
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Repercussions



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


by Jean de Blonay


[image: image]




Translated by Angela Fairbank M.A. C.T.

Caveat

Anyone who thinks they recognize themselves as one of the protagonists in this novel, either due to vanity or self-ignorance, would be wrong because the characters all stem from my imagination.
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Chapter 1

[image: image]




Pierre, March 10, 2021

I would have found it quite amusing to live to the age of 100, but according to my doctor, there’s little chance of that! I’ll have to hurry and tell you my story with all its facts and consequences. It may even surprise you.

Please don’t be sad. I’m dying a happy man and feel so detached from everything, I’m not even afraid. I’ll most certainly be added to the list of Covid-19 victims, but that’ll be just one more lie! The thing that makes me laugh the most, however, is that although I’m sure they’ve already planned to include me in the death statistics for this disease, they’ve forbidden my children and grandchildren from visiting me because they’re afraid they’ll pass the virus on to me!

Since I’m only allowed half an hour a day for videoconferencing, they took away my smartphone—supposedly to recharge it. They’ll return it to me in time for my virtual appointments. Fortunately, there are still a few people willing to disobey the rules! I gave my credit card to the night supervisor with my passcode—yes, exactly, with my passcode—so she can buy the smartphone model of her dreams. At the same time, I begged her to buy me one of those fancy Dictaphones with at least sixteen gigabytes of memory—enough to record my entire story.

I’ll be romanticizing things a bit, of course, because I wouldn’t want to get bored as I tell it.
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Kashmir, March 1st, 2009


The large, fourteen-seater Westland helicopter was preparing to land in a field at the entrance to the village of Gund, 2,800 meters above sea level. Everything was grayish beige: the leafless trees, burnouses, turbans, scarves, and dresses. Even the earth had that winter color that nothing can brighten up. Manuela was captivated by the sight of people rushing toward the sound of the helicopters. There were two of them because the Westland was too heavy to carry skiers above 3,500 meters. A backup Alouette was needed to ensure rotations at altitude.

As soon as the blades stopped turning, the locals who weren’t so shy rushed to approach the skiers, touch them, and try to talk to them or have their picture taken with them.

Elias had warned the skiers, “Traces will remain on your clothing but don’t worry; their hands are only stained with soot and ash from the braziers they carry under their clothes. It’s their only source of heat inside and outside their homes. At least it’s clean dirt,” he joked.

Two particularly mischievous little girls stuck to Manuela, fascinated by her yellow and pink ski suit and, above all, by her white ski boots. They begged for nothing but contact. These mountain dwellers, who usually lived in great solitude, loved having their photos taken—perhaps so their souls could travel far away through the magic of cameras.

The Alouette had already taken the first group onto the slopes. Manuela was waiting for the second rotation. Her cousins would be transported in the third. Her group consisted of Uncle David, still in great shape at age 60, Emeric, a young Breton guide, and a pretty, young female from Chamonix with a high-pitched voice. The latter was already in her second week and seemed to have established somewhat of an intimate contact with the Breton.

The first flight set them down at 4,100 meters on a superb slope with spots of rather impacted snow. They all skied together under the watchful eyes of Elias, who wanted to see how they were managing, especially in areas where the snow wasn’t as nice. In doing so, he was able to put together coherent groups. He was satisfied with the skiing level of David and his family. They were all very good, just as David had told him. Consequently, Elias decided to let them ski together and had appointed Emeric to be their guide.

After this first descent, Emeric planned to have them repeat the route and this time they were to draw ‘eights’ on their own tracks, but David had objected.

“The snow wasn’t very good. Perhaps we could be put down somewhere else?”

“You’re the customers.”

Emeric indicated another spot to the pilot, but when the helicopter flew over the area, David reacted immediately.

“I think the snow’s even worse here. It looks a lot better over there.”

Emeric, already angry at having to leave behind his little girlfriend, reacted rather childishly by insisting they ski the slope he had chosen. It was a bad idea, however, because the snow conditions were actually worse than they’d been for the previous descent.

During the picnic lunch that the Alouette had delivered to them at 3,200 meters, David took Elias aside.

“Your guide’s an excellent skier but he doesn’t know snow very well!”

“What do you mean?”

“He chose a slope where we could tell from a distance the snow would be hard-packed, while just two hundred meters to the east there was some very light powder!”

“Maybe so, but you don’t know these slopes!”

