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Why was his daughter the focal point of the entire image? That bothered him a little, or rather it was afterwards particularly that he dwelled on it, once the train was on the move. And yet, it had been only a fleeting impression, produced by the swaying of the carriage and merging just as quickly with the landscape.

Why Josée and not his wife or his young son, when the three of them had been huddled together in the muggy heat?

Perhaps because his daughter’s form, as she stood on a station platform watching a departing train, was the most incongruous? She was twelve; she was tall and slim, her legs and arms still skinny, and her fair hair had silver lights from swimming in the sea and sunbathing on the beach.

As they’d left the guest house, Dominique had said to her:

‘You’re not going to wave your father off in your swimming costume, are you?’

‘Why not? You see lots of people taking the water-taxi in bathing suits. And the water-taxi stops just in front of the station. Aren’t we going swimming straight afterwards?’

Dominique was wearing shorts, and her bra was visible beneath the short-sleeved striped shirt she’d bought in a teeming narrow side street near a canal whose name escaped him.

Was it the sight of his daughter’s budding breasts that was bothering him?

It was all so hazy, like the morning light, like the shimmering, warm, almost tangible mist above the water.

In his limbs and in his head, he could still feel the throbbing of the boat that had ferried them from the Lido, its steady movement over the long, flat waves, its rocking each time they passed another boat.

The sudden view of Venice, in the already warm early morning, the towers, the domes, the palaces, Saint Mark’s Basilica and the Grand Canal, the gondolas and, because it was Sunday, bells ringing in all the churches, in all the belfries.

‘Papa, can I buy an ice-cream?’

‘At eight o’clock in the morning?’

‘Me too?’ asked the boy, who was only six.

His name was Louis, but from when he was a baby they’d called him Bib, because he was always asking for his bottle, which he called ‘bibby’, and the nickname had stuck.

Bib was also in his swimming trunks, with a checked shirt on top; both children were wearing flat-topped straw boaters, with a red band for Josée and a blue one for her brother.

Perhaps, deep down, Calmar didn’t like the change of scene. For two weeks he had been feeling disoriented, rootless, with no solid ground beneath his feet. It was his wife, not him, who had wanted to spend the holidays in Venice and, of course, the children had added their voices.

He hated departures too, the goodbyes. He stood at the lowered window of the compartment, which didn’t look very clean. This was the only carriage that had come from further away, from Trieste and beyond, a carriage that wasn’t the same colour as the others, that looked foreign and had a different smell.

A man sitting near him, within touching distance, was watching him closely. He was probably on board already when the carriage was hitched to the Venice train.

In fact, Justin Calmar didn’t ask himself any specific questions. Without being aware of it, surveying the platform in the pale light, he took in, rather impatiently, the newspaper kiosk in the left-hand corner of the tableau and, to the left and right, other people waiting like his wife and children, their gazes fixed on a relative or friend.

Everything had gone according to plan. The train was scheduled to leave at 7.54. At 7.52, a man in uniform had walked the length of the platform closing the doors, while a mechanic went from carriage to carriage tapping here and there with his hammer. Each time Calmar had taken the train, he’d witnessed the same ritual, wondering each time what the man was tapping, and then forgetting to find out.

The stationmaster came out of his office, a whistle between his lips and a red flag furled like an umbrella in his hand. Steam was gushing from somewhere. Although it wasn’t steam, because this was an electric train, but in any case, the brakes were being bled, with the same spurts and jolts as in all trains.

The whistle, at last. Josée, licking her ice-cream, her gelato, as she now called it, one hand raised in a wave. Dominique instructed him:

‘Be sure to take good care of yourself and eat all your meals at Étienne’s.’

A restaurant they knew, on Boulevard des Batignolles, a stone’s throw from where they lived, and where, according to Dominique, the kitchen was clean and the food wholesome.

The red flag was unfurled. The stationmaster raised his arm, as did Josée and Bib, imitating his sister.

The train should have left. The clock showed 7.55.

But, instead of fully raising the flag, the stationmaster, who could see the entire length of the train, lowered his arm while giving a series of short, imperious whistle blasts.

The train wasn’t leaving. The people on the platform were looking in the direction of the engine. Calmar leaned out, but could see nothing except other heads leaning out like his.

‘What’s going on?’

‘I don’t know,’ replied Dominique. ‘I can’t see anything out of the ordinary.’

She was slim, not as slim as his daughter, naturally, and she still had a certain allure, even in shorts. Unable to tan like her children, her skin was red from the sun, and her blue eyes were hidden behind sunglasses.

Everyone was watching the stationmaster, who seemed in no hurry. The flag under his arm, he was still looking in the direction of the engine, showing no signs of impatience, waiting for goodness-knows-what, and throughout the station it was a little like a film pausing suddenly on a still image, on a simple colour photograph.

Hands didn’t know what to do with the handkerchief already unfurled. Farewell smiles were frozen and turned into grimaces.

‘A latecomer?’ asked a voice close to Calmar.

‘I don’t know. I can’t see anyone running.’

The man rose, short and stocky, leaving his newspaper on the seat.

‘May I?’

In the window frame, his face and shoulders replaced Justin’s for a moment.

‘You never know with the Italians …’

He’d had the opportunity to see Dominique and the two children. Calmar sat back down, a forced smile on his lips. He was well aware that Josée and Bib were impatient to get away, to rush out of that hot station and jump into the vaporetto that would take them to the beach. Meanwhile Dominique looked anxious and sad.

‘Be sure to take care of yourself, Justin.’

‘I promise.’

‘I think the train’s going to leave, this time.’

It took another two endless minutes during which all eyes were on the stationmaster, who remained unperturbed.

At last, an underling came out of an office with a glazed door, gave a signal, and the stationmaster blew his whistle, waited a few more moments and then waved his flag. The train began to pull out of the station. The platform lined with figures slid past. Justin leaned out further, as the shape of his daughter dwindled, her red swimsuit gradually blending into all the colours of the station.

The sun caught them, bursting violently into the compartment at the same time as a gust of scorching air and, with a sigh, Calmar lowered the blue fabric blind, which billowed like a sail and rolled back up two or three times before being tethered in the right position.

They were off.

Now that he was sitting, he had the leisure, even if he didn’t feel like it, to study his travelling companion, who had scrunched up his newspaper and pushed it under the seat.

For a long while, the two men played at pretending not to be looking at each other, with the difference, perhaps, that the stranger was not so quick at averting his eyes as Calmar.

He was middle-aged, around fifty-five, maybe sixty, and his shoulders were very broad, his chest powerful and his face hard-edged.

Calmar had noticed that his newspaper was printed in Cyrillic. Russian? Slovenian?

The blue blind suddenly shot up, letting the sun in again, and this time it was the man who stood up and secured it, like an old hand.

‘French?’ he asked, as he sat back down.

‘Yes.’

‘Paris?’

‘Yes.’

‘I noticed that your wife has a Parisian accent.’

Calmar saw no reason not to strike up a conversation, but it is always awkward at first. The train was already pulling into Venezia Mestre, Venice’s other station, and local people were walking through the corridors looking for seats in second class.

‘Do you have to go home before your family for work?’

‘We were all supposed to leave today. Unfortunately, there was only one seat left on the 10.32 fast train. Rather than making my family change in Lausanne and spend the night on the train, I left on my own, giving them a few more days, which is what the children wanted.’

He had the impression that his companion was staring insistently at his lightweight, textured, silk-blend suit. This was the first time in his life that he had worn such a pastel colour, a cream tone, but his wife had urged him to buy it, in the same narrow street where she had bought her blouses.

‘Justin, you are almost the only person wearing dark colours.’

He would rather have been dressed differently for the journey. In Venice, or in their family guest house, it was acceptable, but here he felt as if he were in disguise. It didn’t suit his plump physique.

‘Nice holiday? Did you have good weather?’

‘Except for a couple of thunderstorms.’

‘Do you like Italian food?’

‘The children love it, except for seafood, which my son won’t touch …’

‘But if you were in a guest house, you’d have been given seafood every day.’

He cringed. How did this stranger, who had only been watching him for a few minutes, know that they’d been staying in a family guest house and not in one of the Lido’s grand hotels?

He felt vaguely humiliated and regretted even more having worn his linen-and-silk-blend suit, whose Italian cut didn’t look right on him at all.

This placid man sitting opposite was beginning both to annoy and intrigue him. He had probably already made a covert assessment of his two suitcases, which were not of the highest quality, having been bought for the trip. Calmar had heard that the porters of luxury hotels judged the guests by their luggage the way some men judge women, not by their dress or their furs, but by their shoes.

‘Are you in business?’

‘In industry rather, small-scale industry, but I don’t work for myself.’

He couldn’t help it. Although the man had no right to question him, he replied with almost scrupulous honesty.

‘May I?’

He removed his jacket, because perspiration was oozing from his every pore, despite the draught that was still making the blind flutter and threatening to dislodge it again at any moment.

He had large, damp circles under his arms and was ashamed of them, as if they were a defect. At the office too, he was embarrassed by them, especially in front of the typists.

‘Your daughter will be a very beautiful woman …’

The man had barely glimpsed her!

‘She takes after her mother, only she’s livelier …’

It was true. What Dominique lacked was vitality, spontaneity – what is known as zest. At thirty-two she was slim and graceful, with attractive features and eyes of a very soft blue, but there was always something self-effacing about her, as if she was afraid of drawing attention to herself, of taking up more space than was rightfully hers.

‘Your wife has a very beautiful contralto voice.’

Justin gave a nervous smile. How had this man noticed all that? It was true that Dominique’s deep, gentle voice contrasted with her outward fragility, which made her appealing.

Already, a new station. Padua, a crowded platform, hundreds of people, so it seemed, throwing themselves at the train – families, lots of children, babies in their mothers’ arms and even a fat farm woman carrying chickens in a crate.

They swarmed in through all the doors and could be seen in the corridor, pushing and shoving, trying to move towards the front of the train to grab any free seats.

‘You’ll see, soon, it won’t be possible to walk through the corridors.’

‘Have you taken this train before?’

‘Not this one, but others like it. It makes you wonder where the Italians are going to and coming from with such determination. Some days it seems as if the whole of Italy is on the move, looking for somewhere to put down roots at last.’

He had an accent that Calmar couldn’t quite place.

‘Engineer?’

Once again, the question gave him a jolt. At least this time he had the satisfaction of seeing his companion get it wrong.

‘No. I’m not a technician at all. I work in the sales department and my job title – since everyone in our firm has a title – is Overseas Sales Manager.’

‘You speak English?’

He replied in English:

‘I was an English teacher at the Lycée Carnot.’

‘Do you speak German too?’

‘German too.’

‘Italian?’

‘No. Just enough to be able to read a restaurant menu.’

The train rounded a bend, causing the blue fabric blind to flap even harder and shoot up. The ticket inspector, who had just entered the compartment, took a few minutes to secure it, after which he asked to see their tickets.

Calmar’s was a simple cardboard oblong, whereas the stranger’s comprised several yellow sheets stapled together. The inspector tore off a section and slipped it into his satchel.

If he had been asked, on the train, what his impressions were, he would have been incapable of analysing them and would probably have been content to reply grumpily that he was looking forward to arriving.

It would have been more or less the same if he had been asked about his holiday. He’d had his fill of sunshine, the hordes of bathers on the beach, the noise of the vaporettos and water-taxis, of Saint Mark’s Square and its pigeons, of the shops where everything seemed so cheap and where you bought useless knick-knacks purely because you were abroad. He was irritated and had had enough of all the noises, by day and by night, the songs and the bands, the children yelling and the sound of footsteps on the stairs.

It had quickly become an obsession, at every mealtime, to translate the list of dishes for Josée and her brother and to discuss with them what they were allowed to eat.

Not to mention his humiliation, in fact, at having chosen a guest house that didn’t even have a sea view.

And yet, he knew that in a few weeks, a few months, in a year, the days spent at the Lido would seem to him like the most delightful and enjoyable time of his life, and he would despair of ever finding anything comparable.

That is how it was every year. It was the previous year that was wonderful, or even previous autumns and winters, regardless of their bouts of influenza and minor children’s ailments and all the worry they caused then.

Was this due to an inability in him to be happy other than as a delayed reaction, or was this the fate of most men? He had no idea, for lack of having asked anyone the question, especially not his work colleagues, who would laugh at him.

For now, for instance, feeling ill at ease, he was counting the hours until he’d reach Lausanne, and then Paris. First of all, there was the heat, which grew more and more oppressive as the morning went on. At one point, he reached to open the door into the corridor. But, because all the windows were open, the draught was too strong.

A gust whipped the blind loose again. When it was secured once more the blind was wonky, allowing a broad ray of sunshine to bake his face.

He could have changed seats. Four places were still available in the compartment, despite the reservation slips above some of the seats. The passengers would probably board at one of the next stations.

There were stops every twenty minutes: Lonizo, San Bonifacio, Verona …

At each one, the same stampede, the same assault on the train and the same frantic procession in the corridor. Soon, in fact, there was no more procession because the second-class passengers completely blocked the area outside the compartments. Motley heaps of luggage took up as much space as the people, suitcases secured with a strap or with string, baskets, cardboard boxes, odd-shaped bundles.

All these were piled higher than the windows, while children were sitting on the floor. You had to step over them, squeezing between the parents, to reach the toilet. A few stations further on, it became impossible to get to it.

But even so, no one tried to grab the four padded, comfortable, tempting free seats. Women remained standing, bottle- or breast-feeding a baby, jolted by the swaying of the train, not even thinking that they might sit down. There was no envy, resentment or sadness in their eyes.

‘Do you spend your weekends in the country?’

‘Near Poissy, yes. Do you know it?’

‘It’s between Paris and Mantes-la-Jolie, isn’t it?’

The man wasn’t so much asking the question as stating a fact. He gave the impression of knowing the answers in advance, only asking to receive confirmation.

‘Car?’

‘Yes. A four horsepower. I need it in Paris, mainly for going from the office to the factory.’

‘And you preferred the train to the congested roads. I understand, especially with children.’

Yet they had almost decided to drive to Venice. It was Josée, of course, who wanted to, but usually, after twenty kilometres, she was already calculating how long it would take to get to their destination.

He had been tempted too.

‘If we do, we’ll hardly be able to take any luggage. Not even half of what each of us has planned.’

Dominique’s sensible voice.

‘House in the country?’

Unlike Calmar, the man didn’t feel the need to mop his brow and his forehead showed no trace of sweat. Every so often, when the train didn’t stop too far from the refreshments cart – it was generally at the other end of the platform – he ordered a small bottle of Campari-soda, and Calmar ended up doing the same.

‘There’s a cart on the train too, but it won’t reach us before Milan.’

Deep down, Calmar was annoyed with himself for being so meek. He answered all the man’s questions unreservedly, whereas, for his part, he didn’t dare ask a single one that was going through his mind.

For example, he had noticed that his companion had no luggage in the net. Were his suitcases in the guard’s van or was he travelling empty-handed?

The carriage had come from Belgrade, via Trieste. Beneath the seat was a newspaper from a Slav country. Shouldn’t he naturally have asked:

‘Do you come from Belgrade?’

Or even:

‘Are you Yugoslavian?’

It was unlikely. The stranger didn’t look Slav. He spoke French as fluently as English and German and addressed the railway staff in good Italian.

But he was wearing a very ordinary suit of dark, almost black, wool, not particularly well tailored. His tie, which he did not feel the need to loosen to open his shirt collar, was unremarkable too.

So why did Calmar feel like a little boy in his presence? And why, when the silences became too long, did he feel obliged to speak, whereas his companion was perfectly comfortable with long pauses, not even pretending to be dozing?

‘My father-in-law had the idea of starting up a sort of farm-cum-restaurant just outside Poissy, on a hill overlooking the Seine. It’s more of a small farmhouse and the animals are for show: two cows, an old horse, a goat, three ewes, a few geese, ducks and chickens. The guests eat in the communal dining room with exposed beams. They love that.’

‘Do you go there every Sunday?’

‘Generally, yes. My wife is very close to her parents. The children are mad about the animals and my daughter spends her afternoons riding the horse around the meadow.’

He almost expected to hear himself being asked:

‘What about you?’

He nearly always went to lie down fully clothed in the first bedroom he found.

A tiny station, which they passed through without stopping: Sommacampagna. Then it was Castelnuovo di Verona, Peschiera del Garda, Desenzano, Lonato …

‘I won’t be able to leave the train at Lausanne as I’d hoped, because I have to catch a plane in Geneva and this train will get me there just in time …’

Ah! For the first time, the man was doing the talking. But he still didn’t explain why he had taken such an inconvenient train, which stopped at almost every little station, nor why he didn’t appear to have any luggage. If he had come from Belgrade or Trieste, there must be plenty of flights to get him to Geneva.

‘Do you work for a big company?’

The man was questioning him again.

‘What’s known these days as a growing business. It began in a hardware store in Neuilly, then moved to a workshop in Nanterre. We now have a factory between Dreux and Chartres and another one being built in Finistère.’

Brescia. People alighting, at least twice as many boarding, squeezing even closer together in the corridors.

When they arrived in Milan, Calmar’s shirt was soaking. He was hungry.

‘I should have enough time to …’ he began.

‘I advise you not to leave our carriage. They’ll be uncoupling it soon to hitch it to another train.’

It was true. He just managed to grab a sandwich and a bottle of beer through the window. A miniature locomotive shunted them out of the station and abandoned them under the beating sun in the middle of a network of tracks.

‘They’ll take us back into the station in a while.’

‘Have you travelled on this train before?’

‘I know it. I know nearly all the trains. Our companions will board in Milan.’

He was pointing to the seat reservations.

‘Two for Lausanne and one for Geneva. The fourth one is leaving us at Sion.’

And yet, he hadn’t left his seat, not even to go to the toilet. Apart from them, the carriage was now almost empty. There were only two American women in the next compartment and a fat man who was asleep three compartments down. No one standing. Worried that they had been forgotten, the American women were darting distraught looks at the tracks and towards the distant station.

It was hotter than when the train was moving.

‘I assume that from Lausanne you’re taking the 20.37 train to Paris?’

That was correct. He was always correct! This man seemed to know everything, like God himself.

‘We arrive in Lausanne at 17.05. I was wondering if I could ask you to do me a favour. Unless, of course, you already have plans.’

‘Not at all. I don’t know what to do with those two hours.’

‘Do you know the city?’

‘No.’

‘Weren’t you intending to visit it?’

‘Not in this heat!’

‘On the platform, near Left Luggage, are several rows of lockers.’

He took a key out of his pocket.

‘This is the key to number 155. Inside the locker is a briefcase, which is neither heavy nor bulky. I really fear I’m taking advantage.’

‘Not at all, it’s my pleasure.’

‘The idea is to collect this briefcase and, in order to do so, you will need to put around one Swiss franc fifty in the slot. Here’s some small change.’

Calmar made as though to protest.

‘Wait! That, I could probably manage myself if the train stays in the station long enough. But then the briefcase has to be taken to this address …’

He wrote an address in a red notebook, tore out the page and held it out, with the key, to his companion.

‘It’s less than five minutes from the station by taxi. Allow me to give you some Swiss money for the fare.’

A jolt. They were being hitched to a train that shunted them to a different platform lined with waiting passengers.

‘Thank you in advance …’

The waiter from the dining car came past, handing out tickets. The stranger took one for the first sitting. Calmar wasn’t up to eating. His sandwich and beer lay heavy on his stomach. He didn’t feel very appealing in his sweat-soaked shirt and he contented himself with a small bottle of Campari-soda from the refreshments cart.

The passengers for Geneva were two Englishmen who had difficulty stowing their golf bags in the net. The lady was getting off at Brig, and the gentleman, who was reading La Tribune de Lausanne, would probably be alighting there too.

Calmar remained alone for nearly an hour, because they all went off to the dining car when the bell rang.

The train had reached the shore of Lake Maggiore and, in the little stations, the rush began again, with people standing in the corridor.

He could vaguely hear, all along the platform:

‘Arona! … Arona! …’

Then Stresa, where he half-opened his eyes and glimpsed red roofs beneath palm trees. Baveno, Verbania, Pallanza …

At Domodossola, the corridors finally emptied, and porters converged on the carriages.

‘Passports …’

The official merely glanced at his and those of the two Englishmen and the woman. The police officer examined that of the stranger more closely, but there was no particular wariness in the look he darted him after studying the photograph. He stamped the passport and merely flicked through it. After which he held it out with a certain respect and gave a vague nod.

Calmar had slept for nearly an hour after the sun had started shining on his face which had made him grumpy, with an unpleasant taste in his mouth, and so he bought another of those pink fizzy drinks which he’d tasted for the first time that day.

‘Customs! Anything to declare?’

Carabinieri on the platform.

‘What is in this suitcase?’

‘Clothes and underwear.’

It might have seemed that it was over, but the train remained stationary for another fifteen minutes before moving slowly towards the Simplon tunnel, whose dark entrance could be seen if you leaned out of the window. At that moment, Calmar was standing in the doorway. The lights had come on. He sensed rather than saw his companion get up and make his way into the corridor. Once in the tunnel, Calmar sat down again opposite the empty seat, raised the window and waited.

He didn’t like tunnels. When travelling in the opposite direction, this one had seemed never-ending, despite his children’s excitement.

After a good ten minutes, he was surprised that the man who had been sitting facing him since eight o’clock that morning was not back.

Why did he in turn get up and head towards the toilet? He was expecting to see the word ‘Occupied’ on the little enamel plate, but instead it showed ‘Vacant’, and without thinking he went in to wash his hands.

The man had still not returned to the compartment and nor was he there when the train emerged into the daylight and stopped at the Swiss station of Brig, where more police and customs officers came on board.

‘Passports!’

‘Anything to declare?’

‘Clothes, underwear. I’m passing through on my way to Paris.’

The police officer looked at the empty seat, the reservation.

‘Is there no one sitting here?’

‘There was someone. He left the compartment at the entrance to the tunnel.’

‘His luggage?’

‘He didn’t have any. Unless …’

‘Unless what?’

‘It’s in the guard’s van.’

The man scribbled a few words in his notebook.

‘Thank you.’

That was all. The lady had left the train. Passengers were buying chocolate. The train moved off again, its corridors empty, alongside the Rhône, whose whitish water looked deliciously cool.

Two more stops, with no pushing and shoving, no crowds, no farewells: Sion, then Montreux on the shores of Lake Geneva.

The man still hadn’t reappeared when they arrived in Lausanne, and Calmar had combed the train from one end to the other in vain.
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Up until then, his day had felt like any other day spent travelling, dazed by the sun, the heat, by the flapping blue blind that had ended up driving him insane. He wasn’t aware of registering anything, and it was only later, when searching through the jumble of impressions and images, of barely coherent half-thoughts, that he would retrieve detailed memories.

