

[image: Illustration]




 


 


Also by Sabri Louatah


Savages, Part 1: The Wedding




[image: Illustration]




 


 


CORSAIR


First published in France as Les Sauvages, Tome 2 by Flammarion/Versilio in 2011
First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Corsair


Copyright © Flammarion/Versilio 2012


Translation copyright © Susanna Lea Associates, 2018. Translated by Gavin Bowd


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


ISBN: 978-1-4721-5323-4


Corsair


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk





[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]




SUNDAY




1


MURDERERS


1.


At the very moment when our secret services’ satellites registered the first worrying crowd movements on the outskirts of Paris, at the very moment when, throughout the country, stadiums, bars and squares with giant screens seemed to implode under the simultaneous surge of shock, disbelief and anger, Henri Wagner, investigating judge in the Paris prosecutor’s counterterrorism division, was peacefully admiring the stone saints that looked out over St Peter’s Square in the Vatican.


He had joined his wife the day before and planned to leave the next day. Paola wanted to visit the Sistine Chapel, where they had met twenty years earlier, but half an hour after buying tickets the judge had abruptly left, unable to concentrate, his mind occupied by work anxieties.


Madame Wagner was a reasonably famous pianist, known to music fans by her maiden name, Paola Ferris. At this particular moment, she walked over to her husband, who stood motionless, leaning like a young man against one of the crowd-control barriers, though strangely there were no lines of waiting tourists on this beautiful spring Sunday.


‘What on earth has got into you?’


The judge shrugged and seemed to hesitate before speaking. Beneath his white hair and bushy black eyebrows, beyond the lines that marked his face, there was something irrepressibly youthful about his appearance: his slightly gangly frame, his prominent Adam’s apple, and his casual clothing, accentuated by the two undone buttons of his polo shirt. He put his hands on his hips and looked up at the sky.


One of the judge’s two bodyguards moved away to take a phone call. The second one eventually looked in the same direction as the judge. Part of the VIP Protection Service, which regularly rotated the bodyguards of threatened judges, the two new officers were identical even in their choice of weekend outfit: leather jackets, trainers and dark sunglasses. Judge Wagner felt sure this was not planned. At lunch, he had called it ‘professional camouflage’ – a witty remark that neither of his shaven-headed apes had dignified with a smile.


‘Strange, don’t you think?’


The judge was speaking to his wife, who heard her mobile vibrate for the third time in a row inside her leather handbag. She asked what was strange but didn’t wait for a reply before pressing the green button on her phone. Hands behind his back, Judge Wagner took a few steps towards the foot of the stairs that led to the hanging gallery. The statues were sharply silhouetted against a bright spring sky, dappled with small, fast-moving clouds. The wind chasing them was bitingly cold, so Judge Wagner popped the collar of his jacket as he contemplated an optical illusion that delighted him, even as it left him unnerved and dizzy. It seemed to him that it was not the clouds making their way across the sky, but lofty saints suddenly awakened from their eternal sleep, just as it sometimes appears, from a stationary train, as if the train next to yours, moving imperceptibly, is in fact the one standing still while your own has begun to move.


‘Paola, look . . .’


But when he turned towards his wife, her face had drained of all colour. Her hand was half-covering her gaping mouth and her large, clear eyes were already welling with tears of horror.


The security officer, who was also on the phone, grabbed Judge Wagner by the elbow and pulled him to the edge of the square as he handed him the phone. As the head of the counter-terrorism division explained the situation to him, his wife called Aurélie back in Paris to make sure she was okay. Her daughter’s voice was a bit sleepy. An aunt would come and take care of her until they returned. Surprisingly, Aurélie didn’t argue.


In the car back to the hotel, Paola took her husband’s hand, which, unlike her own, wasn’t trembling. His eyes, too, remained steady and solemn as the umpteenth caller shared tragic new details.


When he hung up, she looked lovingly at his steady, serious face, his white hair.


‘The future is now,’ she murmured.


Her husband put his hand on hers.


‘I always thought his campaign slogan was . . .’


She couldn’t find the right adjective and fell silent.


‘Prophetic?’ the judge suggested, without taking his eyes from the screen of his BlackBerry.


‘Um . . . No, that’s not what I meant . . . But, for God’s sake,’ she said, suddenly sounding angry, ‘this doesn’t even seem to bother you! A presidential candidate’s been shot!’


‘Paola—’


‘It’s so horrible! They shot him. My God! I just . . . I don’t understand. With all this going on, how can you keep such a . . . Herculean calm?’


Judge Wagner smiled inscrutably. He cleared his throat, seemed to think of ten other things to say, and then answered his wife as their rented estate car sped along the banks of the Tiber at breakneck speed.


‘Darling, unless Roman mythology has been mistaken all these years, I’m pretty sure Hercules was anything but calm . . .’


2.


First to arrive at the Grogny University Hospital’s emergency room was a phalanx of men wearing earpieces, followed a minute later by two waves of uniformed motorcycle units. The shouts of the first unit were soon joined by the cacophony of whistles from the second, carrying out their orders to evacuate the ground floor. A nurse complained as she wheeled a patient from a room, but the department head ordered her to obey without another word.


After the storm came the calm, a more terrifying calm, barely disturbed by the beeping of the machines. No one on the hospital staff dared even swallow. It felt as if the slightest sound might make these stocky, tense, adrenaline-fuelled men explode. A puny house officer dropped his stethoscope on the tiles.


A security officer, who was violently chewing gum, shot him a murderous look. Clearly gifted with superhuman powers, he was the first to hear the procession arrive. A split second before everyone else, he rushed towards the door, which opened automatically.


The stretcher was carried quickly past nurses, all of whom were left stunned as they saw with their own eyes what they had only suspected: the identity of the patient for whom the unit had been transformed into a high-security zone.


A female house officer was charged with looking after the candidate’s wife, checking her blood pressure and bringing her water.


Esther Chaouch allowed herself to be led into a small room, where the young trainee doctor could not hold back a sob. She was joined by an experienced A&E clinician, who immediately checked the patient’s pupils.


‘Madame Chaouch, I can assure you your husband is in good hands. Professor Lu—’


‘Where have you taken him? What are you going to—’


‘Please remain calm, Madame. Your husband is in good hands.’


