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Although the funeral rites of Marcel Péricourt were disrupted, and indeed concluded in utter disarray, at least they began at the appointed time. From early morning, the boulevard de Courcelles was closed to traffic. Gathered in the courtyard, the band of the Republican Guard discreetly tuned their instruments while, out on the street, automobiles disgorged ambassadors, members of parliament and foreign delegates, who greeted one another gravely. Members of the Académie Française arranged themselves beneath the silver-fringed black canopy bearing the monogram of the deceased, according to the hushed guidance of the master of ceremonies tasked with marshalling the vast crowd while they waited for the ceremony to begin. There were many recognisable faces. For people of a certain rank, a funeral of such importance, like the wedding of a duke or the presentation of a new collection by Lucien Lelong, was a place to be seen.


While she was devastated by the death of her father, Madeleine nonetheless dealt with everything, murmuring instructions, efficient and self-possessed, attentive to the slightest details. All the more conscientious since the Président de la République had let it be known that he would personally come to pay his respects to “his friend Péricourt”. Once this was announced, everything became much more difficult, since codes of behaviour in the Third Republic were as exacting as those of a monarchy. There was not a moment’s peace in the Péricourt household, overrun as it was by members of the security service and civil servants responsible for protocol, to say nothing of the throng of ministers, sycophants and counsellors. The head of state was like a fishing trawler, constantly followed by flocks of gulls that fed in his wake.


At the appointed hour, Madeleine was standing at the top of the steps, her black-gloved hands carefully clasped in front of her.


The car pulled up. The crowd fell silent. The president emerged, gave a little wave, climbed the steps and briefly took Madeleine in his arms, saying nothing: the greatest griefs are silent. Then, with an elegant, fatalistic gesture, he stepped aside and ushered her towards the chapel of rest.


The presence of the president was not merely a sign of his friendship with the late lamented banker: it was a symbol. The circumstances, it should be said, were exceptional. With Marcel Péricourt, “a leading light of the French financial world has been snuffed out,” according to the headlines of the newspapers with some sense of decorum. The gutter press preferred to run with: “He survived the dramatic suicide of his son Édouard by only seven years . . .” It hardly mattered. Marcel Péricourt had been one of the towering figures in the financial world and his death, everyone vaguely realised, marked the beginning of a new era, one that was all the more unsettling as prospects for the looming 1930s seemed grim. The economic crisis that had followed the Great War had never truly ended. The promise made, hand on heart, by the French political classes, that the defeated German nation would pay for the damage they had caused down to the last centime, had been debunked by events. The country enjoined to be patient while houses were rebuilt, roads repaired, crippled soldiers compensated, pensions paid, jobs created – in short, while France was restored to its former glory, or even greater glory still, since it had won the war – was now resigned: the miracle had failed to happen, France would have to cope alone.


Marcel Péricourt had been a symbol of the former France, one who had managed the economy like a benevolent father. No-one quite knew what was being buried today, an important French banker, or the bygone era he personified.


In the chapel of rest, Madeleine gazed at her father’s face for a long time. For months now, his chief occupation had been growing old. “I have to be constantly vigilant,” he would say. “I worry that I smell like an old man, forgetting my words; I’m afraid of being a burden, of being overheard talking to myself, I watch myself, it occupies my every waking minute, growing old is exhausting . . .”


On a hanger in his wardrobe, Madeleine found his best suit, a freshly starched shirt, his immaculately polished shoes. He had prepared everything.


The night before, Monsieur Péricourt had dined with Madeleine and his grandson Paul, a boy of seven with an angelic face, pale, timid and prone to stammering. But, in contrast to other evenings, he did not ask the boy about his studies or how he had spent his day, did not suggest that they continue their game of draughts. He sat deep in thought, not worried, but almost wistful, something that was not usual. He barely touched his food, but simply smiled to show that he was present. And, when dinner dragged on too long for him, he folded his napkin, I’m going up, he said, you stay and finish without me, he had pressed Paul’s face to his chest, sleep well. Though wont to grumble about his aches and pains, he walked towards the staircase with a light step. Usually, as he left the dining room, he would say, “Behave yourselves.” That evening, he forgot. By morning, he was dead.


As the funeral carriage pulled into the courtyard of the hôtel particulier, drawn by two caparisoned horses, as the master of ceremonies gathered close friends and family, ensuring they were arranged according to protocol, Madeleine and the president of the Republic stood side by side, staring at the oak coffin on which gleamed a large silver cross.


Madeleine shivered. Had she made the right choice all those months ago?


She was a spinster. More precisely, she was a divorcee, but at the time there was little difference. Her former husband, Henri d’Aulnay-Pradelle, was languishing in prison after a sensational trial. The plight of his daughter being without a husband worried Marcel Péricourt, who was thinking of the future. “At your age, people marry again!” he would say. “A bank with vested interests in a number of major companies is no business for a woman.” In fact, Madeleine agreed, but on one condition: she was prepared to take a husband, but she had no need of a man, I had my fill with Henri, thank you very much. Marriage, fine, but I have no interest in the rest. Although she often claimed otherwise, she had invested much hope in her first calamitous union, so now, she was candid: while she was prepared to remarry, it would be a marriage of convenience, especially since she had no intention of having more children, Paul was enough to make her happy. It was in the autumn of the previous year that people had begun to realise that Marcel Péricourt was not long for this world. It seemed prudent to make plans, since it would be many years before his grandson, Paul the stammerer, would be able to take the reins of the family business. And, even then, it was difficult to imagine such a succession; little Paul could scarcely get his words out and often found it so difficult that he refused to speak, he was hardly company director material . . .


Gustave Joubert, a childless widower who was senior executive at the Banque Péricourt, seemed the ideal match for Madeleine. At fifty, Joubert was a serious, prudent man, disciplined, self-possessed and forward-thinking. His only true passion seemed to be for machines: automobiles (he loathed Benoist but adored Charavel) and aeroplanes (he despised Blériot but worshipped Daurat).


Monsieur Péricourt had vigorously argued the case for this solution. And Madeleine was agreeable, but:


“Let me be clear, Gustave,” she had warned him. “I understand that you are a man and you have needs, and I will not prevent you from . . . well, you know what I mean. But on condition that you are discreet. I refuse to be made a laughing stock a second time.”


Joubert was all the more receptive to Madeleine’s demands since the needs she spoke of were urges he rarely felt.


Then, some weeks later, Madeleine suddenly announced to her father and to Gustave that the marriage would not take place after all.


The news was like a thunderclap. It would be something of an understatement to say that Monsieur Péricourt became enraged with his daughter and her ridiculous arguments: it could hardly come as news to her that she was thirty-six and Joubert fifty-one. Besides, surely marrying a man of mature age and sound judgment was a good thing? But no; apparently, Madeleine could not “resign herself” to the marriage.


So that was that.


She had closed the door to any further discussion.


In the past, Monsieur Péricourt would not have been content to accept such a response, but now he felt weary. He argued, he insisted, but, in the end, he capitulated, and it was such capitulations that made him realise he was no longer the man he had been.


Today, Madeleine was anxiously wondering whether she had made the right decision.


Outside, everyone was waiting with bated breath for the president to emerge from the chapel of rest.


In the courtyard, the guests had already begun to count the minutes, they had come here to be seen but they did not want to take all day about it. The worst of it was not the cold, that was inescapable, but trying to conceal their impatience for it to be over. There was nothing to be done, even muffled up, their ears, their hands, their noses began to freeze, they discreetly stamped their feet, soon they would begin to curse the deceased unless he emerged. They were eager for the cortège to set off, at least then they would be walking.


A rumour trilled through the crowd that the coffin was about to be carried out.


