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			You come across a pretty girl on a cliff edge,

			Don’t reach out to her!

			People might think you’ve pushed her.

		

	
		
			Fécamp, 13 July 2014

			From: Lieutenant Bertrand Donnadieu, National Gendarmerie, Territorial Brigade of the District of Étretat, Seine-Maritime

			To: M. Gérard Calmette, Director of the Disaster Victim Identification Unit (DVIU), Criminal Research Institute of the National Gendarmerie, Rosny-sous-Bois

			Dear Monsieur Calmette,

			At 2.45 a.m. on 12 July 2014, a section of cliff of about 45,000 cubic metres collapsed above Valleuse d’Etigues, 3 km west of Yport. Rockfalls of this type are not uncommon on our coast. The emergency services arrived on the scene an hour later and established beyond a doubt that there no casualties resulting from this incident.

			However, and this is the reason for this letter, while no walkers were caught in the landslide, the first responders made a strange discovery. Lying among the debris scattered over the beach were three human skeletons.

			Police officers dispatched to the site found no personal effects or items of clothing in the vicinity that would enable them to identify the victims. It’s possible that they might have been cavers who became trapped; the network of karst caves beneath the famous white cliffs are a popular attraction. However no cavers have been reported missing in recent months, or indeed years. We have analysed the bones with the limited equipment at our disposal and they do not appear to be very old.

			I should add that the bones were scattered over forty metres of beach as a result of the landslide. The Departmental Brigade of Forensic Investigation, under the auspices of Colonel Bredin, pieced together the skeletons. Their initial analysis confirms our own: not all of the bones seem to have reached the same level of decomposition. Bizarre as it may seem, this suggests the three individuals had died in that cavity in the cliff at different times, probably several years apart. The cause of their death remains unknown: during our examination of the remains we found no trauma that would have proved fatal.

			With no evidence to go on, ante or post mortem, we are unable to pursue the usual lines of inquiry that would allow us to determine who these three individuals were. When they died. What killed them.

			The local community, recently unnerved by a macabre event that has no apparent connection to the discovery of these three unidentified corpses, is understandably rife with speculation.

			Which is why, Director, while I am aware of the number of urgent matters requiring your attention, and the suffering of those awaiting formal identification of deceased relatives, I would ask you to make this case a priority so that we may proceed with our investigation.

			Yours sincerely,

			Lieutenant Bertrand Donnadieu,

			Territorial Brigade of the District of Étretat

		

	
		
			Five months earlier

			19 February 2014

			‘Watch out, Jamal, the grass will be slippery on the cliff.’

			André Jozwiak, landlord of the Hotel-Restaurant Sirène, issued the caution before he could stop himself. He’d put on a raincoat and was standing outside his front door. The mercury in the thermometer that hung above the menu was struggling to rise above the blue line indicating zero. There was hardly any wind, and the weathervane – a cast-iron sailing ship fixed to one of the beams on the façade –seemed to have frozen during the night.

			The drowsy sun dragged itself wearily above the sea, illuminating a light coating of frost on the cars parked outside the casino. On the beach in front of the hotel the pebbles huddled together like shivering eggs abandoned by a bird of prey. Beyond the final towering sea stack lay the coast of Picardy, a hundred kilometres due east.

			Jamal passed the front of the casino and, taking brisk, short strides, set off up Rue Jean-Hélie. André watched him go, blowing on his hands to warm them up. It was almost time to serve breakfast to the few customers who spent their winter holidays overlooking the Channel. At first the landlord had thought the young disabled Arab was odd, running along the footpath every morning, with one muscular leg and one that ended in a carbon foot wedged into a trainer. Now, he felt genuine affection for the boy. When he was still in his twenties, Jamal’s age, André used to cycle over a hundred kilometres every Sunday morning, Yport–Yvetot–Yport, three hours with no one pestering him. If this kid from Paris with his weird foot wanted to work up a sweat at first light – well, he understood.

			Jamal’s shadow reappeared briefly at the corner of the steps that rose towards the cliffs, before disappearing behind the casino wheelie bins. The landlord took a step forward and lit a Winston. He wasn’t the only one braving the cold: in the distance, two silhouettes stood out against the wet sand. An old lady holding an extending lead with a ridiculous little dog – the kind that looks as if it runs on batteries, operated by remote control, and so conceited that it goaded the seagulls with hysterical yaps. Two hundred metres further on, a tall man, hands in the pockets of a worn brown leather jacket, stood by the sea, glowering at the waves as if he wanted to take revenge on the horizon.

			André spat out the butt of his cigarette and went back into the hotel. He didn’t like to be seen unshaven, badly dressed, his hair a mess, looking like the sort of caveman Mrs Cro-Magnon would have walked out on many moons ago.

			His steps keeping to a metronomic rhythm, Jamal Salaoui was climbing one of the highest cliffs in Europe. One hundred and twenty metres. Once he’d left the last of the houses behind, the road dwindled to a footpath. The panorama opened up to Étretat, ten kilometres away. Jamal saw the two silhouettes at the end of the beach, the old woman with the little dog and the man staring out to sea. Three gulls, perhaps frightened by the dog’s piercing cries, rose from the cliff and blocked his path before soaring ten metres above him.

			The first thing Jamal saw, just past the sign pointing to the Rivage campsite, was the red scarf. It was fixed to the fence like a danger sign. That was Jamal’s first thought:

			Danger.

			A warning of a rockfall, a flood, a dead animal.

			The idea passed as swiftly as it had come. It was just a scarf caught on barbed wire, lost by a walker and carried away by the wind coming off the sea.

			Reluctant to break the rhythm of his run, to pause for a closer look at the dangling fabric, he almost carried straight on. Everything would have turned out quite differently if he had.

			But Jamal slowed his pace, then stopped.

			The scarf looked new. It gleamed bright red. Jamal touched it, studied the label.

			Cashmere. Burberry . . . This scrap of fabric was worth a small fortune! Jamal delicately detached the scarf from the fence and decided that he would take it back to the Sirène with him. André Jozwiak knew everyone in Yport, he would know if someone had lost it. And if it wasn’t claimed, Jamal would keep it. He stroked the fabric as he continued his run. Once he was back home in La Courneuve, he doubted he would risk wearing it over his tracksuit. In his neighbourhood, someone would rip your head off for a €500 cashmere scarf! But he would no doubt find a pretty girl who’d be happy to wear it.

			As he drew near the blockhouse, to his right a small flock of sheep turned their heads in his direction. They were waiting for the grass to thaw with a lobotomised look which reminded him of the idiots that he worked with, standing by the microwave at lunchtime.

			Just past the blockhouse, Jamal saw the girl.

			He immediately gauged the distance between her and the edge of the cliff. Less than a metre! She was standing on the precipice, looking down at a sheer drop of over a hundred metres. His brain reeled, calculating the risks: the incline to the void, the frost on the grass. The girl was more at risk here than she would have been standing on the ledge of the highest window of a thirty-storey building.

			‘Mademoiselle, are you all right?’

			Jamal’s words were snatched away by the wind. No response.

			He was still a hundred and fifty metres from the girl.

			Despite the intense cold, she was wearing only a loose red dress torn into two strips, one floating over her navel and then to her thighs, the other yawning from the top of her neck to the base of her chest, revealing the fuchsia cup of a bra.

			She was shivering.

			Beautiful. Yet for Jamal there was nothing erotic about this image. Surprising, moving, unsettling, but nothing sexual. When he thought about it later, trying to fathom it out, the nearest equivalent that came to mind was a vandalised work of art. A sacrilege, an inexcusable contempt for beauty.

