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T•H•E F•A•C•T•S


On July 2, 2022, in Geneva, a sensational robbery was all over the news.


What follows is the story of that holdup.









Prologue


The Day of the Robbery


Saturday, July 2, 2022


9:30 a.m.


They had timed their entries to the jewelry store to coincide.


The first went through the front door, like any ordinary customer. He was smartly dressed, the baseball cap and sunglasses that concealed his face being nothing out of the ordinary for July. The security guard didn’t bat an eye.


The second, wearing a ski mask and wielding a sawed-off shotgun, had gone in through the service entrance. Held at gunpoint, an unlucky employee had no choice but to open the door.


Having knowledge of the store’s floor plan and employees’ schedules, they had left nothing to chance.


Once inside, Ski Mask proceeded to tie up the employee in the back room. Baseball Cap, as soon as he caught sight of his accomplice, drew the revolver at his waist, yelling: “This is a robbery! Nobody move!” He then removed a stopwatch from his pocket and started the timer.


They had exactly seven minutes.









Part One


The Days Before Her Birthday









1


Twenty Days Before the Robbery




➡Sunday, June 12, 2022


Monday, June 13


Tuesday, June 14


Wednesday, June 15


Thursday, June 16


Friday, June 17


Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)


Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)


Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)





It was a modern house. A large, glass cube rising from the center of an immaculate garden, with a pool and a broad patio. The property was bordered by a sheltering wood: an oasis, a small, secret paradise tucked away from the curious, and only accessible by a private road. The occupants themselves were cut from the same exquisite cloth: Arpad and Sophie Braun were the ideal couple and the perfect parents of two beautiful children.


That morning, Sophie woke at six on the dot. For weeks now, she had been waking up at the same time. By her side, her husband slept on, soundly and undisturbed. It was Sunday and there was no reason to be up this early. She lay back down but couldn’t fall asleep. Finally, giving up, she got up quietly, slipped on a bathrobe, and went down to the kitchen to make herself some coffee. She would be forty in a week. She had never been so beautiful.


*


From the edge of the woods, one had a perfect view into the house’s transparent interior. A man, his running gear blending into the darkness, crouched behind a tree trunk, his eyes fixed on Sophie.


*


With her coffee in hand, Sophie rested her gaze where the forest met the edge of her garden. This was her morning ritual. She lovingly observed her tiny kingdom, unaware that she was being watched.


*


A few miles away, in downtown Geneva, a gray Peugeot with French plates drove idly along a deserted avenue. In the early morning light, its driver could not be seen through the windshield. The vehicle drew the attention of a police car, its blue flashing lights illuminating the surrounding buildings. The police stopped the Peugeot and spoke to the driver. Everything was in order. One of the policemen asked the driver what he was doing in Geneva. “A family visit” was all the explanation he gave. But it was enough to satisfy the officers, who shortly drove off. The driver, meanwhile, congratulated himself on the used car. He had paid a good price for it, and most importantly, it was legally registered. This was the best way to avoid unwanted attention.


*


At the window, Sophie continued to observe her garden. Once in a while she would surprise a fox midstride as it bounded across the lawn. She had even seen a deer. She adored the house, which she and her husband had bought only a year ago. Before, they had been living in an apartment in downtown Geneva in the Champel Quarter. But for a while, they had been thinking about a house with a garden for the children. Rising real estate prices had convinced them to sell their apartment—at a profit—and hunt for something larger. When they had visited the house, designed by a well-known architect and located in the upscale commune of Cologny, they had jumped on it. They would wake up every morning in this enchanting locale, only three miles from their jobs in central Geneva. A few bus stops, twelve minutes by car, fifteen minutes on an e-bike for millennials; that was all it took to pass from one universe to another.


*


The man in the bushes carefully observed Sophie through a small pair of military binoculars. He examined her slender body, revealed by her short robe, and stopped at her thigh, where a panther tattoo was clearly visible.


Twenty or thirty feet away, his dog, tied to a tree, waited patiently. Lying on a bed of leaves, the animal had grown accustomed to the routine, which had been going on for several weeks now. Its owner had been coming here every morning. At dawn, he would settle in and watch Sophie through the large bay windows. The couple slept with the shades open, allowing him to see everything. He watched her get up, go down to the kitchen to make coffee, and eat breakfast by the window. She was so desirable. He was captivated by her. Obsessed.


*


When she had finished her coffee, Sophie went back upstairs to their bedroom. She undressed and slipped into bed, where her husband still lay sleeping.


*


From the forest, the man watched her intently. But the demands of reality woke him from his reverie. He had to be back before Karine and the boys awoke.


He released his dog and left in the manner he had come—running. Taking the forest trail, he rejoined the main road, making good time, and soon reached the village of Cologny, where he eased into a walk as he arrived at a small block of attached homes. The houses were cookie cutter, inexpensive homes for middle-class families. Their presence had caused considerable consternation in this chic community, known for its large, expensive houses.


Entering the house, he heard his wife call softly, “Greg, is that you?”


Karine was in the living room, reading as she sipped her morning tea. The boys were still asleep.


“Up already, dear?” he said, feigning surprise.


“I heard you get up, and couldn’t get back to sleep.”


“I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. I went for a run with the dog.”


Greg, his mind still on Sophie, joined his wife on the couch and pressed up against her. But Karine was not having it.


“Stop it, Greg. The boys are going to be awake soon. For once I can read in peace.”


