
        
            
                
            
        

    
        
            

         


Praise for Dominique Manotti

‘A splendid neo-realistic tale of everyday bleakness and transgression set in the seedy underworld of Paris.  You can smell the Gitanes and pastis fumes of the real France’ Maxim Jakubowski, Guardian
            

‘Manotti effortlessly handles a fiendishly complicated plot. Her characters are fully rounded and believable. And she is funny, accurately reflecting the gallows humour that people who frequently encounter horror often resort to as a defence’ Daily Telegraph
            

A marvellously sophisticated, strong thriller … an unflinching, knowledgeable and tough book … and a perfect crime novel’ Maxine, Petrona

‘Truly labyrinthine skullduggery and a furious pace’ Kirkus Reviews
            

‘Gets under the skin in a way that has rarely been so compelling, and certainly never sexier’ Tribune
            

‘Manotti has Ellroy’s gift for complex plotting, but she has a grip on the economics, politics and social history which marks her as special … good generic crime fiction, with le flair in abundance’ TLS
            

‘Another excellent French crime writer to set alongside Fred Vargas’ Publishing News
            

‘The complexity and the uncompromising tone have drawn comparisons with American writers such as James Ellroy.  But Manotti’s ability to convey the unique rhythms of a French police investigation distinguishes Rough Trade’ Daily Telegraph
            

‘Tightly written, undoubtedly realistic … exciting’ The Times
            

‘Seamlessly integrates a fine crime story with an equally convincing grip on the character of the northern landscape’ Judges of the CWA Duncan Lawrie International Dagger Award  

‘The novel I liked most this year … an extraordinarily vivid crime novel’ Joan Smith, Independent
            

‘By turns bleak, transgressive, sexy and quite literally unputdownable. They’re so seedy, very, very French (in a good way), often very funny and so tightly plotted that you can read them in an evening. And Arcadia’s translations have been brilliant. It’s a joy, for me at least, to enjoy the luxury of devouring such exuberant, taut and engrossing crime writing.’ Anne Beech, The Bookseller
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Money corrupts, money buys, money crushes, money kills, money ruins, money rots men’s consciences.

 

François Mitterrand
            





        

    
        
            

         


Prologue
            


A mutton stew simmers in a cast-iron pot, filling the air with the aroma of tomato and spices. The kitchen is clean, with a sink, white units, a big fridge and a wooden table in the centre of the room. A hanging light gives out a warm yellow glow. The window is closed against the night and the heat is suffocating. The father, a stocky man with a furrowed face and grey hair, crashes his fist down on the table:

‘Not the theatre … Not my daughter.’

‘I’ll do as I like.’

His fist strikes her temple and he roars: ‘I forbid you …’

The girl’s head lolls backwards, a crack, a red veil in front of her eyes. She reels and clutches at the table. Her mother sobs, wails, pleads and tries to step between them. The two brothers push her into a corner. The younger children have taken refuge in another room, the TV turned up full volume so the neighbours won’t hear.

The girl leans forward, resting both hands on the table:

‘No one is ever going to forbid me from doing anything, ever again. In two months I’ll be eighteen and an adult …’ Tensely, almost spitting: ‘An adult, you hear …’

‘An adult …’

He chokes with rage, grabs a chair and brandishes it as he edges round the table bearing down on her. She feels the heat behind her, turns around, seizes the pot with both hands and throws it at his head. The sauce splashes out in all directions, splattering the walls, the floor and the furniture with streaks of orangey-red fat. She doesn’t even feel the burns on her hands, arms and legs, she doesn’t hear her mother screaming. Her father raises his hands to his head, sways, slides down and collapses in a heap on the floor amid the chunks of mutton.
         

The eldest brother rushes over, slaps her, twists her arm behind her back, lifts her, carries her to one of the bedrooms and locks her in. The men are arguing in the kitchen, voices loudly raised. The father doesn’t want to call a doctor. A tap’s running. Her mother sobs noisily.