“Elias, I’ve got forty-two years of high altitude skiing in my legs! Like you, I can smell snow from afar. How could a Breton have that kind of knowledge? It’s not something you can learn. It’s ingrained in those of us who have lived among mountains all our lives.”

That afternoon, David held out and Emeric reluctantly accepted the older man’s suggestion. Emeric was even more annoyed when he was forced to admit they had made a dream descent in a snow so light it was whipping their cheeks as it flew around them.

Eventually, however, Emeric recovered his good mood and he approached David that evening.

“I’d like you to teach me!”

After that, the week was a total success, despite the young lady from Chamonix, who was upset to find herself shifted to a different group, far away from her favorite guide.

On the third day, due to terrible weather, they decided to visit Srinagar and traveled on two shikaras arranged as luxurious taxis covered by a colorful tarpaulin and containing embroidered cushions for them to lie on. The twins, who liked to do everything together, had boarded the first, leaving David and his niece in the other. The boats glided through the smooth water ignored by the wind. Here and there, floating gardens were being cultivated by farmers squatting at the front of their long boats carved from hollowed-out tree trunks and fitted with a small platform in the bow. These narrow floating beds allowed their frail craft to pass through as farmers worked to their left and right without shifting position.

On the outskirts of the city, the lake narrowed. House-boats, abandoned by the British when they had left India, were moored on the banks where they survived under a variety of guises. Some were half sunk while others—more or less well-maintained—were inhabited probably by nobles.

During their journey, Manuela, without any preamble, had confided in her uncle.

“While I was looking for trinkets to bring to the children here, I found an old notebook in the attic under a box of colored pencils. When I opened it, I saw that only one page had been written on. I read it but didn’t understand much except that the author of the text had hurt Mom. Are you aware of this notebook?”

“Oh yes!”

“And?”

“Listen, Manuela, it’s not for me to tell you. You’ll have to ask your mother.”

“Why?”

“Because there are some things she might not want other people to tell you!”

“You could still tell me who wrote it though. It was Uncle Gautier, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“So, could you tell me a little more about him?”

“It’s a long story!”

“We have time. I’m listening!”

“OK. In actual fact, I believe you have the right to know. I suggest you shorten your visit to the city. We’ll let the twins stroll around on their own and we’ll continue in the shikara as soon as possible.”

The city itself, with its slums, dilapidated houses, and only one shopping street, didn’t offer much excitement, except perhaps a somewhat heavy atmosphere due to the latent conflict between the Muslim Kashmiris, who wanted to be Pakistani, and the Hindu Kashmiris, who considered the region theirs due to the 1947 partition. Ever since that date, the province had been torn apart with gunfire and ambushes. The only really peaceful spot was Dal Lake with its completely still water.

On their way back, the uncle and niece had remained quiet for a long time. David was wondering where he should start while Manuela was waiting impatiently to know more.

Hundreds of black kites were perched on poplar branches laid bare by the winter. Too heavy to take off from the ground, the raptors were obliged to launch themselves into the air from a certain height. With a wingspan of over a meter, these diving birds helped clean the waters by feeding on live and dead fish alike.

The shikara slid silently through the water as David began his story.

“Like I told you at our family reunion in 2004, your uncle died under mysterious circumstances.”

“Nevertheless, the Prosecutor issued a burial permit. Was it only you who had doubts?”

“No. Dr. Marzkoff and Police Chief Fabre were also unconvinced.”

“Yet Fabre didn’t do anything?”

“At the time, the Prosecutor was a powerful man. We all obeyed him. Besides, the police were very busy dealing with activists demonstrating against the Iraq war. In many cities, thugs would infiltrate their rallies and regroup to destroy as much as possible by smashing windows, painting graffiti on statues, museums, and other public buildings, burning cars, etc. They were vandals with no other goal than to let off steam without taking too much risk. Tracking them meant mobilizing a great number of officers. As for the rest, I’d rather you ask your mother directly.”

“Wait a second! What are you talking about?” 

“Am I to understand you didn’t see the short sentence at the end of the notebook?”

“No, I didn’t notice anything!”

“Well, in the second half of the notebook, after a number of blank pages, there’s a short sentence that says, ‘They won’t find anything, but Viviane might.’”

“What does that mean?”

“I’m certain it refers to the trunk we found in the attic!”