Sulkily, he went upstairs to take a shower, lingering under the spray of warm water. If exposed, his morning adventures would cost him dearly. He risked his job. Karine would leave him. He himself felt ashamed of spying on a woman in the privacy of her home. But he couldn’t help himself. That was the problem.


His obsession had begun a month earlier, during a party hosted by the Brauns. He hadn’t been the same since.


ONE MONTH EARLIER


SATURDAY, MAY 14, 2022


Greg and Karine had considered coming on foot but, after taking a quick glance at the overcast sky, thought it best to take the car. From their house, they drove up la Capite, then, following the GPS, turned onto a small private road flanked by woods that led to the Brauns’ home.


“It’s strange,” Greg mused, half to himself. “I often come by here with the dog on my runs, but I never would have guessed there was a house at the end of the road.”


It was the first time they had visited Sophie and Arpad. The occasion marked Arpad’s fortieth birthday. Judging by the number of cars parked along the road, there was quite a crowd already. Greg found one of the last free spaces in the grass-covered clearing and they walked toward the open iron gate. The metal construction clashed with the surrounding vegetation.


Arpad and Greg had met at the local soccer club, where their sons, close in age, played on the same team. The two men were part of the group of volunteers in charge of the small refreshment stand next to the field, which, on days when there was a game, helped fill the club’s treasury. They had quickly gotten to know each other.


Karine, however, had never met the Brauns and felt uneasy. She was often that way when she found herself in an unfamiliar setting. Hoping to give herself courage, she began to talk.


“It was nice of them to invite us.”


Greg absent-mindedly agreed.


“How many people did they invite?” she continued.


“No idea.”


“Arpad didn’t tell you?”


“No.”


“So, about ten people? Thirty? What should I expect?”


“I don’t know. It’s not my party.”


“Arpad could have mentioned it.”


“But he didn’t.”


“What do you two even talk about together?”


Greg shrugged.


“Kids, life, the usual stuff. Not the details of his birthday party.”


“All the same,” she said to close their pointless conversation, “it was nice that they invited us.”


They continued to walk in silence. Of late, silence had begun to spring up between them more and more frequently. Karine was convinced that last year’s move to Cologny hadn’t been good for their relationship. For years, they had been living in a rental apartment in downtown Geneva in the Eaux-Vives neighborhood. It was a lively street with easy access to shopping and within walking distance of Lake Geneva. The apartment was a bit cramped for four people, but the rent was affordable, and most importantly, they had been comfortable. Then, there came the small inheritance from Greg’s grandmother. Ever since he had gotten the money, Greg had changed. He started talking like a petit bourgeois. It became necessary to invest, preferably in a house, more reliable than the stock market. And the banks would lend them 80 percent of the money at a historically low interest rate. So they began scouring the real estate ads. He found a development in Cologny of small but attractive row houses that could be purchased before they were built. The pictures were amazing. A house just for them, a small garden. Country life only minutes from town. Greg insisted they couldn’t go wrong—housing prices had climbed steadily over the past ten years. So, they took the plunge. It was all very easy in retrospect. The bank gave them the loan; they signed the deed at the notary’s office. And that was how, a year earlier, they had arrived in the very upscale community of Cologny. But from the beginning, Karine had felt out of place. For one, the house was smaller than she had imagined; there was a big difference between the rooms shown in the prospectus and reality. She still felt a bit cramped even though now they had more space than back in their old apartment. After a while, she realized that the source of her discomfort was the new neighborhood. In this wealthy suburb of Geneva, the majority of the residents—lawyers, bankers, surgeons, executives, and business owners for the most part—made a show of their social and financial success. The cars and the houses said a great deal about the wealth of their occupants. Karine continued to wonder what she and Greg were doing there; she was a salesperson in a clothing store, while he was a civil servant. The feeling only grew when she learned, in passing conversation, that the middle-class home in which she and her family had settled was considered a blight by the surrounding millionaires. And to her horror, she discovered that the residents of Cologny referred to this small cluster of homes as The Eyesore, and the town council had even held a special session and passed a bill to prevent further developments of a similar nature.


Every day after dropping the kids off at school, only a few minutes by foot, Karine would climb into Bus A, which connected the suburbs to central Geneva. Along the way, she would pass her old neighborhood of Eaux-Vives. It made her feel nostalgic. She would get off the bus at the Rive traffic circle and walk to rue du Rhône, where she worked. Disappearing into the crowd, she would breathe a sigh of relief.


*


Greg and Karine finally passed through the gate and were now inside the property. A paved courtyard led to a glassed-in garage with two Porsches inside. Looming behind it was the house, largely glass and modern in design.


“They’re doing pretty well for themselves!” Karine hissed. “What do they do?”


“Arpad works in some bank; Sophie’s a lawyer.”


They walked over to the door and Greg rang the buzzer. Through the tall glass windows, a party was in full swing. A group of bougie-looking forty-year-olds swayed calmly to the music, glasses of champagne in their hands.


Karine caught her own reflection. She looked classy and elegant, tastefully dressed as always. And yet she didn’t feel at ease. Besides, nothing in life was really going her way. She was forty-two and felt that her youth was behind her. The mirror made sure to remind her every morning.


Then the door swung open and they were dazzled by the extraordinary couple standing before them. They were everything that Greg and Karine were not: in love, smiling, laughing, arm in arm. A team. Allies.


