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For Catherine




By Alan Furst
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In 1942, in Nazi-occupied France, the German Occupation Authority rounded up émigré Poles – electricians, welders, machinists – and forced them to work as slave labourers at the naval yards in Kiel, where U-boats were built. The Poles fought back, stealing technical information and smuggling it to Paris, where it was sent on to the British Secret Intelligence Service in London.
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MIDNIGHT IN TRIESTE


At dusk, the freighter tied up at the wharf, the amber streetlamps of the town hazy and dim beyond the port. They stood together at the railing, amid a silence broken only by a distant foghorn and the wash of waves against the pier. She moved closer to him and said, ‘I never thought we would come back here.’ In response, he took her hand. Then a ship’s officer unhooked the chain at the top of the gangway. It was time to go ashore.


 – Paul Ricard, Midnight in Trieste


Occupied Paris, 1942.


In early October, the first of the autumn storms began in the late afternoon, with rumbles of thunder up in Normandy somewhere, then, by nightfall, the rain reached Paris, where it beat against the windows of the grey city and streamed down the channels at the edges of the cobblestone streets. The writer Paul Ricard walked bent over in the downpour, heading up a narrow street of ancient buildings in the Sixth Arrondissement: the Rive Gauche, the Latin Quarter.


Ricard squinted into the darkness; some of the streetlamps had been shattered, others painted blue for the blackout ordered by the German Occupation Authority, and the coal smoke that drifted through the rain made it even harder to see anything. Turning a corner he found himself on the Rue de l’Odéon, once home to Shakespeare and Company, Sylvia Beach’s English-language bookshop. But the shop had closed a year earlier and now Ricard, a writer of detective and spy fiction, had to get his newly published novels of intrigue at a recently opened store called The Bookshop, on the nearby Rue de Condé. Ricard, rain dripping from the rim of his fedora hat, took a narrow alley to the street – he could reach out and touch the buildings on either side. He was heading for The Bookshop to see a friend who had, voice excited, telephoned and asked that he come and see her at the shop.


When Ricard entered the bookshop, his friend, an émigré Pole called Kasia, was manning the cashier’s desk near the door. In her twenties, Kasia looked like a Parisian street kid: she had dark eyes and dark hair cut short – a boy’s haircut – atop a firm, well-curved body. She wore a worker’s tweed cap, a navy pea jacket – likely bought at a used-clothing barrow – mole-coloured trousers, and ankle-high, lace-up boots. Ricard nodded to her and waited while she served a customer, a German officer, tall and stern. ‘Delta of Venus,’ she said to the officer, ‘in fact all the Anaïs Nin erotica, is written for a private collector, so it’s not available.’


‘Oh, is that so.’ The officer was clearly disappointed.


‘But we carry a book, a kind of diary, that’s similar. Would you care to have a look at it?’


‘Why yes’ – the German visibly brightened – ‘I would love to see it.’


Kasia looked at Ricard as she left the desk and raised her eyes to heaven: yet one more German trying to buy dirty books. She left the desk, walked over to the shelves, and returned with a slim volume. On the soft cover, an artful line drawing of a nude couple in a complicated embrace. ‘Here it is,’ she said. ‘The Diary of Lady X – it is erotica for every taste, and lavishly illustrated.’


‘Thank you,’ said the German, in school French. ‘This will do very nicely.’ Ricard could think of nothing but the well-known quote from the rogue publisher Maurice Girodias, who described such works as ‘books that one reads with one hand’. The German paid Kasia and left the store with his new book wrapped in a sheet of newspaper.


‘That’s the tenth copy we’ve sold this week,’ Kasia said to Ricard. ‘The Boche come to Paris with lists – the best restaurants, the fanciest brothels, and where to buy books that get them ready for the brothels. Where they especially like exhibitions.’


‘They’ve conquered Europe, so they can do whatever they like. They think.’


Kasia shrugged. ‘They’ll go away, Ricard, sent back to where they came from, and here in Paris, we’ll dance in the streets.’


‘Is the book any good?’ Ricard said.


‘It’s arty. I prefer a good blue movie.’


‘So, Kasia, you called.’


‘Yes, we have the book you wanted – Arthur Koestler, Scum of the Earth, it’s sixty francs.’


