the day before. They were modelled on the famous German Mausers and some said they were even superior. The Astra F was the preferred weapon of the Guardia Civil, and some Spanish friends had sent them two crates. In perfect sync, Pierre and Scagna pulled back on the breech and a bullet entered the chamber of each gun. They smiled at each other, like children handed a new toy.


It was still hot, so they went in shirtsleeves, weapon in one hand, apparently casual. What did they have to fear, anyway? The OAS had control of Oran. When it ordered people to flout the curfew, the boulevards were filled with thousands of men, women and children. The ice-cream vendors made a fortune on evenings like this.


Three strides and they were across the street. Scagna used a pass to open the building’s gate. The interior courtyard had a neglected look, only a few cacti surviving in the flowerbeds. Youssef, the gardener, no longer came to work. No water spurted from the small fountain covered with fragments of glazed tile. A tortoise shell lay in a corner. Momentarily distracted by the peacefulness of the place, Scagna looked at Pierre. He was staring up at the sky. Scagna barely had time to catch sight of a woman hanging out her washing on the second floor before she rushed back inside. Nobody wanted to know.


The Biraouis lived on the ground floor. There was only one entrance. Scagna used the pass again and the two men slipped into the concierges’ lodge, a silent, gloomy one-bedroom flat with a low ceiling. As soon as the door fell shut behind them, they moved forward, guns at the ready. Scagna was breathing heavily, and with an impatient gesture Pierre ordered him to hang back. As they advanced, the smell of cooking grew stronger. They heard the clatter of pans. Madame Biraoui was making dinner.


They entered the living room. It was clean, the furniture cheap. On a shelf were some torn, dusty, well-thumbed books. An old wireless stood on a copper tray. Kamel Biraoui was sitting at the table, pencil in hand, the newspaper unfolded in front of him. A cigarette was smouldering in an ashtray, the smoke rising slowly through the still air. He looked up. Pierre tensed his arm. A gunshot, and the concierge’s forehead fell to the table. The detonation echoed between the walls. Slightly stunned, the two intruders needed a few seconds before they were ready to go on. Was that the sound of broken crockery? Maybe not. Pierre waved his gun hand at Scagna, urging him past. In the kitchen, they found Latifa waiting for them. She was holding a knife, the blade pointed towards them. She wasn’t crying. She wasn’t thinking. Her mouth remained shut. She was praying. Not that she had much faith left; for some time now, she had preferred dialectics to the surahs of the Qur’an. Scagna aimed his pistol at her. He hesitated.


‘Go on,’ said Pierre.


Some eggs were boiling in a saucepan on the gas cooker. Their shells kept knocking against the pan’s metal sides, thunk-thunk-thunk. Suddenly, a child’s cry rang out. The sound came from another room, at the back of the apartment. So Latifa’s prayers had been in vain.


Pierre cursed before firing a bullet into her mouth.


She seemed to deflate, her whole body collapsing onto the floor in a single motion, making only the faintest rustling noise. The two men looked at her. An impressive quantity of blood was pouring from her obliterated mouth. Fragments of smashed teeth had flown across the room. But most surprising of all were her dark, beautiful, wide-open eyes, which, for a second or two, continued to stare with the anxiety that had entered them just before she died.


Pierre quickly found the only bedroom. He scanned its contents. Dim light from the courtyard outside filtered through the shutters and stretched across a mattress on the floor. A few toiletry items were arranged on a chest of drawers. Two damp bath towels hung on the back of a child’s chair. And, in the corner, there was a cot, where a little kid, barely two years old and newly orphaned, stood screaming its head off. Its face was round, its eyes big with fear, and teardrops sparkled in its long black lashes. When Pierre moved closer, the child screamed even louder. It was calling for its mother.


Irritated by the noise, Pierre held out his pistol again. The barrel, still warm, was only a few inches from the little brown head. Less than the width of a football away. Amused by this idea, Pierre thought that what he had to do really wasn’t so difficult after all.


But he sensed a presence behind him and, almost immediately, felt something unpleasant touching the back of his neck.


‘Do it and I’ll blow your head off.’


Scagna was a sentimental man. That was obvious not only from the decision he’d just made, but from the quaver in his voice and the trembling of his hand.


Pierre lowered his weapon and the child fell silent for a second, curious about the change that had taken place in the room. The two men bolted. As they ran away, the child started yelling again behind them.


Out in the courtyard, the laundry hung across the balconies snapped in the evening breeze. It was a cooler wind now, blowing from the port, scented with iodine and petrol. The inhabitants who’d heard the gunshots had shut themselves into their apartments. In a few minutes, they would call the police and swear they hadn’t seen anything. Scagna went first and Pierre was tempted to shoot him in the back. His heart was spluttering like an old car engine. Strange images flashed through his mind. He recognised this feeling. It came to him every time. During the war, he’d been part of a detachment of soldiers who’d attacked a small farm in the Vosges where a handful of exhausted Germans had taken refuge. There, for the first time, he had felt this almost annoying surge of extra energy, which was always accompanied by a strange taste in his mouth, as if he’d bitten a silver fork. They’d taken no prisoners that day, more out of fear than cruelty. They’d been kids, though, the Krauts: seventeen or younger, the Wehrmacht’s last recruits, Boy Scouts tossed into battle like a few matches onto a bonfire. Pierre had seen the last one shit himself. War had revealed to him his own nature. That strange, metallic taste in his mouth.