They’re going to lock me in. They’re going to kill me. Her temples are throbbing. She walks over to the window and opens it. The air is cold, the housing estate ill-lit, silent, three storeys down. Don’t think. Get out. Fast, before they come back. There are two beds in the room. She grabs hold of a mattress, leans over the windowsill, concentrates, aims, lets go. Quick, the other one, repeat exactly the same movements with accuracy. It lands on top of the first. A woman’s screams in the kitchen. Quick. Don’t think, do it; don’t think. Jump.
         

She straddles the sill, tensing her muscles like at the gym. She gazes at the mattress, focuses on it with all her energy, takes a deep breath and jumps.

She hits the ground hard and her right ankle cracks. She struggles to her feet. She can stand on it. She runs slowly, limping, into the night, zigzagging between the apartment blocks, avoiding the well-lit areas, listening out. How long for? She stops, her heart in her mouth. She’s lost. She sits on some steps, concealed by a dustbin, clasping her knees and her head buried in her arms. Slowly she catches her breath. Her heart’s still pounding slightly. Cold, very cold. Her left eye’s closed up, there’s a sharp pain in her right ankle and the burns on her arms and legs are excruciatingly painful. No ID, no clothes, no money. One thing’s for sure: I’ll never go back home. And another: They won’t come looking for me. As far as they’re concerned, I’m dead. Dead.
         


         



        

    
        
            

         


June 1985
            


Outside, it’s sunny, summer’s around the corner, but the offices of the RGPP, the Paris police intelligence service, are dark and gloomy with their beige walls, grey lino, metallic furniture and tiny north-facing windows overlooking an interior courtyard. In Macquart’s office are three comfortable armchairs upholstered in velvet, halogen lamps permanently switched on. A newspaper is spread out on a table, open at page two, the ‘Comment’ page. Three intelligence service chiefs, men in their fifties wearing dark suits, are leaning over it.

‘It’s under Guillaume Labbé’s byline. Who is this Guillaume Labbé?’

Macquart straightens up.

‘In my view, it’s Bornand’s pseudonym.’

‘The President’s personal advisor?’

‘Who’s your source?’

‘Simple deduction. Guillaume is the Abbé Dubois’s first name …’ A pause. ‘Advisor to Philippe Duke of Orleans …’1 Silence. ‘In any case, Bornand’s always felt he has a great deal in common with the statesman portrayed by the historians and memoir-writers of the eighteenth century: intelligent, depraved, a man of influence with connections … So the pseudonym Guillaume Labbé seems obvious to me. I think he’s even used it once before. I must have it on file somewhere.’
         

‘If you say so …’

They huddle over it and start reading.

In some sectors of the Paris press, one government scandal follows hot on the heels of the last. The wheels of business must be kept oiled.
         

‘If it is him, he’s got a nerve. He dictates half the editorials of the satirical weekly the Bavard Impénitent, so that’s their speciality …’
         

After explaining at length how, on the orders of the Defence Minister, the French secret services sank the Rainbow Warrior, the Greenpeace ship campaigning against French nuclear testing in the Pacific, in a New Zealand port, killing a Portuguese journalist in the process, certain ‘investigative’ journalists are now kicking up a fuss over the so-called ‘Irish of Vincennes’ affair, accusing the men from the Élysée special unit …
            


‘It’s Bornand, for certain. He’s the one who set up that unit, who recruited the men working in it, who placed it under the President’s direct authority without having to be accountable to anyone. So clearly, it had better succeed. If it goes, he goes.’

‘It’s definitely Bornand. He loves macho police officers who climb over walls and shoot first, ask questions later.’

‘You’ve got to admit they’re more of a turn-on than we are.’

‘Order, gentlemen, please.’


… of having planted the weapons themselves in the homes of the Irish terrorists they arrested in August 1982, the day after the fatal bomb attack in rue des Rosiers.2
            

The Rainbow Warrior affair prompted impartial observers to question the workings of the French Secret Service: mind-boggling incompetence or complex anti-government and anti-Socialist machinations? And what was the source of the leaks that enabled a handful of French journalists to find out more than the New Zealand investigators, and faster? …
            



‘Shoot down the Foreign Intelligence Service …’

… The Irish affair is even more ambiguous. The ‘investigative’ journalists who are on the case all receive their tip-offs from the same source: a psychologically unstable individual with a dodgy personality whose testimony has been doing the rounds of the Paris editors for more than a year, without anyone taking him seriously until now. Furthermore, on his own admission – and this is common knowledge – he is in the pay of one of our major police departments working on the Secret Service’s patch.’
            


