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Particularly if you’re single, some Mondays in late November or early December make you feel as if you’re in death’s waiting room. The summer holidays are a distant memory, the new year still far in the future: the proximity of nothingness is unfamiliar.


On Monday 23 November, Bastien Doutremont decided to take the metro to work. Alighting at Porte de Clichy, he found himself facing the inscription that some colleagues had been talking about over the previous few days. It was just after ten o’clock in the morning; the platform was deserted.


He’d been interested in the graffiti on the Paris metro since he was a teenager. He often took pictures of it with his ancient iPhone – by now they must have been up to generation 23, but he had stopped at 11. He classified the photographs by stations and lines; he had plenty of files on his computer devoted to them. It was a hobby, one might say, but he preferred the term pastime, which sounded gentler but was in essence more brutal. Moreover, one of his favourite bits of graffiti, in precise, italic letters, which he had discovered in the middle of a long white corridor at Place d’Italie, energetically proclaimed, ‘Time will not pass!’


The posters of the ‘RATP Poetry’ initiative, with their display of witless nonsense that for a time swamped every Paris station, even spreading by capillary action to certain carriages, had prompted many reactions of deranged fury among passengers. Thus he had been able to collect, at Victor Hugo station: ‘I claim the honorific title of King of Israel. I cannot do otherwise.’ At Voltaire, the graffiti was more brutal and more consumed with anxiety: ‘Definitive message to all telepaths, to all Stéphanes who tried to disturb my life: the answer is NO!’


The inscription at Porte de Clichy wasn’t a piece of graffiti in the strict sense of the term: in huge fat letters, two metres high, written in black paint, it stretched the full length of the platform for trains heading towards Gabriel Péri-Asnières-Gennevilliers. Even by moving to the opposite platform he had been unable to get the whole thing in the frame, but he had managed to work out the text in its entirety: ‘Survival of monopolies/In the heart of the metropolis’. There was nothing very troubling, or even very explicit, about it; and yet it was the kind of thing that might arouse the interest of the DGSI – the General Directorate of Internal Security – like all the mysterious and obscurely threatening communications that had been filling the public space for some years, which could not be attributed to any clearly identifiable political groupuscule, and of which the internet messages that it was his job to interpret right now were both the most spectacular and the most alarming example.


He found the report from the lexicology lab on his desk; it had arrived with the morning’s first mail delivery. The lab’s examination of the messages that had been accepted as genuine had allowed him to isolate fifty-three letters – alphabetic characters, not ideograms; the spacing had allowed them to divide the letters into words. Then they had set about establishing a one-to-one correspondence with an existing alphabet, and had made their first attempt with French. Unexpectedly, it appeared to correspond: if one added to the twenty-six basic letters the accented characters and the ones with a hyphen or a cedilla, you ended up with forty-two signs. Traditionally, one then added eleven punctuation marks, which provided a total of fifty-three signs. They were therefore confronted with a problem of classical decoding, which consisted of establishing a biunivocal correspondence between the characters in the messages and those of the French alphabet in the broadest sense. Unfortunately, after two weeks of effort, they had found themselves confronted by a total impasse: it had not proved possible to establish a correspondence using any known coding system; it was the first time this had happened since the laboratory had been established. Distributing messages on the internet that no one could read was plainly an absurd undertaking; they were obviously intended for someone, but for whom?


He got up, made himself an espresso and walked to the bay window holding his cup. A blinding light shimmered on the walls of the High Court. He had never found any particular aesthetic merit in that unstructured juxtaposition of gigantic glass-and-steel polyhedrons dominating a bleak and muddy landscape. In any case, the goal pursued by its designers was not beauty, or even really harmony, but rather the display of a certain technical skill – as if the most important thing in the end was to ensure that it was visible to any notional extra-terrestrials. Bastien had not known the historic buildings at 36 Quai des Orfèvres, and did not in consequence feel any nostalgia for them, unlike his older colleagues. But it had to be acknowledged that this district of the ‘new Clichy’ was moving day by day towards an urban disaster pure and simple; the shopping centre, the cafés, the restaurants set out in the original plans had never come into existence, and relaxing outside of the work context during the day had, in this new site, become almost impossible; on the other hand there was no problem with parking.


About fifty metres below, an Aston Martin DB11 drove into the visitors’ car park; Fred had arrived. It was a curious trait that a geek like Fred, whom one might have expected to own a Tesla, should have remained loyal to the outmoded charms of the combustion engine – sometimes he spent whole minutes daydreaming as he basked in the murmur of his V12. At last he got out, slamming the door behind him. Allowing for the security procedures at reception, he would get there in ten minutes. He hoped that Fred might have some news; in fact it was his last hope that he might find out about any kind of progress at their next meeting.


Seven years ago, when they had been taken on as contract workers by the DGSI – on a salary that was more than comfortable for a pair of young men without so much as a degree or any professional experience to their names – their interview had been merely a demonstration of their ability to penetrate different websites. In front of fifteen agents from BEFTI, the Brigade d’enquêtes sur les fraudes aux technologies de l’information, the police cybercrime department and other technical services of the Ministry of the Interior who had come together for the occasion, they had explained how, once they had got into the RNIPP, the National Register for the Identification of Individuals, they could, with a simple click, deactivate or reactivate a health insurance card; they had explained what they would do in order to get inside the government taxation site, and from there, very simply, find out the total sum of declared revenue. They had even shown them how – the procedure was more cumbersome, because the codes were changed regularly – once they’d made their way into FNAEG (Fichier national automatisé des empreintes génétiques), the national DNA database, they could modify or destroy a DNA profile, even in the case of an individual who had already been sentenced. The only thing they had thought it wise to pass over in silence was their incursion into the site of Chooz nuclear power station. They had taken control of the system for forty-eight hours, and could have launched an emergency stoppage procedure in the reactor – depriving several French départements of electricity. They would not, however, have been able to provoke a major nuclear incident – to enter the core of the reactor they still needed a 4096-bit decryption key that they hadn’t yet cracked. Fred had a new piece of decoding software that he’d tried to launch; but by common accord they had decided they might have gone too far that day; they had come back out, erasing all trace of their intrusion, and had never mentioned it again – not to anybody, not even between themselves. That night, Bastien had had a nightmare in which he was being chased by monstrous figures consisting of assemblages of decomposing new-born babies; at the end of his dream, the core of the reactor had appeared to him. They had allowed several days to pass before seeing each other again, they hadn’t even spoken on the phone, and it was probably from that moment that they had first imagined putting themselves at the service of the state. As teenagers their heroes had been Julian Assange and Edward Snowden; collaborating with the authorities hadn’t been the obvious next choice of career but the context of the mid-2010s was quite an unusual one. After a number of Islamist atrocities, the population of France had begun to support, and even to feel a certain affection for, its police and army.


Fred, however, had not renewed his contract with the DGSI at the end of the first year; instead he had gone off to set up Distorted Visions, a company specializing in digital special effects and synthetic imaging systems. Basically Fred, unlike Bastien, had never really been a hacker; he had never really experienced the pleasure, not unlike that of slalom skiing, which Bastien felt when he managed to negotiate his way around a sequence of firewalls, or the megalomaniac sense of intoxication that filled him when he launched an attack by brute force, mobilizing thousands of zombie computers to break a particularly cunning code. Fred, like his teacher Julian Assange, was above all a born programmer, capable of mastering within a few days the most sophisticated languages that were constantly appearing on the market, and he had used that aptitude to devise thoroughly innovative form- and texture-generation algorithms. Much is made of France’s excellence in the field of space or aeronautics, but less credit is given to special digital effects. Fred’s company’s most regular clients were the big Hollywood blockbusters; within five or six years of its establishment, it was ranked third in the world.


When he got to his office before slumping on the sofa, Doutremont knew at once that it was going to be bad news.


‘Actually, Bastien, I don’t have anything very encouraging to tell you,’ Fred confirmed straight away. ‘OK, let me talk to you about the first message. I know it’s not the one you’re interested in; but still, the video’s a strange one.’


The DGSI hadn’t spotted the first pop-up window; it had essentially borrowed from airline ticket and hotel reservation websites. Like the next two, it consisted of a juxtaposition of pentagons, circles and lines of text in an indecipherable alphabet. When you clicked anywhere inside the window, the sequence was set off. The view was filmed from an overhang or a static balloon; it was a static shot about ten minutes long. A vast meadow of tall grass stretched to the horizon, and the sky was perfectly clear – the landscape was suggestive of certain states of the American West. The wind formed huge straight lines on the surface of the grass; then they came together to form triangles and polygons. Everything calmed down and the surface relaxed again, as far as the eye could see; then the wind blew again and the polygons reappeared, slowly marking out the plain into infinity. It was beautiful, but it wasn’t particularly troubling: the sound of the wind hadn’t been recorded, and the geometry of the whole developed in total silence.