In the courtyard, the priest, wearing a black and silver cope over his alb, led the altar boys dressed in their violet cassocks and white surplices.


*


The funeral director surreptitiously checked his watch, slowly mounted the front steps to get a better view of the situation, and looked around for those who, moments from now, were to lead the cortège.


Everyone was present, except for the grandson of the deceased.


This was vexatious as it was expected that little Paul and his mother would lead the procession, walking a few paces ahead of the rest of the cortège; it always made for a striking image, a child walking behind a hearse. All the more so since young Paul, with his moonlike face and his slightly sunken eyes, had a certain frailty that would add a very poignant touch to the scene.


Madeleine’s dame de compagnie, Léonce, walked over to Paul’s private tutor, André Delcourt, who was feverishly scribbling in a notepad, and asked him to inquire after his young charge. He looked at her, affronted.


“But, Léonce . . .! Can’t you see I’m busy?”


There had never been any love lost between the two. The rivalry of domestic servants.


“André,” she said, “I don’t doubt that one day you may be a great journalist, but right now you are still a private tutor. So, go and fetch Paul.”


Furious, André snapped shut his notebook, angrily pocketed his pencil and, amid profuse apologies and rueful smiles, pushed his way through the crowd towards the front door.


*


Madeleine walked the president back to his car, which pulled out of the courtyard, the crowds parting as he passed as though he were the deceased.


To drum rolls from the Republican Guard, Marcel Péricourt’s coffin was carried into the entrance hall. The doors were thrown wide.


In the absence of her uncle Charles, who was nowhere to be found, Madeleine, supported by Gustave Joubert, walked down the steps behind her father’s remains. Léonce looked to see whether little Paul was with his mother, but there was no sign of him. André reappeared, throwing his hands up in a gesture of impotence.


The coffin, carried by a delegation from the École Centrale des Arts et Manufactures, was laid upon the openwork bier. The wreaths and the bouquets were placed around it. An usher stepped forward with a cushion on which rested the Grand-Croix of the Légion d’Honneur.


*


In the middle of the courtyard, the crowd of dignitaries was suddenly seized by a swaying motion.


All eyes turned to look up at the facade of the building. A communal cry was quickly stifled.


Madeleine in turn looked up and her mouth fell open: on the second floor, little Paul, aged seven, was standing on the window ledge, his arms flung wide. Staring into the void.


He was wearing his black mourning suit, but his tie had been ripped off and his white shirt was open.


Everyone stared into the heavens as though anticipating the launch of an airship.


Paul bent his knees slightly.


Before anyone had time to call to him, to run, he let go of the shutters as Madeleine screamed.


As it fell, the child’s body fluttered wildly like a bird hit by a shotgun pellet. After a swift, hectic descent, he landed on the black canopy and disappeared for a moment.


The crowd suppressed a sigh of relief.


But he bounced off the taut canvas and reappeared, like a jack-in-the-box.


Once again, the crowd watched as he was catapulted into the air, over the curtain.


And landed with a crash on his grandfather’s coffin.


In the suddenly silent courtyard, the sickening thud of his skull smashing against the oak sent the hearts of the mourners lurching into their throats.


Everyone was dumbfounded; time stood still.


When they rushed over to him, Paul was sprawled on his back. Blood was trickling from his ears.
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The master of ceremonies was at a loss. When it came to funerals, he knew a thing or two, he had handled the funeral rites of countless members of the Académie Française, of four foreign diplomats, he had even buried three serving or former presidents. Renowned for his sang-froid, here was a man who knew his business, but a child plunging from the second floor onto his grandfather’s coffin was beyond even his expertise. What was to be done? He stood staring into the middle distance, his arms hanging limply by his sides. He was completely out of his depth. In fact, he died a few weeks later, and was, one might say, the François Vatel of funeral directors.


Professor Fournier was the first to react.


He climbed onto the funeral carriage, brusquely tossed the wreaths onto the cobblestones and, without moving the child, undertook a swift medical examination.


He was wise to do so because, by this time, the crowd had begun to stir and were making a dreadful racket. The dignitaries in their Sunday best were suddenly transformed into ghoulish onlookers, quivering with curiosity at the accident; there were gasps of Oh! and Ah! and Did you see that? Of course I did, it was Péricourt’s son! Ridiculous, his son died at Verdun! Not that one, the younger one! What do you mean “out the window”, did he jump? Did he slip? Personally, I think someone pushed him . . . Oh, well, really! It’s true, look, the window is still open! Ah, you’re right, shit . . . Michel, please, mind your manners! Each recounted what he had seen to others who had witnessed the same thing.


Standing by the hearse, clutching the slatted side, her nails like talons digging into the soft wood, Madeleine was howling like a damned soul. A sobbing Léonce gripped her mistress’s shoulders, trying to pull her away. No-one could believe it, a child falling from a second-storey window, it was scarcely possible, but they had only to look up from the scattered wreaths to see, despite the milling crowd, the body of Paul lying like a recumbent effigy atop the oak casket, with the doctor, Fournier, bent over him, listening for a heartbeat, for some sign that he was breathing. He sat back on his haunches, his dress suit and his shirt front daubed with blood, but he was not looking at anything or anyone, he took the child in his arms and struggled to his feet. A lucky photographer caught the image that would be seen around the country: Professor Fournier, standing on the funeral carriage next to the coffin of Marcel Péricourt, cradling the child whose ears were gushing blood.


Someone helped him to climb down.


The crowd parted.


Clutching young Paul to his chest, he raced through the throng, followed by a distraught Madeleine.


As he passed, all chattering stopped, this sudden moment of silence even more heart-rending than the funeral. A motor car was requisitioned, a Sizaire-Berwick belonging to Monsieur de Florange, whose wife stood by the door of the vehicle, wringing her hands because she was afraid the blood would stain the seats – you can’t get that out.


Fournier and Madeleine got into the back seats, the child’s body lying limply across their laps. Madeleine turned and shot Léonce and André a pleading glance. Léonce did not hesitate for an instant, but André wavered for a moment. He turned and surveyed the courtyard, the scattered wreaths, the coffin, the horses, the uniforms, the fine suits . . . Then he bowed his head and climbed into the car. The doors slammed shut.


They sped towards the Hôpital Pitié-Salpêtrière.


*


Everyone was dumbfounded. The altar boys had been robbed of their starring role; their parish priest clearly could not believe his eyes. The Republican Guard hesitated about whether to play the programmed funeral march.


And then there was the matter of the blood.


A funeral is all well and good, but it invariably involves a closed casket, whereas blood is organic, it frightens people, it reminds them of a suffering that is worse than death. And Paul’s blood was everywhere: on the cobblestone courtyard and even on the pavement, a trail of droplets that could be tracked as though across a farmyard. Seeing the blood reminded the mourners of the little boy, his limp body, it chilled them to the marrow, making it difficult to participate calmly in a funeral that was not their own.


Thinking they were doing the right thing, the servants of the house scattered handfuls of sawdust, but this merely set everyone coughing and looking the other way.


Then it was decided that one could not decently set off for the cemetery to bury a man whose coffin was dripping with a child’s blood. The servants searched for a black sheet, but there was none to be found. A maidservant climbed onto the funeral carriage with a bucket of steaming hot water and tried to wash down the coffin with its large silver cross.


Gustave Joubert, a decisive man, ordered that the blue curtain in Monsieur Péricourt’s library be taken down. Madeleine had fashioned it out of a heavy, dark fabric so that her father could doze during the day even in the blazing sun.


From the courtyard, through the second-floor window from which the boy had hurled himself only moments earlier, the crowd could see servants climbing on stepladders, reaching up towards the ceiling.


