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			Neighbour

			I’m sure she’s an alcoholic

			Have you seen the way she shakes?

			 

			Neighbour’s husband

			She’s positively quaking. She must be in the grip of Evil

			She must have serpents in her head

			 

			Gérald Aubert A Difference of Opinion
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			May 5

			Mathilde drums a forefinger on the steering wheel.

			The cars along the motorways have been engaged in a hesitation waltz for the past half-­hour, and the Saint-­Cloud tunnel is still at least ten kilometres away. The traffic remains at a complete standstill for minutes at a time, then, mysteriously, the horizon clears, and the Renault 25, almost grazing the crash barrier, moves off, 60, 70, 80 kph, only to come to another juddering halt. The accordion effect. Mathilde could kick herself. She wouldn’t mind, but she took every precaution; she set off early, stuck to trunk roads for as long as possible, and joined the motorway only when the traffic reports assured her there were no tailbacks.

			“All that to end up in this shitshow . . .”

			Generally, Mathilde is polite and soft-­spoken; not at all the kind of woman to be crude. She swears only when she is alone; it relieves the tension.

			“Well, I would have had to go at some point or other . . .”

			She is surprised by her own flippant tone. Never has she been so lackadaisical. To risk running late, today of all days. She thumps the dashboard, furious with herself.

			Mathilde sits very close to the steering wheel because of her stubby arms. She is sixty-­three years old, short, plump and heavy. A glance at her face is enough to know that once she was beautiful. Indeed, very beautiful. In some of the photographs from the war years, she is a young woman of surprising grace, with a sinuous figure and long blonde hair that frames a face that is smiling yet extremely sensual. Obviously, these days everything has doubled in size, her chin, her bust, her derrière, but she has retained the same blue eyes, the same thin lips, and there is a harmony to her features that evokes her former beauty. If, over the years, her body has begun to sag, Mathilde has been careful to preserve everything else, to focus on the details: clothes that are stylish and expensive (she can afford them), a trip to the salon every week, a professional makeup artist, and, most importantly, perfectly manicured hands. She can bear to see the advancing crow’s feet and the accumulating kilos, but she could not abide her hands to be less than immaculately groomed.

			
			

			Because of her weight (seventy-­eight kilos on the bathroom scales this morning), she suffers in the heat. The motorway tailback is an ordeal, she can feel sweat trickling between her breasts, her buttocks feel damp, she is desperate for the traffic to move so that she can feel the faint breeze on her face. The return journey to Paris is almost as excruciating as the weekend she just spent with her daughter in Normandy, which was only just bearable. There were endless games of gin rummy. Her cretinous son-­in-­law insisted on watching the Formula 1 Grand Prix on television and, if that was not bad enough, on Saturday they served leek vinaigrette, which took Mathilde all night to digest.

			“I should have headed back last night.”

			She looks at the watch and swears again.

			In the back seat, Ludo lifts his head.

			Ludo is a hulking, one-­year-­old Dalmatian with a gormless look but a gentle disposition. From time to time, he opens one eye, studies his mistress’s thick neck and sighs. He never feels completely relaxed with her, she is prone to violent mood swings, especially lately. In their early days together, everything was fine, but now . . . it’s not unusual for him to get a kick in the ribs for no reason he can comprehend. But Ludo is loyal to a fault, the kind of dog that stands by its owner even on their bad days. He has learned to be a little wary, though, especially when he can sense that she is on edge. As she is right now. Seeing her huff and pant behind the wheel, he prudently lies down and plays dead.

			
			

			For the twentieth time since turning onto the motorway, Mathilde mentally traces a route to the avenue Foch. In a straight line, she would be there in less than fifteen minutes; but she still has to navigate the horrors of the tunnel at Saint-­Cloud . . . This is why she is raging at the world at large, and especially at her daughter, though she is not to blame for this predicament. Not that Mathilde cares about such niceties. Every time she visits her daughter, she is shocked by the little country house that so reeks of narrow-­minded bourgeois values it is almost a parody. Her son-­in-­law comes back from playing tennis sporting a broad smile and a towel draped casually around his neck, as though he were in a TV commercial. When her daughter tends the cottage garden, she looks like Marie-­Antoinette playing the peasant at le Petit Trianon. It’s a constant reminder to Mathilde that her daughter is no Gloria Steinem; if she were, she would never have married such a milksop . . . An American to boot. And dumb as a sack of hammers. But then again, he’s American. It’s a blessing they’ve never had children; Mathilde sincerely hopes her daughter is barren. Or her husband is firing blanks. Because she cannot bear to picture the children they would have . . . The sort of brats just begging to be smacked. Mathilde likes dogs, but she hates children. Especially girls.