They had then made a pact not to let the memories of the past spoil the present. Manuela had kept her promise and the next day things were back to normal. The rain from the day before had been the source of an excellent snowfall at altitude. The rest of the week had been a succession of memorable descents.

On the last day, since the sun had warmed up the cliff rocks nicely, Romain, the Alouette’s pilot from Grenoble, who appreciated David’s mountain knowledge, pointed out a dizzying route opposite their current drop-off.

“If that tempts you, I think I can get you up there!” he offered.

The area in question was quite simply unique: at least four or five kilometers of virgin snow on an unbroken gradient!

“I’ve never managed to fly so high because the air isn’t usually strong enough for five passengers! Today, on the other hand, since the cliffs have been in full sunlight for several hours, we could take advantage of sufficient updrafts to gain altitude. The summit’s at 4,900 meters.”

Obviously, they wanted to go! Their excitement was palpable! They had never skied at such a high altitude before. And the area in question had never been skied on before either.

“Right. Let’s try it then! I won’t be able to land up there because I might not be able to lift off again. However, I’ll hover above the ground. You’ll have to drop your skis and jump about three meters into the snow, OK?”

“Absolutely!”

They hastened to put their skis in the baskets fixed for this purpose on the helicopter’s skids, and then rushed inside the cabin, impatient to get going.

Romain was a virtuoso, an expert at sensing the currents that would carry them up to the top. The skis were dropped, and David jumped first under the worried eyes of his sons and Manuela. After arriving safely, no sooner had he moved away than his niece followed. The twins didn’t hesitate for a moment.

Breathlessly, they clipped on their skis and David set off down the hill first, determined to hurtle down the slope in one go ... or at least as far as possible.

The others, euphoric, followed closely behind. Manuela forgot about the notebook and the discussion they’d had the other day. The snow was superb, and they moved effortlessly and gracefully. Yet, to their astonishment, out of breath, they all had to stop after less than thirty turns.

“I have a terrible headache!” Manuela complained.

David knew what that meant: Manuela’s brain, full of water, was running out of space in her skull. They would need to react very quickly before she fell into a coma. Without giving them time to catch their breath, he urged them forward.

“We must lose altitude quickly. We’ll ski calmly, breathing well at each turn, until we get down to 4,000 meters!”

His niece’s symptoms were gone by the time they arrived.

“OK, now we can take our time.”

The final one thousand meters of vertical drop were fantastic! They had marked the slope with a perfect quilting pattern. Romain was waiting for them on a ledge at 2,900 meters, his face split by a broad smile. Manuela, with a last turn, braked close to him and reached out to give him a hug.

“That was awesome! Truly awesome. I’ll remember it for the rest of my life!”

David and the twins shook Romain’s hand in silence. David summed up what they were all feeling.

“Thank you, Romain! You gave us all an unforgettable gift. You put the cherry on the cake!”

To cap off the experience, the Alouette brought them back up to the top. They put their skis back on and embarked on a final descent, dazzled by their holiday which had ended in an apotheosis. Tomorrow they’d be returning home, with a stopover in New Delhi.

Back home finally, Manuela, still full of questions, was unsatisfied. However, she had decided not to upset her mother, who was bathing in happiness five thousand kilometers away from Dardagny. She would only ask her once the right opportunity presented itself. 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 3
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David, February 3, 2003

On his return from Verbier, to avoid the busy Sunday evening traffic, David frequently chose to travel on Monday morning. Obviously, this choice often meant the highway was congested with trucks, which slowed down traffic considerably. However, at least he’d avoid the frenzy of drivers who had been happily skiing all weekend and who, on the road, still had a tendency to zigzag, jumping from one lane to the other just as they had been doing for two days on the slopes.

David Delcreuze, 54, was in no rush to return to his office. He had been forced to take over the reins of the family business, Promogen, six years ago when his brother Gautier had been arrested for his involvement in shady deals with crooked developers. They had pocketed under-the-table payments, often in cash, for housing under construction. The sites were then abandoned well before the work was completed, most often following suspicious bankruptcies well justified by devious accountants. To collect the maximum of down payments, the projects had to have emerged from the ground at least. That way, they were obliged to keep the sites open as long as possible. They had found in Gautier a business owner who understood the way they worked.

Ever since he had been running the family business, he had considered it his own and had basically done whatever he wanted, even though their father still held 60% of the shares, the rest being divided between Gautier, who had 20%, and Viviane and David, with 10% each.