			‘Are you all right, mademoiselle?’ he said again.

			She turned towards him. He stepped forward.

			The grass came halfway up his legs, and it occurred to him that the girl mightn’t have noticed the prosthesis fixed to his left leg. He was now facing her. Ten metres between them. The girl had moved closer to the precipice, standing with her back to the drop.

			He could see that she’d been crying; her mascara had run, then dried. Jamal struggled to marshal his thoughts.

			Danger.

			Emergency.

			Above all, emotion. He felt overwhelmed by emotion. He had never seen such a beautiful woman. Her features would be imprinted on his memory for ever: the perfect oval of her face, framed by twin cascades of jet-black hair, her coal-black eyes and snow-white skin, her eyebrows and mouth forming thin, sharp lines, as if traced by a finger dipped in blood and soot. He wondered whether he was in shock, whether this was impacting on his assessment of the situation, the distress of this stranger, the need to grab her hand without waiting for an answer.

			‘Mademoiselle . . .’

			He held out his hand.

			‘Don’t come any closer,’ the girl said.

			It was more a plea than an order. The embers in her coal-black irises seemed to have been extinguished.

			‘OK,’ Jamal stammered. ‘OK. Stay right where you are, let’s take this nice and slow.’

			Jamal’s eye slipped over her skimpy dress. She must have come out of the casino a hundred metres below. Of an evening, the hall of the Sea View turned into a discotheque.

			A night’s clubbing that had gone wrong? Tall, slim and sexy, she would have drawn plenty of admirers. Clubs were full of creeps who came to check out the babes.

			Jamal spoke as calmly as he could:

			‘I’m going to step forward slowly, I want you to take my hand.’

			The young woman lowered her gaze for the first time and paused at the sight of the carbon prosthesis. This drew an involuntary look of surprise, but she regained control almost immediately.

			‘If you take so much as a step, I’ll jump.’

			‘OK, OK, I won’t move . . .’

			Jamal froze, not even daring to breathe. Only his eyes moved, from the girl who had emerged from nowhere, to the orange dawn on the edge of the horizon.

			A bunch of drunks following her every move on the dance floor, Jamal thought. And among them, at least one sick bastard, maybe several, perverted enough to follow the girl when she left. Hunt her down. Rape her.

			‘Has . . . has someone hurt you?’

			She burst into tears.

			‘You could never understand. Keep running. Go! Get out of here, now!’

			An idea . . .

			Jamal put his hands around his neck. Slowly. But not slowly enough. The girl recoiled, took a step backwards, closer to the drop.

			Jamal froze. He wanted to catch her in his hand as if she were a frightened sparrow that had fallen from the nest, unable to fly.

			‘I’m not going to move. I’m just going to throw you my scarf. I’ll hold one end. You grab the other, simple as that. It’s up to you whether to let go or not.’

			The girl hesitated, surprised once again. Jamal took the opportunity to throw one end of the red cashmere scarf. Two metres separated him from the suicidal young woman.

			The fabric fell at his feet.

			She leaned forward delicately and, with absurd modesty pulled at the remains of her dress to cover her bare breast, then stood, clutching the end of Jamal’s scarf.

			‘Easy does it,’ Jamal said. ‘I’m going to pull on the scarf, wrap it around my hands. Let yourself be dragged towards me, two metres, just two metres further from the edge.’

			The girl gripped the fabric more tightly.

			Jamal knew then that he had won, that he had done the right thing, throwing this scarf the way a sailor throws a lifebelt to someone who’s drowning, drawing them gently to the surface, centimetre by centimetre, taking infinite care not to break the thread.

			‘Easy does it,’ he said again. ‘Come towards me.’

			For a brief moment he realised that he had just met the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. And that he had saved her life.

			That was enough to make him lose concentration for one tiny second.

			Suddenly the girl pulled on the scarf. It was the last thing Jamal had expected. One sharp, swift movement.

			The scarf slid from his hands.

			What followed took less than a second.

			The girl’s gaze fixed on him, indelibly, as if she were looking at him from the window of a passing train. There was a finality to that gaze.

			‘Noooo!’ Jamal shouted.

			The last thing he saw was the red cashmere scarf floating between the girl’s fingers. A moment later she toppled into the void.

			So did Jamal’s life, but he didn’t know it yet.
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			Jamal Salaoui’s diary

			For a long time, I was unlucky.

			Fortune never favoured me. I came to imagine life as a huge conspiracy, with the whole world against me. And at the heart of this conspiracy was a god who behaved like a sadistic teacher, preying on the weakest kid in the class. Meanwhile the rest of the class, only too happy not to be on the receiving end, joined in. From a distance, to avoid getting caught in the crossfire. As if bad luck was contagious.

			Then, over the years, I came to understand.

			It’s an illusion.

			In life, the most vicious god you’re likely to meet is a teacher who treats you as a scapegoat.

			Gods, like teachers, don’t give a damn about you. You don’t exist for them.

			You’re on your own.

			If you want things to go your way, you have to keep playing the game. You have to pick yourself up and start over, again and again.

			Keep trying.

			It’s the law of probability. And perhaps, at the end of the day, of luck.

			My name is Jamal.

			Jamal Salaoui.

			Not the kind of name that brings good luck, apparently.

			Although . . .

			My first name, you may have noticed, is the same as that of Jamal Malik, the boy in Slumdog Millionaire. And that’s not the only thing we have in common. We are both Muslims in a country that is not, and we don’t give a toss. He grew up in Dharavi, a Bombay slum, and I grew up in the Barre Balzac – the ‘Cité des 4000’ – in La Courneuve. I don’t know if you can really compare the two of us. Even physically. He isn’t very handsome, with his sticky-out ears and his scared-sparrow expression. Neither am I. Worse, I’ve only got one leg, or rather one and a half; the second ends at the knee with a flesh-coloured plastic-and-carbon prosthesis. I’ll tell you about it one day.

			It was one of those times when luck wasn’t on my side.

			But the main point we have in common is standing right in front of me. Jamal Malik’s greatest prize isn’t the millions of rupees, it’s Latika, his sweetheart, pretty as a picture, particularly at the end, with her yellow veil, when he finds her again at Bombay station. She’s his jackpot.

			I’m the same.

			The incredibly desirable girl sitting across from me has just put on a blue tulip dress. Her breasts dance under the silk of a low-cut neckline that I’m allowed to plunge my eyes into for as long as I like. How can I put it so you’ll understand? She’s my feminine ideal. It’s as if she had been flirting with me in my dreams night after night before appearing in front of me one fine morning.

			I’m having dinner with her.

			At her place.

			The glow of the fire in the hearth caresses her pale skin. We’re drinking champagne: Piper-Heidsieck 2005. We will make love in a few hours, or perhaps even before the end of the meal.

			We will be lovers for at least one night.

			Perhaps several.

			Perhaps every night for the rest of my life, like a dream that doesn’t evaporate in the morning but accompanies me into the shower, then in the lift in the last block in the Cité des 4000 that hasn’t been blown up, then all the way to Courneuve-Aubervilliers station where I’ll board the RER B line.

			She smiles at me. She lifts the champagne glass to her lips, I imagine the bubbles going down into her body, sparkling inside her. I rest my lips on hers. Moist with Piper-Heidsieck like a fizzy sweet.