From Lausanne on, all became very clear, both in his mind and around him. Every detail was etched in his memory with the precision of a daguerreotype. It was almost as if he were suddenly two people, one of whom was keenly observing the stocky, slightly podgy Justin Calmar, his dark hair damp from sweat clinging to his forehead, who stood dithering on Platform 5, unable to move, his two suitcases beside him.

From that moment, he was faced with a choice, a series of decisions to take, which he was determined to weigh up as a man of integrity, because for his entire life he had behaved as a man of integrity, with a certain energy, perhaps too with a certain smugness.

In Venice, in the whirlwind of his departure, of which he retained chiefly the vision of his daughter in a red swimsuit holding an ice-cream cone, he was vaguely conscious that a man sitting next to him was looking him up and down and, a little later, he noticed that the man was holding a newspaper printed in a Slav language.

Gradually, by asking innocuous questions, this man had obtained information about him, his life and his work, which he had supplied with a meekness that made him feel slightly ashamed.

Why had the stranger struck him as an odd character? Nothing about his appearance stood out, other than his calmness and his eyes that seemed to look at nothing but took in everything.

Hadn’t Calmar said to himself:

‘He’s strong!’

Strong just like his boss Joseph Baudelin, a former ironmonger on Avenue de Neuilly and now a major manufacturer. Inexplicably, Calmar, who didn’t see himself as weak, envied those who were strong, those who didn’t need anyone, who didn’t need rules, who didn’t smile when someone spoke to them, who remained themselves, in all circumstances, without worrying what people might think of them.

Did his boss, for instance, need to see himself as a man of integrity? Was his travelling companion a man of integrity, or was he trying to pass himself off as one?

The first question to answer, with regard to the latter, was whether Calmar should report his disappearance to someone – to the stationmaster or to the police.

Hadn’t he already mentioned it, in a roundabout way, to the passport official at Brig?

Why might the man not have made his way to a compartment at the far end of the train and alighted at Brig, then mingled with the crowd and left the station?

Whatever the reply, what right did he have to get involved? He had been entrusted with a mission. That was too strong a term. A simple errand, which anyone could have carried out in his place. In his pocket, he had the key to a luggage locker, some small change and a ten-franc note for the taxi.

He eventually went down into the subway, where, like in Brig, there were chocolate sellers, and he surfaced on Platform 1. He had plenty of time ahead of him. First of all, he made his way over to Left Luggage, where he had to queue for a few minutes to deposit his two suitcases.

The metal lockers were just facing him, each with a number. When he found number 155, he saw that there was only one franc fifty to pay.

He knew nothing yet, foresaw nothing. But even so, there was something furtive in his movements, in the way he glanced about him, as if he was doing something not necessarily reprehensible, but at least dubious.

He wasn’t the person who had placed the briefcase in the locker. On reading the instructions, he learned that the price was thirty centimes a day, which meant that the briefcase had been put there five days earlier.

In what circumstances, and how, had that key since found itself in the hands of the stranger who, the previous evening, had still been in Trieste or Belgrade?

It seemed to him, as he inserted the key in the lock, that a sort of complicity had been created between him and the stranger. But in what was he becoming complicit?

He inserted a one-franc and then a fifty-centime coin into the slot, turned the key and, after checking that no one was paying any attention to him, grasped a brownish briefcase that was neither heavy nor bulky.

It was more what businessmen call an attaché case, about fifteen centimetres deep, forty in length and twenty-five or thirty wide.

A few moments later, he was outside the station and clambering into the first cab in the taxi rank. Strapping men wearing lederhosen and hobnail boots passed by. They were carrying green-coloured rucksacks on their backs and wore little green hats on their heads, as they do on picture postcards, and his nostrils were assailed by a strong odour of sweaty males and billy cans, like that of soldiers returning from drill.

He had to take from his wallet the page the man had torn from his notebook and which he hadn’t yet had the curiosity to look at: Arlette Staub, 24, Rue du Bugnon.

‘24, Rue du Bugnon. I believe it’s only five minutes away.’

‘Not even that. Not on a Sunday.’

He had forgotten that today was Sunday and, whereas he had seen traffic jams on the country roads, the streets of the city were almost empty and silent.

They climbed, they turned, they were climbing again. The whole of Lausanne seemed to be built on a steep slope. He glimpsed vast buildings, the municipal hospital, with patients and nurses at every window and on every terrace.

He hadn’t realized that the car had stopped.

‘It’s here.’

A series of modern apartment buildings opposite the hospital, each apartment with its balcony too. The taxi parked in front of a bar with a pale-green awning shading a few pedestal tables.

‘Wait for me. I’ll only be a few minutes.’

The driver didn’t bother to reply. However, Calmar was beginning to experience a sense of guilt. Yet, again, he wasn’t committing a reprehensible or forbidden act in delivering this briefcase to the address that the stranger had scribbled on a page from a notebook.

Why, then, did he prefer not to be noticed and why did he wonder whether the coffee- and beer-drinkers on the terrace were intrigued by his cream-coloured Italian-style suit?

He expected to find a concierge’s lodge, like in Paris. Instead, he saw a series of mailboxes, with a business card or handwritten name on each one. There were four equal rows of boxes, probably corresponding to each floor, and Arlette Staub’s name was followed by the number 37, in the third row.

He took the lift up, then found himself in a long corridor. Again, on each door was a business card or a handwritten name. Inset into each one was a glass spyhole, the size of a button, allowing the residents to see their visitors before opening the door.

Number 37 … The last door at the end of the corridor. He pressed the electric bell, suddenly sweating profusely, like at the hottest time of the day, in a hurry to get this over with, in a panic for no apparent reason.

Was someone watching him through that glass eye in the mahogany or rosewood door?

He grew impatient and rang the bell again, straining to listen and, since the door still hadn’t budged and he couldn’t hear any noise, he automatically tried the handle.

The door gave way without his having to make any effort, so to speak, and he stepped inside.

‘Anyone home? … Mademoiselle Staub! … Anyone home? …’

A beige cloth coat was hanging opposite him in the hallway and, to the left, a door was open on to a sunny living room. The door to the balcony was also wide open and the draught was making the curtains billow, like the blind on the Venice train.

‘Hello! … Anyone home? …’

He stupidly added:

‘Is there no one here?’

He was tempted to put the briefcase down on the floor and leave, close the door behind him and take the taxi back to the station. He was probably on the verge of doing so when he spotted, at the foot of a sofa upholstered in pale blue, a pair of shoes, two legs, a slip and a woman’s auburn hair. She was lying full-length on the carpet, which was a darker blue than the sofa, one arm outstretched and the other twisted beneath her.

He couldn’t see her face, because she was lying on her stomach. Nor could he see any blood. He just leaned over her for a second to touch her hand.

‘Mademoiselle Staub! …’

But it was clear that Mademoiselle Staub was dead. He didn’t think, didn’t choose between the various options open to him. He backed out of the apartment, slammed the door shut and, without bothering to call the lift, headed down the stairs. It was only when he reached the bottom that he realized he was still holding the attaché case.

For a split second he was tempted to go back up, but his taxi driver had seen him and had put his arm out of the window to open the door for him.

Luckily! Otherwise, he would have been capable of going into the little café and ordering an alcoholic drink to steady himself.

‘To the station?’

‘Yes, to the station.’

There or anywhere else. He was in a hurry to get away. As the car turned around to go back down the street, he glimpsed various people on the balconies of the apartment building – a couple leaning on the rail, a child in a red swimsuit like his daughter crouching in front of a brightly coloured cart, and, on the fourth floor, he thought he could make out a woman sunbathing, she too lying on her stomach.

What should he have done? He thought he remembered a telephone in the third-floor living room. Should he not have called the police immediately? It hadn’t occurred to him. His only thought had been to get away from the dead woman as fast as possible and it was only now that he became aware of the predicament he was in.

What would he have replied to the police officers who’d have found him in a stranger’s apartment, beside the body of an unknown woman, in a city where he was setting foot for the first time in his life?

‘I was asked to deliver this attaché case …’

‘Who asked you?’

‘I don’t know. A middle-aged man who was in the same compartment as me on the Venice train.’

‘His name? His address?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Why did he entrust you with this job?’

‘Because he was continuing on to Geneva and the train only stopped in Lausanne for three or four minutes.’

‘There are other trains.’

‘There was a flight waiting for him at Cointrin Airport.’

‘To go where?’

‘He didn’t tell me.’

‘But he entrusted you with this briefcase and told you of his intention to take a flight.’

‘Yes.’

‘So right now, he’s on the way to Geneva?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I didn’t see him again on the train after the Simplon tunnel.’

‘So do you think he left the train in the middle of the tunnel?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘All the same, you came here with the briefcase. Where did he give it to you?’

‘He didn’t give it to me in person. He gave me the key to a luggage locker at the station … 155 … I remember the number … He also gave me some Swiss coins and a ten-franc note for the taxi …’

It was impossible! He imagined the scene, then the same questions, in an office at the police station, then the same again, most likely, in the chambers of an examining magistrate.

He had done nothing wrong. He hadn’t even really intended to do the man a favour. It could be argued that he’d been forced, that the briefcase had ended up in his hands through a combination of unforeseen circumstances and that it wasn’t of his own free will that he had pushed open the door to the apartment of Arlette Staub, a name unknown to him a few minutes earlier, even though it was written on a scrap of paper in his wallet.

She looked well and truly dead. Her hand was icy. He did not know the cause of her death. What he did know was that she had been wearing high heels over wrinkle-free stockings and a pale-pink silk slip, giving the impression of a woman who had been getting ready to go out when death had struck her.

All she needed to do was put on her dress and pick up her handbag, which was on the sofa.

The living room had a stylish, luxurious atmosphere. There must have been a bathroom, a kitchen, and perhaps another room? Unless the couch turned into a bed at night? He didn’t know. He was merely conjecturing. Once again, he knew nothing.

But he couldn’t reply that he knew nothing.

‘Four francs seventy …’

He held out his ten-franc note, hesitating as to whether to leave the attaché case in the taxi. There was a risk that a customer would find it before his train left for Paris and, with his cream suit all crumpled from the hours spent on the Venice train, he was too easily recognizable.

The time was only half past six. Back in Italy, at the Lido, Dominique and the children had left the beach, which tended to be chilly in the evening, and were making their way back to the family guest house with their bathrobes, buckets, spades, the inflatable ball and the big canvas bag.

‘Let me have my shower tomorrow morning, mother … You can see I’m not dirty …’

Every evening it was the same story.

‘You’re both covered in sand …’

‘But sand’s not dirty … The seawater cleanses everything …’

‘Don’t argue, children … You’re going to give me a headache again …’

Generally, Dominique would call:

‘Justin! … Make them see sense … If only your daughter wouldn’t always argue …’

He went down into the station conveniences with the still hazy intention of leaving the briefcase there, but he realized that his action would not go unnoticed. He went back up again, disheartened. He almost felt like sitting down on one of the steps and staying there, his head in his hands, waiting to see what would happen.

Still almost two hours to wait, the two most dangerous hours, it seemed to him.

Rightly or wrongly, he reckoned that once he was on the train, he would feel more relaxed, especially once they were across the border.

He pushed open the door of the first-class buffet. He couldn’t see a bar, had to sit down, and ordered a whisky, which he rarely did, because he hardly ever drank, except for a little wine with meals. It was the stranger who’d made him want to try Campari-soda, of which he had drunk five or six small bottles during the day.

‘I am a man of integrity!’

He always had been. He had always done his best. He had often sacrificed himself for others, as he had just done in spending the holiday on a beach even though he’d hated it from the first day.

The rooms in the family guest house were cramped and lacking in comfort. You sometimes had to wait half an hour for the bathroom at the end of the corridor to be free. The children demanded that the door between their room and their parents’ stay open all night, so for two weeks he and his wife had only occasionally been able to snatch a few moments’ intimacy punctuated by Dominique hissing ‘shush’ or ‘careful’.

Did he deserve to have come to this, to feel almost remorse, like a criminal, and behave in fact like a criminal?

Why had the man whose name he didn’t know disappeared between Domodossola and Brig, as the train was going through the never-ending Simplon tunnel? His mood throughout the day had not been that of a person intending to commit suicide.

Nevertheless, on a pretext – because it was beginning to sound more and more like a pretext – he had entrusted Calmar, whom he hadn’t known twenty-four hours earlier, with a mission that must have been important.

And what was in this briefcase, at present sitting on a chair next to him?

And, if he hadn’t committed suicide, why and how had he disappeared? Had someone pushed him out of the train when he was entering or leaving the toilet?

It was almost more plausible than his leaving the train at Brig and mingling with the crowd, because it was a border post and all passengers had their passports checked, both inside the train and at the station exit.

‘Mademoiselle …’

He snapped his fingers to attract the attention of the waitress.

‘The same again, please.’

‘One whisky, one!’

What if, at French customs, they asked him, as was likely, to open this attaché case, to which he didn’t even have the key?

‘I’m sorry, gentlemen … I’ve lost the key during my travels …’

But this attaché case was robust, made of thick, real leather, not some plastic material – which he knew a thing or two about because he’d been working in plastics for nearly ten years!

Worn, for certain, and looking a little battered. It must have sat around in station waiting rooms and airports and in countless offices to be that shabby, but the locks were of excellent quality, not the common type that you can pick with the tip of a penknife.

‘Oh God, please …’

He didn’t believe in God, or rather he no longer believed. But perhaps, deep down, he still believed in God a little, in a crisis. When Josée, two years earlier, had had to be operated on for appendicitis, in the heat of the moment, he had muttered:

‘Oh God, please …’

He had even made a vow, he couldn’t remember what, which he had never in fact fulfilled. What would his daughter think, what would his wife think, if they were to find out that he had been arrested as a suspect in the murder of a young woman in an unknown apartment in Lausanne?

And what about Monsieur Baudelin? And his friend Bob, the draughtsman, and all his colleagues?

‘I’m wondering, mademoiselle, whether or not to have something to eat. Is there a restaurant car on the Paris train?’

‘The 20.37? I’m afraid not. What would you like? There’s perch fillet, chicken in a cream sauce or morel pie?’

He wasn’t hungry, but he ordered the morel pie, because of the name and because they rarely ate wild mushrooms at home.

‘And to drink? Local wine or Beaujolais?’

‘Beaujolais …’

He didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything, except that briefcase which had attached itself to him, and also the suit that his wife had wanted him to wear that day and was as eye-catching as if he’d been waving a flag.

‘Oh God, please …’

There were five people in the compartment, including a priest, and Calmar didn’t even have a corner seat but one between a woman in her fifties, who kept edging away from him as if any contact with him made her uncomfortable, and an elderly man wearing the rosette of the Legion of Honour, who was reading Le Figaro and who, once they had passed the frontier, fell asleep as peacefully as if in his own bed.

The priest, facing him, wore black shoes with big silver buckles. Opposite the lady, her husband, short, thin and anxious, apologized ten times for stepping over people’s legs to get into the corridor to go to the toilet.

‘Have you taken your tablets?’

‘Yes. Straight after dinner, in Lausanne.’

‘Two?’

‘Yes, two.’

‘Have you got indigestion?’

Embarrassed, he looked at the others, hoping they hadn’t heard.

‘You shouldn’t have eaten calf’s tongue. You know it doesn’t agree with you …’

A lanky, slender young woman in the other corner was artlessly revealing her legs. She had auburn hair, like Arlette Staub, and each time Calmar unwittingly glimpsed a little flesh above her stockings, he was reminded of the body on the blue carpet in Rue du Bugnon.

The most surprising thing was that, had he run into Arlette anywhere – on this train, for example – he wouldn’t have recognized her. He had to find out. The French newspapers were unlikely to report her death, unless it was a sensational murder.

The local paper seemed to be La Gazette de Lausanne. He had once been told that the kiosk on Place de l’Opéra, opposite the Café de la Paix, sold newspapers from all over the world and he promised himself that the next day he would go there to buy the Swiss rag.

Were people already talking about the case? Had the body been found yet? If the young woman lived alone and didn’t have a cleaner, it might be several days before anyone started worrying about her, especially during the holiday period.

He shouldn’t have drunk whisky or eaten morels. He felt as queasy as his neighbour’s husband and, if he could, he’d have gone to the toilet to vomit. The approaching customs check made him feel ill. He had never felt so alone in his life, and it was an impression that he hated more than anything else.

Had he been truly alone in the compartment, it would not have been so bad. But there were six of them eyeing one another, without making any contact, and it seemed as if all those gazes – not only the ones directed at him, but those directed at others too – were suspicious or accusing.

It was the same with the woman to his left and her husband. She was annoyed with him for having eaten what he had, for disturbing the others each time he got up, and he in turn was annoyed with her for her lack of sympathy and her scolding.

Calmar never felt at ease among crowds, and if purchasing a car had been such a release for him it was not because he could now go where he pleased, when he pleased, but because he could escape the way people stared at each other in the Métro or the bus.

He would never admit it to Dominique, of course, but if he had married her, it was principally so as no longer to be alone. He loved her, to be sure. He had found her attractive from the start. But if he hadn’t met her, he would have married another.

And, like his neighbour who was annoyed at her husband, he was annoyed with Dominique for having subjected him to the Lido crowds, and especially the lack of privacy at the family guest house where in the dining room people eyed one another other like in a dining car.

Worse perhaps, he was vaguely annoyed at her for looking at him – looking at him as if she were thinking:

‘Who really is this man? He’s my husband. I’ve lived with him for thirteen years. We sleep in the same bed. Our bodies have no secrets. But, when he kisses me on coming home from his office, what is he thinking? What has he done? What would happen if I died? How does he really feel about the children?’

The train was pulling into Vallorbe and it was the usual little game of border police and customs officers.

‘Have your passports ready, please …’

Like a criminal, he expected his to be examined more closely than the others, but it was returned to him after barely a glance.

‘Anything to declare, ladies and gentlemen?’

Even the priest had changed his expression, taking on, like the others, a falsely innocent air.

‘Nothing, officers …’

‘What is in this suitcase?’

‘Linen, a few religious artefacts I am bringing back from Rome for my parishioners …’

‘No gold, jewellery or watches? No chocolates, cigars or cigarettes?’

The woman’s husband had to clamber up on to the banquette to bring down the brown suitcase, which he was asked to open, and the customs officer slid his hands under the clothing and underwear.

‘What is in this briefcase?’

‘Business documents …’ said Calmar with a naturalness that surprised him.

‘Is this your suitcase?’

‘Yes.’

‘Open it …’

Phew! There was nothing to declare in the suitcase and he received the customs officer’s absolution before he moved on to the next compartment without having penalized any of them.

Others must have had something on their conscience, because a couple with a lot of heavy luggage were being escorted to the customs building and the woman, teetering on high heels, had the posture of someone expecting trouble.

The train moved off, with its silent sleeping-cars and couchette compartments – which Calmar hadn’t been able to book because he’d left it too late – and last of all, its ordinary compartments like this one, in which, once the night light was turned on, each person tried to sleep. Only the elderly gentleman was snoring gently, while the young woman opposite him, curled up in a ball, was showing even more of her legs.

Calmar tried not to think, to let himself be lulled by the swaying of the train, but the minute he felt he was dozing off, a detail from the day came back to him and his mind started working again.

Why had the stranger singled him out, as soon as they left Venice?

It was stupid. He hadn’t chosen him, because there had been no one else in the compartment. But all the same he’d put him through a sort of examination. His questions had not been gratuitous. It was important for him to know what kind of man he was dealing with.

And he had known at once. A man of integrity. An idiot of a man of integrity, who could be relied on for a mission of this nature.

Otherwise, he would probably have moved to a different compartment and approached someone else.

As for his disappearance … For a moment, Calmar thought of a kidnapping, but you don’t kidnap someone from a train in a tunnel like the Simplon!

So, deliberate disappearance or suicide. Whichever it was, he’d been duped.

Of course, the man didn’t know that Arlette Staub was dead, otherwise he wouldn’t have gone to so much trouble to deliver the attaché case, for which she had no use now.

Ultimately, Calmar was wrong to be so harsh: if it weren’t for the death of the young woman, his role would have been simply that of a well-meaning messenger, mundane and without any risk.

But … There was still the luggage locker, where the briefcase had only remained for five days. And the stranger, who was returning from beyond Venice, from Trieste or Belgrade if not elsewhere, had the key. Had it been sent to him by express mail? Had he deposited the attaché case before his trip?

But why? Why this? Why that? Why him? Why everything?

Eventually, he dozed off, vaguely heard shouts of ‘Dijon’, doors slamming, orders barked by railway staff and, when he woke up, it was broad daylight. The priest, who wasn’t asleep, was looking at him and was embarrassed when Calmar caught him doing so, as if he had in a way taken advantage of his sleep to subject him to an examination. An examination of his conscience …

This was ridiculous! He mustn’t allow himself such thoughts. He stood up, took his razor out of his suitcase and went and locked himself in the toilet for a good fifteen minutes. When he came out, he stayed in the corridor, tried to get his bearings, recognized the banks of the Seine around Melun, set off in search of the dining car and walked through half a dozen carriages before meeting a member of staff who informed him that there wasn’t one.

At last the train pulled into the Gare de Lyon, at half past six, with the whole length of the train to walk down because his compartment was at the rear. As he passed the newspaper kiosk, he inquired:

‘Do you have La Tribune de Lausanne?’

‘La Tribune and La Gazette, yes, monsieur.’

‘I don’t suppose you have this morning’s?’

‘We won’t have the Monday morning edition until around half past twelve.’

‘Can they be found in the centre of Paris as well?’

‘You should be able to find them at the kiosks on the Champs-Élysées and Place de l’Opéra.’

‘Thank you.’

His preoccupation, which was making his head spin, was to reach home safe and sound. He shouted to a taxi-driver:

‘Rue Legendre … I’ll tell you where to stop …’

And yet he made the car wait outside a tobacconist’s, because he had no cigarettes left and he fancied a cup of coffee. Without thinking, he ate two croissants, which he enjoyed, despite his worries, because they were proper Paris croissants.

‘Another coffee, please.’

Home again. No way to avoid the concierge.

‘And how is Madame, Monsieur Calmar? And the children? I’m sure those little poppets can’t get enough of all the wonders of Venice …’

She held out some flyers and a few bills that had arrived after she’d stopped forwarding his mail.

‘You’re going to find the place very empty. It’s already the twentieth of August and hardly anyone has come back. It’s the same with the shopkeepers. If only you knew how hard it is to get hold of any meat!’

The good old slightly wobbly lift with its familiar but indefinable smell. The stairs with their brown carpet. The brown door, with its brass knob, a little tarnished since Dominique hadn’t been there to polish it every day.

At first, he felt disappointed. Everything was so dark. He hadn’t expected the shutters to be closed and the first thing he did was open them all, even in the children’s bedrooms. It also occurred to him, on passing the refrigerator, to plug it back in, and only then did he go back into the through-lounge where he’d left the briefcase on the table.