They soon reached the street and Scagna jumped behind the steering wheel, started the engine, shifted into first, and was about to set off when he noticed Pierre standing in the road, next to the driver’s-side door. Waiting.


‘I’m driving.’


‘Don’t be an idiot. We’re pushing our luck already.’


‘Fucking hurry up, then!’


Scagna obeyed, lifting his fat arse over the gearstick before slumping into the passenger seat. ‘You’re out of your mind. What the fuck were you playing at with that kid?’


‘Shut your mouth. I don’t want to hear another word.’


Pierre said this without looking at him. Before driving away, he slid the Astra F under his seat. Scagna did the same. Then he set off towards the port. The air was mild and Pierre drove quickly, one hand on the wheel, the other leaning out of the open window. After loosening his tie, he said: ‘Give me a cigarette.’


‘We need to get rid of these guns,’ said Scagna.


‘What did I tell you? Shut your fucking mouth.’


The sun was setting. Scagna rolled up his window. He was a bit cold now and he needed to piss. Not only that, but he’d lost his sunglasses. He wished he was with his wife and kid. They were having sausages tonight. Monique would probably tell him off for being late. He would just smile and whistle, then take off his shirt and his belt, unbutton his trousers, and eat in his vest, a napkin on his shoulder. God, he felt so thirsty, suddenly. And where the hell was Pierre going?


‘If you’re just trying to check that we’re not being followed . . .’


‘Don’t make me tell you again,’ Pierre hissed, turning towards him. His lips were so thin, they looked like a scar.


The Simca wound through the city for a long time. The light drained quickly from the buildings’ façades, as it does every evening by the sea. Pierre smoked three cigarettes without uttering a word. The wind blew against his face as against a locked door. What fury lay behind that closed expression?


‘This is it,’ he said at last, before slowing down.


A Coca-Cola delivery truck was parked outside the terrace of the Meteor Café, where a few young men were drinking aperitifs. Legs sprawling, heads thrown backward, they all wore open-necked shirts. Two were in uniform. They had that chilled-out, seen-it-all look that girls are supposed to adore.


Pierre parked the Simca next to the lorry and pulled the pistol out from under his seat before getting out of the car. Scagna wanted to yell.


It was at this exact moment that the lorry driver emerged from the café to pick up another crate of soda. He was a Muslim, in his forties, his forehead lined with deep furrows. He wore blue canvas trousers held up by a hemp cord and a vest that exposed his hairy, angular shoulders. His eyes were tired but alert. When he saw the weapon in Pierre’s hand, his forehead grew even more corrugated and his Adam’s apple slid quickly up and down. His lips opened a little, revealing very white teeth and almost black gums. He was about to say something. Pierre didn’t give him time: he put a bullet into the man’s forehead, as if he were an animal in an abattoir. The man collapsed. On the terrace, nobody batted an eyelid. Partly out of habit, partly out of fear. And, well, it was only an Arab. Pierre was already back in the car. Scagna kept his mouth shut and Pierre drove away, horrifyingly calm, checking his mirrors before turning onto the road. Behind them, the café owner was asking his regulars to give him a hand unloading the rest of his order. One of the young soldiers, some kid from Montargis, stood up to call the police. His fingers were shaking so violently that it took him three attempts to dial the number properly.










PART ONE


 


 


God is good, but the devil isn’t bad either.


 


Fernando Pessoa,


The Book of Disquiet










France, 2008










MARTEL


Martel had always been a bad son. And for as long as he could remember, he’d never had enough money.


When he was a little kid, his father would beat him for spending all his Christmas and birthday money at once, without a second thought. ‘You think you’re an American?’ the old man would ask. ‘You need to get this into your head: the harder you work for something, the more it’s worth.’


Martel realised this later – in the army, at the factory – but he kept splashing his cash with no thought for tomorrow, buying himself expensive clothes that he never wore, buying rounds for friends, once even buying a car just so he could drive around a suburb of Abidjan.


His mother had had him late in life and she’d mollycoddled him, which had done him no favours in the end. Particularly as his father had compensated for this by being even stricter. When Martel came back from school covered with bruises, his clothes torn, his mother would cover for him: she’d keep quiet about the broken windows, the Fs in his school report. She used to lie like that almost every day, so his father wouldn’t find out. God knew what he’d have done to the kid if he’d known about him beating up the boy next door or slashing his history teacher’s tyres. Once, she even told the headmaster that her husband was dead, just to keep her darling son out of trouble.


Martel had a way with the ladies. He had pretty eyes and he knew how to appear gentle, cruel, complimentary. He could ask them for anything, but he always spent his money on them anyway, so they were no worse off. He would spoil his women.


He remembered his first girlfriend, Laurence, whom he’d met at school. She used to love Pause-Café, a soap opera starring Véronique Jannot, and all things Asian. After her father lost his job, she didn’t go to school for several days. It was rare back then, and shameful, especially if you were out of work for a long time. Martel and Laurence didn’t go out together for long – he never even slept with her – but it was with her that he had his first real deep conversations. About the future, society, work, family. Normally Martel was in such a rush, but he took the time to sit with her in a bar not far from where she lived, slowly sipping his lemonade as they talked. He still remembered that feeling of intimacy and seriousness. Laurence was crazy about him, and she cried her eyes out when he broke up with her. It was funny, thinking about it now, that he’d dumped Laurence for a girl whose name he couldn’t even recall.