Esther Chaouch got up and took advantage of the doctor’s momentary lapse in attention to leave the room and cross the corridor, where none of the bodyguards had the heart to stop her. She stood, alone, at the red-silled window through which the blood-covered face of her husband was visible, starkly lit by fluorescent lights. While the bullet had passed through his left cheek, it was the flesh on the right side of his face that had exploded outward, creating an unbearable sight.


Esther Chaouch fainted. When she came to, she was surrounded by bodyguards and Jean-Sébastien Vogel, her husband’s campaign director, who had taken off his tie and was looking at her, less with compassion than with a sort of anxious, shellshocked curiosity.


She spent fifteen minutes on the phone with her daughter, Jasmine, who had chosen, a few hours earlier, to go home to her apartment on the Canal Saint-Martin, which Vogel confirmed was one of the safest places in the capital. After half an hour, the head of the unit came in and helped her sit up on the bed. He explained the situation to her in a voice so gentle she thought for a moment that she had been cocooned in morphine or some kind of invisible cotton wool designed to protect her from the world’s violence.


‘Madame Chaouch, I’m Dr Lucas. We’ve just spent half an hour . . .’


He halted mid-sentence as something caught in his throat. He lifted a finger and turned around for a moment to cough. The doctor’s tone, the timbre of his voice . . . Esther Chaouch put her head in her hands. She felt sure it was all over, that he was about to inform her that her husband was dead. She even had enough time to put herself in the shoes of this doctor who was tasked with explaining why they hadn’t been able to do anything, this grizzled doctor who must have notified hundreds of families about hundreds of deaths, and who must have used the same horrific and supposedly earnest euphemisms each time: ‘has passed away’, ‘didn’t make it’, perhaps even the despicable ‘has left us’ . . .


But she was wrong.


‘Please excuse me. So, where were we? The scan shows the bullet did not touch his brain. The bullet essentially went straight through both cheeks. It’s a stroke of luck, but it’s very likely that the shock resulted in a ruptured aneurysm. We have spent half an hour stabilizing his blood pressure so that we can safely transport him to a specialized hospital. The neurosurgeons and neuroradiologists at Val-de-Grâce have been alerted—’


‘Will he live?’


‘Madame, his condition is . . . extremely serious. I won’t lie to you, the operation is very difficult. But I can assure you that the procedure will be carried out by some of the best surgeons in the country. You can count on that.’


Esther Chaouch stifled a sob. Yet again it was the doctor’s gentle, professional tone that had pierced her natural reserve.


‘How are you taking him there?’ she asked brusquely, standing up to go with them.


‘By helicopter. It’s a ten minute trip. You can follow by car. I think the convoy is ready to leave. Your daughter,’ added Dr Lucas, after a glance at Vogel, ‘is being driven to Val-de-Grâce right now.’


In turn, Esther looked at Vogel.


‘Jean-Sébastien, was it a terrorist attack?’


‘Yes, of course, but it’s too early to—’


‘But why did no one tell us he was really at risk? Where was . . . Valérie Simonetti? She didn’t know? But you knew, right?’


‘Esther, there’ll be an investigation. The people who are responsible—’


‘And now, is he safe? Tell me : is he safe?’


‘Esther,’ Vogel replied, looking at the floor, ‘the chief of police in Paris called to say he’d sent six riot control squadrons to cordon off the area around Val-de-Grâce.’


Esther Chaouch raised her hands and shook her head from side to side in rage.


‘The chief of police? Dieuleveult? He hates Idder, for God’s sake—’


‘Esther, that’s enough,’ said Vogel sharply.


The man first in line to become Chaouch’s prime minister took Esther’s hands, which were flushed with anxiety, in his own.


‘That’s not how it works. This isn’t politics any more. France has just been attacked, don’t you see? France.’


A few seconds later, an air ambulance took off from the roof of the Grogny University Hospital and headed towards the sun, flying over the suburbs, the highway, the eastern neighbourhoods of Paris and the Seine, before landing in the courtyard of the Val-de-Grâce military hospital, where half a dozen people in white and blue scrubs stood around a stretcher, preparing to receive their most important patient of the year.


3.


‘Horses of fire.’


They were Rabia’s first words as she emerged painfully from a sleep she thought had lasted a whole day. When her eyelids could open almost normally, she added that these fiery horses were in the sky, and that she had seen them move with a mute but portentous roar. Fouad checked her pulse and put the back of his hand to her sweating forehead.


He had finally managed to break down Rabia’s door after throwing himself against it several dozen times, which would probably mean pain and bruises the following day. He’d been surprised to see shards of glass on the tiled floor, but then had finally found his aunt asleep on her bed, without sheets covering her.


As she raised a hand to bring to life the horse race from her dream, Fouad saw her expression change. The otherworldly haze had dispersed. She remembered.


‘Where’s Krim? Where’s my son?’


She grabbed Fouad’s wrist and leapt out of bed.


‘Auntie, what happened?’ Fouad shouted. ‘Tell me!’


Rabia lost her balance and fell back on the bed. She stammered a few words that Fouad found hard to make out: Omar, telephone, Paris.


‘Omar?’ asked Fouad.


‘Like Omar Sharif,’ said Rabia deliriously. ‘We met on Meetic, and afterwards . . . I . . . after . . .’


‘I’m going to get you some water.’


‘And Luna? Where’s my daughter?’


While Fouad filled a bottle so he wouldn’t have to make multiple trips to the kitchen, he grabbed the phone in his left hand and was horrified to see that he had more than thirty missed calls – he had switched it from vibrate to silent, and the red light had been blinking for fifteen minutes without him realizing it. He squeezed the plastic-covered keypad until his knuckles turned white.


He let the water run and looked at the broken door. At that very moment, Fouad knew that he knew, but he didn’t yet know what. Because, instead of calling back the last number displayed on his phone, instead of answering Rabia’s phone, which had been ringing incessantly since he had entered the flat, he opened the living room’s glazed doors and switched on the TV. All the network shows had been interrupted and replaced with special breaking news bulletins. He clicked over to LCI News. He was used to the red ‘Emergency’ notice scrolling at the bottom of twenty-four-hour news channels’ screens. A law had been passed, a missing girl had been found dead, a damning statement had been made at a political convention . . . But this time, the Socialist Party’s presidential candidate had been the victim of a terrorist attack. That much, Fouad knew. But there was something else.


He turned up the volume.


