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			CHAPTER one

			◆ ◆ ◆

			December 1933 

			PARIS

			GILLES

			The steam train’s whistle sounded like a woman’s scream. A desperate cry for help that no one heeded as it echoed through the night across the flat frosty fields of northern France. It set nerves on edge as the massive engine panted its way eastward.

			Rail tracks tell lies. They seduce us. Their gleaming silver pathways and metal fishplates pretend that life can go in straight lines from Point A to Point B. They make believe that life is orderly and disciplined. All lies. We know that. Yet there is comfort to be found in sitting at a ­gently shuddering glass window and swallowing the lie. 

			Gilles Malroux was happy to avail himself of that comfort right now. He stared through the train’s window at the blackness ­thundering along outside and saw only himself thrown back at him. A stern shadowy face of a man in his thirties, skin taut across sharp cheekbones and a moustache straggly enough to hide the scar on his upper lip. Large chestnut-brown eyes, eyes that saw danger. He was tired of those eyes and looked away. He licked his lips and they tasted of soot.

			Today was 23rd December. A Saturday. Two days before Christmas.

			‘I don’t like this fog,’ the pinstriped stranger seated next to him said to no one in particular in the carriage. ‘It gives me the heebie-jeebies.’ 

			
			‘I’m the same,’ volunteered the woman opposite. ‘But I’m off to visit my son for Christmas and nothing on God’s earth is going to prevent it. Not even this damn fog.’

			She was middle-aged, fluffy hair with a wisp of burgundy velvet for a hat and an enamel hatpin in the shape of a bird of some sort, a single tight curl of hair in the centre of her forehead. A calm, worthy kind of person. She smiled with sympathy at the stranger next to Gilles. Nice smile, he thought.

			A name was thrumming in his head with each turn of the ­two-­metre-wide wheels under him and it wouldn’t stop. Dr Antoine Laval was the name in question, churning through the forefront of his brain. Laval, Laval, Laval, the wheels kept it turning. Dr Laval was travelling in the seat at the other end of the carriage, hiding ­behind today’s copy of Le Figaro, a man who liked to hide, Gilles sensed. A man who could be startled by his own shadow. He was wearing spectacles, a tan coat with a vicuña collar and a brown ­homburg and was the possessor of an enormous black furled ­umbrella that he’d used to lever himself up the high step off the platform on to the train. Gilles had watched him.

			The station had been in a state of chaos. Elegantly extended two years earlier, the Gare de l’Est was one of the six large railway station termini in Paris, located in the 19th arrondissement and facing the boulevard de Strasbourg. It was the main jumping-off point for all trains heading east and it seemed as if the whole of Paris wanted to scramble out of the city and cram itself on trains in festive mood to visit family and friends for the holiday. The platforms and concourse were heaving with hurrying travellers, harried porters, overstuffed suitcases and wailing infants. Two dogs had launched into a violent fight near the ticket office. Dr Laval had whacked the larger of the animals with his furled umbrella to break its hold on the small terrier’s throat, though he seemed to be unknown to either owner. Maybe he just liked terriers. Or underdogs.

			
			Numerous extra trains and carriages had been laid on for the holiday season, creating frantic fuss and confusion, and over everything at the station hung the delicious aroma of hot freshly roasted chestnuts, drifting on the icy air. Gilles had a weakness for roasted chestnuts, the highpoint of Christmas as far as he was concerned, but he didn’t stop for them today. It was too risky.

			He took his seat at the window.

			Once they left the stop-start suburbs of Paris, the fog reached out with its heavy grey fist and grasped the train more firmly. It dulled the sound of the vibration of the metal wheels and swallowed the blackened steam that was belching from the stack. The train was the evening express scheduled to travel the 500 kilometres from Paris to Strasbourg. 

			Gilles had done his homework. He believed in being thorough. The train was hauled by locomotive 241.017 with a 4–8–2 wheel arrangement. It was a Mountain engine and one of the largest locomotives on the French railway system. Powerful. Unstoppable. Like a runaway avalanche. You wouldn’t want such a monster thundering into you. The engine driver was tractionaire Daubigny and his fireman was someone called Charpentier. Not that Gilles needed these details, but you could never be too thorough, in his opinion.

			Attention to detail had saved Gilles’s life more than once and as the train cut through the enveloping wall of fog at an unrelenting 150 kph, he experienced a ripple of unease. He glanced along the line of his fellow passengers on both sides of the carriage. There were eight of them altogether, bundled up in their winter coats, their cases and colourful gifts stowed above in the luggage nets. Gilles’s gaze lingered for no more than a second on the suitcase above Dr Laval’s head. It was new-looking, a mahogany-brown one with a hefty black leather strap keeping it nice and snug, but hinting that it contained something that might be worth ­looking at. The other passengers seemed to be feeling festive, but he wondered about the secretive Dr Laval still lying low behind his Figaro. 

			
			Do you feel safe, Dr Laval? Or are you terrified out of your mind?