			
			

			Maybe I’m being unfair, she thinks, though she does not believe this for a minute.

			It’s because of the traffic jam. When she drives to work on weekdays, it’s the same, she feels anxious and impatient; add to that the pusillanimous Sunday drivers and, well . . . Perhaps she could postpone until next Sunday . . . ? She considers the idea, but this particular task has to be done today. She has never been a week late . . .

			Then, suddenly, for reasons no-­one understands, the bottleneck suddenly clears.

			Unaccountably, the Renault hurtles through the Saint-­Cloud tunnel and in a matter of seconds emerges onto the périphérique. Mathilde feels her limbs relax as she notices that, though the traffic is still heavy, it is flowing. In the back seat, Ludo breathes a long sigh of relief. Mathilde floors the accelerator, swerving to overtake a slowcoach, then just as quickly slows, remembering that the ring road is littered with speed cameras. Don’t do anything foolish. She shrewdly pulls over into the middle lane, behind a Peugeot belching white smoke, and smiles as she passes the Porte Dauphine and sees the flash of the hidden speed camera in the left-­hand lane.

			Porte Maillot, the avenue de la Grande-­Armée.

			Mathilde wants to avoid the place de l’Étoile, so she turns right and heads along the avenue Foch. She feels calm now. It is half past eight. She is running a little early. Perfect. It was a close call; she can hardly believe her luck. Perhaps luck is part of the skill, who knows? She turns into the side street, pauses near a pedestrian crossing, turns off the engine but leaves the headlights on.

			Thinking they are home, Ludo stands up on the back seat and starts to whimper. Mathilde stares at him in the rear-­view mirror.

			
			

			“No!”

			She does not raise her voice, but the curt, peremptory tone brooks no appeal. Instantly, the dog curls up, gives his mistress a repentant look, then closes his eyes, stifling a sigh.

			Mathilde puts on the glasses that hang on a thin chain around her neck and rummages in the glove compartment. She takes out a piece of paper and is about to reread it when she sees a car up ahead drive off. Mathilde coolly pulls into the parking space, turns off the engine again, puts on her glasses, leans back against the headrest and shuts her eyes. It’s a miracle that she made it here on time. She vows to be more assiduous in future.

			The avenue Foch is quiet and peaceful; it must be nice to live here.

			Mathilde rolls down the window. Now that the car is stationary, the air feels somewhat muggy, pervaded by the smells of Dalmatian and perspiration. She longs to take a shower. All in good time . . . In the wing mirror she sees a man in the distance walking his dog down the side street. Mathilde heaves a sigh. Out on the broad avenue, the cars flash past. There is not much traffic so late in the day. Especially on a Sunday. The soaring plane trees barely quiver. The night promises to be oppressive.

			Although Ludo has not moved, Mathilde turns and jabs her finger at him. “Lie down! Stay! OK?” The dog complies.

			She opens the car door and, gripping the frame with both hands, she levers herself out of the car. She needs to lose weight. Her skirt has rucked up over her considerable behind. She pulls it into place, a gesture that has become habit. She walks round the car, opens the passenger door, takes out a light raincoat and slips it on. Up above, a warm breeze gently stirs the tall trees. To her left, the man is drawing closer, while his dachshund sniffs the car tyres and tugs at his leash; Mathilde is fond of dachshunds, they have a placid temperament. The man flashes her a smile. This is how people sometimes meet each other, they have dogs, they talk about dogs, they strike up a friendship. Especially since the dog walker is a rather good-­looking man in his fifties. As Mathilde returns the smile, she takes her right hand from her raincoat pocket. The man stops in his tracks as he sees the Desert Eagle pistol fitted with a long silencer. Mathilde’s upper lip curls into an imperceptible sneer. For a split second she aims the barrel between the man’s eyes, then allows it to dip and shoots him in the groin. The man stares in wide-­eyed astonishment; the information has not yet reached his brain. He doubles over, spasms and soundlessly collapses. Mathilde trudges around the body. The brownish stain between the man’s legs slowly spreads across the pavement. The man’s eyes are wide open, his mouth agape, an expression of surprise and pain. Mathilde crouches down and stares at him. He is not dead. Mathilde’s expression is a curious mixture of amazement and pleasure. Like that of a chubby little boy who has just discovered a rare insect. She stares at the man’s lips as small waves of blood appear with a stomach-­churning smell. Mathilde looks as though she is about to say something; her lips quiver with nervous agitation, her left eye twitches spasmodically. She places the barrel of the gun in the middle of the man’s forehead and lets out a sort of wail. His eyes look as though they might pop out of their sockets. Unexpectedly, Mathilde changes her mind and shoots him in the throat. The impact of the blast seems to sever the head from the neck. Mathilde steps back in disgust. The whole scene has taken no more than thirty seconds. Mathilde sees the petrified dachshund frantically tugging at its leash. It stares at her dumbly and she shoots it in the head. Fully half of the dog is vaporised by the blast; what remains is a hunk of meat.