There hadn’t been time to give the expert commentators the usual makeover. Their noses were shiny and sweat had glued entire locks of hair to their creased foreheads. To Fouad, those feverish voices, required to make their point in less than twenty seconds for fear of being cut off, had never sounded so strident. He had appeared on a few shows himself; he was due to appear on many more soon, to promote a big-budget comedy film due out that summer, in which he played the most prominent supporting role.


‘Fouad?’


Rabia’s figure looked distorted through the convex panes of the glass door. Fouad didn’t have the chance to turn the sound down. He ran over to his aunt to keep her from coming in. The voice of the lead news anchor was finishing a recap of the breaking news story of the century.


‘At present, the identity of the gunman is not known. In the video of the attack, which we have chosen not to air, the suspect appears to be a young man, perhaps even a teenager, of Asian or perhaps North African origin. We’ll be back soon with an update . . .’


Fouad wasn’t able to hold Rabia back for long. She seized the remote from her stunned nephew, who finally knew what he had sensed from the beginning. And yet he still didn’t believe it. It took Rabia’s furious clicking, a dozen times or more, for it to sink in. She kept on until, instead of the greedy, obscene faces of the journalists and commentators, the screen showed the frozen, enlarged image of the young gunman, his flat cheekbones, his wide eyes filled with terror and, visibly despite the pixellation, with tears.


‘Krim . . .’


4.


It was 5.30 in the afternoon when Krim was released by the doctor and declared fit for police custody. It had taken two hours to calm his spectacular panic attack in the police van, as tense voices argued over where to take him: ‘to the 36’ or ‘to Levallois’. Krim had followed these esoteric disputes until he couldn’t breathe any more. Levallois-Perret housed the brand new headquarters of the Central Directorate of Interior Intelligence (CDII), the result of a merger between the RG intelligence service and DST domestic intelligence agency – the French equivalent of the FBI. It included, among others, the counterterrorism division. When he heard that he was to be interrogated Krim had vomited onto a pair of combat boots that had automatically taken their revenge with a swift kick to his upper lip.


The blow made no visible difference: his face was already swollen from the kicks and punches he had received from a crowd that, without the intervention of the bodyguards, would probably have lynched him. Nevertheless, apart from the medication to prevent him from hyperventilating, they had had to give him a few quick stitches around the mouth. While his young patient, knocked out by the tranquillizers, slept under strict surveillance, the doctor complained about the behaviour of the policemen.


‘Did you really need to be so rough?’ he asked in a tone that was all the more reproachful since he was obviously not going to report anything.


Krim opened his eyes while they were moving, transported at a speed he had thought possible only in video games. Strangely, it seemed to him that he was sinking rather than taking flight, sinking into the weight of time where he would explode in a million little air bubbles.


People asked him questions, and he heard himself attempt to reply.


Again he fell asleep, opening his eyes just as a futuristic structure emerged in the distance: twin buildings made entirely of glass, sparkling in the sweltering sun. The motorcade sped into a multi-storey car park. Krim let himself be lulled by the screeching of the tyres.


When he woke up, he was no longer surrounded by policemen screaming at him to spell his last name, but in a strangely calm basement room, where hot, dusty rays of sunlight spilled through two long, barred windows onto sleeping computers. Looking up, Krim occasionally saw booted feet stop on the ground-floor courtyard. The lowered barrel of an assault rifle suddenly appeared. It was followed by grey trousers above black loafers. The courtyard’s furious activity contrasted sharply with the crushing silence that reigned on his side of the double-glazed windows.


Having fully regained consciousness, Krim realized he was handcuffed to the arm of his chair. This wasn’t the first time he’d felt the restraint of metal bracelets, but never in the course of his previous misadventures had the police fastened the cuffs so tightly. The slightest wrist movement ground together bracelet and bone, sinking metal into flesh, which consequently reignited pain all over his face and torso.


At last, two men entered. They were both the same height and wore the same suit and no tie. The meaner-looking one wore an undershirt visible beneath his white button-up, and had deepset eyes and a half-open mouth. He remained standing beside the open door, behind Krim, leaving his sharp-eyed colleague to sit on the edge of the desk.


‘So, Abdelkrim. I’m Captain Tellier.’


He was a restless, clumsy man, as if burdened by his own size. His blonde, greasy hair was tied in a ponytail, and it looked like this was the first time he had ever worn his suit jacket. Krim didn’t notice right away that he had a harelip but once he’d spotted it, it was all he could see: the upper lip split in the middle, the raw flesh that explained everything: those sharp eyes, the uneasy posture, the vengeful voice.


‘How are you, Abdelkrim?’


Krim wanted to say something about his handcuffs being too tight, but he was afraid he wouldn’t have the chance to make another request for a long time. He cleared his throat to try to explain as quickly as possible that his mother must be looked after, but, as she came into his mind, he had a swirling memory that she had been imprisoned by Mouloud Benbaraka, that she was still in danger, that Nazir . . . He didn’t have time to get anything out; Captain Tellier hadn’t asked Krim a question to get a reply, just to make him listen to the sound of his voice.


‘We’re not going to do this all night. You shot at a presidential candidate. You’re going to tell us why you did it, who gave you the weapon, and why the gun says “SRAF”. You’re going to tell us everything. But you’re going to start by telling us where to find your mobile phone.’


‘My mobile phone?’


‘Yeah, your mobile phone. You really expect us to believe you don’t have one? So where is it? It wasn’t on you, or near the town hall. So . . . where is your mobile phone?’


Krim didn’t answer. He would have liked to say he had thrown it off a bridge, but he didn’t know if he had dreamed that or if it had really happened. Captain Tellier could see that the boy was completely out of it. When he uttered ‘mobile phone’ again, it had the same effect on Krim as a word in a foreign language.


‘All right, let’s back up,’ the captain went on. ‘You don’t know what a mobile phone is, but you still remember what a phone number is, right?’


Krim muttered, to hear the sound of his own voice and because absolute silence made his head spin faster.


‘Well then, you’re going to write down the names and phone numbers of all your family and friends. Understand? Can you do that for us?’


Krim reacted suddenly.


‘But they don’t have anything to do with . . .’


A policeman entered the room and handed the captain a document. It was Krim’s file from the Criminal Office Processing System, which contained the list of offences on his police record. The captain’s lower lip twitched as he read.


‘Theft, assault of a police officer, possession, dealing, damage to property . . . Well, I can see you’re a regular customer. You’ll have to tell us how you got from dealing weed to political assassination, but for now I just want you to make the list I asked for, okay? Come on, your whole contacts list, plus your family.’