Ricard thanked her, and paid for the book.


Ricard left the bookshop and headed for the nearby Café Saint-Germain; the day was dark and drizzling and he needed a coffee. Heading down the street, he heard some kind of commotion behind him, and, as he turned to see what was going on, a running man slammed into him. Both of them fell on the pavement. In the distance, shouts of ‘Halt!’ and the trills of police whistles. As the man struggled to get to his feet, he mumbled an apology. He was dressed as a worker – baggy, shapeless grey trousers and a soiled shirt, but he had the face of an intellectual: a white goatee and spectacles with a cracked lens.


Now, from the direction of the shouts and whistles, a pistol shot, then two more. As the man stood up, the air snapped by Ricard’s ear, and his hand flew to his face, but there was no blood – the bullet had missed him. Meanwhile, all around him, people dived flat on the pavement. Up the street, a woman screamed.


The man now took off running and almost made the corner, but a shot knocked him down. Ricard ran to him as he got to his knees and took the man by the elbows to help him up. As he did, the man whispered, ‘Here, take this,’ and shoved a folded sheet of notebook paper into Ricard’s shirt pocket. Then the man sagged to one side and fell the rest of the way to the ground. As Ricard again reached to help him, he saw the life leave the man’s eyes; he stared unknowing at the sky.


Ricard ran into the café as a Paris police car skidded to a stop. He sat down at an empty table where the waiter hadn’t yet removed a coffee cup and pretended to be just another patron. All around him the crowd spoke in undertones: ‘Who was he?’ ‘A résistant?’ Two flics entered the café and, using their pads and pencils, began to look at papers and write down names.


The flic needed glasses. ‘Richard?’ he said, squinting at Ricard’s passport.


‘No, Ricard.’ He immediately regretted the correction; he’d had a chance to keep his name unknown, but his reaction had been instinctive.


‘Did you know the man you helped?’ the flic said.


‘No, who was he?’


The flic said nothing, and moved on to a woman, hand still pressed to her heart, at the next table. Ricard took the folded paper from his pocket, opened it, and saw what he believed was an engineering schematic with the hand-printed German word Zünder and the French word détonateur. So, a detonator.


Get rid of it, he thought.


But a dying man had thrust this paper into Ricard’s shirt pocket and Ricard couldn’t throw it away. In the street outside the café, an ambulance, siren still running, pulled up next to the body. Then a Gestapo officer in a black uniform told the attendants to leave the man alone. A moment later, a Gestapo Mercedes pulled up, and two soldiers hauled the man’s body into the back seat, then the car drove away.


Hurrying down the rainswept Rue de Condé, Ricard wore a battered felt hat and a khaki-coloured trench coat. At forty, he had a moderately handsome face but was no movie star. Still, women were greatly attracted to him; he was smart and funny and kind, with one particularly appealing feature: he had green eyes, a deep, rich green; knowing eyes, intelligent eyes. He had also a naturally seductive voice, quiet and assured and just deep enough.


At the age of twenty he had left the Sorbonne – he would not become a lawyer or a teacher. His father had died the same year, and his mother, rather too quickly, remarried. Alone and without much money, he decided to do what he wanted, to be a journalist, and found his subjects wherever he could. For example, a recently acquired Velázquez painting, an Adoration of the Magi, was now on exhibition at the Louvre. At the Crêperie Jules, on the Rue de Rennes, some of the best crêpes in Paris, generously stuffed with scrambled eggs and ham. The beloved Hungarian film actress Beáta Markozy, last seen in Love for One Night, was in town to sign a contract for a new movie and was staying at the Hôtel Bristol.


And he haunted the courts: the Delaunay gang of bank robbers captured at last; the widow Robet, who poisoned her husband for his life insurance; the assassination of the Serbian consul in Bordeaux – Balkan politics? No, an affaire d’amour, though when the spurned lover went to the guillotine, Ricard stayed home. That he did not need to see.


Ricard sold many of his articles to small Parisian weeklies for a few francs, no more. But some of what he witnessed captured his imagination. Not so much the jealous lovers, not so much the scheming postal clerks, not the pistol-waving robbers or the embezzling bank presidents; it was the political crimes that drew his interest. When the poet Azerbajian cried out ‘Armenia will never die!’ as he fired his revolver at the foreign minister, Ricard wanted more. What was the story here? Who were these fiery rebels who gathered at a café in the Seventeenth Arrondissement?


