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For Pascaline


To Cathy Bourdeau, for her support.


With my affection









 


We only know about one per cent of what’s happening to us. 
We don’t know how little heaven is paying for how much hell.


William Gaddis, The Recognitions









Translator’s Note


The judicial system in France is fundamentally different to that in the United Kingdom and the U.S.A. Rather than the adversarial system, where police investigate, and the role of the courts is to act as an impartial referee between prosecution and defence, in the French inquisitorial system the judiciary work with the police on the investigation, appointing an independent juge d’instruction entitled to question witnesses, interrogate suspects, and oversee the police investigation, gathering evidence, whether incriminating or otherwise. If there is sufficient evidence, the case is referred to the procureur – the public prosecutor, who decides whether to bring charges. The juge d’instruction plays no role in the eventual trial and is prohibited from adjudicating future cases involving the same defendant.


The French have two national police forces: the police nationale (formerly called the Sûreté), a civilian police force with jurisdiction in cities and large urban areas, and the gendarmerie nationale, a branch of the French Armed Forces, responsible both for public safety and for policing the towns with populations of fewer than 20,000. Since the gendarmerie rarely has the resources to conduct complex investigations, the police nationale maintains regional criminal investigations services (police judiciaire) analogous to the British C.I.D, they also oversee armed response units (R.A.I.D.).









Glossary


Brigade criminelle: equivalent to the Homicide and Serious Crime Squad, the brigade handles murders, kidnappings and assassinations, the equivalent of the British C.I.D.


Commandant: Detective Chief Inspector


Commissaire divisionnaire: Chief Superintendent (U.K.)/Police Chief (U.S.) has though he has both an administrative and an investigative role


Contrôleur général: Assistant Chief Constable (U.K.)/Police Commissioner (U.S.)


G.I.G.N.: “Groupe d’intervention de la Gendarmerie nationale”: a special operations unit of the French Armed Forces trained to perform counter-terrorist and hostage rescue missions


Identité judiciare: the forensics department of the national police


Inspection générale des services (I.G.S.): the French police monitoring service equivalent to Internal Affairs (U.S.) or the Police Complaints Authority (U.K.)


Juge d’instruction: the “investigating judge” has a role somewhat similar to that of an American District Attorney. He is addressed as monsieur le juge


Préfecture de Police: the local police headquarters overseeing a district or arrondissement.


Procureur: similar to a Crown Prosecutor in the U.K. He is addressed as magistrat in the same way one might say “sir”, or “your honour”


*


The Périphérique is the inner ring-road circumscribing central Paris, linking the old city gates or portes, e.g. porte d’Italie, porte d’Orleans









Day 1









 


10.00 a.m.


An event may be considered decisive when it utterly destabilises your life. This is something Camille Verhœven read some months ago in an article entitled “The Acceleration of History”. This decisive, disorientating event which sends a jolt of electricity through your nervous system is readily distinguishable from life’s other misfortunes because it has a particular force, a specific density: as soon as it occurs, you realise that it will have overwhelming consequences, that what is happening in that moment is irreparable.


To take an example, three blasts from a pump-action shotgun fired at the woman you love.


This is what is going to happen to Camille.


And it does not matter whether, like him, you are attending your best friend’s funeral on the day in question, or whether you feel that you have already had your fill for one day. Fate does not concern itself with such trivialities; it is quite capable, in spite of them, of taking the form of a killer armed with a sawn-off shotgun, a 12-gauge Mossberg 500.


All that remains to be seen is how you will react. This is all that matters.


Because in that instant you will be so devastated that, more often than not, you will react out of pure reflex. If, for example, before she is shot three times, the woman you love has been beaten to a pulp and if, after that, you clearly see the killer shoulder his weapon having chambered a round with a dull clack.


It is probably in such a moment that truly exceptional men reveal themselves, those capable of making the best decisions under the worst of circumstances.


If you are an ordinary man, you get by as best you can. All too often, in the face of such a cataclysmic event, your decision is likely to be flawed or mistaken, always assuming you have not been rendered utterly helpless.


When you have reached a certain age, or when a similar event has already destroyed your life, you suppose that you are immune. This is the case with Camille. His first wife was murdered, a tragedy from which he took years to recover. When you have faced such an ordeal, you assume that nothing more can happen to you.


This is the trap.


You have lowered your guard.


For fate, which has a keen eye, this is the ideal moment to catch you unawares.


And remind you of the unfailing timeliness of chance.


*


Anne Forestier steps into the Galerie Monier immediately after it opens. The shopping centre is almost empty, the heady smell of bleach heavy in the air as shop owners open their doors, setting out stalls of books, display cases of jewellery.


Built in the late nineteenth century towards the lower end of the Champs-Elysées, the Galerie is made up of small luxury boutiques selling stationery, leather goods, antiques. Gazing up at the vaulted glass roof, a knowledgeable visitor will notice a host of Art Deco details: tiles, cornices, small stained glass windows. Features Anne, too, could admire if she chose, but, as she would be the first to admit, she is not a morning person. At this hour ceilings, mouldings, details are the least of her concerns.


More than anything, she needs coffee. Strong and black.


Because this morning, almost as if it were destined to be, Camille wanted her to linger in bed. Unlike her, Camille is very much a morning person. But Anne did not feel up to it. Having gently fended off Camille’s advances – he has warm hands; it is not always easy to resist – and forgetting that she had poured herself some coffee, she rushed to take a shower and so by the time she emerged and padded into the kitchen towelling her hair, she discovered that the coffee was cold, and rescued a contact lens that was about to be washed down the drain . . .


By then it was time for her to leave. On an empty stomach.


Arriving at the Galerie Monier at a few minutes past ten, she takes a table on the terrace of the little brasserie at the entrance; she is their first customer. The coffee machine is still warming up and she is forced to wait to be served, but though she repeatedly checks her watch, it is not because she is in a hurry. It is an attempt to ward off the waiter. Since he has nothing to do while he waits for the coffee machine to warm up, he is trying to engage her in conversation. He wipes down the tables, glancing at her over his shoulder, and, moving in concentric circles, edges towards her. He is a tall, thin, chatty guy with lank blond hair, the type often found in tourist areas. When he has finished with the last table, he takes up a position close to her and, hands on hips, gives a contented sigh as he stares out the window and launches into pathetically mediocre meteorological musings.


The waiter may be a moron, but he has good taste because, at forty, Anne is still stunning. Dark-haired and delicate, she has pale green eyes and a dazzling smile . . . She is luminously beautiful, with exceptional bone structure. Her slow, graceful movements make you want to touch her because everything about her seems curved and firm: her breasts, her buttocks, her belly, her thighs . . . indeed everything so exquisitely shaped, so perfect it would unsettle any man.


Every time he thinks about her, Camille cannot help but wonder what she sees in him. He is fifty years old, almost bald and, most importantly, he is barely four foot eleven. The height of an eleven-year-old boy. To avoid speculation, it is probably best to mention that, although Anne is not particularly tall, she is almost a whole head taller than Camille.


Anne responds to the waiter’s flirtation with a charming smile that eloquently says “fuck off” (the waiter acquiesces and returns to his work) and she, having hastily drunk her coffee, heads through the Galerie towards the rue Georges-Flandrin. She has nearly reached the exit when, slipping a hand into her bag to get her purse, she feels something damp. Her fingers are covered in ink. Her pen has leaked.