			She chose the intimacy of her home over the elegance of a restaurant by the sea. Perhaps in the end she was a bit ashamed to be seen out with me, wary of the people at the next table seeing a disabled Arab out with the most beautiful girl in the whole region. I understand, even if I don’t give a damn about their petty jealousy. I deserve this moment more than anyone. I’ve staked everything on it. All those times luck didn’t go my way, I kept playing the game. And I never stopped believing.

			I’ve won.

			I first met this girl six days ago, in the most unlikely place to meet a fairy: Yport.

			During those six days, I almost died several times.

			I’m alive.

			During those six days I was accused of murder. Of several murders. The most sordid crimes you can imagine. I almost believed it myself.

			I’m innocent.

			I’ve been hunted down. Judged. Sentenced.

			I’m free.

			You will see, you too will find it hard to believe the ramblings of a poor disabled Arab. The miracle will seem too unlikely. The cops’ version will seem much more plausible. You’ll see, you too will doubt me. Right to the end.

			You’ll come back to the start of this story, you’ll reread these lines and you’ll think I’m mad, that I’m setting a trap for you, or that I’ve made it all up.

			But I haven’t made anything up. I’m not mad. No trap. I’m just asking one thing of you: that you trust me. To the end.

			It’ll all turn out fine, you’ll see.

			It’s 24 February 2014. It all started ten days ago, one Friday evening, 14 February, just as the kids from the Saint Antoine Therapeutic Institute were leaving for home.
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			Trust me to the end?

			Out of nowhere, rain began to fall on the three red-brick buildings of the Saint Antoine Therapeutic Institute of Bagnolet, on the three-hectare park and on the white statues of generous, illustrious and forgotten donors of centuries gone by. A dozen silhouettes stirred abruptly, giving the illusion that the shower was bringing the sculptures to life. Doctors, nurses and stretcher-bearers in white coats ran for shelter like ghosts worried about getting their shrouds wet.

			Some took refuge under the porch, others in the twenty or so cars, minivans and minibuses parked one behind the other on the gravel avenue, their doors still open, kids crammed inside.

			As always on a Friday evening, the less severely disabled teenagers were heading off to spend the weekend with their families. This particular Friday they could look forward to a weekend plus two weeks holiday.

			As soon as I’d deposited Grégory in the back seat of the Scenic, I abandoned his empty wheelchair in the downpour and joined the others in running for shelter. Three cars away, its revolving lights sweeping the rain, was the ambulance; I peered through the rain, trying to see Ophélie, then headed back to the carers’ area.

			It was like entering one of those picnic rooms for skiers in the mountains. The predominantly female staff of the Saint Antoine Institute – nurses, teachers and psychotherapists – were sitting with their frozen fingers wrapped around mugs of tea or coffee. Some flicked a glance in my direction, others ignored me; Sarah and Fanny, the youngest teachers, smiled at me, Nicole, the chief shrink, let her gaze linger on my artificial leg, as always. Most of the girls at the Institute liked me, to varying degrees depending on their age, whether they were in a relationship, and their professional conscience. The Mother Teresas outnumbered the Marilyns.

			That arsehole Jérôme Pinelli, the section head, came in after me. He scanned the room, and then looked me up and down like a cop.

			‘They’re loading Ophélie in the ambulance. Are you proud of yourself?’

			Not really.

			I pictured the blue revolving light in the courtyard. Ophélie howling at them to leave her alone. I tried without success to come up with a few words of explanation, or at least of apology. Then I looked around the room for help, knowing I wouldn’t find any. My colleagues lowered their heads.

			‘We’ll sort it out after the holidays,’ Pinelli concluded.

			To the list of everyday torturers in search of a victim, to the vicious gods and sadistic teachers, we must add little fascist bosses like Jérôme Pinelli. Fifty-three. HR manager. Less than six months in the job and already he was responsible for one case of adultery, two depressions and three dismissals.

			He went and stood in front of the big poster of Mont Blanc that I’d hung on the wall of the staff room. One metre by two. The entire massif: Mont Blanc, Mont Maudit, Aiguille du Midi, Dent du Géant, Aiguille Verte . . .

			‘Damn,’ Pinelli said, ‘it’s good to be rid of those stupid teenagers. Oh well, in less than ten hours I’ll be in Courchevel . . .’

			He turned slowly on his heel as if to let the ladies admire his profile, then came and stood in front of me and stared pointedly at my prosthesis.

			‘What about you? Off to the snow, Salaoui? Cool. With your carbon foot you only need to hire one ski!’

			He burst out laughing, but he was on thin ice; his audience of female carers were hesitant about joining in. The Marilyns chuckled, the Mother Teresas were silently outraged.

			Before he could dig himself in any deeper, the opening bars of ‘I Gotta Feeling’ rang out from his pocket. He took out his phone, grunted ‘Fuck!’, then sauntered out, addressing me over his shoulder:

			‘When you get back we’ll have to sort this one out, Salaoui. She’s a minor, I can’t always cover for you.’

			Arsehole!

			At that moment, Ibou came in and shut the door in his face.

			Ibou was my only real ally. A stretcher-bearer at the Institute, it was also his job to put the inmates in straitjackets or get between them when they lost control. Sometimes he helped me with chores like setting up scaffolding, moving furniture around, or changing the tyre on a wheelchair. Ibou was built like a tank carved from a baobab tree. Think Omar Sy. Both the Marilyns and the Mother Teresas were in agreement: that bastard was handsome, cool and funny. Athletic, too.

			They weren’t aware that when the two of us ran the fifteen kilometres from the Parc de la Courveuve to the Forêt de Montmorency every Thursday, I always finished half a lap ahead of him in the final sprint.

			He gave me a high five.

			‘I heard that jerk and his dig about skiing. Joking aside, Jam, are you going on holiday?’

			He turned towards the Mont Blanc poster, looking at it with yearning.

			‘I’m heading to Yport.’

			‘Yport? Whoa! Are there any slopes?’

			‘It’s a village in Normandy, big man. Near Étretat. A thousand-metre climb over ten kilometres. But no snow or ski lifts . . .’

			Ibou whistled, then addressed the female carers:

			‘Don’t be fooled by appearances, my man Jamal here is a top athlete! This mule of a guy could be a contender in the Paralympics, claiming glory and medals for the Saint Antoine Institute, but he’s got it into his head that he wants to be the first one-legged athlete to run the Mont Blanc Ultra-Trail . . .’

			I immediately felt a shift in the way the women looked at me. Ibou went on:

			‘The hardest race in the world. There’s no stopping this one, is there?’

			The women’s eyes darted between me and the poster. In my mind’s eye, I was riding the Aiguille du Midi cable car, three thousand metres above sea level, looking down on Mer de Glace . . . Vallorcine. The UTMB – the Ultra-Trail Mont Blanc – was a sixty-eight kilometre run, with an elevation gain of around 9,600 metres, taking around forty-six hours . . . On one leg. Was I capable of such a feat? Pushing myself to the limit, until I forgot my pain? Tears were glistening in the carers’ eyes; they were already feeling sorry for me. I felt myself blushing like a virgin. I turned my gaze to the wall, focusing intently on the dirty white plaster, the traces of mould and rust from the leaking ceiling.

			‘And Jam’s a single guy,’ Ibou went on. ‘Doesn’t one of you want to go with him? Forget that Yport crap!’

			He winked in my direction. I was standing by.

			‘Come on, girls,’ he urged. ‘One volunteer! A week of your dreams, keeping company with an Olympic champion, hitting those glorious heights with him.’