Arpad, handsome, chic, and relaxed, sported a perfectly cut pair of Italian pants and a blindingly white shirt, whose top buttons, left open, teased a muscular torso.


Sophie was in a short, sexy black dress, which sculpted a firm bust and revealed her shapely legs, further extended by a pair of Saint Laurent heels.


Seeing Sophie and Arpad that evening was like being struck by lightning.


Karine and Greg were each welcomed with a joyous greeting and a warm hug before being led inside and introduced to the other guests. Arpad served them champagne, then Sophie took Karine by the hand to introduce her to her friends. Karine, relieved and suddenly completely at ease, swallowed her champagne in a single gulp. Sophie immediately refilled her glass. They toasted one another.


Karine was charmed. A few minutes earlier, before their entrance, she had resented Sophie and Arpad for the extravagance of their house, their cars, their very existence. She had been fooled by appearances, imagining them to be pretentious, curt, and arrogant. They were anything but, exuding an uncommon warmth and kindness.


That evening, for the first time since arriving in Cologny, Karine felt hopeful. She danced; she had fun; she felt beautiful. She felt comfortable. Within the space of an evening, she was able to feel good about herself once again.


But this meeting was more like a collision. A head-on collision. A catastrophe whose dimensions no one had yet grasped. Except Greg, and with reason. Since stepping foot in that house, he had been unable to take his eyes off Sophie. He was electrified. It wasn’t the first time he had seen her, but now he saw her in a new light. By the edge of the soccer field or at the village bakery, he had not appreciated the extent of her beauty, the sensuality she gave off.


So, while Karine enjoyed herself, downing glass after glass of champagne, Greg, completely sober, spent the evening spying on Sophie. Everything she did fascinated him: her manner of speaking, her smile, the way she danced, how she delicately touched a person’s shoulder when speaking to them. Around midnight, when it was time to serve the cake, he watched how she looked at Arpad, desperately wishing he were him. She clung to his neck, kissed him passionately, and helped him cut the first slices. Then, in front of everyone, she brought forth a wrapped gift. Arpad seemed surprised, especially when he uncovered, beneath the lavish packaging, a small Rolex box. He opened it and pulled out a gold wristwatch. She slid it onto his wrist. He stared at the watch, completely stupefied. Then he whispered something in his wife’s ear and kissed her again. Their complicity was perfect.


Around one in the morning, when the party was at its peak, Greg lost sight of Sophie among the small crowd of guests. At once he frantically began searching for her. He found her in the kitchen, where she was filling the dishwasher. Wanting to help, instead, he clumsily knocked over a glass, which shattered as soon as it hit the floor. He scrambled to pick up the shards and, as she knelt beside him to do the same, her dress rode up, revealing a panther tattoo on her thigh. Greg was completely bewitched. Worse yet, he was falling in love.


“I’m so sorry. I wanted to help and, well, I . . .”


“No harm done,” she instantly reassured him, flashing a gentle smile.


*


In the shower, a month after the party, Greg replayed Sophie’s words, “No harm done . . .” but the harm had already taken root within him. The very next day, walking in the forest with Sandy, he had discovered that he could reach the Braun property by crossing the woods. From there, he had a protected view of the house’s interior. Greg couldn’t stop himself from watching them in their living room. And he returned the following day at dawn, this time jogging with the dog. She was standing by the window then. After that, he returned every morning.


Stepping out of the shower, Greg got dressed and walked downstairs to the kitchen. The boys were awake now and eating breakfast. He kissed them, sat at the table, and tried, as he had every morning for the past month, to convince himself that everything was going well, that his place was here, with them.


But in exactly twenty days, his life would be irreversibly changed.


THE DAY OF THE ROBBERY


Saturday, July 2, 2022


9:31 a.m.


Ski Mask herded the salesman and store manager into the back room. Baseball Cap forced the security guard to lock the front door before leading him out of sight. If a passerby happened to glance through the window, they’d see nothing but an empty store.


They had six minutes left.
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Nineteen Days Before the Robbery




Sunday, June 12


➡Monday, June 13, 2022


Tuesday, June 14


Wednesday, June 15


Thursday, June 16


Friday, June 17


Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)


Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)


Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)





7:30 a.m. at the Glass House.


As Sophie finished getting ready upstairs, Arpad, at the stove, prepared a pile of pancakes as the children, seated at the kitchen counter, looked on with amusement. Clearly in a very good mood, he entertained them with a special from his repertoire, tossing the pancakes from one pan to another and grimacing as he caught them, triggering the children’s laughter.


“We only eat pancakes on weekends,” seven-year-old Isaak remarked. “Is this a special occasion?”


“It’s a party,” four-year-old Léa shouted.


“Life’s a party,” Arpad remarked.


Sophie appeared in the kitchen.


“Your father’s right. Life is a party. Don’t you ever forget it.”


She kissed her children, then hugged her husband, who offered her a cup of coffee. Pressed against him, she looked contentedly upon her small world.


“If life’s a party, why do we still have to go to school?” Isaak whined.


“Looks like we’ve got a philosopher,” Arpad said with a smile.


“What’s a philosopher?” Isaak asked.


“You’ll find out soon enough if you keep going to school,” Sophie quipped.


“Who’s taking us?” Léa inquired.


“I can,” Arpad offered.


He was in his pajamas, still not ready for work.


“Did you lose your job?” Sophie teased.


He cracked a smile.


“I was supposed to have breakfast with an English client, but he missed his flight last night. I’m taking advantage of it to go for a run; I can get to work a bit later.”