At the time, Promogen, which Pierre had bought as an investment for his retirement, was flourishing and producing comfortable profits. However, these weren’t enough for Gautier, who wasn’t satisfied with merely making money. His obsession was to get rich quick and outsmart everyone else. Unfortunately, he was burdened with a blazing spirit, which caused him to lose all reason and, more especially, all conscience.

He hadn’t hesitated to jeopardize the company by taking charge of the invoices from his property developer cronies so they would appear to be solvent as long as possible, to the point of putting his own company’s cash flow into the red. Of course, they paid him back with their dirty money but that meant it could never return to Promogen’s coffers afterward.

The whole gang had ended up in jail. The trial had been consequential and the penalties quite severe. Gautier had been sentenced to three years in prison.

Pierre had then called together his other two children, David and Viviane. During the extraordinary general meeting which Gautier had not attended—for good reason—it had been decided that, to save the company, they needed not only to remove him as its manager but also to lay him off.

Pierre had asked David to take over the reins temporarily so as to give them the necessary time to find a new director.

“Why not you, Dad?”

“Me? I’ve always been a good employee but I’m no businessman. Whereas you, you’re self-employed and have the necessary mentality! What’s more, I’m already 76. I’ll probably make a mess of things! Nevertheless, if you need help, I’m happy to look after the accounts.”

David had finally agreed on the condition that he could keep his medical practice going, at least in the afternoons. Pierre and Viviane, considering the few hours Gautier had spent in his office, had reassured him.

“That would seem possible!”

“And what will happen when Gautier gets out of prison?”

“By then, you’ll have the business up and running again. There’s no question of hiring him back! I suggest we give him a monthly advance on his share of the dividends now. That will prevent him from torpedoing the company or selling his shares to third parties just to show off for a while or to spend them at the casino.”

Pierre was right. They needed to get him as far away from the company as possible. The result was that once he’d been released, Gautier had played the repentant son so well, he’d obtained an advance on his inheritance. David and Viviane had been opposed to the idea.

“In less than a year, he’ll have nothing left!”

But Pierre, consumed by his guilt of having been a bad father, had insisted.

“It’s not completely his fault. It’s just the way he is! Perhaps your mother and I missed something important in his upbringing.”

David and Viviane had always understood that their parents bore Gautier’s escapades as a burden and felt responsible. And it had been this feeling that had caused them to make even more mistakes! Consequently, the brother and sister had finally accepted the idea and Gautier had received a nice sum, which had enabled him to return to an almost normal life ... at least for a short time. However, after eighteen months, he had lost everything!

It had taken David six years to get the company running smoothly again. He had regained the trust of clients and architects, even some of those who had lost money because of Gautier. David had also insisted on reimbursing their losses, which of course had gone over very well.

The trouble was, he was doing so well that half a day’s work quickly became insufficient. At the moment, he was managing to keep his practice open only two afternoons a week, which wasn’t nearly enough.

His twin sons were nearing the end of their teenage years and doing well. He was finally starting to have some time for himself again and could see his patients until eight o’clock at night. On the other hand, since the car accident, which had killed his wife Sylvie eleven years earlier, he hadn’t had the opportunity to rebuild his own life.

His time was divided between his two jobs and his family hobbies: skiing in the winter and golfing in the summer. He had introduced his sister, Viviane, who had also lived alone since the death of her husband, to these two sports. She had immediately become hooked. The twins played golf well, but they were neither diligent nor patient enough to expect to get any better. At 17, they were much more interested in going out with their friends and with girls. Manuela, on the other hand, as with skiing, was not only a talented golf player but also very serious and focused. David was planning to buy shares in Bossey, a sumptuous and very physical golf course: ten kilometers of hills and dips they always covered on foot. In the meantime, they visited other courses in the region with a preference for the Val de Sorne. They also frequented Gonville, Aix-les-Bains and Giez. They rarely played at Swiss golf courses because they were definitely too expensive. In short, the region was full of choice. The trouble was, they got along with each other so well that David and his sister were often mistaken for a couple with an adorable daughter. For this reason and under these conditions, it was proving difficult for him to meet anybody romantically!

Occupied in thought, David had arrived at Promogen’s parking lot almost without realizing it.