			Thanks to Ibou, I felt unstoppable. Then he added:

			‘Only joking, ladies. You’ve got to hand it to me, I got you this time!’
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			Until I forget my pain?

			Lying at my feet, the corpse slept on a bed of pebbles.

			The blood flowed gently under her head, forming a red silk sheet pulled by an invisible hand, a scarlet wave that flowed softly towards the sea.

			Even in death, the stranger was incredibly beautiful. Her jet-black hair covered her cold, white face like seaweed clinging to a rock polished by successive tides. The girl’s body had become one more fallen piece of cliff that the sea would sculpt until it melted into the décor, for eternity.

			My gaze shifted from the body to the towering chalk cliff. In the three days I’d spent in Yport, those cliffs had never seemed so high. Streams of clay from the meadows above left trails on the rockface, like the stains left by rust, damp and dirt on a prison wall. This was a wall put there by the gods to keep mortals from escaping; to jump the wall would  mean losing one’s life.

			I checked my watch: 8.28.

			Less than a quarter of an hour had passed since I had left the Sirène for my daily run. I thought again of the landlord’s advice:

			Watch out, Jamal, the grass will be slippery on the cliff.

			And then the red scarf caught on the fence, the sheep, the blockhouse . . . the pictures flowed together, one after another. I saw the girl on the edge of the precipice, her torn dress, her last words, ‘Don’t come any closer . . . You could never understand.’ The unfathomable desolation on her face before she toppled into the void, the Burberry cashmere scarf that I had held out to her, clutched in her fist.

			My heart went on thumping in time with my frantic race, right after she jumped, all the way to the beach, as if I could have got there before her, caught her in my arms.

			Ridiculous.

			‘I saw her fall,’ murmured a sombre voice behind me.

			It was the man in the brown leather jacket. He approached the body with obvious reluctance.

			‘I heard you yell,’ he said in the same weary voice. ‘I turned around and then I saw the girl dropping like a stone.’

			A grimace of disgust contorted his face, perhaps recalling the moment of impact. He was right, when the girl toppled over the edge I had let out a yell so loud the whole of Yport must have heard.

			‘She didn’t fall,’ I told him. ‘She jumped.’

			The guy didn’t respond. Had he grasped the difference?

			‘Poor girl!’ the old woman on my right observed.

			She was the third witness to the tragedy. I later found out that her name was Denise. Denise Joubain. Like the man in the brown jacket, she had been on the beach before me, more than a hundred metres away from the place where the girl had landed. After my frantic sprint I arrived at the body a few seconds before they did. Denise was wearing yellow socks that extended above the tops of her wellies before disappearing beneath her canvas dress and a grey coat. She was clutching a dog, a shih-tzu wearing a beige jumper with red stripes that made me think of Where’s Wally?

			‘Hush now, Arnold,’ she murmured into the dog’s ear before continuing: ‘Such a beautiful girl . . . Are you certain she jumped?’

			Denise’s observation struck me as idiotic.

			Of course she jumped.

			Then I realised I was the only one who’d witnessed the actual suicide. The other two had been strolling on the beach, looking out to sea, and had only turned their heads when I shouted.

			What was she implying? That it was an accident?

			In my mind’s eye I saw again the terrible distress etched on that angelic face, the moment before her desperate leap.

			‘Positive,’ I replied. ‘I spoke to her up there, near the blockhouse. I tried to reason with her . . .’

			As I spoke, I was aware of Denise Joubain casting a critical eye over me, as if my skin, my accent and my artificial leg were indicators I was not to be trusted.

			What did she think? That it wasn’t an accident? That someone had pushed her?

			I craned my neck to look up the cliff, then added, as if to justify myself:

			‘It all happened very quickly. I got as close as I could. I tried to reach out to her. To throw her a—’

			The words caught in my throat.

			For the first time I noticed a detail on the body lying a metre away from me. A surreal detail . . .

			Impossible!

			The tragedy was replaying frame by frame in my mind.

			That beautiful, despairing face.

			The Burberry scarf floating from her hand.

			The empty horizon.

			Damn! What was I missing?

			My gaze fixed on the red fabric at my feet.

			There had to be a rational explanation.

			There . . .

			‘We must do something!’

			I turned. It was Denise who had spoken. For a moment I wondered whether she was addressing me or the dog clasped to her chest.

			‘She’s right,’ the man in the brown leather jacket insisted. ‘We need to call the police.’

			He had the voice of a heavy smoker. Above his worn leather jacket, his long straggly grey hair emerged from a bottle-green woollen cap resting on two ears that were red with cold. He struck me as someone who lived alone, divorced and unemployed. Why else would he be out here, taking stock of his life, at this time of day? He reminded me of Lanoël, the depressive maths teacher at Collège Jean-Vilar whom the students had nicknamed Xanax. In my mind, I’d already dubbed this guy on the beach Xanax, though I later discovered his name was Christian Le Medef. I did not know then that I would see him again on this same beach, the next day, almost at the same time, looking even more depressed, and that he would tell me something that would turn the pair of us into accomplices bound by the same paranoia.

			Arnold, still clasped to the bosom of his mistress, carried on yapping.

			Call the cops?

			A tremor ran through the palm of my right hand, as if the cashmere scarf was slipping through my fingers again. My eyes no longer obeyed me, they returned to the scrap of red fabric. I must have looked ill at ease, because Denise and Xanax were eyeing me with suspicion.

			Or maybe they were just waiting for me to take an initiative.

			Call the cops?

			Then it dawned on me that neither of them had a mobile phone. I took out my iPhone and dialled the emergency number.

			‘Fécamp police station,’ a masculine voice replied after a few seconds.

			I explained the situation. The suicide. The location. Yes, the girl was dead, there was no doubt about it, a fall of 120 metres on to the pebble beach. One witness had seen her jump, the other two had seen her hit the ground.

			At the other end of the line they noted everything down. They sounded agitated, asking me to repeat the exact location, then they hung up.

			‘The police are on their way,’ I told Denise and Xanax. ‘They’ll be here in ten minutes.’

			They just nodded. For a while the only sound was the waves rushing over the pebbles. Xanax glanced down at his watch with every incoming wave. He didn’t seem upset so much as annoyed, like when a pile-up results in a monster traffic jam and you find yourself obsessing about being late instead of thinking about the victims. I wondered why a man wandering the beach at eight in the morning would be fretting about the time.

			Suddenly Denise let Arnold drop to the ground. The shih-tzu took refuge between his mistress’s boots as she grabbed my arm.

			‘No sign of the cops! Come on, lad, give me your jacket.’

			At first I couldn’t work out why she was asking me to take it off, especially when it was barely five degrees out here.

			‘Your tracksuit top!’ she demanded. ‘Hand it over.’

			My tracksuit? She thought my North Face WindWall windcheater was a ‘tracksuit top’?

			I did as she asked, and Denise used my purple windcheater to cover the girl’s face and upper body.

			What prompted this? Religion? Superstition? The desire to protect poor Arnold from psychological trauma?

			Regardless, I was grateful to her.

			As Denise arranged the makeshift shroud I took one last look at the scarf. In my head, a crazy voice was yelling:

			How is this possible?

			It was all I could think about. No matter how many times I ran through the sequence of events, every second, every gesture, I could come up with no coherent explanation.

			The girl lying dead on the pebbles was wearing the red Burberry cashmere scarf wrapped around her neck.
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			How is this possible?