Was he really going to open it, force it? In theory, he had no right to, because neither the attaché case nor its contents belonged to him.

But, after what had happened, was it not necessary – essential – to find out the nature of these contents?

He was cheating, knowing full well that this was not a question of duty, but of curiosity, of his need to know.

And why not of defending himself? Because ultimately, thanks to this briefcase, he had just spent some hours feeling what only a criminal usually experiences. And this attaché case most likely contained the explanation for his mishaps.

He too owned a lockable briefcase, which he used to bring work home from the office, and he went to fetch his keys from a drawer in the bedroom. His gaze fell on the alarm clock, which had stopped. He paused to wind it up, as if he were still hesitating, then he wound the clock on the marble mantelpiece in the lounge. Of course, the key didn’t work, and all he managed to do was bend it. It was a cheap item.

He went into the kitchen where they kept the tools you find in every home: a hammer, a screwdriver, pincers, pliers, in a jumble with the corkscrew and various types of can opener.

He gave himself one last respite: he went and locked the front door, as if he already felt guiltier. Finally, after removing his jacket and tie, he tried to force open the two locks, with the pliers at first, then with the pincers, succeeding, in the end, with the screwdriver.

The two metal catches sprang open. The lid opened a little. He simply had to raise it with his hand, and he found himself staring at bundles of banknotes, neatly aligned as if by a cashier or a debt collector.

They weren’t French francs but mainly one-hundred-dollar bills, in wads of a hundred, he reckoned at first sight, alongside fifty-pound notes and slimmer wads of Swiss francs.

His initial reflex was to look across the street, but the woman who was bustling about her bedroom, where she was cleaning, didn’t once turn around to glance in his direction.

‘Not right away …’ he whispered to himself.

Not now. He needed to recover, to collect his thoughts. He was tired, feverish, after spending a day and a night on the train. He wasn’t feeling his normal self. He needed to regain his equilibrium first.

He picked up the briefcase and slid it, half-shut, under the chest of drawers in his bedroom and, a few moments later, after turning on the bath taps, he took off all his clothes.

He had never felt so naked or so alone in his entire life.
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‘When you get back to Paris, your suit will need cleaning. Don’t put it in the linen basket, whatever you do. Madame Léonard would probably take it to the laundry to be washed, and I don’t trust these fabrics that tend to shrink. It would be best if you took it yourself to the dry cleaners in Rue des Dames.’

Only twice had he stayed alone in the apartment in Rue Legendre, on the two occasions when Dominique had gone to hospital to give birth. No, three times, because she’d spent three days in Le Havre when her sister, who was married to a maître d’hôtel at La Transat, had had a baby.

Was it in protest against the voice in his head that he stuffed the cream-coloured suit in the linen basket?

‘You’ll be tired on arrival, darling. Since you won’t be going back to the office until the afternoon, try to sleep and let Madame Léonard take care of unpacking your suitcases.’

Madame Léonard was the cleaner, and she only came two afternoons a week. She was a tiny, sour woman with a massive rump that stuck out behind her, making her look as though she was always thrusting forward. For a long time she’d been married to an invalid, whom she had supported for almost twenty-five years. She cleaned homes from dawn until dusk. Often, at night, she washed the bodies of local people who had died.

She lived alone in a neighbouring street, somewhere in an attic room, speaking to almost no one, simply grumbling:

‘I tell you, these rich people!’

As far as she was concerned, all her customers were rich, the shopkeepers too, and even the concierge.

While in the bath, he thought about her, wondering how she could live in this way without giving in to despair. Were there not thousands, tens of thousands like her in Paris, not counting the women who were even more unfortunate, who could barely drag themselves around their lodgings or who were bedridden, at the mercy of neighbours or a social worker?

There was a fortune underneath the chest of drawers. He didn’t know how much, and he didn’t want to know right away.

‘Try to sleep and …’

He tried, because he really was tired. He put on his pyjamas, as if he weren’t alone, and stretched out on the bed after closing the curtains. No matter what he did, the briefcase remained uppermost in his mind and he asked himself questions about it, rather jumbled questions because, after twenty-four hours on a train, the bath had numbed his brain.

Was the stranger from Venice an international thief who had knowingly used him so as not to risk going to pick up the attaché case himself?

In that case, why had someone killed Arlette Staub? Another thing: he’d kept the scrap of paper on which her address was scrawled in his wallet. This was dangerous. Even at the office, the paper might fall out as he took his wallet from his pocket. And supposing the name appeared in the newspapers later on …

He got up a first time and went over to the chest of drawers, on top of which he’d emptied out the contents of his pockets, and tore the page into tiny shreds. He was about to throw them in the waste-paper basket when it occurred to him that Madame Léonard, who would be alone in the apartment that afternoon, might be curious and piece together the fragments.

He suddenly became obsessively cautious. He burned the scraps of paper in an ashtray, threw the ashes into the toilet and flushed them away.

By the time he got back into bed, he was no longer sleepy. He didn’t even try to close his eyes. And what if the notes were counterfeit? He found it easier to imagine the stranger on the train at the head of an organization of forgers. Anything was possible. Arms trafficking? Espionage?

How much money was in the briefcase? He had promised himself, as if to prove how calm he was, not to count it until later, towards the end of the morning after two or three hours’ rest, but he got up again, left the curtains closed, just in case, because of the woman opposite, and sat down at Dominique’s dressing table.

The wads of dollars did indeed each contain one hundred bills, which amounted to a total of ten thousand dollars, in bundles that together were less thick than a paperback book.

Twenty wads. All those bills, which looked new, came to two hundred thousand dollars! As for the English notes, he counted fifty wads of twenty, in other words, fifty thousand pounds.

He went to fetch a piece of paper and a pencil and calculated the total sum contained in the briefcase. The dollars were worth roughly one million francs, and he felt giddy; sweat gushed from every pore and his hand began to tremble.

One million! Plus almost seven hundred thousand francs in English pounds! Not to mention, in the bottom of the attaché case, loose notes that no one had bothered to put an elastic band around, as with the others: twenty thousand Deutschmarks and ten one-thousand Swiss franc notes, wide and thick.

‘Superintendent, I’ve come to hand in a briefcase that … which … A stranger, on the train from Venice, gave me a key, asking me … He wrote an address on a scrap of paper … I burned it earlier … Why? … Because of Madame Léonard, our cleaner … No, I didn’t intend to keep this money … I forced open the lock because …’

It was unthinkable. No one in their right mind would believe his story.

‘I took a taxi to the address in Rue du Bugnon, to the home of a certain Arlette Staub … I rang the bell … Since no one answered, I automatically turned the doorknob and the door opened … The young woman was dead … I assume she’d been murdered … I didn’t see any blood … Maybe she’d been strangled? … By now, the Lausanne police have probably been alerted …’

He became even more anxious when it suddenly dawned on him that he would have to hide the briefcase – or its contents, at any rate. The briefcase, he could go and throw away somewhere, into the Seine, for example, as soon as darkness fell. For the afternoon he could hide it in the chest of drawers, because the drawers had locks.

Would Madame Léonard notice that the drawers were locked? Because he would have to lock all three, which they never did.

For the first time, it occurred to him that no item of furniture in the apartment was ever locked, that there was nowhere to hide any kind of object.

His wife, the children, Madame Léonard, anyone, his sisters-in-law or his mother-in-law when they came visiting, could open any drawer, wardrobe or cupboard.

Soon, on Saturday, his wife and children would be coming home from their holiday. He hadn’t reached any decision. If he was thinking about a hiding place, it wasn’t because he intended to keep the money. Or at least not permanently. But he would have to wait to see.

Slowly, still in his pyjamas, he went from room to room. Their bedroom, first of all, the bedroom of an average couple, with modern furniture of quite good quality, but absolutely ordinary. There must be bedrooms exactly like that in thousands of apartments more or less similar to theirs.

Even so, it was a step up. When they were first married, they only had a one-bedroom lodging in an old building on Boulevard des Batignolles, and they had bought second-hand furniture, in particular one of those very high walnut beds, of the kind he had seen throughout his childhood in his parents’ bedroom.

This one was low, and it had taken him a long time to get used to it. And also to get used to the lightness of the chest of drawers, to the two armchairs upholstered in orange velvet, to the table and the dressing table.

It was his in-laws’ apartment and he’d inherited it when Louis Lavaud, his wife’s father, had retired from his job as maître d’ at Le Wepler, Place Clichy, to go and set up on his own on the Poissy hillside.

In the Lavauds’ time, the apartment had been gloomy. The walls of the living room had been covered in golden-brown imitation Cordoba leather wallpaper. Now the décor was modern, like the bedroom.

‘Do what you like with it, children, because this is your home now, but you won’t find wallpaper of this quality any more. You can wash it down thoroughly and it won’t blister. How many times have you washed it, Joséphine?’

In those days too, the solid-oak furniture was heavy, and the chairs around the dining table were upholstered in embossed leather.

Exactly like his parents’ home in Gien! Except that they hardly ever ate in the dining room, but took their meals in the kitchen, at the back of the shop.

He wasn’t a thief. He did not intend to use this money, which, for the time being, appeared to belong to no one.

Supposing he were to go to the police and give a description of the stranger on the train … Supposing he were found alive … Would that not be a betrayal of the man’s trust?

And that trust had only been placed in him by chance, because he happened to be in the same compartment. The man had watched him at length, had asked him precise questions, to the extent that, by Milan, he knew almost everything about his life.

At elementary school and then at high school, his classmates had called him ‘Maggot’. This nickname was given to him not only because he was chubbier than the others, but also because his father sold fishing tackle on Quai Lenoir, not far from the Vieux-Pont across the Loire.

The house was tall and narrow, with a step gable of the kind still seen in Brussels. The shop was narrow too, crammed with reed and bamboo fishing rods, lined with glass-fronted drawers that contained floats of all colours and sizes, silk and horsehair flylines, rolls of catgut thread, weights, hundreds – thousands, perhaps – of items, and only his father knew where to lay his hands on any of them.

He also sold maggots, bloodworms and caddisflies and, on Sundays, he always had a tank full of gudgeon for pike fishing.

His father was tall and thin, the complete opposite of him, fair-haired to boot, with a light-coloured droopy moustache, and Justin had given him a nickname that he had never told anyone: the Anaemic Gaul.

Because he had a pale complexion and freckles and always looked tired, his long body on the verge of bending in two.

He had died young, at the age of forty-two, something to do with his chest. His mother said it was pneumonia, but it was more likely tuberculosis.

She had kept on the shop. She ran it on her own. On Saturday evenings, Oscar would still go to fish for gudgeon with a casting net. He was in charge of the ‘maggot factory’ at the bottom of the small garden. Because of the neighbours’ complaints, they’d built an arbour to conceal the pole on which they stuck a sheep’s head supplied by the butcher. Within a few days, the maggots appeared and dropped off into a sieve filled with sawdust.

They were sold by the spoonful. When he was a child, a soupspoonful of maggots cost twenty-five centimes.

Why was he thinking about all that as he looked for a place to hide the money? There was no such place. There was no longer even, as there had been in the early days of their marriage, a huge, mirrored wardrobe on top of which you could put an object that would be hidden by the moulding.

He went to fetch his own briefcase and emptied it out – it only contained brochures – and stuffed the wads of notes inside. He removed one hundred-dollar note – just one – in order to carry out an experiment.

This, too, was necessary. He was no thief, nor ever would be. To help him decide what to do, should he not find out whether the notes were genuine or counterfeit?

‘… eat all your meals at Étienne’s …’

A habit of theirs. All households had their own. Or a tradition, if you prefer. When he was still only a teaching assistant at the Lycée Carnot and they had very little money, every so often they would go out for a proper dinner to an old-fashioned restaurant on Boulevard des Batignolles, with mirrors on the walls, a high counter for the cashier and metal knobs for the dishcloths. The cashier was Madame Étienne, while Monsieur Étienne, who had an enormous red nose, went from one table to the next recommending the Normandy sole or the cassoulet.

They would often eat there when Dominique was pregnant. They had also celebrated several wedding anniversaries there.

For his wife, still now, the only place where you would be served good and healthy food was Étienne’s.

Well! He wouldn’t be going to have lunch at Étienne’s. He had other things to do, other worries, and worry was the word!

He got dressed, after opening the curtains. He twiddled the radio knob at random, but heard nothing but songs and commercials.

‘The number of special trains over the weekend has beaten all records. That is because most vacationers took advantage of the 15 August public holiday …’

There was little likelihood that Europe 1 or Radio-Luxembourg would mention a young woman found dead in an apartment in Lausanne, unless it was a major international case. And that was almost impossible to know if no one was aware of the existence of the briefcase.

At the station news kiosk, he’d been told that the Lausanne papers would arrive at around twelve or half past twelve.

He couldn’t leave the briefcase with the two forced locks in the apartment, for Madame Léonard’s prying eyes. It would be better to wrap it up. And, again, he realized how difficult some things are that initially seem perfectly straightforward. There was no wrapping paper in the house!

There were lengths of string in a drawer, the one that contained tools and can openers, but nowhere could you find any of that strong brown paper for wrapping parcels.

Because of the holidays and the thorough clean-up Madame Léonard had carried out during their absence, there were no old newspapers lying around either.

He remembered that there was some paper, not brown but blue, lining the drawers in the chest of drawers. He took a sheet, which he’d have plenty of time to replace. It would be newer than the others. Dominique would notice.

‘Oh! You’ve changed the lining paper in the second drawer?’

The drawer where his shirts and underwear were kept. What would he reply?

‘I spilled …’

Spilled what? You don’t drink your coffee, or a glass of wine, while selecting a shirt from a drawer.

‘I dropped my cigarette and …’

He’d think of something. If he allowed himself to be tormented by these trifling problems, he would never be able to cope.

He made a fairly robust package, locked his briefcase and left it in the cupboard where he usually kept it, convinced that it wouldn’t occur to Madame Léonard to force the lock as he had done with the attaché case.

He was overthinking things. He must stay calm. Reflect before taking a decision, of course, but reflect without allowing himself to get flustered.

He went downstairs. The concierge greeted him.

‘I thought you were having a nap … After such a tiring journey …’

‘Unfortunately, I have things to do, Madame Godeau …’

‘Well, you be sure to take care of yourself. I know that Madame Calmar wouldn’t like it if she found out her man had not looked after himself while she was away … I remember my poor husband … I only left him on his own for two weeks in all our married years, and I know what happens to men once they’re left to their own devices …’

A little further down the street, he went into the garage where he kept his car.

‘Oh! Monsieur Calmar … I thought you weren’t coming back until next week … I must have got the date wrong … I won’t keep you long …’

Around a dozen vehicles had to be moved to clear a passage for the car, which was covered in dust, right at the back of the garage.

‘I’m sorry … If I’d known … Let me at least give it a wipe …’

His package was in the way. He hoped the garage attendant wouldn’t notice it. Instead of locking it in the boot, he simply flung it casually on to a seat.

‘Have a good day, despite the heat … I don’t know what weather you had over there, but it hasn’t been this hot here for ages … You know the neighbourhood as well as I do, seeing as you’ve been living here for thirteen years … They’re respectable people … Well! I’ve seen housewives doing their shopping in shorts, like on the beach, and children playing in the street in swimsuits …’

He drove in the direction of the Opéra, through almost empty streets. He even found a parking spot in Rue Auber, and he hurried towards one of the banks on the Grands Boulevards.

As he went up the stairs and entered the lobby, which seemed dark in contrast to the bright sunshine outside and felt cool, he was overcome by panic.

He was aware that this was the first important step. No! The first step had been opening the luggage locker on the station platform in Lausanne … Not quite, because at that point the story of the stranger on the train was still plausible … Conceivably, by moving heaven and earth, it might be possible to find the Italian ticket inspector who had punched their tickets outside Padua and would probably remember the pink ticket he had torn out of the booklet? There was also the police officer at Domodossola, who had slowly examined the man’s passport and handed it back with an almost respectful little nod …

Why that nod, by the way? The same police officer hadn’t acknowledged Calmar. Was it because the man was someone he knew, or held a high-up position in some country or other? A diplomat, for instance? No, he didn’t look like a diplomat. He didn’t look like anything. He was almost impossible to describe.

Now Calmar went over to the foreign exchange window, where five or six people were waiting, Americans and two German women.

The Americans handed over travellers’ cheques, which they were asked to sign, and, after a brief glance to compare the signatures, they were given French banknotes. One of them started arguing because he didn’t agree with the exchange rate and, behind him, the two German women, a mother and a daughter, were growing impatient.

It was almost midday. He was afraid the window would close. At the same time he remembered that he’d left the briefcase package on the car seat instead of stopping in a quiet street to lock it in the boot, as he’d planned. Drat! The car was locked, and a clumsily tied package was hardly likely to tempt thieves.

Two more people … Then one … Then him … He tried to stop his hand from trembling when he tendered the hundred-dollar bill. As he had anticipated, the teller looked up at him, mildly surprised, felt the bill between his thumb and forefinger for a moment to check that it was of the right thickness and consistency, then held it up to the light.

‘One moment, please …’

He stepped back to open a drawer in front of his stomach and took out a register filled with columns of numbers.

All this actually took only a few seconds, and now there was a group of Italians waiting their turn behind Calmar.

Having shut the drawer, the teller asked:

‘In French francs, I assume?’

‘Please …’

The notes rustled between his fingers, ten-franc bills whose corners he raised, because they were in bundles, like the dollars and pounds in the briefcase.

Then he counted the notes and finally the two-franc and one-franc coins.

Without bothering to slip the bills into his wallet, Calmar stuffed them in his pocket. The dollars weren’t counterfeit! There was more than a million and a half francs’ worth in his briefcase lying casually on the shelf of a cupboard in his apartment in Rue Legendre.

For the first time in his life, he was spending money that didn’t belong to him. No. Once, he had stolen, really stolen, in the full knowledge of what he was doing. He was eleven or twelve years old. It was hot, like today. In those days, he and his parents didn’t have holidays. On the contrary, it was the best time of year for business. Sometimes, after lunch, his father would doze off in the wicker armchair in the kitchen, waking with a start when the bell rang in the shop.

He couldn’t remember where his mother had been that day. Maybe spreading out the washing on the grass in the garden? Anyhow, he’d silently crept behind the counter and thrust his hand into the drawer where the money was kept. He had taken only fifty centimes. A few minutes later, he bought an ice-cream cone from the Italian who trundled his little yellow cart through the streets.

He was walking along, licking the vanilla ice-cream, when in the distance he spotted a classmate. And, since it wasn’t Sunday, since he wasn’t in the habit of treating himself to an ice-cream cone on weekdays, he’d dropped his cone in the gutter then hurriedly turned into the first street on his left.

He was very flushed. He could feel the blood pounding in his temples. He’d looked at himself in the mirror of a grocery shop and, because he was quite religious, had rushed to church to confess.

This time, in the back room of the Café de la Paix, he shouldn’t have had a guilty conscience. He didn’t want to have a guilty conscience. If he had chosen not to eat his lunch on the terrace, where it was cooler, that was because he didn’t want to be seen by a member of his office staff, or by a customer, because he hardly ever frequented such pricey places.

All the same, he ordered very expensive dishes: the mixed hors-d’œuvre, half a lobster, then a skewer of chicken livers – all foods they rarely ate at home.

This was probably one more step, but it was unavoidable. It wasn’t for personal gain that he had changed the hundred-dollar bill at the bank, but out of a need to know.

And so, he had ended up with money in his pocket that he couldn’t spend legally.

If he’d treated himself to something he fancied, a cigarette case, for example, or a gas lighter, Dominique would be bound to be surprised, as she would if he gave her a present or bought toys for the children.

At any rate, the figures wouldn’t have added up. She didn’t necessarily keep track of his spending, at least not out of suspicion. She knew, of course, how much he earned, how much pocket money he kept after handing over the housekeeping money. The five hundred francs was money that had come from nowhere, money he had to spend before Saturday, because it didn’t officially exist.

This thought was beginning to worry him. He was well aware of the meaning of the word ‘beginning’. He was conscious of the inevitable chain of events since that moment when, in Venice, while he was gazing at a motionless scene with his daughter at the centre, he had felt close to him the presence of a man who was looking him up and down …

Not once since had he really taken an initiative. His actions had followed on from one another without his involvement.

Before stepping inside the Café de la Paix, he had gone to the news kiosk and asked for La Tribune de Lausanne, which hadn’t arrived yet.

‘Perhaps in half an hour …’

He could yet imagine the situation in which he would be forced to keep the million and a half that was in his briefcase and whose existence old Madame Léonard, who hated the rich, all the rich, all those who had a little more money or a little more leisure than her, was far from suspecting.

Supposing … For example, as things currently stood and given the information he had, there was no question of handing in the money at a police station. Nor could he deposit it in a bank, in other words, hold it there so that he could withdraw it when and if he found out whom it belonged to.

That would have been a magnificent gesture. He’d fantasized about it for a moment while he ate the hors-d’œuvre. He would say nothing. He wouldn’t tell anyone about the Venice train, or the briefcase, or Arlette Staub. He’d stoically keep his secret, despite the ongoing anxiety it caused him, despite the suspicion that was likely to fall on him.

Then, one day, when the newspapers revealed the truth about the stranger on the train and the fortune deposited in an automated luggage locker at Lausanne station, he would present himself at his local police station or, better, at a higher level, at the Police Judiciaire.

‘I’ve come to bring you the money, Commissioner … You can check … It’s all there, except a single hundred-dollar bill which I thought I should exchange in a bank on Boulevard des Italiens to ensure that the notes weren’t counterfeit …’

Why not? That might happen one day, and then everyone would congratulate him.

‘You must understand that it was impossible for me to act otherwise … Admittedly, on leaving Arlette Staub’s apartment in Rue du Bugnon, I should have informed the police … In my panic, I did not do so, and doubtless I would have been less panic-stricken if I hadn’t been a man of integrity … From then on I was forced to …’

Only there was no way of opening a bank account without providing proof of identity. And in some cases, aren’t the banks obliged to supply the tax authorities with their customers’ account details?

To rent a safe, too, he would have to show documents, sign others.

A crazy idea … He moved on to the lobster … That evening, before going home, he considered throwing the old empty briefcase into the Seine. Why not throw the money in at the same time? A shower of banknotes! Hundreds of thousands of francs that would float away on the water …

It wasn’t feasible. No one in their right mind would part like that with a fortune.

His eyes had been bigger than his belly and he barely touched the chicken livers.

‘I say, waiter, would you ask at the kiosk whether La Tribune de Lausanne has arrived. If it has, be so kind as to bring me a copy …’

A slip-up. The slightest detail could be enough to draw attention to him. It is the little, unimportant things that stay in people’s memories and that come back to them when the time is ripe.

‘Oh yes! As a matter of fact, on that date a customer who had a boozy lunch asked me to buy him La Tribune de Lausanne.’