For Camille, it is with the pen that the story really begins. Or with Anne deciding to go to a café in the Galerie Monier rather than somewhere else, on that particular morning rather than another one . . . The dizzying number of coincidences that can lead to tragedy is bewildering. But it seems churlish to complain since it was a dizzying series of coincidences that led to Camille first meeting Anne.


The pen is a small dark-blue fountain pen and the cartridge is leaking. Camille can still picture it. Anne is left-handed and holds her pen in a tortuous grip, writing quickly in a large, loping hand so that it looks as if she is furiously dashing off a series of signatures yet, curiously, she always buys small pens which makes the sight the more astonishing.


Seeing the ink stains on her hand, Anne immediately worries about what damage has been done. She glances around for some way to deal with the problem and sees a large plant stand, sets the handbag down on the wooden rim, and begins to take everything out.


She is quite upset, but her fears prove unjustified. Besides, those who know Anne would find it hard to see what she might be afraid of since Anne does not have much. Not in her bag, nor in her life. The clothes she is wearing are inexpensive. She has never owned an apartment or a car, she spends what she earns, no more, but never less. She does not save because it is not in her nature: her father was a shopkeeper. When he was about to go bankrupt, he disappeared with funds belonging to some forty associations to which he had recently had himself elected treasurer; he was never heard of again. This may explain why Anne has a rather detached relationship to money. The last time she had money worries was when she was single-handedly raising her daughter Agathe, and that was a long time ago. Anne tosses the pen into a rubbish bin and shoves her mobile phone into her jacket pocket. Her purse is stained and will probably have to be discarded, but the contents are unaffected. As for the handbag, although the lining is damp, the ink did not bleed through. Perhaps Anne decides to buy a new one, after all an upmarket shopping arcade is the perfect place, but it is impossible to know since what happens next will make any plans superfluous. For now, she dabs at the inside of the bag with some wadded Kleenex and when she has done so sees that both her hands are now ink-stained.


She could go back to the brasserie, but the prospect of having to deal with the same waiter is depressing. Even so, she is steeling herself to do so when she spots a sign indicating a public toilet, an unusual facility in a small shopping arcade. The sign points to a narrow passageway just beyond Pâtisserie Cardon and Desfossés Jewellers.


At this point, things begin to move faster.


Anne crosses the thirty metres to the toilets, pushes open the door and finds herself face to face with two men.


They have come in through the emergency exit on the rue Damiani and are heading towards the Galerie.


A few seconds later . . . it seems ridiculous, and yet it is true: if Anne had gone in five seconds later, the men would have already pulled on their balaclavas and things would have turned out very differently.


Instead what happens is this: Anne pushes open the door and she and the two men suddenly freeze.


She looks from one man to the other, startled by their presence, their behaviour, by their black balaclavas.


And by their guns. Pump-action shotguns. Even to someone who knows nothing about firearms, they look daunting.


One of the men, the shorter one, lets out a moan or perhaps it is a cry. Anne looks at him; he is stunned. She turns to the other man whose face is harsh and angular. The scene lasts only a few seconds during which the three players stand, shocked and speechless, all of them caught unawares. The two men quickly pull down their balaclavas, the taller one raises his weapon, half turns and, like an axeman preparing to fell an oak tree, hits Anne full in the face with the butt of his rifle.


With all his strength.


He literally shatters her cheekbone. He even gives a low grunt like a tennis player making a first serve.


Anne reels back, her hand reaching out for something to break her fall only to find empty air. The blow was so sudden, so brutal, she feels as though her head has been severed from her body. She is thrown almost a metre, the back of her skull slams against the door and she flings her arms wide and slumps to the ground.


The wooden rifle butt has smashed her face from jaw to temple, breaking her left cheekbone, leaving a ten-centimetre gash as her cheek splits like a ripe fruit, blood spurts everywhere. From outside, it would have sounded like a boxing glove hitting a punchbag. To Anne, it is like a sledgehammer swung with both hands.


The other man screams furiously. Anne only dimly hears him as she struggles to get her bearings.


The taller man calmly steps forward, aims the barrel of the shotgun at her head, chambers a round with a loud clack and is about to fire when his accomplice screams again. Louder this time. Perhaps even grabs the tall man’s sleeve. Anne is too stunned to open her eyes, only her hands move, flailing in an unconscious reflex.


The man holding the pump-action shotgun stops, turns, wavers: firing a gun is a sure way to bring the police running, any career criminal would tell you that. For a split second, he hesitates over the best course of action and, having made his decision, turns back to Anne and aims a series of kicks to her face and her stomach. She tries to dodge the blows, but she is trapped. There is no way out. On one side is the door against which she is huddled, on the other, the tall man balancing on his left foot as he lashes out with his right. Between salvoes, Anne briefly manages to catch her breath; the man stops for a moment, and perhaps because he is not getting the desired result, decides on a more radical approach: he spins the shotgun, raises it high and starts to hit her with the rifle butt as hard and as fast as he can.


He looks like a man trying to pound a stake into a patch of frozen ground.


Anne writhes and twists as she tries to protect herself, she slithers on the pool of her own blood, clasps her hands behind her neck. The first blow goes awry and lands on the back of her head, the second shatters her interlaced fingers.


This change of tactic does not go down well with the accomplice, since the smaller man now grabs his arm, preventing him from continuing. The tall man, unfazed, goes back to the more traditional method, aiming brutal kicks at her head with his heavy military-style boots. Curled into a ball, Anne tries to shield herself with her arms as blows rain on her head, her neck, her arms, her back; it is impossible to know how many, the doctors will say at least eight, the pathologist says nine.


It is at this point that Anne loses consciousness.


As far as the two men are concerned, the matter has been dealt with. But Anne’s body is now blocking the door leading to the arcade. Without a word, they bend down; the smaller man takes her arms and drags her towards him, her head thumping against the tiles. Once there is space to open the door, he drops her arms which fall back heavily, her languid, broken hands coming to rest in the oddly graceful pose of a painted Madonna. Had Camille witnessed the scene, he would immediately have noticed the curious resemblance between the position of Anne’s arms, her abandon, and a painting by Fernand Pelez called “The Victim”, something he would have found devastating.


The story could end here. The story of an ill-fated incident. But the taller of the two men does not see it like that. He is clearly the leader and he quickly weighs up the situation.


What is going to happen to this woman? What if she regains consciousness and starts to scream? What if she runs back into the Galerie? Worse, what if she manages to get out through the emergency exit and calls for help? Or crawls into a toilet cubicle and phones the police?


He puts his foot against the door to hold it open, bends down and, grabbing her by the right ankle, he leaves the toilets, dragging her behind him with the same ease, the same casual indifference with which a child might drag a toy.


Anne’s body is bruised and battered, her shoulder slams against the toilet door, her hip against the wall of the corridor, her head lolls as she is dragged along, banging into a skirting board or one of the plant pots in the Galerie. Anne is no more than a rag now, a sack, a lifeless doll leaving a scarlet trail that quickly clots. Blood dries fast.


She seems dead. The man drops her leg, abandoning her dislocated body without a second glance; he has no more use for her. He loads the pump-action shotgun with swift sure movements that emphasise his determination. The two men burst into Desfossés Jewellers yelling orders. The shop has only just opened. A witness, had there been one, would be struck by the disparity between their fury and the empty shop. The two men bark orders at the staff (two petrified women), and immediately lash out, punching them in the stomach, the face. The Galerie echoes with the sound of smashing glass, screams, whimpers, gasps of fear.