Martel had got into a lot of trouble as a kid. Sometimes pretty big trouble. Just before he ended up in prison – and also to get away from his father – he’d signed up early for the army. They’d known how to put his particular talents to good use. They’d trained him up, then kicked him out. Through other failures, he’d toughened up even more. At times, he’d made quite a lot of money. Not that it lasted him long, of course. When his father died, he’d gone back to the Vosges and picked up the threads of his old life, basking in his mother’s inordinate love for him.


When that poor old woman started losing her marbles, Martel decided to move back into the house so he could look after her. A dozen times a day, she would ask him if he’d fed the cat. A dozen times a day, he would help her search for her handbag, her teeth, the TV remote, and the medicine she’d been prescribed for her stomach problems, which he could never be sure she’d remembered to take.


And so the bad son had got a job at the factory and he’d taken care of his mother, helping her use the toilet, driving her to the adult day-care centre, keeping his mouth shut when she was in a bad state.


And then one day she’d called him a fucking bastard. That had made him laugh.


After that, the insults came more often, and so did the indignities. It became a lot less funny then.


One Sunday afternoon, while they were watching a wildlife documentary on television, something terrible had happened. As usual, his mother was asking him questions about who did what and why, and Martel was patiently answering her, using bland, simple phrases, like someone talking to a child. But gradually, an unpleasant smell of shit had spread through the small living room. Martel couldn’t believe it. He took refuge in the kitchen and started opening cupboards, turning on taps, anything to take his mind off what was happening. Surely they hadn’t reached that point. In the end, though, he’d had to face the reality of his situation. He’d had to undress his mother and clean the shit off her aged body. This time, he knew, things were not going to get better.


After that, his mother’s condition had gradually worsened. It took various forms, sometimes funny, sometimes scary, but always surprising. Once, for example, she told him over breakfast that she’d always hated sucking men’s things but that you couldn’t always do what you wanted in life. Martel learned lots of things that would never even have crossed his mind before. His mother had a body, and she had used it in various ways. For her son, this was a deeply unpleasant discovery.


So, finally, he’d put his mother in an old people’s home. It was one of the best in the region, of course: the staff were very nice and the toilets were cleaned twice a day.


After that, every six months Martel would receive a bill for 12,576 euros and 15 cents. He wasn’t such a bad son after all. He’d done what was best for his mother. Martel earned 1,612 euros and 13 cents per month. He worked at the Velocia factory.










RITA


Rita hadn’t eaten breakfast and she was in a rush as usual. So, in spite of the icy patches on the tarmac, she drove fast along B-roads, empty fields flashing past her windows. It had rained and then frozen, so the countryside was covered with a fine layer of frost. In their remote cottages, their farms, and their housing estates, the elderly could feel the cold creeping up their bodies. In the Vosges, the winters were long. And, after a certain age, you knew there was no guarantee that you would make it through to the spring.


In the mountains, the construction workers were on furlough and the schools had closed temporarily because of the snow. They were like ghost ships, hollow and echoing. Their pipes moaned in the cold and snowdrifts hung from their roofs.


Rita, though, was having hot flushes. She’d even opened her window. It happened like that sometimes, these sudden spells of heat or impatience, when nothing seemed right and irritation crawled under her skin, like ants. Staring at the road ahead, muscles tensed, she was anxious for something, though she couldn’t say what. She thought back to the conversation she’d had with Duflot three days before, which was perhaps at the root of her annoyance.


‘Well, I just read your email but I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. Did you do the inspection or not?’


‘It’s complicated,’ Duflot had whined.


‘What happened?’


‘The butcher, that Colignon . . . well, he wasn’t very cooperative.’


‘He didn’t let you work?’


‘He did. It’s not that . . .’


‘Ugh, stop beating around the bush! Did he threaten you or what?’


‘Not really, boss. It’s more just the way he is.’


‘He was intimidating you?’


‘Let’s just say that the conditions for the inspection were not ideal.’


‘And what about the letter? Did you tell him?’


‘No. I just thought it’d be better to wait for a more suitable moment.’


‘Your email was really confusing, Duflot. I didn’t understand what you were trying to say. Are you telling me that nothing’s changed at all?’


‘Well, I was still pretty emotional when I wrote it.’


‘Okay, look, I’ll pay a visit to this Colignon on Monday morning. I’ll be in the area anyway. But you need to grow up a bit, Duflot. I can’t always be there to hold your hand, you know.’


‘I know, boss, I know . . .’


‘All right, I’ve got to go. Have a good weekend.’


‘You too.’


Rita’s job had been increasingly complicated of late. The economic crisis was used to justify everything. Politicians, judges, bosses, even staff representatives, they all agreed: work had become such a rare commodity that nobody was in a position to sniff at whatever they were offered. In the end, the employees had convinced themselves of this too. And the labour code was now less a shield than a millstone, dragging down the forces of productivity. Everyone seemed to agree on this: you had to cut them some slack, be cooperative. Look at the Germans: they knew how to tighten their belts! And the Chinese, hundreds of millions of them, helping their economy to grow like crazy without moaning about holidays or bonuses or lunch hours or overtime.