			Gilles, who made a habit of studying such things, was well aware that this railway company, Compagnie de Chemin de Fer de L’Est, ­employed an Advanced Warning System that was plagued by safety deficiencies which other railways – such as in Britain where the Hudd system was employed – had overcome. But Gilles believed in doing his job efficiently and cleanly. So here he was two days before Christmas, which he had hoped to spend roasting chestnuts with his sister, seated now behind a metal missile that weighed in excess of 200 tonnes, hurtling itself towards Strasbourg through a blackness that he could neither see nor touch.

			In the slick sheen of the reflection of the window he studied the passenger at the other end of the carriage. I can see you, Dr Laval. I can touch you. I can kill you.

			Lights flashed, sharp stabs in the darkness, brief pinpoints glimmering through the fog. In the village that had to listen every night to the thundering wheels of the Strasbourg Express as it roared down the track and vibrated the neat rows of graves in the cemetery, old men glanced at their pocket-watches to check that the train was running on time. 

			Gilles Malroux continued to stare out of the window, focused on the tantalising reflection of the mahogany suitcase above Dr Laval’s head. It interested him. Judging by the deep dip it created in the netting of the luggage rack, its contents were weighty. Exactly what Gilles wanted to see. He dragged his gaze away from it and the corners of his mouth gave a brief twitch, his version of a smile.

			No one had mentioned the suitcase to him. Not surprising. They didn’t trust him, but then he didn’t trust them either. Trust was an expensive commodity; it could get you killed. And he always made a point of not getting himself killed. He felt his breathing soften in anticipation. The smart suitcase would be an unexpected bonus when the job was completed and it would make a special festive cadeau for his sister on Christmas Day. Yes, a surprise gift, and he almost laughed out loud because he could picture it all tied up with scarlet ribbons that would make Camille’s green eyes pop wide open with astonishment. When she saw what it contained, she’d let rip with one of her screeches of delight. That’s presuming he was right about Dr Laval, of course.

			He could be wrong.

			He flicked that thought aside and glanced at the newspaper that his man was holding up as tight as a shield in front of his face. What, he wondered, would it take for Dr Laval to lower his shield? The arrival of the ticket collector? A call of nature? A fracas of some sort in the carriage? Gilles could easily start one of those, a sudden argument with the pinstripe seated next to him or a flare-up of temper with the young woman whose infant had jolted awake, tired and fractious. But no, there was no point. 

			He was not wrong.

			He knew his allotted mark, every detail of him, from his father’s name and occupation right down to the three moles on the left side of Laval’s face and the careful eyes that had such a clever but distracted look to them. As if the man paid too little heed to life around him and too much to the life inside his head. A dangerous oversight. Gilles ­believed that was the trouble with thinkers, they thought themselves into dead ends. It had been child’s play for Gilles to trace Dr Laval to his apartment in the Vaugirard district, a cosy respectable residential area of Paris in the 15th arrondissement, and then to track him today to the Gare de l’Est. Him and his smart new suitcase.

			Gilles was wearing gloves, beautiful soft black leather ones that left no fingerprint on anything he touched, and he kept his face turned ­towards the unrelenting blackness outside. No one would remember him, if questioned. A man in a black hat pulled low, seated beside the window. A dark woollen scarf. Nothing more. A blur. No mention of the scar on his lip or the single white streak in his hair, both hidden from view and hidden from memory. 

			But one thing was causing Gilles concern. Where did Dr Laval plan to leave the train? At Châlons? Or at Nancy? Or did he intend to continue all the way to Strasbourg? Gilles’s instinct told him Strasbourg. The man was leaving Paris in a hurry and Strasbourg sat right on the border, so it would be an easy hop and a step across into Germany or, better still, south to Switzerland. 

			A finger tapped his knee. ‘Don’t I know you?’

			Gilles stiffened. He turned. The man directly across from him, the one whose knees almost touched his own, was leaning forward, grey eyes keenly interested, his mouth hanging loose as if he’d downed a few too many glasses of something before boarding the train.

			Gilles gave him a blank stare. ‘No.’

			‘Come now, Monsieur, I think you’ll find we’ve met before. I have an excellent memory for faces and yours rings a bell.’

			‘We’ve never met.’

			‘I travel all over Europe – I’m in textiles, by the way – so I meet a lot of faces and I am good at remembering them.’ He laughed. ‘Faces, I mean. As well as textiles.’

			‘You are mistaken.’ 

			Gilles shut down the conversation by turning back to his window and the milky darkness. He felt another tap on his knee, but he didn’t turn this time. The man was getting on his nerves.

			‘Do you recall a bar in Pigalle called Merci?’ the man asked in a low voice.

			‘No.’

			‘I wondered if you were still in the market for . . .’ 

			‘Monsieur, we have never met before. I have no idea what you are talking about.’

			But in reality he knew. Knew exactly. He knew where the sleazy bar was squeezed into a nook behind Paris’s Opéra and knew exactly the man’s game and merchandise. Gilles had done business with him, briefly, over a wine-soaked table. Textiles, my arse. Inside the ­ostrich-skin attaché case that the man clutched so tightly on his lap lay row upon row of tiny samples of illegal rum, run at night into Saint-Malo by boat from French Martinique. The man was right. He did have a bloody good memory for faces. It had been more than two years ago and their meeting had been only a matter of minutes. In Gilles’s line of work, faces could be the death of you, so he fixed every single one of them into his brain’s face-library that he could flick through at will. This man’s face, smug and shiny, had until now been obscured under a soft grey fedora pulled down over his eyes while he slept off the booze. 