Should he also hide away to read it? He skimmed it while drinking his coffee, because he didn’t have a dessert.

No miscellaneous news items on the front page, no headlines, only foreign policy news. On page two, advertisements. On page three, a long article on the pollution of Lake Geneva and a report on the district council meeting.

On the following pages: news of the Valais region, then of the Neuchâtel district, Geneva, and finally the Vaud: a fire in Morges, a car crash in Cossonay, a cyclist knocked over in …

‘Lausanne: “Our Guests”. Visit by a delegation of American education experts … Collision … Car spins … Bungled burglary of a jewellery shop in Rue de Bourg … A nasty piece of work …’

Then, the sports pages and, on the back page, more foreign policy. Nothing about Arlette Staub. Nothing about the man who had vanished from the train in the Simplon tunnel (unless he got off at Brig!).

At any rate, now he would know on which page to look.

‘The bill, please …’

The newspaper hadn’t resolved any of his dilemmas and he left it on the banquette. It was half past one. Back at the Lido, Dominique and the children would be leaving the guest house to go back to their spot on the beach. Because everyone sort of marked out their personal space, as if by tacit agreement. You found the same groups, the same distance from one another. You ended up giving them a vague smile.

‘Whatever you do, Josée, don’t set foot in the water before it’s time to swim …’

‘What about me?’ Bib would ask, with an innocent air.

‘You neither, of course. If I say that to your sister …’

‘It’s because I’m the naughtiest, I know. As far as you’re concerned, I can’t do anything right. But no one else waits two hours before having a paddle or even going for a swim …’

Perhaps, during lunch in the pensione de famiglia, Dominique had commented:

‘At this hour, your father will be eating at Étienne’s. I hope he hasn’t chosen a dish that’s too heavy …’

He went back to his car and, this time, did not forget to shut the old briefcase with the forced locks in the boot. He drove down the Champs-Élysées to Avenue de Neuilly. Shortly before La Défense, he pulled up in front of a pale-yellow building with a sign saying: Asfax – Robur – Rob.

Then, in smaller letters: Société anonyme.

This was just a two-storey building with an attic floor, but it was quite wide. Before and even throughout the war, it had been an old-fashioned hardware store that sold everything: aluminium saucepans, drums of nails, nuts and bolts of all sizes, tools for all crafts and chicken wire, as well as weights and curtain rails.

In those days, old Baudelin was still alive, with a crown of white hair, dressed from morning till evening in long overalls of the same grey as all the ironmongery that he sold in one form or another.

His son, the present-day Joseph Baudelin, wore the same outfit and, like his father, prowled around the premises, which had the murky feel of an aquarium, because the only light in the vast shop, which had an upper level, came via a glazed partition giving on to the courtyard.

It was at the back of this courtyard, in a sort of storeroom, that Baudelin junior had learned the business. He knew nothing about plastics. He simply noticed that they were being used more and more for household utensils and for all kinds of items.

Instead of consulting an expert, he had sought out a friend, a chemist, Étienne Racinet, who earned his living doing blood and urine tests. Racinet was unmarried. A short man with a florid complexion, he was always cheerful and would often work late into the night in his laboratory.

A few weeks later, he had gathered and digested a vast amount of literature on the existing products on the market, and since then he had added many others to his list, because new ones were being born, so to speak, every week: polythene, polypropylene, polystyrene, polycarbonate, etc.

‘To get hold of the raw material, no problem … It’s sold commercially, as powder, granules, tablets or pastilles or paste … But if you want to produce something, you need a mixer, because there are various ingredients that need to be added; a furnace, to heat the mixture to the right temperature; and then a press and moulds …’

‘Does all that take up a lot of room?’

‘It depends on the size of the items you want to make …’

Baudelin had started out with small articles, toothbrush handles, for example, camping spoons and forks, children’s beach buckets and spades and rakes, egg cups, towel rings …

Only the shell of the old hardware store still remained. A modern, well-lit ground floor had become the Asfax, Robur and Rob product showroom.

The offices were on the first floor, the Paris offices that is, because there were others in Nanterre, and the headquarters were in the Brézolles factory.

Calmar hurried up the marble staircase and paused briefly in front of the glassed-in booth marked Reception.

‘Is the boss here?’

‘He came this morning and asked for you.’

‘But he knows that I was only due to come back to work this afternoon …’

‘Have you forgotten what he’s like, Monsieur Calmar?’

He wasn’t a bad man, quite the opposite. But he hated not finding people where he expected them to be. Everyone in their box. His dream, his ideal, would have been a world without Sundays, without holidays. After all, did he take holidays?

A world without wives and children. Did he often go home, to the double apartment on Boulevard Richard-Wallace, opposite the Bois de Boulogne, where his wife and daughter lived with four or five servants? He barely set foot there once a week. He had hardly ever been to the country house he’d bought for them in Mougins.

He slept up there, in a former storeroom close to which he’d had a rudimentary bathroom installed.

‘Has he left for Brézolles?’

‘You never know with him.’

For Brézolles or for Nanterre. Or even for the new building site in Finistère. You’d think he was in the suburbs, and he’d telephone from London or Frankfurt. That was his life. It was also a part of Calmar’s life, because he spent a good third of his time at Avenue de Neuilly.

‘So, back at last?’

The cheerful voice of Jouve, whom everyone called Bob, the dreamer, the company clown.

‘I say, you’re looking even podgier! … And you’re not tanned at all … Are you sure it was Venice you went to …?’

Bob frowned.

‘What’s wrong, old thing?’

Jouve was his only friend. And yet he had to reply, with a forced smile:

‘Nothing … The journey … That train, all day long, with the corridors so crowded that you couldn’t go for a pee, then another train, all night …’

‘Your wife, the kids?’

‘They stayed on. They’re coming back on Saturday …’
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So far, he had only bumped into his concierge twice, and each time very briefly; he hadn’t seen any more of his garage attendant. The others didn’t count: the teller at the bank on Boulevard des Italiens, who had only been interested in the hundred-dollar bill and had been satisfied that it was genuine, the maître d’ and the waiter at the Café de la Paix.

Now, it was different, and Bob’s teasing worried him as he went into his office, where a pile of catalogues that had arrived from America while he was away sat waiting for him.

Jouve was seen as a frivolous person who took nothing seriously and still had the mentality of an art student. A sort of eccentric who wasn’t capable of watching a typist walk past without grabbing her buttocks or her breast – even Mademoiselle Valérie, the ugliest, the most ungainly, who felt compelled to let out shrieks of terror as if he were about to rape her.

He lived in a studio on Quai des Grands-Augustins and always had a lady friend, a new one more or less every month. It was strange, in fact, because they all looked alike – short and darkish, with big soft eyes – and one wondered why he didn’t stay with the same woman.

When he played practical jokes, which he was in the habit of doing, he resembled a tall sandy-haired kid with laughing eyes; in reality, he was the same age as Calmar. They had met when the latter was still a student at the Sorbonne and they were both regulars at a cheap restaurant on Quai des Tournelles, La Petite Cloche, where there was only one dish of the day chalked on a slate.

The owner had read in the newspapers that fellow restaurant-owners had grown rich by accepting paintings by young artists as payment for their meals, and he did the same with students at the École des Beaux-Arts.

Did Jouve still paint? He claimed he did, and that was possible, because it was hard to tell when he was speaking the truth and when he was joking.

‘You know, Justin, I’m going to have to get married … I’m counting on you to be a witness …’

‘Who to?’

‘To Aline, of course! We’ve been together nearly three months and she’s just told me she’s pregnant. So, because her father’s a gendarme in some godforsaken place in Isère …’

He added comically:

‘You should always ask your girlfriends what their fathers do … A gendarme, of all things! … Why not a city guard …?’

That had been months ago. It was before the winter. Around the first of January, Calmar had asked:

‘How’s Aline?’

‘Aline? … Aline who?’

‘The gendarme’s daughter …’

‘Well, guess what? First of all, he wasn’t a gendarme, but a road mender … Then, one fine morning, she ran off with some pimp she’d met at a dance …’

‘What about the baby?’

‘I presume there was no baby … At any rate, it’s no longer anything to do with me … Haven’t you met Françoise yet? … She’s only been living with me for three weeks, but, this time, I think she’s the one …’

He sometimes envied Jouve. On watching him more closely, he had come to the conclusion that his friend was less happy than he was and that his constant larking around was a way of concealing his sadness.

Jouve watched him too. Today especially. They had adjoining offices. Bob’s was a sort of studio with a big draughtsman’s table by the window, sketches pinned to the walls, unusual items, all made of plastic, cluttering the floor. The boss brought in new pieces every week.

‘Have a good look at this bucket, Jouve. A competitor has just brought it out. It’s not bad, but we can do better, first of all by rounding off the edges …’

He had a bee in his bonnet about rounding off! Curiously, that was also perhaps the secret of his wealth. Giving plastic objects, no matter what they were, a rounder, softer, more pleasing shape.

‘When a bucket, a bowl or a toothbrush have sharp lines, people think they’re cheap and nasty.’

Jouve, in his shirt-sleeves, came looking for Calmar.

‘Apparently, you’ll find loads of new stuff in the Sears Roebuck catalogue …’

They both had strange jobs. They each, of course, had a title, like everyone else in the company. Jouve was the art director, whereas Calmar had been catapulted into the role of overseas sales manager.

An unusual outfit. But the system was successful. After all, hadn’t the ‘technical manager’, also known as the ‘laboratory manager’, devoted the major part of his life to urine testing?

They toured customers around the showroom on the ground floor, taking care to keep them out of the laboratories and the design studio. The design studio was Jouve’s office, even if there were others at the Nanterre factory, more professional in appearance, with engineers and technical college graduates, and more still in the modern factory in Brézolles, which employed two hundred men and women.

This, in Neuilly, was the nerve centre, with the big boss’s bedroom, as bare as a servant’s room, on the second floor, and a storage room where Marcel, the driver, slept on nights when he didn’t have time to go home.

The laboratory was the former workshop at the back of the courtyard, from which everything had originated and which had gradually been transformed. There, the short, stout Monsieur Racinet carried out his research, which looked like children’s games, experimenting with mixes and colours, operating the press assisted only by the former warehouseman of the hardware store, a certain Cadoux, who knew how to do everything.

‘I say, Justin …’

Bob was standing in front of Calmar, a cigarette that had gone out dangling from his lips.

‘Are you sure you’re feeling all right? … Nothing happened between you and Dominique there, did it?’

‘What could have happened? … I assure you …’

‘Fine! Don’t get angry … You don’t seem yourself, that’s all … Is Dominique well?’

‘Very well …’

‘Is she tanned?’

‘You know very well that she doesn’t tan … She goes red and then peels …’

They shared a secret that was rather embarrassing for Justin Calmar. When anyone asked him where he’d met his wife, he would answer light-heartedly:

‘In the Métro, would you believe … There are some good things about the Métro after all … We both did the same commute every day, and eventually we spoke to each other …’

That wasn’t true. He’d met Dominique at La Petite Cloche when she was Bob’s mistress of the moment and worked as a salesgirl for a glove-maker on Boulevard Saint-Michel.

She and Bob had broken up. How Justin took over from his friend was a rather unclear story which he’d never properly unravelled.

The main thing was that she was his wife of thirteen years and that he was happy with her.

‘I swear I’m perfectly happy …’

‘Perhaps you are! Perhaps you are! Except you don’t look it …’

‘Do you think the boss is going to come in?’

‘What does it matter to you?’

‘Is Challans still on holiday?’

‘Until the first of September.’

The sales director. Well, it was the same with him as with the others. He had the job title of managing director, but he must have been chosen because he dressed in a sober, elegant manner, and because he had gravitas and could talk for hours on end about anything, giving the impression that he knew the subject inside out.

In actual fact, he was a former chemical products sales representative who had been given the company’s best office, outside which was a waiting room housing the telephone switchboard and two secretaries.

Challans received the customers, steering them solemnly from item to item in the showroom. Generally, when he was discussing business in his office, Baudelin, the big boss, would casually stroll in and most people took him for one of the office staff.

‘Don’t you think, Monsieur Challans, that you could agree to give the gentleman the line of credit that he is requesting?’

It was like a joke. But Joseph Baudelin was the least jocular man on earth. His appearance was that of an elderly trusted servant, but he saw everything, was everywhere, made all the decisions, both here in Neuilly and in the factories.

He would often prowl around the department stores and other shops with multiple branches where he would fiddle with the items on display, like a customer.

‘Are you sure, mademoiselle, that this bucket can withstand a temperature of eighty degrees?’

‘No one has ever complained, sir.’

‘Does the colour fade after a few weeks on the shelves?’

‘See for yourself …’

‘How many do you sell each week?’

‘I don’t know … I’m not the sales director …’

He bought it, without saying who he was, and arrived in Bob’s studio with a package under his arm.

‘Look at this hideous thing. It’s badly made, but it sells. So, if you can manage to round the edges and if Racinet can create a nicer colour that won’t fade in the sun …’

All of a sudden, it dawned on Calmar that he had been happy in this firm, and he repeated to himself that there was no reason not to continue to be so.

‘Where could I hide the money?’

In his office there was a huge cupboard with sliding doors where he kept his catalogues. It had a lock, but, because no one ever locked the cupboard, the key had long since been lost.

In the left-hand corner by the window was a green metal filing cabinet for correspondence. The key was left in the lock and, at night, he simply slipped it into his drawer, which, on the other hand, didn’t lock.

What was lockable in the building? Nothing, probably, other than the little rosewood cabinet where François Challans kept the whisky, brandy and port for VIP customers.

Even in the laboratory at the back of the courtyard, Racinet didn’t consider his formulas original enough to be kept under lock and key.

Where could Calmar have hidden a fortune of more than one and a half million francs? And how, were it to be discovered, could he claim that it was his?

That was what he was mulling over while pretending to be studying the illustrations in the American catalogues. This morning, the banknotes in the briefcase were just anonymous notes that didn’t belong to anyone.

At that point. The proof was that for a moment, at around midday, he was still considering depositing the money at a bank until further instructions, or renting a safety deposit for security.

He was unconsciously beginning to think of this fortune as his. He hadn’t reached the point of wondering what he would do with it. He had no plans. He remained hazy. It wasn’t entirely his, but if events panned out in a certain way, it was possible that it might become his property.

Without it being theft. Or dishonesty. He would be forced to keep the money, that was all, as he was forced today to hide it somewhere.

This prospect was both attractive and agonizing. More agonizing than agreeable, for now. Because there was nothing definitive yet. Because there were problems.

First and foremost he needed to discover what had become of the man from the Venice train, and who he was. A spy or an international trafficker, as there was good reason to believe?

In that case, who should he return the money to? Could he turn up at some foreign consulate – assuming it was a case of spying – and announce:

‘I wish to hand over to you a sum of money that one of your agents deposited in a luggage locker at Lausanne railway station, the key to which he entrusted to me …’

Why entrust that key to him? So that he could then deliver the briefcase to a certain Arlette Staub …

‘When I arrived at her apartment, she was dead …’

It was absurd. And what if an international ring was involved? If that were the case, who did the money belong to? Not the man from Venice, since the money had come into his hands illicitly. The proceeds of a robbery, swindle or fraud cannot under any circumstances become the property of the author of the crime or their accomplices.

Besides, where were the accomplices? What accomplices?

At first, his situation had appeared almost simple, but the more he thought about it, the more complicated it became, even if he was trying his utmost not to think about it. He wished his boss would give him an urgent job to do, something to fill his days and nights for an entire week.

The accomplices … And not just the accomplices. Or, if there were, one of them had betrayed the others, had tried to act alone in killing Arlette.

Things were much more serious. He suddenly broke into a cold sweat and felt like vomiting the excellent lunch he’d treated himself to at the Café de la Paix, which had been too rich, too heavy.

It was vital to take stock.

The key, first of all, an essential factor, since it could make the person who had it in their hands the owner of the million and a half francs.

That key, on Sunday 19 August, between Venice and Milan, was in the pocket of the stranger who had entrusted it to him, on the pretext that he had to catch a flight from Geneva and he wouldn’t have time to leave the train.

Then, temporary holder of the key, between Milan and Lausanne: himself, Justin Calmar.

Who knew that? The man who’d handed it to him, of course. But there was no evidence that anyone else knew. For hours, the train had been packed, and all sorts of people were standing in the corridor and could have seen what was going on.

Why would the man have disappeared of his own volition? Why, for example, would he have committed suicide by jumping off the train in the Simplon tunnel? And why, if that were the case, had there been no mention of it in the morning edition of La Tribune? He’d have to wait for the next day’s paper.

The man had vanished, very well! Was not someone on the train, at Lausanne or elsewhere, at least aware of the existence of the briefcase, since the young Staub woman had been murdered shortly before Calmar’s visit?

Did the person who’d killed her know that she was to receive the money, for safekeeping most likely, or to hand over to a third party?

Why, then, had the murder been committed too soon? Half an hour, an hour, two hours later and the fortune would have been in the apartment in Rue du Bugnon.

Aaargh! … He couldn’t take any more … He felt as exhausted as if he’d run around the Bois de Boulogne twenty times in the heat.

‘You look green, my friend … If it’s your stomach, you should take some bicarbonate of soda …’

Despite his scatterbrain act, Bob was too shrewd to believe it was indigestion. He must already have understood that his friend was struggling with a problem: an insoluble problem!

Why, yes, why would the person who had done away with Arlette Staub not do away with Justin too? Even if he no longer had the money!

At a pinch, he might resign himself to putting the banknotes back in the battered attaché case that evening and throwing the whole thing into the Seine, in a deserted spot some distance from Paris.

What good would that do? If someone knew Calmar was in possession of the money – which was perfectly plausible – they wouldn’t know, wouldn’t even imagine, that he had suddenly decided to chuck it into the water.

So? Where, when, in which location exactly was he going to be in danger? When he went back home? Might someone already be hiding inside his apartment? Not yet, because of Madame Léonard. But, after five o’clock, it would be empty and anyone who was nimble-fingered would be able to force the lock.

It wasn’t essential. Say he had dinner at Étienne’s, on Boulevard des Batignolles, to please Dominique. Then he went home and switched on the lights. A man came up and rang the bell. Would he leave him at the door, pretending not to be home, when the lights could be seen from the street?

Even here, he wasn’t safe. Later, he would go down to the laboratory, to check whether there was a secure cache for the money. He ought, on his return from holiday, to go and say hello to Racinet and Cadoux, whom he hadn’t seen for two weeks.

As he crossed the courtyard, anyone could jump out at him or put a bullet through him without his knowing where the shot had come from.

That morning he had made a discovery that had affected him more than he’d thought at the time: in his home, in his own apartment, he, a 35-year-old married man with children, a man with responsibilities, did not have a single place where he could put something out of others’ sight.

Was it not as if he were deprived of any private, personal life?

In reality, it meant that he was a prisoner of his household. Not only could he not go home at any hour without having to account for himself, or spend money without his wife’s knowing, or have a stomach ache or be anxious without it being noticed, but he had no way of keeping the slightest scrap of paper all to himself!

‘Tell us, Papa, what’s this box?’

Or:

‘What’s in this package?’

It was the same in the office, where he had always thought he had a free hand! At least he could lock himself in the toilet. Which he did, and the mere sight of the bowl made him throw up his lunch.

‘Ah! You’re already looking better. Will you have dinner with me at La Petite Cloche this evening? I’ll introduce you to Françoise. She’s fun, you’ll see. I’ve never met such a foul-mouthed girl …’

‘I’m afraid I’m busy …’

Bob frowned. He knew Dominique was away. He also knew that he was Justin’s only friend and that he was certainly not going to take advantage of being on his own in Paris to have dinner at his sister-in-law’s or in Poissy, at his in-laws’ inn.

Calmar, who’d caught Jouve’s look of surprise, hastily added:

‘A fellow I met in Venice and who I promised …’

Whoops! A blunder. The sort of blunder he must be careful not to make from now on. Bob was capable of asking innocently, when he was with Dominique and himself:

‘By the way, that friend of yours from Venice …’

He corrected himself, making things worse:

‘When I say Venice … Actually, I met him on the train …’

‘A Frenchman?’

‘No … A fellow from Central Europe, I’m not sure exactly where …’

He was reduced to this, to watching his every word and facial expression.

It was in a ridiculously far-off place, close to Sartrouville, that he got rid of the old attaché case, which few people were likely to be able to identify.

The ultimate irony was that, despite everything, he’d had to eat chicken livers.

‘So, Monsieur Calmar, how was your holiday? And how is the delightful Madame Calmar?’

It wasn’t yet dark when he’d walked into Étienne’s, and the owner had come over to shake his hand. He had also commented:

‘You’re not very tanned … For someone returning from a holiday you don’t look too good … We’ll make you a light meal: a julienne of vegetables for starters, then a little chicken-liver omelette that’ll have you licking your fingers …’

He had to accept even the omelette because, when he came back to the restaurant with Dominique, Étienne might say:

‘Do you remember your first meal when you came back from Venice, and you didn’t want my chicken livers?’

She would find out that he hadn’t had lunch there … One question led to another, one lie to another … He was beginning to be cautious!

Unless … A new idea occurred to him, but he was loath to give it serious consideration: unless he told Dominique everything.

How would she react? She was definitely as honest as he was. She would start by reproaching him for not having gone to the police immediately.

He might manage to convince her that, from the moment he’d accepted the key from the hands of the stranger on the train, this had become almost impossible. And now, tomorrow, the following days, it would be more impossible than ever, barring any unforeseen developments.

He was increasingly certain that, come what may, this money would remain in his possession. And also, were he to tell his wife about it, if she came to the same conclusions as him, which was likely, she would then take over the running of their lives.

‘We must think about the children first, Justin. I’ve always said that the Paris air isn’t good for them. Remember, from the start of our marriage, I insisted we buy a little house in the country. It’s possible to find one that you only need to pay for in fifteen years’ time …’

Just because her parents had retired close to Poissy!

‘What were you doing when I met you? You were an English teacher at the Lycée Carnot, weren’t you? It was your decision to give up teaching so you could earn more. You were even talking, in those days, of taking a higher teaching diploma …

‘Well! Now, nothing’s stopping you … We’ll move anywhere, to a nice place, close to a river … You can apply for a post in the nearby town …

‘Free from money worries, you can carry on working as you please … In the meantime, the children will have a healthy life … We’ll put some money aside for their studies when they’re older, because you never know what might happen …’

No! This money for which he was suffering, and for which he would doubtless suffer some more, would not be used to make Dominique’s dreams come true.

The first reason was that these weren’t his dreams. Even, and above all, when they seemed to be. The idea of a higher diploma, for example! It was true that he had contemplated it. It was true that, for a while, he had pictured himself as a professor sitting in his slippers, quietly writing books on comparative literature, or on such-and-such an English poet, Byron, for instance, and his influence on writers all over the world.