			The cold bit into my bare arms. The sun, after putting in a brief appearance over the cliff above Fécamp, seemed to have dived back beneath a duvet of clouds. To warm myself up, I jogged on the spot. The temperature must have been nearing zero, but I wasn’t about to ask the girl lying on the pebbles to give me back my WindWall. Besides, the cops couldn’t be far away; I’d called them a good ten minutes ago. The three of us stood in silence. A few gulls mocked us from above.

			Arnold, attached to his mistress by a thin leather leash, had sat down and was watching the gulls with a mixture of fear and disbelief.

			Fear and disbelief.

			I must have looked as stupid as the dog.

			The girl lying dead on the pebbles was wearing the red Burberry cashmere scarf wrapped around her neck!

			I turned it over and over inside my head, looking for a rational explanation. I was absolutely certain the girl had torn the scarf from my hands and then immediately thrown herself into the void.

			I scanned the deserted sea wall, the casino car park, the thirty beach huts abandoned for the winter. Still no sign of the police.

			Who could have wrapped that scarf around the corpse’s neck? I had been the first to reach the body. There was no one else in the vicinity, apart from Xanax and Denise, and they’d been further away than I was. It wouldn’t have been possible for them to run away from the body and then make a show of approaching slowly without the slightest hint of breathlessness. Besides, why would they have done such a thing?

			It made no sense.

			So who else could have done it?

			No one! No one could have approached the corpse on that huge deserted beach without being spotted by Denise or Xanax. They had seen the girl fall from the cliff and then walked towards her, their eyes fixed on the body . . .

			My arms were shaking. From the cold. Anxiety. Fear. By a process of elimination I arrived at the one possible solution: the girl must have wrapped the scarf around her own neck as she fell!

			Insane . . .

			But no other explanation seemed to fit. I gauged the height of the cliff, I calculated the time it would take for a body to fall from that height. A few seconds. Three or four at most. Probably enough to wrap a scarf around your neck.

			Technically, it was certainly possible.

			Technically . . .

			During that vertiginous fall, arms waving in the void, wind lashing at her face . . .

			I watched a gull defying gravity, floating between sky and chalk.

			The only way you could do that was if you’d planned the whole thing in advance, rehearsing each step over and over until you could do it without thinking, until you could set aside all emotions and fears and just focus on wrapping that damned scarf around your neck in the four seconds you have left before you hit the ground and die . . .

			It made no sense.

			Rehearse each step over and over? The scarf didn’t even belong to the girl! I had found it by the side of the path, it had been a spur-of-the-moment decision to hold it out to her, hoping it could save her. The girl on the precipice had no way of foretelling that she would find herself clutching that piece of fabric.

			My gaze drifted back to Denise and Xanax. He had lit a cigarette and she was tugging on Arnold’s leash to get him out of the path of the smoke.

			Keep following the process of elimination, I told myself, and you’ll arrive at a solution. Let’s say this girl found time, in one final reflex action, to twist that material around her throat rather than flapping her arms like a manic seagull as she fell, it still begged the question:

			Why?

			At that moment there was a break in the clouds and the clay-stained chalk cliffs glinted gold and silver in the sun’s rays.

			The police arrived minutes later. We watched as they parked their van outside the casino and set off towards us on foot. There were two of them. The younger of the two was in his forties, with a long, pebble-shaped head; he was also the slower of the two, picking his way over the pebbles and swearing whenever his fancy leather boots slipped on the wet seaweed. He looked half awake, as though he’d been called out to deal with a suicide before gulping down his first coffee of the day.

			The second policeman was untroubled by the pebbles underfoot. He looked like a cop straight out of an Olivier Marchal movie, experienced, nearing retirement. His unbuttoned jacket revealed a broad torso and thick waist. He had straight, shoulder-length hair that was tied back at the base of his neck, revealing a wide forehead covered with wrinkles. Like Marlon Brando towards the end of his life.

			When he came closer, my impression was confirmed.

			Marlon Brando to a T.

			The other cop was still ten metres away when Brando drew level with us and stood over the corpse.

			‘Captain Piroz,’ he said in a detached tone. ‘It’s been a long time since we’ve had a suicide in these parts! Since the Normandy Bridge opened, that’s been where everyone goes to throw themselves into the estuary.’

			He ran both hands over his forehead as if to smooth his wrinkles, then went on:

			‘Do you know her?’

			We all shook our heads.

			‘What did you see exactly?’

			Xanax answered first. He described seeing the girl topple over the edge and then crash to the pebbles 120 metres below. Denise confirmed his account. I merely nodded.

			‘You were all here, then? No one saw what happened up there?’

			Piroz stared at me as if he had registered my unease.

			‘Yes, I did. I was running the coastal path, as I do every morning. She was standing at the edge of the cliff, near the blockhouse. I spoke to her. I tried to stop her, but . . .’

			Piroz looked down at my prosthesis, assessing whether my handicap was compatible with a daily jog.

			‘I . . . I go training every day,’ I stammered. ‘I’m an elite athlete. A Paralympian. You . . . you see.’

			If he had seen, the captain didn’t show it. He merely puckered his forehead, Brando-style, then bent over the corpse. He picked up my North Face jacket and placed it on the pebbles beside the body.

			I hadn’t been imagining it. The scarf was still wrapped around the girl’s neck.

			I could see nothing but that piece of fabric, but Piroz seemed oblivious to it. When he was done studying the tattered remains of her red dress, he turned his attention to the cliff, as if searching for some shrub clinging to the bare rock. Finally he turned to us.

			‘She couldn’t have torn her dress as she fell.’

			Before he could go on, I cut in:

			‘When I met the girl up there, her dress was already torn. Her make-up had run as well. She seemed terrified.’

			Denise and Xanax were glaring at me, angry that I hadn’t revealed these details before. Piroz ran a hand over his wrinkles again, as if this would stimulate the thought processes. The other cop’s thoughts seemed to be miles away. His eyes were scanning the waves, the beach huts, the turbines over Fécamp. Arnold the shih-tzu seemed more concerned about the case than he was.

			Piroz paid no attention to his colleague; perhaps the two of them had argued on the way here.

			He knelt down among the pebbles to examine the body.

			‘A suicide?’ he muttered between his teeth. ‘You’d need a really good reason to throw yourself off a cliff . . .’

			Piroz studied the torn folds of the dress.

			When I looked back on it, that was moment I should have talked to the police. I should have told them the scarf was mine, in a sense; explained to them exactly what had happened up there near the blockhouse, how she’d torn that wretched piece of fabric from my hands . . .

			But I said nothing. Instead I waited for a rational explanation to fall from the sky. For everything to sort itself out, for everyone to forget and move on to something else. I couldn’t have predicted what Piroz was about to discover by lifting the girl’s dress.

			‘What the hell,’ the policeman whistled.

			I came closer. So did Xanax and Denise.

			The girl was wearing nothing under her dress.

			No fuchsia lace knickers, no thong.

			Purple marks ran along her thighs. Scratches, too, four of them, narrow and parallel, level with her hip, to the right of completely shaven pubes.

			Denise closed her eyes and clutched Arnold to her breast again. Xanax’s face had turned the colour of the tablets that he probably swallowed every morning. Pale as a ghost. My prosthesis wedged among the pebbles, and I had trouble keeping my balance.

			Piroz let the dress fall back on the girl’s body as if pulling the curtain over a stage.

			‘Christ. The kid’s been raped . . . A few hours at the most. That seems a damned good reason to jump off the cliff.’