			Gilles felt a ripple of annoyance. Of unease. The skin on his palms prickled. He was not a superstitious person, he chose not to believe in crazy signs and portents the way his mother had done, but sometimes the grip of childhood is hard to throw off. It had stuck with him deep down on the inside, so he found it impossible not to see this unexpected crossing of paths as a bad sign. An ill omen. A foreshadowing, as she used to call it.

			Imbécile!

			He was being absurd. What the hell was he thinking?

			He leaned forward and tapped the man on the kneecap. He felt the urge to tap it with a sledgehammer. In a flat voice he stated, ‘I do not know you.’

			The man jerked back, startled by the sudden warning in Gilles’s chestnut eyes. The bald passenger seated next to him uttered a snort of irritation at the unwanted disturbance, but Gilles didn’t shift his gaze from the rum smuggler.

			‘You do not know me,’ he said softly.

			The man nodded in instant agreement. ‘I don’t know—’

			Before he could finish, a violent screech of brakes hurtled through the carriage, metal shrieking on metal, eardrum-splitting in its intensity. A noise like thunder rumbled under their feet and sparks danced like Christmas lights outside in the darkness. 

			There’s only one reason a train hits the brakes this hard. 

			Gilles knew what was coming and was the first to react. He slid off his seat to the floor, pushing aside the rum man’s polished feet and curling into a ball, clamping his arms around his own legs to protect them from impact. You can’t run if your shins are shattered. His heart was drumming, his ears conscious of the rising cries of panic around him. A parcel fell from above on to his shoulder. A pair of gloves flew off a lap and landed on his head. 

			Somewhere in the carriage the infant screamed as the sudden shuddering of the carriage tore the child from its mother’s arms. Gilles reached out, seized the child from the floor and tucked it inside the protective ball of his body.

			Twenty seconds. That was all it took.

			Overhead the lights spat and sparked, struggled to regain power and then blacked out completely. The train shook wildly, rattling and rocking as it fought to slow, bucking on the rails. Heavy luggage plunged down from overhead racks. Bodies shot forward in the darkness. Heads cracked against heads. Cries of pain and shock sent bolts of fear leaping from seat to seat.

			‘What’s happening?’ a voice panicked.

			‘The train can’t stop!’

			‘Mon Dieu, have mercy.’

			‘My baby! Where’s my baby?’

			‘Help me!’

			Someone flicked a lighter into life, clutched at Gilles’s arm. It was the pinstripe next to him. A young man wide-eyed with fear, face whiter than chalk except for a scarlet gash on his forehead. 

			‘We’re going to die, aren’t we?’ The young man’s lips were bloodless in the flickering light. ‘Pray! Pray with me, I beg you. Notre Père, qui es aux cieux, Que ton nom soit sanctifié . . .’

			
			Other voices took up the Lord’s prayer, fighting against the thunderous noise of the train, and Gilles was acutely aware that every pulsing second could be his last.

			‘Get down,’ he shouted. ‘Cover your head.’

			The young man dropped to the floor, arms wrapped over his head, but before the lighter went dead, Gilles cast a glance up at the dim ­outline of Dr Laval’s suitcase. Still there. In the rack. Too heavy to fall out of the net. Its owner was sitting bolt upright, eyes closed, his lips murmuring something inaudible.

			So there’d be no festive gift in scarlet ribbons for his sister now. Gilles felt a shiver tight under his ribs, a cruel pause halfway between life and death as grief rolled over him.

			‘Happy Christmas, Camille,’ he whispered.

			That was the moment when the Paris–Strasbourg Express slammed into the rear wagons of the stationary Paris–Nancy train at 110 kilometres per hour, at a point between Pomponne and Lagny-sur-Marne, twenty kilometres east of Paris. 

			It was carnage.

			 

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER Two

			◆ ◆ ◆

			CAMILLE

			Twenty kilometres away, Paris gave no thought to hurtling express trains. The city was too preoccupied with Christmas. The greeting of ‘Joyeux Noël’ sounded on shoppers’ lips as they bustled through the brightly lit boulevards. The scents of cinnamon and sweet chestnut drifted from pavement stalls and in the festive shops on Haussmann the tills rang out as eagerly as the church bells from the ornate tower of the Église de la Sainte-Trinité. There was a sense of urgency and excitement in the city streets, an unaccustomed togetherness, as long as you ignored the beggars huddled on the corner of Saint-Lazare station.

			As the daylight drained away, darkness crept across the river. It spread a web of ice that whitened the beards of the stone gargoyles on pont Neuf, while in alleyways it clung to cobblestones to catch out unwary drinkers. Saturday was always a rowdy evening in Paris’s bars and restaurants, today more than ever. 

			Deep in the shadowy streets of Montparnasse district over on the Left Bank of the city, I sat quietly in my rented room up on the fourth floor on rue Didot, doing my best to ignore the city. I shut my ears to the drunken revellers falling over the battered wicker chairs of La Cave à Rosa, the bar that spilled on to the narrow pavement opposite my building with its scrawny Christmas tree and lights that flashed throughout much of the night. I was engaged in polishing my work shoes. I believe implicitly that sloppy shoes betray a sloppy mind. Shoes underpin our daily lives. At their best, at their very best, I am convinced they can even turn us into someone we’re not.