The truth was that he had chosen his career because, when he was fourteen, a teacher had said:

‘This boy has an innate gift for languages …’

Then he had obtained a scholarship. After graduating, he had passed his teaching diploma in English and German, which meant that he was qualified to teach both languages in state secondary schools.

It was his period in the Latin Quarter, the period when he lived in a little hotel behind the wine market and ate when he was flush at La Petite Cloche, where he’d met Robert Jouve.

His mother was happy to see him qualify as a teacher. She was only sorry that he wasn’t given a post in Gien, but in Paris. She didn’t know that, at first, he was merely an assistant and, for her, there was no difference. She would doubtless have said to her customers:

‘My son the teacher …’

He hadn’t allowed himself to be pushed down that road. In actual fact, no one had tried to push him, but nor could it be said that he had made a deliberate choice. He had gone with the flow, marrying Dominique and living with her in their one-bedroom apartment overlooking the courtyard on Boulevard des Batignolles, less than two hundred metres from the restaurant where he had just eaten.

He had met the Lavaud tribe, who already lived at their current address, the father, a maître d’, who had a very elevated idea of his social position. Le Wepler was still the haunt of a number of stars and critics who called him, Louis, as if they were old friends. For his part, when he talked about them, he tended to refer to them by their first names, as if they were equals.

‘You see, my boy, in my job, everyone knows you and you know everyone. There is no other profession where you meet such interesting people. Not to mention that you learn a lot more about folk than they imagine. If a man like me, who has lived in Paris for forty years, were to write his memoir … You, on the other hand, teach my customers’ kids, but you only know them on the surface …’

An older sister had got married in Le Havre and was struggling to make ends meet, despite her husband’s job as head bartender at La Transat. The other one, Rolande, was the secretary of a Left Bank lawyer and lived alone in somewhat mysterious circumstances.

Who knows? Dominique, although independent from her parents, at least in appearance, might suggest:

‘Why don’t we buy a restaurant like Papa’s?’

Because it was in her blood. On Sundays, while he went upstairs for a nap, she enjoyed lending a hand downstairs, in the kitchen or the restaurant. He’d find her in an apron.

‘You understand, Justin, they were run off their feet. It’s only fair, since we don’t pay for our meals …’

He wasn’t the one who wanted to go to Poissy every Sunday. The children did, because of the old horse. As for him, he would have preferred a change of scene from time to time.

And as far as teaching was concerned … It was strange to find out, all of a sudden, because a stranger had thrust a key into his hand, virtually by force, that almost his entire life was based on half-truths, if not on lies.

He’d been happy at first at the Lycée Carnot. Like his father-in-law, he also considered his profession to be one of the finest there was.

He delighted in seeing rows of attentive faces in front of him, and he couldn’t wait to teach the classes just before the Baccalauréat so as to share his admiration for the English poets with his students.

It wasn’t money that had made him leave teaching, as he had led Dominique to believe, and only Bob was in on the secret.

The truth was that he had failed woefully as a teacher. And that after only two years, when he still had fire in his belly.

And yet he had done everything within his power. Aware of the majority of pupils’ dislike of foreign languages, he had tried to make his lessons interesting. For example, he made up humorous, entertaining dialogues between his best students and himself.

‘You look very worried today, Mr Brown.’

‘That’s because I’ve forgotten my umbrella.’

‘Is it raining, then?’

‘You mean it can happen that it’s not raining?’

They would laugh. There was one student, always the same, at the back of the class, Mimoune, who didn’t laugh and took no interest in what was going on around him.

‘May I ask you, Monsieur Mimoune, what you are thinking about?’

‘Nothing, monsieur.’

‘May I remind you, Monsieur Mimoune, that at present you are supposed to be thinking about the English lesson. That is why, I assume, your parents send you here …’

The boy was stubborn, obstinate. The look in his eyes at times like that was one of sheer hatred.

‘Monsieur Mimoune, translate the first sentence on page 65 for me.’

‘I’ve forgotten my book, monsieur.’

‘Ask your neighbour to lend you his.’

‘I never borrow anything from anyone.’

‘Monsieur Mimoune, you will write out page 65 three times.’

It was ridiculous: a long-drawn-out battle between a grown man, vested with authority over his class, and a 12-year-old child, empowered by the fact that his father was chief of staff in a key ministry.

‘Monsieur Mimoune …’

‘Yes, monsieur?’

That ‘yes, monsieur’ was so sarcastic that often Calmar gave up.

‘Nothing. Sit down. We’ll try not to disturb your daydreaming, so long as you will be so kind as not to disturb us …’

In the other classes, Calmar had little difficulty. In Mimoune’s, things gradually deteriorated, and two clans soon formed.

He sensed it from the laughter. A time came when only half the class laughed at his jokes, and then fewer and fewer pupils did.

‘Very well, young men, if you prefer strictness, I shall be harsher, much to my regret, I hasten to add …’

He only taught the two youngest year groups. The year when Mimoune, despite his poor grades in English, went up to the third year, fate had it that Justin was promoted and assigned to that class.

The boy was no longer entirely a child. His voice had grown deeper. His eyes reflected not only a persistent bitterness, but also an inexplicable determination to have the last word.

‘Monsieur Mimoune …’

‘Yes, monsieur.’

‘Do you have your set texts?’

‘Yes, monsieur …’

‘Would you be so kind …’

‘It’s not out of kindness, monsieur, but because it is a requirement …’

‘Although it gives me no pleasure, I congratulate you on your subtlety, which I should like to see in your textual analyses. Page 42, please …’

Twice, Calmar had been called in to see the principal. Mimoune’s name was never mentioned. The principal spoke of parents in general, in vague terms.

‘Some parents are complaining, Monsieur Calmar, of a lack of rigour in your classes. You allegedly like to make your students laugh, even at the expense of discipline, which does not prevent you, at other times, from displaying excessive strictness … Please reflect on this … Do not forget that it is important to maintain a balance … You may leave, Monsieur Calmar …’

The slap came in the June of his third year of teaching. Josée was eighteen months old and was teething. The weather was oppressive. His parents-in-law hadn’t moved out of Paris yet and the three of them lived in the one-room apartment on Boulevard de Batignolles. All spring, Dominique had been unwell.

Mimoune was behaving both more calmly and more aggressively than ever.

‘Monsieur Mimoune, I have already told you that I have forbidden chewing gum in class …’

‘But sir, may I point out that you set an example by regularly sucking lozenges.’

Which was true, because, at the time, Calmar often had digestive problems and hated the thought that he had bad breath when he was talking to his students.

‘I do not permit you to …’

‘And I do not allow a …’

They were both speaking at once, one metre apart, and Mimoune, who had risen to his feet, was now the same height as his teacher. Who had been the first to make a movement that the other had misinterpreted? The fact is that a slap had rung out, followed by a silence unlike anything the class had ever experienced before, then by an uproar.

‘I assure you, monsieur, that I believed I was being threatened. He was glaring at me with such hatred that, when he unfolded his arms, I thought that …’

‘Silence, Monsieur Calmar. Let him speak …’

‘He hit me, monsieur. I know he had wanted to do so for a long time. He’s had it in for me for three years.’

‘What do you say to that, Monsieur Calmar?’

‘That indeed, for three years, this student …’

What was the point? He had lost. And it was not only Mimoune’s fault. The others had joined in. The teachers, the assistants and the principal too watched him warily, as if they saw him as the black sheep.

He had gone into the teaching profession with joy, with even a genuine enthusiasm.

‘I’m done for, Bob. I’ve been given another official warning. Sooner or later, it will be more serious. I’ll be sent to some godforsaken hole in the country until I’m advised to resign …’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘I don’t know … I don’t see myself as an interpreter for Thomas Cook or a concierge in a luxury hotel. But those are the only options for someone with my qualifications …’

‘Wait, you know German too, don’t you?’

‘Almost as well as English …’

‘I’ll have to have a word with my boss about you …’

‘Do you think there’s an opening for me in a plastics business?’

‘You don’t know Baudelin … Is he really a manufacturer? … No. He’s an ironmonger and he knew nothing about plastic materials … And what am I? … A painter and graduate of the École des Beaux-Arts, but that didn’t stop him from taking me on as a designer of bowls, toothbrushes, camping utensils and unbreakable water bottles.

‘Only last week he was complaining that no one in the firm spoke English.

‘“Those wretched Americans,” he said, “have much more advanced designs than we do and every day they invent new objects made of plastic … If only someone were capable of reading their catalogues …”’

And that was his job. It was through the catalogues of Sears Roebuck, Macy’s, Gimbel’s and other department stores that it had all begun.

Dominique and his in-laws remained convinced that he had left teaching to earn more money.

‘I know you’re making a sacrifice for us, Justin, for Josée and for me …’ (Bib hadn’t been born yet.) ‘It’s not too hard? … Are you sure you won’t regret it?’

‘Of course not, darling …’

What would he now have to lie about? He thought about it, in his bed, in their bed, where, alone, he felt uneasy, obsessed by the thought of the briefcase full of banknotes lying casually in the hall cupboard, like an object of no value.

And what if …?
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‘Poor Justin! You don’t look well. I hope you ate at Étienne’s and that he took good care of you.’

From the minute she arrived at the station on the Saturday, she’d been darting worried glances at him.

‘Have you been taking your liver medication regularly?’

It dated way back to his time as a teacher when his long battle against Mimoune had begun. He’d been all the more anxious since he saw no way out other than teaching, and he sensed that he wouldn’t be able to cope much longer. His stomach suffered the consequences. Their physician was already Doctor Bosson, who still treated the entire family.

But it wasn’t Bosson who had spoken of his liver, it was Dominique.

‘Don’t you find, Doctor, that he has a delicate liver?’

And since Bosson never contradicted anyone, he had nodded and grunted a vague:

‘He is perhaps a bit …’

He had prescribed a powder to be taken on waking and after each main meal. For months, Justin forgot to take it.

‘You need to be careful. You’re looking sallow again …’

It was funny being reunited with them, to see his daughter in a dress, more tanned than when he’d left, and Bib, who suddenly looked like a real little man.

He didn’t feel fully in tune with them, while they had a vague sense that something had changed, especially Dominique.

‘Did you go out a lot in the evenings?’

‘Once, with Bob.’

‘Did you come home late?’

‘At eleven. On the other nights, I was in bed by ten …’

‘Did Madame Léonard come every day to clean, as I asked her to?’

‘I suppose so. I didn’t see her, but by the time I got back in the evenings, everything was tidy …’

‘You haven’t had any trouble at the office?’

‘Not at all.’

He had to get used to it, to make a sort of readjustment.

Various trivial events had happened during the week, but he wasn’t allowed to talk about them. On the Tuesday, he’d bought La Tribune de Lausanne from a kiosk on the Champs-Élysées, had stuffed it in his pocket and gone into a café where, after ordering a drink, he’d gone to skim the newspaper in the toilet.

He couldn’t run the risk of being seen reading a Swiss newspaper, he who in his entire life had spent less than three hours in that country and had neither family nor friends there.

In the ‘Valais’ column there was some news, and his heart began to beat faster.

Mangled Body in the Simplon Tunnel


During the course of Sunday night, the track maintenance crews made a gruesome discovery in the Simplon tunnel. Five kilometres from Brig, scattered over the ballast, they found the horribly mangled remains of a middle-aged man who could not be identified. They are thought to be those of a passenger who, in the darkness of the tunnel, opened the wrong door and lost his balance.

There has been a lot of rail traffic through the tunnel, especially during this holiday period, particularly on Saturdays and Sundays, and at this stage of the investigation, it is impossible to determine from which train the unfortunate passenger had fallen.



No headlines. No pathos, apart from the horribly and the unfortunate passenger. It was just a miscellaneous news item like any other. It might or might not be mentioned again.

What was important was that the stranger on the Venice train would not be coming to claim the contents of the briefcase from Justin. No allusion was made either to his passport, nor to what was in his wallet, which was rather odd, unless the person or persons who had pushed him out of the train in the darkness of the tunnel had taken them before the murder.

Two pages further on, another headline, in the same modest typeface:

Lausanne Manicurist Strangled


Late afternoon on Monday, the police were called to an apartment in Rue du Bugnon where a resident, Juliette P …, a dressmaker, was surprised not to hear any noise coming from her neighbour.

Finding the door unlocked, she opened it a little and caught sight of her neighbour’s body in the living room. The dead woman is a Mademoiselle Arlette Staub, born in Zurich, who had been living in our city for several years.

Arlette Staub was a manicurist. She had worked privately for some time in some of Lausanne’s best-known hotels, frequented by an international clientele.

It would seem, however, that the pretty, chic, young woman was not content with her earnings and that she entertained a number of male visitors at her home.

Although the police are saying little about the case, we believe that the 25-year-old manicurist was strangled on Sunday afternoon, with a blue silk scarf found close to her body.



That was all. Not too much pathos either. Or pity for a chic young woman who it would seem was not content with her earnings and who entertained a number of male visitors at her home.

One detail, though, which bothered Calmar: the police are saying little about the case …

Did that not mean that the police at least had some kind of lead that they didn’t want to disclose? Had anyone noticed a man in a cream-coloured suit who, late on the Sunday afternoon, had pulled up opposite the apartment block and, a few moments later, got back into his taxi?

Had the driver been found? Had he given a description of Calmar and mentioned the briefcase?

The waitress at the station buffet was bound to remember him, his two whiskies and his anxious or dishevelled look …

All this was part of his life now. He had almost come to terms with it. On the Monday evening, he had driven to Sartrouville and thrown the briefcase wrapped in blue paper into the Seine, where it had floated for a good while before sinking.

He’d been wary of everything, of the cars parked in the dark that might conceal lovers, of the barges moored along the quays, the vagrants asleep at the foot of a tree or the column of a bridge.

He had made sure to eat all his meals at Étienne’s, except the evening when he’d had dinner with Bob and his new mistress, the foul-mouthed Françoise, who must have exclaimed, after he’d left:

‘Your friend’s not much of a laugh, is he?’

He’d never been much of a laugh. But, apart from the darkest period of his teaching career, he didn’t think he was any more glum than anyone else. In the evenings, he helped Josée with her homework and she had no hesitation in teasing him, which she wouldn’t have dared to do with a grumpy or solemn father.

No. He was like everybody else, like almost everybody else. Still now, was he not acting the way anyone would have acted in his shoes?

For want of a secure hiding place in the offices or in the laboratory at Avenue de Neuilly, he had resigned himself to a solution that only half satisfied him and which he saw as temporary.

Since he’d picked up the briefcase from a station luggage locker, why not continue to use that system?

On the Tuesday, he’d left the office earlier than usual and crossed nearly the whole of Paris to visit a leather-goods shop on Boulevard Beaumarchais. He couldn’t allow himself to make a purchase in his neighbourhood that might appear inexplicable, and he’d remembered that shop, close to the Cirque d’Hiver, glimpsed one day in passing.

Only the size mattered, not the quality. On the contrary, the briefcase had to be quite nondescript so that it wouldn’t be conspicuous each time he went to collect it.

Because he had to collect it every five days. That was the regulation. After five days, the lockers were opened by the staff and the contents stored on the shelves of the Left Luggage office for six months.

He didn’t want to run that risk. He could have rented a locker for longer, but he would have had to fill in a form and supply his name and address.

He had begun with Gare Saint-Lazare. Before the Sunday, he would have to collect the briefcase or put more coins in the slot, which he thought was risky. He preferred to change stations each time.

All that was a lot more complicated than it seemed at first. Never, until his return from Venice, had he been conscious that he lived as a prisoner of a routine and that, twenty-four hours a day, his movements were watched, either by his wife or by the children or, at work, by his boss, his colleagues and the typists.

The proof was that he had never heard so much talk of his looking unwell. He wasn’t allowed to have indigestion, or to be anxious or worried.

‘What is it, my friend?’

Dominique would get up from the table to go and fetch his little sachets of powder.

‘If you’re not better in a couple of days, I’ll telephone Doctor Bosson …’

The doctor lived three buildings away and they would see him go past clutching his ancient doctor’s bag, a bag so heavy that he always appeared to have one shoulder lower than the other. He had a bushy salt-and-pepper moustache that made him look like a Barbet dog and, when he examined a patient, he muttered continually under his breath.

He was fond of them, especially Josée, whose birth he’d attended. Perhaps he was fond of all his patients?

Justin had no wish to be examined by the doctor and, between now and his wife becoming even more worried, there was time for him to regain a minimum of equilibrium. He already felt better. He managed to envisage without feverishness, without too much anxiety, what he should do and not do, what he should say and not say.

Monsieur Baudelin had also poked his nose in. On the Tuesday, he had burst into Calmar’s office.

‘Hello! Back already?’

As if he didn’t know that he’d insisted that Justin return to work on the Monday afternoon!

‘You don’t look as if the holiday has done you any good. If you ask me, holidays don’t do anyone any good. You drive for hours, getting stuck behind lorries, you sleep in uncomfortable rooms, you stuff yourself on all sorts of rubbish thinking that, because you’re not at home, the food is better. Then you spend your days getting sunburned, arguing with your wife or yelling at your kids, and when you finally get home, it’s to have a rest at the office. You rest, my friend! You have plenty of time. As for me, I didn’t take a holiday and I hope never to have to take one …’

Were it not for Saturday afternoons and Sundays, Baudelin would probably have been a happy man. On those days, he didn’t feel right.

One Saturday afternoon, when Calmar had had to go back to the office to pick up a file on which he intended to work on the Sunday, he’d found the offices empty, silent. That had had a depressing effect on him too. The building felt abandoned, and everything that seemed important during the week suddenly appeared futile.

The showroom, for example, with its motley items in plastic of every colour, became the caricature of a store. The mail pigeonholes lost their solemnity and there was something sinister about the typewriters beneath their covers.

It was hard to believe that, on the other days, the entire establishment was humming, that people bustled about looking earnest, preoccupied with yellow or green buckets, transparent cutlery, bottles and combs, all those objects, the result of prolonged research, discussion and laboratory trials, which he suddenly found absurd.

Justin was sitting at his desk, looking for the items he needed, when he heard the tapping of a typewriter above him. Intrigued, he had gone upstairs, where he rarely set foot.

He had found the boss there, in his pyjamas and dressing gown, typing with two fingers on a portable machine which Calmar had never seen before.

‘What are you doing here on a Saturday afternoon?’

‘I’m sorry. I came to pick up some documents that I want to translate with a clear head, at home.’

‘Aren’t you overdoing it, these days?’

He put on a gruff tone, but Calmar had sensed that Baudelin, an old man already, wasn’t displeased to see a human being. He probably spent his weekends wandering through the empty offices, the laboratory and the storerooms. The staff realized this on Mondays, when he called in one of the typists to dictate his observations, which were translated into memos for the various departmental managers.

Whereas the offices on the first floor were modern and comfortable, Baudelin’s was a sort of pigsty into which no customer had ever been allowed. Alongside green filing cabinets, on the walls were deal shelves crammed with catalogues and papers of all kinds. And, in the corners of the room, were heaps of the company’s products, especially the failed projects that had been the result of Bob’s or Monsieur Racinet’s experiments.

Often, on Sunday mornings, the boss had his chauffeur, Marcel, drive him to Nanterre or to the Brézolles factory, where he met only the caretaker and wandered around the empty premises as he did here.

Since building works had started on the new factory in Finistère, he sometimes made his way there by car overnight and, on the Sunday, people driving past could see him walking around alone beneath the cranes, around gaping holes, cement mixers and crushers.

‘I hope your wife benefited more from her stay in Venice than you did.’

‘She’s not back until Saturday …’

Baudelin had only met her once, when they’d celebrated the firm’s twentieth anniversary and all the staff had been invited to a buffet in the showroom. He had a memory for faces and names. He forgot nothing. And so, he had remembered that Justin had gone on holiday to Venice, and he most likely knew the whereabouts of every one of his employees.

Perhaps it would not have been so easy for him to say what his own wife and daughter were doing.

‘I must watch out for him …’ thought Justin.

He didn’t see the boss often, and when he did it was generally only for a few moments, in a corridor, but of everyone he was the most dangerous.

Bob kept a closer eye on him and asked him questions, seemingly worried. But Bob would soon arrive at the only conclusion he considered natural.

‘All marriages are doomed …’ he declared easily in his jocular manner. ‘The minute you put two beings together, a male and a female, it’s absurd to think that one of the two will sacrifice their personality for ever.’

As for Bob, he’d never lived with a woman for more than three months. Did he regret it? Was it not because he was incapable of being part of a proper couple that he was so cynical?

‘For a while, you walk hand in hand, or arm in arm. You tell each other your life stories. Everyone loves talking about themselves, while half-listening to what the other has to say … The second, the third time a woman launches into the same saga about her childhood, you start feeling irritated, and it’s the same if it’s the man who reminisces about what he did when he was seventeen …’

He concluded:

‘It’s like a boxing match. One of them has to win in the end, and the other has to accept it. The question is, which one?’

Justin had the impression that, in his couple, neither of them had tried to win. It was only now that he was becoming aware of the tight restrictions that hemmed in his life.

Simply to go and move the briefcase to a new locker, he had to find an excuse, every five days, either at work if he left earlier than usual, or at home if he came back late.

The rare times when he’d stopped off on the way home in the past, it was to buy the first violets of the year for Dominique, for instance, because he always bought the first violets and it had been a tradition for thirteen years; or he brought home early seasonal fruits for the children – the first cherries, the first apricots, the first peaches, and in winter sometimes a cake which he always picked up from the same patisserie on Avenue de la Grande-Armée.

‘Sorry I’m a little late, children. I was held up by an accident that happened just in front of me, and I was lucky not to be asked to be a witness … I pretended I hadn’t seen anything …’

He couldn’t make up an accident every five days. Things would work out, of course. It was a question of fine-tuning, of organization, as François Challans, who so loved the word ‘efficiency’, would pompously say.

The man from the Venice train was dead. Arlette Staub, the manicurist of easy virtue, according to La Tribune de Lausanne, was dead too. There had been no mention of the briefcase or the money in connection with either. No mention of espionage or of an international ring.

Until further notice, the million and a half belonged to no one, which was tantamount to saying that it belonged to Justin Calmar.

And, unless he was obliged to do otherwise, Justin Calmar had decided to keep it. Once again, it wasn’t out of greed, because, in actual fact, he hadn’t the faintest idea what he would do with it. He had changed only one banknote, which he’d had trouble spending.

‘Oh! You’ve bought yourself a new tie?’

‘I thought you’d like to see me with a more cheerful tie …’

It was she who usually chose his ties, the inevitable birthday, Christmas or Father’s Day gift. He hadn’t resisted the impulse to treat himself to a red-and-blue striped tie in a gentlemen’s outfitters on Avenue George-V where, before, he would never have set foot.