Sophie glanced at the clock.


“Well, if you don’t mind dropping them off. I have a meeting this morning that I still have to prepare for.”


She placed her steaming coffee on the counter, then tenderly kissed each member of the family. She took the glass hallway to the garage, got into her car, and left her little paradise.


A few minutes later, she passed by the front of the Cologny primary school. It was early and the area was still deserted. Slowing down, she scanned the bus stop, hoping to see Karine. Since Arpad’s birthday party, not only had the two women grown close but they’d also discovered that they both worked on rue du Rhône. The clothing store was a stone’s throw from the building that housed Sophie’s law office. It had become routine that she would pick up Karine whenever she saw her new friend at the bus stop. The trip offered the two a few moments of shared enjoyment. That morning, not seeing Karine, Sophie felt a pang of disappointment. She enjoyed Karine’s company. Karine was forthright, without pretense or calculation. Her witty stories transformed Sophie’s daily commute into something she looked forward to.


Sophie parked in the underground garage of the Mont-Blanc, where she had rented a spot for the year. Both women would ride the escalator that led to Général-Guisan Quay, opposite Lake Geneva and the clouds of gulls and white swans fed by passersby. They walked together for a short while, then split up when they reached the intersection.


*


That morning as Sophie parked her car, back in the kitchen at The Eyesore, Karine was arguing with Greg as the boys ate their cereal. It had begun over Greg’s new jogging hours. Until now, he had run only occasionally in the morning, and when he did so, he had made sure to leave at dawn and return well before the kids were up. But for the past month, not only had he gone out every morning without exception, but he had shifted the time of his run so that Karine found herself alone with the two boys and unfailingly ended up arriving late for work.


“Why are you leaving so late to go running?” she pressed.


“I left at 5:45!” he protested.


“And by the time you take a shower, get ready, and come down to eat your breakfast in peace, I’ve taken care of everything else! Why did you change your running hours? When you left at five, it all worked out. You even said you liked leaving early.”


“It was too early. I was exhausted. I have the right to some sleep!”


“And I have the right to a bit of help!”


“Someone has to walk the dog,” Greg objected. Sandy, their dog, had arrived when they bought the house—a very bad idea. The tiny yard at The Eyesore didn’t have enough space for him to exercise.


“Sandy doesn’t need to run in the woods for an hour!”


“But I need to get some air in the morning, what with all the pressure at work.”


“So get some air in the evening, when you won’t make everyone else late! Are you trying to get me fired?”


Greg tried to calm the situation.


“Go, I’ll take care of the kids. I can afford to get to work a little late today.”


Karine kissed the boys, deliberately ignoring her husband, and left.


The chilly air felt good. She walked quickly to the school and then the bus stop, hoping to see Sophie arrive. She liked Sophie’s easygoing and relaxed nature. She admired the ease with which Sophie moved through life, while she tripped over every obstacle. It wasn’t a question of money but of attitude.


*


Sophie’s car was still not in sight by the time the bus arrived. Karine got on. She took a seat in the back and, from her bag, pulled out a small package, a trinket she had bought the day before for Sophie. She removed the wrapping to reveal an insulated coffee mug, ideal for car trips. Sophie always complained she never had enough time to finish her coffee before leaving for work. Suddenly, Karine felt a bit ridiculous sitting in the bus with a mug in her hand. She totally lacked self-confidence.


*


Shortly after the bus passed, Arpad, still in his tracksuit, dropped Léa and Isaak off at school in Cologny. As he was about to start his run, he ran into Greg, who had also come to drop off his kids.


“You got time for a coffee?” Arpad asked.


Greg looked at his watch to gauge how late he was, then declared, with a mischievous grin, “Sure. At this point . . . But I don’t want to keep you from your run.”


“I can always go later in the day.”


“Your wife lets you run when you want?”


“Yes, why?”


“No reason.”


The two men sat down at a nearby tearoom and ordered two espressos. Surprisingly, Greg felt especially good. It had to do with Arpad’s spontaneous presence, his ease, his disconcerting ability to plan a run on a weekday morning, then forgo it for a coffee at the last minute. Greg’s daily routine was one of rigor and restraint. Between the kids and the job, it felt like he didn’t have time for anything. And whenever he was able to take some time off or find a few extra hours for himself, Karine inevitably came up with things for him to do: shopping, repairing a piece of broken furniture, taking Sandy to the vet.


Arpad, between two sips of coffee, spoke to Greg but the man wasn’t listening; he was too busy observing. Despite appearances, Arpad and Greg were very much alike. They were good fathers, attentive husbands. But for Greg it was obvious that Arpad had something he lacked. A kind of natural superiority. He envied him. Because of Sophie.


“So, what do you think?” Arpad asked, bringing Greg back to the conversation.


Lost in thought, he quickly improvised, “That I should be a bit more like you.”


Arpad laughed.


“Meaning?”


“A life with flexible hours, better pay, that sort of thing!”


“Don’t worry, I have my share of troubles,” Arpad replied. “Trust me, most of my clients at the bank are pains in the ass, never satisfied. They ask you to invest for them. You take on all the risk. When it goes well, they consider it normal. And when the markets don’t behave, it’s your fault.”


“I wasn’t strictly talking about work. Family too.”


“Appearances can be deceiving. Wherever there are children, there are worries. And sometimes Sophie and I fight.”