Rita was a labour inspector. Some said she was in cahoots with the unions. She’d read bits of Marx when she was at university, enough to make her believe that economics was at the root of everything. Her college friends had all changed sides since then. The only revolution accomplished by her generation was the mass migration from flats in the city centre to second homes in the countryside every weekend. Rita wouldn’t have minded getting her share of the cake either. She took no pleasure in being holier-than-thou. She didn’t hate money. But – and this was her big problem – all this stuff still made her angry. At her age, she still found herself raging against the state of the world.


She’d felt that rage just the previous Friday. At the moment when she received Duflot’s message, she’d been at an industrial tribunal. Ten workers from a local paper mill were claiming back-payment of several years’ overtime. The tribunal found in favour of the mill’s owners, on the basis that they were going through terrible financial difficulties. ‘You must be kidding,’ said Rita. ‘Mrs Kleber, please! What difficulties?’ The factory was run by a holding company that had siphoned off more than 650,000 euros in dividends at the end of the previous fiscal year. Yes, but since then, with the market in crisis and unemployment rising . . . Well, you understand.


This kind of thing would happen more and more. She’d kept her cool, she hadn’t raised her voice, but . . . My God, how hot is it in this damn car?


Rita noticed that the speedometer needle was edging past 60 m.p.h. and she took her foot off the accelerator. Dying in an accident would hardly constitute revenge on the Zeitgeist.


She turned on the radio – RFM, as usual – and music filled the inside of the car: a sentimental old song about falling in love in a lift. She caught sight of her reflection in the rear-view mirror and, without even thinking, tried to smooth out the crow’s feet around her eyes. Ageing was just one more problem, and not the most pressing. The fact that she wanted a beer at eight thirty in the morning was more worrying, for example.


Swept along by the music, she began observing the landscape. A layer of mist hung over the fields, soft and billowing as a belly dancer’s midriff. The dark spires of pine trees rose into the low white sky. It was beautiful. It gave her a faint desire to shoot herself, but it was beautiful nonetheless. And her Saab 900 was tracing harmonious curves through that unending beauty.


 


It was a tiny little village located somewhere between Bruyère, Corcieux and Saint-Dié: just a single street with houses lined up on either side. Rita knew this area well. Not only did she live around here, but she’d recently devoted a lot of time to a wave of redundancies at a local factory. She’d met the union representatives and the factory managers. It wasn’t going well, although the Works Council secretary was definitely worth the trip. When she thought about him, she felt something pleasant stir inside her, the kind of vague excitement you get when you’re organising your holidays. She still hadn’t called him, though. She felt hesitant.


She parked on a kerb, not too close, and slammed the Saab door. She shivered. At this altitude, the cold was more biting, and she never wore gloves or a scarf. The village, with its closed shutters and empty geranium pots, was not exactly a hive of activity. The silence was occasionally broken by the throb of a distant car engine, rising slightly before fading into silence. The church bells rang every hour, and from time to time an elderly person would shuffle across the street. Above the Grandemange garage, a sign for Bibendum Michelin swung creaking in the east wind. On a wall, an old Cinzano ad was slowly fading to invisibility.


She sniffed before heading towards the bar that faced the church. The Café de la Poste was empty, apart from one young, skinny guy leafing through a magazine behind the counter. He was smoking a cigarette despite all the No Smoking signs. When the door opened, a little bell rang and he looked up expressionlessly from his magazine.


Rita sat at the bar, where two Suze ashtrays flanked a revolving stand of hard-boiled eggs. In one corner, there was a pinball machine and a dilapidated table football table. The bulbs hanging from the low ceiling were lit, despite all the daylight flooding through the window.


‘I thought you couldn’t do that any more . . . Smoking in public places?’


The young man smiled broadly before stubbing out his cigarette under the counter.


‘It’s too late now. You’ve given me the urge.’


He was still smiling, unsure what to say. He wished he could think of something witty. He knew this woman – she’d come here before to have a drink. And there was something about her, despite her worn-out boots and her shapeless parka. She was never going to win Miss France, even if she were twenty years younger, but there was definitely something about her.


‘What can I get you?’


‘Twenty Winstons,’ sighed the inspector, throwing away two months of abstinence. ‘And a lottery ticket.’


The man put these items on the bar in front of her. ‘Seven twenty.’


‘God, it gets worse every time I start smoking again!’


‘Gauloises are cheaper.’


‘I don’t want to actually become my mother.’


The young man’s smile reappeared. Instinctively, to reassure himself, he felt with his foot for the case containing his new pool cue. It was a Parris, more than five hundred euros, with an ebony butt and an ash shaft. From time to time, he liked to screw the two parts together and slide the smooth wood between his fingers. It was so perfect, he felt almost embarrassed, as though such an object couldn’t possibly belong to him. Ever since he’d bought the cue, he hadn’t let it out of his sight, bringing it to work with him and taking it home again in the evenings.


His name was Jonathan. The previous Saturday, he had reached the final of a pool tournament in Gérardmer. He’d lost, of course: a real shame, since the first prize had been a Yamaha moped. He’d easily have found a buyer for it, with all those kids coming to the bar to play table football. He’d been saving up for some time so he could buy a car, a second-hand Seat Léon, which he believed was the only way he’d ever get a girlfriend. All his mates drove amazing cars – Toyota Supra, Golf GT, a souped-up Peugeot 106 that could do 140 m.p.h. on the motorway to Nancy. Some of them used to work, or still worked, at Velocia, the nearby car-parts factory. He’d have liked to do that too, work in a factory. The money was pretty good when there was plenty of business. And they all had those flash cars, and girlfriends . . . well, most of them. They all took the piss out of him for it – shy kids are always the butt of their friends’ jokes – but nothing nasty. Jonathan was a good guy, after all. And Rita thought so too. This was maybe the third or fourth time she’d made a detour to the Café de la Poste and this young man’s systematic smiles, overlarge signet ring and patchy little moustache were starting to become familiar to her.