			He straightened, took another look at the chalk cliff, then finally turned his eyes towards the scarf wrapped around her throat.

			He untied it gently, using his fingertips.

			I felt panic rising within me. Piroz had spoken of rape. My prints must be all over that scrap of material. Its fibres were drenched in my sweat, my DNA.

			Too late. What could I say? Who would believe me?

			Piroz ran his finger between the fabric and the girl’s neck, slowly, like a doctor examining a patient who has lost her voice.

			‘She wasn’t only raped . . . she was strangled.’

			In a state of shock, I replied without thinking:

			‘I . . . I spoke to her up there. She . . . she was alive. She jumped of her own free will. She—’

			Piroz cut in: ‘Your arrival probably interrupted her rapist as he was attempting to strangle her. You saved the girl’s life . . . Or at least you could have . . .’

			You could have?

			I was troubled by his choice of words. And his version of events. It was possible a rapist might have had time to hide in the blockhouse when he heard me coming, but if that was the case, why hadn’t the girl said anything? Why hadn’t I noticed any marks on her neck when I reached out to her? Was it because I hadn’t looked? Maybe I was too busy focusing on her face and her torn dress.

			‘What are you doing?’ asked Denise.

			Piroz was now on all fours, sniffing the skin of the corpse. Arnold was eyeing him warily. The policeman raised his head like a bloodhound tracking a scent and reported, ‘Her skin smells of salt.’

			I felt like I was watching a surrealist play, a group of actors improvising their lines. The second policeman, still a little way off, was looking on impassively. Perhaps it was a tactic they had developed between them. Each in his own role. One put on a show while the other observed our reactions without our noticing.

			‘Salt?’ Xanax repeated, baffled.

			‘Yeah. But on this point at least there is a simple explanation.’ Piroz let a long silence pass. ‘The girl took a dip in the sea.’

			As one, we all looked towards the Channel.

			A dip? At this hour? In the middle of February? The water must be below ten degrees!

			‘Naked,’ Piroz went on. ‘Her clothes are dry.’

			Denise stepped towards me. She looked as if she might faint. Without thinking, I offered her my arm.

			‘Skinny-dipping,’ the policeman concluded. ‘That may explain everything that followed. The rapist came along, saw her . . .’ He combed his fingers through his hair. ‘OK, time to secure the crime scene, bring in forensics and the rest of the circus. I’m going to need your names, addresses, phone numbers. Then if you could drop by the station in Fécamp this afternoon to make a statement. Hopefully by then we’ll know the girl’s identity.’

			Denise was leaning on me with all her weight. I was openly shivering now. Piroz noticed and stared at me intently, then picked up my windcheater and handed it to me.

			‘I take it this belongs to you. Cover yourself up, don’t catch cold, I’m going to need you.’
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			Who could believe me?

			I saw the Étretat Needle right in front of me. The towering rock formation looked like a piece of a jigsaw puzzle detached from the cliff, or a monumental key that would slot into the Gate of Aval alongside it to reveal a secret cavern.

			After leaving the cops on the beach, I had run for almost an hour. This was shorter than my usual run. Barely a dozen kilometres. Yport-Étretat, via the Valleuse de Vaucottes and the Brèche d’Étigues.

			Time enough to empty my head. To think. To try to understand.

			It couldn’t have been more than three degrees, but I was drenched in sweat. The grass was slowly thawing, forming narrow streams of icy water that ran down the chalk cliffs in tiny cascades, carving ochre furrows in their wake. This seemingly eternal landscape was an illusion. The cliffs were under attack from all sides – water, ice, rain, sea – resisting, folding, yielding and dying, right before the eyes of millions of tourists who were oblivious to the resulting changes in the landscape.

			The perfect crime.

			I was shaking now.

			I had spent the entire hour since I’d left the beach trying to make sense of it all. Captain Piroz seemed to have established a clear sequence of events. This nameless young woman comes to Yport beach, probably just as the sun is rising. She strips off her red dress and goes for a swim. Her rapist arrives, unnoticed, and watches as she gets dressed. He follows her as she climbs the coastal path, losing his scarf along the way. He corners the girl near the blockhouse, rapes her and tries to strangle her. At that moment he hears me and hides in the blockhouse before I show up. Too late.

			The girl, in despair, jumps.

			On the far side of the bay, a group of ramblers the size of ants were picking their way across the slippery footbridge that led to the cave they call La Chambre des Demoiselles. I looked at my watch: 11.03.

			Time to go back.

			My descent through the hanging valleys to Yport took less than forty-five minutes. I saw no one, apart from a lone cyclist in the Valleuse de Vaucottes and the donkey I passed by every morning on the Chemin du Couchant. There was scarcely a breeze as I climbed the last stretch of coastline to the Plaine de la Vallette. In the distance, the motionless turbines at Fécamp looked like giants on a break. Through the mist I could make out the radio mast at Yport, the blockhouse, the sheep scattered around it.

			I felt a surge of anxiety.

			If Piroz’s theory was correct, the rapist had seen me. He had been watching me from inside the blockhouse. I was the only witness . . .

			The coastal path began a gentle descent and I sped up as much as my prosthesis would allow.

			The only witness.

			As I passed the Rivage campsite, Yport bay exploded in the morning light. The tide was going out, revealing a lunar landscape. Emerald seaweed clung to the strewn boulders like scattered oases in a damp desert.

			Following the rhythm of my limping run I hammered out another hypothesis.

			What if Piroz was wrong?

			What if the rapist had abandoned the girl on Yport beach after assaulting, raping, trying to strangle her? Then the girl, out of her mind, climbed the coastal path, losing her scarf along the way. Too traumatised to accept my offer of help, she jumps.

			The steps leading to the casino echoed under my carbon prosthesis.

			Whether the rape was committed on the beach or at the top of the cliff was irrelevant so far as the girl was concerned . . . But for me, these two possibilities raised a question. A question I needed to consider before Piroz started grilling me.

			Did I or didn’t I encounter the rapist?

			Three more steps and I hopped over the casino bin bags to land on the concrete sea wall. I was outside the Sirène.

			Had I encountered the rapist?

			I couldn’t let go of the question, until it dawned on me that there was another, more troubling question; one which Piroz was bound to pursue.

			How had that damned red scarf ended up around the girl’s neck? That Burberry scarf with my DNA all over it.

			As I did every morning, I used the wooden balustrade of the Sirène to complete my cool-down stretches. I wasn’t disturbing anyone; there were no tables outside, no chairs, and even fewer customers. To the side of the menu – €12.90 all inclusive: platter of whelks, mussels and îles flottantes for dessert – André had pinned up the weather forecast.

			Sunshine – zero

			Snow – likely above 400 metres

			Temperature – approaching minus 15 degrees

			At that moment, André Jozwiak appeared. He was no longer the prehistoric man who’d got up at dawn to serve my breakfast; he had taken the time to shave, comb his hair and splash on some aftershave. White shirt. Pristine jacket. Ready to welcome any Parisian tourists who showed up lost. André was what the locals call a ‘horsain’ – an outsider. Before he wound up in Yport, he used to run a hotel restaurant at Bray-Dunes, the last French beach before the Belgian border. He liked to say that he had come south in search of sun. And to convince the sceptics, every day he would pin up a weather forecast: the worst in France. He’d spend his evenings scouring the internet for the French town most likely to be hit by torrential rains, thunderstorms or freezing temperatures. This morning, according to the small print below the forecast, he had chosen Chaux-Neuve in the depths of the Jura mountains.