‘Recently we’ve made a fair number of scenes of storms at sea for war films,’ Fred said. ‘You can model a grass surface of that size pretty much the same way as you would model an area of water of equivalent size – not the ocean, something more like a big lake. And what I can tell you with certainty is that the geometric figures that form in this video are impossible. You would need to imagine that the wind was blowing in three different directions at the same time – and sometimes in four. So I have no doubt: it’s a synthetic image. But what really intrigues me is that you can enlarge the image as much as you want, and the synthetic blades of grass still look like real blades of grass; and normally that’s impossible to do. No two blades of grass are identical in nature; they all have irregularities, little flaws, a specific genetic signature. We’ve enlarged a thousand of them, choosing them at random within the image: they’re all different. I’m willing to bet that the millions of blades of grass that appear in the video are all different; it’s extraordinary, it’s a crazy piece of work; we might be able to do it at Distorted, but for a sequence of that length it would take us months of calculation.’
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In the second video, Bruno Juge, Minister of the Economy and Finance – who, since the beginning of the five-year term, was also Budget Minister – was standing, hands tied behind his back, in the middle of a moderate-sized garden that must have been to the rear of a mansion. The hilly surrounding countryside suggested the landscape of the Suisse Normande and must have been verdant in springtime, but at this time of year the trees were bare, so it was probably late autumn or early winter. The minister was dressed in a pair of dark suit trousers and a short-sleeved white shirt, worn without a tie and too light for the season – he had goose bumps.


In the next shot he was wearing a long black robe and a conical hat, also black, which made him look like one of the penitents on Holy Week in Seville; the same type of headgear had also been worn as a sign of public humiliation by those sentenced to death under the Inquisition. Two men dressed the same way – except that their hoods had holes at eye level – were gripping him under the arms to drag him away.


Once they had reached the end of the garden, they violently ripped the pointed hood from the head of the minister, who blinked several times to become accustomed to the light. They were at the end of a little grassy hillock with a guillotine on its summit. Bruno Juge’s face at the sight of the instrument showed no hint of fear, just slight surprise.


While one of the two men made him kneel, positioning his head in the lunette and applying the lock mechanism, the second fitted the blade in the mouton, the heavy cast-iron weight designed to stabilize the fall. With a rope passed through a pulley the two men raised the device consisting of the mouton and the blade to the crossbar. Gradually, Bruno Juge seemed afflicted by great sadness, but a sadness more general in nature.


After several seconds during which the minister was seen briefly closing his eyes, then opening them again, one of the men activated the release mechanism. The blade came down in two or three seconds, the head was severed with one blow, and a stream of blood flowed into the basin as the head rolled down the grassy slope before coming to a standstill right in front of the camera, a few inches from the lens. The minister’s eyes, wide open, now showed enormous surprise.


The pop-up window and the video linked to it had appeared on administrative information sites such as www.impots.gouv.fr and www.servicepublic.fr. Bruno Juge had spoken about it first of all to his colleague in the Ministry of the Interior, and it was he who had alerted the DGSI. Then they had informed the prime minister, and the case had gone all the way to the president. No official statement had been given to the press. So far, all attempts to delete the video had been in vain – the window reappeared, posted from a different IP address, after several hours, sometimes several minutes.


‘I can tell you,’ said Fred, ‘that we have watched this video for hours, we have enlarged it as far as we possibly can, particularly the shot of the decapitated torso, at the moment when the blood poured from the carotid artery. Normally, if you enlarge something enough you start to see geometrical regularities appearing, artificial micro-figures – most of the time you can even guess the equation the guy used. Here there’s nothing at all: you can enlarge it all you like, it remains chaotic and irregular, exactly like a real cut. I was so intrigued by it that I talked to Bustamante, the boss of Digital Commando.’


[image: An illustration shows a guillotine. The parts of the guillotine are labelled.]


‘But they’re your competitors, aren’t they?’ Doutremont said.


‘Yes, we’re competitors if you like, but we get on, and we’ve even worked on films together. We don’t exactly excel in the same fields: we’re better than them in terms of imaginary buildings, generating virtual crowds and so on. But when it comes to gory special effects, organic monsters, mutilation, decapitation, they’re better than we are. And Bustamante was as staggered as I was: he hadn’t a clue how it could have been done. If we’d had to give a statement under oath in a court of law, and of course if it hadn’t been a minister but a man in the street, I think we’d have sworn that it was a real decapitation . . .’


There was a silence. Bastien looked at the bay window, and let his eye wander over the huge planes of glass and steel. The building was definitely impressive, even frightening in good weather; but it was probably necessary, for a high court, to inspire fear in the populace.


‘So, we come to the third video. OK, you’ve seen it like me,’ Fred went on. ‘It’s a long dolly shot in some railway tunnels. Quite creepy, with yellow tones dominating. The soundtrack is classic industrial metal. It’s obviously CGI, there are no real railway tunnels ten metres across, or diesel engines fifty metres high. It’s well done, even very well done, it’s really good CGI, but in the end it’s less startling than the other videos, it could have been made at Distorted, two weeks’ work, I would say.’


Bastien looked at him again. ‘What’s worrying about the third message isn’t its content, it’s the way it was disseminated. This time they didn’t attack a government website, they aimed at Google and Facebook; people who essentially know how to defend themselves. And what’s baffling is the violence and the suddenness of the attack. In my view their botnet must control millions of zombie machines at the very least.’


Fred gave a start. It sounded impossible, something orders of magnitude beyond anything they’d ever encountered.


‘I know,’ Bastien went on, ‘but things have changed, and in a sense they’ve become easier for pirates. People go on buying computers out of habit, but these days they only access the web by smartphone, and leave their computers on standby. Right now, in the world, you’ve got hundreds of millions, maybe billions of computers in a dormant state, just waiting to be controlled by a bot.’


‘I’m sorry not to be able to help you, Bastien.’


‘You have helped me. I have a meeting at seven with Paul Raison, the guy from the Finance Ministry. He’s at the minister’s office, he’s my contact on the file; now I know what I need to say to him. One: we’re dealing with an attack carried out by people unknown. Two: they’re capable of creating digital special effects that the best specialists in the field consider impossible. Three: the power of the calculation that they’re able to mobilize is unimaginable, it’s far beyond anything we’ve ever seen before. Four: their motives are unknown.’


A new silence fell between them.


‘What’s this guy Raison like?’ Fred asked at last.


‘He’s OK. Serious, no sense of humour, even quite austere, but he’s reasonable. People know him at the DGSI, in fact – or at least they remember his father, Édouard Raison. He spent his whole career in the department, he started in the old General Information section, almost forty years ago. He was well respected; he dealt with some really big cases, cases at the highest level, directly concerning state security. In short, his son grew up in the business. He might have gone to the right schools, he’s been a finance inspector, usual career, but he knows the special nature of our work, and he isn’t unthinkingly hostile to us.’
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The sky is low, grey, compact. The light seems to come not from above, but from the mantle of snow covering the ground; it’s fading inexorably, probably because evening is falling. Areas of frost crystallizing, the branches of the trees creak. Snowflakes swirl among people who walk past without seeing one another, their faces hardening and wrinkling, little points of wild light dancing in their eyes. Some are going home, but before they get there they understand that their loved ones are going to die, or are probably already dead. Paul becomes aware that the planet is dying of cold; at first it’s only a hypothesis, but gradually it becomes a certainty. The government has ceased to exist, it has fled, or it has vanished of its own accord, hard to say. Then Paul is on a train, he’s decided to go via Poland, but death is starting to fill the compartments, even though their walls are lined with thick fur. Then he understands that no one is driving the train, which is hurtling at full speed across a deserted plain. The temperature keeps falling: -40º, -50º, -60º. . .


It was the cold that dragged Paul from his dream; it was twenty-seven minutes past midnight. Every evening the heating was turned off at nine in the ministry buildings, quite late, in fact, given that most people in the government offices stop work much earlier. He had had to go to sleep on the sofa in his office just after the guy from the DGSI left. He had looked worried, personally worried, about his own fate – as if Paul was going to complain to his superiors, ask that he be taken off the inquiry or something of the kind; he had no intention of doing any such thing. In any case, since the third video the case had gone global. This time Google was the direct target: the biggest company on the planet, which worked hand in hand with the NSA. The DGSI might be kept up to date with the first results, out of politeness and because the case, inexplicably, had initially involved a French minister; but the Americans had access to far greater resources than their French counterparts, and would soon gain total control over the file. Deciding to punish that guy from the DGSI would not only be unfair, it would be stupid: the world was no longer like his father’s, when dangers were local; now, almost immediately, they assumed a global dimension.


For now, Paul was hungry. He was going to go back to his place, it was the only thing to do, he said to himself, before remembering that there was nothing to eat at home, that the shelf in the fridge reserved for him was desperately empty, and the very expression ‘his place’ carried a whiff of deranged optimism.