‘Could you tell me how to get to the Colignon butcher’s shop?’


‘It’s about fifty yards up the street, on your right,’ he replied. ‘You can’t miss it.’


Before leaving, she hesitated. She was thirsty.


‘Anything else?’ the young man asked.


She shook her head and went out. Jonathan watched her walk away, then went back to his magazine, where dubious news stories were enlivened by pictures of naked women.










MARTEL


‘Hi!’


‘Hi,’ replied Martel, stamping the wrist of a teenage girl in boots, miniskirt and too much make-up.


The girl, who was maybe sixteen, maybe a little younger, smiled idiotically at him. She was probably stoned; most of these kids were. She wasn’t the prettiest one there, but she wasn’t the ugliest either. She was wearing tartan braces over her almost non-existent breasts. Martel smiled back, then pushed her through the door; there were other teenagers, dressed more or less the same, waiting in line behind her. Inside, the first band was on stage, making a lot of noise and surprisingly few mistakes. Generally, the opening acts weren’t that tight. Two weeks before, Martel had found himself wondering if the band Romano Saint-Tropez had ever played their instruments before.


‘Cool tatt,’ said a young blonde, wearing a miniskirt over her jeans. Despite the late hour, she was still in sunglasses.


‘You too,’ said Martel, stamping her bare shoulder.


She laughed at this, and her boyfriend – a big guy with a beard in a Motörhead T-shirt – looked pissed off.


Ever since Bruce the temp had collared him at the factory to offer him this extra work, Martel had felt like he’d been transported back in time. For years, he’d hidden his forearms under long-sleeved shirts, but now he was like a kid again, enjoying the feel of a skin-tight Fred Perry polo shirt and rediscovering the effect that his faded, twenty-year-old tattoos could still have on girls. He hadn’t even thought about those drawings for years. Some of them – the least respectable ones – were still hidden on his back and along his ribs. Martel had really made the most of his youth, as his skin could testify.


Bruce the temp – ‘the Duruy kid’, as the people around there called him – was on the other side of the entrance. He, too, was employed as a doorman. In the artificial light reflected from the walls, his muscles rolled like gears. You could see them shifting and sliding under his skin, coiled like thick rope, bunched in massive knots. Apparently Bruce couldn’t quite believe his luck at being so muscle-bound. He made a meal of every movement, tensing as if he were about to rip a tree out of the ground or strangle an elephant with his bare hands. Given the choice, he would have worked the door topless. When he realised that Martel was watching, Bruce winked at him.


Martel was sick of being a bouncer at these gigs full of yokels. The money was pathetic – 150 euros max – and it wasn’t even that easy. After filtering out the undesirables at the door, he had to keep things under control inside the club. The kids were bored shitless, so they drank as much as they could and there would always be at least five or ten morons who’d end up getting into a fight – anything to escape their boredom and help them forget that sexy Cynthia had, yet again, turned them down.


But the most dangerous one was Bruce. Not long before, that dick had beaten someone up for spilling his beer and the poor victim had almost lost an eye. Bruce was a volatile mix of steroids and stupidity. So Martel watched his co-worker more vigilantly than any of the punters. He didn’t want Bruce to end up dead or in prison. He was a grade-A prick, but it was only thanks to him that Martel could pay his bills every month.


Once most of the customers were inside, Bruce took over on the front door, keeping an eye on the comings and goings, preventing people jumping the queue, and barring entry to anyone who’d just puked outside. Martel, who was taller, surveyed the inside of the club. He walked around, leaned on the bar, and waited for it to happen. The bands were pretty mediocre, but they were loud and energetic and they had lots of flashing lights. Martel was now over forty, and he was still stuck with this for entertainment. He chewed a matchstick, because you weren’t even allowed to smoke here, and counted the songs, constantly hoping that the next one would be the last.


Time generally passed pretty slowly.


‘You want a beer?’


The girl had very dark eyes, a broken nose, and an impressive cleavage. Martel looked her up and down, then nodded. After that, she tried to have a conversation with him, despite the deafening music and the earplugs he wore to protect his hearing. The girl had a strategy, though: she stood very close to him and loudly complained about everything under the sun. The more she talked, the more obvious it became that everything in the world was shit except her and maybe Martel, if he agreed to screw her. A few yards away, two of the girl’s friends were watching them and giggling hysterically. It was all pretty ridiculous but not entirely unpleasant.


On stage, the Rageux, a hardcore band from Brest, were thrashing happily away. They could barely play and their songs were hardly original – stuff about girls, corrupt politicians, getting smashed on tequila, mates who get killed on motorbikes – but they were all in their early twenties and you could tell. As the concert neared its end, the crowd became increasingly excited. The Rageux had a song in the charts, ‘Super Bad Cop’, and they were obviously going to play it at some point. Every time a song ended, people yelled out for it.