At length, the hastily rolled curtain was brought downstairs. It was laid reverentially over the bier, but the fact remained that it was simply a length of curtain and the impression was of burying a man in his dressing gown. Especially, as it had not been possible to remove the three copper curtain rings which, with every breath of wind, clattered against the sides of the coffin.


Everyone was eager for things to return to normal and for the conventional – not to say banal – rites of the official funeral to resume.


*


As the car sped through Paris, little Paul, lying across the lap of his sobbing mother, did not move. His pulse was slow and faint. The driver honked the horn continually, and the passengers were jostled and jolted like livestock in a cattle truck. Léonce looped her arm through Madeleine’s and squeezed it tightly. Professor Fournier had wound his white scarf around the boy’s head to staunch the wound, but blood seeped through and dripped onto the floor.


André Delcourt, seated uncomfortably facing Madeleine, kept his face turned away as much as possible, sick to his heart.


Madeleine had met André in the religious institution where she had planned to send Paul when he was of age. He was a tall, thin youth with curly hair, almost an archetype of his time, with dark, somewhat mournful eyes but lips that were fleshy and eloquent. He tutored the boys in French, it was said that he spoke Latin like an angel, and he could even turn his hand to drawing when required. He could talk endlessly about the Italian Renaissance, his great passion. Since he thought of himself as a poet, he affected a feverish expression and an impulsive manner, brusquely tossing his head, a gesture he believed signalled that he had just been visited by some inspired thought. He was never without his notebook; even in company, he would take it out, turn away, frantically scribble down some deathless thought, then turn back to the conversation with the air of someone afflicted by an agonising disease.


Madeleine was immediately attracted by his hollow cheeks, his long fingers, and a smouldering air that seemed to hint at passion. This woman who wanted no more to do with men found in him an unexpected charm. She tried her hand, and he proved equal to the task.


In fact, he was more than equal to the task.


In André’s arms, Madeleine rediscovered memories that were far from disagreeable. She felt desired, he was very attentive, even if it took him some time to get down to business, because he invariably had impressions he wanted to share, visions to describe, ideas to explain, he was so loquacious that he would still be reciting poetry in his underwear, but in bed, once he shut up, he was perfect. Readers familiar with Madeleine will know that she was never particularly pretty. Not ugly, certainly, but plain, the sort of woman who goes unnoticed. She had married a handsome man who never loved her and so it was with André that she discovered the pleasure of being desired. And a sexual pleasure that she had never imagined she would feel. Being older, she felt obliged to make the first moves, to demonstrate, to explain; in short, to initiate things. This proved entirely unnecessary. Although André thought himself a doomed poet, he had frequented many a bawdy house, and had participated in a number of orgies at which he showed himself to have an open mind and an unquestionable versatility. But he was also a realistic young man. When he realised that Madeleine, though she had little experience, enjoyed the role of initiator, he revelled in the situation, and his pleasure was all the greater since she pandered to his predilection for passivity.


Their relationship was singularly complicated by the fact that André lived at the institution and was forbidden from receiving visitors. At first, they would meet in hotel rooms, and Madeleine would arrive hugging the walls and leave with her head bowed, like a thief in a vaudeville sketch. She gave André the money to pay the owner of the hotel, resorting to various ruses so that it did not feel as though she were paying to be with a man. She would leave the money on the mantelpiece, but that made it feel as though it were a brothel. She would slip the money into his jacket, but when he arrived at the reception desk, he would have to rummage through his pockets to find it, which was hardly discreet. In short, she needed to find another solution, a need that was all the more pressing since Madeleine had not simply taken a lover, she had fallen in love. Before long, André proved to be everything her former husband had not been. Cultivated, attentive, passive but virile, available, never vulgar, André Delcourt had only one failing: he was poor. Not that Madeleine attached any importance to this fact, she was rich enough for both of them, but she had her position to consider, and a father who would not have taken kindly to the idea of a son-in-law ten years his daughter’s junior and utterly unsuited to the world of business. To marry André would be unthinkable, so she hit upon a pragmatic solution: she would hire him to tutor Paul. The boy would benefit from private tuition and a close relationship with his teacher, and, most importantly, he would not have to be sent to boarding school – a notion that terrified her, given the rumours of what went on in even the finest institutions. As schoolmasters, the clergy had long since earned a reputation in this field.


All in all, Madeleine found that her scheme had many advantages.


And so André moved into an attic room of the Péricourt mansion.


Young Paul was delighted at the idea, imagining that this meant he would soon have a playmate. He was sorely disillusioned. For the first few weeks, all went well, but over time Paul seemed less and less enthusiastic. Children are all alike, Madeleine thought, no-one enjoys studying Latin, French, history, geography. And André took his responsibilities very seriously. Paul’s gradual loss of interest in his private lessons did nothing to temper the enthusiasm of Madeleine, who could see many advantages: now, there were only two flights of stairs to go up. Or down, if André was visiting her boudoir. Despite this, in the Péricourt household their relationship quickly became an open secret. The servants laughed as they imitated their mistress furtively tiptoeing upstairs with a sultry expression. When they mimicked André going back to his room, he was stumbling and exhausted. There was much amusement in the kitchens.


For André, who dreamed of being a man of letters, who imagined spending a short time as a journalist, publishing his first book, then his second, and being awarded a prestigious literary prize – why not? – being Madeleine Péricourt’s lover had undeniable advantages, but honestly, living in an attic room next to the servants’ quarters was a bitter humiliation. He saw the chambermaids giggling, saw the chauffeur smirking. In a sense, he was one of them. The service he provided was sexual, but it was a service nonetheless. What would have been rewarding for a gigolo was mortifying for a poet.


Thus, extricating himself from this degrading situation seemed to him imperative.


Which was why he was so unhappy on the day of Monsieur Péricourt’s funeral: it was to have been a glittering opportunity, since Madeleine had personally contacted Jules Guilloteaux, the editor of Soir de Paris, to request that André write the account of her father’s funeral.


Just imagine: a lengthy article, with front page billing in the newspaper with the highest circulation in Paris.


For three days, André had thought of nothing but the funeral, more than once he had walked the route the funeral carriage was to take, he had even written a number of passages in advance: The myriad wreaths that weigh down the hearse confer upon it an air of grandeur that recalls the familiar, calm, authoritative gait of this giant of French finance. It is eleven o’clock. The funeral cortège is about to set off. In the first carriage, quivering beneath the weight of so many dignified mourners, one can easily make out . . .


What a stroke of luck! If the article were a success, the newspaper might take him on . . . Oh, to earn his living decently, to be free of the demoralising obligations imposed on him . . . Better yet: to succeed, to be rich and famous.


And now this accident had ruined everything and left him back where he had started.


André stared determinedly out the window so he did not have to look at Paul’s closed eyes, at Madeleine’s tearful face, at Léonce’s tense, inscrutable expression. Or at the dark pool spreading across the floor. For at the sight of the dead child (or almost dead, the boy’s body was limp, his breathing now imperceptible beneath the blood-soaked scarf) he felt a pain that cleaved his heart, but it was thinking about his own plight, about the hopes and dreams that had so suddenly faded, that brought tears to his eyes.


Madeleine took his hand.


*


And so Charles Péricourt found that he was the last remaining member of the family at his brother’s funeral. He had finally been tracked down near the steps, surrounded by “his harem” (the man was not a sophisticate, he used the term to describe his wife and his two daughters). He firmly believed that his wife, Hortense, had too great an antipathy towards men to bear him sons. His two daughters were growing like weeds, with spindly legs, knock knees and flourishing acne. They were constantly tittering, bringing their hands to their faces to hide the dentition that was the despair of their parents; it was almost as though, when they were born, some disconsolate god had scattered a handful of teeth in their mouths. Dentists were dismayed. Short of having everything extracted and dentures fitted as soon as they were old enough, the young women would spend the rest of their lives hiding behind fans. A considerable sum would be required for the dental work, or the dowry to be given in its stead. It was a problem that harried Charles like a curse.