			
			

			Mathilde turns and looks out at the avenue. It is as calm as ever. Cars impassively flash past. The pavement is deserted, as one would expect of a well-­heeled neighbourhood at dusk. Mathilde climbs back into the car, puts the gun on the passenger seat, turns on the ignition and quietly drives away.

			She pulls out of the side street and drives back down the avenue towards the ring road.

			Ludo, roused by the sound of the ignition, stands up and lays his head on Mathilde’s shoulder.

			She takes one hand from the steering wheel, strokes the Dalmatian’s muzzle, and coos:

			“Good dog, good dog!”

			It is 9.40 p.m.

			 

			It is 9.45 p.m. when Vasiliev finishes work. The office smells of sweat. The only advantage of working the late shift at the Police Judiciaire is that it gives him time to clear the huge backlog of reports demanded by Commissaire Occhipinti, who never actually reads them. “Just give me a summary, old man,” he says, cramming handfuls of peanuts into his mouth. Just the thought of that face, that smell, makes Vasiliev want to retch . . .

			He has barely eaten today, and now he is dreaming of opening a tin . . . A tin of what, he wonders. Mentally, he pictures his kitchen cupboards. Tins of peas, green beans, tuna, we’ll see . . . Vasiliev is no gourmet, in fact he does not much care for food. It is something he readily admits: I don’t enjoy eating. Whenever he says this, the people he is with turn and say, I don’t believe it, how can you not like food? The French consider it an aberration, it is antisocial. It is unpatriotic. As for Vasiliev, he continues to feed on tinned beef, redcurrant jelly and sugary drinks all year round; he lets his stomach take the strain. Such a diet would make anyone else obese. Vasiliev has not put on a single gram in more than a decade. The real advantage is that there are no dishes to wash. There are no saucepans or utensils in his kitchen, only a dustbin and some stainless-­steel cutlery.

			
			

			But right now, he must put the tin and its contents to the back of his mind since he has to go to Neuilly to visit Monsieur de la Hosseray.

			“He’s been asking to see you for a while now,” the nurse told him. “He’d be very disappointed if you didn’t come.”

			The nurse, whose name is Tevy, has a strong Cambodian accent. She is a little woman in her early thirties. She is a full head shorter than him, but it does not seem to trouble her. She’s been caring for Monsieur for a month now. Tevy is friendly and much more obliging than the previous nurse, a real termagant . . . A nice girl, Vasiliev thinks, though he has had no real opportunity to talk to her; he doesn’t want to seem . . . well, you know . . .

			“You have to understand,” he said plaintively, “when you’re working the late shift, you never know what time you’ll get off.”

			“Of course,” said Tevy, “it’s the same for us nurses.”

			Her tone is not critical, but Vasiliev is quick to feel guilt. Tevy works with another nurse, but it is she who covers most of the shifts, and Vasiliev has never quite worked out her schedule.

			“Call me when you’re done,” she says gently. “I’ll let you know whether it’s worth making the trip . . .”

			Translation: whether Monsieur de la Hosseray is awake and not too tired. He sleeps a lot, and his lucid moments are unpredictable.

			
			

			When, at 9.55 p.m., his colleague Maillet comes to relieve him, Vasiliev has no choice but to head to Neuilly. He is craven enough to look for a pretext, but too honest to make up an excuse.

			Grudgingly, he pulls on his jacket, turns off the light and trudges down the corridor, exhausted after a senseless day.

			Vasiliev. René Vasiliev.

			It sounds Russian because it is Russian. He takes his surname from his father, a tall, broad-­shouldered man with a thick moustache, his likeness forever enshrined in an oval frame on the sideboard in the dining room. Papa’s name was Igor. He seduced Maman on 8 November 1949 and died three years later to the day – thereby showing himself to be a fastidious, punctual man. During those three years, he drove his taxi through the streets of Paris, sired a little René for Maman, then fell into the Seine one night after a drunken binge with a few White Russian friends who had never learned to swim any more than he had. He was pulled from the river and died of severe pneumonia.

			This is why René’s surname is Vasiliev.

			Vasiliev’s first name is René because Maman wanted to honour her father. So it is that the police inspector bears the first and last names of two men he never knew.

			From his papa, René Vasiliev inherited his height (one metre ninety-­three); from his maman, his leanness (seventy-­nine kilos). From his papa, he inherited a high forehead, a broad chest, a lumbering gait, a clear eye and a lantern jaw. From his maman, a certain tendency to indolence, boundless patience and an unfailing probity. It is curious that, although tall, lanky and somewhat gangling, he looks completely hollow – probably because he lacks muscle.