Perhaps it due to being dragged along the ground, to her head being bumped and jolted, but there is a sudden pulse of life and in that moment, Anne struggles to reconnect with reality.


Her brain, like a defective radar, tries desperately to make sense of what is happening, but it is futile, she is in shock, her mind literally numbed by the blows and the speed of events. Her body is racked with pain, she cannot move a muscle.


The spectacle of Anne’s body being dragged through the Galerie and abandoned in a pool of blood in the doorway of the jeweller’s has one positive effect: it lends a sense of urgency to the events.


The only people in the shop are the owner and a trainee assistant, a girl of about sixteen, thin as a leaf, who wears her hair pinned up in a chignon to give herself some gravitas. The moment she sees the two armed men in balaclavas, she knows it is a hold-up; hypnotised, sacrificed, passive as a victim about to be burned at the stake, she stands, her mouth opening and closing like a goldfish. Her legs can barely hold her up; she clutches the edge of the counter for support. Before her knees finally give way, the barrel of the shotgun is slammed into her face. Slowly, like a soufflé, she sinks to the ground. She will lie here as events play out, counting her heartbeats, shielding her head with her arms as though expecting a shower of stones.


The owner of the jeweller’s stifles a scream when she first sees Anne being dragged along the ground, skirt rucked up to her waist, leaving a wide, crimson wake. She tries to say something, but the words die in her throat. The taller of the two men is stationed at the entrance to the shop, keeping lookout, while the shorter man rushes her, aiming the barrel of his shotgun. He jabs it viciously into her belly and she only just manages not to vomit. He does not say a word; no words are necessary. Already she is working on automatic pilot. She clumsily disarms the alarm system, fumbles for the keys to the display cases only to realise she does not have them on her, she needs to fetch them from the back room; it is as she takes her first step that she realises she has wet herself. Her hand trembling, she holds out the bunch of keys. Though she will not mention this in her witness statement, at this moment she whispers to the man “Don’t kill me . . .” She would trade the whole world for another twenty seconds of life. As she says this, and without having to be asked, she lies down on the floor, hands behind her head, whispering fervently to herself: she is praying.


Given the viciousness of these thugs, one cannot help but wonder whether prayers, however fervent, serve any practical purpose. It hardly matters: while she prays, the two men quickly open the display cases and tip the contents into canvas bags.


The hold-up has been efficiently planned; it takes less than four minutes. The timing is perfectly judged, the decision to enter the arcade through the toilets is astute, the division of roles between the men is professional: while the first man ransacks the cabinets, the second, standing squarely in the doorway, keeps one eye on the shop and another on the rest of the arcade.


The C.C.T.V. camera inside the shop will show the first robber rifling through cases and drawers and grabbing anything of value. Outside, a second camera films the doorway and a narrow section of the arcade. It is on this footage that Anne’s sprawled body can be seen.


This is the point at which the meticulously planned robbery begins to go wrong; this is the moment on the camera footage when Anne appears to move. It is an almost imperceptible movement, a reflex. At first, Camille is hesitant, unsure what he has seen but, studying it with care, there can be no doubt . . . Anne moves her head from right to left, very slowly. It is a gesture Camille recognises: at certain times of the day when she needs to relax, she arches her neck, working the vertebrae and the muscles – the “sternocleidomastoid”, she says, a muscle Camille did not know existed. Obviously, on the video the gesture does not have the tranquil grace of a relaxation exercise. Anne is lying on her side, her right leg is drawn up so the knee touches her chest, her left leg is extended, her upper body is twisted as though she is trying to turn onto her back, her skirt is hiked up to reveal her white panties. Blood is streaming down her face.


She is not lying there; she was thrown there.


When the robbery began, the man in the doorway shot several quick glances at Anne, but since she was not moving, he focused his attention on watching the arcade. Now he ignores her, his back is turned, he has not even noticed the blood trickling under the heel of his right shoe.


Emerging from her nightmare, Anne struggles to make sense of what is going on around her. As she looks up, the camera briefly captures an image of her face. It is heartrending.


When he comes to this moment on the tape, Camille is so shocked he twice fumbles with the remote control before he manages to stop, rewind and pause: he does not recognise her. He can see nothing of Anne’s luminous features, her laughing eyes in this bruised, bloody face swollen already to twice its size, in these vacant eyes.


Camille grips the edge of the table, he feels an overwhelming urge to weep because Anne is staring straight into the lens, gazing directly at him as though she might speak, might beg him to come to her rescue; he cannot help but imagine this, and imagination can be devastating. Imagine someone you love, someone who relies on you for protection, imagine watching them suffer, watching them die and feel yourself break out in a cold sweat. Now, go one step further and imagine in that moment of excruciating terror, this person crying out to you for help and you will wish you could die too. This is how Camille feels, staring at the video monitor, utterly helpless. There is nothing he can do save watch, because it is all over . . .


It is unendurable, literally unendurable.


He will watch this footage dozens of times.


Anne behaves as though her surroundings do not exist. She would not react if the tall man were to stand over her and aim the barrel at the back of her head. It is a powerful survival instinct even if, watching it on the screen, it seems more like suicide: scarcely two metres away from a man with a shotgun who only minutes earlier made it clear that he was perfectly prepared to put a bullet in her head, Anne is about to do something that no-one in her position would wish to do. She is going to try to stand up. With no thought for the consequences. She is going to try to escape. Anne is a woman of great courage, but confronting a man with a sawn-off shotgun goes beyond bravery.


What is about to happen arises almost automatically from the situation: two opposing forces are about to collide and one or other must prevail. Both forces are caught up in the moment. The difference being that one is backed up by a 12-bore shotgun, which unquestionably gives him the upper hand. But Anne cannot gauge the balance of power, cannot rationally calculate the odds against her, she is behaving as though she were alone. She musters every ounce of strength – and from the flickering images, it is clear she has little left – draws up her leg, hoists herself laboriously with her arms, her hands slipping in a pool of her own blood. She almost falls back, but tries a second time; the slowness of her movements lends the scene a surreal quality. She feels heavy, numb, you can almost hear her gasping for breath, you want to heave her up, to drag her away, to help her to her feet.


Camille wants only to tell her not to move. Even if it takes a minute before the tall man turns and notices, Anne is so dazed, so out of it that she will not make it three metres before the first shotgun blast all but cuts her in two. But several hours have passed, Camille is staring at a video monitor, what he thinks now is of no importance: it is too late.


Anne’s actions are not governed by thought but by sheer determination which knows no logic. It is obvious from the video that her resolution is simply a survival instinct. She does not look like someone being threatened by a shotgun at point-blank range, she looks like a woman who has had too much to drink and is about to pick up her handbag – Anne has clung to the bag from the beginning – stagger to the door and make her way home. It seems as though what is stopping her is not a 12-bore shotgun, but her befuddled state.


What transpires next takes barely a second: Anne does not stop to think, she has struggled painfully to her feet. She manages to stay standing, her skirt is still hiked around her waist. She is scarcely upright before she begins to run.


At this point, everything goes wrong and what follows is a series of miscalculations, accidents and errors. It is as though, overwhelmed by events, God does not know how to play out the scene and so leaves the actors to improvise, which, ineptly, they do.