‘Well, well …’

‘An attack on the Directorate for Territorial Surveillance too … For the time being, the intelligence services seem to have emerged remarkably unscathed.’

‘He’s not on top form today.’


Have these ‘investigative’ journalists questioned this informer’s reliability? Have they tried to cross-check the information he has given them with other sources? Not at all.
            

The aim is clear: to discredit the Élysée unit, the team of police officers and gendarmes responsible for protecting the President’s security and coordinating the fight against terrorists in France. A crack team which has been successful in every case it has handled and which has, let it be said loud and clear, dealt a serious blow to the spread of terrorism in France with the arrest of the Irish in August ’82.
            



The three men straighten up in unison.
         

‘I bet he believes it.’

‘Impressive.’

This unit continues to centralise and store all intelligence on terrorism, seeking to coordinate the numerous police and gendarmerie departments concerned and plays a key part in international counter-terrorism cooperation. In short, its role is eminently positive and paves the way for setting up a national security council on the model of the American NSC. Its remit will be to support the President and provide him with analyses and briefings on national security issues.
            


‘It’s Bornand, without a doubt. Staunchly pro-American since his teens.’

‘We underestimated him. The man’s a poet.’


So who gains from discrediting this crucial mechanism? The traditional police departments which feel threatened, those whose incompetence, inefficiency, infighting and self-defeating rivalry are blatant, and whose chiefs are afraid of losing their powers and their privileges and who, need we be reminded, have never been excessively fond of President Mitterrand. 
            

Guillaume Labbé.
            



‘What do you think?’ asks Macquart.

‘What’s bitten him? If it is him. It’s less than a year until the election and all the polls, including ours, indicate that the Socialists will lose. This isn’t exactly the best time to start a war between the President’s private police force and the official police department.’

‘The war’s already on. Against the Élysée unit. The press campaign on the Irish of Vincennes hasn’t come out of the blue. I think that Bornand’s simply mistaken his target, it’s his old animosity towards the official police resurfacing.’
         

‘Is this a storm in a teacup or is it dangerous?’

‘Bornand, if it is him, is a personal friend of President Mitterrand. Definitely influential, but a lone sniper who’s becoming increasingly isolated.’

‘So, much ado about nothing …’

‘You can’t be too careful. I’ll take another look at his file.’


[image: ]



All morning Noria has been logging reports of lost and stolen cars, mopeds, handbags, dogs, household tools, wines lovingly laid down in a cellar (with the list of châteaux, watch the spelling, the plaintiff is a connoisseur). She’s now been a police officer based in the 19th arrondissement of Paris for two months, after more than a year of hardship, poverty, hostels, casual jobs on the side. Far from the dense tangle of family hatred and violence. Far too from her school friends, the occasional caring teacher, books devoured in secret, and from the school drama society. Getting up on stage, existing in her own right while playing the part of another, had been an illuminating discovery. It all now seemed a long way away, all that, a world out of reach … Now her one obsession was to find a way of earning her living. Fast.
         

 

Having reached the age of eighteen, there were the formalities for getting duplicates of her ID, assisted by women’s organisations, and the endless hanging around at various town halls, where by chance an ad had caught her eye: ‘Recruitment competition. Police officers. Baccalaureate required.’
         

Baccalaureate. She’d had to leave school at sixteen to help her mother, and anyway, studying wasn’t for girls. Not for boys either for that matter. Her two older brothers had better things to do around the neighbourhood. Baccalaureate. I haven’t got it either, but I’m bright enough. A police officer. A steady job. Better than that, an ID card, a place in the world, a role to play, on the side of the law, on the side of power.
         

And today, like every other day, forms in triplicate, including one for the insurance company, the usual routine. The routine, this morning, is the secret and mysterious disappearance of 174 clandestinely lacquered ducks from kitchens in lower Belleville apartments, destined for the Chinese restaurants that have sprung up there. Gang warfare, blackmail, a racket, a raid by the hungry? No one at the precinct feels exactly at home in the local Chinatown. And now a distraction: the superintendent calls Noria into his office.