			
			

			René’s hair began to recede when he was twenty. Five years later, the perfidious retreat stopped as abruptly as it had begun, leaving a round, bald patch on the top of his head, the scars of the battle waged by his mother with unguents, potions, pickled eggs and miracle cures, a war of attrition Vasiliev placidly endured, one that Maman felt certain she would win. Today he is a silent, single-­minded man of thirty-­five. Since Maman died, he has lived alone in the apartment they once shared, which he has redecorated a little, but not too much. The best that can be said of what little family he has left is that their breath stinks. Aside from a navy jumper and a pewter hipflask he used to fill with vodka, Papa left him with nothing but the memory of Monsieur de la Hosseray, whom Igor had been driving around morning, noon and night – since long before he met Maman – acting almost as his personal chauffeur. When Papa died, Monsieur de la Hosseray felt so moved that he decided to give little René a bursary, since his mother was almost destitute. Thus, in memory of his favourite taxi driver, the beloved benefactor funded René’s studies, including his law degree and his training at the National Police Academy. Monsieur de la Hosseray is reputedly childless (though this is debatable . . .) and has no family (or if he does, they are extremely inconspicuous, since Vasiliev has never known anyone to visit him). When he dies, all his goods and chattels will go to the government that he served conscientiously for forty-­three years, most notably as a préfet in some département (Indre-­et-­Loire? Cher? Loiret? René can never remember), before taking a post as Minister of State, thereby elevating Igor Vasiliev to the status of VIP driver, i.e. a driver who transports a VIP.

			
			

			Time was René wondered whether there had once been something between Maman and Monsieur de la Hosseray, because, let’s face it, you don’t give a bursary to a taxi driver’s son! As a boy, he sometimes imagined that he was his benefactor’s unacknowledged son. But he had only to think back to the shy, frightened, yet ostentatious primness of Maman’s greeting when they visited to know there had never been anything between them; in a way, it is a pity, since it means that the debt owed – if any – lies with René, who cannot even share it with his mother.

			Monsieur de la Hosseray may be very rich, perhaps even preposterously so, but he has appalling halitosis. René was forced to endure this fetid breath for two hours every month, on the days when Maman drove him to Neuilly to thank his beloved benefactor. Monsieur de la Hosseray is eighty-­seven now. His bad breath hardly figures in René’s weekly ordeal; what he finds overwhelming is seeing the man grow old and lose his taste for life.

			Vasiliev walks past Maillet’s desk. Nothing to report. He would happily hang around a little longer, but he has to go to Neuilly sooner or later, so he might as well get it over with.

			What stops him is a phone call.

			Maillet is all ears. They both stare at the clock on the wall, which reads 9.58 p.m. A murder on the avenue Foch. The colleague who calls it in is panting for breath, either because he had to run to find a phone, or because he’s in shock.

			“Maurice Quentin!” he shouts.

			Maillet lets out a whoop of triumph and jabs a finger at the clock. 9.59 p.m. Vasiliev’s shift doesn’t end until ten o’clock – it’s his case. René squeezes his eyes shut. Maurice Quentin. Even people with little or no interest in the stock market know the man. Public works, cement works, or maybe crude oil, Vasiliev is not exactly sure. He is a big-­time French tycoon. The financial magazines call him ‘President’ Quentin. Vasiliev cannot picture his face. Maillet has already dialled the commissaire’s number.

			
			

			Even on the phone it sounds as though Occhipinti is masticating. And he probably is; the only time he is not stuffing his face is when he is asleep or talking to his superiors.

			“Quentin! Jesus fucking Christ . . .”

			Dealing with the commissaire is exhausting.

			He shows up at the crime scene on the avenue Foch less than two minutes after his inspector, and within seconds he has everyone on edge with his panicked nervousness, his habit of flailing in all directions, and giving orders that Vasiliev quietly countermands behind his back.

			Occhipinti is one metre sixty-­three, and, convinced that this is not sufficient, he has shoe lifts. To Commissaire Occhipinti, humanity is divided into those people he admires and those he hates. He is obsessed with Talleyrand, whose aphorisms he attempts to quote from half-­remembered books of quotations, novels by André Castelot and issues of Reader’s Digest. He spends his day cramming peanuts, pistachios or cashews into his maw, which, in itself, is almost intolerable. But he is also a complete arsehole. He is one of those petty, two-­faced public servants who owe everything to their stupidity and nothing to their talent.

			He and Vasiliev are like oil and water.