Anne does not know where she is, she cannot get her bearings, in fact in attempting to escape, she heads the wrong way. If she reached out a hand, she would touch the tall man’s shoulder, he would turn and . . .


She hesitates for a long moment, disorientated. It is a miracle that she manages to stay upright. She wipes her bloody face with her sleeve, tilts her head as though listening to something, she cannot seem to take that first step . . . Then, suddenly, she tries to run. As he watches the video, Camille falls apart as the last pillars of his stoic courage crumble.


Anne’s instinct is fine in theory; it is in practice that things go wrong. She skids in the pool of blood. She is skating. In a cartoon, it would be funny; in reality it is agonising because she is slipping in her own blood, struggling to stay on her feet, trying desperately to run and succeeding only in flapping and flailing dangerously. It looks as though she is running in slow motion. It is heart-stopping.


The tall man does not immediately realise what is happening. Anne is about to fall on top of him when her feet finally reach a patch of dry ground, she regains her balance and, as though powered by a spring, she begins to lurch.


In the wrong direction.


Initially, she follows a curious trajectory, spinning around like a broken doll. She makes a quarter turn, takes a step forward, stops, turns again like a disorientated walker trying to get her bearings, and eventually manages to stumble off in the vague direction of the exit. Several seconds pass before the robber realises that his prey is attempting to escape. The moment he does, he turns and fires.


Camille plays the video over and over: there is no doubt that the killer is surprised. He is gripping his gun next to his hip, the sort of stance a gunman takes when trying to hit anything within a radius of four or five metres. Perhaps he has not had time to regain his composure. Or perhaps he is too sure of himself – it often happens: give a nervous man a 12-bore shotgun and the freedom to use it and he immediately thinks he is a crack shot. Perhaps it is simply surprise, or perhaps it is a mixture of all these things. The fact remains that the barrel is aimed high, much too high. It is an impulsive shot. He does not even try to aim.


Anne does not see anything. She is still stumbling forward through a black hole when a deafening hail of glass rains down on her as the ornamental fanlight above her head is blown to smithereens. In the light of Anne’s fate, it seems cruel to mention that the stained-glass panel depicted a hunting scene: two dashing riders galloping towards a baying pack of hounds that have cornered a stag; the hounds are slavering, their teeth bared, the stag is already dead meat . . . It seems strange that the fanlight in the Galerie Monier, which survived two world wars, was finally destroyed by a ham-fisted thug . . . Some things are difficult to accept.


The whole Galerie trembles: the windows, the plate glass, the floor; people protect themselves as best they can.


“I hunched my shoulders,” an antiques dealer will later tell Camille, miming the action.


He is thirty-four (he is precise on this point; he is not thirty-five). The stubby moustache that curls at the ends looks a little too small for his large nose. His right eye remains almost entirely closed, like the figure in the helmet in Giotto’s painting “Idolatry”. Even thinking about the noise of the gunshot, he seems dumbfounded.


“Well, obviously, I assumed it was a terrorist attack. [He apparently thinks this explains matters.] But then I thought, that’s ridiculous, why would terrorists attack the Galerie, there’s no obvious target,” and so on . . .


The sort of witness who revises reality as fast as his memory will allow. But not someone to forget his priorities. Before going out into the arcade to see what was happening, he looked around to check whether there was any damage to his stock.


“Not so much as a scratch!” he says, flicking his thumb against his front tooth.


The Galerie is higher than it is wide; it is a corridor some fifty metres across lined by shops with plate-glass windows. In such a confined space the blast is colossal. After the explosion, the vibrations ripple out at the speed of sound, ricochet off every obstacle sending back wave upon wave of echoes.


The gunshot and the hail of glass stopped Anne in her tracks. She raises her arms to shield her head, tucks her chin into her chest, stumbles, falls onto her side and rolls across the glittering shards, but it takes more than a single shot and a shattered window to stop a woman like Anne. It seems incredible, but once more she gets to her feet.


The tall man’s first shot missed its mark, but he has learned his lesson; he takes the time to aim. On the C.C.T.V. footage, he can be seen reloading the shotgun, staring down the barrel; if the video were sufficiently high resolution, it would be possible to see his finger squeezing the trigger.


A black-gloved hand suddenly appears; the shorter man jostles his shoulder just as he fires . . .


The window of the nearby bookshop explodes, splinters of glass, some large as dinner plates, sharp and jagged as razors, fall and shatter on the tiles.


“I was in the little office at the back of the bookshop . . .”


The woman is about fifty, an archetypal businesswoman: short, plump, self-confident, expensive make-up, twice-weekly trips to the beautician, tinkling with bracelets, necklaces, chains, rings, brooches, earrings (it is a wonder the robbers did not take her with the rest of their loot), a gravelly voice – too many cigarettes and probably too much booze, Camille does not take the time to find out. The incident took place only a few hours earlier, he is in shock, impatient, he needs to know.


“I rushed out . . .” she gestures towards the arcade. She pauses, clearly happy to be the centre of attention. She wants to make the most of her little performance. With Camille, it will be short-lived.


“Get on with it,” he growls.


Not very polite for a policeman, she thinks, must be his height, it’s the kind of thing that must make you bitter, resentful. Moments after the gunshot, she witnessed Anne being hurled against a display case as though pushed by a giant hand, bouncing back against the plate-glass window and then crumpling on the floor. The image is still so powerful that the woman forgets her affectations.


“She was thrown against the window, but she was hardly on the ground before she was trying to get up again! [The woman sounds amazed, impressed.] She was bleeding and disorientated, flapping her arms around, slipping and sliding, you get the picture . . .”


On the C.C.T.V. footage, the two men seem to freeze for a moment. The shorter one shoves the shotgun aside and drops the bags on the floor. He squares up, it is as though they are about to come to blows. Tight-lipped beneath his balaclava, he seems to spit his words.


The tall man lowers the gun, one hand gripping the barrel, he hesitates for a moment, then reality takes hold. Reluctantly he watches Anne as she struggles to her feet and staggers towards the exit; but time is short, an alarm goes off inside his head, the raid has taken far too long.


His accomplice grabs the bags and tosses one to him; the decision is made. The two men run off and disappear from the screen. A split second later, the tall man turns back and reappears on the right-hand side of the image, grabs the handbag Anne abandoned when she fled, then disappears again. This time he will not be back. We know that the two men went through the toilets and out onto the rue Damiani, where a third man was waiting with a car.


*


Anne barely knows where she is. She falls, gets up and, somehow, manages to make it out of the arcade and onto the street.


“There was so much blood, and she was walking . . . she looked like a zombie.” A South American girl, dark hair, copper skin, about twenty. She works in the hairdressing salon on the corner and had just stepped out to get some coffees.


“Our machine is broken and someone has to go out and get coffee for the customers,” the manageress, Janine Guénot, explains. Standing, staring at Verhœven, she looks like a brothel madam, she has the same qualities. And the same sense of responsibility: she is not about to let one of her girls talk to some man on the street without keeping an eye open. The reason the girl went out – the coffee, the malfunctioning machine – hardly matters, Camille brushes it aside with a wave. Though not entirely.


Because at the moment Anne stumbled out into the street, the hairdresser was rushing back with five cups of coffee balanced on a tray. Clients in this neighbourhood are particularly annoying, being well heeled they feel entitled to be demanding, as though exercising some ancestral right.


“Serving lukewarm coffee would be a disaster,” the manageress explains with a pained expression.


Hence the young hairdresser’s haste.