			
			I had applied several coats of black Saphir shoe paste on the silk-smooth leather and was polishing round and round in small circles with a strip of muslin wound across my fingers. Every now and again I spat on it, making a sharp pfft noise in the small silent room. The water content acted as a lubricant on the polish, so that I could work it with the brush more deeply into the underlying wax to create a mirror-like coating. The painstaking process gave me pleasure. The rhythm. The murmur. The fact that I made no mistakes.

			Mistakes. 

			My hand froze. For a moment I felt my heart twist out of shape. Today I had made mistakes.

			With an effort I laid my shoe-brush down on the newspaper that was spread out meticulously on the surface of the small table and picked up a yellow buffing cloth. It was soft and clean. I nodded with approval at the neat black shoe into which my hand was curled, forming a bridge of support under its polished hide. Happy feet are the basis of a happy day, I reminded myself.

			I badly needed a happy day. 

			A light knock sounded on the door, more of a scratch than a knock. 
I lifted my head and threw down my pencil.

			‘Not now, Barnaby,’ I called. ‘I’m busy.’

			A grunt came from outside on the landing. 

			I was still seated at the small table that doubled as my desk, but now the newspaper had gone and in its place a pile of books towered in front of me. Ploughing through them and using a freshly sharpened Conté pencil, I was making detailed notes on a pad. My notes were neat. ­Elegant even. Not the impatient scrawl of a few years back that shot off in all directions like the tails of feral cats. No, that had been no better than sloppy shoes. That was banished. This hand had been fastidiously cultivated during night after night of laborious practice and – along with my gleaming shoes – it had got me where I wanted to be.

			
			‘You have a fine script, Mlle Malroux,’ Mme Beaufort, the department supervisor, had said with an approving lift of an eyebrow as she scrutinised my letter of application which lay flat on the desk in front of her. The office was panelled in oak. Smart and dignified, like its ­occupant. ‘Let us see if your typing skills are equally desirable.’

			They were.

			‘And your employment references?’ Mme Beaufort pressed. 

			She was a woman of around fifty with busy eyes and restless hands. Her great mass of hair was held tightly with pins, immaculate, dark but on the turn now, shimmering with silvery threads that she made no effort to disguise by soaking them in black tea the way my mother had done. It was swept up into a stylish chignon that emphasised the narrowness of her face. Her clothes were of quiet good taste and she wore no rings on her fingers despite her Madame title.

			‘Voilà,’ I said as, with a steady stare, I handed over the excellent forgeries. 

			The scratch on the door came again. 

			The building was densely occupied because it was dirt cheap. The first three floors had been split up into a number of small apartments scarcely worthy of the name and the upper two floors were let out as numerous individual rooms all crammed on top of each other. The higher you went, the cheaper they became because the roof leaked and the shutters were hanging by a thread. Mine was on the fourth floor along with five others, served by a severely liver-stained bathroom and clanking pipework at the end of the landing. 

			Barnaby Riverton lived right next to the bathroom. He was young, English, and possessed an Englishman’s airs and graces, and he wore very old but very beautiful brogue shoes that I coveted. Despite the quality of his footwear, he was yet another penniless painter over here in Paris. As half of Montparnasse was inhabited by equally penniless artists these days, he fitted right in.

			
			‘Please, Barnaby, go away.’

			The sound of a body sliding slowly down the wooden panels of the door brought me to my feet at once.

			‘Barnaby, what are you . . . ?’

			I pulled open the door. My friend and neighbour was slumped on the floor, propped against the wall, his handsome face trying its best to grin up at me. 

			‘I’m sorry, old thing,’ he whispered and sank his head on his knees. He was covered in blood, as if someone had tipped a pot of Cadmium Red all over him.

			I felt a jolt of pain. ‘Not again, Barnaby,’ I murmured softly and stretched out a hand to raise him to his feet, the way you would a clumsy child. 

			It was his left wrist again. But not an artery this time. I drew him into my room, kicked the door shut from prying eyes, and gently laid him on my bed, ignoring the mess he made of my bedcover. I fetched a bowl of cold water from the bathroom on the landing, tore a clean pillowcase into strips, kissed his feverish forehead, and set to work.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER three

			◆ ◆ ◆

			GILLES

			The safest place to be seated on a train that is involved in a front-end or rear-end collision is in the middle coaches. But in a side-impact accident, such as at a level crossing, it’s the middle coaches that are most likely to derail. Worth considering. In the end you pay your money and take your choice, but Gilles’s choice of carriage was dictated by the choice of Dr Laval, who was a cautious man. True to form, he’d chosen the centre carriage.

			That carriage right now was leaping off the rails with its wheels spinning in the air wildly out of control. Gilles was aware of that brief crucial moment of lift, a letting-go of the bonds of earth. His mind fought against it and he cursed his luck.

			The darkness exploded into a million jagged fragments. Metal buckled, twisting and shrieking and drilling staves into flesh and bone. Carriages smashed, limbs broke, lungs were crushed. Pieces of flying glass the size of dinner plates slashed through arteries. Screams of panic and pain roared through the trains as the great monster Mountain engine ploughed a path through the hapless rear wooden carriages of the stationary Nancy train ahead. 