A large paunch born of spending his life at table, a shock of prematurely grey hair scraped back from his forehead, heavy features, a prominent nose (the sign, he believed, of a resolute character) and a walrus moustache: this was Charles Péricourt. Add to this the fact that two days spent grieving for his brother had left him with a red face and puffy eyes.


As soon as his wife and daughters saw him emerging from the lavatory, they raced over to him, but in their hysterics, not one of them could clearly tell him what had just transpired.


“Eh? What?” he said, turning from one to the other. “What do you mean ‘jumped’? Who jumped?”


With a calm, authoritative hand, Gustave Joubert parted the crowd and, taking him by the shoulder, come, Charles, led him through the courtyard, explaining clearly that, as the sole remaining representative of the family, he had certain responsibilities.


The distraught Charles glanced around, struggling to make sense of a situation that was utterly different from the one he had left behind when he excused himself. The anguish of the crowd was not that of a funeral, his daughters were whimpering, their hands held in front of their mouths, his wife was racked with sobs. Joubert held him by the arm, in Madeleine’s absence, you will have to lead the cortège, Charles.


But Charles was all the more flustered because he found himself facing a painful moral dilemma. His brother’s death had been profoundly saddening, but it had also come at just the right moment to extricate him from some serious personal difficulties.


He is not, the reader will have realised, a particularly intelligent man, but he had a brute cunning that in certain circumstances would prompt some unexpected ruse, leaving his brother Marcel to bail him out.


Dabbing his eyes with his kerchief, Charles stood on tiptoe, and, as various people were draping the blue curtain over the bier and arranging the wreaths, as the altar boys were falling back into line and the Republican Guard was striking up a funeral march to fill the awkward silence, he slipped from Joubert’s grasp, rushed over to a gentleman and seized his arm. And this is how, amid a general disregard for protocol, Adrien Flocard, deputy secretary to the Ministre des Travaux Publiques, found himself at the head of the cortège, wedged between the brother of the deceased, his wife Hortense, and his daughters Jacinthe and Rose.


Charles trailed behind Marcel by thirteen years, which tells the reader everything she needs to know. He trailed behind his elder brother in most aspects of life. He was less intelligent, less hardworking, less forward-thinking, less fortunate; he had been elected to parliament in 1906 thanks to his elder brother’s money. “Thing is, it costs an arm and a leg to get elected,” he commented with consummate naivety. “It’s astonishing how much you have to pay out to constituents, newspapers, colleagues, opponents . . .”


“If you are going to fight for a seat, there can be no question of you losing,” Marcel had warned him. “I will not allow a Péricourt to be beaten by some obscure radical socialist candidate.”


The election had gone well. There were numerous advantages to being a député, the Third Republic was a benevolent mistress, not grudging, indeed generous to wily old souls like Charles.


Many députés worried principally about their constituency. Charles worried only about his re-election. Thanks to the talents of a handsomely paid genealogist, he had unearthed some very old, very vague roots in the district of Seine-et-Oise which he presented as solid facts, claiming, without a whit of irony, to be a son of the land. He had absolutely no political talent; his sole mission was to pander to the electorate. More by instinct than cunning, he hit upon an issue that was extremely popular, one that spoke to voters outside his own party and appealed to rich and poor, liberals and conservatives alike: the battle against income tax. This proved to be fertile territory. From the moment of his election in 1906, he vehemently opposed Joseph Caillaux’s proposal for a tax on income, stressing that it alarmed “those who own, those who save, those who work”. Every week, he made a laborious tour of his constituency, glad-handing and railing against the “insufferable financial inquisition”, he presided over prize-givings, agricultural shows and sporting tournaments, and he showed his face at religious festivals. He kept a series of colour-coded index cards on which he scrupulously noted anything and anyone that might be important to his re-election: local dignitaries, ambitions, sexual proclivities, the income, debts and vices of his opponents, anecdotes, rumours – in fact, anything that he might use to his advantage. He submitted written questions to ministers pleading the cause of his constituents, and, at least twice a year, he even managed to speak for a few minutes in the Assemblée Nationale on some issue of local importance. These interventions, scrupulously detailed in the Journal official, made it possible for him to hold his head high with his electorate, proof that he had bent over backwards, that no-one could have done more.


All this energy and effort would have been useless had he not had money. He needed it for campaign posters, for meetings, but also, while in office, to pay the electoral agents who sustained his campaigns, principally curates, town clerks and a few café owners, and to prove to voters that electing the brother of a prominent banker had its advantages, since he could subsidise sporting clubs, provide books for prize-givings, prizes for tombolas, flags for war veterans, and could secure medals and decorations of all kinds for almost anyone.


The late Marcel Péricourt had put his hand in his pocket in 1906, in 1910, and again in 1914. He was spared the cost in 1919, since Charles, having served in the Supply Corps near Chalon-sur-Saône, was swept to victory as part of the so-called “blue wave” that resulted in many ex-servicemen being elected to the chamber.


To ensure his re-election in 1924, Marcel had had to spend considerably more, because the Cartel of the Left seemed destined for victory and getting a right-wing député with a poor track record re-elected was a little more difficult.


Marcel had always kept Charles and his political career afloat. Even in death, if things went as Charles hoped they would, Marcel might once again get him out of a rather catastrophic situation.


This was precisely what Charles wanted to discuss with Adrien Flocard as soon as possible.


The cortège set off. Charles blew his nose loudly.


“Architects are a greedy lot . . .” he began.


The deputy secretary (a bureaucrat to his bones, weaned on the Code Civil, and liable to recite the Loi Roustan on his deathbed) simply knitted his brows. The hearse glided forward with slow majesty. Everyone was still choked with emotions after witnessing the sudden defenestration of young Paul, emotions Charles did not feel because he had witnessed nothing, but also because, in that moment, his own concerns were of greater import than the death of his brother and the – possible – death of his young nephew.


When Monsieur Flocard did not respond as he had expected, Charles, tolerably irritated by the nature of his own thoughts and the failure of the civil servant to respond, added:


“Honestly, they take advantage, don’t you agree?”


Caught up in his own frustrations, he had fallen behind the hearse and had to quicken his step in order to catch up with his interlocutor. He was already beginning to feel winded, he was not accustomed to walking. He nodded his head . . . At this rate, he thought, there won’t be a Péricourt left in Paris by nightfall!


Charles’ default mood was one of indignation: life, he felt, had never been fair to him, the way the world turned had never favoured him. His experience with the H.B.M. project was merely further proof.


To deal with the vast housing crisis afflicting the capital, the département had launched a programme to build low-cost housing: “Habitations à Bas Prix”. This was a godsend to architects, construction companies and building providers. As well as to the politicians who controlled planning permissions, land concessions, expropriations, eminent domain . . . Undisclosed commissions and backhanders flowed like wine in paradise, and amid this secret yet bounteous bacchanal, Charles had been unable to avoid getting splashed. As a member of the departmental planning commission, he had manoeuvred for the company of Bosquet et Frères to be granted the magnificent site on the rue des Colonies, an expanse of two hectares on which one might erect a number of elegant buildings providing affordable homes. So far, so unremarkable: Charles received his “commission”, like everyone else. But he used this windfall to buy shares in a major builders’ supplier, Sables et Ciments de Paris, and then insisted they be awarded the contract to supply the construction company. From that point on, it was no longer a question of niggardly bribes and symbolic backhanders. Between the commissions on timber, ironwork, concrete, frameworks, tar, plaster and mortar, Charles saw spectacular sums rain down on him. His daughters expanded their wardrobes and increased their visits to the dentist, Hortense replaced every stick of furniture in the house, even the carpets, and spent a king’s ransom on a pedigree show dog, a hideous little mutt that was constantly yapping and, within weeks, was found lying dead on the carpet – doubtless of a heart attack – and was tossed by the cook into the rubbish bin with the potato peelings and the fishbones. As for Charles, he presented his current mistress, a comic actress with a taste for members of parliament, with a diamond as big as a grape.