Yeah, right, Greg thought. I know how she wakes you up in the morning.


Arpad continued, “Besides, Sophie will turn forty in exactly a week, and I don’t know what to get her. Any suggestion is welcome.”


Greg indicated Arpad’s gold Rolex. “A tough act to follow.”


Arpad remained silent.


“You planning to have a party?” Greg continued.


“No idea. Sophie says she doesn’t want to make a big deal of it. So, we’re going to spend the weekend at her parents’ place in Saint-Tropez to celebrate with the family. We’ll see about the rest.”


Greg, seeing the time on Arpad’s Rolex, got up.


“Gotta get going.”


“Me too. Go on. Coffee’s on me.”


Arpad paid the bill, then, contrary to what he had said, decided to go for a run. Afterward, he returned home, took a shower, put on a perfectly cut suit, and left in his Porsche. Arpad had been mulling Sophie’s fortieth for a while now. He wanted to celebrate the event with a unique gift, something wholly original whose meaning outweighed its cost. But ever since the damn Rolex, he couldn’t help thinking that maybe he should get Sophie a piece of jewelry after all. Uncertain, he decided to make a quick stop on rue du Rhône, where all the high-end jewelers and luxury boutiques were located. Maybe a look in the windows would inspire him. He parked the car at the top of place Longemalle and walked up rue du Rhône on foot, hoping he wouldn’t run into Sophie. He hurried past the watch stores, only slowing when he reached the jewelers. A bracelet? A pendant? He wasn’t sure. But in Cartier’s window, he found a ring in the shape of a panther’s head sculpted from twenty-four karat gold, diamond encrusted, with two small inlaid emeralds for eyes. Arpad was captivated by its beauty, its perfection. The panther. It was her. He entered the store. He couldn’t, at that moment, imagine the consequences of his discovery.


*


At day’s end, when Sophie left the office, she failed to notice the man. It was the driver of the used gray Peugeot with French plates. Walking quickly, she reached the Mont-Blanc’s parking garage to get her car. The man trailed her inconspicuously, like a predator.


The hunt could now begin.


THE DAY OF THE ROBBERY


Saturday, July 2, 2022


9:33 a.m.


It was a perfectly choreographed ballet.


Ski Mask kept the shotgun’s barrel pointed at the hostages, while Baseball Cap wound plastic zip ties around the wrists and ankles of the guard and the salesman. Only the store manager was left untied. The robbers knew exactly what they were doing.


Baseball Cap grabbed him and led him to the safe, while Ski Mask kept an eye on the hostages.


They still had four minutes.
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Eighteen Days Before the Robbery




Sunday, June 12


Monday, June 13


➡Tuesday, June 14, 2022


Wednesday, June 15


Thursday, June 16


Friday, June 17


Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)


Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)


Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)





7:30 p.m. in Cologny.


Making a stop in the center of the village, the bus let off a single passenger. Karine trudged wearily home. It had been a long day. She had been on her feet for most of it showing clothes to her customers or kneeling to help them with a pair of shoes. Her feet, her back, and her head ached. And, to top it all off, her return trip had been especially unpleasant: The bus was crowded and she was squeezed among the other passengers, jerked back and forth whenever the driver stepped on the gas or the brakes. When they lived at their old apartment, she could walk home. Fifteen minutes along the shore of Lake Geneva. It was always a welcome break no matter the weather. But that damn bus . . . Sophie had offered to drive her back at the end of the day, but she always got out too late—the store closed at seven.


Arriving at the house, Karine saw that Greg’s car was still not home: He must be working overtime. For a change. Which meant dinner wasn’t ready. Momentarily, she experienced a wave of despair, standing at the door. Then, pulling herself together, she marched inside. In the small, messy living room, her two boys were yelling and fighting as the babysitter helplessly looked on.


Natalia, who was twenty, spent most of her time taking pictures of herself. She didn’t tidy up, didn’t clean, didn’t prepare meals (I’m here to look after the children), but as Greg would say: “She’s reliable, and that’s the most important thing.” Not to mention she agreed to work for far below the going rate. Karine and Greg could afford her and so Natalia was paid to play with her phone while the kids scurried around until their parents came home.


Karine let Natalia go, sent the boys to take showers, and started supper. After looking in the fridge, she gave up on the idea of plucking, cleaning, or cutting and settled on frozen lasagna. There was an open bottle of wine, and she poured herself a glass. It wasn’t very good, but so what? As the oven warmed up, she cleared the dirty dishes from the sink (Thanks, Natalia). Then she washed the insulated coffee mug she had bought for Sophie, which she ended up using for herself. Her phone rang. Sophie. Karine quickly answered.


“I missed you this morning at the bus stop.”


“I left late again,” Karine sighed. “The kids and all that. Greg and his damn jogging . . .”


Karine could hear music in the background. She pictured Sophie at a concert. Maybe the opera. “I’m not disturbing you?”


“No, not at all. Anyway, I’m the one who called you,” Sophie laughed.


“It’s just that I can hear classical music in the background. I was wondering . . .”


“That’s Arpad,” she said and winked at her husband, who was busy with his pots and pans.


She was sipping a glass of wine, curled up on the living room sofa. Arpad, from the kitchen counter, reminded his wife and her friend, “The one who makes dinner gets to choose the music!”


“Your husband cooks?” Karine marveled.


“He says it relaxes him.”


“The perfect man,” Karine declared.