			Gilles found he couldn’t move. Blackness drenched his mind and he wanted to float down into it. It was the cry of the child that persuaded his eyes to open. Red streaks ripped across his vision. Pain. Where? He forced his brain to function until slowly, slowly, one cog at a time, it started to turn. His left leg. One shoulder. And something wrong with his jaw. Liquid was slithering down his face. Blood? His own? Someone else’s? The child’s? 

			
			He tried to move but couldn’t. Darkness robbed him of vision. Fear crept up his throat and he thrust it back down but his heart rate soared. He could feel limbs jammed on top of him; they belonged to bodies that didn’t respond when he touched them. He was trapped.

			Keep calm. Think straight.

			Get your bearings.

			Why was he pinned here? It took his mind a moment to work it out. Of course, the carriage had rolled on to its side and he was protected within the footwell between the two rows of seats, but it meant the door to exit the carriage was now up above him. He couldn’t see anything in the darkness but he could hear activity. Screams that sounded from hell. Shouts. The groaning of metal. Hands were reaching in from outside, hauling someone out who was sobbing with pain, but Gilles was still blocked inside his cave by the dead weight of a body directly on top of him. The child was wailing. He could hear a ­woman’s voice screaming, ‘My baby! Where’s my baby? In the name of Christ, I can hear her crying . . .’

			Acrid smoke. The crackle of flames.

			‘The child is with me,’ Gilles shouted.

			In truth he had no idea whether or not the child was injured, but it was kicking like a harpy against his ribs, so couldn’t be too bad. He wished it would stop that infernal noise. He jammed his feet against the footboard, pushed with his uninjured shoulder against the dead weight and felt it shift, not much, but enough to allow him to reach into his pocket for his torch. He flicked it on. Its pinpoint beam picked out a tan-coloured back above him. He felt a thud of recognition. Dr Laval.

			He started to shout. ‘Help me! I have a child down here.’

			Oddly the child instantly stopped yelling in his ear and instead wrapped its small arms around Gilles’s neck, so tight he could barely breathe. Its cheek was jammed against his own. Hands and voices reached down to him, pushing Dr Laval’s deadweight legs aside, and he passed the child up through the small gap into eager arms. He set about extricating himself, twisting and turning until he squeezed himself from under the body in the tan overcoat.

			‘Fire!’ someone outside screamed as a warning.

			His heart slammed into his ribs. His mind’s eye could see flames leaping from the engine’s red-hot coals, driven by the wind from carriage to carriage. How many carriages back from it were they? Five? Six? He could smell smoke. He quickly flicked the pencil beam of his torch over the limp figure that had been the dead weight on top of him. Yes, it was definitely the tan coat of Dr Laval but . . .

			Putain de merde!

			Where the doctor’s head should have been, there lay a large brown mass. It took Gilles a heartbeat to recognise it. The suitcase, the brown one with the black strap. It must have been dislodged in that final death-spasm of the carriage and been catapulted down on to its ­owner’s head, crushing his skull and hurling him on top of Gilles.

			He yanked the case free. Christ, it was weighty. Even in the dark he could make out that Dr Laval’s head was twisted at a viciously unnatural angle. Hair matted with blood. Gilles experienced a wave of nausea. Not for the man’s death, no, not that, it had saved him the job. But for the way the suitcase had come at the man. As if it knew how to protect itself.

			Should he leave it? Walk away. Abandon what it contained. Let it feed on the hapless Dr Laval and be avenged.

			Gilles knew this was one of those pin-sharp points that can alter your life, he felt it in his bones, deep in the soft spongy marrow that creates the blood cells of survival. He pictured the wide grin on his sister’s face on Christmas Day if he presented her with the brown suitcase, and without hesitation he seized the handle and hauled it and himself up out of the battered carriage.

			
			Gilles breathed in great gulps of air. Once out in the open the night’s darkness seeped inside his head and he couldn’t seem to see straight. It wasn’t just the fog. Figures blurred at the edges. He kept stumbling. He tripped over bodies and fell on metal doors that had burst off their hinges. Broken glass cracked and crunched underfoot and flakes of hot ash spiralled down from the black sky in a kind of acrid snow that made his nostrils sting.

			It was like a battlefield. Not that Giles had ever seen a battle, he’d been too young for the war, but there were bodies everywhere, lurching out of the darkness, scrambling and shouting, falling to their knees on the frozen ground with tears and screams or sobbing prayers of thanks. Curses rang out. Blood slithered down faces. Hands grasped at him but he shook them off, only dimly aware they were trying to help him.

			He wanted no help.

			Up ahead, by the light of the flames that were clawing up into the night sky, he could see the Nancy train crushed into matchsticks and knew that no one, absolutely no one, in those rear carriages stood a cat’s chance in hell. Poor bastards. All around the stricken trains stretched flat fields, but right now they didn’t look like the usual dull wintry fields of northern France because they had been swallowed by the persistent fog and its milky surface was reflecting the flames. Flaring golden. Like an army of shields ­advancing on the survivors.

			Gilles wove an unsteady path, dragging the suitcase along with him. 