‘It must have been expensive …’

‘Less expensive than I thought … Eighteen francs …’

That wasn’t true. It had cost twenty-five. And already he regretted lying. He must be more careful and keep his mind sharp. The name of the shop was on the inside of the tie. Supposing Dominique, for his next birthday, were to go into that establishment and ask for an eighteen-franc tie? …

He had worked all his life. As a child, he had studied harder than his little friends to obtain a scholarship and, as a teacher, he had made more effort than his colleagues, which hadn’t prevented him from failing miserably, because of a brat named Mimoune.

What he was looking for was revenge, a secret, solitary revenge, because he couldn’t admit to anyone that he had become a wealthy man.

As the days and weeks went by, his wife grew more attentive, more protective. She furtively watched him all the time.

‘Are you sure you don’t have any problems that you’re keeping from me?’

‘I swear I don’t, darling.’

‘Then it must be tiredness.’

‘I assure you I’m not working any harder than usual.’

On the Sunday, his in-laws also kept glancing at him, and the family must be talking about him among themselves. The proof was that one Sunday morning, when he was out for a walk in the neighbourhood with his daughter, while Bib, who had a cold, had stayed at home, she said to him, with the earnest expression of a grown-up:

‘Deep down, we’re all selfish …’

‘Who are you talking about?’

‘About us, women … Children too, if you like …’

‘Why are you saying this to me?’

‘Because we’re so used to men working that we don’t pay attention to it any more. We’re always asking for something. Last week, I wanted Mother to buy me a new pullover for the autumn, making the excuse that last year’s was too tight, when I could still have worn it … The truth is that I wanted a pale-blue jumper like my friend Charlotte … That means more work for you … Will you forgive me for being so selfish?’

Even she was becoming protective, worrying when he didn’t have a second helping at mealtimes.

‘Aren’t you hungry?’

‘I’ve had enough.’

‘Are you sure you’re eating enough for a man like you?’

‘Yes, of course, darling …’

Mademoiselle Denave too, the ugliest of the secretaries – the one Bob couldn’t bump into in the corridor without patting her buttocks to make her blush – seemed to transfer to him the mute love she’d had for his friend.

As soon as he walked into the office in search of a typist who was free, she would leap up, abandoning a letter halfway through.

‘Do you need me, Monsieur Calmar?’

Her or one of the others. She put on an even meeker air in front of him than in front of his colleagues, as if he were the most important person in the company.

‘Is everything as you wish, Monsieur Calmar?’

‘Yes, yes, fine.’

This concern, this sort of spying, irritated him. He felt like a prisoner of a circle of people watching his every movement, his slightest facial expression, both here at the office and at home.

One day, when writing a letter to an American chemicals manufacturer to ask them about the characteristics of a new basic synthetic product, he made a mistake in the penultimate paragraph. It was five to six when he finished dictating to Mademoiselle Denave and, barely in his car, he realized he had used the wrong word, which changed the entire meaning. He promised himself he would correct it the next day and was still thinking about it as he fell asleep.

‘Mustn’t forget to tell Denave …’

But, the next day, when he found the letter on his desk and read through it, he noticed that the mistake had been corrected.

‘Mademoiselle Denave … May I see you for a moment, please …’

‘Yes, Monsieur Calmar …’

He gave her a severe look.

‘Is this the letter I dictated to you late yesterday afternoon? … Tell me … Is it as I dictated it?’

‘What do you mean …?’

‘You haven’t changed a single word?’

‘I’m sorry, Monsieur Calmar … I presumed you were tired … You used the wrong word and I took the liberty of rectifying it …’

‘And supposing that was the word I meant to use?’

She hung her head as if she was about to cry.

‘In future, please do not do that and don’t make assumptions about my tiredness … I’m very well, Mademoiselle Denave … Very well, do you understand? … Much better than some people think …’

He was wrong. He mustn’t repeat the Mimoune business with that poor girl who was taking him under her wing. But why did she think he needed protecting? From what? From whom?

On the contrary: he was getting organized. Now that the immediate danger seemed over, he would sometimes leave the briefcase in the same locker and simply insert another coin.

He’d found two more news kiosks where he could buy La Tribune, one at Place de l’Étoile, which reduced the length of his trips. He would still go into a café or a bar and shut himself in the toilet to flick through the newspaper.

There was no further mention of the man in the Simplon tunnel, which suggested that the Swiss police did not attach any importance to that news item. Unless it was the opposite. When the police say nothing about a case, does that not sometimes mean that it is of such magnitude that it is better not to draw attention to it? If there were political implications, wouldn’t their silence also be quite natural?

Nor was there any further mention of Arlette Staub. What had happened in Switzerland on that Sunday 19 August, apart from the traditional parades and car crashes, seemed never to have occurred.

All the same, he was cautious. He remembered a case that the press had written about at length a few years earlier, the name of which reminded him of one of the details of his own case, if it could be described as such: Briggs or Bricks …

According to one newspaper, a major company was responsible for transporting cash for the banks and for large-scale industry all across America, in armoured vehicles guarded by private security crews.

Criminals in Boston had watched the comings and goings of the city agency’s armoured vehicles for weeks and months. They had also noted that for a few hours each day, large sums of money were locked up on the premises before being collected.

In truth, the place was a real fortress. For more than a year, they had planned the heist, which at the time was called the biggest and boldest of the century.

He couldn’t recall the details. The fact remained that four or five men had managed to get away with five or six thousand dollars without leaving a single clue.

For years, the police had worked undercover. They began to suspect certain regulars at one of the downtown bars and, day in and day out, they tailed those men.

Not one of them had spent a single dollar that wasn’t lawfully his. Not one of them had indulged in a purchase that was slightly extravagant.

All the banks and all the department stores had the numbers of the stolen banknotes. For almost ten years, no stolen banknote had been put into circulation, either in America or overseas.

Only a few more weeks and the statute of limitations would apply because, according to American law, since no blood had been spilled, the statute came into force after ten years.

That was when a small local bank had reported a ten-dollar bill belonging to one of the series. Through the shopkeeper who had deposited it, they traced one of the suspects and, precisely five days before the statute of limitations took effect, the entire gang was arrested.

And so, the five men had held out, living frugally for years, while a fortune had been buried by them in a cemetery, if Calmar remembered correctly.

Only one, at the last minute, had not been able to resist. His kid or his wife was sick. He’d gone at night to take some money …

He must never lose sight of this story. He certainly wasn’t a criminal. He hadn’t stolen anything. He wasn’t the one who had pushed the man from Venice off the train in the Simplon tunnel. Nor was he the one who’d strangled the manicurist with a blue silk scarf as she was getting dressed to go out.

Fate, quite simply, had placed a fortune that belonged to no one in his hands. On further reflection, he came to an even more optimistic conclusion.

There was no doubt that the stranger on the train had hand-picked him. Why else would he have asked him so many questions about himself, his family, his work, his tastes and his habits throughout the journey?

It had reached a point when Justin was annoyed with himself for having been too talkative, for having allowed the stranger to worm information out of him, for having talked about himself readily, whereas he, on the other hand, hadn’t asked a single question.

Was it not clear, now, that such detailed questioning was not consistent with the simple mission Calmar had first imagined, a mission – he remembered having thought this in Lausanne – that could have been entrusted to the first go-between to come along? A station porter, for example, could just as well have done the job.

And if his companion had been vague about the details of his flight, was it not because that flight didn’t exist?

Either he knew he was going to take advantage of the darkness of the tunnel to commit suicide, or he was conscious of the danger he was in and foresaw that he would not arrive at his destination.

Besides, is it natural, unless it’s an emergency, to suddenly head for the toilet when the train is going through one of the longest tunnels in Europe? Not once, between Venice and Milan, and then between Milan and Domodossola, had the man felt the need to excuse himself.

Did he have a mysterious rendezvous at the end of the corridor, or in another compartment? Wasn’t the suicide hypothesis more likely? Did that not explain why he hadn’t been identified? Had he taken care, before jumping, to destroy his papers and the passport that Calmar had seen in his hands at the Italian border?

If he had chosen Justin instead of seeking out another passenger among the many on the train, was it not because he knew that the mission was perhaps not as straightforward as it seemed?

Had he anticipated the possibility of Arlette Staub’s death? And, if so, did he not prefer that there should be no scandal, that others should not be implicated as they would be perhaps if Calmar were to quite simply go and hand in the one and a half million to the police and tell them his story?

Calmar rather liked this version. Gradually, he honed it and, with every passing day, it became more plausible, with embellishments here and there, such as the fact that at one point, before giving him the key, the passenger would have said, looking him straight in the eyes:

‘I know that you are a man of integrity, monsieur …’

Why would that not have been true? It became true.

It was true. There were definitely things that one or the other had said that had been drowned out by the racket of the train and the blind flapping in the draught. He was almost certain that those words had been spoken.

It scarcely mattered now, anyway. He had gone beyond the point of no return. He had decided once and for all that he wasn’t guilty, and the question no longer arose.

All the same, he had a certain number of worries that were not so easy to quell. For instance, on the Sunday, when they drove as usual to Poissy. His wife, sitting beside him, commented that the leaves on the trees were beginning to turn brown. Then, a few hundred metres further on, she sighed:

‘It’s crazy how much the cost of living has gone up this year …’

He didn’t reply, since her remark needed no response, and he suspected that the follow-up would not be long in coming.

‘Yesterday I was in Avenue de Wagram, in front of a shop that’s not particularly expensive. There’s a little autumn suit, a lovely russet colour, very simple, very flattering, I have to say, a bit like a Chanel suit. Well! That’s the shop where, last year, I bought my little green wool dress … I go in, I ask the price … Guess …’

‘I don’t know …’

‘Three hundred and twenty-nine francs! … Three hundred and twenty-nine francs for a little two-piece suit of the kind that you see everyone wearing …’

‘You didn’t buy it?’

‘Are you mad? Don’t you understand?’

‘I think that, if you like it, you were wrong not to … You should go back and buy it tomorrow …’

Over three hundred francs! What was a sum like that now to him, with his one and a half million and more?

‘Whatever’s got into you! Don’t you know the value of money any more? Are you forgetting that I’m going to have to buy a complete new winter wardrobe for the children, it’s crazy how much they’ve grown again …’

He suddenly felt sorry for her, sorry for them. For years, he’d lived without being aware of the extreme modesty of their circumstances. When he was a child, for certain, he had wanted lots of things which his parents had never been able to afford, especially after the death of his father. Ice-cream cones were for Sundays only, and he didn’t remember having ever had ice-cream on a weekday, unless it was a religious holiday.

He wore clunkier, thicker shoes than most of his classmates because they were more robust, and he was only allowed a new suit once a year and an overcoat every two years, even if the most recent one was beginning to come apart at the seams.

In the early days of their marriage, they’d struggled somewhat, especially at the end of the month, and the number of times they treated themselves to lunch at Étienne’s restaurant were few and far between, even though it was an inexpensive joint.

He preferred not to think about it, not to know, but he was almost certain that on some occasions, around the 25th or the 26th of the month, his wife had gone to borrow a little money from her parents ‘to make ends meet’.

And poor Dominique, after thirteen years, still had to deprive herself of a little suit that she must have stood admiring in the window of the shop for ages before making up her mind to go in! She’d asked the price before trying it on. She must have muttered, out of shame:

‘I’ll come back with my husband …’

Even Josée had confessed to him that she had asked for a pullover that she didn’t strictly need, and believed that in doing so she had added to his worries and exhaustion.

‘What are you thinking about, Justin?’

‘Nothing … I’m watching the car in front and wondering if it’s going to overtake the van …’

‘How’s Bob?’

‘He’s fine, as always.’

‘Has he got a new girlfriend?’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t been out with him since you got back from Venice, as you well know.’

‘You might have seen her on your way out of the office.’

‘Do you imagine that she comes and waits for him in the street, like a mother at the school gates?’

‘No, but when the two of you go off for a drink …’

Alarm bells were ringing.

‘What do you mean?’

He tried to play for time, to think.

‘Don’t you do that sometimes, before coming home?’

She’d smelled his breath, of course. It was true that whenever he went to read La Tribune de Lausanne, he had a drink.

‘Yes, but not necessarily with Bob …’

It couldn’t be with someone she met frequently. They sometimes spent the evening with Bob, not often, it was true, but once was likely to be one time too many.

‘I’m a bit annoyed with you, Monsieur Jouve, for leading my husband astray …’

Naturally, since marrying Calmar, she was more formal with him and no longer addressed him as Bob.

‘Me, Dominique?’

But he didn’t call her ‘madame’, as he had lived with her for a couple of months.

‘That drink the pair of you go and have every day …’

Dangerous! Everything was becoming dangerous, even his breath!

‘You’re forgetting that there’s a drinks cabinet in Challans’ office and that when he’s in a good mood, he treats us all like customers …’

‘He must often be in a good mood, these days … His holiday did him more good than yours … Where did he go on holiday, by the way?’

‘To Saint-Valery-en-Caux, where he has a little sailing boat and spends most of his time at sea.’

‘With his wife?’

‘He didn’t tell me …’

‘Will I have time to go for a ride before lunch, Papa?’

‘Yes, darling …’

Later, he’d have a nap, in one of the bedrooms above the restaurant.

That was one good thing, at least.
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There were some weeks that were painful, nerve-racking. At the office or at home, in the middle of a meal, he would suddenly find his forehead bathed in sweat, a tightness in his chest, and, at those times, feeling everyone’s eyes on him was unbearable.

He gradually convinced himself that the money belonged to him, that he had legitimately earned it, that it was unfair, outrageous, not to be able to touch it to buy himself the smallest item he’d been wanting for years or that he would like to give to his wife or children.

He even wondered, every so often, whether the money was still in the briefcase.

Granted, the key to the locker he chose almost always at a different railway station every five days never left his pocket, and he lived in fear of hearing Dominique ask him what it was.

As after a certain time an attendant would open the lockers and deposit their contents in the Left Luggage office, there must be a duplicate key, or a master key. Might not one of the attendants, having noticed Justin coming and going, become curious and open his locker and …

It was unlikely. It was even implausible, but, since Lausanne, he had got into the habit of thinking of everything, however far-fetched.

It wasn’t that he wanted to be wealthy. It hadn’t occurred to him for a moment to alter anything about their lives – to leave his job at Monsieur Baudelin’s, move to a different apartment, go and laze on the Riviera or buy a house in the country.

He had grown used to his familiar surroundings, to his routine, and he would have felt disoriented.

What he was burning to do was to satisfy trivial desires, little dreams that he’d had since childhood. Buy a particular make of penknife, for example, the kind that were sold when he was a boy in old Cachat’s gunsmith’s shop in Gien. Bring home the occasional present for his children, for his wife.

When on Sundays they didn’t go to Poissy, they enjoyed spending the afternoon window-shopping, lost among the crowds milling around the Champs-Élysées, Avenue Matignon and Faubourg Saint-Honoré.

‘Look, Papa …’

It was just a cheap trinket, but her mother still dragged Josée away.

‘What would you do with that? If we had to buy everything you wanted …’

But didn’t she, Dominique, stop dead in front of a handbag, a headscarf in the Hermès window, or another?

It was those little things that would have given them the most pleasure which he would so have loved to buy for them. Without big arguments. Without hesitation, as happened every time they had to decide on a purchase. Push open the shop door. Point to the item. Avoid asking the price …

He thought more and more often about the Boston robbers, and, ultimately, he admired them and considered it unjust that they should be locked up for at least fifteen years when they hadn’t touched a single banknote, hadn’t indulged their slightest wish and had no hope of ever doing so.

And the poor fellow, the accomplice who’d betrayed them out of weakness, because he’d lost his head one week before the date and had been unable to control his urge to act like a wealthy man …

In October, he couldn’t control his own urge either. He was at the Gare Saint-Lazare for the second or third time. He took the briefcase into the washroom and opened it, ostensibly to ensure his fortune hadn’t been swapped for old newspapers.

The money was all there. He found a new excuse for peeling off a fifty-pound note, because he had sunk to having to invent excuses to himself.

The dollar bills were genuine, he had put them to the test, or at least the one he had changed in a bank on Boulevard des Italiens. But what about the English money?

He went to another bank. The teller went through more or less the same motions and finally handed him the French banknotes without looking at him.

He didn’t know where to put them. He didn’t know what to do with them. He simply went into one of those bars on Rue Marbeuf where he had never set foot and, sitting alone on a high stool, drank a half-bottle of the best champagne.

He took no pleasure in it. He had money left over, even after putting a one-hundred-franc note in the cap of a blind man who must have been very surprised on discovering it later.

He absolutely had to find a solution. It was vital. He was clear-headed enough to realize that he was becoming a nervous wreck. His panic attacks were increasingly frequent, and those around him were watching him with growing concern.

For almost a week, he considered the national lottery, weighing up the pros and cons, trying to anticipate all the impediments, all the dangers. And then, at the beginning of November, he believed he had at last found the answer.

He bided his time for a while longer, nearly two weeks. One Monday evening, he arrived home his arms full of packages, his face radiant despite the fear gripping him.

‘What’s got into you, Justin? Do you think it’s Christmas?’

‘Patience, children …’

‘What is it, Papa?’

First of all, for Bib, a toy car he could drive in all directions.

‘Is that really for me?’

Dominique watched him, suspicious, worried.

‘What about me, Papa?’

A school satchel, which Josée had been wanting for two years because she’d been lugging the same hard-wearing satchel around ever since she started school, and it had become grey and scuffed.

For Dominique, a brooch she had gazed at one Sunday in a window on the Champs-Élysées.

‘That would go well with my blue suit, don’t you think?’ she’d said.

And lastly, for him, the coveted penknife, with six different blades, a screwdriver, a corkscrew and a real saw. The knife was made of stag horn, exactly like the one he’d admired as a child in the gunsmith’s window.

‘There you are, children! … Say thank you to the horses …’

‘The horses?’ echoed Dominique, who couldn’t allow herself to be delighted.

‘It’s very simple. On Saturday morning, at the office, a customer told me that he had a tip for the horse races. His brother-in-law is a jockey or a trainer – I’m not sure exactly – at Maisons-Laffitte. He asked if I wanted to place a five-franc bet and I gave him the money so he could put it on for me.

‘I know nothing about the races. I didn’t even know the names of the horses he was going to back … I was surprised, that afternoon, when he brought me more than six hundred francs and told me we’d won “with a combination forecast” … Apparently, if we’d bet on the same horses with a “straight forecast”, we’d have collected over twelve thousand francs …’

Dominique relaxed a little but remained pensive.

‘I’ve heard that first-time gamblers often have beginner’s luck …’

Josée was already cramming her new satchel with her school textbooks and exercise books, while Bib was trying to work out how to operate his car.

‘It keeps going backwards, Papa …’

‘I’ll show you …’

This took him a few minutes.

‘I hope, Justin, that you’re not going to get a taste for gambling … You see, I heard so much talk of the races during my childhood …’

He knew the story, which belonged to the Lavauds’ family lore. The grandfather owned a first-class restaurant in Rue des Petits-Champs, a haunt of well-known columnists, writers and society figures in those days. For years, the restaurant had been fashionable, and financiers would drop in on their way from the stock exchange to Longchamp, in their tails and grey top hats.

‘He began by betting small sums every so often, when someone gave him a tip … Then he wanted to watch the horses and he’d go off almost every afternoon, leaving the chef in charge of the kitchens …

‘Apparently, he had big wins at first … He was even thinking of completely revamping the restaurant, which would have destroyed its character …

‘Unfortunately, it was the money that disappeared first … Three years later, my grandfather was merely the maître d’ in his own establishment, which had been bought out by one of his staff …

‘If Papa had inherited the business, as he should have done, he wouldn’t have been sent to work as bellboy at Le Wepler at the age of fourteen …’

Justin tried to joke, with a forced smile:

‘Then he wouldn’t have met your mother …’

Because his mother-in-law had been the cloakroom attendant in the same brasserie.

‘My grandfather ended his life in poverty, doing the rounds of his children each week to get a little money out of them … And he died on a racecourse, at Saint-Cloud, of a heart attack, people said, but I’m almost certain it was of malnutrition …’

Calmar would have to tread cautiously, cleverly. Most importantly, the next time, find something that Dominique wanted badly. He thought hard, tried to recall all the little phrases that women innocently drop into the conversation, the window displays she had lingered in front of most longingly.

He waited two weeks. On the Monday, he said nothing, but took care to put on a cheerful act.

‘Have you been gambling again, Justin?’

‘Sssshh! …’ he merely muttered, mysteriously, glancing over at the children.

Then, later, in bed:

‘It was wrong of me last time to say in front of the children how I’d come by that money. I don’t necessarily consider off-track betting as immoral, but it’s better not to talk to them of money made so easily …’

‘Did you win?’

‘A little.’

‘How much?’

‘Enough to give you a nice surprise tomorrow …’

And so, little by little, he created a vice for himself, an alibi-vice, as he called it.

‘I think I’d rather not have any surprises.’

‘Look, Dominique, do you think it’s natural to let slip money that’s within our grasp, money that owes nothing to anyone, money that’s legitimate, and not take it?’

‘I have often told you what I think of horse-racing …’

‘Do you never buy a ten-franc national lottery ticket?’

He had an argument, a good one, because almost every week, when she went shopping, Dominique bought a ten-franc ticket and, when she had the chance, she would watch the draw on television, holding it tight.

‘I’ve never won anything.’

‘Yes you have. A thousand old francs, four years ago …’

‘After having bought several thousand old francs’ worth of tickets in the previous years …’

‘Supposing you’d won the hundred-million prize?’

‘That sort of thing only happens in dreams …’

‘And yet it happens every week to someone, not to mention the other prizes.’

She spoke as he would have done before the trip to Venice.

Her present, this time, was a dishwasher and she couldn’t help bursting into tears of happiness.

‘I knew you wanted one. I’m going to tell you a secret. Nearly every evening, you’re late for the eight o’clock news on television, because of the washing-up. From now on, you’ll be with me …’

Because they sent the children to bed just before eight – that was Justin’s job, so to speak – so they could spend the most part of their evenings watching television.

‘It’s sweet of you to have thought of that … But you’re not going to keep doing this, are you? … How much did you bet? …’

‘Always five francs …’

‘What about last week? Did you not bet?’

‘Five francs, which I lost. All the same, in the past three weeks, I’ve still made a profit of one thousand, three hundred odd francs.’

‘Do your colleagues know?’

‘My customer would rather I didn’t mention it to them because if word got around, the odds would probably go down.’

‘Who is it?’

‘Someone I’ve never told you about, a certain Leferre …’

‘How do you spell that?’

‘Double r then e.’

On the spur of the moment, he’d had to invent a character who was gradually going to come to life.

‘What does he do?’