From the bar, Martel could see the scattered stars of cigarette ends glowing in the darkness. One day, for a laugh, he’d counted all the No Smoking signs in the club. He’d found twenty-eight. The dark-eyed girl had her arm around his waist now. He hadn’t asked her how old she was. Probably better not to.


Just then, the singer came out on the stage riding a Peugeot 103 SP moped, a kepi on his head, holding a truncheon instead of a microphone. He revved the engine and petrol fumes spread through the concert hall. That was the signal. The crowd lost it. ‘ “You hunt by day, you hunt by night, you lose your gun, your woman’s gone, Super Bad Coooop . . .” ’ The bassline, thought Martel, really made you want to get your head kicked in. But he didn’t have time to pursue this line of thought, because someone was tugging at his sleeve.


‘Oi, what do you think I’m paying you for?’


‘What?’ said Martel. He couldn’t even hear his own voice.


‘The toilet floor’s inch-deep in puke. How do you explain that?’


‘Young people drinking too much, I imagine.’


‘No shit, Sherlock! Now stop lazing around and do your fucking job: kick those little bastards out.’


‘Chill, Thierry,’ said Martel. ‘And try not to talk to me in that tone of voice, if you don’t mind.’


‘I don’t know why the fuck I ever hired you.’


‘All right, calm down, I’ll sort it out now.’


He nodded to the dark-eyed girl and set off in the direction of the toilets.


Thierry was the fly in his ointment. A sour-tempered man in loafers and a denim jacket, he was a town councillor as well as a concert promoter, the king of village halls for miles around, and Martel had known him since secondary school. Back then, Thierry would never have dared talk to him like that. Every time he handed him his wages – always in cash, crisp new bills – Thierry would slap him on the shoulder. Unfortunately, Martel needed the money.


In the toilets, he found two girls slumped on the floor, half-conscious and covered with sweat. One of them, a blonde, had puke in her hair and her bra had vanished. The other one was cute and was wearing a Ralph Lauren polo shirt. She must have got the wrong club night. He gently woke her up and advised her to get the hell out of there. He shook the other one, but she didn’t stir. He’d take care of her later.


The men’s room was Party Central. Five or six guys were smoking joints, chatting and nodding. They barely even blinked when they saw him come in.


‘Hey, man.’


‘I’m going to count to one,’ Martel announced.


‘It’s cool, man.’


‘No problem.’


‘Stay calm, dude.’


‘Hey, we’re leaving, okay?’


They left, their joints badly hidden in the palms of their hands. Seeing them move out in single file like that, shoulders slumped and faces slack, they looked oddly like a caravan of camels.


After that, Martel checked all the cubicles, kicking open the doors and recoiling each time at the mess inside. He sighed and went back to check on the braless girl. He took her outside and she instantly looked more alive: spots of colour appeared on her cheeks and her eyelids flickered. Martel had cleaned her hair with toilet paper and water.


‘Will you be okay?’


‘What?’ asked the girl, covering her bare chest with her hands.


‘You’ll be okay.’


 


Sometime later, the crowd was pouring slowly through the exit into the cold, damp, silent night. Martel spotted Bruce a little way off in the car park. He was offering a complicated handshake to two men in tracksuits who had clearly not been at the concert. As Martel walked over, the two men cleared off.


‘So?’


‘A good night’s work,’ said Bruce.


‘What did they want?’


‘Same as everyone else.’


‘So it’s okay?’


‘Perfect,’ said Bruce, patting his jeans pocket. ‘I haven’t counted, but it looks like enough for more than two hundred bags.’


‘What do you mean you haven’t counted?’


‘Well, I haven’t added it all up yet, you know.’


‘You blow my fucking mind sometimes. I told you to count it as you got it.’


‘Don’t worry, everything’s cool,’ said Bruce.


‘All right, let’s wrap things up.’ Martel sighed. ‘I’ll meet you inside for a beer in a minute.’


 


Martel and Bruce sat at the bar and waited for the roadies to finish up on stage. The men carried away the band’s equipment without a word, fags in mouths. They were almost all dressed the same: black T-shirts, steel-toe boots, jeans halfway down their arses. Martel watched them; Bruce didn’t. Just then, Thierry turned up. He was holding a huge glass of whisky and Coke on the rocks, sipping it through a straw.


‘Lads,’ he said. ‘I’m disappointed.’


Martel was standing between them, so Bruce clung to the bar and leaned backwards to get a better view, his arms tensed like cables.


‘To be honest, it looks to me like you don’t really give a shit.’


‘What are you talking about, Thierry?’


‘Go look in the toilets. And the car park. There are still at least fifty kids out there smoking joints and pissing around while you two are in here drinking your free beers.’


Martel exhaled deeply and stared at a point straight ahead of him – in this case, a flyer pinned to the wall that showed Sarkozy leading a zombie army in pursuit of three motorcyclists. One of the bikers was wearing high heels and fishnet stockings. Martel glanced at his watch. It was nearly eleven thirty and he was on morning shift tomorrow. Consequently, he needed to get his money as soon as possible and go home.


‘Just spit it out, Thierry, we’re knackered.’


‘Yeah, we’re fucking dead here,’ agreed Bruce. ‘What’s your point?’


‘Maybe there’s been a misunderstanding. Here’s my point: you’re here to work. And I’m only supposed to pay you for what you do.’