There was, he realized, a novel in this, yes, a detective novel in form but pitched higher, for the sophisticated reader who wanted more than a detective with a cold waiting for a train. Thus, in 1934, a year of Stalinist purges, was born L’Affaire Odessa, The Odessa Affair, the hero a minor journalist, Roquette, hunted in the streets of Paris by Soviet secret agents. The cover was lurid – colourful portraits of Roquette, Sauvard of the Deuxième Bureau, the mysterious Ludmila, the secret agent Mischkin. The book sold well; the publisher said, ‘When may we expect another?’


Ricard had grown up on the Rue des Lombards, in a small apartment that his family could barely afford – it was his mother who had fretted about having a good address. His father had worked six days a week as a clerk in an insurance company, adding columns of figures on an adding machine with a tape – one pressed the numbers one wanted, then pulled a handle on the side of the machine, which produced various clicking noises until the numbers appeared on the tape.


Thus his father was absent during the day, and absent again at night, sitting in his easy chair, absorbed with his newspaper, smoking the daily bowl of tobacco he allowed himself, then holding the unlit pipe in his teeth. Ricard’s mother was also absent, busy with what she called ‘helping friends’. How did she help them? By cleaning their apartments? She never would say, deflecting his questions until he no longer asked about her work.


Alone in the afternoon after school, then as a grown man, Ricard walked. Sometimes his eyes discovered a face he wanted to study, sometimes a shop window, displaying things which he would never own. But he hardly cared; what he wanted to do was walk. Perhaps it helped that he was walking in Paris, one of the great places in the world to walk, but Ricard as a boy and then as a man didn’t think about that, the monuments – cathedrals, fountains, sculptures of generals on horseback – all this was simply background scenery to Ricard.


So he walked, and became a writer. Because, while walking, his mind was everywhere. In Chicago, in Siam, in a boudoir as a lady undressed, at the circus, on a battleship, in the jungle with a native guide – ‘Sir! A lion!’ – in the snows of Russia as one of Napoleon’s Corsican troopers, on New York’s Lower East Side with gangsters – ‘Louie, we gotta rub him out’ – at the North Pole with explorers and sled dogs, lost at sea on a sailing ship. Where didn’t he go!


Different now. As he walked, Ricard thought about his life, his friends, the women he knew, money – Too much about money! Think of something else! – and the occupation, though that thought, like the occupation itself, oppressed him. Still it was there: strolling German officers with their French girlfriends, Vichy types with their lapel badges of the Francisque, the double-bladed battle-axe. The sight of such lapel badges inflamed his heart. All his life, Ricard had been a peaceable sort, conflict upset him, but now he would have to fight; he’d avoided, like most Frenchmen, the idea of resistance, avoided it for two years, waiting for rescue, waiting for the Americans, as people put it, but he couldn’t wait any longer because it would, in time, damage his soul. No, he told himself, he couldn’t just write something hostile about the Germans, he would need to do something.


To act.


Heading for a friend’s apartment, Ricard took the Filles du Calvaire Métro. The carriage was packed with Parisians, looking grim and weary after two years of occupation. Nobody spoke, the carriage was silent, and Ricard was glad to get off at the Pont d’Alma station, also glad that the fierce rain had abated to a sullen drizzle and he could smoke as he walked. He headed quickly up the Avenue Bosquet, staring down at wet leaves plastered to the pavement, past apartment buildings in which it cost a fortune to live. Midway up the avenue, he crossed the street to avoid two flics, cops, in their black rain capes. All too conscious of the engineering schematic, he didn’t want to be stopped and searched, because with the flics you never knew; some were loyal to Vichy, some were loyal to France, some were loyal to themselves, so best cross the street.


Just before the avenue met the Rue de Grenelle, Ricard found the apartment building he was looking for. When he rang the bell by the street door, the concierge let him in, her greeting letting him know that she’d seen him often enough to remember him. He took the cage lift to the fourth floor, and rang his friend’s doorbell. Almost immediately, Romany appeared, in a fitted charcoal-grey dress – heavily perfumed, perfume bought on the black market, no doubt, and even then – alcohol a designated war material – hard to find.