			‘Help me . . . please?’

			The voice was so soft Gilles almost missed it in the onslaught of noise. It came from behind him. He turned, almost fell, switched on his torch and saw a man on his back on the ground who looked as if the train had run over him. He was oddly flattened, ribs crushed and his face a mask of blood, yet he had found the breath from somewhere to ask for help. Gilles dropped to his knees.

			
			‘Help is coming, Monsieur. It will be here soon. Hold on.’

			The man gripped his hand as if Gilles’s Hold on had been an invitation. So here he knelt in darkness, his knees in wet earth and breath as white as the fog. With a suitcase and a man’s hand. Shouts and cries raining down on his head and a ball of anger locked inside his gut.

			How had he got in this mess?

			Everything has a meaning, his mother used to say. Everything is a lesson. He looked down at the strong blistered hand clutching his and gently squeezed it.

			‘Hold on,’ he said again.

			A horrible grunting noise, more animal than human, came from the man and then he fell abruptly silent. His fingers grew slack. Gilles had seen other dead men but felt an unexpected sense of loss for this stranger and kept hold of his hand, unwilling to let him go, though he didn’t know why.

			The bell of an ambulance erupted into the cold night air, and when Gilles looked up he saw the headlights of a police car carving a ­luminous path across one of the black fields. Instantly he was on his feet. He was a wanted man and needed to get away quickly. He felt under the man’s blood-soaked overcoat to an inner pocket from which he extracted a wallet. He replaced it with his own, then staggered off into the darkness.

			Gilles set off across the field but couldn’t walk straight because one leg refused to do his bidding. The fog clung to him, fumbled at his cheeks, and the damp slid silently up inside his nostrils. His hat was gone. He could feel the fog gathering in his brain too, the fog and the darkness and something else. He wasn’t sure what the something else was but he could feel it moving in there. Something liquid, shifting around within his head so that his balance was off. He stumbled again and again on the uneven ground, mud sucking him in. It took all his concentration to keep both feet going in the same direction. 

			
			‘Monsieur!’

			The voice came at him out of the night, an urgent shout. He gripped the suitcase handle tight with one hand but he didn’t slow.

			‘Monsieur!’ Again.

			The beam of a heavy-duty torch pinned him in its spotlight, blinding him.

			‘Monsieur!’ A third time. A different voice. Closer.

			He stood his ground and faced them. ‘What do you want?’ His voice sounded odd.

			‘We heard the crash and raced over from the village to offer what assistance we can.’ 

			The man speaking looked to Gilles like a farmworker, clad in dungarees over his broad butter-fed belly and thick boots caked in cow shit. But the other one. Oh Christ! He wore a heavy black cape over a long flowing black soutane. A priest. A priest who would want to save his godforsaken soul.

			‘They need you over there,’ Gilles said. ‘It’s bad.’ Again there was something wrong with his voice. Gripping the suitcase, he tried to step around them but his balance was all off.

			The farmworker seized his wrist in a grip of iron, took the suitcase from him and wrapped an arm around Gilles, holding him on his feet.

			‘Your name?’ the priest asked.

			Gilles shook his head. Trapped. Too weak to fight off these determined helpers.

			‘Address?’

			Another headshake from Gilles. ‘I can walk home. Go help the wounded, Father.’

			The farmworker gave a snort of laughter. ‘Wounded? Mon ami, you are covered in blood and that great gash on your forehead badly needs stitches.’

			Gilles’s eyes started to close. They shut the two men out. 

			‘There are others who need you far more than—’

			
			‘Don’t worry, we’ll soon have you home. Here, let’s take a look at this now.’

			The priest’s long, thoughtful face was smiling gently and in his hand lay the wallet that Gilles had stolen from the dead man. He was studying the identity card. How the bloody hell did that happen? Gilles had a feeling he’d missed a moment in time. That worried him.

			‘Ah, here we are. Christophe Lagarde. You’re from the village of Fragonne. Bon! Look now, that’s not far away. I suggest we drive you home, M. Lagarde, and then we come back to aid other poor souls in need of Our Lord’s care. All right with you, Pascale?’

			Another slip of time. A missed moment. Gilles blinked and when he opened his eyes he was bouncing along in an ancient farm truck that belched toxic exhaust up through the floor.

			‘What happened up there?’ the worker questioned. ‘On the train.’

			Gilles thought he’d replied, but the worker asked the question again, so he couldn’t be sure. He couldn’t be sure of anything right now ­except the suitcase at his feet, and a powerful desire to sleep.

			When he opened his eyes next time, he was standing in front of a door, a good strong one with oak panels and a large brass door-knocker in the shape of a lion’s head.

			‘Voilà, Madame,’ the priest said in his softly spoken voice. ‘He’s all yours, your husband, Christophe Lagarde. He will need to be taken to hospital.’

			There was more. But Gilles’s ears were pounding and he heard nothing, except the voice of the woman in a navy wool dressing gown who stood on the threshold of the door, staring at him. He’d never seen her before in his life. Her dark hair was pinned up in neat sausage curls and she had the look of a lawyer. Someone serious. Someone in control.