			Since they started working together, Occhipinti has been obsessed with the idea of taking Vasiliev down a peg or two because he considers the man too tall. The inspector is not temperamentally inclined to take against anyone, but his superior has curious fixations and, from the outset, has done his utmost to give him every rotten apple in the barrel. Like most people who have a chip on their shoulder, Occhipinti has a keen sense of other people’s bêtes noires, and assigns Vasiliev the kind of cases he most loathes. This is how René came to be lumbered with countless cases of sexual assault followed by murder (or vice versa). He has become an expert in the field, which justifies the commissaire assigning all such cases to him on the pretext that he is the most competent officer. Vasiliev takes all this in his stride. He only looks as though he has the weight of the world on his shoulders. “That’s why he’s so stooped,” Occhipinti says.

			
			

			On the avenue Foch, the only moment of calm between the two men is as they study the body. Or what is left of it. They have seen it all before, but, even so, they are shocked.

			“Pretty heavy artillery,” says the commissaire.

			“A .44 Magnum, would be my guess,” Vasiliev says.

			The sort of gun that could stop a stampeding elephant in its tracks. The extent of the damage to the pelvis and the throat make work difficult for the forensic officers who have just arrived.

			Vasiliev is in two minds.

			The MO suggests a crime of passion – you don’t shoot someone in the balls without good reason. The bullet in the throat evokes something similar, it’s not something you encounter every day. And then there’s the dachshund, shot at point-­blank range . . . On the other hand, the manifest cruelty, the desire to obliterate, suggests revenge, uncontrollable anger . . . But the choice of the time and the location, the use of a silencer (nobody heard a shot, a neighbour walking her dog happened on the body by chance), suggests a cold, calculated, premeditated, almost professional hit.

			The forensic officers are taking pictures. Though no-­one knows how they got wind of the incident, reporters have already started to show up with cameras and flash guns, a man appears with a mobile television camera and a determined-­looking news reporter; the commissaire gobbles a fistful of pistachios – his nerves, probably.

			
			

			“You can deal with the media,” says Occhipinti, who only ever gets in front of the cameras if it is to his advantage. “But careful what you say, huh? No bullshit!”

			Vasiliev dispatches officers to gather witness statements – if there are any, which seems unlikely.

			The examining magistrate arrives. Vasiliev scuttles off. The judge calls him back and Vasiliev retraces his steps.

			He is unfamiliar with the man barking orders. He seems young to be a magistrate, and is nervously surveying the rubberneckers and reporters behind the cordon manned by two uniformed officers.

			“Give them as little information as possible!” he says to Vasiliev.

			On that, everyone is agreed. Not that it will be difficult, since, aside from the identity of the deceased, there is no information he can give.

			The magistrate and the commissaire will have to deal with the family. The area is milling with people now. Vasiliev will deal with the blood, the forensic team, the local officers, potential witness statements . . .

			Stoically, he walks over to the news reporter who has been waving at him for some minutes.

			All things, even the most unpleasant, have an end.

			Eventually, the various officers come back more or less empty-­handed; the forensic officers stow their equipment and have the body taken to the mortuary, the glaring spotlights are switched off and the avenue is once more plunged into darkness as the mild May night reasserts itself. It is 11.23 p.m. At least Vasiliev has managed to avoid a trip to Neuilly – always a bonus. A guilty conscience prompts him to call the nurse and promise to go tomorrow.

			
			

			“You can come now,” she says. “Monsieur is awake, and I’m sure he’d be happy to see you.”

			Some days there seems to be no end in sight.

			 

			Because he was once head of a Resistance group in south-­west France, Henri Latournelle is still addressed as “Commandant” when he is present, and referred to as “the commandant” when he is not. At seventy years old, he has the dry, rather dispassionate manner that is common among egotists and obsessives, but also in people who endure great hardship and come through it stronger. He wears a silk cravat tucked into his open shirt. This, together with the shock of white hair, the chiselled looks of an Indian Army officer and the title “Commandant”, gives him the rather louche air of the penniless aristocrats who hole up in luxury hotels and are referred to by hotel staff with a nudge and a wink as “Monsieur le Comte”. But there is something about the angular features, the determined expression, that means no-­one finds him ludicrous. The commandant lives alone in his family mansion near Toulouse and, contrary to popular stereotype, he does not ride horses or play golf, he never drinks and speaks little. Many men have a problem with ageing. They either refuse to accept it and seem pathetic, or they embrace old age and seem preposterous. Henri Latournelle falls into the latter category, but does so with a restraint that makes him less bumptious than others. Merely a little old-­fashioned.