‘Can I make a phone call first?’


The captain looked at his colleague for the first time with a comically distressed pout, so exaggerated that it seemed clear that if he hadn’t been a captain in the counterterrorism police, he might have haunted indie-rock festivals grasping a can of Heineken, a rolled cigarette hanging from his lips, his hair tied in the same faded blonde ponytail, like one of those sad middle-aged people who strive desperately to preserve the trappings of being a hip, open-minded teenager as the decades pass. Nonetheless, however much Captain Tellier’s voice might have tried to sound approachable, to make you forget his deformity, it was only intermittently sympathetic. He ignored Krim’s question and continued.


‘Write down everything you can: brothers, sisters, cousins, uncles, dad, mum . . .’


‘But what are you going to do to them?’ Krim said, sounding worried.


The captain stood up. His exasperation showed through the deep breaths he took, the mechanical way he softened his voice.


‘We need to question the people who know you. It’s standard procedure.’


‘I threw away the phone,’ Krim declared. ‘I threw it off a bridge, into the river.’


‘You threw your phone into the Seine? What time? Why?’


‘Because of the pictures . . . The pictures of . . . But it didn’t fall into the water,’ remembered Krim, without thinking about sorting through the information that was coming back to him, the way you remember the details of a dream in the late afternoon.


The captain tipped his head back and looked at the ceiling.


‘And the watches? Why did you have two watches?’


‘I . . . I forget . . .’


‘Listen, pal, I don’t think you realize what you’ve just done. But we’ll have time to talk about it. Lots of time.’


Krim looked at the floor.


‘You’ve already been in twenty-four-hour lock-up twice. You know how that works? Hours of questioning by people like me who yell at you. Except that we’re not two-bit cops from Saint-Etienne – this is counterterrorism HQ. So let me explain: the prosecutor is going to charge you with the most serious charges in the entire Penal Code. And we’re going to question you for forty-eight hours and then the prosecutor will extend custody another forty-eight hours, and so on until we reach a hundred and forty-eight hours. Try to imagine how you’ll feel in a hundred and forty-eight hours. Are you good at maths? You Arabs are usually good at maths, aren’t you? How many days is a hundred and forty-eight hours? I’ll let you work it out.’


The captain made a lopsided grimace and passed a finger over his eyes, as if to wipe away invisible beads of sweat.


‘Of course, we could get this over with in one night if you tell us everything. It’s up to you – everything is up to you from here onwards.’


5.


Krim’s muddled brain tried to work out how many forty-eight-hour stretches it was. He had rounded up from forty-eight to fifty to make it easier, and he ended up coming to the absurd figure of six days while his trembling hand wrote down his aunts’ first names. He soon realized he couldn’t remember any phone numbers, not even that of his own home.


The captain noticed the pen was motionless at the top of the second column. He slowly drew the paper from the desk. Krim was about to ask the captain to help him find his mother’s number when he heard Nazir’s voice in the hallway.


Paralysed, he kept his hand around his wrist and began to breathe more quickly, until he felt his pulse begin to race in the bulging vein of his forearm, swollen and bruised by the handcuffs.


‘Come on, now,’ the captain asked. ‘What, did you see a ghost?’


Krim turned his head and saw a tall, dark figure outside, giving orders to policemen in the same authoritative tone as Nazir. But perhaps it wasn’t him? This thought was confirmed when the figure turned around. It was a young man with unremarkable features and icy blue eyes, as fair as Nazir was dark, wearing a black suit, dark blue tie, supporting himself with a walking stick.


He approached the cell without taking his eyes off Krim. When he entered, the captain stood up and straightened his jacket respectfully.


‘So this is the hitman?’ the man said with the same sinister laugh as Nazir. ‘My God, he’s barely reached puberty . . .’


‘Sir. We’ve just started the questioning.’


‘Then, by all means, please continue,’ he said softly, while continuing to glare at Krim. ‘The minister would like to assure you that you have her trust. A word with you, please, Captain.’


The captain rushed after him. Krim was fascinated by the power this man must possess to command such complete silence in those around him. He hadn’t even glanced their way, but the two officers, who must have been twenty years his senior, had jumped to attention like schoolboys at a disciplinary hearing.


Outside the office, the man asked the captain what Krim had revealed so far. Tellier told him about the mobile phone, the bridge, and other details that had come back to the ‘kid’: a sightseeing boat, the back of Notre-Dame . . .


‘You can see how important you’ve become,’ Captain Tellier commented once the blonde ghost had left, leaning on his cane. ‘Even the Minister of the Interior’s chief of staff is interested in you.’


Krim wasn’t listening. He couldn’t remember even the smallest feature of the man’s face. Everything had been sucked up by those unnaturally blue eyes, everything except a dimple that split his chin in two.


‘Right, so where were we?’


‘I know I have the right to a lawyer,’ ventured Krim, recovering his wits.


‘Come on. Just shut up,’ replied the other policeman, whose husky voice Krim was hearing for the first time. ‘You think I’m going to believe you know a lawyer?’


Krim went bright red. He had seen what legal aid lawyers were like from his previous visits to lock-up. Law students who peered distractedly at the client-of-the-day’s file while writing text messages to their friends. On the other hand, he clearly remembered a Special Correspondent report on Maître Aribi, nicknamed ‘The Arab’s Advocate’ by reporters trying to destroy his reputation. He was a hot-shot lawyer who spoke like a Frenchman and had won acquittals for dozens of people, all of them Arab.


‘I want my lawyer to be Maître Aribi.’


It felt as if he had named a Dragon Ball Z character.


‘Maître Aribi?’ mocked the lieutenant. ‘Which Bar?’


‘What?’


Krim didn’t understand, and the lieutenant didn’t seem to want to help him. The captain helped him along.


‘What city does he work out of, your Maître Aribi?’


‘Oh – I dunno . . . Paris.’


The lieutenant took the cap from a felt-tip pen and wrote down the lawyer’s name.


‘We’ll call him once you’ve started getting down to business.’


‘Monsieur,’ Krim said, suddenly in a panic. ‘My mother – you’ve got to do something. She’s . . .’


‘She’s what?’


The lieutenant seemed so full of hate that Krim was at a loss.