Martel’s bank account was about eight thousand euros in the red. His bank manager called him every week and talked to him as if he were a half-wit. In his wallet was a Sofinco card, which he was using to try to pay off all his debts. He felt like he’d been holding his breath for months now. And now Thierry Molina, standing there in his loafers with a look of mild disgust on his face, was trying to short-change him.


‘Listen for yourselves,’ Thierry said, pointing at the ceiling.


‘What?’ asked Bruce, lighting a cigarette. ‘I don’t hear anything.’


Martel could hear the muffled sounds of car horns, shouts and whistles. But in his opinion the car park, unlike the toilets, did not come within his jurisdiction.


‘It’s unacceptable, lads,’ Thierry declared in a pompous voice.


Martel tried to stay calm. Focus on Sarkozy and the zombies. Don’t lose your temper. He had pins and needles in his hands. He always feared that someone was going to push him too far.


Thierry sucked up another mouthful of whisky and Coke before shaking the ice in his glass. ‘I’m sorry, lads. I’m going to have to take this out of your wages.’


Martel turned his head a few degrees. ‘You what?’


‘You haven’t done your job, lads, simple as that.’


Outside, the din grew louder.


‘Listen to those little fuckers.’


‘I think you’ve got us mixed up with the cleaners, Thierry. Our job is to keep them in order while they’re here. Full stop.’


Behind him, Bruce nodded angrily.


‘I’m sorry, but you’ve left me no choice. I’ve deducted fifty euros each. Next time, maybe you’ll do a better job.’


He handed them their envelopes. Martel counted eighty euros in his.


‘Are you taking the piss, Thierry?’


‘My hands are tied. That’s management, lads. Next time, if you do everything you’re supposed to do, I’ll slip you a bit extra.’


Bruce stood up and was about to grab his boss by the lapel when they heard a huge roar and turned to look. It was coming from close by, just behind the doors. And it was getting louder, with some weird noises, laughter, the clash of metal and a sound like cows mooing. They could hear people yelling encouragement too. Then more mooing.


‘What the fuck is that?’ demanded Thierry, heading towards the doors.


‘That little shit,’ hissed Bruce, watching him walk away.


Martel remembered that Thierry used to smoke quite a lot of weed when they were in school together. He had a heart murmur and always skipped PE. His parents had a mansion in the hills above Épinal. On weekends, Thierry would often invite his friends to go and party there. For a long time, he went out with a girl who was very pretty, if a bit overweight . . . What was her name? And now he thought he was some big shot, just because he’d produced a couple of records and presented a rock show on the local radio station. He knew a few presenters from the RTL9 television channel too, and during the NJP jazz festival, you could often see him drinking with the stars on the Place Stan’ in Nancy. So maybe he was a success in his own field. He made money and apparently he was friends with the band Cookie Dingler. More to the point, though, he had just ripped them off.


‘What are we going to do?’


‘I need money,’ Martel replied simply.


‘Well, here you go.’


Bruce took a wad of crumpled bills out of his pocket and began to count them.


Martel watched him, trying to count along because Bruce was not wholly trustworthy in terms of his mental-arithmetic skills. They were interrupted by yelling from outside. Thierry had started shrieking like a madman. There was a weird sort of bellowing noise too. A heartrending, bestial sound.


‘What the fuck is that?’ asked Martel.


‘Thierry going mental.’


‘I dunno . . . it sounds like an animal to me.’


‘Here you go, one thousand six hundred. Not quite as much as I thought . . .’


‘I told you to count it as you got it. I’m sure some of those guys are scamming you.’


‘No way. Impossible.’


Bruce was a dealer. He sold hash, ecstasy and a decent amount of coke on the door at concerts. Martel didn’t want to know where he got it from or how much he sold or anything at all that could implicate him in the business. He just took the cash. When Bruce had got him to work at the concert hall, he’d told Martel: we’re partners now. Since then, he handed him his share of the proceeds – half, more or less. Martel didn’t really understand why. In exchange, he let Bruce hang around him. In the factory, the bodybuilding temp was always there, whenever he turned his head, and now, when someone wanted to talk to Martel, they had to go through Bruce. That made him important. Martel was the secretary of the Works Council, after all. Having said that, he really couldn’t tell if Bruce was following a cunning strategy or if he was just completely stupid.


The doors swung open to reveal Thierry: his hair was dishevelled, he’d lost his denim jacket, and his trousers were mud-stained.


‘Get out here, for God’s sake!’


‘Why? What’s up?’ asked Bruce.


‘I said get out here! And fucking hurry up!’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Martel, going behind the bar to get himself another beer.


‘Me neither,’ agreed Bruce, handing his glass to Martel.


‘Lads, I promise you,’ Thierry begged.


‘Having problems with some little yobbos, Thierry?’


‘Two hundred euros each, right now!’


He tried to reach into his jacket pocket before realising that he was no longer wearing a jacket.


‘Two hundred and fifty tomorrow. You have to go out there, lads, seriously.’


Behind the doors, the wailing was growing louder and more plaintive, and each time one of the men in the car park honked his horn or revved his turbo-charged engine, the wailing intensified. The sound sent shivers down their spines.


Intrigued, Martel went to the exit. ‘Problem is, Thierry, we can’t trust you any more.’


‘Sorry, Thierry,’ added Bruce, mockingly raising his glass.