Their division of the fridge was probably the most pointed symbol of the breakdown of their life as a couple. When Paul, a young official in the budget department, met Prudence, a young official in the treasury department, something else had undeniably happened in the first few minutes; perhaps not in the first few seconds, the term love at first sight or coup de foudre would have been an overstatement, but it had only taken a few minutes, certainly less than five, more or less the duration of a song, in fact. Prudence’s father had been a fan of John Lennon in his youth, hence her first name, she would reveal a few weeks later. ‘Dear Prudence’ was certainly not the best Beatles song, and more generally Paul had never seen the ‘White Album’ as the summit of their career, and the fact remained that he had never managed to call Prudence by her first name. In their tenderest moments he called her ‘my darling’, or sometimes ‘my love’.


She had never cooked, at any point in their shared life, it didn’t seem like part of her status. Like Paul she was a graduate of the grandes écoles, like him she was an inspector of finances and, in fact, there was something a bit off about being an inspector of finance at a stove. They were in complete agreement about value added tax, and were both so disinclined to smile engagingly, to charm, in a word, that it was probably that bond that had allowed their idyll to take shape in the course of interminable meetings organized by the fiscal legislation department, late into the night, most often in Room B87. Their sexual understanding had been good straight away, seldom ecstatic perhaps, but most couples don’t ask that much, and the maintenance of any kind of sexual activity in an established couple is in itself a real success, the exception more than the rule, as most well-informed people (journalists on notable women’s magazines, authors of realist novels) will bear witness, and that did not even apply only to people relatively advanced in years, like Paul and Prudence, who were gently approaching their fifties; for their youngest contemporaries the very idea of a sexual relationship between two autonomous individuals, even if it were to extend only for several minutes, seemed nothing but a dated fantasy, and a regrettable one at that.


On the other hand, the disagreement between Prudence and Paul with regard to food had manifested itself swiftly. For the first few years, however, Prudence, whether moved by love or a similar feeling, had kept her cohabitant supplied with food in line with his tastes, even though these were, in her view, annoyingly conservative. While she did not do the cooking, she did the shopping herself, and took a particular pride in seeking out the best steaks, the best cheeses, the best charcuterie for Paul. The predominantly meaty products then mingled in loving chaos with the organic fruits, cereals and vegetables that constituted her personal diet, along the shelves of their shared refrigerator.


The switch to veganism, which had happened in Prudence’s case in 2015, just as the word made its first in the dictionary, would provoke total nutritional warfare, the ravages of which had not been fully bandaged eleven years later, and which the couple now had little chance of surviving.


The first attack launched by Prudence was brutal, absolute and decisive. Returning from Marrakesh, where he had attended a congress of the African Union with the minister of the time, Paul had been surprised to see his refrigerator invaded not only by the usual fruits and vegetables, but by a multitude of strange foodstuffs including seaweed, soybean sprouts and numerous ready-made dishes of the Biozone brand, combining tofu, bulgur, quinoa, spelt and Japanese noodles. None of it struck him as even vaguely edible, and he made this known with a certain acrimony (‘There’s nothing but shit to eat,’ were his exact words). A brief but intense period of negotiation followed, at the end of which Paul was conceded a shelf in the refrigerator on which to keep his ‘redneck food’ – to use Prudence’s term – food that from now on he was to buy himself, with his own money (they had kept separate bank accounts, a detail that may prove significant).


Over the first few weeks, Paul undertook some daring skirmishes; they were vigorously repelled. Each slice of Saint-Nectaire or pâté en croute that he deposited in the middle of Prudence’s tofu and quinoa was returned within a few hours to its original shelf, when it was not simply thrown in the bin.


Some ten years later, everything had outwardly calmed. In terms of food, Paul settled for his little shelf, which he filled quickly, having gradually given up frequenting local gastronomic artisans and settling instead for the formula, nutritionally synthetic and reliably distributed, of ready-made microwavable dishes. ‘You have to eat something,’ he repeated to himself sagely over his Monoprix Gourmet poultry tagine, immersing himself in a kind of morose epicureanism. The poultry had come ‘from different countries of the European Union’; it could have been worse, he said to himself, Brazilian chickens no thank you. Little creatures now appeared to him increasingly often during the night; they moved rapidly, they had dark skin and multiple arms.


Since the beginning of the breakdown they had had separate rooms. Sleeping alone is difficult when you have lost the habit, you are cold and frightened; but they had passed that awkward stage a long time ago; they had attained instead a kind of standardized despair.


Their decline as a couple had begun shortly after the joint purchase, which put them in debt for twenty years, of their apartment on Rue Lheureux, on the edge of the Parc de Bercy – a sumptuous duplex with two bedrooms and a magnificent living room, with picture windows overlooking the park. The coincidence was not accidental; an improvement in living conditions often goes hand in hand with a deterioration of reasons for living, and living together in particular. The area was ‘better than brilliant’, in the view of Indy, his idiot of a sister-in-law, when she visited in the spring of 2017 along with his unfortunate brother. That visit had happily remained the only one, the temptation to strangle Indy had been too powerful and he was not sure he could resist it for a second time.


The area was brilliant, yes, that much was true. Their bedroom, in the days when they shared a bedroom, overlooked the Musée des Arts Forains, the fairground museum, on Avenue des Terroirs de France. About fifty metres away, the street of Cour Saint-Émilion, running laterally across the urban rectangle known under the name of ‘Bercy Village’, lay winter and summer beneath a cloud of multicoloured balloons, and featured a sequence of regional restaurants and alternative bistros. There one could reinvent the spirit of childhood as one wished. The park itself displayed the same desire for playful chaos: the plan had been to give vegetables their place, and a pavilion managed by the city council proposed gardening workshops for the residents of the area (‘Gardening in Paris is allowed!’, according to the slogan decorating its façade).


It was located – and the argument in its favour remained, concrete and solid – a quarter of an hour’s walk from the ministry. It was now forty-two minutes past midnight – his pause for reflection, although covering the essence of his adult life, had lasted only a quarter of an hour. If he left now he could be at home at one o’clock in the morning. Or at least at the place where he lived.
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Turning right just past his office to reach the battery of lifts on the north side of the building, Paul noticed, at the end of the faintly lit long corridor leading to the minister’s apartments, a silhouette coming slowly forwards wearing the grey pyjamas of a concentration camp inmate. A few steps further, he recognized him: it was the minister himself. For two months, Bruno Juge had asked to take advantage of his staff accommodation, which had remained practically always unoccupied since the construction of the ministry. While he had not explicitly put it in these terms, he had therefore decided to abandon the marital home, thus putting an end to his twenty-five-year marriage. Paul was unaware of the exact nature of the relationship that Bruno had with his wife – although he imagined them, purely out of empathy among Western men of a similar age and background, to be more or less similar to his own. It was murmured, in the ministry corridors (how did such things end up being murmured in corridors? it was still a mystery to Paul; but murmured they were, without a doubt), that something more sordid, involving repeated marital infidelities – infidelities on the part of his wife – lay at the bottom of the affair. Some witnesses seemed to have caught unmistakable gestures made by Évangéline, the minister’s wife, at receptions given at the ministry in previous years. Paul’s wife, at least, kept her distance from scandals of this kind. Prudence did not, as far as he knew, have a sex life, and the more austere delights of yoga and transcendental meditation seemed to be enough to provide her with her fulfilment, or more probably they weren’t enough, but nothing could have been enough, sex least of all, Prudence was not a woman made for sex, at least that was what Paul tried to convince himself, without real success, because he knew deep down that Prudence was made for sex in the same way, and perhaps even more, as most women, that her deepest being would always need sex, and in her case it was heterosexual sex, and even, if he had to be completely precise about it, penetration by a cock. But the sign language of social positioning within the group, however ridiculous and even contemptible it might be, had its role to play, and Prudence had been, in terms of sex as well as vegan food, a kind of pioneer; more and more people were asexual, all the surveys confirmed as much, month after month the percentage of asexual people in the population seemed to be undergoing an increase that was not constant but accelerated; journalists, with their usual liking for approximation and inappropriate scientific terminology, had had no hesitation in calling it exponential, but in fact it was not, the rate of increase was not extreme enough to merit the adjective, but it was very fast nonetheless.


Unlike Prudence and most of her contemporaries, Évangéline had assumed perfectly, and perhaps still did assume, the role of a genuine hottie, which could of course only have suited a man like Bruno, smitten above all with the idea of a warm, soft home, well suited to distract him from the power struggles inevitably inherent in the game of politics. Their marital problems were, in fact, almost irrelevant.


‘Ah, Paul, still here?’ Bruno did not seem to be fully awake; his tone was uncertain, slightly lost, but still happy. ‘Were you working?’


‘No, not really. Not at all, in fact. I went to sleep on my sofa.’