‘He’s a buyer for the sports section in a Paris department store … These people are important … When an item sells well in their store, that means it will sell well all over France …’

‘Why is it you and Challans who meet him? I thought that you only dealt with international sales …’

He had to improvise again, terrified of making a blunder, of uttering the phrase, the word, that would lead to more questions which it would be impossible to answer without enmeshing himself further.

‘The first time he came to Avenue de Neuilly, he was looking for novelties for an English department store he also represents. So naturally, he was sent to me. Afterwards, he continued to ask for me. Challans wasn’t happy about that, of course—’

‘Have you made an enemy of him?’

‘Not even. We came to an agreement. Every so often, I take him—’

‘Leferre or Challans?’

‘Leferre, of course … If you interrupt me all the time, I’ll never finish telling you … So, I was saying that every so often I take Leferre into Challans’ office, which is more impressive than mine …

‘Then, that pompous idiot is very happy to show off his drinks cabinet and offer aperitifs, in other words to treat Leferre like his own customer as if I were merely an occasional go-between who relieves him of some of his workload …’

It was complicated, of course. He could not deny that it would become more so, that he had to remain vigilant, and only act, and most importantly speak, with extreme prudence.

This affected his mood. His initial purchases had made him happy, a little as if he had broken a sort of magic circle inside which he had long been imprisoned.

Now he could have small sums in his pocket which he didn’t need to account for. Leferre was always there as the explanation for why, on certain days, Justin’s breath smelled of alcohol.

Because now, he was having a drink regularly, morning and evening.

Since he couldn’t go into a café close to the office without attracting attention, and nor could he park on the Champs-Élysées or in any other restricted parking area, he had mapped out itineraries that would allow him to leave his car for a few minutes in quiet streets.

He would go into a bar, order his drink, which he’d knock back, often signalling ‘the same again’ to the owner or the waiter.

That aroused a new restlessness in him, the same sense of impending danger, of potential catastrophe, that he had experienced when, at the start of a class at the Lycée Carnot, he looked around for Mimoune, wondering what new battle lay in store.

He changed bars almost every day. His face must not become familiar enough in any of these places for him to be seen as a regular.

At home, one Saturday evening, he conspicuously opened the newspaper at the racing pages and, when the television commentator talked about the next day’s horses, he took his pencil out of his pocket and scribbled notes in the margin.

‘What are you doing, Justin?’

He was laying the ground for the future. Leferre couldn’t reasonably come to Avenue de Neuilly each week. Meanwhile, Justin couldn’t have become friendly enough with him to ask him for tips over the telephone.

True, he didn’t need huge sums. Nor did he feel the need to have money in his pocket, free money, as he privately called it.

It even helped him vis-à-vis his colleagues. For example, when Challans preened himself like a show dog, he was able to say to himself:

‘You carry on strutting about! … I know your job title is managing director, that your office is more luxurious than mine, that you’re entitled to absent yourself on the slightest pretext, that you’ve bought a modern apartment in a new complex in La Celle-Saint-Cloud, where the residents have the use of a swimming pool and four tennis courts … You earn twice as much as I do and last year your son was accepted at Sciences-Po …

‘Despite all that, you still have difficulty making ends meet … I’m certain you have debts and that the tailor you boast of isn’t paid regularly …

‘But I’m rich … I can walk out of here and buy Havanas, take just one puff and then crush them under my heel …

‘I have all the money I want … So much that I don’t know what to do with it and my main concern is to find a way of spending it …

‘I’m rich, do you hear?’

Had he not been superstitious, he would have added:

‘So rich I could burst!’

His wife muttered after a sigh:

‘You haven’t seen Leferre?’

‘After the orders he placed, it will be a few weeks before he comes to see us again.’

‘Are you going to bet anyway?’

‘Five francs, tomorrow morning, at the café.’

‘Are you backing the horses that the television tipped as likely winners?’

‘No. I take notes. I read the papers. Tomorrow morning, I’ll follow my instinct.’

‘Aren’t we going to Poissy?’

‘Don’t you think it’s becoming a bit boring? In summer, fair enough. When the weather’s good, the children can play outside, but in November, sitting there all together around a table, waiting for customers …’

‘I’m worried about you, Justin … I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but ever since we came home from our holiday, you’re no longer the same man … At first, I wondered whether you were ill and trying to hide it from me …’

‘I bet you phoned Doctor Bosson.’

‘Yes. He asked me some questions: how your appetite was, how you were sleeping and so on, then he said that if this went on, he’d come and see you … Are you certain you’re not ill?’

‘On the contrary. I’ve never felt better in my life.’

He’d found a way of freshening his breath. He bought chlorophyll sweets which masked the smell of alcohol. Only, he couldn’t have any in his pocket when he went home, because when his wife brushed his suit, she sometimes emptied out his pockets.

At first, he naively bought a packet every day from a different pharmacy and threw away the leftover sweets.

Then he came up with a very simple solution. It often happened now that the simple solution just didn’t occur to him or that he was wary of it: he kept the packet in his desk drawer.

If anyone were to comment on it, he’d get away with answering that he had heartburn and that the chlorophyll soothed it.

‘I would simply ask you, Justin, not to mention the horses in front of the children …’

‘Of course not! … Anyway, tomorrow morning I’ll go and place my bet in a local café with the excuse that I need to do some shopping.’

‘Josée will be disappointed …’

‘But I can’t take her into a betting establishment …’

‘You could give the betting a miss, couldn’t you?’

‘Do you not realize, darling, that I don’t have much in the way of fun? Would you prefer a husband who chased after women, or who met up with his friends at the café every night to play pool or bridge? … I work all day … Then, my pleasure is being with you and the children … Do you not think that if I have a little weakness, an innocent little weakness, you could allow me it?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘What?’

‘This sudden craze of yours for gambling …’

‘Because I win …’

‘What about when you lose?’

‘I’ll only lose five francs a week, the price of two packets of cigarettes …’

‘You’re right … I know … I thought you were stronger than that …’

He had succeeded: he’d become weak-willed!

Bob was perched on a corner of the desk, a cigarette dangling from his lower lip, his shirt-sleeves rolled up. As the company’s artist, he removed his jacket as soon as he arrived; in summer he wore polo shirts, in winter, woollen shirts with patch pockets.

‘I’m beginning to be seriously worried about you, Justin … You’re probably going to tell me that it’s none of my business, but you’re forgetting how fond I am of both of you …’

‘Both of us?’

‘Of Dominique and you, if you prefer. She doesn’t know anything yet?’

This was one of the two occasions when he was most afraid.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Look, you idiot! She’s no more of a fool than I am, and I guessed some time ago. Who is it?’

He really didn’t understand.

‘I can tell you when it began, and I should have guessed what was going on from the start. It’s so out of character that I thought of everything except that … You must have met her during the week you spent on your own in Paris, when your wife and kids were still in Venice …

‘Unless – which is highly likely – you made her acquaintance on the train You met her on the train? … Right? … And she’s the reason you’ve been behaving so oddly since you’ve been back?’

Calmar said nothing, trying to think fast, to weigh up the pros and cons.

‘Do you admit it?’

‘I have nothing to admit.’

‘You don’t deny it either?’

‘I have nothing to say …’

‘If you want my opinion, I reckon it’s a little too obvious. For one thing, you never used to be the first to leave the office, but now you rush off without even saying goodbye to any of us, and you often make some excuse to leave early.

‘In the afternoons, it’s the same. Before, you used to stop and have a chat with me outside in the street, ask me if I had my car … What do you say? …’

‘Nothing. I’m listening.’

‘And then your ties are different … You’ve started going for drinks … Oh yes, you have! Don’t deny it … It’s not only your breath that gives you away … You can’t kid a veteran boozer like me. I know when a fellow’s just knocked back two or three drinks …’

‘I never have three drinks …’

‘Let’s say that two have the same effect on you … And you suck chlorophyll sweets so that your wife won’t notice …’

‘Have you searched my drawers?’

‘I didn’t need to. I saw you pop one into your mouth and I smelled it … And now, your check jacket.’

Justin couldn’t help smiling. That check jacket, made of genuine Scottish tweed, was the best present he’d been able to give himself. He’d been wanting one like it for years, since his adolescence. As a teacher, he’d had to restrict himself to fairly conventional suits. Here, too, he’d thought it necessary to wear grey or navy blue, like everyone else except Bob.

When he’d come home with the jacket, Dominique had protested:

‘You’re not going to wear that to the office, I hope?’

‘Why not?’

‘You can’t receive customers dressed like that.’

‘I don’t receive customers …’

‘What about Leferre? And the others you’ve told me about?’

‘It’s not the same. They come to ask my advice. They don’t expect me to be dressed like a bank clerk or a receptionist in a luxury hotel. And since you mention Leferre, he always wears tweed too …’

The fabric was both soft and coarse at the same time. With dark grey trousers, it was exactly the outfit worn by American movie actors when they play a guy who isn’t easily fooled, an independent, fearless man who’s calm and self-assured.

‘Who is it? One of the girls here? Madeleine?’

He shook his head.

‘Olga?’

‘No.’

‘Is it one of the employees?’

‘I don’t know. I have nothing to say …’

‘Wait! … It can’t be that poor Valérie, who leaps up the minute you ring for a typist …’

‘No. It’s not Mademoiselle Denave.’

‘I’m not as sure of that as you seem to be … In any case, my advice is to be careful, my friend. Dominique adores you. She’s a good girl, and she trusts you. If she finds out one day that you’re having an affair …’

Was it not outrageous that Bob was lecturing him, moreover on behalf of Dominique, who’d been his mistress before becoming Madame Calmar?

‘Don’t worry. I’m big enough to behave myself.’

‘But that’s just it, you’re the sort to create trouble for yourself. I, on the other hand, am used to it. Because women know in advance that with me it’s not serious, that it will only last a few weeks and that there’s no point their trying to cling on.

‘But you are a romantic and if you get involved with a minx who knows how to get her way, I hate to think what will happen …’

‘Well, it’s not your responsibility, is it?’

‘Have it your way. I’ve warned you.’

Bob left his office. Calmar felt like rubbing his hands together in glee.

At home, he had the gambling alibi. He’d become the upright man suddenly gripped by betting fever and incapable of depriving himself.

At the office, already for Bob and soon for everyone else, he was the husband and father who was shamefully covering up an affair.

And so they could all carry on watching him. Both at home and at work, they could blame his eccentricities, his mood swings, on one of his two vices.

Without any expectations, because he scrupulously adhered to the routine he’d devised, every day he bought La Tribune from one of the four or five kiosks where he knew the paper was sold. The day after his conversation with Bob, he was surprised to read on page five:

Arrest in the Manicurist Case


Our readers may recall that, on 20 August this year, a Zurich-born manicurist living in our city was found strangled in her apartment in Rue du Bugnon, and that her death seemed to have occurred the previous afternoon.

We have now learned that three days ago the police arrested a Dutch national to question him about this murder. According to the latest information, he is being held in isolation by Examining Magistrate La Pallud.



Just when he was beginning to relax and quietly enjoy his money!

Who was this Dutch national, and didn’t the fact that he was from Holland suggest an international ring?

The man from Venice, with his Central European accent, had begun his journey that Sunday in Belgrade or Trieste.

Arlette Staub, according to the August edition of La Tribune, had worked as a manicurist in hotels with a cosmopolitan clientele.

‘And I am French!’ he felt like adding, almost comically.

‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, some sports news … In cycling …’

He wasn’t listening. He was thinking about the Dutchman, about the likelihood he would mention the briefcase and its contents, which meant that it wasn’t impossible that even after all these months it would emerge that an individual wearing a cream-coloured suit and holding an attaché case had taken a taxi to Rue du Bugnon and then hastily returned to the station and drunk two whiskies in quick succession.

‘Next Sunday, the first Sunday in December, the last major horse race of the season will take place at Maisons-Laffitte … As usual, we’ll give our forecasts on Saturday, but already it looks as if the mare Belle-de-Mai, which came second in the Prix de …’

He had heard correctly: last racing fixture of the season. Did that mean that there’d be no more betting on the horses for a while?

Another piece of bad news, because he was now settled in his new routine. On Saturday evenings, during the film or the TV drama, he would conscientiously annotate the racing pages in the newspaper, then, on Sunday mornings, he’d go off alone, almost always on foot.

‘Which café do you go to?’ Dominique had asked him.

‘It changes every Sunday. That’s why sometimes I take the car, at other times I don’t. If I always went to the same betting counter, they’d quickly realize I was lucky and others would back the same horses. Besides, it’s best if people don’t know that I win all this money, if only because of the tax man.’

‘Do you think you have to declare gambling winnings?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll try to make discreet inquiries.’

Another pain in the neck. Because, if that was the law, Dominique would be scrupulous about making him declare those sums.

Since it was the last race, he was going to win big so as to have some reserves. That Sunday, once he was back, they went to Poissy, which they hadn’t done for some weeks. Around mid-afternoon, he was snoozing in one of the bedrooms, as was his habit, when Dominique came in.

‘Justin, can you tell me which horses you backed?’

He forced a smile.

‘Never, darling. You don’t ask a punter that question. If I were to answer, I think it would bring me bad luck. At any rate, that’s what I’d feel, and I would no longer choose the horses so freely, according to my hunch …’

‘Belle-de-Mai?’

‘Yes … that’s the favourite …’

‘Germinal?’

‘Who told you about Germinal? I thought you never read the racing column?’

‘I don’t read it, but they’ve just talked about it on the radio. Did you bet on him?’

‘Maybe.’

‘What about Palsembleu? Tell me quickly …’

‘As I said before: maybe.’

‘If you backed those three horses in that order, then you’ve won a huge amount of money … The odds are two thousand, seven hundred and something francs to one …’

‘That’s nothing extraordinary.’

‘Look quickly …’

‘No need. I did bet on them.’

‘Look anyway, Justin …’

She was more excited than he was. Luckily, he still had the betting slips in his pocket and his wife was incapable of deciphering the little holes punched to show which horses he’d backed.

‘There you are! … Belle-de-Mai, Palsembleu, Germinal, Lousteau and Gargamelle …’

‘You mentioned five … And you said Palsembleu in second place …’

‘By mistake … I promise you I bet on them in the right order and the fact that I backed five horses makes no difference.’

‘How much did you bet?’

‘Ten francs …’

‘I thought you never put more than five francs on at a time?’

‘Today, I bet ten …’

‘So you’ve won more than twenty thousand francs?’

‘That’s right … Listen, darling, as soon as I’ve collected the money, do you know what you’re going to do?’

‘I’m happy and sad at the same time. I so wish this money could have come to us some other way! I can’t help thinking of my grandfather. What amazes me is that you’re staying so calm …’

‘Perhaps because I’m not really a gambler and so there’s no risk that I’ll end up badly as you feared. So tomorrow, or the next day, you’ll go and buy a beautiful fur coat …’

‘Are you mad?’

‘I didn’t say a mink …’

He added, trying to laugh:

‘Or a chinchilla … I don’t know what you prefer … You once mentioned a leopardskin …’

‘Not for the winter … and leopardskin is too showy … It’s fine for women who have three or four different furs …’

‘What, then?’

‘Shall I tell you what I dream of? … Even the best quality isn’t that expensive … A wildcat fur … It’s fashionable again … They’re very soft, understated …’

‘You can also buy that suit at three hundred and twenty-nine francs, in Avenue de Wagram. With the rest—’

‘With the rest, or rather with some of the rest, because we should also think of the future, we’ll have the apartment redecorated – it’s been needing it for a while …’

For the first time since they’d been coming to spend Sundays at Poissy, she went over to the door, and, blushing like a young girl, she bolted it and joined her husband on the bed.

‘You won’t gamble any more, will you? Do you promise?’
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He had a new suit, new shoes, a new overcoat and a new hat, but they didn’t give him the slightest pleasure, and he was almost ashamed on the morning he wore them to work.

Because of Bob’s teasing about the check jacket, he had ordered very smart, conventional clothes, going to the extreme of consulting François Challans’ outfitter.

When he was young, he was dressed from head to foot in new clothes once a year, at Easter, except his overcoat, which was bought for All Saints’ Day, on 1st November.

The children had new clothes too. All they could talk about was Christmas, like the radio and the television, and there were Christmas trees in every store window, coloured lights strung across the shopping streets, and a giant Christmas tree – the biggest in the world, claimed the press – in front of Notre-Dame.

Dominique was thrilled with her wildcat fur coat, and she’d bought the matching pillbox hat which, perched jauntily on her fair hair, gave her a softer, gentler, more vulnerable air. She looked like the elegant women you see in old etchings, riding in a sleigh, enveloped in furs, their hands buried in a muff to keep warm.

But was she really as soft and gentle as she seemed?

True, she kept an eye on his health, fretted the minute he displayed any anxiousness or any despondency, which kept occurring, and he couldn’t have explained why.

It wasn’t only the fear that the Lausanne business would turn out badly. The money in the attaché case was now of secondary importance. It had become automatic to go every four or five days and move the briefcase to another station, and he sometimes made a mistake, going first of all to Saint-Lazare before remembering that he had deposited the attaché case at the Gare de Lyon.

He drank for the sake of drinking, feeling more and more depressed as the Christmas break drew near.

‘No, children, we can’t go to the mountains. You may be on holiday, but the grown-ups aren’t …’

Bib had dictated to his sister a one-page list of presents he wanted, which included of course the costumes of his favourite TV heroes.

‘Now that Papa’s earning lots of money …’

Because, to explain the many new clothes, their mother had said:

‘Your papa has worked so hard that his boss has given him a rise.’

‘What does that mean, Mama?’

‘He pays him more money each month …’

‘So are we going to move?’

‘Why do you ask that?’

Bib probably remembered conversations that he’d overheard when Dominique and her husband were chatting, unaware that he was listening. They would often talk about some distant time, ‘when they’d be rich’, and could buy a little house on the outskirts of Paris or, like Challans, an apartment in a new building.

As for Josée, she’d had a private word with her father.

‘Thank you, Papa! I’m delighted that you’ve done all this for us, but I’m worried that you’re tiring yourself out.’

After a silence, she went on, awkwardly:

‘Don’t laugh at me if I say something stupid.

‘I can’t help wondering, and it’s you I’m thinking of: is it true a person can die of exhaustion?’

‘Who told you that?’

‘No one. I’ve often heard Mama sighing: “I’m dying of exhaustion” …

‘But Mama doesn’t have as much work or as many worries as you. The office is harder than school, isn’t it? And, at school, especially when we do arithmetic, I sometimes feel so tired I want to cry, and I wonder whether I’m going to die with my head on my desk … Can that ever happen? Tell me.’

‘Never, darling … My office, whatever your mother says when you’re making too much noise in the evenings, is no more tiring than school …’

The weather was dull. It rained a lot. On the days when it wasn’t raining, the sky was a glaring white and a chill wind swept through the streets.

Calmar felt sad, a vague kind of sadness, and he thought back more often than usual to his classes at the Lycée Carnot, to the life he led in those days, which Mimoune had brought to an end.

What had become of Mimoune? Had he followed his father into the senior ranks of the civil service and politics? Would he end up a minister one day? It was possible, and that too upset him for no reason.

There were moments when the secrecy with which he had to surround his movements gave him a certain thrill, even the mundane action of opening La Tribune. But he was beginning to wonder whether it was worth carrying on.

He also wondered … But that remained hazier. Of the fortune stuffed into the briefcase bought on Boulevard Beaumarchais, he had only in fact helped himself to a few banknotes.

There was enough left to buy ten houses in the country, or ten apartments like that of Challans in La Celle-Saint-Cloud. The entire family could have lived in a village in the South of France, where he would have nothing better to do than go fishing.

He’d never been fishing, even as a child, perhaps because of his father’s job and his ‘Maggot’ nickname.

It wasn’t that he felt completely demoralized. This was more weariness, a melancholy that he wanted to describe as existential.

Around him was a big city, more than five million men, women and children. Four times a day, he joined the streams of cars that were going somewhere, no one knew where. They were all going somewhere. They were all in a hurry. They were all working to buy themselves this or that, and the television extolled the benefits of winter sports, the joys of a cruise in the Mediterranean or elsewhere.

Ever since Venice, the Mediterranean sickened him. He had never been on a winter sports holiday, and he couldn’t see himself with skis on his feet, falling over heavily every five metres, to the delight of the children.

He preferred his apartment in Rue Legendre, even though it wasn’t altogether his since it had been given to them by his in-laws. In other words, it wasn’t a Calmar apartment, but a Lavaud apartment.

Dominique was a Lavaud and always would be, in spite of herself. As evidenced by her horror of gambling, because of her grandfather’s bankruptcy, which, after all, could also have been due to poor business management.

The Lavauds, Dominique’s father at any rate, were not bright. They had their own truths, family truths, that you could not argue with or challenge.

‘Well, children, I say …’

I say … It was categorical. The voice of wisdom, of experience.

He was repelled by the idea of continuing to visit them every Sunday and of spending Christmas Day with them, among customers who were strangers to him, but not to old Lavaud.

In short, he was weary, for no reason, for every reason, and he wondered whether he would carry on wearing his new suit and his new overcoat, which felt like a disguise.

Only Mademoiselle Denave, the ugliest typist, gazed at him with rapt admiration, rushing into his office given the slightest chance.

She had also been in love with Bob at first. Like Dominique! Justin asked himself what it was about Bob that made him so attractive to women.

Justin too had been single. He’d had very few romances, certainly not flings lasting a day or a week, which he’d had to put a stop to because his girlfriends immediately started getting serious.

With Bob, women didn’t mention marriage. They were chirpy, flirtatious, eager to please him, whereas Bob made no effort with them. He never asked them:

‘Where do you want to have dinner?’

He would take them to a restaurant he liked, and it was he who ordered whatever he fancied. Nor did he ask them what they wanted to do. He just did it. And, when he lost interest, he wriggled out of the relationship.

Was Bob happy? Justin suspected he wasn’t, despite his meticulously organized self-centredness.

Was he, Calmar, happy? Had he been happy, even, before Venice and this absurd train business! He never asked himself the question, that was all, or rarely, or he quickly thought of something else, of the thousand little day-to-day worries of family and office life.

Things would continue in this way … Josée, whose breasts had started developing, would grow taller and become a teenager who’d want to go out in the evenings with her boy- and girlfriends.

‘Will you allow her to, Justin? Do you think it’s appropriate for a girl to go to the homes of people who don’t keep an eye on their children and who let them go dancing till midnight? …’

What about her? What was she doing till midnight when he’d met her? She was sleeping with Bob. She sometimes stayed over until morning, until it was time to go to work at her glove-maker’s on Boulevard Saint-Michel, aided and abetted by a girlfriend whose place she said she stayed at once or twice a week.

But she’d made him wait for a month.

‘You see, Justin, I’m not sure yet whether I love you … You’re a good friend … I feel safe with you … You seem like a strong man, someone I can lean on …’

What about Bob? Did she ask herself whether she loved him? No!

From day one, in other words, Calmar had been the prospective husband, and it was the future husband, not the man, and particularly not the potential lover, that she was putting to the test.