‘Be an angel and take this file,’ (beige cardboard cover, containing photocopies). ‘Fifteen or so complaints about the same problem, in the same place, in less than a month. It’s not a case of major importance, but it is causing quite a lot of bad feeling. I had a call from the deputy mayor, the elections are getting close. Go and interview the plaintiffs. Reassure these good women, show them that the police takes citizens’ concerns seriously and are on the case. I’m counting on you. I want a report this evening.’

‘Very good, Superintendent.’

Be an angel. Would it kill him to say my name, Noria Ghozali? She feels choked. Fearing the worst, she picks up the file and sits down in a vacant office to read it.
         

Four women aged between sixty-seven and eighty-five, all living in one of the reputedly peaceful ‘villages’ in the 19th arrondissement, on top of a hill. The grannies state that they’re terrified to leave their homes, because, for about a month, firecrackers hidden in dog mess explode as they walk past, splattering them with dog shit.
         

Noria takes a deep breath. The youngest, the only woman, the only cop of North African origin, a mere officer, a lowly, precarious status. Naturally, I get to deal with the dog shit. Maybe when I ‘grow up’, I’ll be given the dogs that get run over. Huh, some promotion.
         

A list of the four ‘victims’ and their addresses, all up on Buttes Chaumont. She walks up the hill. Quiet, narrow streets, not many cars, a few passers-by who stop to greet each other and pause for a chat, brick houses built close together offering a panoramic view of Montmartre as a bonus. On this sunny day, the Sacré Coeur gleams white, looking like a mosque with its minaret-like bell tower.

First on the list, Madame Aurillac, seventy-five years old, owner of a little restaurant serving a dish of the day for more than four decades. Five complaints from her alone. A low house, restaurant on the ground floor, and on the first floor, two vast windows hung with white brocade curtains. Noria pushes open the door. Four elderly women are sitting at one of the tables, gossiping and laughing. There’s a half-empty bottle of Suze − only eleven o’clock in the morning and they’re already sozzled.

‘Madame Aurillac?’ inquires Noria.

The four women stare at her, sizing her up. Average height, shapeless in brown cotton trousers and jacket, a round, slightly moon-shaped face, olive skin, big, impenetrable black eyes beneath heavily drawn eyebrows, and black hair scraped back in a tight bun.
         

‘Too severe and a terrible hairdo,’ says the first woman.

A bleached blonde caked with make-up inquires: ‘Are you new?’

‘Perhaps we could emphasise her exotic side,’ says the third.

Noria flashes her ID: ‘Police.’

Consternation among the old girls. A woman with dyed hair and a frizzy perm gets up, a black apron around her waist, and slippers on her feet:

‘I’m Madame Aurillac. It’s a mistake. We had an appointment with an applicant …’

‘For a job as a cleaner,’ adds the blonde.

So they did. The applicant arrives, hair immaculately styled, make-up, high heels, short black skirt and pink cotton vest revealing her navel, breasts spilling out, larger than life. Madame Aurillac rushes over to her, drags her into the street, has a few words with her and comes back into the restaurant alone.

‘This is a reputable establishment, you know. Ask Inspector Santoni, he often eats here.’

Santoni, macho, fat belly and apparently well connected in the neighbourhood. That’s all she needs.

‘Would you like a drink, a little Suze maybe?’

‘No, thank you. I’ve come to see you regarding your complaints about the firecrackers …’

‘We lodged a complaint too,’ chorus the others.

‘It’s not just the firecrackers. Ill-bred little hooligans, they come from the housing estates down below and cause havoc up here.’

‘They play football in the street late at night, with their radios turned up full blast, playing that jungle music.’

‘Would you be able to recognise them?’
         

‘They’re all the same, these Arabs …’ Madame Aurillac trails off in mid-sentence, gazing at Noria, bemused. ‘That’s not what I meant …’

‘I don’t quite understand what you did mean.’

‘Do you think you can stop these goings-on?’

‘I’ll keep you posted.’

She rises.

‘Are you sure, not even a little drop?’