‘Ah yes, sofas . . .’ He had said the word with glee, as if it were a wonderful invention whose existence he had only recently rediscovered. ‘I was sleeping badly,’ he went on in a very different tone, ‘when I remembered a file. Do you want to come and have a drink at the apartment? We must not allow the Chinese to have a monopoly on rare-earth materials,’ he continued almost immediately, when Paul had already joined him. ‘Right now I’m busy finalizing an agreement with Lynas, the Australian company – the Australians are tough negotiators, you have no idea; that’s fine where yttrium, gadolinium and lanthanum are concerned; but there are still lots of problems, especially with samarium and praseodymium; I’m in touch with Burundi and Russia.’


‘Burundi ought to do it,’ Paul replied confidently. Burundi was an African country; that was more or less where his knowledge of Burundi stopped; he imagined it must be somewhere near the Congo, because of the phrase ‘Congo Burundi’, which floated around in a corner of his memory even though he could not connect it with any stable semantic content.


‘Burundi has recently established a completely remarkable management team,’ Bruno pressed, this time without waiting for an answer.


‘I’m a bit hungry,’ Paul said, ‘in fact I forgot to eat this evening, I mean yesterday evening.’


‘Really . . .? I think I still have a sandwich, or a kind of sandwich, which I planned to eat this afternoon. It’s not very good, mind you, but it is what it is.’


They stepped inside the staff accommodation, and Bruno turned towards him. ‘I forgot, I went out to get a file from my office. Can you wait for me for a moment?’


His ministerial office, the one where he received senior politicians, trade unionists and the directors of large companies, was in a different wing of the building, and it would take him about twenty minutes to get there and back. Bruno had put an extra desk in a little room in his lodgings: a simple board covered with fake-oak melamine, with his laptop computer on it, along with several folders and a printer. He had drawn the curtains, blocking the view of the Seine.


The kitchen was new and sparkling, and seemed never to have been used: there was no washing-up in the sink, and the huge American refrigerator was empty. The marital suite overlooking the river was also unoccupied, and the bed had not been unmade. Bruno seemed to sleep in what must have been a child’s bedroom, and the room of an undemanding child at that. It was a little windowless room with grey walls and carpet, furnished only with a single bed and a bedside table.


Paul came back to the dining room–reception room which overlooked the Seine. Through the big bay windows on three sides of the room the view was splendid: the arches of the elevated metro were illuminated, and the traffic was still dense along the Quai d’Austerlitz; the waters of the Seine, given a yellow glow by the street lights, lapped against the piles of the Pont de Bercy. The magnificence of the lighting that bathed the room also suggested something chic and luxurious, like a circle of Parisian society with connections to the world of night-life, elegance, even the visual arts. None of that evoked anything for him, or at least nothing familiar – and it probably didn’t for Bruno either. On the eight-seater dining table, covered with a white table-cloth, were a Daunat soft-bread chicken breast and Emmental sandwich, still in its wrapper, and a Tourtel alcohol-free beer. So that was Bruno’s dinner; his disinterested service to the State did command respect, Paul said to himself. There was bound to be a brasserie open somewhere near the Gare de Lyon, there are generally brasseries open late at night, near the big railway stations, offering traditional dishes to lonely travellers, without really managing to convince them that they still merit a place in an accessible human world characterized by family cooking and traditional dishes. It was in these heroic brasseries, whose waiters, witness to so much sadness, usually die young, that Paul’s last culinary hopes for the evening rested.


When Bruno came back holding a voluminous file, Paul was in the little adjacent sitting room, studying a sculpture of an animal on a windowsill. The animal, whose muscles were rendered in great detail, was looking backwards. It seemed worried, perhaps it had heard something behind it, perhaps it had sensed the presence of a predator. It was probably a goat, or perhaps a chamois or a deer, he didn’t know much about animals.


‘What is that?’ he asked.


‘A female deer, I think.’


‘Yes, you’re right, it must be a deer. Where does it come from?’


‘I don’t know, it was just there.’


Apparently it was the first time that Bruno had noticed the existence of the sculpture. As he resumed his lament about Chinese and non-Chinese rare earths, Paul wondered if he should tell him about the DGSI. That video had deeply affected him, he knew; for a moment he had even thought of withdrawing from political life. In real political life, in the heart of the reactor, Bruno was more or less an outsider. His appointment to Bercy, almost five years earlier, had not been warmly welcomed by the agencies, to say the least – one might also have talked in terms of an outcry, if the term had applied to finance inspectors in charcoal suits. He was not an inspector of finances, he hadn’t even been to the École Nationale d’Administration, in every respect he was a pure graduate of the science-based École Polytechnique who had made his career entirely in industry. He had enjoyed genuine success, first as the head of Dassault Aviation, then of Orano, finally of Arianespace, where within a few years he had managed to eliminate competition from America and China, placing France solidly in the first global ranking of satellite launchers. Armaments, nuclear, space: all high-tech sectors, all places where a polytechnicien was most likely to feel fulfilled, which at the same time gave him the ideal training to respond to the campaign promises of the newly elected president. The president had in fact abandoned the fantasies of a start-up nation that had had him elected the first time, but had objectively led only to the creation of some precarious and underpaid jobs, on the edge of slavery, within uncontrollable multinationals. Rediscovering the charms of the economy run in the French style, he had had no hesitation in proclaiming, his arms spread wide in an almost Christ-like pose (he always knew how to do this, and even better than ever, his arms opening at an apparently impossible angle, he must have trained with a yoga coach, it wasn’t possible otherwise), at the huge Parisian meeting that had closed his campaign: ‘I came here this evening with a message of hope, and I am going to silence the prophets of doom: for France, today, this is the beginning of the new Thirty Glorious Years!’


Bruno Juge was, more than anyone else, born to meet this industrial challenge. Five years had passed, or nearly, and he had more than broadly fulfilled his contract. His most impressive success, the one most discussed in the media, but also the one that had left the greatest mark on people’s minds, had been the spectacular recovery of the PSA group. Largely recapitalized by the state, which had almost taken control of it, the group had thrown itself into winning back the top of the range by relying on one of its brands: Citroën. These days, or at least this was Bruno’s conviction, there were only two automobile markets, low-cost and top of the range, just as there were only, although Bruno refrained from saying so, and in any case it would not have fallen within his field of expertise properly speaking, only two social classes, rich and poor, since the middle class had evaporated, and the middle-ranking automobile would not be long in following suit. France had demonstrated its skill and fighting spirit in the field of low-cost vehicles – the reacquisition of Dacia by Renault had been the basis of an impressive success story, probably the most impressive in the recent history of car building. Bolstered by a reputation for elegance and a leadership trained in the luxury goods industry, France was able to face the challenge of the top-of-the-range car and set itself up as a serious challenger to German car-builders, Bruno thought. The total top of the range remained inaccessible – blocked by British car-builders, for reasons that remained fairly incomprehensible, and which would probably come to an end only with the extinction of the British monarchy; but top of the range, dominated by German car-builders, was within reach.


This challenge, the most important of his ministerial career, the one that had kept him awake for months in his office at Bercy, while his wife engaged in unlikely dalliances, was one to which he had finally risen. The previous year, Citroën had been on an equal footing with Mercedes over almost the whole of the world markets. In the highly strategic Indian market it had even risen to first place, ahead of its three German rivals – Audi itself, the unrivalled Audi, had been relegated to second place, and the economic journalist François Lenglet, not given to emotional outbursts, had wept as he announced the news on David Pujadas’ much-watched programme on the LCI channel.


Reconnecting – thanks to the inventiveness of his designers, personally chosen by Bruno who, emerging for the occasion from his purely technical role, had had no hesitation in imposing his artistic vision – with the boldness of the creators of the Traction and the DS, Citroën, and France in general, had once again become the emblematic nation of the top-of-the-range car, envied and admired everywhere in the world – and the impetus, contrary to expectations, had come not from the world of fashion, but from the automobile sector itself, the final fruit of the union of technological intelligence and beauty.


Even if this success had attracted by far the most media attention, it was far from being the only one, and France had once again become the fifth economic power in the world, following on the heels of Germany to take fourth place: its deficit now represented less than 1% of GDP, and it was gradually reducing its debt; all without disputes, without strikes, in a climate of astonishing acquiescence; Bruno’s ministry was a total success.


The next presidential election would now take place in less than six months, and the president, who would easily have been re-elected, would under no circumstances be able to represent himself: since the unwise constitutional reform of 2008, no one could hold more than two consecutive presidential mandates.


Many things were already well known in this election: the National Rally candidate would be present in the second round – even if no one knew his or her name, there were five or six potential candidates – and would be beaten. One simple but crucial question remained: who would be the candidate for the presidential majority?