As she spoke, she took in her untidy home and her prepackaged lasagna. Her boys raced downstairs screaming even louder than before. Sophie was only at the other end of the line, but it felt like she was in another world.


“I have to leave you, sorry. I’ve got two half-naked, starving boys in my living room.”


“I know all about that,” Sophie said, smiling.


“I doubt it,” Karine replied. “You have a symphony in your living room, while I have a zoo.”


Sophie burst out laughing.


“Shall I pick you up tomorrow morning?”


“If I’m ready in time.”


“I’ll meet you at yours. I’ll beep when I’m there and you can let Greg fend for himself. Till tomorrow, love.”


Love. No one had called her that in a long time. Karine grabbed the insulated coffee mug and decided to wrap it up again. She had used it, but hey, she could still offer it to her friend, couldn’t she?


*


That evening at the Glass House, the Brauns dined on the meal Arpad had prepared. When Léa and Isaak had gotten ready for bed, the evening ritual began: The children and Sophie squeezed into Isaak’s bed and Arpad performed a dramatic reading from the book they had begun a few days before. The evening’s reading was always a moment of enjoyment for the family. Arpad never tired of seeing his little troop hanging on to his every word. And the more invested they became in the story, the more effort he put into the narration. Time could stand still.


*


That night at The Eyesore, the Liégeans had a late supper of overcooked lasagna. Then, when the boys were about to go to bed, the eldest tearfully confessed that he hadn’t done his homework. Greg had to help him out with his math. There followed moments of irritation and shouting, until the homework was finally completed by Greg himself. Afterward, the boys were both very agitated and it required every ounce of patience their father had to corral them into bed. When they were finally asleep, Greg joined Karine in the kitchen. She was finishing the dishes. The cold silence that filled the room was a clear sign of the resentment building up between them. Biting the bullet, Greg forced himself to begin the conversation.


“They’re finally asleep. Natalia could at least have checked on their homework.”


“You can tell her yourself.” Karine scoffed. “The last time I said something to her, she got angry.”


“Still, the homework should be checked before supper,” Greg suggested.


“Was that ‘should be’ addressed to me?” she asked, barely containing her annoyance. “Maybe you should try to get home a little earlier.”


“I sent you a message . . .”


“Do you think I have time to check every message with the kids screaming around me . . . I don’t even have time to go to the bathroom!”


“Sorry,” Greg said, trying to avoid another argument at any cost. “I’ll call next time. I absolutely had to finish some paperwork. Everything has gotten so bureaucratic it’s exhausting. As if we didn’t already have enough to do. The next time I hear someone say that government employees don’t do anything, I’m going to bust him one!”


Karine, also wishing to relieve the tension, agreed, trying to show interest in his insipid comments. She didn’t care for his stories of excess paperwork and office intrigues. She wanted a bit more fantasy in her life. The truth was, although she couldn’t tell her husband, what she really wanted was a life like Sophie and Arpad had. When the dishes were done, Greg went into the living room and collapsed in front of the television.


“I’m going to take a quick shower,” she said. “We can continue our show when I’m done.”


But when Karine returned in her bathrobe, Greg was no longer on the couch. He was standing in the doorway putting on his coat, the dog’s leash in his hand.


“Where are you going?” she asked, surprised.


“To walk Sandy.”


“At this hour? Can’t he take a leak in the garden?”


“Has anyone walked him since this morning?” Greg asked, knowing the response.


“No,” she said.


“Well, someone has to do it. And if I don’t, nobody will.”


“Are you criticizing me?” she asked with annoyance.


“No, it’s just a simple statement.”


“You’re the one who wanted a dog.”


“The boys wanted a dog,” Greg corrected.


“And they also want a pony. Does that mean we’re going to keep one in the living room?”


Greg shrugged. It was pointless to argue. He whistled for Sandy and disappeared with him into the night.


*


When he left the house he was only planning to walk around the block. But one step led to another and soon enough he found himself on the road to la Capite, turning onto the private road that led to the Glass House. He couldn’t help it. He entered the woods and made his way through the trees as he had done that very morning. Nearing the edge of the Brauns’ property, Greg wound Sandy’s leash around a tree trunk. The dog, familiar with the routine, quietly settled into its bed of dry leaves. Greg disappeared into the shrubbery, guided by the light from the house. He hid among the branches to observe the large cube, whose bay windows offered an impressive view of the interior. And what a sight he beheld. In the living room, Sophie, naked on the sofa, had given herself up to her husband, who was moving slowly against her.


Greg couldn’t tear his eyes away. From the living room, he followed them to the bedroom. He assumed they were taking a shower, then saw them step into the room, pacing back and forth as they brushed their teeth before curling up in bed against each other. They read for a while. When the light finally went out, Greg returned home and slipped into bed next to Karine, who was already asleep.


*


Once Sophie was asleep, Arpad got up and padded down to the kitchen. He couldn’t sleep. His mind was racing. He grabbed his phone and scrolled through the pictures he had taken that morning at the Cartier boutique. He stared at the panther ring. To put it on, you slipped your finger between the animal’s jaws. It was an extraordinary piece of craftsmanship. He was convinced the panther was the perfect gift for Sophie. But after hearing its astronomical price tag, he had hesitated and told the salesman he would be back.


He was torn. He knew he had to forget about the ring. It was time to come clean, to tell Sophie everything. To drop the charade. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it, not now, only a week before her birthday.


FIFTEEN YEARS EARLIER


SEPTEMBER 2007


Saint-Tropez


He would never again return to Saint-Tropez.