At long last, Charles’ life measured up to his expectations.


But after this financial boon, which lasted almost two years, life once more began to chastise him. And chastise him severely.


“All the same,” Adrien Flocard murmured, “the builders’ supply company was seriously . . .”


Charles closed his eyes. By dint of having to pay commission to all and sundry, Sables et Ciments de Paris had been forced, in order to protect its profits, to deliver cheaper materials, timber that was not dry, mortar that was three parts sand, concrete that was less well reinforced. A first floor had almost become the ground floor, a bricklayer had fallen through the floorboards, everything had been quickly shored up. And the site had been closed.


“A broken leg, a few fractures!” Charles pleaded. “It’s hardly a national disaster . . .”


In fact, the workman had now been in hospital for eight weeks and the doctors still had not managed to get him on his feet. Fortunately, his family was humble, even in their demands, and had been sworn to silence for a paltry sum, a mere bagatelle. For the modest sum of thirty thousand francs in cash, the officials in charge of the H.B.M. programme found the injured worker to be unwittingly responsible and ordered the site reopened, but not before echoes reached the Ministry of Public Works, where, despite pocketing twenty thousand francs, a senior officer proved unable to block a bid by two architects each demanding twenty-five thousand francs to rule that the accident was truly accidental.


“Do you think there’s anything to be done . . . with town planning or the ministry? What I mean is . . .”


Adrien Flocard knew exactly what Charles meant.


“As to that . . .” he said evasively.


For the moment, the matter was confined to a closed circle of well-disposed officials, but Charles had already expended fifty thousand francs and Flocard’s evasive response made it clear that before the matter was resolved other go-betweens would value their duty and their sense of integrity at exorbitant sums. If a scandal were to be avoided, five times the usual number of envelopes would have to be distributed. And it had all been going so well.


“I just need a little time. That’s all. A week or two, no more.”


All of Charles’ hopes rested on his expectations: in a day or two, the lawyer would announce Marcel’s testamentary dispositions and Charles would be given his share.


“I’m sure we can stall things for a week or two . . .” Flocard ventured.


“Excellent!”


With his inheritance from his brother, he would pay whatever was asked, and that would be an end to it.


Business would return to normal, he would put this horrid memory behind him.


A week or two.


Once again, Charles began to weep. He had just lost the best brother a man could wish for.
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When they arrived at the courtyard of La Pitié, Madeleine ran behind Professor Fournier, clutching her little boy’s lifeless hand. With infinite care, the child was laid on a stretcher.


Fournier immediately took Paul to the examination room, which Madeleine was not permitted to enter. The last thing she saw was the crown of Paul’s head and the unruly wisps of hair she complained about so often.


She went back to Léonce and André, who were sitting in silence.


The prevailing mood was one of disbelief.


“I can’t . . .” she faltered. “How could this have happened?”


Léonce was disconcerted by this question. She had only to picture what she had seen to realise “how” this had happened, but visibly Madeleine had not yet made the connection. She stared at André – surely it was his responsibility to explain the situation to Madeleine? But although the young man was physically present, his mind was elsewhere. Perhaps the hospital setting made him ill at ease.


“Was there anyone else upstairs?” Madeleine asked.


It was difficult to say. The Péricourt house had a large staff of servants, to say nothing of those who had been hired for the funeral. Had someone pushed Paul? Who could have done so? A servant? But why would a servant do such a thing?


Madeleine did not hear the nurse come and say that there was a room at her disposal on the second floor. It was spartan: a bed, a chest of drawers, a chair. It felt more like a convent than a hospital. André remained standing, staring out the window at the cars and ambulances coming and going. Léonce persuaded the sobbing Madeleine to lie down on the bed while she sat on the chair and held her hand as they waited for Professor Fournier. When he did reappear, it hit Madeleine like an electric shock.


She sat bolt upright.


Fournier was wearing a doctor’s uniform, but he had not removed his wing-collar, which made him look like a country priest who had strayed into the hospital. He sat on the edge of the bed.


“Paul is alive.”


Paradoxically, each of them sensed that this news was not entirely positive, that there was something else they had to prepare themselves for.


“He is in a coma. We believe he will come around in the next few hours. This is something I cannot absolutely guarantee, Madeleine, but the thing is, when he does wake up, you will be faced with a . . . difficult situation.”


She nodded, impatient for him to tell her what she needed to know.


“Very difficult,” Fournier said.


At this, Madeleine’s eyes flickered shut and she fainted.


*


The cortège was an impressive sight. The hearse moved at a glacial pace that, though exasperating to the mourners, compelled crowds of passers-by to stop and watch. As the carriage passed, eyebrows were raised. In the light of day, the library curtain was of a rather tawdry blue, the wreaths and bouquets looked as though they had suffered as much as the deceased, the curtain rings clacked steadily against the coffin, all these things gave the cortège an unbecoming air that Gustave Joubert was the first to deplore.


Joubert marched solemnly in the second row, a few metres behind Charles and Hortense Péricourt and their gangling twin daughters. Even Adrien Flocard, who had no standing whatever in the circumstances, was walking ahead of him, since Charles had buttonholed the deputy secretary to discuss an affair of which Joubert was fully aware. Joubert knew almost everything about almost everyone; in this, he was an exemplary banker.


Tall and thin with angular features, broad shoulders and a sunken chest, Joubert was all skin and bone and utterly focused on his work, which he considered a vocation, the sort of man one could easily picture in the uniform of a Swiss Guard. His piercing blue eyes rarely blinked, something that was deeply unsettling when he stared at you intently. He was like a medieval Inquisitor. Though not naturally loquacious, he expressed himself well. He had a limited imagination but great depth of character.


He had been hired by Marcel Péricourt when he graduated from the École Normale Supérieur. Having attended the institution himself, Péricourt invariably recruited his staff from the E.N.S. Gustave Joubert was gifted in maths and physics, and had narrowly missed graduating first in his class. With the exception of the war years, when he had been seconded to the military because he spoke fluent English, German and Italian, Joubert had spent his entire career working for the Péricourt Group. Serious, hard-working, calculating, with few scruples, he was ideally suited to being a banker and had quickly risen through the ranks. Marcel Péricourt found his faith in Joubert rewarded and, in 1909, appointed him director general of the group and senior executive of the bank.


He had routinely taken change of business when, after the death of his son in 1920, Monsieur Péricourt’s health began to decline. Péricourt had handed over the reins and for the past two years Joubert had had almost complete control.


When, a year earlier, Monsieur Péricourt had raised the possibility of Joubert marrying his only daughter, the man had nodded sagely as at a decision by the board of governors, but behind his apparent detachment he felt an overwhelming surge of joy. Better yet, of pride.


Having scaled the heights of banking by the sweat of his brow, as they say, and won the respect of the business world, he lacked only one thing: riches. Being too scrupulous to make his own fortune, he contented himself with a standard of living made comfortable by his salary, and a few perquisites that were hardly extravagant: a plush apartment and a passion for mechanics that led him to change his automobile more regularly than most, but nothing exorbitant.