‘Lads, listen. Three hundred and fifty tomorrow, but you have to stop this bullshit now.’


Martel pushed the door open with his foot. ‘Oh, shit,’ he said.


A cow was trapped inside the metal fences used to funnel customers into the club. It had to weigh at least forty stone and it was struggling and mooing desperately. Its head was lowered, its horns stuck in the barriers, eyes bulging with terror. The more it bucked and battled, the more enmeshed it became in its steel straitjacket. It was bleeding from a deep wound in the back of its neck and its hoofs were stained red too. It was hard to tell if the blood on the hoofs was the cow’s or if it came from the men who’d shoved it into that trap.


‘You’d better call the cops,’ said Martel.


‘Forget it – I’ve got enough shit on my plate without adding this. You need to get rid of it. I’ll pay you. You have my word.’


‘I don’t think your word is worth much any more, Thierry.’


Martel spoke calmly and tried to avoid looking at his boss because he was afraid he would lose his cool. The pins and needles were numbing his hands.


He moved closer to the cow and the animal charged, wounding itself even more. In the car park, there was another chorus of car horns.


‘Go round the back way, Bruce, and get rid of those morons.’


‘Cool,’ breathed Thierry, wiping the sweat from his brow. ‘See, if you’d done your job properly . . .’


‘That remark is going to cost you another hundred euros.’


‘Oh, come on, we’re not at school any more.’


Martel turned around. Thierry was standing there. Martel grabbed him by his collar and spoke in a voice so low that it almost sounded like he was talking to himself: ‘You’re going to pay us five hundred euros, Thierry. Five hundred each. In fact, you’re going to get the money right now.’


Martel was a very big man. And Thierry didn’t like the smell of his breath, or the sound of it so close to his face. He felt like he was in conversation with a time bomb. He freed himself and headed towards the emergency exit. ‘All right, I’ll get it. I’ll be back in a minute.’


Martel watched him running away on his little legs. He felt the strength surging through his arms and shoulders. Christ, he’d almost torn the little bastard to pieces.


He and Bruce waited until everybody had left: the roadies, the waitresses, the last customers, who kept enraging the poor beast with their car horns. The cow was motionless now, moaning softly, its hide covered with cuts, one sad round eye staring at the two men.


‘What do you reckon it’s thinking?’ Bruce asked.


The ground and the barriers were splattered with blood. The animal was exhausted, its tongue lolling. Steam rose from the thick, wide tongue, which hung nearly six inches from its mouth, next to the eye that kept staring at them. The cow’s breathing was hoarse and jerky.


‘I think it’s dying.’


‘It’s suffocating,’ Martel agreed.


‘He’ll never pay us five hundred.’


‘Let’s just deal with it. Has everybody gone?’


‘I think so,’ said Bruce.


‘We need to finish it off. We’ll never get it out of there alive anyway.’


A brief chorus of moos came from a neighbouring field, and the cow made one last effort to free itself.


‘Shit,’ said Martel, his throat tightening.


Bruce stepped closer to the animal and stroked its head. He spoke to it in a calm, humming voice. Then he moved his hand to the cow’s back. In the darkness, Martel couldn’t really tell what he was doing. The panting died down; it was almost over. Then he saw Bruce put the barrel of a Colt .45 to the animal’s eye. He could have sworn that the eye closed.


‘Fuck!’ Martel gasped.


The gunshot rang out, the cow’s skull exploded, and its body suddenly relaxed with a heavy sigh and a creak of metal. The barriers collapsed under its weight.


Bruce turned around, gun in hand, looking pleased with himself. ‘I reckon we can get it out now.’


‘Shall we burn it too, while we’re at it?’ Martel shook his head. ‘I can’t believe you used a fucking gun! If the cops turn up, you’re in deep shit.’


‘You think?’


‘Find the cartridge. Quickly. We’ve got work tomorrow morning, remember.’


Bruce, put out, got down on his knees and began searching.










RITA


‘What can I get you?’ asked the butcher, even before the bell above the door had stopped ringing.


Behind him, strings of saucissons and sausages decorated the white-tiled walls. The glass-fronted refrigerators were filled with every imaginable cut of meat. Rita was a little surprised to find such a well-stocked shop in a godforsaken hole like this. There were even a capon and two guinea fowl in the front window, displayed against a backdrop of dry ice and a Christmas tree, leftovers from the holiday that had ended a few weeks before.


The butcher stood waiting in his tight white apron. He wiped his hands on a clean towel. His face was unlined, but it was hard to tell how old he was. His lopsided mouth curled into something resembling a smile. Rita said nothing. Silence was a strategy that often produced interesting results.


In the back room, something metal clattered to the floor and they both shivered, but the butcher acted as if he hadn’t heard anything. All the same, his odd little smile disappeared and he put his hands flat on the countertop.


‘Madame?’


Jacques Colignon had been feeling under the weather lately. Marie-Jeanne had gone off to a spa, as she did every year after the Christmas holiday. He hadn’t heard from her for two days now, and he still hadn’t dared call the hotel. It was probably just some problem with her mobile phone. Maybe she’d forgotten the charger. She was pretty scatterbrained, Still, he didn’t like not knowing how she was.


‘I don’t have all day, madame.’


Rita handed him her card. The butcher read it and came around the counter to usher her out of the door. His body language was that of a man who was going to deal with this problem quickly.
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