‘I want to speak to my mother. I’ve got to call her. She’s—’


‘No,’ interrupted Captain Tellier, ‘the prosecutor has expressly forbidden any phone calls. It could negatively affect the investigation.’


‘But . . . they’ve got nothing to do with it! It’s my family—’


‘To you it’s a family,’ Tellier cut in again, ‘to us it’s a network. We’re not going to let you warn the other members of your network. You can understand that, can’t you?’


6.


At Saint-Etienne’s North Hospital, Fouad made several trips between the room where old Aunt Zoulikha was being kept, after fainting the night before, and the emergency wing where blood samples taken from Rabia revealed a low dose of GHB, the infamous date-rape drug.


The A&E nurse was overwhelmed. She gave her patient tranquillizers; Rabia was suffering her fourth anxiety attack since hearing the news. Fouad asked to speak with the nurse in private. She had bags under her eyes and always seemed to be holding back an exasperated sigh.


‘Are you going to examine her, to see if she’s been . . . assaulted?’


‘You mean sexually assaulted? Yes, yes, we’re going to do that. Listen—’


‘When?’


The nurse, who was in the process of changing the IV bag, stopped, stared and closed her eyes.


‘Monsieur, as you can see, we’re short-staffed, so please go and keep your aunt company, have some coffee – do whatever you want – but let us do our jobs, okay?’


The nurse’s condescending tone irritated Fouad so much that his jaw and neck stiffened like a bull about to charge.


After visiting Zoulikha, who was sleeping alone on the fourth floor, making sure that little Luna was safe and sound at her granny’s, and spending each trip in the lift focused on the soupy hospital smell to avoid thinking about what had just happened, Fouad found himself in front of the sleeping Rabia and realized he wouldn’t make it to the end of the day unless he found out where Jasmine was.


He got out his phone and checked the missed calls to see if his beloved’s first name was there. It was not. As he was about to press the green button on his immortal Nokia, purchased seven years earlier, he realized he couldn’t do it, that he couldn’t just call her: his beloved was Chaouch’s daughter; Chaouch was the man his young cousin had just shot at point-blank range.


He dreamed there was someone he could ask not only for advice but for a precise, detailed and, above all, indisputable order on how to proceed. But he was on his own. And, anyway, how were you supposed to proceed when the way forward had just disintegrated before your very eyes?


While pacing the hallway of the emergency wing, he caught sight of his Uncle Idir, who was anxiously questioning a peroxide-blonde nursing assistant standing in front of the admissions list. Uncle Idir had not shaved since the day before and, seeing his prickly cheek from this angle, Fouad thought that after the hour he had just been through, the previous day seemed more like a month ago. His brother Slim’s wedding, venerable Uncle Ferhat’s desecration. The passage of time began to overlap and spin like in a kaleidoscope, and Fouad, who hadn’t slept in at least thirty-six hours, had to lean against a bare wall for a moment, so as not to lose his balance.


‘Fouad, where’s Rabia?’


Idir had tears in his eyes. The heat, added to the red-checked sweater he’d thought it a good idea to put on over his shirt, made his narrow face flush, giving it a disturbing colour. Fouad put a hand on his uncle’s shoulder. It took all his remaining energy not to break down in tears.


‘You see him on TV? You see Krim?’


Idir was in a state of shock. Fouad led him into Rabia’s room and sat him down in the only empty chair.


‘Do you want a glass of water? Uncle? Do you want a glass of water?’


Idir did not reply. He was looking at his sister-in-law stretched out on the bed and trying to control the terror that had taken hold of him the moment Krim’s face appeared on every TV screen in France.


‘Did you call the police to tell them?’


Fouad wanted to snap back: why me? Why am I supposed to have called the police?


He went to the bathroom with a plastic cup, braced himself on the edge of the toilet bowl and forced himself to throw up. When he got up, he splashed some water on his face and comforted himself with the illusion that things were better.


‘I’m going to call them now,’ he said to his old uncle when he returned. ‘But we also have to call a lawyer. Krim’s going to need one. And us too.’


‘Us too?’ Idir repeated, looking up at his nephew, his face clouded by anxiety and incomprehension.


Fouad remembered imitating his uncle’s thick Marseilles accent in the community centre – Rabia had laughed so hard she’d had to cross her legs to avoid pissing herself.


‘All of us.’ Fouad didn’t even try to camouflage his emotions as he left the room.


7.


At the corner of the main residential street in Grogny’s Rameau-Givré housing projects, the first vehicle to go up in flames was not a car but a scooter. And for twenty minutes, its owner had no idea. Yael Zitoun, who had come to spend this particular Election Sunday in her father’s company, was in the bathroom at that moment, busy reading Avernus.fr on her MacBook. The site was her father’s new bible, and its morning editorial, written by editor-in-chief Puteoli, called on voters to staunchly reject Chaouch:




Fifteen hundred years of history just to end up here? Fifteen hundred years of blood, sweat and tears, fifteen hundred years of France, just to end up with a permissive, multiculti member of the European Parliament dressed up as the Nation’s Saviour by cynical ad-men? Fifteen hundred years of patriotism to end up with this: a PR expert who bats his eyes at the ratings agencies and is more worried about showing his best side in photographs than in France’s future?





Yael was about to come out of the bathroom to argue with her father for the second time that day, when the most familiar picture in her contacts list appeared on her iPhone’s screen:


Fouad’s.


‘Yael! Can you hear me?’


‘Fouad, oh my God, did you see? It’s a kid! An eighteen-year-old kid!’


‘Yael, I’m going to tell you something really serious.’


His voice was weak and full of pain. Nothing like the lion, the stentorian orator whose career she had managed since landing Fouad a role on Man of the Match.


Yael combed her fingers through her thick red hair while Fouad explained that the eighteen-year-old kid was his cousin Krim.


She was silent for a few seconds, her eyes wide open and yet completely blind to the computer screen balanced on her bare knees. Fouad, who couldn’t see what she was doing, wondered if the connection had cut out.


‘Yael?’


‘Fouad, I . . . Oh my God, I don’t know what to say.’


‘You’ve got to help me . . .’


‘Of course,’ Yael replied, with no clue what he was going to ask for.


‘I need a lawyer, Yael. The best one possible.’


Yael finally came to her senses. She put her iPhone on the pile of toilet paper rolls and put it on speaker so she could search for the name of a criminal lawyer her agency’s director had used two years before.