Many of his fellow students at the École Normale had succeeded in the business world, but in a private capacity. They had taken over and developed a family business, founded companies that had become successful, made advantageous marriages; Joubert’s success was vicarious. The unexpected suggestion that he might marry Madeleine Péricourt triggered something in him that he had hitherto not suspected: he had dedicated his life to the bank and had been waiting for some gesture of appreciation proportionate to his devotion and the services he had rendered, a gesture that had never come. Monsieur Péricourt, who was always slow to express his gratitude, had finally found a way of doing so.


Before the news had been officially announced, all of Paris was buzzing with rumours about the imminent nuptials. Shares in the family bank rose several points, a sign that the market regarded Gustave Joubert as a safe pair of hands. He had felt the delicious air of jealous rumours whirling around him.


In the weeks that followed, Gustave began to view the Péricourt family’s hôtel particulier in a very different light. He pictured himself at home there, lounging in the leather armchairs in the library, in the vast dining room where so often he had had dinner with his boss. And after so many years of disinterested effort, he felt that it was not unwarranted.


He built castles in the air. At night, when he went to bed, he planned, he reorganised. Firstly, there would be no more dinners at Voisin, the restaurant where Monsieur Péricourt was in the habit of entertaining; instead guests would be received “at home”. He had a list of young chefs he might poach, and was planning on creating a wine cellar worthy of the name. He would keep one of the finest tables in Paris. People would pester for invitations and, from the countless candidates, he would invite to his soirées those who would prove most useful to the business. The epicurean delights and the understated elegance of these evenings would further the fortunes of the bank which Joubert hoped would be among the most important in the country. Right now, they needed to adapt, to develop innovative financial instruments, to be creative; in short, to devise the model for the modern bank that France so desperately needed. He did not imagine little Paul ever taking over from his grandfather. A president who stammered at board meetings would be disastrous for business. Gustave would do as Monsieur Péricourt had done: in time, choose an heir apparent capable of building on his extraordinary success.


As the reader can tell, Joubert felt he was the ideal man for the job.


So when, without the least forewarning, Madeleine announced that the marriage would no longer take place, Joubert was brutally brought down to earth.


The idea that she could terminate such a project merely because she was sleeping with that pitiful French tutor seemed to him completely irrational. Let her take what lovers she liked, why should that imperil their marriage? He was perfectly prepared to accept his wife’s extramarital affairs. If one were to waste time worrying about such trifles, what would become of the world? Yet he said nothing, fearing that if he were to allude to her “womanly ways”, even in veiled terms, she might take this as a lack of respect and he would thereby run the risk of exacerbating his misfortune, and adding ridicule to humiliation.


In fact, it was the shadow of Madeleine’s former husband, Henri d’Aulnay-Pradelle, that loured over the affair. Spirited, swaggering, masterful, virile, dissolute, overbearing, cynical, unscrupulous (yes, I realise that seems a lot, but anyone who knows him will confirm that there is nothing hyperbolic about this pen portrait), Henri d’Aulnay-Pradelle had as many mistresses as there are days in the year. Gustave became aware of this one day when, leaving Monsieur Péricourt’s office, he overheard a brief exchange with Léonce Picard in which Madeleine explained how much her first husband had made her suffer.


“I could not do such a thing to Gustave, make him the laughing stock of Paris as I was. We sometimes hurt those we love, but to hurt someone one does not love . . . no, it would be cruel and petty.”


Having informed her father of her decisions, Madeleine had felt obligated to say something to Joubert:


“Gustave, please don’t see this as a personal slight. You are a man of exceptional . . .”


The word would not come.


“What I mean is . . . Don’t take offence.”


He felt tempted to say: I’m not taking offence, you’re giving it, but he held his tongue. He simply looked at Madeleine, then bowed, as he had done all his life. He did what any gentleman would have done in such circumstances, but took her sudden change of heart as an affront.


His position as senior banking executive suddenly seemed constrained. Before long, he sensed colleagues sneering at him. The delicious breeze of rumour gave way to sardonic silences and mocking insinuations.


Monsieur Péricourt appointed him vice president of a number of companies within the group and Gustave thanked him, but considered the appointments scant damages for the loss he had just suffered. He remembered something he had read as a boy, about d’Artagnan’s bitterness when, having been promised a promotion to captain by Cardinal Richelieu, he is left a lowly lieutenant.


Three days earlier, as the body of his former employer was being laid in the casket, he had stood near Madeleine, slightly in the background, like a major-domo. It was enough to look at him to intuit his private thoughts, to discern the strain, that stiltedness so common in slow-burning anger, an anger that is all the more dangerous in cold-blooded creatures.


As the cortège reached the boulevard Malesherbes, a freezing rain began to fall. Gustave opened his umbrella.


Charles turned around. Seeing Joubert, he reached out his hand and, with an apologetic nod in the direction of his daughters, took the umbrella.


The two adolescent girls huddled next to their father for shelter. Hortense, frozen stiff and stamping her feet, tried to steal a few centimetres of shelter. Gustave, for his part, continued the long march to the cemetery, bareheaded. The rain quickly turned into a downpour.


*


Shaken and unconscious, Madeleine too was admitted to the hospital. Excepting Charles’ branch, half the Péricourt family was in hospital, the other half in the graveyard.


It was, in fact, a reversal that chimed with the spirit of the times. Within a few short hours, a rich, respected family had seen the death of the patriarch and the untimely fall of the only male heir. Defeatists might have seen it as a prophecy. It might offer considerable food for thought for an intelligent, educated man like André Delcourt, but, once he had recovered from the terrible shock of little Paul’s fall, he began to brood over his bitter misfortune. His article recounting the obsequies of Marcel Péricourt, his hopes of success – all was lost. Here was a subject worthy of disquisition: chance, destiny, providence and contingency . . . Delcourt, with his love of big words, should have been in his element, but he could see only bleak perspectives.


Eventually Paul, still alive after ten hours in a coma, was brought back to the room in the middle of the night, strapped into a sort of rigid jacket that came up to his chin.


Someone had to sit with him and keep watch. André volunteered. Léonce returned to the Péricourt house to fetch a change of clothes and powder her nose.


There were now two beds in the room. In one, Paul lay, insensible, and in another, a few centimetres away, a heavily sedated Madeleine lay motionless, an occasional twitch the only sign of the nightmares that had her muttering in her sleep.


André sat in a chair and continued to brood. He was unsettled by the unnatural stillness of the two bodies, and terrified by the child in this vegetative state. Moreover, he felt inexplicably angry at the boy.


The reader can doubtless imagine what the prospect of chronicling the funeral of a national hero had represented to Delcourt and the terrible blow that this would not now be possible. All because of Paul. This boy who had had everything given to him. This child on whom he had unstintingly lavished an almost paternal attention.


True, he had been an exacting tutor, and Paul must sometimes have felt the yoke a little heavy, but such is the lot of all schoolboys. André himself had suffered a thousand times worse at Saint Eustache and he had survived. He had thrown himself enthusiastically into the task, not of educating a child, but of moulding him. Everything he knew, he was determined to pass on to the boy. A child, he would often say, is like a block of stone and the teacher is a sculptor. André had succeeded in producing results that rewarded his efforts. Although there was much still to be done about the stammer, Paul’s speech was unquestionably better. Much the same was true of the boy’s right hand, which, though not perfect, was showing tangible and encouraging improvement thanks to discipline and concentration. One taught, the other learned, it was not always easy, far from it, yet nonetheless – and it touched André’s heart to think of it now – he and Paul had become friends.


André was angry with his pupil because he could not understand why he had done what he had done. That his grandfather’s death had been a terrible blow was understandable, but why had he not come and talked to André? I would have found the right words, he thought.


It was ten o’clock. The only light was the pale, yellowish glow from the lamps set around the courtyard.


André was pondering his disappointment when it occurred to him that he might yet have a slender chance. Could he write the article even though he had not been present at the funeral?