He said, ‘Romany,’ touched her cheek, and she stepped back so he could get a better look – she knew the beauty gods had been good to her that evening. Rumour was that she was Hungarian, had been born in Budapest to, of course, a family of penniless aristocrats. Asked if this were so, she waved her hand in dismissal – of Hungarians? Aristocrats? But Ricard had been with her at a café a few months earlier, and a well-dressed woman had stopped briefly at the table, addressed Romany as Madame la Baronne, and ceremoniously lowered her body. Ricard, astonished, said, ‘Was that a curtsy?’


Romany said, ‘Poof. Another life,’ and changed the subject. Romany was in her forties, maybe, with light brown hair that fell to her shoulders, and had some witch in her – all-knowing gaze, mysterious smile, with laugh lines at the edges of her heavily made-up eyes. But when she took off her clothes, and she was good at this, she was a new woman. She had silky skin, and was shaped like a statue of a Greek goddess – if the goddess had put on a few extra pounds. The first time Ricard had seen her thus he was both surprised and inspired and they had spent a particularly devilish afternoon in bed – not for nothing did Romany keep a stack of erotic novels on her bedside table.


As Ricard closed the door, Romany took his hand and said, ‘Let’s go to the parlour, I’m delighted you telephoned, I needed a visitor today.’ In the foyer she said, ‘Hang up your hat and coat, you’re soaked.’


He followed her down a hallway that led to the parlour. It was a spacious apartment; Ricard sometimes wondered how she’d got hold of it – apartments like this were expensive and difficult to find.


She beckoned him to sit on the sofa and, saying, ‘What filthy weather,’ inclined her head towards the window, where droplets ran down the glass, while out on the Avenue Bosquet Parisians under black umbrellas hurried through the wet evening.


Romany left the room, returned with two glasses of red wine, gave him one, sat on the other end of the sofa, and said, ‘Filthy wine, to go with the filthy weather.’


‘Occupation,’ he said. ‘All the good bottles went to Germany.’


‘And may they choke on it.’


He raised his glass, joining her in the toast.


‘So, how goes your life, Ricard?’


‘Well enough. Like everyone here, I improvise.’


‘Writing?’


‘As always, I just delivered the next. What are you reading?’


She shrugged. ‘The usual dreadful stuff. In the 1890s, a young girl comes to Paris from the provinces, you know, filthy men with beards and ankle-length drawers.’


‘Only men, in this one?’


‘Heavens no! In one scene the girl wears a little maid’s costume.’ Romany crossed her arms over her breasts and said, in the voice of a supposedly naïve maid: ‘Oh, madame, we mustn’t!’


Ricard laughed, ‘You do that well.’


She sat forward and said, ‘Ricard, my love, do you have a few extra francs? I’m collecting for Janine, the wife of the neighbourhood pastry cook.’


Ricard handed over some francs. ‘What happened to the pastry cook?’


‘Shot.’


‘Any reason?’


Romany raised both shoulders and eyebrows in a brief shrug. ‘Who knows any more.’


‘Romany, I need your help,’ Ricard said. ‘You used to, maybe last spring, have a lover who was an army colonel.’


Romany’s face softened. ‘Ahh, de Roux, yes, he was for years in the military intelligence, now he’s retired to the country, the Vichy generals didn’t like him, didn’t trust him, thought he was in touch with the English. So now he’s gone to his country house, in the village of Les Andelys, on the Seine. You can write to him there; Colonel J. P. de Roux, Les Andelys, Eure, will do for an address. Care for another glass?’


‘Thank you, I would.’


‘I’ll have one too. It, ah, warms me up, if you know what I mean.’ She returned with the wine, they touched glasses, drank, and talked for a time. Then she leaned over from her end of the sofa and rested a gentle hand on the side of his face. This gesture, of all that women did, had always reached him more than any other. ‘I’m cold, Ricard, let’s get under the covers.’