He had no idea of what would happen over the next week.
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In the forest, February 7, 2003

The snow had finally melted and given way to slush tinged with a brown residue. Just yesterday, David had almost missed the entrance to the estate because the road had been so slippery. His car had struggled to climb the last few meters of the hill that led to Upper Gravine. Today, it was no problem at all! That was fortunate because his schedule had been exhausting. He had had to negotiate with clients due to delays on construction sites: mobilize teams for the most urgent cases; find solutions to replace a large mobile crane whose truck had skidded and fallen into a ditch clipping the roof of a nearby house; send a team on site to look at the damage and talk to the owner; and call the insurance broker to take care of the matter. Even his lunch with a handful of developers had been complicated due to systematic opposition from green parties, whom he had had to convince that their project still respected the environment.

Previously, he could have counted on Gautier, who had had a reputation for obtaining permits in a way that wasn’t always clear but very effective. Unfortunately, his younger brother was no longer of any use to him since he had fallen into alcohol and drugs and had become careless.

This Friday, he was happy to have reached home finally. Viviane had left the day before to spend the February holidays at the family chalet in Verbier with the twins and her daughter, Manuela, who had returned from Edinburgh especially. He would join them the following Thursday for a long weekend.

Until then, he was looking forward to some time alone made all the more pleasant by the fact that it was only temporary. Viviane was a dynamic, athletic woman who never tired of skiing. She had transmitted her love of the sport to the twins, who fearlessly hurtled down any slope, including the very steepest. They had jumped at the idea of going to Tortin as if it were no trouble at all. A thrilling prospect!

David was really starting to regret the fact that he had agreed to take over the business after the disaster and had had to sacrifice his general medicine practice over time. Up until now, he had more or less managed to keep the two professional activities going concurrently by working in the construction business in the morning and seeing patients in the afternoon. Now, however, it was no longer possible. He was going to have to hand over his practice and his heart was heavy. It felt as though he was betraying his patients. If it had been up to him, he would have turned the family business into a corporation, set up a board of directors, and appointed his deputy to manage it. However, as long as his father was alive, he was reluctant to do so. In the meantime, he felt everything could be solved with a good hot bath!

He was thinking about these things as he approached the last turn before his house. So much for the bath: the courtyard was bathed in light from the rotating beacons of two police cars. “More trouble!” he sighed, immediately thinking of his younger brother.

As soon as he was out of his car, he was approached by Police Chief Charles Fabre, a man he’d known for years due to the numerous interrogations he’d been involved in as a result of his brother’s escapades. He didn’t doubt for a moment that this visit was also about him.

“What’s Gautier gone and done now?” he abruptly asked Fabre, who replied just as directly.

“Don’t worry! Gautier Delcreuze won’t cause you any more trouble. He’s dead!”

“What do you mean?”

“Your gardener discovered him hanging from a tree behind his house.”

David couldn’t believe it. How on earth had his wreck of a brother had the courage to hang himself?

“Listen! We need a death certificate. We haven’t touched anything! You’re still a practicing physician, aren’t you?”

“Yes ... but not so much these days!”

“Would you agree to write up the report? It would save us both a lot of time. Otherwise we’ll have to grab an intern from the hospital, and it’ll be at least forty-five minutes before he arrives.”

David wasn’t very hungry any longer but since he wanted to get home as soon as possible, he accepted. He got into Fabre’s car, and they drove along the road to Lower Gravine, Gautier’s home. As they passed in front of the house, David noticed with some annoyance the red and white plastic police tape hanging there to prevent entry.

“Is that really necessary?” he asked, pointing to the colorful barrier.

“For now yes! As soon as the Prosecutor has established it’s a suicide, we’ll be able to remove the seals.”

They entered the woods. A well-trodden path climbed gently before descending into a slightly slippery, steep area. There, the leaves had been tossed around as though someone had slid or fallen. It’s moreover what almost happened to David but due to the fact that he was an excellent skier, he had managed to regain his balance quickly. After a short walk, he was able to make out a shape hanging in the air under a large branch.