Surprised and intrigued by the two gunshots she hears coming from the Galerie Monier, she is trotting along with her tray when she runs straight into a crazed woman, covered in blood, staggering out of the arcade. It is a shock. The two women collide, the tray goes flying and with it the cups, the saucers, the glasses of water, the coffee spills all over the blue trouser suit the hairdressers in the salon wear as a uniform. The gunshots, the coffee, the delay, she can deal with, but trouser suits are expensive. The voice of the manageress is shrill now, she wants to show Camille the damage. “It’s fine,” he waves away her concerns. She demands to know who is going to pay for the dry cleaning, the law must surely provide for such eventualities. “It’ll be fine,” Camille says again.


“And she didn’t even stop,” the woman insists, as though this were a prang with a moped.


By now, she is telling the story as though it happened to her. She imperiously takes over because, when all is said and done, this was one of “her girls”, and having coffee spilled all over her uniform means she has rights. Customers are all alike. Camille grabs her arm, she looks down at him curiously, as though observing a piece of dog shit on the pavement.


“Madame,” Camille says with a snarl, “stop pissing me about.”


The woman cannot believe her ears. And a dwarf at that! Now she’s seen it all. But Verhœven stares her down; it is unsettling. In the awkward silence, the young hairdresser tries to prove how anxious she is to keep her job.


“She was moaning . . .” the girl says, to distract Camille’s attention.


He turns to her, wants to know more. “What do you mean, moaning?”


“She was making these little cries, it was like . . . I don’t know how to explain it.”


“Try,” says the manageress, eager to redeem herself in the eyes of the policeman, you never know when it might be useful. She nudges the girl. Come on, tell the gentleman, what did they sound like, these cries? The girl stares at them, eyelashes fluttering, she is not sure what she is being asked to do and so, rather than describing Anne’s cries, she tries to mimic them. She begins to mouth little moans and whimpers, trying to find the right tone – aah, aah or maybe uhh, uhh, yes, that’s it, she says, concentrating now, uhh, uhh, and having found the right tone the moans grow louder, she closes her eyes then opens them wide and seconds later uhh, uhh, it sounds as though she is about to come.


They are standing in the street, a crowd begins to gather on the spot where street cleaners have carelessly hosed away Anne’s blood, which is still trickling into the gutter, they step on the fading scarlet blotches leaving Camille distraught . . . The crowd sees a diminutive police officer and, opposite him, the young hairdresser with the sallow tan who is staring at him strangely and making shrill, orgasmic sounds under the approving gaze of a brothel madam. Good heavens, it’s is hardly the sort of thing one expects to see in this neighbourhood. The other shopkeepers stand in their doorways, looking on appalled. The gunshots were bad enough – not the sort of publicity that’s going to attract customers – but now the whole street seems to have descended into a grotesque farce.


Camille goes on taking witness statements, comparing one to the other, trying to piece together what finally happened.


Utterly disoriented, Anne emerges from Galerie Monier onto the rue Georges-Flandrin next to number 34, turns right and staggers up towards the junction. A few metres on, she bumps into the hairdresser, but she does not stop, she hobbles on, leaning on the parked cars for support. Her bloody handprint is found on the roof and doors of several vehicles. To those on the street who heard the gunshots from the Galerie, this woman covered from head to foot in blood seems like an apparition. She seems to float, swaying this way and that but never stopping, she no longer knows what she is doing, she simply staggers on, groaning like a drunk, but moving forward. People stand aside to let her pass. One man dares to venture a concerned “Madame?”, but he is traumatised by so much blood.


“I can tell you, monsieur, I was truly terrified at the sight of the poor woman . . . I didn’t know what to do.”


He is clearly distraught, this elderly man with his calm face and his pitifully scrawny neck, his eyes are misted over. Cataracts, Camille thinks, his father suffered from cataracts before he died. After each phrase, the old man seems to slip into a dream. His eyes are fixed on Camille and there is a long pause before he picks up his story. He is overcome and he opens his frail arms wide; Camille swallows hard, assailed by conflicting emotions.


The old man calls out “Madame!”, but he dares not touch her, she is like a sleepwalker; he lets her pass, Anne stumbles on.


At this point, she turns right again.


There is no point wondering why. No-one knows. Because in doing so she turns into the rue Damiani. And two or three seconds after Anne turns into the street, the robbers’ car appears, driving at breakneck speed.


Heading straight towards her.


Seeing his victim within range, the tall man who smashed her head in and twice failed to shoot her cannot resist reaching for his shotgun. To finish the job. As the car comes alongside, the window winds down and the barrel of the gun is levelled at her. Everything happens quickly: Anne sees the gun, but is incapable of even the slightest movement.


“She stared at the car . . .” said the man, “I don’t know how to put it . . . it was like she was expecting it.”


He realises the enormity of what he is saying. Camille understands. What the old man means is that he senses a terrible weariness in Anne. After everything she has been through, she is ready to die. On this point everyone seems to agree: Anne, the shooter, the old man, fate, everyone.


Even the young hairdresser: “I saw the barrel of the gun poking out the window. And the lady, she saw it too. Neither of us could look away, but this lady, she was right there, right in the firing line, you understand?”


Camille holds his breath. Everyone, then, is in agreement. Everyone except the driver of the car. According to Camille – who has given the matter long and careful thought – at the time, the driver did not know about the carnage in the Galerie. Sitting in the getaway car, he probably hears the gunshots, knows too that the robbery was taking longer than planned. Panicked and impatient, he drums nervously on the steering wheel, he may even be thinking about driving away but then he sees the two men appear, one of them pushing the other towards the car . . . “Was anyone killed?” he wonders. “How many?” Finally, the robbers climb into the car. Under pressure, the driver starts the car and drives away, but as they come to the corner of the street – they have travelled scarcely two hundred metres since the car had to slow down at the traffic lights – he sees a woman lurching along the pavement, covered in blood. At that moment, the shooter probably shouts at him to slow down, rolls down his window, maybe even gives a howl of victory: one last chance, he cannot pass it up, it is as though fate itself is calling, as though he had found his soul mate, just when he had given up all hope she appears. He grabs the shotgun, brings it to his shoulder and aims. In the split second that follows, the driver suddenly imagines himself being held as an accomplice to cold-blooded murder in front of at least a dozen witnesses, to say nothing of whatever may have happened in the Galerie in which he is already implicated. The robbery has gone horribly wrong. He had not expected things to turn out like this . . .


“The car screeched to a halt,” says the hairdresser. “Just like that! The scream of the brakes . . .”


Traces of rubber on the street will make it possible to determine that the getaway car was a Porsche Cayenne.


Everyone in the vehicle pitches forward, including the gunman. His bullet shatters the doors and the side windows of the parked car next to which Anne stands, frozen, waiting to die. Everyone nearby drops to the ground, everyone except the elderly man who does not have time to move. Anne collapses just as the driver floors the accelerator, the car lurches forward and the tyres squeal. As the hairdresser gets to her feet she sees the old man, one hand leaning against a wall for support, the other clutching his heart.


Anne is lying on the pavement, one arm dangling in the gutter, one leg beneath a parked car.


“Glittering,” according to the old man, which is not surprising since she is covered with shards of glass from the shattered windscreen.


“It looked like a fall of snow . . .”


*


10.40 a.m.


The Turks are not happy.


Not happy at all.