In many respects Bruno was the best placed. He already had the trust of the president – and that was fundamental, because the president planned to come back five years later and hold two consecutive mandates all over again. In one way or another, the president seemed convinced that Bruno would keep his word and agree to step aside once the five years of his mandate had passed, and that he would not succumb to the intoxication of power. Bruno was a technician, an exceptional technician, but he was not a man in search of power; at least that was what the president had convinced himself; there was, nonetheless, a Faustian-pact aspect to the whole affair, and reaching any kind of certainty was impossible.


One other, much more immediate problem, concerned surveys. For 88% of French people, Bruno was ‘competent’; 89% saw him as ‘hard-working’ and 82% as ‘upright’, which was an exceptional score, never attained by any politician since the appearance of surveys – even Antoine Pinay and Pierre Mendès France had never approached such a result. But only 18% found him ‘warm’ and 16% ‘empathetic’, and only 11% thought him ‘close to the people’ – a number that was catastrophic at this time, the worst in the political class, across all the parties. In short, people held him in high esteem but didn’t like him. He knew it, it made him suffer, and that was why that blood-soaked video had profoundly affected him: not only did people not like him, some hated him enough to stage his killing. The choice of decapitation, with its revolutionary connotations, only underlined his image as a distant technocrat, as remote from the people as the aristocrats of the Ancien Régime had been.


It was unfair, because Bruno was a decent guy, Paul knew; but how to persuade the voters? Uncomfortable with the media, stubbornly reluctant to discuss his private life, he preferred to avoid public speaking. How would he cope with an electoral campaign? There was, in fact, no obvious reason for his candidacy.


Their friendship had been relatively recent. When he was working in the tax legislation department, Paul had met Bruno several times, albeit briefly. The massive tax cuts that Bruno had opted for since the first year of the presidential term were only intended for investments directly intended for the financing of French industry – that was a non-negotiable condition on which he insisted. Such clear commitment to ‘dirigisme’ was not something that the department was used to, and Paul had had to fight, more or less on his own, against all the civil servants under him, tirelessly writing directives and reports in line with the minister’s wishes. They had emerged triumphant in the end, after more than a year of internal warfare that had left its mark.


That shared struggle had attracted Bruno’s attention to him, but relations between them had not really taken a more personal turn until the occasion of a new conference held by the African Union, this time in Addis Ababa; more precisely the evening of the first day of work at the conference, at the bar of the Hilton Hotel. The conversation had been awkward and strained at first, then everything had come to a head when the waitress came back. ‘Things aren’t going very well with my wife right now . . .’ Bruno said just as she set a coupe of champagne down in front of him. Paul twitched with surprise and nearly knocked over his cocktail – it was a revolting tropical concoction, far too sweet, which wouldn’t have been a great loss. At that precise moment, perfectly in time, two African prostitutes had sat down at a table a few metres away from them. Bruno had never previously broached a private topic; Paul didn’t even know that he was married. But after all why not, yes, that happens, people do still get married sometimes, men and women, it’s quite common, in fact. And a polytechnicien, even one who had graduated summa cum laude, even if he was a member of the Corps des Mines, the foremost technical Grand Corps of the French State, was still a man; this was a new dimension that would have to be taken into account.


Bruno sat in silence for a while; then, in a strained voice, he mumbled: ‘We haven’t made love for six months . . .’ He had said made love, Paul noticed immediately, and the choice of this phrase with its sentimental connotations, rather than the term fuck (which he would probably have used himself) or sex life (which would have been the choice of many people who wished to diminish the emotional impact of their revelation by using a neutral term), was already hugely telling. Even though he was a graduate of the École Polytechnique, Bruno made love, or at least he had done so in the past; even though he was a graduate of the École Polytechnique, Bruno (and his entire personality, including his budgetary strictness, appeared in a new light at that moment) was a romantic. Romanticism was born in Germany, we sometimes forget, and it was even, more precisely, born in the north of Germany, in pietistic circles that also played a not inconsiderable part in the early development of industrial capitalism. That was a painful historical mystery on which Paul had sometimes brooded in this youth, back in the day when the things of the mind were still capable of holding his attention.


He had only just restrained himself from replying, with brutal cynicism: ‘Six months? It’s been ten years for me, my lad . . .!’ And yet it was true, for ten years he had not fucked, let alone made love with Prudence, or indeed with anyone else. But to observe as much, at this stage in their relationship, would have been out of place, as he realized just in time. Bruno was still probably imagining that an improvement, indeed a resumption pure and simple, was still possible; and in fact, after six months, according to most accounts, that remained a possibility.


Evening was falling on Addis Ababa, and a sound of Congolese rumba was gently filling the bar. The two girls at the next table were prostitutes, but they were high-class prostitutes, as all the evidence indicated: their designer clothes, their discreet make-up, their general elegance. They were probably well-educated too, perhaps engineers or doctoral students. Aside from that they were very beautiful, their skirts short and tight, and their low necklines promised considerable pleasures. They were probably Ethiopians, as they had the lofty attitude of the women of this country. At this stage it would all have been very simple: they would just have had to invite them to their table. That was why they had come here, and they weren’t the only ones, it was the reason almost everyone had come to this stupid conference, it wasn’t as if big decisions for the future development of Africa were being made here, that much was plain from the first day. Bruno might manage to place a few nuclear power plants here and there, that was pretty much his hobby, placing nuclear power plants at international conferences; in fact the contracts wouldn’t be signed straight away, contracts would just be taken, and the signature would take place later, discreetly, in all likelihood in Paris.


In the more immediate future, once the two girls had been invited to their table the negotiation would be brief and polite, pretty much everyone knew the price – it would be harder with the nuclear power plants, but then that wasn’t really within his area of competence. That left the question of the distribution of the girls, but where that subject was concerned Paul felt very calm: he liked both girls pretty much equally, each was as beautiful as the other, they both seemed sweet and amiable, and equally willing to serve a Western cock. At this stage Paul was minded to let Bruno have first choice. And if that proved impossible, a foursome was entirely within the realms of possibility.


It was just as that thought was forming in his mind that he understood that the situation was hopeless. His relationship with Bruno might have assumed a new dimension for a few minutes, but they had not reached the point, and probably never would, when they could sleep with girls together in the same room; at any rate that could not be the basis of their friendship, they were neither one thing nor the other, and they would never be ‘man-whores’; there was not even a question of him being present when Bruno decided to hire the services of a hooker – without even considering the fact that Bruno was a nationally famous politician, that journalists dressed up as congress delegates were probably, at that very moment, hanging around in the lobby keeping an eye on the lift area, and that he was already filled with a kind of protective mission towards his colleague. The absence of this masculine complicity would prevent Bruno from responding to the solicitations of the two young women in his presence, but at the same time it created a stronger complicity between them, based on reactions of modesty that established an unusual proximity between them, while at the same time removing them from the basic community of males.


Immediately drawing conclusions from this insight, Paul rose to his feet claiming vague fatigue, perhaps with a bit of jet-lag, he added (which was a bit stupid, given that there was no time difference to speak of between Paris and Addis Ababa), and wished Bruno goodnight. The girls reacted with slight movements and a brief confabulation; the shape of the situation had just altered, in fact. What was Bruno going to do? He could choose one or other of the two girls; he could also take both, which is what Paul would probably have done in his place. He could also, in a third and sadly more likely hypothesis, do nothing at all. Bruno was a man in search of long-term solutions, and that was in all likelihood as true in the management of his sex life as it was in the management of the country’s industrial policy. He had never attained, and perhaps never would, that glum state of mind, which was increasingly Paul’s own, and which consisted in admitting that there is only one long-term solution: that life in itself provides no long-term solution.


When this memory returned to him, four years later, the memory of the moment when he had decided, by getting up and going to his room, to leave Bruno alone to face what might have been his sexual fate that evening, Paul understood that he was not going to talk to him about his meeting with the man from the DGSI, not now, not straight away.


The day after that evening, enquiring after Bruno at reception after paying his mini-bar bill, Paul was surprised to learn that he had already checked out, early in the morning, with his luggage. That lonely dawn departure clearly did not suggest an amorous dalliance. Bruno’s phone was switched to voicemail and the situation required a swift decision on his part: should he alert the diplomatic service straight away? He could under no circumstances abandon his minister, but he decided to leave him a little time, and booked a taxi for the airport.


The Mercedes minivan that took him to Addis Ababa Airport could, Paul reflected, have accommodated a large family. Since its altitude meant that it did not have the excessive temperatures of Djibouti or Sudan, Addis Ababa nurtured the ambition of becoming an indispensable African metropolis, a hub of the economy of the whole continent. After his brief stay, Paul would have tended to see this goal as a realistic one; from the point of view, for example, of extra services, last night’s hookers were at a level that was more than honourable; they could have won over any Western businessman, or indeed a Chinese one.