			‘Christophe,’ she said in a voice that was pleasantly soothing. ‘What is it this time?’ Her large grey eyes flicked over him, over the suitcase and back to his wounded head. ‘Viens,’ she murmured. With a touch of her hand in his, she drew him inside, accepted the luggage from his rescuers and shut the door on them with a brisk, ‘Merci.’

			She moved close to Gilles, so close he could smell the brandy on her breath, took his damaged face in her warm hands and kissed his mouth.

			 

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER Four

			◆ ◆ ◆

			CAMILLE

			It was a brisk energetic morning. The wind had stripped away the fog and was chasing cigarette butts and a child’s bonnet up the street as I looked out of the window across the grey zinc roofs of Montparnasse. I sipped my bitter Turkish coffee, wrestled the night’s knots out of my long unruly hair and contemplated with a sigh of pleasure the two full days off work that lay ahead of me. 

			I slipped my favourite emerald dress over my head in readiness for my brother’s arrival, and added a thick woollen cardigan for warmth, a bright cherry-red one to look Christmassy. What shocks me is that when I think back now, I wonder that I had no sense of what had happened the previous night. Surely. Something so huge. So destructive. I should have had some faint awareness, some pulling on my heart, some inkling. But I was too preoccupied with keeping Barnaby Riverford in one piece to give my brother any thought that night.

			My mother always used to get a tingling at the base of her throat and a coppery taste in her mouth when something big was coming. That’s what she claimed. A sign, she’d call it. Was it true? I have no idea. But the night that Big Luc kicked the door down and beat the hell out of her, she had crammed Gilles and me inside her wardrobe beforehand and told us not to come out till daybreak. So maybe.

			My day – this terrible winter Sunday that would shatter my carefully ordered world – moved forward calmly while I hummed Christmas carols as I checked on Barnaby. He was still fast asleep and snoring in his own room. His golden hair smelled of turpentine as I tucked him up. It was Christmas Eve and I was excited at the prospect of seeing my brother Gilles later. 

			That was my first mistake.

			Expectation is one of the joys of life for me. I love anticipating what will come next, seeking what awaits when I open the curtains at dawn, always certain the day will bring something that will lift my heart if I look hard enough. Is it expectation or is it hope? Hope is needy and spineless. I call it expectation because I have a firm belief in the importance of creating your own future, carving it out of the shapeless rock of life with your own bare hands.

			When I told Barnaby this once, he laughed and said, ‘Blessed is the man who expects nothing, for he shall never be disappointed.’ 

			‘What? You miserable little toad. How can you believe such a thing?’

			‘Oh, it’s not me, chérie. It was said by a very eminent English poet.’

			Somebody-or-other Pope, apparently. But it was years ago. ­Barnaby knew a lot of things like that. Sometimes, when he’d fallen out with one of his boyfriends, he’d wander into my room late at night when I was bleary-eyed from studying all evening and he’d read me to sleep. Stories of little Cosette or the Three Musketeers or the dashing ­Edmund Dantès. When he saw that I didn’t own a single work of ­fiction he almost had a heart attack, poor lamb, so now I had a whole bookcase full of them and I’d read every one. 

			I climbed on a chair and pinned a bough of holly above my door, getting myself thoroughly prickled in the process, but when I stood back I was pleased at the festive sight of the scarlet berries. I’d chopped it off a tree up in the cemetery. Fleetingly I wondered if stealing from a cemetery brings bad luck, a quick reprimand by the spirits of the dead. I laughed at the thought and turned away. My room possessed the tiniest of fireplaces which I had filled with scraps of holly branch and pine cones for the ritual roasting of chestnuts that Gilles was so ridiculously fond of. 

			
			My second mistake was thinking that Mme Beaufort wouldn’t notice the folder missing from her office filing cabinet.

			A light urgent tap on my door. I opened it and it was Anne-Marie ­Tamarelle, my friend and neighbour from further down the hall. She breezed into my room, leaving the door half open. 

			Anne-Marie was twenty-two, dainty as a Christmas fairy and petite in every area except her bosom which was so fulsome it looked as if it was about to topple her over. She possessed a cloud of ash-blond curls and a Clara Bow mouth that the johns took one look at and started imagining the many purposes they could put it to. 

			‘There’s someone downstairs to see you,’ she announced.

			The way she voiced the word someone didn’t bode well.

			‘Who?’

			‘Watch what you say to him.’ She murmured the warning under her breath.

			‘Who is he?’

			Before she could reply, the door was pushed open behind her and a tall man in a dark-blue uniform strode in, immediately sucking the air from the room. A policeman. My pulse thumped in my ears and I immediately thought of that folder I’d removed from the ­office.

			‘This is Officer Aubert,’ Anne-Marie informed me. 

			I overlooked the fact that he had barged into my room. A polite smile flitted across my face and vanished.

			‘You are Mlle Camille Malroux?’ he checked.

			I hate the flics. They smell bad. Everything about them. They ­always take pleasure in harassing the working girls of Montparnasse and demanding kickbacks, either in money or in kind. I knew for a fact that my mother used to pay a hefty fistful of francs each month to keep them at bay.

			‘I am.’

			
			‘Bonjour,’ he said, but his gaze was on the room instead of on me, as though assessing it for anything of value to pocket. 