 

Outside, she takes a deep breath to steady herself. A report by this evening … On what? The gang of pimping grannies? Santoni’s leisure activities? Frankly I’d have preferred the disappearing lacquered ducks.
         

I’ll go and check out the housing estate down there. Just opposite is a shop selling toys, games, stationery and books, run by a hunched, smiling elderly couple wearing white dust jackets.
         

‘Police,’ says Noria. They exchange looks, the woman slips behind the man. ‘Routine enquiry. Do you sell firecrackers?’

‘Of course. Especially at this time of year with it being nearly the 14th of July. Like all toy shops. Isn’t that right, missus?’ he says, turning to his wife.

She nods.

‘Firecrackers with a slow-burning fuse?’

‘Those too, yes.’

He hesitates. He knows about the exploding dog shit, obviously. But as for calling the police …

‘And your customers are …’

‘Here they come,’ says the little old woman. ‘As always when it’s a sunny lunchtime.’

Two kids, aged ten to twelve, wearing jogging suits, arrogant little machos. Noria takes them by the hand and leads them over to a bench, opposite the shop.
         

‘Noria Ghozali, police officer.’

‘Nasser,’ says the taller of the two.

The introductions are now over.

‘The firecrackers in the dog shit up on the hill, is that you?’

‘What’s the problem? We’re not the first, and we’re not the only ones …’

‘But you’re the last. You stop, you tell your friends to stop, we’ll forget all about it. I’m sure you’ll find something else. You have to be flexible.’

 

Back to HQ. Noria crosses the duty room, greeting the uniformed officers, starts going up the stairs to the offices on the first floor and stops. Pinned to the wall are three little photocopied posters: ‘No Arab scum in the French police’, and a target on a shape that resembles her. She stands rooted to the step. Alone. Don’t give in. It’s not about you. She makes her way slowly to the toilet, her body rigid, and locks herself in. She washes her hands thoroughly, then her face, staring at herself in the mirror and straightens her bun. Then she goes back to her office and writes her report. Authors of the attacks identified. Problem sorted.
         

At the end of the day, she goes back down the stairs, her stomach in a knot. The posters are gone. She crosses the duty room, walking past the uniformed officers in silence.



        

    
        
            

         


Thursday 28 November
            


A plane leaves a trail in an intense blue sky very high above a range of bare, snow-covered mountains and an opaque green lake. A standard ad for a budget airline company. And then the plane bursts into flames, explodes, and breaks up into a dozen huge fireballs shooting out stars before spinning down towards the earth amid a shower of burning debris. The noise of the explosion reverberates in the mountains, echoing endlessly.

 

A comfortable sitting room in shades of beige and chestnut: two leather sofas, a few deep armchairs, a glass and steel coffee table, thick white wool carpeting, two large windows blocked out by heavy velvet curtains. On the wall, a mildly saucy earth-red chalk drawing by Boucher, lit by a spotlight, depicts a plump young nude being gracefully humped by a young man whose clothing is barely loosened. Men aged between forty and sixty, in deeply conventional dark suits and ties, chat and drink champagne, whisky and cocktails served by women aged between twenty and thirty moving from one to the other, smiling and attentive. They all look superb in their revealing, beautifully cut, figure-hugging dresses in dark colours with discreetly plunging necklines and tasteful jewellery, smiling all the time.

The men have just closed a deal to sell arms to Iran, a thousand missiles. The sale is illegal, since the country is under an embargo, so naturally tensions are running high. Especially since the delivery date had had to be postponed for a few days at the last minute. Luga Airport in Malta, through which the cargo was to transit, had just been the scene of a pitched battle between Egypt’s special forces and a group of Palestinians who had taken the passengers and crew of an Egyptian aircraft hostage. Several dozen dead later, the airport was finally cleared, flights resumed yesterday, and this morning, the Boeing 747 cargo laden with missiles took off from Brussels-Zavantem heading for Tehran, via Valetta, Malta. It should already have landed in Tehran. And now, the deal done, it’s time to celebrate.
         