The big man with his dogged expression is driving carefully, but as he negotiates the roundabout at the place de l’Étoile and heads down the avenue de la Grande-Armée, his knuckles on the steering wheel are white. He is scowling. He is naturally demonstrative. Or perhaps it is part of his culture to readily show emotion.


The younger brother is excitable. Volatile. He is swarthy with a brutish face, he is obviously thin-skinned. He too is demonstrative, he jabs the air with his finger, it’s exhausting. I don’t understand a word he’s saying – I’m Spanish – but it’s not hard to guess: we were hired to pull off a quick, lucrative robbery, and find ourselves caught up in the Gunfight at the O.K. Corral. He flings his arms wide: what if I hadn’t stopped you, what then? There is an awkward silence in the car. He spits the question, he’s obviously demanding to know what would have happened if the girl had died. Then, suddenly, he snaps, he loses his rag: we were supposed to be raiding a jeweller’s, not committing mass murder!


Like I said, it gets a bit wearing. Good thing I’m a peaceable man because if I’d got angry, things might have got out of hand.


Not that it really matters, but it’s frustrating. The kid is wasting his breath dishing out the blame when he’d be better off saving his strength, he’s going to need all his energy.


Things didn’t go exactly as planned, but we got a result, that’s all I care about. There are two big bags on the floor. Enough to be going on with for a while. And this is just the beginning, because I’ve got big plans, and there are more bags where those ones came from. The Turk is eyeing the bags too as he jabbers away to his brother, it sounds like they’re planning something, the driver is nodding. They carry on like I’m not here, they’re probably calculating the compensation they think they’re entitled to. Entitled . . . that’s a fucking laugh. From time to time, the little guy turns to me and yells something. I catch a couple of slang terms: “dosh”, “divvy up”. Where the fuck they learned them, I’ve no idea, they’ve hardly been in the country twenty-four hours. Who knows, maybe the Turks have a gift for languages. Not that I give a shit. Right now, the best thing I can do is look confused, play it cool, nod my head and give them an apologetic smile. We’re coming in to Saint-Ouen, traffic is light, we’re in the clear.


The banlieue flashes past. Jesus, the big Turk has got some pair of lungs on him. With all the shouting, by the time we get to the lock-up, the air in the car is unbreathable, it feels like he’s just getting to his Unified Theory of Everything. The little guy yells at me, asking the same question over and over, he’s demanding an answer, and to show he’s serious he flashes an index finger and taps it against his closed fist. Maybe it’s an offensive gesture back in Izmir, but here in Saint-Ouen it’s a different matter. The gist is obvious enough, it’s intended as a threat, the best course of action is to nod my head and agree. I don’t feel I’m being dishonest, because things are going to be sorted out soon enough.


Meanwhile, the driver has got out of the car and he’s struggling to open the padlock on the metal shutters of the garage. He twists the key this way and that, comes back to the car looking puzzled, he’s obviously thinking back: when he locked up, the key was working fine. He turns back towards the car and stands there sweating while the engine runs. There’s not much chance of us being spotted on this dead-end road in the middle of nowhere, but even so I don’t fancy hanging around for ever.


As far as they’re concerned, the padlock is just one more unexpected hitch. One too many. By now, the little guy is almost apoplectic. Nothing has gone according to plan, he feels conned, betrayed – “fucking French bastard” – the best thing I can do is look baffled, this whole thing about the lock not working is bizarre, we tried it yesterday and the garage door opened. I calmly step out of the car, looking surprised and confused.


The magazine of a Mossberg 500 holds seven rounds. Instead of yelling and screaming like a pack of hyenas, these arseholes would have been better off counting the spent rounds. They’re about to find out that if you don’t know shit about locks, you’d better know a thing or two about arithmetic. Because once I’m out of the car, all I have to do is walk slowly as far as the door to the lock-up, gently push the driver to one side – “Here, let me give it a go” – and when I turn, I’m perfectly positioned. There are just enough bullets to quickly aim at the driver and put a 70mm shell in his chest that flings him back against the concrete wall. Now for the little guy. I turn slightly and feel a sense of relief as I blast his brains out through the windshield. See the blood spurting. The shattered windscreen, the side windows dripping blood, I can’t see anything else. I step closer to inspect the damage: his head has been blown to pieces, all that’s left is his scrawny neck and his body, which is twitching still. Chickens run around after they’ve had their heads chopped off. Turks are much the same.


The Mossberg makes a hell of a racket, but the silence afterwards!


There’s no time to lose now. Unload the two bags, dig out the right key to open the lock-up, drag the big brother into the garage, roll the car in with the kid inside in two neat pieces – I have to roll it over the other guy, but it doesn’t matter, he’s not going to make a fuss now – pull down the metal shutters, lock it and it’s done and dusted.


All I need to do now is pick up the bags, walk to the far end of the cul-de-sac and get into the rental car. Actually, we’re not quite done yet. You might say this is just the beginning. Time to settle the scores. Take out the mobile phone, punch in the number that will set off the bomb. I can feel the shock wave from here. I’m a fair distance away, but even at forty metres I feel the rental car shake from the force of the blast. Now that’s an explosion. For the Turks, it’s a one-way ticket to the Gardens of Delight. They’ll be able to feel up a few virgins. A plume of black smoke rises over the roofs of the workshops – most of them are boarded up, the local municipality has the land earmarked for redevelopment. I’ve just given them a helping hand with the demolition. It’s possible to be an armed robber and still have a sense of civic duty. Within thirty seconds, the fire brigade will be on their way. There’s no time to lose.


Stash the bags of jewellery in a left-luggage locker at the Gare du Nord. Drop the key into a letterbox on the boulevard Magenta.


My fence will send someone to pick up the haul.


Finally, assess the situation. They say killers always return to the scene of the crime. I like to respect tradition.


*


11.45 a.m.


Two hours before going to Armand’s funeral, Camille receives a phone call asking whether he knows a certain Anne Forestier. His number is the first entry in the contacts list on her mobile and the last number that she dialled. The call sends a cold shiver down his spine: this is how you learn that someone is dead.


But Anne is not dead. “She has been the victim of an assault. She has been taken to hospital.” From the tone of the woman’s voice, Camille immediately knows that Anne is in a bad way.


In fact, Anne is in a very bad way. She is much too weak to be questioned. The officers in charge of the investigation have said they will call round as soon as possible. It took several minutes of heated negotiation with the ward sister – a thirty-year-old woman with bee-stung lips and a nervous tic affecting her right eye – for Camille to get permission to go into Anne’s room. And then only on condition that he not stay too long.


He pushes open the door and stands for a moment on the threshold. Seeing her like this is devastating.


At first he can only make out her bandaged head. She looks as though she might have been run over by a truck. The right side of her face is a single, blue-black bruise so swollen that her eyes, barely visible, seem to have withdrawn into her skull. The left side is marked by a gash at least ten centimetres long, the edges where the wound has been sutured are a sallow red. Her lips are split and inflamed, her eyelids blue and puffy. Her nose has been broken and has swollen up to three times its normal size. Anne keeps her mouth slightly open, her bottom gums are bleeding, and a thread of spittle trickles onto the pillow. She looks like an old woman. Her arms, bandaged from her shoulders to her splinted fingers, lie on top on the sheets. The dressing on the right hand is smaller and it is possible to make out a deep wound that has been stitched.