			
			

			He is sitting in his armchair in the drawing room waiting to watch the midnight news. He is holding a large black-­and-­white photograph of a man in his fifties; exactly the same photo that appears on the television screen as the newscaster reads the late headlines. Blinding spotlights rip through the darkness and reveal a stretch of pavement on the avenue Foch. The TV crews arrived shortly after the police. The cameramen have had more than enough time to set up and film the forensic technicians, scuttling around like harried waiters, taking measurements and photographs of the victim. The night owls watching are treated to a few shocking images: the corpse, little more than a tangle of limbs in death, the plastic sheet pulled over the remains in a semblance of modesty before it is taken away, the stretcher being wheeled to the ambulance and the loud clank of the rear doors closing: end of scene, curtain. The cameras linger on the pool of blood trucking into the gutter with the delicate tact for which the media are famous.

			The flashing police lights streak the facade of the building blue. The TV reporter at the scene has little information to give except this: Maurice Quentin, CEO of an international consortium and a man of considerable influence, has been murdered outside his Paris home. A senior officer, an inspector from the Police Judiciaire, mumbles something brief and incomprehensible. Henri bides his time; he is worried.

			It is easy to speculate on the possible motives for such a crime, and to admit that, alas, there must be dozens of people who wanted the man dead, but right now, all that is known is that Maurice Quentin was walking his dog when he was gunned down. The manner in which the deed was done is almost as repulsive as the crime itself. There is no need to wait for the autopsy to know that Quentin died of multiple gunshots, including one to the groin and one to the throat, which, quite literally, made him lose his head. The fact that Quentin’s dog also got a bullet in the head makes the crime seem personal. It feels less like a murder than a massacre. There is no such thing as an innocent crime, but some smack of hatred more than others.

			
			

			The commandant sighs and closes his eyes and thinks: Fuck . . . A word that is not in his everyday vocabulary.

			 

			Mathilde has just eaten a tin of sardines. Needless to say, she is not allowed sardines, but this is the reward she allows herself after a successful mission. All of her missions have been successful. She sops up the oil as she watches television. The man looked better in real life than he does in the picture they show on the news, she thinks. Well, at least until he met her. She is sorry the newsreader has said almost nothing about the dachshund; viewers, it seems, are not interested in dogs . . .

			She struggles to her feet and clears the table as the cameras zoom in on the blood trail on the pavement.

			After driving away from the avenue Foch, she headed for the Pont Sully, her favourite bridge. She knows every bridge in Paris; there is not one from which she has not tossed a pistol or a revolver over the past three decades. Even when her mission was out in the provinces – though this is something she has never told Henri. It’s like an obsession. She nods her head and smiles. She likes to dwell on her little idiosyncrasies; she almost seems to cultivate them. One such quirk is that whenever she has been sent on a mission to the provinces – in a flagrant breach of the rule that the weapon entrusted to her be discarded as soon as possible – she has always brought the gun back to Paris. To toss it into the Seine. It brings me good luck! I’ll be damned if I’m going to give up my little ritual because of a stupid rule dreamt up by some clever dick! Another quirk relates to munitions. Mathilde refuses to work with small-­calibre firearms, which, she firmly believes, are good only for bourgeois soap operas and adultery. Not that it was easy to procure big guns, she had to fight with the Supplies team, apparently the Personnel Director was reluctant. Take it or leave it, Mathilde said. And since she is an excellent worker, the Personnel Director capitulated. He is probably pleased with his decisions. With Mathilde, there is never a stray bullet, her work is clean and neat. Tonight was an exception. A little whim. Obviously, she could have taken the shot from a distance, done less damage; obviously she could have made the hit with a single bullet. What can I say? I don’t know what came over me. This is what she will say if anyone asks. And anyway, who cares? All that matters is that the guy is dead, right? And when you think about it, it’s probably a good thing. The cops will be chasing down false leads, they are less likely to be suspicious, meaning the client is protected. This is what she’ll say! And what about the dog? Mathilde has a host of justifications: can you imagine the poor dachshund having to live on without his beloved master? If the dog could talk, I’m sure he’d have chosen to die rather than stay behind and pine. Especially since no-­one else in the family cares about him, and they would be quick to drop him off at an animal shelter. That’s it! That’s what she’ll say.

			
			

			And so, tonight, she chose the Pont Sully.

			She found a parking spot on the rue Poulletier and, as usual, she strolled across the bridge in her light raincoat, then leaned over the railings and tossed the Desert Eagle.

			
			

			She is seized by a sudden doubt.

			Did she actually throw the gun away or did she just imagine it?

			Never mind; time for bed.

			“Ludo!”

			Reluctantly, the big dog gets up, stretches itself and pads towards the door she is holding open. He steps forward, sniffs the air.