The main hall at the airport was filled with tourists, some of whom, he learned from their conversations, had come to photograph the okapis. They had been badly advised by their travel company: the okapi lives exclusively in a small region in the north-east of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Ituri Forest, where a reservation is dedicated to them; besides, their discreet habits make them very difficult to photograph. At the airport cafeteria, he was hijacked by a squat and jovial Slovenian, a European Union delegate. Like all European Union delegates, the man had nothing significant to say. Nonetheless, Paul listened to him patiently, because that is the attitude to adopt with European Union delegates. He was suddenly enthralled by the violent harmony of colours emanating from a girl in white trousers and a red T-shirt, with long black hair and dull skin, who had just emerged from the crowd of tourists. Then that enthralment faded; the girl herself seemed to have disappeared, evaporating into the atmosphere, alternating between chilly and overheated, of the terminal, but it was, Paul knew, almost certainly impossible that she had vanished.


Immediately before the last call from the speakers in the departure hall, Bruno appeared clutching his suitcase. He didn’t say what he had done, or what justified his late arrival, and Paul didn’t dare ask him, either then or later on.


A week after their return, Bruno invited him to join him in his cabinet. It wasn’t an unusual decision. Paul was more or less at the stage of his administrative odyssey where moving to the cabinet is the normal next step. What made things more surprising was that he would not, he worked out immediately, have a precise task. Managing Bruno’s diary wasn’t a huge burden, since it was a lot less full than Paul had imagined. Bruno preferred to work from dossiers and granted very few meetings; Bernard Arnault, for example, even though he was the richest man in France, had tried in vain to meet up with him since the beginning of his term; he just wasn’t interested in the luxury sector – which in any case had no need of public support.


Paul’s essential role, he gradually came to understand, would simply be to serve as Bruno’s confidant as the need arose. He did not consider that peculiar or humiliating; Bruno was probably the greatest finance minister since Colbert, and the pursuit of his task in the service of the country would imply, perhaps over many years, shouldering a unique fate in which moments of self-questioning and doubt would probably be inevitable. He had no need of advisers, he had an exceptional ability to master his files, a computer brain grafted onto a normal human brain. But a confidant, someone he really trusted, had without a doubt, at this stage of his life, become indispensable.


The events of that night meant that two years later Paul no longer really listened to Bruno, and had stopped doing so some time earlier. Abandoning the topic of rare earths, Bruno had launched into a violent diatribe against Chinese solar panels, against the incredible technological transfers that China had torn from France during the previous mandate, which would now allow them to come back and flood France with their bargain-price products. He was on the point of suggesting a genuine commercial war with China, to protect the interests of the manufacturers of French solar panels. That might be a good idea, Paul said, interrupting him for the first time; he had a lot of apologising to do to ecologically minded voters, particularly for his unflagging support of the French nuclear industry.


‘I think I’ll be off, Bruno,’ he added. ‘It’s two in the morning.’


‘Yes . . . Yes, of course.’ He glanced at the file that he was still holding in his hand. ‘I think I’ll keep going for a bit.’
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Intellectually, Paul knows that he’s in the ministry building, because he’s just left Bruno’s office; even so, he doesn’t recognize the walls of the lift. Their metal is tarnished and worn, and they start vibrating slightly when he presses the button for 0. The floor is made of dirty concrete, covered with various kinds of detritus. Are lift cabins with concrete floors really a thing? He must have accidentally stepped into a service lift. The space is cold and stiff, as if supported by invisible metal bars without which it would be in danger collapsing in on itself like a saggy burst balloon.


After a long metallic groan the cabin stops at floor 0, but the doors refuse to open. Paul presses the button for 0 several times, but the doors still don’t move, and it starts to get worrying. After hesitating for a moment he presses the emergency button, open twenty-four hours a day, or at least that’s true of normal lifts, so surely it must be true of service lifts as well. The lift immediately resumes its descent, this time at a much faster rate, and the numbers fly past at insane speed on the control panel. Then it stops abruptly with a violent bump that nearly makes him lose his balance: he’s at floor -62. He had no idea that there were sixty-two levels in the basement of the ministry, but in the end it’s not impossible, he’d just never really thought about it.


This time the doors open quickly and smoothly: a corridor made of light grey, almost white concrete, faintly lit, extends into infinity in front of him. His first impulse is to step outside, but he changes his mind. Staying in the lift isn’t very reassuring, since it’s clearly defective. But stopping at level -62? Who would ever stop at level -62? The corridor stretching in front of him is empty and deserted and looks as if it has been that way for ever. And what if the lift sets off again without him? What if he is left a prisoner on level -62, dying there of hunger and thirst? He presses the button for level 0 again. Level -62 is not, any more than the intermediate levels in between, he realizes at that moment, listed on the control panel; there is nothing below -4.


The lift immediately leaps upwards, this time at dizzying speed, and the numbers become confused, passing by before he has time to tell them apart, he just has the sense at a particular moment of the disappearance of the minus sign. Then the lift stops with a violent impact that hurls him against the back wall; the vibrations of the cabin take about thirty seconds to subside; in spite of its brevity, the journey has seemed interminable.


He’s at level 64. This time it’s impossible, absolutely impossible, the buildings of the Ministry of Finance have never had more than six floors, he is absolutely certain of that. The doors open again on to a corridor with a white carpet, lined with huge windows; the light is very bright, almost dazzling; a tune on an electric organ, cheerful and melancholy by turns, can be heard in the distance.


This time Paul doesn’t move, he stays completely motionless for almost a minute. Once that time has passed, the mechanism starts up again, as if making up for its docility: the doors close gently, then the cabin begins its descent at a normal speed. Even though the levels that appear on the panel (40, 30, 20 . . .) are not listed anywhere on the control board, which has nothing beyond level 6, they succeed one another with reassuring regularity.


Then the lift stops at level 0, and the doors open wide. Paul has been saved, or at least that’s what he believes, but when he steps out of the cabin he realizes that he is not in the ministry building, but in a place he has never seen before. It’s a huge hall, with a ceiling at least fifty metres high. It’s a shopping centre, Paul intuitively believes, even though there are no shops to be seen. On the evidence he’s in a South American capital, and as his hearing gradually returns he becomes aware of some music that confirms the shopping-centre hypothesis, and the hubbub of voices around him seems to consist of Spanish words, which lends consistency to the hypothesis of a South American capital. And yet the consumers, considerably numerous, in the hall, do not resemble South Americans, or even human beings. Their faces, unhealthily pale, are abnormally flat, and they barely have noses. Paul is suddenly convinced that their tongues are long, cylindrical and forked, like the tongues of snakes.


At that moment he became aware of an intermittent ringing noise, brief but unpleasant, being repeated every fifteen seconds. It wasn’t a ringing noise but more of an alerting beep, and he suddenly woke up, realizing that it was his mobile telephone, warning him of the existence of a waiting message.


The message was from Madeleine, his father’s companion. She had called him at nine o’clock in the morning, and now it was just after eleven. The message was sometimes incomprehensible, broken up by sobs, with a terrible noise of traffic in the background. Nonetheless Paul worked out that his father was in a coma, and that he had been taken to Saint-Luc Hospital in Lyon. He called back straight away. Madeleine picked up on the first ring. She had calmed down a little, and was able to explain that his father had had a cerebral infarction, that he had just got up, and she had chosen to spend a few more minutes in bed, then she had heard a dull thud coming from the kitchen. She went on to complain about the length of time that the ambulance had taken to arrive, almost half an hour. There was nothing surprising about that, his father lived in the depths of the countryside, in a remote village in Beaujolais, about fifty kilometres north of Lyon. No, there was nothing surprising about it, but the consequences could be very serious, he had been without oxygen for several minutes, and it was possible that the sectors of the brain might have been damaged. She broke off from time to time, succumbing to a fresh crying fit, and while he talked to her he started an internet search, the next train for Perrache was at 12.59, he could catch it easily, he would even have time to call in at the ministry to say a few words to Bruno, it was on the way, and while he was about it he booked a room at the Sofitel in Lyon, which didn’t look far from the Saint-Luc Hospital, then he hung up and packed some things for the night.


He waited for a few seconds by Bruno’s office door.


‘I’m in a meeting with the head of Renault . . .’ Bruno announced, half of his body appearing in the partly open doorway. ‘Is it anything serious?’


‘It’s my father. He’s in a coma. I’m off to Lyon.’


‘My meeting’s nearly over.’


As he waited, Paul consulted medical information sites on the internet. A cerebral infarction was a form of stroke – it was even the main form by some way, representing 80% of cases. The duration of the deprivation of oxygen to the brain was an essential factor in establishing the prognosis.


‘They’ll tell you that they don’t know much, that they can’t provide a prognosis . . .’ Bruno told him two minutes later. ‘Unfortunately it’s true. He might wake up in a few days, but he might also spend much longer in this condition. My father had a stroke last year and spent six months in a coma.’


‘And then?’


‘Then he died.’