‘I’ll find one, no worries. I know a lawyer, a young one. He’s with a big firm . . .’


‘I don’t want to be a pain, but it’s very, very urgent.’


‘Yes, yes, I . . .’


But Yael didn’t get the chance to finish. Her father was hammering on the bathroom door.


‘What the hell are you banging for?’


‘Yael! Your scooter’s on fire!’


‘I’ll call you back,’ she told Fouad.


She came out of the bathroom and saw her father standing on a chair to get something from the top of the bookcase that covered almost the entire wall.


‘Papa, what are you doing?’


Monsieur Zitoun didn’t reply. Yael rushed to the window and saw, next to the rubbish bins, that her scooter was indeed in flames. When her father got down from the chair, he was holding his rifle from the Algerian war.


‘What are you doing? You’re crazy!’


‘This is just going too far!’ Monsieur Zitoun said angrily, almost exaggerating his pied noir accent. ‘They made Madame Zelmatti leave. They made poor Serge Touati leave. You think they’re going to make me leave too?’


Yael would have liked to take the gun from her father’s hands but she was terrified of weapons. Anyway, the old man couldn’t get the magazine open. Yael could see the anger leave his trembling hands and gather around his mouth. He was going to choke on his own words, his bitter complaints and threats. He was going to rant and rave to himself in private, as usual. Everything would be fine.


Yael called the police and, from the window of her father’s house, watched the crimson rays of sunset painting the end of the street. Her scooter burned silently; the image seemed unreal and Yael hardly gave it any more thought.


Fouad’s cousin had shot Chaouch.


The more she repeated this to herself, trying to give it some meaning, the more the words took on a life of their own and appeared to her as abstract shapes, cut off from all reality, incapable of any sense.


She closed her eyes and reopened them on a silent, seemingly paralysed neighbourhood. In the distance, the Baldassare Galuppi Auditorium sat calmly dominating the landscape. Whenever she was here, there was a moment when, on fine evenings, the disc of the setting sun nestled into the perfect rectangle formed by the arch of this ultra-modern, very costly and – according to her father – completely useless building. It had been erected by Chaouch at the start of his first term as mayor of Grogny.


‘My God,’ Monsieur Zitoun grumbled, ‘you know people are still voting?’


‘People are still voting? How?’


Monsieur Zitoun gestured at his daughter to shut up so he could watch the news. The election coverage had started with a special newscast, four hours earlier than planned. A permanent inset showed an image of the square outside Grogny’s town hall, now emptied of its crowds and dotted with sinister yellow police tape. In the studio, guest speakers took turns: the politicians’ ‘thoughts were with’ Chaouch’s family. The most recent update was that he was hovering between life and death but, without exact information about his condition, the election continued. It had been announced that the Ministry of the Interior, in charge of organizing the presidential election, would be holding a press conference in one hour.


While waiting for the police to arrive, Yael went out onto the balcony of the second floor to smoke a cigarette and call her lawyer friend. And it was then, as she tapped the filter of the Marlboro Light against her thumbnail, hesitating to light it, that she made out the first, still distant, murmur of the riot.


Behind the last house on the street, the Rameau-Givré housing project’s low-rise blocks of flats released a tide of hooded kids. Strange explosions reverberated all the way to the Zitouns’ peaceful neighbourhood.


Yael gestured to her father to join her on the balcony; together they watched more than a dozen teenagers charge down their street brandishing Molotov cocktails that they threw at all the vehicles they could find as casually as they would have thrown fireworks, screaming what would be the slogan of the coming unrest:


‘MURDERERS! MURDERERS!’


‘Who are they calling murderers anyway?’ asked Monsieur Zitoun.


His daughter replied, somewhat dreamily, ‘The state, the government, I don’t know – France, those who own the country. They want their president back.’


‘Get back inside!’


Monsieur Zitoun quickly closed the shutters and in the gloom, barely lit by a defective halogen lamp, he now began to search seriously for bullets to load into his old rifle.


8.


Fat Momo had waited for Fouad and Krim’s mother to leave before returning to the cellar and fetching the pistol that was wrapped in a piece of cloth. This accomplished, he hid the weapon in his tracksuit jacket. Never in the past months had it felt so heavy, not even the first time Krim had passed it to him so he could practise too. At first, Fat Momo had thought it weird, but then he had developed a taste for it, encouraged by Krim’s cousin Nazir, thanks to whom they’d got hold of the weapon, as well as the money to set up what they called their ‘little business’.


He caught the tram at Sadi-Carnot Square and had the bright idea of buying a ticket, validating it and sitting down just behind the driver, thinking to himself that the local police, summoned as back-up for the conductors, generally focused their attentions on the rear of the tram. The trip felt like it took an hour. Fat Momo had only one vague, fragmented thought in his mind, centred on his best friend, but it never turned into a coherent picture of the situation in which Krim, and by extension he himself, was caught.


When he finally reached Bellevue Square, on the city’s south side, he was sweating like a pig. A guy from the neighbourhood recognized him and came over to say hi.


‘You crazy fucker! A tracksuit jacket in this weather? What are you, a Turk?’


Turks had a reputation for dressing warmly in the summer and in t-shirts in the winter. Fat Momo was afraid the weapon might end up falling out if he hung around too long. He said goodbye to his tiresome neighbour and went home, checking to make sure the police weren’t hiding in the hedges by the ground floor of his small residential building.


His elderly father was dozing in front of the TV. His snoring did not entirely drown out the overexcited voice of the female newscaster who was repeating the day’s news for those who might be tuning in after a visit to outer space.


Sultan, his beloved Alsatian, noticed his young master’s agitation and barked at him a few times.


Fat Momo whimpered as he stroked the dog’s head. He ran into his bedroom and stuffed some clothes into a gym bag. As he was closing the bag he wasn’t sure whether to add the gun – it would be better to throw it away somewhere en route. But the idea of having to secretly carry it once he was outside seemed insurmountable. After trying to hide it in one of his trainers, he rolled it up in a towel and placed it at the bottom of the bag.


Then he stood still in the middle of his messy bedroom.


Slackjawed, Sultan looked at him to find out what he would do next. Fat Momo unzipped his jacket the rest of the way and noticed that his t-shirt was so soaked with sweat it had changed colour. He took off the jacket and t-shirt. Naked to the waist in front of his dog, he was wondering if the animal understood how ugly his rolls of fat were, when the ringing of the doorbell froze him to the spot.