Ricard spent the night at Romany’s. He didn’t have a choice, it was two in the morning, well past the eleven o’clock curfew, by the time they’d made all the love they could, but he didn’t mind at all, and he slept better with a woman beside him. In the morning, the two went to a café for coffee – ‘occupation coffee’, a few inferior beans with ground chicory added for volume – but at least it was hot. Ricard bought a sheet of paper and an envelope from a tabac across the street and wrote Colonel de Roux a brief letter: his old friend Romany had suggested they should meet, so would the colonel be so kind as to telephone him at this number on the fifteenth. The call was set three days in the future, but the French postal service was famously fast, even under the occupation.


Ricard then determined that he had better stop carrying around an incriminating document so took the Métro to the Saint-Michel station and walked up the tiny – too narrow for cars – Rue de la Huchette to his apartment: two small rooms under the roof, a garret, with windows that looked out on the Seine, the Île de la Cité and Notre-Dame Cathedral. In one room: a narrow bed, a table that held a well-used Remington typewriter with a French keyboard, a stack of paper, a telephone, and a small radio. By the door stood an impressive walnut armoire next to a small stove that ran on kerosene. His other room was sparsely furnished: an old, sagging sofa, a hideous standing lamp with a lords-and-ladies scene on the shade, and a café ashtray on the floor: the perfect place to read. The garret was very much a sanctuary, where, when storms rolled in from the North Sea, he could hear rain drumming on the slate tiles of the roof.


Ricard took the schematic from the German newspaper and buried it in the middle of his stack of paper.


On 14 October, just after ten in the morning, Julien Montrésor left his umbrella in the urn outside his office and started work for the day. His office, at Éditions Montrésor – Montrésor Publishing – was a small room on the second floor of 9, Rue Jacob, one of the better streets in the Sixth Arrondissement. A few feet away from him sat Madame Anne Legros – war widow, sweet face, heart of gold – his single employee, editor and secretary, who just then gave a gentle sigh of despair and lowered her blue pencil towards a page of manuscript.


As for Montrésor, this was a triumphant morning. Awaiting his attention was the new Paul Ricard novel, a pile of tattered, typewritten pages, its coffee and wine stains, its cigarette burns, testaments to a long journey from desk to café and back again. A detective novel, Minuit à Trieste – Midnight in Trieste – from a master of the form, the writer he thought of as the French Eric Ambler, an entertainment, but a smart one, written with a sharp eye and a big heart. The novel was set on a rusty old steamship, the Rosemarie, that sailed back and forth between Venice and Trieste in the year 1938. It had been an elegant ship in the 1920s, but the oak panelling in the staterooms was grey with age, the floral carpeting faded, the portholes cloudy, and the smell of the kitchen strong in the passageways as the ship crossed and recrossed the Adriatic, pitching and rolling in the spring storms.


The cast of characters was the usual in such novels: secret police informants, spies, ruined aristocrats, sinister Balkan types, and lithe, exotic women with shadowy pasts. Travelling with them, the hero, the foreign correspondent Claude Verbain, a committed anti-fascist who smoked little cigars and wore tinted spectacles. So then, who stole the briefcase from the countess in stateroom 6?


Montrésor was eager to publish this novel. The French, cities blacked out, apartments frigid, rationed food hard to come by, soap a rare treasure, were intent on reading their way through the occupation, the detective novel by far the genre of choice because it took the reader away from the grim reality of daily life. These books were not so easy to find. The first printing sold out immediately, then, second-hand, third-hand, and beyond, they were bought at the bouquiniste stalls on the banks of the Seine as soon as they were put out for sale and, in time, read to pieces.


On the night of 14 October, Ricard attended a salon given by his publisher in the wealthy suburb of Neuilly. The house, built of grey cut-stone block, virtually exhaled quiet money, and the room where the reception was held even more so: floors of blonde oak parquet set in dark walnut bands, peach-coloured silk draperies, eighteenth-century paintings. Ricard wandered a little, took a glass of champagne, and looked for somebody he knew. That turned out to be the host himself, Julien Montrésor.


‘Ah, Ricard, so glad you’re here.’ The voice deep, the words musically fashioned, the smile welcoming. Montrésor wore a certain kind of beard – salt-and-pepper ageing towards grey – which crossed his upper lip, passed his mouth, and ended in a square-cut shape below his chin. There was, to Ricard, something Mephistophelian about this beard, as though Montrésor had just ascended to the stage in an opera, the effect heightened by glistening eyes, dark enough to catch the light. Montrésor took his elbow and said, ‘Lots of writers here tonight, Ricard, sadly not all mine, but let me introduce you around.’