The Gare de Lyon was unusually deserted, and Paul had time to buy paninis and wraps, which he chewed slowly, while the train passed through a Burgundy that lay beneath an impenetrable grey sky. His father was seventy years old, it was a lot but it wasn’t huge, a lot of people lived beyond that age nowadays, an argument that argued in favour of his survival; but it was more or less the only one. A regular smoker, a lover of charcuterie and robust wine, not greatly given to exercise to his knowledge, and he had everything he needed to develop a solid case of atherosclerosis.


Paul took a taxi, but Saint-Luc Hospital was only five minutes from Perrache station. The traffic on the Quai Claude Bernard, which ran along the Rhône, was taxingly heavy. He would have been better off going on foot. The rectangles of coloured glass that made up the façade of Saint-Luc were obviously intended to improve family morale, to suggest a fun hospital, a Lego hospital, a toy hospital. The effect had only been very partially achieved, the glass was tarnished and dirty in places, the cheerful impression suspect, but in any case, as soon as you stepped inside the corridors and the wards, the presence of ventilators and heart monitors brought you back to reality. You weren’t there to enjoy yourself; you were there to die, most of the time.


‘Yes, Monsieur Raison, your dad was hospitalized this morning,’ the receptionist told me. Her voice was gentle, quite soothing, perfect, in short. ‘Of course you’ll be able to see him; but the senior consultant would like to have a few words with you beforehand. I’ll let her know you’re here.’


The senior consultant was a brisk and elegant woman in her fifties, plainly quite middle class – she gave a clear sense of being someone who liked issuing orders and regularly dined out, she had middle-class earrings, and Paul was sure that there must have been a discreet pearl necklace concealed under her impeccably buttoned white coat – in fact she reminded him a little of Prudence, or, rather, what Prudence could have become, what she was originally supposed to become; however one interpreted the information, it was not good news. She found the file in less than a minute – at least her office was well organized.


‘Your dad was brought to the hospital at 8.17 this morning.’ She said ‘dad’ as well, it was alarming, did official instructions involve infantilizing relatives? He was nearly fifty, and it was a long time since he had called his father ‘dad’, maybe she called her own father ‘dad’, although he would have been surprised. The problem was that he couldn’t bring himself to say ‘Édouard’ as he would have done with a brother or a friend of the same generation, in short he no longer had the first idea how to address him.


‘We immediately gave him an MRI,’ she went on, ‘to identify the cerebral artery in question; then we carried out a thrombolysis, then a thrombectomy, to remove the blood clot that was obstructing it. The operation went well; unfortunately a secondary haemorrhage occurred to complicate the situation.’


‘Do you think there are any chances of recovery?’


‘It’s normal for you to ask the question.’ She nodded contentedly; she evidently appreciated normal patients, normal families and normal questions. ‘But unfortunately I have to tell you that we don’t know anything; the MRI allows us to determine the zones that might have suffered damage – in this case the frontoparietal lobe – but not the extent of the damage. There are no more medical interventions that we can try; we can only follow the situation while checking the arterial tension and the glycemia. Your dad might recover an altered level of consciousness, or a normal one in certain circumstances; but he might also move towards braindeath, anything is possible at this stage. We need to be reasonable . . .’ she concluded without any real need.


‘Is someone being unreasonable here?’ He couldn’t help himself; she was beginning to get on his nerves a little.


‘Well, I must say that your father’s partner . . . Her emotional manifestations, obviously understandable . . . However, since your sister arrived she has calmed down somewhat.’


So, Cécile was here. How had she managed to get here from Arras? Unlike him she got up very early, and Madeleine must have called her first, she had immediately got on well with Cécile, while she had always been a little afraid of him – perhaps because he was the older son, perhaps because she was a bit afraid of everyone.


‘One last thing . . .’ She had got to her feet to walk him to the door. ‘Your dad had to be put on artificial ventilation, it was indispensable so that he could breathe, and I know that the sight of a tracheotomy can sometimes be a bit difficult for families. But it’s not painful for him, I can assure you that he isn’t suffering at all.’


In fact his ‘dad’, with a tube stuck in his throat and connected to a big apparatus on castors whose constant hum filled the room, a drip from his elbow, electrodes fixed to his skull and his chest, struck him as terribly old and weak – seeing him like that it was hard to give much for his chances, he looked very much as if he was dying. The two women were sitting side by side in a corner of the room, and looked as if they hadn’t moved for hours. Madeleine noticed him first, and looked at him with a mixture of fear and relief, but didn’t dare rise from her chair. It was Cécile who came towards him and hugged him. How long was it since he had last seen her? he wondered. Seven years, maybe eight. But Arras wasn’t far, less than an hour by TGV. She had aged slightly: some white hairs, although they were hard to spot in the abundant mass of her light blonde hair. Her face had filled out a little too, but her features were still very delicate. His little sister had been one of the prettiest girls at high school, he remembered very clearly, and the huge numbers of guys who’d flocked around her. And yet she had stayed a virgin until she’d got married, he was sure of it, she wouldn’t have been able to hide a romantic intrigue. Even at the time she was very pious, she went to mass every Sunday and took part in the Catholic activities of the parish. He had once happened upon her in prayer, kneeling in her bedroom, when he had got the wrong door after getting up for a piss in the middle of the night. He had been embarrassed, he remembered, as embarrassed as if he’d caught her with a boy. She too had looked a bit embarrassed, she must have been sixteen at the time, and it wasn’t until somewhat later that she had started saying, when he was worried about his exams – and he had been rightly worried about his exams more than once – ‘I’ll ask the Holy Virgin to help you’, in a voice that was entirely natural, as if she was talking about a bodice that needed collecting from the dry cleaners. He didn’t really know where that mystical tendency came from, it was the only case in the family. She had married a man of the same type, more ponderous in appearance – a provincial notary is ponderous in principle, that was probably what was deceptive about him, because in reality, after two or three minutes of conversation one sensed something intense about him, one had the feeling that he would have given his life for Christ, or for a similar cause, without a second’s hesitation. He liked them both, he thought they made a fine couple – better than his own, at any rate, not to mention his brother and his bitch of a sister-in-law.


‘How are you? Not too tough?’ he asked at last, breaking free of her grip.


‘No, it is. Very tough. But I know Dad will come out of it. I’ve asked God to take care of things.’
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A few minutes later a nurse came into the room, checked the drip and the position of the respiratory tube, and jotted down some figures including the ones that appeared on the control monitors. ‘We’re going to give him a wash . . .’ she said at last. ‘You can stay if you like, but you don’t have to.’


‘I need a cigarette,’ Paul said. Most of the time he managed to keep himself in check during the period socially required by the norms of prohibition; but this was a case of force majeure. He went out onto the embankment, and was immediately hit by a blast of bitterly cold air. About thirty people were pacing back and forth outside the hospital doorway, sucking on cigarettes; none of them spoke, or seemed to see the others, they were all locked away in their little individual hells. In fact, if there is a place that produces frightening situations, if there is a place where the need for tobacco quickly becomes intolerable, it’s a hospital. You have a spouse, let’s say, or a father or a son, they were living with you that morning and in a few hours or even a few minutes they could be taken from you; what could possibly be a match for the situation if not a cigarette? Jesus Christ, Cécile would probably have replied. Yes, Jesus Christ, probably.


The last time Paul had seen his father had been at the start of the summer, less than six months before. He had been on great form, busy preparing for a trip to Portugal that he was going to take with Madeleine – they left the following week, he was sorting out his hotel reservations, in pousadas or establishments of that kind, there were lots of places that he wanted to see again, since he had always loved the country. He was also interested in its current political situation, he had spoken at length and knowledgeably about the revival of activity of the black blocs. All in all their meeting had been completely reassuring and satisfying; he was very much the active senior, taking full advantage of his retirement, and in terms of his marital situation Paul might even have envied him – he was exactly the type of senior, he reflected, who was invariably shown in advertisements for funeral insurance plans.


It was the end of office hours, and traffic had grown even heavier on the Quai Claude Bernard, in fact it was at a complete standstill. The traffic light just opposite the hotel turned red again; the first beep of a horn came, like an isolated wail, then a wave of beeps, filling the stinking atmosphere. All of these people doubtless had their own different concerns, their personal or professional worries; it wouldn’t have occurred to any of them that death was there waiting for them, on the embankment. In the hospital, the loved ones were getting ready to leave; they too had personal and professional lives, of course. If they had stayed a few minutes longer they would have seen it, they would have seen death. It was very close to the entrance, but ready to climb to the upper storeys; it was a slut, but a middle-class slut, classy and sexy. Still, it welcomed all kinds of demise, it relished the dying members of the working class just as much as the wealthy; like all whores, it didn’t choose its clients. Hospitals shouldn’t be put in cities, Paul reflected, the atmosphere there is too agitated, too filled with plans and yearnings, cities aren’t a good place to die. He lit a third cigarette; he didn’t really want to go back into that room, to see his father’s intubated body; and yet he forced himself to do just that. Cécile was on her own now, she had overtly knelt down at the foot of the bed, and was praying ‘shamelessly’, he thought in spite of himself.