If he didn’t answer it right away, his father was going to wake up and he’d have to tell him everything. If he answered it right away and it was the police, he was fucked.


He struggled into another t-shirt – the first one he found: his Algerian football team shirt – then went over to the peephole in the front door. The neighbour had come to give them some of the tagine she had made that morning. His widowed father was so courteous that the neighbourhood women had become fond of him and always brought him a plate of couscous, pastries or even an extra helping of lamb. Fat Momo took the tagine from the woman and explained that he was in a hurry.


‘What are you plotting, you little devil?’


‘Nothing!’ Fat Momo cried.


The neighbour, who had never heard Fat Momo use such a tone before, turned on her heel and left to avoid any further insult.


The hardest thing then was saying goodbye to Sultan. Sensing that his father’s uneven breathing presaged an imminent awakening, Fat Momo was forced to dry his tears and hurry out. He could still taste his dog’s dependably fetid breath in his own mouth, however, and he held on to its memory as he walked through the hot streets again, and discovered that a firearm, whether hidden in your jacket or at the bottom of a gym bag, is still just as absurdly, monstrously heavy when, as was the case here, it was connected, however indirectly, with the assassination of a servant of the Republic.
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THE MACHINE


1.


The square outside Grogny’s town hall had been cordoned off so the forensic technicians could examine it in search of evidence. Behind the barriers guarded by the CRS riot police, shopkeepers, residents and passers-by were not yet ready to leave this place that, to their disbelief, was now a crime scene. Journalists continued to swarm, only to be unceremoniously pushed back by law enforcement. The mood deteriorated when a municipal adviser close to Chaouch shoved a cameraman, knocking over his boom operator.


Directly across from the town hall, immune to all this activity, a Chinese restaurant owner dressed in a vest was sweeping confetti from the doorstep of his establishment. With a deft twitch of his lips, he steadily rained clumps of ash from his cigarette onto the just-cleaned pavement, perhaps wondering when all these people who were hanging around would start to feel peckish.


On the front steps of the town hall, everyone was waiting for the prosecutor to arrive from Paris. When it came to terrorism, the Parisian courts had national jurisdiction, its judges enjoying a change of scenery, and its prosecutors systematically learning the facts of different cases, whether they’d originated under the Corsican sun or in the forests of Brittany.


But even before the arrival of the prosecutor, who would choose which law enforcement branch would lead the investigation, Valérie Simonetti, the head of Chaouch’s bodyguard, was being questioned in an unmarked van at the far edge of the square. The ‘Valkyrie’, as she’d been nicknamed, was sitting ramrod straight on a bench normally reserved for people under arrest. Two counterterrorism officers had relieved her of her weapons and earpiece, and the commander replied to their questions in short, precise sentences. Her voice didn’t quaver. Her face showed no sign of anxiety. Her hands rested on her knees. It was in the very austerity of her demeanour, her smooth cheeks a little more taut than usual, that one could guess at her devastation.


‘So there was no procedural error,’ one of the policemen mused aloud, as he filled out the form. ‘According to you, the only aberration was Major Couteaux wanting a last-minute change of assignment . . . But you refused to let him be the Kevlar, and you moved him to the second ring of defence?’


‘That’s right,’ the commander replied.


‘And you think Major Couteaux is responsible for missing the gunman in the crowd?’


‘I don’t accuse my men without proof,’ Valérie retorted before locking eyes with her subordinate. ‘If there’s one person to blame for this, it’s me.’


The officer turned the page of his notebook.


‘Can you tell me about the threats the CDII passed on? When were you made aware of the existence of Nazir Nerrouche, the gunman’s cousin?’


‘Just two weeks ago. I was given access to the investigative team’s file, and I met Boulimier several times.’


Boulimier, the chief of police, was close to Noyer, the soon-to-be former president, and had been director of the CDII since its creation in 2008.


‘And there were never any conflicts between your team and the one monitoring Nazir Nerrouche?’


‘Not to my knowledge. I was apprised of the new information, and I increased surveillance of Deputy Chaouch. I adapted. All my men had a photo of Nerrouche on them, but we gave priority to the Al-Qaeda lead. The other threats didn’t seem that credible. Anyway, you know—’


The commander was interrupted by the arrival of two men wearing dark suits like the counterterrorism officers and, like them, if you had passed these men on the street, you would have thought salesmen, not supercops. But they weren’t CDII civil servants: they were part of an elite police force and an unease spread through the van, a reaction they were used to. The woman they were here to question, however, did not raise an eyebrow, not even after they had announced her suspension for the duration of the investigation.


Without bothering to introduce himself, the first of the new arrivals declared, ‘Internal Affairs investigation. We’ve just been told that the Paris prosecutor is on his way. Commander, I suggest you follow us to our offices. It’ll be more comfortable for us to talk there.’


Valérie Simonetti stood up gracefully and confidently. She bent her head so her blonde hair did not touch the van’s ceiling, then got out, towering over the two men from the police’s police who stood beside her. As they led her towards their vehicle, she took one last look at the steps of the town hall. The memory of the gunshot caused her to inhale sharply. She put her hand on the back door of the car in which she would be taken away like a common criminal. So much rage had built up inside her since the gunshot that she almost tore off the door handle before the driver could unlock it.


2.


‘You’re young, but there’s something you absolutely must understand, my dear assistant: in our old country, every department is in competition with another. And though they share the same goals and have the best interests of the nation similarly engraved above the entryway to their headquarters, each will always prefer to trip up the opposing department rather than work together in harmony. Oh yes. The Ministry of the Interior and the Police Department in Paris, the counterterrorism division and the CDII . . . Because, you know, for those who are tasked with navigating these high seas, the war among departments is a given almost as fundamental as the very existence of crime . . .’


Jean-Yves Lamiel, the powerful Paris prosecutor, often engaged in this sort of rambling. As their car reached Grogny, his victim this time was the young assistant prosecutor for counterterrorism. Lamiel had the most spectacular face in the Paris court system, like Daumier’s caricature of a pear – except that in this case the pear was overfed and looked like a true GMO: enormous cheeks and jowls so swollen they looked like they were about to explode. In contrast, the upper part of his face seemed weirdly constricted, his forehead ridiculously shrunken and his eyes bulging from their undersized sockets.