It was a place he loved a great deal, but he could no longer afford to stay. It was simply too risky.


In the space of a few hours, Arpad had crossed out a major part of his life. He was going to disappear, suddenly, without leaving a trace.


He started with the apartment. To the little old lady who had rented him a furnished unit above hers, he had explained it was “an important family matter.” She didn’t ask any questions and eagerly accepted the two months’ rent he had brought her in an envelope in place of the usual month’s notice. He emptied the place and piled everything he owned into his small car.


Next, the Béatrice, one of the hot spots of Saint-Tropez nightlife where he had worked for a year. He had supervised the bar and the reservations at the popular restaurant, which transformed into a club at night. He told the manager that he had been offered a job in finance—something he couldn’t refuse. The manager was very understanding. “Arpad, you don’t have to apologize. You were at the university for five years. I’ve never had a bar supervisor with an Economics degree before. Good for you! But I sure wish you’d told me you were looking for another job ahead of time so I could have lined up a replacement.”


He was hoping to see Sophie but she hadn’t come in yet. Since he couldn’t reach her by phone, he wandered up and down the streets of Saint-Tropez trying to find her. But she was nowhere to be seen. Maybe this was for the best. She wouldn’t have believed any of his lies. It was better to let her go. That way he could protect her.


*


His last stop was at a gas station. As he filled the tank, he copied two numbers into a notebook: Sophie’s and that of Patrick Müller, a Swiss banker he had met at the Béatrice who could certainly be of use. When that was done, he crushed his SIM card and threw his phone into a trash can. He had to make sure he’d never be found.


He then pulled onto the highway and headed north.


He would never return.


That was what he had believed.
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Seventeen Days Before the Robbery




Sunday, June 12


Monday, June 13


Tuesday, June 14


➡Wednesday, June 15, 2022


Thursday, June 16


Friday, June 17


Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)


Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)


Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)





Cologny, 5:45 a.m.


The countryside was still shrouded in darkness. Greg was running steadily along the road, his dog keeping pace alongside him. The two silhouettes, having just left The Eyesore, soon reached the wood. Greg stopped halfway, fastened Sandy to a tree, then settled into the shrubbery to observe the Glass House. The lights were still out.


He sat on the ground and pulled a thermos of hot coffee from his bag, poured himself a cup, and waited for the show to begin. A light suddenly came on in the kitchen. Sophie appeared and made herself coffee. Greg put his thermos down and grabbed his binoculars. He noted that lately she had been getting up earlier.


*


Sophie stood before the glass wall, her cup in hand. She wore only a T-shirt and shorts. Greg admired her legs from afar, examining them at length through his binoculars. He slowly made his way from her ankles to her calves, her knees, and her thighs, stopping to admire the panther tattoo. Suddenly, his phone rang in his pocket, breaking the tranquil silence of the wood. Shit! He grabbed it and saw that the number on the screen was from work. He answered—he had no choice—and began whispering into the phone as he would have done if his wife were asleep by his side.


*


Sophie’s attention was immediately drawn to a brief flash of light at the edge of the wood. It had lasted only a second, but she had seen it. She slid open the door and thought she heard a man’s voice. Her heart began to pound wildly. There was someone in the woods. She cried out and turned on all the lights.


*


Greg knew that he had been discovered. He made his way back to the dog to untie him, but because of the animal’s movements, the leash had gotten twisted and Greg had trouble freeing him. He started to panic. He could hear Sophie calling for Arpad. The bedroom light switched on.


*


Greg kept working at the leash. But it seemed the more he pulled, the tighter the knot became. That stupid dog! He didn’t have a knife. He had no way to cut the thick leather strap. He turned to the Glass House and saw Arpad, storming out of the kitchen into the garden, yelling “Who’s there?”


*


Unable to free the knot, he started to panic. He saw the beam of a flashlight dangerously close and heard Arpad yelling—he must have been as scared as Greg was. A few more yards and he would be discovered. Having no other choice, he unhooked the leash from the dog’s collar and took off, taking the animal with him and leaving the leash wrapped around the tree. Arpad reached the edge of the wood and swept the trees with the flashlight’s beam. He saw a shadow run off into the darkness. “Stop!” he cried out, his heart pumping with adrenaline. “Stop!”


*


Greg took off as fast as he could. His fear gave him wings. His dog had difficulty keeping up with him. Once on the road, he continued running until he got back home.


*


Arpad had given up chasing the shadow. He returned to the house and called the police.


*


When he got back, Greg left the dog on the first floor and ran into the bedroom to alert Karine. “The office called, I have to leave straightaway.” She had been sleeping, but Greg’s voice caused her to sit up in bed immediately. “Be careful,” she said to him softly. “And call me when it’s over.” He nodded and left the house in his running clothes. According to protocol, if there was an emergency, it was imperative to come to headquarters as soon as possible. He jumped into the Audi parked in front of the house and tore off down the street. Accelerating quickly, the wheel gripped tightly in his left hand, with his right, he grasped the police beacon on the floor by the passenger seat, switched hands, and stuck the beacon onto the roof. Then, he switched on the siren.


*


In the Glass House, the commotion had awakened Isaak and Léa. Arpad and Sophie forced themselves to calm down to avoid frightening the children.


“It’s nothing serious,” Sophie assured them. “Probably someone out for a walk. I didn’t expect it and it caught me by surprise.”