Bornand plays the host. Tall, very slim, an attractive sixty-year-old with thick, wavy hair, more pepper than salt, and a long face whose features are emphasised by a network of vertical furrows and a thick, neatly trimmed, completely white moustache. His light grey tailored suit, cut to a neat fit, emphasises his slimness as he moves from group to group saying a few words, touching a shoulder, filling a glass.

Flandin, the boss of the SEA,3 the applied electronics company which sold the missiles to the Iranians, his left hand on a girl’s buttocks, holding a glass of champagne in his right, is in conversation with a tall, fat Lebanese banker who’s giving an animated description of a camel race in the desert, organised by a Saudi prince. Flandin laughs, and when Bornand comes over, he raises his glass:
         

‘To our host, gentlemen, who pulled out all the stops to ensure the success of this deal.’

Bornand responds to the toast. Flandin. I picked the right man. An excellent electronics engineer, but a somewhat limited company boss, always short of capital, and chasing business. The perfect supplier, still under our control. And now, he’s here, thrilled to be hobnobbing with the rich and powerful, with the added excitement of being part of an illegal operation at no risk to himself.
         

‘And to all the deals to come,’ adds the Lebanese banker.

‘We’d better believe it,’ answers Bornand, smiling.

Karim, a friend for over a decade, with whom he went into partnership to found the IBL, International Bank of Lebanon,4 a key broker in all Middle Eastern arms deals, of which there are many.
         

The banker leans over to the girl being groped by Flandin, pops a breast out of her dress and slowly trickles champagne over her curvaceous quivering flesh until it runs down to her nipple, when he then drinks it avidly.

Bornand pours himself a glass of champagne. Restore the balance of French policy in the Middle East, resume relations with Iran. This is where realpolitik is decided, in the drawing room of a brothel, and I am the chief architect.
         

An Iranian officer, sprawled in an armchair, his eyes half closed, a blissful look on his face, is smoking a cigarette which Katryn has just rolled for him, to which she has added a pinch of heroin. Katryn, a real slave. She is sitting on the arm of the chair. A helmet of black hair, pallid complexion, red lips. She leans towards him; he follows her with his gaze, fascinated, an iridescent pearl, hanging from an invisible thread around her neck, quivering in the hollow of her throat at her every movement, bobbing when she speaks, a pearly counterpoint to the whiteness of her face. She listens attentively and knowingly. The officer, wallowing in nostalgia, tells her of the past splendours of the Shah’s court, snipe-hunting in the terraced paddy fields on the slopes of Mount Elbrus, and the descent through the orange groves to the shores of the Caspian Sea. Bornand mentally flashes back, picturing the snipes’ lively, erratic flight against a sky of the deepest blue. She prompts him when he tails off, as if she had been a part of these excursions since childhood: hard work this, keeping him talking rather than fucking.
         

Bornand leans towards her, takes her hand, brushes it with his lips, his moustache tickles, and walks off.

A discreet buzzing, the intercom. Bornand goes behind the bar in the corner of the room, and picks up the receiver.

‘François, a phone call for you. I took the risk of disturbing you, it sounds very urgent.’

‘Coming.’

In the lobby, Mado, the mistress of the house, is waiting for him and points to a booth. He picks up the phone.

‘François? Pontault here. I hope you’re enjoying your little party …’

‘You’re not calling me just to say that?’

‘… because it’s not going to last long. Turkey has just announced that a Boeing 747 cargo plane has vanished from its airspace …’

Bornand convulsively clenches the glass he’s holding in his left hand. It smashes, cutting through to the bone at the base of his thumb. Shards of glass, blood on his hand, his shirt, his trousers, the carpet, the walls of the phone booth.

‘… Above Lake Van to be exact, coming in from Malta …’

Bornand frantically tries to staunch the bleeding with his shirt tails.

‘We don’t know what happened yet, but there’s no doubt it’s our plane. François, are you there? Now what do we do?’

The bleeding is more or less under control.

‘Like all true gamblers, we double the stakes. I’ll call you tomorrow morning.’



        

    
        
            

Friday 29 November
            


The telephone rings, early on this particular morning. Bornand surfaces slowly from a heavily drugged sleep and gropes around. A shooting pain in his left hand, a brutal reminder of the evening at Mado’s, the vanished plane, blood spurting everywhere. He picks up the telephone blindly.