To counteract this boorish appearance, his eloquence had become cunning and extravagant with, as its climax, the lesson: this passion for explanation was the great judge’s particular hobby horse and took up so much of his days that, as the fourth Madame Lamiel could testify, it was only at night that . . . Well, he was never happier than when he found an unusual way of stating the obvious facts that practice, habit and the mechanical nature of everyday life had caused his young colleagues to lose sight of, exasperated as they were by his copious timewasting.


‘Look, I’m going to draw something for you,’ said Lamiel excitedly, sensing that his assistant was not giving him his undivided attention. ‘These are things you know, of course. You know them, but only abstractly. Whereas – whereas! . . . When you have to make decisions, decisions like the one I’ll make in a few hours, the important thing is not knowing something in theory or even acting in possession of all the facts. The important thing is to see . . .’


At the word ‘see’, his eyes became saucers. He took a paper napkin from his three-button jacket, an expensive fountain pen from his attaché case, and drew the following diagram:


[image: Illustration]


‘What does this remind you of, without a caption?’


The young assistant pretended to concentrate. He didn’t dare say it in front of his esteemed boss, but the only thing it really reminded him of was Pac-Man.


‘I’ll explain it to you. The head swallowing the smaller one is the CDII, the big fat CDII of dear Commissioner Boulimier. Well, imagine investigative teams with secret clearance, a whole undefined group of cops in the shadows with their ears to the ground . . . And the little ball there, all tense and tough, sharing its headquarters in Levallois, well, that’s the ATSD, the Anti-Terrorist Sub-Directorate. I’m going to tell you what I think: the ATSD are the best counterterrorism cops in France, the elite. What’s more, it’s a branch of the judicial police. When we judges have to choose men to lead delicate investigations, we’d rather have the word “judicial” before police, don’t you think? . . . Therefore, the choice is simple: Boulimier’s CDII, which answers directly to the government, or the ATSD run by Mansourd, who, as we speak, is waiting for me in my office at the Palais de Justice – shadow men or supercops.’


‘Yes, but—’


‘You don’t have to say it: the CDII had been watching Nazir Nerrouche for a few weeks. I myself authorized taps on four mobile phones and physical surveillance of a few suspicious characters . . . Then it would follow that I’d allow the investigative team that’s already worked on this Nerrouche to continue its job, right? And yet I’m going to hand the investigation over to the competing department, the ATSD. Can you tell me why?’


‘Because to the public the CDII seems too close to power? Because President Noyer and Boulimier are old friends?’


‘Of course, but there’s another reason. Can’t you see it? I repeat: can’t you see it?’


The car had stopped in front of the yellow tape that surrounded the square outside Grogny’s town hall. The chauffeur waited for a sign from the prosecutor that he could turn off the engine, but the latter was shooting a hypocritical and tyrannical look at his poor deputy.


‘It’s Pac-Man!’


The assistant grimaced.


‘Yeah – yes, I thought that’s—’


‘Look at the drawing! I too am the little ball swallowed up by the big head, the only high-ranking judge nominated without the approval of the president. What did they call me in my profile on the back page of Libération? “Prosecutor Lamiel, a small island of resistance to Noyerist cronyism”. A small island of resistance, ha! They should have said: “Prosecutor Lamiel, an indigestible hairball stuck in the Pacnation’s craw”. Well, this is what we’re going to announce, my dear assistant: that we are opening a judicial inquiry, with an appointed investigating judge, and that the inquiry will be headed by the ATSD. And when we announce this, there’ll be muttering, conjecture. People will think: here at last is a public prosecutor’s department that doesn’t lie down and take orders, and so on. A prosecutor’s department so independent that it’s even willing to entrust the proceedings to an investigating judge . . . Keep the drawing,’ he concluded, as he tore himself from the comfortable seat, breathing heavily with his tongue out. ‘This drawing encapsulates the whole state. It might be of use in twenty years, when you’re in my shoes . . .’


Lamiel saw a cavalcade of riot police vans go by, speeding towards the low-income neighbourhoods that were now in flames. As he buttoned the third button on his suit jacket, he added, ‘That is, if the state still exists in twenty years . . .’


3.


At first, the trouble was confined to the Rameau-Givré housing projects in Grogny, but by 6 p.m. a hundred burned-out cars were found in the areas where crowds of voters had gathered: at the exit of Charléty Stadium, on Marseilles’ Canebière main street, and in a few provincial town centres where spontaneous unrest was a common occurrence.


Another kind of fire was burning in the heart of the capital, just a few metres from the Elysée Palace. Minister of the Interior Marie-France Vermorel had summoned around thirty people to the ministry’s basement: the high-tech inter-ministry crisis room consisted of a huge round table with microphones, telephones and private screens. She welcomed all the top brass from the French police, including Commissioner Boulimier.


One by one, each of these eminent officials was given a thorough dressing-down by Place Beauvau’s own Iron Lady.


‘Can anyone tell me how I look at this moment? Anyone? An assassination attempt on a presidential candidate . . . What the hell is happening? Is this an American TV show? Did I miss an episode? Nobody is irreplaceable – get that into your pathetic, incompetent little heads!’


When it came to the turn of Commissioner Boulimier – whose elite units had not foreseen the machinations of the enigmatic Nazir Nerrouche – his studious colleagues, in a row against the wall, thought the gigantic luminous saucer hanging above the table might explode onto their very honourable bald pates.


The meeting was almost over when a Renault Vel Satis sped into the ministry’s courtyard. The Republican Guardsman who opened its door saw the gilded handle of a walking stick emerge and recognized it as belonging to the minister’s young protégé. At twenty-nine, Pierre-Jean Corbin de Montesquiou (called Monsieur de Montesquiou in hallowed halls and ‘P-J’ in private) was by far the youngest chief of staff in France. He had graduated second in his class from ENS, the elite National School of Administration, but, instead of taking one of the exclusive grands corps public-sector jobs, he had committed sacrilege by choosing to join the Prefectural Corps. Administration truly impassioned Montesquiou. Or, more accurately, the royal machinery of power held an inordinate fascination for him, particularly when its all-powerful gears were in motion. He had started at the ministry as a technical adviser, where he had learned in a very short time how to make himself indispensable. Strictly speaking, he wasn’t chief of staff, the position held by an older and less brilliant man; he was deputy chief of staff, but Minister Vermorel, one of those in the president’s innermost circle, spoke of him as her ‘right-hand man’, adding that he was the person most crucial to the ministry.
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