			My first impulse was to tell him about the dead girl on the beach. In the fifteen years he had been landlord of the Sirène, he had got to know everyone in the village. If a woman that attractive had lived at Yport, he would certainly be able to identify her . . .

			Before I could open my mouth, he came towards me holding a thick Manila envelope.

			‘This arrived for you, lad!’

			I sat on the bed in my room: number 7, top floor, in the eaves, sea view. When I booked the Sirène, I had thought I had stumbled upon the kitschiest of hotels.

			The rooms were clean and pretty. The place had recently been redecorated, sky blue with a seashell frieze, and the curtain tie-backs were made of mooring rope. Standing at the window I could see the coast all the way to the Fécamp lighthouse. Sitting on the bed, I could still make out the top of the cliffs.

			My fingers trembled as I opened the envelope.

			Who could be writing to me here? No one knew I was staying in Yport, apart from Ibou, Ophélie and a few other girls from the Saint Antoine Therapeutic Institute. And even then, they knew the name of the village where I was staying, but not the name of the hotel.

			There was no sender’s name on the envelope. Just mine, with my address, handwritten, a round, feminine hand.

			Jamal Salaoui

			Hôtel de la Sirène

			7 Boulevard Alexandre Dumont

			76111 Yport

			The letter had been posted from Fécamp.

			Just a few miles away.

			Scraps of ochre paper fell on the bed.

			The envelope contained about twenty sheets of paper. The first one leapt out at me. It was a photocopy of an article from a newspaper, Le Courrier Cauchois – the Fécamp edition. The headline took up the whole front page:

			19-year-old found dead at the foot of the Yport cliffs

			Beyond my window, the cliffs seemed to sway.

			My fingers tightened on the paper. How had a local newspaper managed to get hold of this information already? The girl had jumped less than three hours ago, and the police would still be on the beach examining her corpse.

			I tried to slow the manic beating of my heart, to force my eyes to focus on the sheet of paper. As I read, my breathing grew easier. I was holding in my hands an old edition of the Courrier Cauchois.

			Very old. Almost ten years. It was dated Thursday, 10 June 2004.

			What the hell!

			Why send me a photocopy of a newspaper from a decade ago?

			With a trembling hand, I leafed through the other pages. They all related to the same case. A nineteen-year-old girl found dead at the foot of the Yport cliffs. The envelope contained other cuttings from newspapers, local and national, as well as more confidential documents – extracts from interrogations, local police officers’ notes detailing their investigation, letters exchanged between the examining magistrate and the captain in charge of the case.

			As I read, the identity of the sender ceased to matter.

			Everything this stranger had sent me seemed to be a factual account of events. But the events they described seemed beyond belief.

			Ten years on.
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			Did I encounter the rapist?

			The Morgane Avril case – Sunday, 6 June 2004

			It was the first time Maxime Baron had seen a corpse. But when a group of youths ran up to him shouting, ‘Officer, officer, there’s a dead woman on the beach!’, he had no choice but to go with them.

			There was no point telling them he was only a cadet at Fécamp police station, that he wasn’t actually on duty, that he was just covering for Captain Grima while he nipped out to buy some cigarettes . . .

			He’d had no option but to accompany them.

			The girl on Yport beach had had her skull smashed in.

			She had fallen from the cliff, no doubt. Head first. Her brain was spilling out of her skull.

			First Maxime threw up his breakfast on the pebbles, right in front of everyone. Then he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and phoned his boss.

			‘Phil, we’ve got a body. On the beach. Just across from the Hôtel de la Sirène and the casino.’

			Maxime looked up at the huge poster, two metres by three, stretched across the walls of the casino. A silver guitar, floating in front of the cliffs, and listed below were the names of fifteen local rock groups.

			The Riff on the Cliff

			7 p.m.–4 a.m.

			Empty cans and bottles littered the sea wall. Yport was waking up with a hangover.

			Captain Philippe Grima arrived less than a minute later – long enough for Maxime to throw up again, and for a crowd to gather. Maxime doubted that his boss had any more experience of corpses than he did. His superior was barely five years older than him, and just out of Montluçon Police Academy. More of a mate than a boss. Just yesterday, after a session in the local squash club, the pair of them had sat for two hours in a seafront bar, talking football, bikes and girls. Then Grima had gone home to his wife and kid.

			A five-year age gap, yet practically a lifetime separated them.

			This was immediately evident: Captain Grima didn’t throw up. He behaved like a boss. Instead of treating Cadet Baron like a mate, giving him a wink or a slap on the back, he issued crisp and precise orders that Maxime executed diligently. Far from taking offence at his superior officer’s cool demeanour, the cadet looked to him as a role model. Could that be him in five years?

			The first thing Captain Grima did was order the cadet to wipe the vomit from his chin and push back the rubberneckers. Then he took out his mobile phone and snapped about thirty photos of the scene. When this was done, he turned to the crowd of twenty or so teenagers who’d gathered and asked:

			‘Do any of you know this girl?’

			Among them was a guy in a red waistcoat with gold buttons. He looked like a lift attendant. On his heart, above the yellow flames of the Sea View Casino logo, six letters were stitched in gold: Jérémy.

			‘I do. A girl like that isn’t easy to forget. She spent the whole night at the Sea View.’

			It took less than an hour to identify the girl.

			Morgane Avril.

			Nineteen years old.

			First-year medical student.

			Lived with her mother, Carmen Avril, Gîte du Dos-d’Âne, Route de Foucarmont, Neufchâtel-en-Bray.

			Lieutenant Grima had no trouble reconstructing the events leading up to the tragedy. Morgane Avril had come to Yport to attend a rock festival organised by the casino: Riff on the Cliff. She was accompanied by her sister Océane and three friends: Nicolas Gravé, Clara Barthélémy and Mathieu Picard. Nicolas Gravé’s Clio and its four passengers had set off from Neufchâtel-en-Bray, a hundred kilometres from Yport, at about six o’clock the previous evening. Morgane’s mother had hesitated for some time before giving her daughters permission to go, even though they were adults.

			Was she being overprotective? Was it apprehension? A premonition?

			It was their first time at a disco. After months spent slogging away at university in Rouen, Morgane had successfully passed her first year of medical studies, coming thirty-eighth in her year. In the circumstances, it was impossible for Carmen to deny her daughter.

			A preliminary examination by the medical examiner established beyond doubt the circumstances of the girl’s death. Morgane Avril had been raped, between five and six in the morning, then strangled; her body was then thrown from the top of the cliff overlooking Yport.

			Her face was swollen, her limbs dislocated by the impact. Her dress was torn, her underwear had been ripped off. Morgane’s fuchsia thong was found the following day at the foot of the cliff, a dozen metres below the blockhouse, probably carried by the west winds. The thong bore traces of sperm and a few pubic hairs belonging to the rapist, identical to those found on Morgane’s body. There was no trace, however, of the girl’s handbag, despite a police search – of the Sea View cloakroom, the coastal path and the beach – that occupied three officers for two days.

			During the ten hours after the discovery of Morgane Avril’s corpse, Captain Grima questioned twenty-three witnesses – fifteen men and eight women – most of them locals who had spent the evening at the Sea View.

			The Riff on the Cliff event had drawn almost a thousand visitors, most of whom had carried on enjoying themselves at the Sea View after the last group had finished playing. The witnesses, without exception, had been able to give an accurate description of Morgane Avril.

			Beautiful.

			Desirable.

			Excited.