‘Morning, François. André Bestégui here. Am I waking you up?’

A long sigh:

‘How did you guess? What do you want at this hour?’

‘To see you. Very soon, and to talk.’

‘About what? At least give me a clue.’

‘About the plane that disappeared yesterday over Turkey.’

‘Later, over lunch, one o’clock at the Carré des Feuillants?’

‘Perfect.’

He replaces the receiver. Bestégui. Bornand had first come across him way back in 1960, during the Algerian War of Independence, at the offices of his import-export company, avenue de la Grande-Armée. He’d been a slightly self-conscious young student in a modern décor of electric blue carpeting and steel furniture, with a painting by Nicolas de Staël on a white wall. There was a stunning receptionist who had no objections to working overtime entertaining important clients. Easy to dazzle, easy to seduce. Bornand had no hesitation in doing both, just in case, and he’d been right to cultivate Bestégui. Nowadays, Bestégui represents the type of French investigative journalism that Bornand most abhors, but it’s always useful to have friends in the right places. Look after Bestégui.
         

He is awake now, contemplating the orange, red and brown bedspread. Things are looking clearer. Not an accident, an attack. A sudden attack. The plane disappeared yesterday, the press hears about it the same day. In a way, good. He’s going to have to be very effective. Aim: find out who, exactly, was behind the strike.

It’s going to be a busy day. He’s up. In the burgundy and white tiled bathroom, he takes a freezing cold shower, as is customary on important days and grooms himself meticulously with a series of rapid, efficient movements. He has no particular liking for his long, skinny body with protruding rounded shoulders and skin that sags in places. Nor for his heavy, bony face and too pale blue eyes. But he’s as obsessive about his appearance as a professional lothario. He shaves, carefully trims his moustache, splashes on aftershave, styles his hair with gel and applies cologne before getting dressed. It’s the season for closely tailored cashmere and silk suits in every shade of grey. And today he selects a red and grey Hermès tie.

The day begins, as always, with his morning stroll with the President.

 

It’s a dull day with icy rain falling in huge heavy drops, at times it feels like sleet. They walk through the streets side by side, two silhouettes in woollen coats, scarves and felt hats, heading towards the Élysée. Bornand, in his long, tailored coat and pearl-grey fedora, looks like a 1920s dandy. He leans slightly towards the President, who is stockier. The two old friends chat idly of this and that.

Earlier their paths had crossed several times, one a lawyer, the other his client. No more. Then came 1958 and De Gaulle’s accession to power, and Mitterrand emerged among the French political elite as one of the few opponents of the General who wasn’t a member of the Communist Party. Long conversations between him and Bornand. They found they shared a faith in the Atlantic Alliance, and the same visceral anti-Gaullism, the same anti-Communism mediated by their understanding of the Party. Going further still, they touched on possible shared sympathies during the war, without probing deeper. Bornand developed a profound admiration for Mitterrand’s subtlety and skilful political manoeuvring. He found himself on the fringes of the political power machine, excluded from political circles, ostracised in a way since the end of the war. Condemned to low-level pro-American conspiracies and wheeling and dealing that was lucrative but gave him no status, Bornand saw this budding friendship as his chance to enter the worthy sphere of French politics at last. He offered Mitterrand his services, and that was the beginning of a lasting association during which Bornand played a shadowy role in the President’s entourage, which suits him perfectly, until he became his advisor at the Élysée in 1981, and one of Mitterrand’s chosen companions on his Parisian walks.
         

‘The latest news from Gabon … President Omar Bongo has put on weight recently …’

A hint of anxiety in the deep voice. The President is joking already. Bornand takes his time.

‘… I heard it from Akihito, his regular tailor. Ten centimetres around the waist in two months.’ A pause. ‘At the Franco-African summit in La Baule, he’ll be wearing long, double-breasted jackets.’

‘In that case, if I were him, I’d change tailor.’

‘So would I. But Akihito has other qualities. He sent five gorgeous blondes to deliver the suits. Whom he had a bit of trouble recruiting, incidentally.’
         