Montrésor led him past small groups of men and women in earnest conversation until he found a slim wand of a man with a close-cut beard. ‘This is Jacques Duchenne. You’ll know his book, Un Homme de la Cité – A Man of the City.’


They shook hands, and as Montrésor moved away, Duchenne said, ‘Look at all this, where does the money come from? Surely not Éditions Montrésor.’


‘You never know, in France, a lot of people have money for all sorts of reasons,’ Ricard said.


‘You’re right, there are more than a few whose families got rich in the slave trade.’


‘Well, it’s not like you can’t be rich from books – Gaston Gallimard does very well from Proust and Sartre. Simenon, for God’s sake, he must write a book a week and they sell like crazy.’


‘Always the same book!’ Duchenne whined. ‘That boring Maigret!’


‘But people buy them, it’s an addiction.’


‘Well, I’ll never be famous,’ Duchenne said. ‘My books are too serious, too intellectual, so I have to spend my life teaching in a lycée …’


Before his tale of woe could pick up steam, Montrésor appeared with a tray of champagne glasses. As Ricard and Duchenne exchanged empty glasses for full ones, Montrésor said to Duchenne, ‘Have you met the journalist Bonaire? He writes about books for the Le Matin newspaper and he’s here tonight.’


As Duchenne was led away, Ricard met Montrésor’s eyes, grateful for the rescue. Ricard then wandered through the crowd, which was getting louder as the wine flowed. Next, Ricard found himself facing a young man with dark curly hair and a dark curly smile. ‘I know you!’ the man said. ‘You are Paul Ricard, I recognized you from your photograph on the dust jacket. I’ve read all your books, some of them twice.’


‘I’m glad you like them.’


‘I love them! Tell me something, what happened to Annabelle?’


Who the fuck is Annabelle? Ricard said, ‘Umm …’


‘You know, Annabelle, in Rue Obscure – Shadow Street. At the end she’s going off to meet Michel, does she meet him? Or not?’


‘I guess she does, he’s her lover, after all.’


‘Her lover? I thought he was her rich uncle. Is she also his lover?’


‘Oh yes, of course, I suppose she meets him, but the book ends there, so the reader …’


The man leaned closer and spoke in a confidential voice. ‘Ricard, what’s it like, being a spy?’


‘I’m not a spy.’


The man laughed, an oh sure laugh. ‘How else would you know all that stuff, about the Deuxième Bureau and secret ink?’


‘I make it up. I’m a novelist. That’s what we do.’


The young man was about to get angry when a single note, ting, drew their attention to the fireplace, where Montrésor stood holding a knife and a glass. He tapped the glass a second time, and the room grew quiet. ‘We are privileged to have music tonight. Here is Monsieur Louis Machet, the well-known nightclub violinist, and his accompanists on guitar and bass.’


To polite applause from the guests, the three musicians began to play. Machet was a pink-faced gentleman with flowing white hair and wore a printed silk scarf knotted cleverly about his neck. It was easy to imagine him among the tables of a night club, serenading the couples seated close together. The trio began to play a version, sentimental and syrupy, of ‘Begin the Beguine’ as the guests paired off and started to dance. Ricard discovered that Madame Anne Legros, the sweet-faced war widow who worked for Éditions Montrésor, was at his side. ‘Would you care to dance?’ he said.


‘Yes, thank you, I would,’ Madame Legros said.


It was a tired old phrase, trite and corny, yet it happened: she melted into his arms. As they danced together, he held her close, felt the warmth of her body, took a step left, then another, and she followed him easily, holding his hand in a way that was both intimate and tender.


‘I know this song,’ he said by her ear. ‘It’s “Begin the Beguine”. Perhaps we should dance the beguine.’


‘Do you know how?’ she asked.


‘No idea.’


‘Well, we’ll do the best we can.’


Montrésor appeared from the milling crowd. ‘Ricard,’ he said, ‘Louis-Ferdinand Céline just showed up, I need somebody to talk to him.’


‘He’s a fascist, Montrésor, a Nazi. I want nothing to do with him.’


Montrésor sighed and said, ‘You’re sure?’