			It’s so mild, thinks Mathilde, it’s lovely. On the right, a cedar hedge separates her garden from Monsieur Lepoitevin’s. An arsehole, in Mathilde’s estimation. Neighbours often are. She has no idea why, but her neighbours have always been arseholes and this one is no exception. Lepoitevin . . . Even his name . . .

			She finds herself toying with a piece of paper in her pocket and takes it out. Her own handwriting. The coordinates of the target on the avenue Foch. Normally, she never writes things down. When she’s tailing a target to come up with a plan, she stores all the information in her head. The Personnel Director insists that nothing be written down. Well, I’m tweaking the rules, she thinks, but nothing too serious. No-­one will be any the wiser. She crumples the piece of paper and glances round for somewhere to dispose of it. She’ll do it later. The big garden is dozing. She loves this house; she loves this garden. She is only sorry that she has spent so long here living alone, but that’s life. Such thoughts invariably bring her back to Henri. The commandant. Right, buck up, this is no time for self-­pity.

			“Ludo!”

			The dog trots inside, Mathilde closes the door behind him, grabs the Desert Eagle fitted with the silencer that she put on the table when she got home. She opens a kitchen drawer only to find a Luger semi-­automatic. I’ll put it in a shoebox, she thinks. She switches off the lights, heads up to her bedroom and opens the wardrobe. My God, the mess! She used to be so tidy, but now . . . It’s like the kitchen, everything used to be spick and span, never a blot or a mark. She knows that she’s let herself go. She still does a little vacuuming, but she can’t summon the energy for anything else. What she most hates are stains. Grease stains, coffee stains. Stains of any kind. It’s the one thing she cannot abide. Cleaning the windows has become such an ordeal that she doesn’t do it anymore. If she doesn’t pull herself together, this place will become . . . She chases away the grisly image.

			
			

			The first shoebox contains a .475 Wildey Magnum, the second a LAR Grizzly Win Mag, the third, a pair of beige shoes she will never wear again, her feet have swollen and shoes like these with little straps hurt like hell. She throws them in the wastepaper basket. To fit the Desert Eagle into the box, she has to remove the silencer. She probably has too many guns in this house; it’s not as though she’ll ever need them all. It’s like the cash: she stuffed a lot of it into a bag in the wardrobe back when she thought she might need it, but she never has. She could get robbed; she really should put it in the bank.

			As she brushes her teeth, she pictures herself on the Pont Sully.

			But for the fact that she prefers the countryside, she would have loved to live on the île Saint Louis! She could easily afford to, with all the money she has tucked away in Lausanne. Or is it Geneva? She can never remember. Yes, Lausanne. Oh, never mind. She suddenly thinks back to the piece of paper in her pocket; she’ll deal with it tomorrow. Oh, Mathilde might play fast and loose with the rules, but she’s not one to take unnecessary risks. She forces herself to go back downstairs. Ludo is curled up in his basket. Now where did she leave that bloody piece of paper . . . ? She searches the pockets of her coat – nothing. Her dressing gown! It’s up in her bedroom. With some effort she goes back upstairs. There it is. And the piece of paper. She goes downstairs, walks over to the fireplace, takes the box of matches and burns the note.

			
			

			Everything is in order.

			She goes up to her room and lies down.

			At night, she reads three lines before falling asleep.

			In theory, she likes reading; in practice . . .

			 

			Tevy opens the door before Vasiliev has time to ring the bell.

			“He’ll be so happy to see you.”

			She looks overjoyed, as though she is the one he has come to visit. Vasiliev apologises for showing up so late. Tevy just smiles again. Her smile is a language unto itself.

			Usually, by this hour, the apartment is bathed in an oppressive gloom. All that is visible from the front door is a long, murky corridor and, at the far end, the faint glow emanating from Monsieur’s bedroom. To Vasiliev it seems as though Monsieur’s whole life is circumscribed by this room, where the lamp, which seems to flicker constantly, seems to long to be switched off. The long walk down the corridor is an ordeal.

			But tonight is very different.

			Tevy has turned on the lights in every room. It is not exactly cheerful, but it feels more habitable. René follows the nurse down the hallway; from Monsieur’s bedroom comes the sound of voices . . .

			Tevy stops and turns to René.

			
			

			“I put the television in his room. Getting as far as the living room can be a real struggle for him . . .”

			She says it in a whisper, as though it is a joke.

			The room looks different. The television has been set at the end of the bed, there is a small bouquet of flowers on the nightstand, the various books and magazines have been arranged on the shelves, and the pile of newspapers neatly folded. The countless pills and potions (a real pharmacopoeia) are no longer strewn over the round table, but concealed behind the Japanese screen that Tevy has brought in from the living room . . . Even Monsieur looks different. First and foremost, he is wide awake, which is unusual at this hour. He is propped up on a mass of pillows, hands folded over the covers, and he smiles when he sees Vasiliev. His face is glowing, his hair is neatly combed.