“If someone was taking a walk, why’d you call the police then?”


“Better safe than sorry, kiddo. That’s what the police are there for,” Arpad said to them as if everything was perfectly normal.


Sophie took the children into her bedroom and put on a movie for them on the TV. Isaak, delighted, asked if they could call the police every day, and Léa wanted to know if school had been canceled.


“It’s Wednesday, sweetheart,” Sophie gently reminded her. “There’s no school today.”


“Can we have breakfast in bed?” Léa asked.


“Good idea,” Sophie said approvingly.


“Will we be able to see the police?” Isaak chimed.


“Of course,” Sophie confirmed, trying to hide her concern.


Then Léa added, “Can we have candy for breakfast?”


“No,” Sophie replied sharply, which she regretted at once.


Her tone betrayed her nervousness. She had a bad feeling.


In the garden, Arpad walked through the grass at the edge of the wood. There was no fence, no hedge. Nature was the dividing line. That was what made the place so charming. He wondered if he hadn’t been naive in thinking they were safe here.


*


Greg, in his police car, sped down the rampe de Cologny and reached the shore of Lake Geneva. Local traffic, mostly daily commuters, pulled over to make way for the police vehicle, which sped off to the Rive traffic circle, then continued on until it reached the Acacias District, where police headquarters was located.


A few minutes later, Greg walked into the SWAT team’s locker room, where his colleagues were already getting suited up. As always during such moments, the mood was tense but calm. The men were serious, focused. Greg put on his black uniform, his bulletproof vest, and placed the balaclava on his head without pulling it down. Then, as acting commander, he gave a general briefing based on the information he had received earlier over the phone. “We’ll leave by the rue des Pâquis. The crime squad attempted to apprehend an individual at his home. He resisted—forcefully—drove the detectives back, and has barricaded himself inside. We have to get him out. We’ll know more when we get there.”


The ten men climbed into three cars, which pulled out in single file. They crossed the city, their flashing lights painting the facades of the surrounding buildings. Greg, in the passenger seat of the lead car, uneasily caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. He was sweating. He, the head of the SWAT team, respected and appreciated by everyone, had almost been caught like a common criminal.


7:00 a.m. at the Glass House.


Two police patrol vehicles were parked in front of the Brauns’ gate. In the house, a policeman took down Sophie’s statement as the other three officers inspected the edge of the wood, accompanied by Arpad. Upstairs, Léa and Isaak watched TV.


In the forest, the police hardly knew where to look. Their search had gotten them nowhere. They had carefully examined the undergrowth along the entire length of the Braun property without finding any clues. There was the leash tied to a tree. But there was also a rusted child’s bicycle nearby and plastic packaging scattered throughout. Even out here the forests were dumps.


“And you say the individual was behind this bush?” one of the police asked Arpad to show he was taking the situation seriously.


“Yes.”


In a gesture of conscientiousness, the policeman bent down to examine the ground again, but the dry earth yielded no clues.


“Unfortunately, there’s not much we can do,” he explained to Arpad. “It could have been a prowler or a thief checking out the place. If it’s any consolation, I doubt it was a burglar; burglars don’t enter homes when everyone is around. They prefer to operate when the premises are empty or at night when everyone is asleep.”


“That’s reassuring,” Arpad remarked.


“Do you have an alarm system installed?” the policeman asked.


“No.”


“You should. These days, it’s not a big investment.”


“Are you going to bring in the forensics team?” Arpad asked.


“To do what? We didn’t find any prints.”


“Aren’t they the ones who find the prints?” Arpad replied. “There’s the leash, still attached to the tree. That’s kind of strange, isn’t it?”


“I’ll call the burglary unit and let them know what happened,” the policeman said in a tone of false concern.


The policeman stepped to the side and called headquarters. He asked to speak to the on-duty inspector of the burglary unit in the criminal investigation department. He suspected that whoever answered the phone would brush him off, but he wanted to cover all the bases. You never knew who you were dealing with in these upscale neighborhoods. These people had connections and wouldn’t hesitate to complain to the higher-ups if they felt their concerns weren’t taken seriously enough.


The inspector picked up and the policeman gave a quick rundown of the situation.


“So, you have what exactly?” the inspector asked.


“A leash attached to a tree near the public road.”


“A leash attached to a tree? Are you serious? How did they get into the house?”


“Well . . . no, nobody broke into the house,” the policeman clarified. “There was no break-in. The lady was drinking her coffee and she saw someone just beyond the garden who looked like he was spying on her.”


The inspector laughed, settling the matter and the conversation for good.


“I like you guys, but I have to deal with thirty real robberies a day. The nice lady saw somebody strolling in the woods . . . ain’t that something!”


*


8:00 a.m.


In downtown Geneva, rue des Pâquis was blocked by the police. Curious onlookers were kept at bay by a wide security perimeter.


Greg, his face masked by his balaclava, exited the command vehicle, where he had just completed a briefing with his superiors. He was making his way back to join his men when he came across Inspector Marion Brullier of the crime squad. She was part of the team of police who had been driven back at dawn by the madman. Greg had noticed her at once when he arrived. A beautiful young woman. Captivating smile. Very attractive.


“Keep it to yourself but we’re going to move in,” Greg informed the inspector. “This circus has gone on long enough.”


He wasn’t required to provide this type of information even to a colleague, but it was all he could think of to strike up a conversation.


“Seems like a good idea,” she said with a smile.
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