			He frowned. Officer Aubert was young, with an earnest manner and an intelligent expression; he didn’t look corrupt. But what does corrupt look like?

			‘What’s the problem?’ I asked.

			‘Do you have a brother called Gilles Malroux?’

			I nodded. Nervous.

			‘When did you last see him?’

			‘About two weeks ago.’

			‘Do you have a photograph of him I could take a look at?’

			Zut! Did he think I was that simple-minded?

			If the police were after my brother, I was not going to hand him to them on a plate, so I shook my head with regret. ‘I’m sorry but I lost all my photographs in a house fire a few years back.’

			He and Anne-Marie gave me a blank stare. Neither of them ­believed me.

			‘Why are you inquiring after Gilles?’ I asked. I kept it polite.

			‘Sit down, please, Mlle Malroux,’ Aubert said. He drew a deep breath, as though preparing himself for something unpleasant. 

			I sat on the bed. 

			‘Mlle Malroux, have you heard about the train collision that ­occurred outside Paris last night?’

			I clamped my teeth tight together to prevent any sound creeping out. I stared at him and nodded.

			‘I’m sorry to have to inform you that your brother, Gilles Malroux, was travelling on the Strasbourg train.’

			Anne-Marie fluttered across the room in a swirl of purple taffeta and stood in silence beside my bed, one small hand gripping my shoulder.

			‘But the good news is,’ the policeman continued, ‘that he survived the accident. He is in hospital.’

			‘How bad?’ I demanded.

			
			‘I’m sorry,’ his voice grew suddenly soft, not a policeman’s voice. ‘He is severely injured.’

			He told me more. About the train crash, the hospital, the injuries. And I could see my hands shaking on my lap, but all I could hear in my ears was Gilles’s voice speaking to me on my birthday last month.

			‘If I should die unexpectedly,’ he’d said, ‘whatever it looks like, whatever they tell you, it won’t be an accident.’ He’d poured us both a glass of smoky Armagnac. ‘It will be murder.’

			‘Don’t you dare die,’ I’d scolded him.

			He’d laughed. Hugged me. And promised not to die.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER five

			◆ ◆ ◆

			CAMILLE

			Salpêtrière Hospital scared the life out of me. It is the largest hospital in France and it looks like a museum. Huge and important-looking, the kind of place you put a collection of dead things in. The charity hospital was built on a giant powder keg which is how it got its name. Saltpetre, you see, is an ingredient in fireworks and gunpowder, a salty white powder called potassium nitrate, and it was made in this building in vast quantities for Louis XIII and his army, before Louis XIV turned it into a hospital. This was something I was unaware of when I ran, gasping for air, through its massive arched entrance and along its maze of corridors, but it was something I would learn later. 

			There was much I would learn during the many hours that I would spend staring at its plain blank walls. But right now I was screaming my brother’s name.

			‘Can I help you?’

			A nurse in a frilly starched uniform had appeared at my elbow.

			‘I’m looking for Gilles Malroux.’

			‘He’s not allowed visitors yet, I’m afraid,’ she said.

			‘I’m his sister.’

			Her sweet young face melted with sorrow and her voice dropped as though in church. ‘Of course relatives are permitted.’

			‘How is he?’

			‘Struggling,’ she whispered and led me between the rows of ­regimented white beds.

			How bad struggling? I wanted to ask, but I didn’t dare.

			
			The ward looked more like I imagined a ballroom would look than a sickroom. It stretched on forever and had a ridiculously high ceiling. All along one wall there was a row of tall arched windows through which light flooded, bleaching the life out of everything in its path despite the greyness of the day. Not a single mote of dust in sight anywhere. I could think of worse places to be sick.

			The ward was eerily quiet. Were they already dead under their white shrouds? I didn’t look at any of the occupants of the beds, I kept my eyes down, fixed on the shiny black shoes of the nurse as I trailed behind her.

			The nurse suddenly stopped at the foot of one of the white metal beds about halfway down. ‘Here we are.’

			I looked at the patient. No, no. She has made a mistake. This can’t be right.

			When my brother Gilles and I were small we had a passion for collecting stray sick cats. Dirty mangy creatures with only half an ear or missing a paw, all were filthy and riddled with seething clusters of fleas behind their ears or hiding in their armpits but it never stopped us. The destitute backstreets of Montparnasse provided fertile ground for our passion for these feral strays, even though our maman would throw them in the rain butt if she got the chance. 

			When I look back I can see why two skinny kids would care so strongly about these pathetic animals. I realise now what I didn’t realise at the time. That we saw ourselves in them. Ribs like twigs, scabs on limbs, sores on eyes and ulcers on mouths, perpetually ravenous, but most of all possessed by a terror of human beings. It showed in our eyes as much as in theirs.

			Roland was our favourite. A big black bruiser of a cat who was always in trouble, in fights with stray dogs over scraps of food. We’d sneak him into our tiny bedroom, mop up the blood on him as best we could and give him somewhere safe under one of our beds to rest up for a few days while he was hurting. The bastard was never grateful, always biting chunks out of us. Some nights when he believed I was asleep he crept up on to my pillow under cover of darkness, pressed his filthy furry cheek against mine and slept. I didn’t let him know I was awake. I kept very still. I loved him. 
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