‘I don’t believe it …’

‘There are rumours about Bongo’s health …’

The President and Bornand stop in front of a luxury couturier’s window. Two young sales assistants observe them from inside the shop, and smile. The President waves at them before resuming his walk.

‘The little brunette’s a stunner.’

Bornand takes note, then takes the plunge:

‘A plane crashed yesterday in Turkey …’ The President gives him a sidelong glance. ‘There’s a rumour in the Parisian press that the plane was carrying French arms to Iran.’

‘Don’t tell me you’re going to start talking to me about arms deals too, it seems to be all the rage at the moment … and to Iran what’s more! A country under international embargo … If people are stupid enough to go in for that kind of deal, let them pay the price.’ A few steps in silence. ‘You know very well that I’m very much against selling arms to warmongering countries as a matter of principle.’

‘It’s a rule that can be bent a little when it comes to Iraq. Only two days ago the Tehran Times accused us of having delivered to Iraq five Super-Étendard fighters, twenty-four Mirage F1s, and the ultra-modern missiles that are destroying Iranian oil installations. And they weren’t wrong …’
         

The President quickens his pace.

‘Don’t spoil this beautiful walk in the rain. I don’t want to hear any more talk of arms sales to Iraq.’ He turns to Bornand. ‘And you know it. Talk to the ministers concerned.’

They walk on in silence for a moment.

‘I’m not talking to you about arms sales, but about France’s role in the Middle East …’
         

‘France is not Iran’s enemy …’

‘That won’t be sufficient.’

‘… but in the Middle East, the age-old balance between Arabs and Persians must be maintained.’

A gesture of irritation:

‘Let’s look at this another way. Instead of talking about arms, let’s talk about elections. We have four French hostages who’ve been held in Lebanon for between seven and nine months. The ministers concerned, to use your expression, are playing the Syria card, and after all this time they haven’t even managed – I won’t even say to enter into negotiations with the hostage-takers – but simply to find out who they are and what they want. I can tell you the key to the hostage affair lies in Tehran, as everyone knows, and I am capable of securing their release.’

‘The hostages’ release is one of the government’s ongoing preoccupations, and it is continually working towards a solution, which I approve of.’ A silence. Then the President adds: ‘Of course, anything you can do to assist in Tehran will be welcome, as I’ve already told you.’

‘But unofficially. Officially, we have broken off relations with Iran. At least give my contacts a clear signal. Otherwise, there’ll be no progress on the hostages before the general election, and March ’86 is just around the corner.’

After a few more paces in silence, the President embarks on a monologue on Saint-John Perse. Bornand switches off and massages the palm of his left hand. Shooting pains. How to find out who ordered the disappearance of the plane?

The President stops, his face waxen, leaning for a moment on Bornand’s arm.

All things considered, it is certain that it would be better for the Parisian press to talk about your contacts with Iran rather than this unfortunate plane crash.’
         

This was the green light he’d been waiting for.

 

Bornand drops into the Élysée unit headquarters and finds only two young women at their desks. The previous day’s telephone taps have been transcribed, and they’ll be sorted and classified before being passed on, as every day, to the President’s secretariat. Bornand sits down for a moment and accepts a coffee, with two sugars, asks how their children are and complains about the miserable weather. There’s snow on the way. He flicks through the files rapidly. It’s one of life’s small pleasures that Bornand regularly enjoys: lifting the lid of the hive and watching the bees make honey. But today he knows what he’s looking for and he hasn’t got time to hang around: he’s after all yesterday’s calls involving Bestégui, code name: the Basque. At least ten made to the newspaper’s office. Various appointments. Interesting, one with the General Secretary of the Paris Mayor’s office. Well, well. Covering his rear with a view to the upcoming elections? His daughter has an ear infection. Restoux won’t file his article in time, it will have to be held over until the following week. A furious tantrum ensues. Bestégui’s writing a substitute under a new pseudonym (Rancourt, make a note, just in case). And lastly, someone called Chardon announces he has a dynamite dossier on a plane crammed with French missiles heading for Iran, which vanished in mid-flight yesterday over Turkey. The Basque warily advises him to be more discreet on the telephone and agrees to meet him that evening at seven p.m.
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