			Captain Grima then spent hours rereading witness statements. Some of those questioned were clearly uncomfortable about speaking this way of a murder victim, particularly one who’d been raped, quite possibly by one of the guys who’d been checking her out in the disco, but all the witnesses – male and female – used the same terms:

			Tease.

			Hot.

			Sexy.

			They described her impromptu pole dance around one of the Sea View’s oak pillars. She’d emerged from the ladies with her dress soaking wet and clinging to her breasts; she’d writhed, eel-like, on the dance floor, her hands playing with the fabric, sliding, opening, exposing her thighs, her shoulders. And all the while her gaze was locked on the men as if she were watching them through a sniper’s cross hairs.

			The bookish medical student letting go of her inhibitions.

			No one could recall seeing Morgane after 5 a.m. No one had seen her leaving the Sea View. No one knew whether she had left alone or with someone else.

			At 6 p.m. Captain Grima met with Morgane’s mother, Carmen Avril. He had kept her waiting deliberately. Officially, because he was busy pursuing leads and interviewing witnesses. Unofficially, because two images were blurring in his mind: that of Morgane’s shattered corpse, and that of the woman on the dance floor, desired by hundreds of men . . . and the thought of discussing this with a mother who must have been about the same age as his own unnerved him.

			Carmen Avril came in. A strongbox, was Captain Grima’s first impression. A strongbox that he would need to crack.

			Grima took in her barrel-like figure, strapped into a suede jacket with iron buttons, her stout legs in laced boots. Carmen Avril’s entire body seemed to be under lock and key, down to the thick glasses hanging from a chain around her neck and her leather handbag with its heavy metal frame. He suspected that her jacket concealed another chain, this time with a key hanging from it.

			The key to her heart.

			Now lost for ever, Grima thought.

			The man who accompanied her looked as though he’d been labouring under a heavy burden for years. He had a thin face that ended in a pointed chin, and rubbery arms that seemed to flow along his body. Mister Tickle sprang to mind – the one with the endless arms – but Grima quickly suppressed the comparison as inappropriate in the circumstances.

			An ill-matched couple, the captain thought to himself.

			He indicated the two chairs in front of his desk.

			‘Monsieur and Madame Avril?’

			‘Madame,’ the strongbox replied. ‘Gilbert is Morgane’s uncle. He’s come with me.’

			‘And Morgane’s father?’

			‘Morgane has no father.’

			‘He’s . . .’ the captain hesitated, running through the options. Dead. Disappeared. Gone . . .

			Carmen Avril was one step ahead of him. ‘Morgane never had a father . . .’

			‘You mean . . .’ The captain had no idea what she meant, so he dragged out the pause until Carmen Avril cut in again.

			‘I brought her up on my own. I own a bed and breakfast, the Dos-d’Âne in Neufchâtel-en-Bray. For the last twenty-five years I’ve run that alone too.’ She turned to her brother, her handbag rattling like a convict tugging on his chain. ‘I asked Gilbert to come with me today. But usually . . .’

			This time it was Grima who stepped in to finish the sentence:

			‘You endure life’s trials alone. I understand.’

			And he did understand. Carmen Avril was an almost unsinkable rock, he had grasped as much from their brief exchange, and the investigation would confirm it over the days that followed. Carmen was an institution in Neufchâtel-en-Bray. She ran a 3-star bed and breakfast renowned for its table d’hôte; she served as vice president of the community development association, responsible for tourism and culture; she’d served a term on the local council fifteen years ago. A strong, active, determined woman. No man in her life. Her brother, Gilbert Avril, was a lorry driver for a company in Gournay-en-Bray who spent half his life on the Dieppe–Newhaven ferry, transporting dairy products to England in his refrigerated truck.

			‘I need to know about Morgane’s father,’ the captain insisted. He stared at Carmen. The buttonholes of her jacket, reinforced with metal rods, reminded him of arrow slits.

			She assumed a weary expression. ‘Must I say it again, Captain? She has no father.’

			‘I have no doubt, Madame Avril, that she was brought up without a father. But from the genetic point of view, I have to know who—’

			‘I had IVF nineteen years ago.’

			Grima took a moment to consider this. By law, in vitro fertilisation was reserved for married couples, or those who were able to show that they had lived together for at least two years.

			‘You have to be in a relationship for that, don’t you?’

			‘Not in Belgium!’

			So Carmen Avril really had produced two children all by herself . . . In other circumstances, Grima would probably have told her just how selfish he thought that was. Each night for the last four months he’d got up every three hours to bottle-feed his daughter Lola, five kilos of sheer wonder curled against his bare chest, and each time he thanked God that his girlfriend Sarah hadn’t wanted to breast-feed.

			Carmen Avril pulled on the chains of her glasses to wipe the lenses with a tissue. A little condensation, the captain thought; she’s virtually in tears. He reminded himself that Carmen Avril’s private life and the way she’d raised her daughter had nothing to do with Morgane’s rape and murder. Fretting about the mother’s psychology would only complicate matters.

			‘Madame Avril, I need to ask you some questions about Morgane. Intimate questions.’

			In that moment he felt too young for this. Carmen was twenty years older than he was. True, he was a father, but his euphoric experience of fatherhood was limited to a few months.

			‘Go on.’

			‘Morgane was nineteen. It was her first trip to a disco. Witnesses have described her behaviour in the course of the evening as, how can I put it . . .’ He pretended to search for the right term, as if this would somehow reduce the impact when he let the word drop.

			‘Provocative,’ he said.

			‘Provocative?’

			In Carmen’s clenched hands, the armoured handbag twisted like white-hot metal. Her body swelled, but the iron bars resisted. Her glasses were like a glass dam; behind them he could see the tears welling in her eyes, betraying the pain she was trying so hard to hide.

			‘What do you mean by provocative?’

			Grima was relying on line-of-sight sailing at this point; he knew exactly where he wanted to get to, but there was no knowing how many strokes of the oar it would take to get there.

			‘Desirable, Madame Avril. Attractive. Likely to catch the eye of any men present. She was aware of the way men looked at her – you know that as well as I do, Madame Avril.’

			The padlock exploded. The lorry driver reached out a soft hand to calm his sister. She was seething with indignation.

			‘What do you mean, Captain? That Morgane deserved what happened to her? She was raped, Captain. Raped, strangled and thrown off a cliff. And you ask me if she was provocative!’

			Grima thought of his own daughter, already adorable at the age of four months. How would he feel if someone told him she was provocative?

			‘We’re on the same side, Madame Avril,’ he stammered. ‘We’re trying to find your daughter’s murderer. Every second counts. Morgane was the victim of the most heinous crime, no one is denying that. But if I am to catch her killer I must listen to what witnesses are telling me.’

			‘Witnesses who say my daughter was asking for it?’

			Captain Grima, without knowing why, rose to his feet.

			‘Madame Avril, let me be clear about this, there are only two possible scenarios here. Either your daughter’s murderer is a pervert, a mentally ill individual who just happened to come across Morgane that night – a random encounter in the casino car park, or on the beach, or by the light of a street lamp. If that is the case, we have almost no chance of identifying this person, because no one witnessed what happened. The second possibility is that Morgane’s murderer was in the casino disco, they were on the same dance floor, he may even have talked to her. They might have left the disco together, Morgane might have gone with him of her own free will. Things took a bad turn after that, as we both know. This guy is a monster, and Morgane the most innocent victim you can imagine. But you must understand, Madame Avril, this second hypothesis significantly narrows down the list of possible suspects.’
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