As he approached, he shivered. What could possibly have pushed his brother to this extreme? They had expected him to die eventually of cirrhosis, smoker’s cancer, or an overdose ... but not this way! What suffering, what remorse, what constraints, what threats could have pushed him to hang himself? Gautier didn’t really have friends ... well, in fact, he no longer had any friends at all because he’d duped them all at one time or another. He’d been living in his house as a recluse. Apart from his buddy Enzo, who hadn’t been seen in quite some time and was an individual David didn’t know very well, no one had ever seen anyone enter his place in at least—

David remembered that day well. Berolo, the gardener, had been collecting kindling on the edge of the forest. He’d seen Enzo enter together with a villainous-looking rascal. Puzzled, he’d followed them. He’d then heard screams and a banging sound coming from Gautier’s room. He’d run to his motorbike and had hastily driven up to Upper Gravine to notify David. The latter had jumped on the back seat of the bike, and they had hurtled down the hill to watch a large black car disappear through the gate. Arriving in front of the house, David had stayed outside because Gautier had banned him from ever crossing his threshold. He must have yelled to ask if everything was OK. The answer had been reassuring: “Get the hell out!”

Remembering this incident, David’s professional shell suddenly broke. He staggered and leaned back against the trunk of the tree. With his face crumpled and haggard, he looked ahead, not seeing the body of his brother whom he’d never really known well. Lost in his thoughts, he had almost forgotten why he was there. It was Chief Fabre who, still anxious to get things done, brought him back to reality.

“Is that your brother?”

“Yes.”

“Will you sign the form to confirm his death?”

“I’ll confirm his death, yes, but don’t ask me to certify the time or cause of death! I’m a general practitioner not a medical examiner!” he replied, forcing himself to walk around his brother’s body.

Nevertheless, David was able to remember his forensic medicine classes vividly. If he’d been asked to, he could at least have worked out the time of death. His eyes, trained to detect the slightest abnormal signs in his patients, had also noticed some surprising details in his brother’s body. A thick lock of Gautier’s hair, which he wore long, was caught in the noose. That wasn’t trivial! Nor was the bruise on one side of his jaw that clearly didn’t have the pinkish color of natural lividity. He was seized with doubt. Should he speak to Fabre about these two anomalies or let the specialists do it?

He decided to keep quiet and allow procedures to take their course. Either the Prosecutor would accept the idea of suicide and issue the burial permit, or the Medical Examiner would also have suspicions and there would be a long and painful investigation with incessant interrogations and repeated intrusions into their private life. And what were the chances of success? In the meantime, his most painful task would be to inform their father. How would Pierre accept the idea that his son had taken his own life? David decided it could wait until the next day.

Driven home by Fabre, he poured himself a glass of 16-year-old Lagavulin, added a few ice cubes, and then sat down in his armchair opposite the empty fireplace. He wasn’t surprised that he didn’t feel all that sad. Gautier had destroyed everything in his life, starting with stealing his mother’s jewelry, a zigzag-shaped necklace with a superb Egyptian key of life as a pendant. It was quite original because its cross bar—encrusted with tiny stones—represented the outstretched wings of a dragonfly. He had stolen it when he was four years old and had been caught trying to exchange it for a bag of candy! The grocer had brought the little boy and the pendant to their house. Admonished and treated like a thief, Gautier had replied, in all good faith, “I didn’t steal it, I just wanted to trade it in for some candy!”

Subsequently, this vague notion he had of a border separating honesty from dishonesty would end up alienating many of those he would do business with.

It was also no thanks to his little brother that David had had to take over managing the family company at such short notice and sacrifice his real profession! Feeling his anger against his younger brother return, he made the firm decision to forget all about it as soon as possible. He put down his glass, went into the kitchen, nibbled on a piece of cheese, and returned to the living room to turn on the television. Then he switched it off and just let the screen remain on so as to insert a James Bond film into his brand new DVD player. He could finally relax and enjoy himself.

The next morning, after some exercise and a solid breakfast, David walked down to Middle Gravine where his father lived with Viviane and his granddaughter Manuela. Pierre was on his own.

“Dad, I have some bad news for you!”

“Gautier?”

“Ah! You’ve already heard?”

“No, I haven’t heard anything, but whenever I’m given bad news, it’s almost always about him! What’s he done now?”

“He’s dead.”

“May he rest in peace,” was his only remark.

Pierre wasn’t particularly moved by the announcement.

“It had to happen sometime!” he continued. “So what did he die of?”

“He was found hanging from a tree behind his house!”

“Really?” Pierre absorbed the news. David saw him stagger, hold onto the table, and finally collapse into a chair, as if all his guilt as a father for a failed upbringing had escaped and overwhelmed him.

“What did we do—or not do—to have it all end like this?”

“Nothing, Dad. It was who he was!”

“Thank you for coming to tell me, David. Now will you please go? I need to be alone for a while!”