It would be a challenge, certainly, but as he looked at Paul supine on the bed, he debated the possibility. Would it not be a proof of his loyalty, of his faith in the future, to write the article? When he regained consciousness, would young Paul not feel proud to see the name of his friend, André Delcourt, on the front page of Soir de Paris?


To ask the question was to answer it.


André Delcourt got to his feet, crossed the room and tiptoed over to the nurse on duty, a portly woman sleeping in a wicker chair who woke with a start, eh? what? paper? Seeing André’s handsome smile, she tore ten pages from the hospital register, gave him two of the three pencils on her desk and dozed off again, dreaming of a handsome young man.


The first thing that he saw as he crept back into the room was Paul, his glittering eyes wide open and staring vacantly. André was greatly moved. He hesitated. Should he go over? Say something? He did not know what to do and, realising that he could not take another step, he sat down again.


Resting the sheaf of paper on his lap, he took out the notebook on which he had scribbled his notes and began. It was a tricky exercise, he had seen only the beginning of the funeral: what had happened after his departure? The journalists covering the ceremony would doubtless provide dramatic and telling details about the ceremony to which he had not been privy. So he settled on a very different approach: lyricism. He was writing for Soir de Paris, addressing a general readership who would be flattered by a self-consciously literary encomium.


Before long the pages, crumpled and filled with crossings-out and marginalia, were illegible and so, shortly before three o’clock in the morning, more excited than he had ever been, he tiptoed back to the nurse’s station to ask for a few more sheets. This time the nurse, irritated at being woken, all but tossed them in his face. He paid her scant attention, he had what he needed to make a clean copy.


It was then that he noticed Paul’s eyes, still wide and glistening, staring directly at him. He turned his chair so he did not have to look at the disconcertingly pale face of the child, bandaged from head to foot and stiff as a board.
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Shortly before seven in the morning, when Léonce came to take over from him, André did not go home, but instead took a taxi to the head office of the newspaper.


Jules Guilloteaux arrived, as was his wont, at quarter to eight.


“What . . . what the devil are you doing here?”


André proffered the article to the editor-in-chief, who had trouble taking it since he already had his hands full with papers written in a broad, assertive hand.


“The thing is . . . I had to get someone to fill in for you!”


He was sorry, but also intrigued. How could Delcourt have written an account of the funeral when he had departed even before the cortège set off and had not been seen since? In the course of his career, Guilloteaux had seen many strange and bizarre situations, but this one would certainly find a place in the repertoire of anecdotes that made him a prized guest at urbane dinner parties, come now, Monsieur Guilloteaux, surely you have a new story for us, they would cajole him like some elderly courtesan, please, Jules, the mistress of the house would wheedle, and Guilloteaux would clear his throat, what I am about to tell you is absolutely confidential, the dinner guests would close their eyes, already thrilled at the prospect of peddling the story that they were about to hear, well, it was the morning after the funeral of poor Marcel Péricourt . . .


“Very well,” he said to André, pushing open the door. “Come in.”


Without troubling to remove his overcoat, Guilloteaux sat at his desk and set down the article he had been carrying next to the one written by André, who, to mask his nervousness, was surveying the furnishings with the disinterested air of someone who is not really there and is preoccupied by other matters.


The editor read the texts, one after the other.


Then he reread them more slowly. André’s article bore the headline: STATELY FUNERAL OF MARCEL PÉRICOURT OVERSHADOWED BY TRAGEDY and the subheadline: GRANDSON OF THE DECEASED FALLS FROM SECOND FLOOR OF ANCESTRAL HOME AS CORTÈGE DEPARTS.


The article began with a grandiloquent description of the funeral rite (“The President of the Republic, respectfully taking up a position in the solicitous shadow of the peerless financial paragon that was Marcel Péricourt . . .”) and moved on to the sudden tragedy, skilfully preserving the element of surprise (“The assembled mourners were spellbound by the sight of the plummeting child, whose white shirt, fluttering open, accentuated his youth and innocence . . .”), then abruptly shifted to family drama (“This heart-wrenching calamity that plunged a mother into despair, a family into shock and all present into the most profound compassion . . .”).


Breaking with the traditional style of such accounts, André delivered a three-act tragedy filled with emotion, surprise and catharsis. As he described it, there was nothing more thrillingly alive than this funeral. The young man was blessed, according to the credo of Jules Guilloteaux, with the two qualities indispensable to the art of journalism: the ability to write about a subject about which one knows nothing, and the facility to describe an event that one has not witnessed.


He looked up at André, set down his spectacles and clicked his tongue. He was on the horns of a dilemma.


“Yours is better, my friend! Much better! More forceful, more poignant . . . Honestly, I would have been proud to publish it, but . . .”


André felt crushed. Although he did not know it, Guilloteaux was famous for his unrivalled tight-fistedness.


“The thing is, I put another journalist on the job. You have to understand, son, you had disappeared and I needed an article! And, obviously, I have to pay him. So . . .”


He folded his glasses and handed the article back to André. The situation was clear.


“Soir de Paris can have it for free,” André said. “Publish it, it’s yours.” The editor, nothing if not amenable, accepted. Well, in that case, I’d be happy to.


André Delcourt had just entered the world of journalism.


*


The moment she woke, Madeleine saw Paul lying in the hospital bed and rushed over to him.


So relieved was she to see him that she longed to take him in her arms, but was dissuaded by the sight of the full-body cast, and especially by the expression on his face. The child was not lying in the bed, he was laid out, his eyes wide, it was impossible to tell whether he was aware of what was going on around him. Léonce gestured helplessly. He had been like this ever since she arrived, he had not moved a muscle.


Madeleine began talking to Paul with a feverishness that was almost exultant.


It was in this state of mingled elation and terror that Professor Fournier found her. He took a deep breath and tried to catch her eye, but it was fruitless, Madeleine clung desperately to the pale hand that emerged from the stiff binding.


Fournier carefully unlaced Madeleine’s fingers and forced her to turn and face him.


“The X-ray . . .” he began, speaking very slowly, as though addressing a deaf mute, a comparison that seemed apt. “The X-ray shows clearly that Paul’s spine is broken.”


“He’s alive!” Madeleine interrupted.


It was distressing for the doctor; the news he had to break was difficult.


“The spinal cord has been severely damaged.”


Madeleine frowned, staring at Professor Fournier as though trying to work out the answer to a riddle. Suddenly, it came to her:


“You’re going to operate and . . . oh . . . I need to prepare myself for a long and difficult operation, is that it?”


Madeleine nodded, I understand, obviously it will be a long time before Paul recovers.


“We are not going to operate, Madeleine. There is nothing to be done. The damage is irreversible.”


Madeleine’s lips formed a word that would not come. Fournier took a step back.


“Paul is paraplegic.”


The word did not have the anticipated effect. Madeleine went on staring, waiting for him to continue: and . . .?


The word paraplegic was an abstract concept. Very well, thought Fournier, if I must.


“Madeleine . . . Paul is paralysed. He will never walk again.”
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In Paris, the bitter cold briefly relented. The city was overcast, shrouded by a mantle of milk white cloud whose intent was impossible to gauge until the icy, driving rain returned.


In the gloomy legal chambers of Maître Lecerf, gas lamps were lit, coats shaken out and hung on the hatstand, and the assembled company took their seats.


Hortense had insisted on being present, and was seated next to her husband. This woman, deficient as she was in breasts, in buttocks and in wits, considered Charles to be a man of genius. Although there was scant evidence to corroborate her exalted opinion of her husband, she continued to feel for him a boundless admiration that was only amplified by the fact that she had despised her brother-in-law, Marcel, who, she believed, had sought to destroy his younger brother out of sheer jealousy. If Charles had made a success of his life, it was not thanks to his brother, but in spite of him. The reading of the will, more so even than the funeral rites, marked the death of that old swine Marcel Péricourt; it was an event she would not have missed for all the world.