‘You were praying . . . to God?’ he asked without thinking, he struggled to get used to it, would the day ever come when he managed to ask anything other than stupid questions?


‘No,’ she said, getting up, ‘that was an ordinary prayer, I was better off talking to the Holy Virgin.’


‘Yes, I see.’


‘No, you don’t see anything at all, but it doesn’t matter . . .!’ She had almost exploded with laughter, her smile was luminous and slightly sarcastic, and all of a sudden he saw her in the summer when he was nineteen, just before she’d met Hervé, exactly the same smile. His little sister hadn’t had much to worry about in those days, her life was impressively clear. He himself was in the middle of a complicated business, or towards the end of the middle, to tell the truth, Véronique had just aborted his baby, she had never thought of consulting him, he had learned the news the day after the operation, a bad sign in itself, and in fact she would leave him a few weeks later, it was she who had uttered the fateful phrase, something along the lines of: ‘I think it’s better if we stop’, or maybe: ‘I think it would be better if we took the time to think’, he couldn’t remember, at any rate it came down to the same thing, as soon as you start thinking it’s always in the same direction, not only in emotional terms, in fact, reflection and life and are simply incompatible. Besides, it wasn’t a particularly remarkable life opportunity that had been taken from him on this occasion, Véronique was mediocre, she was responsible for all the mediocrity in the world, she could almost have symbolized it. He had no idea what had become of her, and no wish to know, but her husband if she had one would certainly not be happy, and neither would she: making another human being happy, or being happy herself, were both beyond her; she was simply incapable of love.


He was also concerned about his studies, which were also, he realized in retrospect, grimly mediocre. He wasn’t sure he would be among the top fifteen graduating from the École Nationale d’Administration, or that he would be able to choose finance inspection, that was more or less what he was worried about at the time. Cécile had no problems in that department either, she simply chose not to study, she did various vague fixed-term contracts in social and paramedical work, she had already more or less decided that she would be a housewife, or that she would only work in an absolute emergency, professional life didn’t attract her even slightly, and studying meant nothing to her either. ‘I’m not an intellectual,’ she sometimes said. To tell the truth he wasn’t one either, he wasn’t the kind to go to sleep reading Wittgenstein, but he was ambitious. Ambitious? Today he had trouble reconstructing the nature of his ambition. It certainly wasn’t political ambition, far from it, that had never been part of his life. His ambition was to live in a duplex apartment with a magnificent living room whose windows overlooked the Parc de Bercy, to be able to walk every morning across a public garden that respected biodiversity, with ginkgo bilobas and vegetable patches, and to marry someone like Prudence.


‘I told Madeleine to go back and get some sleep,’ Cécile said, interrupting his reminiscences. ‘It’s been hard for her, since this morning.’ He had forgotten all about Madeleine, and all of a sudden, thinking about her situation, he was filled with horror. Ten years before, his father had retired, and a few days later his mother was dying. Back then, Paul had been seriously worried about his father’s health, and even his life. He no longer had any work, he no longer had his wife, quite simply he no longer knew what to do with himself. He just sat there for hours at a time, flicking through his old files. Washing and eating were things that no longer occurred to him; on the other hand he still drank, unfortunately, even more than before. A stay in Mâcon-Bellevue Psychiatric Hospital brought a partial solution in the form of various psychotropic drugs, which he absorbed very willingly, he was a perfectly compliant patient, to quote the senior consultant. Then there was the return to Saint-Joseph, to that house that he loved, which was a part of his life, but was then again only a part of his life. He’d had his job at the DGSI, the General Directorate for Internal Security, and that was gone; his marriage was gone too; his life had become simpler to a considerable degree; he still had the house, certainly, but it might not be enough.


Paul never knew if Madeleine was paid by the département council or by the regional council. She was a home help, able to accomplish the classic tasks (housekeeping, shopping, cooking, washing, ironing) at which his father was radically unskilled, like all men of his generation – not that men of the following generation had gained in competence, but women had lost some of theirs, and a certain equality had grudgingly taken hold, with the consequence among the wealthy and the semi-wealthy of an externalization of duties (a term also used by companies that assigned housekeeping and security to outside suppliers), and amongst everyone else an increase in ill humour, infestations of parasites and dirt more generally. Either way, in his father’s case a home help was indispensable, and under normal circumstances things might have stayed like that. Had his father fallen in love? Can a person fall in love at sixty-five? Perhaps they can, all manner of things happen in the world. What was certain, though, was that Madeleine had fallen in love with his father, and that fact made Paul uneasy, since his father’s love life was not a subject with which he wanted to be confronted. It was understandable, his father was an impressive man in his way, and Paul had always been a little frightened of him, but not very frightened because he was also a good man, that was obvious, a good man in the end, harassed and toughened by his work for the secret service, nothing to do with the circles that Madeleine was familiar with, she was just a poor thing without opinions, and her life until now had been perfectly shitty, a brief marriage to an alcoholic and that was that, you can never really imagine how trifling most people’s lives are, and you can’t even do it when you are one of those people yourself, and that’s always the case, more or less. She was exactly fifty years old – fifteen years younger than his father – and she had never known happiness, or anything like it. She was still pretty, however, and must have been very pretty – and that had probably contributed to a great degree to her misfortune, not that she would have been happier if she had been uglier, on the contrary, but her unhappiness would have been more uniform, more annoying and briefer, and she would probably have died sooner. This happiness that had come to her late in life was now at risk of being taken from her, by a blood clot that had formed in a cerebral artery. How could she have reacted calmly? She was like a dog that has lost its master. In such cases the dog grows agitated, and howls.


‘Are you staying in a hotel?’ he asked Cécile at last, emerging from his solitary reflection.


‘I’m at the Ibis near the station. It’s fine, or at least it’s convenient.’


The Ibis, yes. A feature of Christian humility, probably. That Christian humility got on his nerves a little, to tell the truth, Hervé was a notary, for fuck’s sake, he wasn’t homeless. Madeleine, in her proletarian simplicity, had joyfully agreed to get rid of all humility, Christian or otherwise; she had been almost childishly delighted, he remembered, by the idea of staying with his father in luxurious Portuguese pousadas.


‘I’m at the Sofitel . . . We could have dinner tonight at the Sofitel restaurant, my treat.’ He opened his hands wide, as he had seen on-line poker players do on the internet. ‘It’s very close to here, on the banks of the Rhône but on the other side, practically opposite.’


‘Yes, show me on the map.’ She took a map of Lyon out her handbag. It really was very close; just across the bridge.


‘I’m going to stay until closing time, at half past seven. Can you pick up a Lyonnais sausage for me on the way? A boiling sausage, I promised I’d bring one back for Hervé. You can go to Montaland, it’s on your way, in the middle of Rue Franklin.’


‘Fine, OK, a boiling sausage.’


‘You could even get two, one truffle and one pistachio. And get one for yourself, their boiling sausages are exceptional, one of the best charcuterie products in France.’


‘Cooking isn’t really my thing, you know.’


‘It’s not cooking . . .’ She shook her head indulgently, with a hint of impatience. ‘You put them in simmering water and you wait for half an hour, that’s all. Well, as you wish.’
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The Rhône was an impressive river, surprisingly wide, and he had been standing on the Pont de l’Université for at least five minutes now; a majestic river, it wasn’t an excessive term, the Seine was a pathetic little rivulet in comparison. He had a view of the Seine from his office, one of the advantages of being a member of the cabinet, but he hardly ever looked at it during the day – and, in the presence of the Rhône, he could see why. French rivers had had their associated qualifiers, in geography textbooks for primary schools, since he was a child. The Loire was capricious, the Garonne impetuous, the Seine he couldn’t remember. Peaceful? Yes, maybe that was it. And the Rhône? Probably majestic in fact.


In his room he checked his messages. He had only one, from Bruno: ‘Pls keep me up to date.’ He called almost immediately, and tried his best to sum up the situation – but objectively speaking he knew practically nothing. He added that he would probably be back the following morning.


The Trois Dômes restaurant was free of surprises, there was the usual display of menus with more or less humorously intended grandiloquence, along the lines of Adagio des terroirs or ‘His majesty the lobster’. Quickly, without thinking, he chose a semi-salted Norwegian skrei fillet, while his sister went on dreamily casting her eye over the menu. Perhaps she didn’t often go to Michelin-star restaurants. He caught up on the wine, opting without hesitation for one of the most expensive bottles on the list, a Corton-Charlemagne. This wine was characterized by ‘buttery tones and fragrances of citrus fruits, pineapple, lime-tree, baked potato, fern, cinnamon, flint, juniper and honey’. This wine was deranged.
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