When she becomes aware of Camille’s presence, she tries to reach out her hand, her eyes fill with tears, then her energy seems to drain away. She closes her eyes then opens them again. They are glassy and expressionless; even her beautiful green irises seem colourless.


Her head lolls to one side, her voice is hoarse. Her tongue seems heavy and clearly painful where unconsciously she bit into it; it is difficult to make out what she is saying, the labial consonants are inaudible.


“I feel sore . . .”


Camille cannot utter a word. Anne tries to speak, he lays a hand on the sheet to calm her, he does not dare to touch her. She suddenly seems nervous, agitated; he wants to do something to help, but what? Call a nurse? Anne’s eyes are shining, there is something she urgently needs to say.


“. . . graaa’ . . . ’eet . . . ard . . .”


She is still dazed by the suddenness of what has happened, as though it has just happened now.


Bending down, Camille listens carefully, he pretends to understand, he tries to smile. Anne sounds as though she is talking through a mouthful of scalding soup. Camille can hear only mangled syllables, but he concentrates and after a minute he begins to decipher words, to guess at meaning . . . Mentally, he translates. It is amazing how quickly we can adapt. To anything. Amazing, and a little sad.


“Grabbed,” he hears, “beat . . . hard.”


Anne’s eyebrows, her eyes grow wide with terror as though the man were once more standing in front of her, about to club her with the rifle butt. Camille gently reaches out and rests a hand on her shoulder, Anne flinches and gives a strangled cry.


“Camille . . .” she says.


She turns her head, it is difficult to make out what she says. The words are a sibilant hiss through three shattered teeth – the upper and lower incisors on the left hand side – that make her look like she is thirty years older, like Fantine in a crude production of “Les Misérables”. Though she has begged the nurses, no-one has dared to give her a mirror.


In fact, though she can barely move, she tries to cover her mouth with the back of her hand when she speaks. More often than not she fails and her mouth looks like a gaping wound, the lips bruised and bluish.


“. . . going to operate . . .?”


This is what Camille thinks he hears. She starts to cry again; her tears seem to come independently of her words, with no apparent logic they suddenly well up and course down her cheeks. Anne’s face is a mask of mute astonishment.


‘”We don’t know yet . . .” Camille says, his voice low. “Try to relax. Everything is going to be fine . . .”


But already Anne’s mind is elsewhere. She turns her head away, as though she were ashamed. Her voice is barely audible now. Camille thinks he can make out the words “Not like this . . .” She does not want anyone to see her in this state. She manages to turn onto her stomach. Camille lays a hand on her shoulder, but Anne does not react, she stubbornly looks away, her body shaken by ragged sobs.


“Do you want me to stay?”


There is no answer. Not knowing what to do, Camille stays. After a long moment, Anne shakes her head at something though it is impossible to know what – at what is happening, at what has happened, at the grotesque farce that can engulf our lives without warning, at the injustice victims cannot help but see as personal. It is impossible to ask her. It is too soon. They are not in the same moment. There is nothing they can say.


It is impossible to tell whether she is asleep. Slowly, she turns onto her back, eyes closed. And does not move again.


There.


Camille gazes at her, listening intently, comparing her breathing to that when she is asleep, a sound he knows better than anyone in the world. He has spent hours watching her sleep. In the early days, he would get up in the middle of the night to sketch her features that looked like a swimmer’s, because during the day he could never quite capture the subtle magic of her face. He has made hundreds of drawings, spent countless hours attempting to reproduce the purity of her lips, her eyelids. Or sketched her body silhouetted in the shower. His magnificent failures had taught him just how important she is: though he can draw an almost photographic likeness of anyone in a few scant minutes, there is something inexpressible, something indefinable about Anne that eludes his gaze, his senses, his powers of observation. The woman who lies swollen and bandaged before him now has nothing of the magic, all that remains is the outer shell, and ugly, terribly prosaic body.


It is this that, as the minutes pass, fuels Camille’s anger.


From time to time, Anne wakes with a start, gives a little cry, glances round wildly and in those moments Camille sees a new and utterly unfamiliar expression, one he saw on Armand’s face in the weeks before he died: the incredulous shock that things have come to this. Incomprehension. Injustice.


Hardly has he recovered from the upset than the nurse comes to tell him visiting hours are over. She is self-effacing, but she waits for him to leave. She wears a name-tag that reads “FLORENCE”. She keeps her hands clasped behind her back, at once determined and respectful, her compassionate smile rendered utterly artificial by collagen or hyaluronic acid. Camille wants to stay until Anne can tell him everything, he is frantic to know what happened. But all he can do is wait. Leave. Anne needs to rest. Camille leaves.


It will be twenty-four hours before he begins to understand.


And twenty-four hours is much more time than a man like Camille might need to lay to waste the whole earth.


Emerging from the hospital, Camille knows only those few details given him over the telephone and later, here, at the hospital. In fact, aside from broad strokes, no-one knows anything; it has so far been impossible to retrace the precise sequence of events. Camille’s only piece of evidence is Anne’s disfigured face, a harrowing image that merely serves to fuel the anger of a man inclined to strong emotions.


By the time he has reached the exit, Camille is seething.


He wants to know everything, to know it now, to know it before everyone else, he wants . . .


Camille is not a vengeful man by nature, although, like anyone, there have been moments when he was tempted. But Philippe Buisson, the man who killed his first wife, is still very much alive, despite the fact that, given his contacts, it would have been a simple matter for Camille to have ordered a hit on him in prison.


And this time, seeing the attack on Anne, he is not motivated by a desire for revenge. It is as though what has happened threatens his own life. He needs to act, to do something, because he cannot grasp the magnitude of this incident that has almost destroyed his relationship with Anne, the only thing since Irène’s death that has given it meaning.


What to others might seem like pompous platitudes sound very different to someone who already feels responsible for the death of a loved one. Such things change a man.


As he dashes down the steps of the hospital, he sees Anne’s face again, the yellow rings around her eyes, the livid bruising, the swollen flesh.


He has just pictured her dead.


He does not yet know how or why, but someone has tried to kill her.


It is this sense of déjà vu that panics him. After Irène was murdered . . . The circumstances are completely different. Irène was personally targeted by her killer whereas Anne simply ran into the wrong man at the wrong time, but in the moment, Camille is incapable of untangling his emotions.


But he is also incapable of letting things take their course without doing something.


Without trying to do something.


In fact, though he does not realise it, he instinctively began to act from the moment he received the telephone call. Anne had “sustained injuries”, he was told by the woman from the Préfecture de Police, having been involved in an “altercation” during an armed robbery in the 8th arrondissement. “Altercation” is one of Camille’s favourite words. Everyone on the force loves it. Police officers are also fond of “perpetrator” and “stipulate”, but “altercation” is particularly practical since in four syllables it covers everything from a heated argument to a vicious beating, leaving the other party to infer whatever they please.


“What kind of ‘altercation’?”


The officer did not know, she was probably reading from a report, Camille could not help but wonder whether she even understood what she was saying.


“Armed robbery. Shots fired. Madame Forestier did not sustain gunshot wounds, but she was injured during an altercation. She has been taken to the nearest casualty department.”


Shots fired? At Anne? During a hold-up? It is difficult to make sense of the words, impossible to imagine the scene. Anne and “armed robbery” are concepts that have nothing in common . . .


The woman on the telephone explained that, when she was found, Anne did not have a bag or any form of identification; officers had discovered her name and address from the mobile telephone lying nearby.


“We called her home number, but there was no reply.”