Charles and Hortense were seated in the front row next to Gustave Joubert, who, ordinarily, should have sat at the back, but was here as a representative of Madeleine, who had refused to leave the hospital.


The news of little Paul was not good. He had emerged from his coma, but Gustave, who had briefly visited the boy’s bedside, had thought him deathly pale; the situation was far from encouraging. Representing Madeleine at such a crucial moment was clear proof that his role as spouse had not been usurped.


At the other end of the row, Léonce Picard, more ravishing than ever behind a lilac veil, had her hands clasped in her lap. She was here to represent Paul. God, but the woman was beautiful. With the exception of Joubert, who was a pure spirit, everyone in the chambers was either captivated or, like Hortense, discomfited.


Maître Lecerf’s preamble, a mixture of legal points and personal reminiscences, went on for more than twenty minutes. From experience, he knew that no-one dares interrupt a solicitor in such circumstances, his listeners, fearing an ill-judged word will bring ill luck, are loath to tempt fate. Each stoically endured the delay while thinking about other things.


Hortense was thinking about her ovaries, which had always caused her a dull ache, the shooting pains she felt whenever the doctor examined her, she had heard all manner of stories on the subject that made her tremble from head to foot; she despised her womb, it had brought her nothing but grief.


Charles, for his part, was picturing the weaselly face of the junior civil servant at the Ministry of Public Works saying: “What you are asking of me is rather complicated, monsieur le député . . .” He had nodded to the office next door. “The minister is, well, he is greedy. You can’t imagine. He’s insatiable.” I’ll be glad when this is all over, Charles thought, tapping his foot.


Léonce was idly wondering what doubtless astronomical sums were about to be discussed. She was very fond of Madeleine, but she had to admit that it was difficult to live with people who were so outrageously rich.


Lastly, Joubert was steeling himself, expecting to be passed over yet again.


“And the dear departed Marcel Péricourt sent for me in order to set down his last will and testament.”


End of preamble; it was almost eleven o’clock.


Marcel Péricourt’s fortune was estimated at ten million francs in shares in the Bank and the Commercial Credit Union he had founded, to which was added two and a half million, being the value of the house on the rue de Prony. Charles was pleasantly surprised by these figures, which he had underestimated.


Marcel Péricourt’s will listed the beneficiaries in order of importance. Since the death of his son, Édouard, Madeleine was his sole heir. She inherited a little more than six million francs and the family home. Joubert, representing her, merely blinked by way of acknowledgment. What Madeleine had gained was precisely what he had lost.


Unsurprisingly, Paul, being the last to bear the Péricourt name, was to receive three million in government bonds, which would not generate a great profit, but whose value would not decrease over time. This was to be held in trust by his legal guardian, Madeleine Péricourt, until his twenty-first birthday.


Joubert, who could tally figures better than anyone, held his breath, curious to discover how his employer had allotted the remainder, because, if one discounted the hôtel particulier, he had already dispensed ninety per cent of his assets in two bequests.


Charles bowed his head meekly. Logically, his turn had arrived; something that proved both true and false, since the next bequest concerned his daughters. Each was to receive fifty thousand francs, enough to handsomely augment the dowry their parents could afford.


Joubert was already smiling to himself. He no longer needed to calculate, but what came next was even worse than he had imagined. Charles Péricourt was allotted the sum of two hundred thousand francs. A pittance. A mere two per cent of his brother’s fortune. It was not an inheritance; it was a kick in the teeth. Dumbfounded, Charles’ face flushed crimson, his eyes staring vacantly as a dead bird’s.


Gustave Joubert was not surprised by this. “I have done more than enough for him,” Marcel Péricourt had told him privately. “He never manages to do anything for himself, except to court disaster. If he were rich, he would be bankrupt within the year and he would drag his family down with him.”


The rest of his fortune was parcelled out in endowments of fifty thousand francs to various institutions, including the Jockey Club, the Automobile Club de l’Ouest, the Racing Club de France (Marcel had loved his clubs, though he never set foot in them).


The coup de grâce came in the form of a bequest of two hundred thousand francs to the association of war veterans, a symbolic gesture to his dead son, Édouard Péricourt. Charles Péricourt had merited no more than this symbolic gesture!


Maître Lecerf came to the concluding paragraphs:


“To Gustave Joubert, the devoted and honest colleague who has worked alongside me for so many years, one hundred thousand francs. And to the staff of the Péricourt household, fifteen thousand francs, to be paid out by my daughter as and when she sees fit.”


Joubert, who had all the poise and self-control that Charles entirely lacked, considered his bequest bitterly. This was not even a kick in the teeth, it was charity. He had ranked last, just before the maids, the chauffeur and the gardeners.


Charles glanced around as though waiting for someone else to intervene. But the reading was concluded, Maître Lecerf closed his file.


“Um . . . excuse me, Monsieur . . .”


“Maître,” the solicitor corrected.


“Of course, whatever you say . . . Is all this above board?”


The lawyer raised an eyebrow. To challenge a document he had drawn up was to challenge his rectitude, and this was something he did not like.


“What exactly do you mean by ‘above board’, Monsieur Péricourt?”


“Well, I don’t know, exactly. But I mean to say—”


“Explain yourself, Monsieur!”


Charles did not know what there was to explain. But then a thought occurred to him, luminous, self-evident:


“What I mean to say, Maître, is it above board to give three million francs to a sickly child who’ll probably be dead by tomorrow? Here you are giving him this colossal sum of money while he’s lying like a vegetable in a hospital bed in La Pitié and will probably be sharing the family vault with his grandfather within the week! So, let me ask you again, is all this legal?”


The lawyer slowly got to his feet. His professional experience dictated prudence, but also firmness.


“Mesdames, messieurs, the reading of the will of Marcel Péricourt is at an end. It goes without saying that anyone who wishes to contest its legitimacy may apply to the courts tomorrow.”


But Charles had not said his piece, he was like a dog with no sense of danger, capable of eating chocolate or drinking sump oil until it died.


“Wait, wait,” he shrieked as Hortense tugged at his sleeve. “What if he’s already dead, the kid, what if at this very minute he’s dead? Eh? Is it still legal, this will of yours? Are you planning to send his inheritance to the graveyard?”


He made a theatrical gesture, calling as witnesses an assembled company that included only Léonce, since Joubert had deliberately turned his back and was putting on his coat.


“Well, I mean, it’s true, what I’m saying! Are you telling me millions can be handed out to corpses, and no-one bats an eyelid? Well, bravo, that’s all I can say!”


At this, he swept out of the chambers with Hortense on his arm.


The lawyer, lips pursed, shook hands with Léonce as she too took her leave.


“Monsieur Joubert . . .”


He gestured to Joubert, if you have a moment, and the two men went back into the office.


“If he so wishes, Monsieur Charles Péricourt may contest the will, but in the interests of the family, I should say—”


Joubert interrupted him.


“He’ll do nothing of the sort! Charles is foolhardy, but he is also a realist. And if he should have any such impulse, I shall make it my business to dissuade him.”


The lawyer nodded sagely.


“Ah, yes,” he said, as though he had belatedly remembered something.


He slid open the desk drawer and, without having to look for it, took out a large, flat key.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Also by Pierre Lemaitre



		Dedication



		Part 1



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19









		Part 2



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44









		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
MACLEHOSE PRES
QUERCUS - LONDON






OEBPS/images/9780857059024.jpg
PIERRE LEMAITRE





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
Co-funded by the
Creative Europe Programme
of the European Union