“Are you sure you’ll be OK? You’re not going to do anything silly, I hope.”

“No, no. Don’t worry. I just need to think.”

Once his eldest son had left, Pierre went to fetch a blanket to curl up under. Lying on the couch, he finally let himself think about the past. His mind turned back to June 20, 1954—a Sunday—in Egypt. The summer had already arrived bringing with it the first real heat.
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Agami, June 20, 1954

Lying on the brilliant white sand of Agami beach, Pierre Delcreuze watched his children playing at the water’s edge, with despair. David, 6, was watching his little brother, Gautier, 4, with disdain, constantly expecting new stupidity on his part. Forty meters from the shore, at the bow of her white canoe[1] in the shape of a swan’s neck, Francine, his wife, was paddling elegantly with fine strokes. At the age of 33, after giving birth twice, she had retained the look of a young sportswoman: no stretch marks, no spare tire, and hips as narrow as before. One wouldn’t have even guessed she was two months pregnant with her third child.

What a shock it would be for them all when he announced his decision! Twelve years of a wonderful life together! And he was about to end it.

Since the impeachment of King Farouk in 1952, and the overthrow of his successor, Fouad II, the situation had become increasingly uncertain for expatriates. Nevertheless, the pace of Alexandrian society had continued, at least in appearance, as it always had: work, often not very demanding, followed by a great deal of partying. The Delcreuze family still went to their club to play bridge and tennis and go horseback riding. However, the general atmosphere had changed. It wasn’t that visible yet, but it was palpable. The Muslim Brotherhood, banned since 1952, continued to conspire quietly and agitate the countryside and the poorer neighborhoods, encouraging them to work against the ‘infidels,’ especially the Jews. The English and French, who were profiting greatly from the Suez Canal operation, were increasingly criticized. They could feel a silent demand from the Egyptians everywhere. “Give us back the canal!”

The French-speaking Swiss were also taken to task. To keep quiet, they had had to wander around with their beige-colored passports, marked with the crest of the federal cross, pinned on their clothing.

Pierre remembered his arrival in this country in 1942. Egypt had just escaped the German invasion due to being brutally thwarted by the Allies at El-Alamein, located only sixty kilometers east of Alexandria! He had been sent there by an office of the Confederation that managed Swiss real estate and commercial investments in the Middle East. The regional office was located in Alexandria. At that time, the presence of foreigners posed few problems, especially since the country had gained independence in 1936. In this process, the English and French had managed to obtain a monopoly on the canal operation for twenty years. Their presence helped provide a considerable number of jobs. Everything was for the best.

Pierre had met Francine at the ball of July 14, 1944, given by the consulate. Daughter of a French engineer, a senior manager for the canal operation, she was employed as a documentalist. The Allies had landed in Normandy and the Germans were retreating on all fronts. The end was believed to be near. At the ball, which had taken place for the first time in years, the atmosphere was cheerful, and the champagne flowed. When Francine appeared dressed in a close-fitting, silver-sequined dress, the men had stopped their conversations. She had tucked a scarlet rose into her headband, which had allowed a mischievous strand of hair to fall over her left ear. She had adorned her ears with large, golden, wire hoops, gypsy-style, and wore a simple necklace of small, natural pearls from the east. To top everything off, she had painted her lips bright red, thus highlighting her wide, full lips.

Seeing Pierre staring at her, dumbstruck, she had approached him with a smirk. “Put your eyes back in your head and fetch me a drink of champagne!”

Returning from the buffet, Pierre had heard comments. “That’s it; she’s put her hooks into the Swiss guy!”

“I can understand why. He’s not bad looking!”

They had stayed together that evening, had danced almost non-stop and had arranged to meet at the club the next day for a game of tennis.

There again, she had bowled him over. Her game, all finesse, was diabolically precise. People stopped to admire the envied couple. The undulations of Francine’s pleated skirt highlighted all her movements admirably. Her walk was truly feline. Her six-foot opponent, Pierre, wearing a Lacoste polo shirt and white trousers with an impeccable center crease, matched her strokes blow for blow. Slender and athletic, he was rather handsome and displayed a disarming smile every time she sent him an unassailable ball. They had quickly become difficult to beat in doubles. Each team waited its turn to play a game with them. They became the couple to be seen in Alexandrian society: beauty, understanding, education, athleticism, they had everything it took to bring them together! The announcement of their marriage the following year surprised no one.
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