So they had dialled the number Anne had called the most frequently – Camille’s number.


The woman asked his surname for her report. She pronounced it “Verona”. Camille corrected her: “Verhœven”. There was a brief silence and then she asked him to spell it.


This triggered something in Camille’s mind.


Verhœven is hardly a common surname, and in the police force it is very unusual. And, frankly, Camille is not the sort of policeman people forget. It is not simply the matter of his uncommonly small stature, every officer knows his history, his reputation, they know about Irène, about the Alex Prévost case. To most people, Camille might as well have a tattoo reading “As seen on T.V.”. He has made a number of high-profile appearances on television; cameramen favour an angled shot of his hawk-like features, his balding pate. But the assistant had clearly never heard about Verhœven, the renowned commandant de police, the T.V. appearances: she asked him to spell his name.


In hindsight, Camille decides that this is the first piece of good news in a day that bodes no others.


“Ferroven, did you say?” the girl said.


“That’s right,” Camille replied, “Ferroven.”


And he spelled it for her.


*


2.00 p.m.


Such is the nature of the human animal: give them an accident and people immediately hang out of their windows. As long as there’s a flashing police light or a smear of blood, there will be a rubbernecker there to pry. And right now, there are lots of them. I mean, an armed robbery in the middle of Paris, shots fired . . . Disneyland has nothing on this.


In theory the street is cordoned off, but that doesn’t stop pedestrians strolling past. The order has been given that only residents are allowed through the barrier, but it’s a waste of time – everyone claims to be a resident because everyone wants to know what the hell is going on. Things have calmed down a little, but from what people are saying, it was chaos this morning. With all the police cars, police vans, forensics teams and motorcycles clogging up the Champs-Élysées, the city was gridlocked from Place de la Concorde to l’Étoile and from the boulevard Malesherbes to the Palais de Tokyo. I have to say that just knowing I’m responsible for all that chaos is kind of exhilarating.


When you’ve fired a shotgun at a woman covered in blood and made off, tyres shrieking, in a four-by-four with fifty grand’s worth of jewels, coming back to the crime scene gives you a little thrill, like Proust and his madeleine. It’s quite pleasant, actually. It’s not hard to be cheerful when your plans work out. There’s a little café on Georges-Flandrin right next to the Monier. The perfect location. It’s called Le Brasseur. The noise is deafening. Everyone babbling and arguing. It’s very simple: everyone saw everything, heard everything, knows everything.


I stand at the far end of the bar, keeping a low profile, away from the people milling in the doorway, I blend in, I listen.


Fuckwits, the lot of them.


*


2.15 p.m.


The autumn sky looks as though it has been painted especially for this cemetery. There are lots of people. This is the advantage of serving officers, they turn up to funerals en masse so you are guaranteed a crowd.


From a distance, Camille spots Armand’s family, his wife, his children, his brothers and sisters. Well groomed, ramrod straight, desolate, serious. He does not know what they are like in reality, but they look like a family of Quakers.


Armand’s death four days earlier devastated Camille. It also liberated him. For weeks and weeks he had been visiting the hospital, holding Armand’s hand, talking to him even when the doctors could no longer tell whether he could hear or understand. And so now he simply nods to Armand’s widow from afar. After the longs months of agony, after all the words he has said to Armand’s wife, his children, Camille has nothing left. He did not even need to come today: he has given everything he had to give.


Camille and Armand had a number of things in common. They had started out together at the police academy, a youthful connection made all the more precious by the fact that neither of them had ever truly been young.


Then there was Armand’s pathological tight-fistedness. He waged a battle to the death against expense and, ultimately, against money. Camille cannot help but think of his death as a victory for capitalism. It was not this meanness that united them but the fact that, in their different ways, they were small men with an overwhelming need to compensate. It was a kind of solidarity for the differently abled.


Moreover his long, slow death had confirmed that Armand thought of Camille as his best friend.


What we mean to others can be a powerful bond.


Of the four original members of his team, Camille is the only one now standing in the cemetery, something he finds difficult to accept.


His assistant, Louis Mariani, has not yet arrived. Camille is not worried, Louis is a man with a strong sense of duty, he will be here – for someone of Louis’ social class, missing a funeral, like farting at the dinner table, is unimaginable.


Cancer of the oesophagus gives Armand the perfect excuse for absence.


That leaves Maleval, whom Camille has not seen for several years. Maleval was a brilliant young officer before he was dismissed from the force. Despite their differences, he and Louis were good friends, they were roughly the same age and they complemented each other. Until it was discovered that Maleval had been feeding information to the man who murdered Irène. He had not done so deliberately, but he had done it all the same. At the time, Camille could happily have killed him with his bare hands, the brigade criminelle came very close to suffering a tragedy worthy of the House of Atreus. But after Irène’s death, Camille was a broken man; he spent years ravaged by depression and afterwards his life seemed meaningless.


He misses Armand more than anyone. With his death, Verhœven’s team has been wiped off the face of the earth. This funeral is the beginning of a new chapter in which Camille will try to rebuild his life. Nothing could be more fragile.


Armand’s family are just going into the crematorium when Louis arrives. Pale cream Hugo Boss suit, very elegant. “Hi, Louis.” Louis does not say “Hello, guv.” Camille has forbidden the expression, they’re not in some T.V. police series.


The question that sometimes nags Camille about himself is even more relevant to his assistant: what the hell is this guy doing on the force? He was born into a wealthy family and, as if that were not enough, is gifted with an intellect that saw him accepted into the finest schools a dilettante can attend. Then, inexplicably, he joined the police to work for a schoolteacher’s salary. At heart, Louis is a romantic.


“You O.K.?”


Camille nods, he is fine, in fact he’s not really here at all. Most of him is still back at the hospital where Anne, doped up on painkillers, is waiting to be taken for X-rays and a C.A.T. scan.


Louis stares at his boss for just a second too long, nods, then gives a low hmm. Louis is man of great tact for whom hmm, like the tic of pushing his hair back with the left or right hand, is a private language. This particular hmm clearly translates: that long face isn’t just about the funeral, is there something else going on? And for that something else to intrude on Armand’s funeral, it must be pretty serious . . .


“The team is going to be assigned to deal with an armed robbery up in the 8th this morning . . .”


Louis cannot help but wonder whether this is the answer to his question.


“Many casualties?”


Camille nods, shrugs, yes, no.


“A woman . . .”


“Dead?”


Yes, no, not really, Camille frowns, staring straight ahead as though through dense fog.


“No . . . Well, not yet . . .”


Louis is rather surprised. This is not the kind of case the team usually work on, Commandant Verhœven has no experience in armed robbery. Then again, why not? Louis thinks, but he has known Camille long enough to realise that something is wrong. He manifests his surprise by looking down at his shoes, a pair of impeccably polished Crockett & Joneses, and coughs briefly, almost inaudibly. For Louis, this is the height of expressible emotion.


Camille jerks his chin towards the cemetery, the crematorium.


“As soon as this is over, I’d like to fill you in. Unofficially . . . The team hasn’t been called in yet . . . [Camille finally dares to look at his assistant.] I just want us to be ahead of the game.”


He glances around for Le Guen and quickly spots him. It would be difficult to miss him, the man is a colossus.


“O.K., we should go . . .”


Back when Le Guen was commissaire and his direct superior, Camille had only to lift a finger to get whatever he wanted; these days, things are more complicated.
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