‘A German Nazi is bad enough, but a French Nazi …’


Montrésor went off in search of a different guest. Madame Legros said, ‘Bravo, Ricard,’ and then the two started dancing again.


Kasia lived in a room above the La Villette stockyards in the Nineteenth Arrondissement; day and night the livestock trucks rattled in from the countryside and cattle cars arrived by rail, the beasts driven down ramps into the pens. At eleven in the morning of the seventeenth, wearing only bra and panties, she sat on the edge of the bed, a cigarette held between her lips, and, squinting through the smoke, worked at loading the clip of her .25-calibre Browning automatic. When she was done, she snapped the clip back in place, then yawned and stretched out on the bed smoking her cigarette and gazing up at the clouds that drifted past her window. She rested an idle hand between her legs and thought about past lovers, brief, exciting scenes that stayed with her. She could think of whomever she wanted, whoever stimulated her, some she’d never spoken to, too bad they didn’t know, it might have pleased them. In time, she found herself thinking about a girl she’d seen that morning on the Métro, young, perhaps a secretary, with a soft face and a shag of blonde hair across her forehead. A little bunny rabbit, she thought, in need of a stern hand. What would it be like with her? In her imagination she took off the girl’s blouse, her skirt, and her bra and panties. Then she touched the girl in a certain spot, between the shoulder and the neck. The girl liked that and let her know it. Maybe, tomorrow morning, Kasia thought, she would take the same Métro.


But first she had to rob a bank. Her eyes wandered to the Browning she’d left on the windowsill. Pity, now I want to make love but it’s not going to be, I’ll likely get killed today. Hah, Kasia! The joke’s on you. Here’s some bank guard, an old man with his hat down on his ears, and he just made a hole in you, too sad, because you already have all of those you need, this one more is trouble, and why, you silly bitch, are you lying on the marble floor? It’s cold down here, and hard, and Jacquot is running away. Jacquot was her partner in crime, a small-time gangster, curly black hair, a knife scar through one eyebrow, a belted, black leather overcoat, big gold watch, gold bracelet, a gangster. Miserable, mean bastard, she thought. Running away when she was wounded.


Jacquot – Jacky wanted her. He’d teach her to like men. Old story.


Proud Parisian male, sure of himself, she wouldn’t have cared if she never saw him again, but he was a good bank robber, and he was in the milieu, the life of crime, and he knew people, people who stole cars, then rented them out to gangsters like Jacquot, people who bought stolen jewellery, people who had hideouts in the city. So she put up with him, let on that his seductive lines amused her.


Suddenly, fast, heavy steps on the stairway. Jacquot. He was coming to collect her. So the bunny rabbit would just have to wait. Work to be done, tra-la, banks to be robbed, tra-la, Kasia to be shot. Tra-la.


Colonel de Roux telephoned Ricard, on the afternoon of the fifteenth, from a cabinet at the Bureau de Poste in the village of Les Andelys, raising his voice because it was a long way to Paris. If Ricard would care to come to visit him on the sixteenth, there was a local train, the 2:36 from the Gare de Lyon. The colonel would send somebody to meet him at the station.


This turned out to be a paysan wearing a tattered straw hat, sitting on a farm wagon pulled by a skinny nag. Ricard climbed up next to him and, not far from the station, the paysan turned onto a route départementale – the name for the rough, narrow roads – almost a car and a half in width and paved with ancient tarmac. The road was lined with plane trees, trunks grey and knotted, crowns pollarded into round shapes, where the dying leaves rattled in the autumn breeze. On either side of the road the wheat had been harvested, leaving fields of brown stalks lit by the pale blue sky that followed a rainstorm. As the wagon passed a stone roadside marker – thirty miles to Rouen – a flock of geese flew overhead, migrating south in a vee formation, their honking loud above the quiet fields. It was famously beautiful here, in what was known as the Vexin, the Seine Valley: the valleys and hills in a perfect harmony of land. From time to time the road ran next to the river, flowing north, its surface churned by strong currents from yesterday’s rain. A gust of wind sent dead leaves rustling across the road, and Ricard felt, as the horse clopped along and one of the wheels squeaked, that he was home, Paris and its mobs of people left behind; the village of Saint-Denis quickly passed, he was now in France.
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