			“Ah, René, there you are at last . . .”

			There is no reproach in his tone, merely relief.

			As René goes over to kiss the old man’s cheek he gets another surprise; the terrible halitosis is gone. His breath smells . . . of nothing. This is a vast improvement.

			The television is on, Monsieur gestures to the chair next to him, Vasiliev sits down, but not before glancing around for somewhere to leave his coat. Tevy takes it from him.

			“I don’t get to see you very often . . .”

			Conversation with Monsieur quickly slips into a time-­honoured ritual. The same phrases pepper all their conversations. Monsieur will start with “You’re looking a little peaky”, followed by “Oh, don’t ask me about my health, we’d be here all day!”, then “So, what’s new in the forces of law and order?”, and finally “Don’t let me keep you, René, it’s so kind of you to drop by, an old man’s company is not exactly . . .”, etc.

			
			

			“You’re looking rather peaky, my little René.”

			That’s another thing: Monsieur has always addressed him as “my little René”, though by the age of sixteen, his protégé had reached one metre eighty-­two.

			“How have you been?”

			In recent months, Monsieur has taken to complaining less. Since Tevy’s arrival, he seems to have more energy. He looks older, but less feeble.

			Tevy has just reappeared carrying a tray with glasses and cups. She offers him chamomile tea, mineral water, “or something more . . . fortifying?” She is hesitant about certain words, and pronounces them with a trailing question mark. Vasiliev declines with a wave.

			“It is the witching hour,” says Monsieur. “Black stage for tragedies and murders fell!”

			This is one of Monsieur’s recurring jokes, though at least this time it feels appropriate, as the midnight news headlines scroll across the television.

			Maurice Quentin is in the news.

			René is sitting on a chair to Monsieur’s right, Tevy to his left. Together they look like a tableau vivant.

			Seeing him appear on the TV screen, Tevy glances at René, who is as shamefaced as when she ushers him into the apartment. She smiles. René turns to Monsieur. He has fallen asleep.

			 

			“I made noodles. Singapore noodles.”

			René was about to leave when the nurse offers to heat them up.

			“I don’t know if you like South-­East Asian food . . .”

			This is not a good time for René to explain his dietary regime.

			
			

			“I wouldn’t say no . . .”

			They eat together at the huge round living room table; it feels almost like a picnic.

			Tevy was surprised to see René on television, she acts as if she’s flattered.

			“So, you’re in charge of a great investigation!”

			Vasiliev smiles. The term reminds him of his mother, who firmly distinguished between music and great music, cooking and great cooking, writers and great writers. Now he has had greatness thrust upon him.

			“Oh, you know . . .”

			He tries to appear as modest as he feels, but cannot help but preen a little cheaply.

			Tevy is much prettier than he remembered. Her laughing eyes accentuate her fleshy, sensual lips. Granted, she is a little plump, or rather . . . Vasiliev racks his brain . . . cosy is the word that comes to him.

			She has a funny, sardonic way of telling the story of her journey from Cambodia, taking the boat with her family, the time spent in refugee camps, finding her nursing qualification was not recognised in France and having to repeat her studies. “And the French I learned in Cambodia was nothing like what you speak here.”

			Without knowing why, they are both speaking in hushed tones, as though they are in church, or trying not to wake Monsieur. René tries to eat neatly, something he does not always find easy.

			“I have to say, I think Monsieur is in fine form,” says René.

			This is less a diagnosis than a compliment. Tevy either does not notice or turns a deaf ear.

			“Yes, he’s much better these days. He’s the one who suggests that we go out. He’s still steady on his feet. We go to the park, spend a couple of hours there, when the weather is fine. Oh yes, I forget to tell you: we went to the cinema!”

			
			

			Vasiliev is flabbergasted.

			“How did you get there . . . bus or métro?”

			“Oh, that would have been too difficult for him, no, I drove us. My little Citroën Ami isn’t much stronger than Monsieur, and it’s about the same age, but the suspension is still good, and that’s all that matters to him. We went to see . . . Oh, sorry.”

			She covers her mouth and giggles.

			“Yes?”

			“Cop au vin . . .”

			They both laugh.

			“He really enjoyed it. He said he hasn’t been to the cinema in more than a decade, is that true?”

			“I’ve no idea, but it’s possible.”

			“So, anyway, he fell asleep before the end, but he had a nice day, I think. And then, the day before yesterday we went to . . .”

			Tevy likes to talk.

			As she walks him to the door, she says:

			“My first name, Tevy, means ‘she who listens’, though I know it doesn’t seem like that . . .”
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