He didn’t hold it against her. He loved her. He had grown used to her. He was afraid of hurting her. That was love, wasn’t it?

He also feared her all-too-perceptive gaze, her way of asking awkward questions at the most unexpected times.

‘Have they not noticed at work that you’ve changed?’

‘How have I changed?’

‘You know very well, Justin. I suppose it’s because of all that money you’ve won on the races … But I still don’t understand … You were already different when the children and I came back from Venice … Were you already gambling then?’

‘I think so … Yes … I don’t remember the exact date …’

‘Did you already know Leferre?’

‘I’ve known him a long time …’

‘But he’d never given you tips before …’

‘He doesn’t necessarily have any every week. Perhaps he didn’t know me well enough …’

‘Have you ever won any money without telling me?’

‘I don’t know, darling … If I have, it’s bound to be small amounts …’

‘That still means that you’re capable of hiding things from me …’

What about her? Was she certain she never hid anything from him, that she had never hidden anything from him during the thirteen years they had lived together?

‘It’s odd …’

‘What’s odd?’

‘You … Everything … Two weeks ago, I went along with it … All that money that fell into our hands … I told myself that it would have been too silly not to have taken advantage of it and not to let the children benefit … I admit I was happy to buy myself a fur coat that I might not have been able to afford for years … But now …’

‘Now?’

‘Nothing …’

She wanted to cry, and he wanted to put his arms around her and whisper:

‘You’re right … You see, darling, none of that exists … The best thing is to tell you the truth … It’s becoming too much for me to bear … There are moments when I want to shout it to just anyone, at the office, in the street, in one of those cafés where I go every day and lock myself in the toilet to read a Swiss newspaper …

‘I am rich, Dominique, and I don’t know what to do with my money, I barely feel as though I’m allowed to cautiously touch it, and I’m still in danger of getting a bullet through my brain at any time, or of ending up in prison …

‘Without having done anything wrong!’

The proof that he was in danger came in the following day’s La Tribune.

Surprise Twist in the Rue du Bugnon Murder Case


In a previous issue, we announced the arrest and detention of a Dutch national in connection with the killing of a Lausanne manicurist in Rue du Bugnon, on the orders of Examining Magistrate La Pallud.

But, only a few days into the investigation, this individual, who reportedly disclosed nothing, hanged himself in his cell using strips torn from his shirt.

He was a certain Nicolas de V …, aged thirty-five, a gemstone dealer, whose most recent known address was in Amsterdam.

He was married with three children. When questioned by the Dutch police, his wife stated that her husband’s activities were regular and that he often had to travel abroad on business. She could not recall where he was on 19 August, but, as far as she knew, her husband had not set foot in Switzerland for more than a year.



He too was married. Three children instead of two. He’d hanged himself in his cell after ripping up his shirt to make a sort of rope!

Supposing he hadn’t hanged himself? Supposing he’d been hanged? Supposing that had been the only way to stop him from making awkward revelations?

Awkward for whom? Were there other hidden hoards elsewhere, in other luggage lockers, in other train stations in Europe?

He was sick of it. He’d had enough. He had an urge to go to the police and unburden himself once and for all. If he didn’t, it wasn’t for his own sake but for that of his wife and children.

He didn’t even know what sentence he’d be likely to receive. Besides, they wouldn’t believe him. Even Dominique wouldn’t believe him. She’d been mistrustful of him and watching him for weeks, months, trying to trip him up with her sneaky questions. So, who then?

Bob? Bob continued to tease him whenever he stepped into his office, but his visits were increasingly few and far between and, when he came out with his nonsense, Calmar could tell that his heart wasn’t in it.

‘Look at you, as well turned out as our dapper managing director … What’s happened to you, old friend? … Have you come into some money? …

‘By the way, you must have dinner one evening with me and my new … With Dominique, of course … Don’t worry, this one’s very well bred and doesn’t swear …

‘She’s even too well bred for my liking and insists we turn out the light before getting undressed … It’s a joke, because once she’s naked, she doesn’t mind having all the lights on … Do you know what her father does? … He’s a tax inspector … A very useful person to know! … Pity I can’t tell him that I’m like one of the family …’

Justin didn’t laugh, didn’t smile.

‘How’s Dominique?’

‘Fine.’

‘The children?’

‘Very well.’

‘What about you?’

Bob burst out laughing.

‘You, my friend, I’d send you to see a psychoanalyst if I believed in all that … He’d be bound to find you have some complex … I hope it’s not the Oedipus complex … Between you and me, I confess I’ve never known exactly what the Oedipus complex is … Blame my lack of education …

‘Seriously, though, you ought to take care of your health … Everyone’s wondering what’s wrong with you … It’ll have to come out sooner or later … In the meantime, you know I’m here, and it’s not only in bed that people confide their secrets to me …’

As for Monsieur Baudelin, he said nothing, but watched him covertly and left the office with a sigh. While he hated empty pigeonholes in his establishments, he also hated sick and sad people. One of his favourite expressions was:

‘Don’t complicate things, my friend … Don’t complicate things …’

He had tasked Challans – because he hated personally carrying out executions – with sacking a typist who, for no apparent reason, had burst into tears in the middle of taking dictation.

It was only a year later, when she was dead, that they learned that she’d been told that she had leukaemia and that she was leaving behind a destitute mother. Such is life!

Friday. He’d left the office early, with the excuse that he had a dentist’s appointment, because once more he had to move the briefcase.

Today was the turn of the Gare de l’Est. As fate would have it, there was no station near his office or his home and so, once or twice a week, he had to drive through the busiest Paris neighbourhoods.

He was particularly dispirited that evening and he almost knocked over a newspaper vendor who was weaving in and out of the cars that had stopped at the pedestrian crossing.

He didn’t have the energy to change stations. Gare de l’Est was already teeming with people in heavy boots and colourful sweaters, skis on their shoulders, storming the trains. A ski scratched his cheek.

Leaning over locker 27, he removed the briefcase, went over to another row and inserted the coins in the slot of number 62 to deposit his fortune in it.

He no longer looked over his shoulder. Over the past few days, he’d given in to a certain fatalism, and he had reached the point of wondering whether, to avoid so many complications, so many stressful comings and goings, he shouldn’t simply leave the briefcase locked in his office cupboard.

He’d think about it over the weekend, since he had got into the habit of thinking twice before every move.

It had become an obsession. He did it without realizing, as if in his head there was a little mechanism in perpetual motion, even at night, because he would often wake up with a start, dreaming of a risk that hadn’t yet occurred to him.

Leaning forward, he closed the locker door, slipped the key onto his key ring and, just as he was straightening up, he glimpsed the face of Mademoiselle Denave.

‘Are you going away, Monsieur Calmar?’

Demonstrating why he should always be on his guard he asked:

‘Did you follow me?’

‘Me? Of course not. Don’t you know that every evening I take the train to Lagny, where I live with my mother?’

No. He’d never thought about what Valérie did after work. She was looking at him closely and at the same time with a sort of protective affection.

‘You’re all red. You must have been in a hurry. Me too, I left the office earlier than usual and I took the Métro …’

He felt compelled to explain. He knew that one should never explain, but he couldn’t help it. He couldn’t bear the silence, the besotted gaze – daftly besotted – in which she enveloped him. It was as if catching him out like this touched her, the way people are touched when they see a child dipping their fingers into the jam.

‘I saw a friend onto the train and, just as it was moving off, I realized I was still holding his briefcase, because he was struggling with two suitcases …’

Had she not seen him take the briefcase out of the first locker?

‘I’m pleased to have run into you, Monsieur Calmar. It’s not the same seeing you here as it is in the office …’

‘Goodbye, Mademoiselle Denave …’

‘Goodbye, Monsieur Calmar … Wait! … There’s something I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time, but I haven’t been able to pluck up the courage … Here in the crowd, it’s easier … I’d like you to know that I’m your friend, that you have no better friend than me and that I’d do anything to help you …’

Without waiting for his reply or his reaction, she rushed off to the platforms and vanished among the skiers in mountain gear.
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‘Monsieur Calmar …’

‘Yes, Mademoiselle …’

She’d slipped into his office so unobtrusively that he hadn’t noticed and she’d made him jump. She had been careful to equip herself with a shorthand pad and pencil.

‘Do you remember what I said to you yesterday, at the station?’

Embarrassed, he mumbled, looking elsewhere:

‘I think so, yes …’

‘I’d like you to know that those weren’t just empty words …’

There was definitely premeditation, because she was wearing a dress he’d never seen on her and she had more make-up on than usual. Although the make-up did nothing to improve her looks, the figure-hugging dress revealed a body that he would not have imagined.

‘I need to talk to you, Monsieur Calmar, and it’s urgent …’

‘Go ahead …’

‘Not now … Not with these doors which anyone could come through at any time …’

She was smiling at him, discreetly and knowingly, convinced that he understood her discretion.

‘I have an idea … Today’s Saturday … This afternoon, the place will be empty …’

‘Unless the boss …’

‘Monsieur Baudelin has left for Brézolles and won’t be back before Monday morning. I was the one who typed the letters and telegrams arranging his meetings …’

He stared at her in dismay, wondering where this was leading.

‘You can tell your wife that you have an urgent job to do and that you’ll have to work overtime … I’ve already arranged things with Monsieur Challans …’

‘What have you arranged with him?’

‘I told him I was behind with my filing and that I’d rather work a couple of hours this afternoon than stay late one evening next week …’

‘But …’

‘See you at two o’clock?’

Anyone would think he’d been chasing her for ages, and she had finally agreed to the long-awaited rendezvous.

‘I … um …’

‘I understand that you’re confused … Just wait! … See you this afternoon …’

He forgot to buy La Tribune and, after having had not one, not two, but three drinks, he neglected to chew the chlorophyll sweet that he’d put in his jacket pocket.

‘What’s wrong, Justin?’

‘Nothing. Except that I have to go into the office this afternoon … A stupid job … The new Sears Roebuck catalogue arrived this morning … This year, it weighs almost a kilo, and the boss wants me to present him with the list of novelties on Monday morning …’

‘Well! In any case, it’s raining …’

He didn’t immediately grasp the meaning of her response.

‘What would you have done with yourself here? There’s nothing good on television and I promised to take the children for tea at Clémence’s …’

He ate distractedly and arrived at Avenue de Neuilly twenty minutes early, asking the caretaker:

‘Has Mademoiselle Denave arrived?’

‘No, monsieur. Is she supposed to be here?’

‘She’s got some urgent work to finish with me … You haven’t seen the boss?’

‘He left at around ten this morning with Monsieur Marcel …’

Calmar paced up and down his office, perturbed, anxious and acutely aware of the absurdity of the situation. Hadn’t he been absurd all his life, from kindergarten, hadn’t his classmates laughed at the Maggot?

He heard her footsteps on the stairs and stood rooted to the spot in the middle of his office, then he heard her rummaging around in hers before opening the door.

‘Look, Justin … I know I shouldn’t call you that, but today I can’t call you anything else …’

She was twitchy, over-excited, and her hands were fiddling with a handkerchief fringed with delicate lace.

‘You see, I can’t bear sensing that you are unhappy … Do you understand? … I’m sure you’ve noticed that I love you and you, meanwhile, haven’t exactly discouraged me …’

For him, it was as if he had suddenly found himself in a dense fog. He heard the words and comprehended their meaning without being able to grasp the reality of what was happening. He wanted to shout:

‘You’re mad! You are completely mad! …’

Why didn’t he pick up his hat, his overcoat, and rush outside, into the open air, among normal people who wouldn’t speak to him in that way …

‘Colleagues feel sorry for me because I’m on my own, unaware that you are the loneliest of all of us … That’s true, isn’t it, Justin?’

‘I don’t know … I don’t understand …’

‘Oh yes you do … For months, since you came back from your holiday, you’ve been looking for someone to confide in … When a person is burdened with a secret like yours, it must be terrible … At first, you must have thought of your wife, of your friend Bob, who knows, but you weren’t able to …’

She was so emotional that her eyes were shining, and she must have been close to tears.

‘You have got into the habit of asking for me rather than the other secretaries … You’ve studied me … A woman notices these things … Several times, you were on the verge of telling me something—’

‘I assure you, Mademoiselle—’

‘Ssshh! … Supposing I told you that I know?’

‘You know what?’

‘Maybe not the entire story, but I can guess the rest …’

‘Do you imagine that there’s a woman in my life?’

‘Not any longer! … Perhaps there was one, at the end of August and the beginning of September … You probably met her in Venice or on the train home …

‘You came back changed … Because of this woman, you needed money … I’m sorry … This is none of my business, but I can’t help it if I love you, if you are the only man I’ve ever found attractive …’

She was within a metre of him and was crying, without thinking of wiping away her tears.

‘That is what I wanted to say to you in private … I don’t know exactly where you took the money from, but I have my suspicions … Because you are a man of such integrity, you’re worried sick, not so much for fear of being found out, but because you’re wondering how to return the money you stole … Listen, Justin …’

She called him by his first name. She was drawing closer. She flung herself at his chest. Still crying, she went on:

‘I’ve got savings that I don’t need because my mother and I have always lived simply. Since I’ll never get married …’

He didn’t dare extricate himself. He was moved, not by what she was saying, but by the self-pity he felt all of a sudden.

‘You can pay it back … You’ll feel calm again, regain your cheerfulness … You’re strong, you know you are, and it would be stupid to let yourself be ground down because of a peccadillo …’

‘But—’

‘The briefcase, yesterday, at the Gare de l’Est …’

She gazed at him through her tears and, all of a sudden, she clamped her hungry, clumsy lips on to his.

‘Hush! … Don’t say anything … Later, you’ll tell me all about it, won’t you? … We’ll work out what to do together …’

She kissed him again. Although she was short and had a tiny body, she had muscles of unsuspected strength, and they both rolled on the carpet.

‘Take me! … I’ve been waiting for this moment for so long … Please! …’

He felt giddy. He no longer knew anything. His hand found its way up her warm thigh and abruptly he possessed her as she let out a shrill cry.

She was a virgin, at the age of thirty-two or thirty-three. He was ashamed, but she clasped him so close to her that he was unable to break away and could no longer breathe.

When she allowed him to raise his head, he saw a man’s shoes on the floor, legs, a jacket, and finally the stony face of Monsieur Baudelin.

He scrambled to his feet, while Mademoiselle Denave lay on the floor for a moment, her dress hitched up to her stomach, then slowly smoothing it down.

‘I’m sorry, Monsieur Baudelin …’

Then he saw the ridiculousness of the situation in its true light, the ridiculousness of what had just happened, of what had happened since the Venice train, the ridiculousness of his life, in short, and perhaps the lives of others.

As with Mimoune’s slap, he didn’t have the time to think, to control himself, and he made a dash for the window, which he clumsily opened and straddled. It was raining. The pavement was wet. He heard a scream, almost the same as when he had entered Mademoiselle Denave, and, in the midst of the chaos, a slender red shape stood out, a little girl waving and licking an ice-cream cone.




[image: ]



1

It was the third of December and still raining. The number 3 stood out, huge, very black and with a kind of pot belly, on the intense white of the calendar that hung to the right of the till on the dark oak partition separating the shop from the display window. That made exactly twenty days – it had happened on 13 November: another fat 3 on the calendar – since the first old lady had been murdered near the church of Saint-Sauveur, not far from the canal.

And ever since 13 November, it had been raining. In fact, for the last twenty days, it had been raining almost without interruption.

Most of the time, it pattered down for hours on end, and when you walked through town, keeping close to the buildings, you could hear the rain running in the gutters; it was best to choose the arcaded streets, so as to be sheltered for a while; you changed your shoes as soon as you got home; in every home, coats and hats dried by the stove, and those who lacked spare clothes lived in a state of perpetual cold and damp.

It was dark well before four, and some windows were lighted from morning to evening.

It was four o’clock when, as he did every afternoon, Monsieur Labbé had left the back room of his hat shop, where wooden heads of all sizes stood in line on the shelves, and climbed the spiral staircase. On the landing, he had paused for a moment, taken a key from his pocket, opened the door of the bedroom and switched on the light.

Before switching it on, had he walked to the window, where the thick, dusty guipure curtains were always drawn? Probably, because he usually lowered the blind before lighting the room.

At that moment, he could have seen Kachoudas the tailor in his workshop opposite, barely a few metres from him. He was so close, and the street such a narrow, trench-like space, it was as if they were living in the same house.

Kachoudas’ workshop, which was on the first floor, above his shop, had no curtains. The smallest details of the room stood out as if on an engraving: the flowers on the wallpaper, the fly specks on the mirror, the thick, flat piece of chalk hanging from a string, the brown-paper templates pinned to the wall, and Kachoudas, sitting on his table, his legs folded beneath him, a naked light bulb within easy reach that he would move closer to his work with the help of a wire. The door at the back, which led to the kitchen, was always half open, although not enough, most of the time, to reveal the interior of the room. All the same, it was obvious that Madame Kachoudas was there, because from time to time her husband’s lips moved. They would talk to each other, from room to room, as they worked.

Monsieur Labbé had also talked: his assistant Valentin, who was in the shop, had heard a murmur of voices, footsteps above his head. Then he had seen the hatter come back down, first his feet in their smart shoes, then the trousers, the jacket, and finally his rather soft face, always serious but not excessively so, not at all stern, the face of a man who is self-sufficient and doesn’t feel the need to express his emotions.

Before going out that day, Monsieur Labbé had steamed two more hats, including the mayor’s grey one, and, during that time, the only sounds were the rain in the street, the water rushing along the gutter, the slight hiss of the gas stove in the shop.

It was always too hot in there. As soon as he arrived in the morning, Valentin, the assistant, would become flushed, and by the afternoon his head would feel heavy; he would occasionally catch sight of himself in the mirrors that hung between the shelves, his eyes glistening, as if feverish.

Monsieur Labbé did not speak any more than on the other days. He could spend hours with his assistant without saying a word.

But there was always the sound the pendulum of the clock made as it moved, as well as a click every quarter of an hour. On the hour and half-hour, the mechanism was triggered, but would stop dead after a feeble effort: presumably, the clock had originally included chimes, which had long since broken down.

If the little tailor couldn’t see inside the bedroom on the first floor – during the day because of the curtains, and in the evening because of the blind – he only had to bend his head to look straight down into the hat shop.

He was definitely on the lookout. Monsieur Labbé didn’t bother to make sure, but he knew. Not that he made any change to his timetable because of it. His movements remained slow and meticulous. He had rather beautiful, slightly fat, surprisingly white hands.

At five to five, having switched off the light, he had left the back room – known as the workshop – and uttered one of his ritual phrases:

‘I’m just going to see if Madame Labbé needs anything.’

He had again set off up the spiral staircase. Valentin had heard his steps overhead, a muted murmur of voices, then again seen the feet, the legs, the whole body.

Monsieur Labbé had opened the kitchen door at the back and said to Louise:

‘I’ll be back early. Valentin will close the shop.’

He said the same words every day, and the maid replied: ‘All right, monsieur.’

Then, putting on his thick black overcoat, he repeated to Valentin, even though he had heard:

‘I’ll leave you to close the shop.’

‘Yes, monsieur. Have a good evening, monsieur.’

‘You too, Valentin.’

He took some money from the till drawer and lingered a while longer, looking at the windows opposite. He was sure that Kachoudas, who had seen his silhouette a while earlier on the blind at the first-floor window, had come down off his table.

What was he saying to his wife? He was definitely saying something. He needed an excuse. Not that she ever asked him anything. She would never have taken the liberty of making a comment. For years now, pretty much since he had set up in business, he had been going to the Café des Colonnes at about five in the afternoon and having a glass or two of white wine. Monsieur Labbé went there too, as did others who didn’t stop at white wine, or just two glasses. For most people, it was the end of the day. But when Kachoudas got home, he would have a quick dinner, surrounded by his brood, then climb back up on his table, where he often stayed until eleven or midnight, working.

‘I’m going out for a bit of air.’

He was very afraid of missing Monsieur Labbé, and Monsieur Labbé knew that. It hadn’t started with the first murder of an old woman, but with the third, when the town was really starting to panic.

Rue du Minage was almost always deserted at this hour, especially when it was pouring down. It was emptier than ever now that lots of people were avoiding going out after nightfall. The shopkeepers, who had been the first to suffer on account of the panic, had also been the first to organize patrols. But had these patrols managed to prevent the deaths of Madame Geoffroy-Lambert or Madame Léonide Proux, the midwife from Fétilly?

The little tailor was a bag of nerves, and Monsieur Labbé enjoyed the wicked pleasure of waiting for him without seeming to. Wasn’t it a fiendish pleasure?

He finally opened his door, making the bell ring out. He passed beneath the huge red sheet-metal top hat which served as his sign, lifted his coat collar and plunged his hands in his pockets. There was a bell at Kachoudas’ door too, and Monsieur Labbé was sure to hear it after taking a few steps along the pavement.

It was an arcaded street, like most old streets in La Rochelle. This meant that, although the rain didn’t touch the pavements, they were like cold, damp tunnels, lit only intermittently, the carriage entrances leading into darkness.

As they headed towards Place d’Armes, Kachoudas fell into step with Monsieur Labbé, but despite everything, he was so afraid of an ambush that he preferred to walk down the middle of the road, in the rain.

There wasn’t a soul about until they got to the corner. Then came the windows of the perfume shop, the pharmacy, the shirtmaker’s and finally the wide bay windows of the café. Jeantet, the young reporter, with his long hair, thin face and fiery eyes, was in his place, at the table closest the window, writing his article over a cup of coffee.

Monsieur Labbé didn’t smile, didn’t appear to see him. He heard Kachoudas’ steps getting closer. He turned the handle, entered the pleasant warmth, walked straight over to the tables in the middle, next to the stove, between the pillars, and remained standing behind the card players, while the waiter, Gabriel, divested him of his coat and hat.

‘How are you, Léon?’

‘Not bad.’

They had all known each other for so long – most of them since school – they felt no desire to talk. Those who held the cards nodded, or mechanically touched the newcomer’s hand. Gabriel asked, out of habit:

‘The usual?’

With a sigh of pleasure, Monsieur Labbé sat down behind one of the bridge players, Dr Chantreau, whom he called by his first name, Paul. He had seen at a glance what stage the game had reached. It was a game that could be said to have lasted for years: it resumed every day at the same time, at the same table, with the same drinks in front of the same players, the same pipes and the same cigars.

The central heating presumably being inadequate, Oscar, the owner, had kept the big shiny black stove, towards which Monsieur Labbé now stretched his legs in order to dry his shoes and the hems of his trousers. The little tailor had had time to come in and also walk towards the tables in the middle, but not with the same confidence, then nod respectfully – although nobody responded – and sit down on a chair.

He wasn’t part of the group. He hadn’t been to the same schools or served in the same regiments. At an age when the card players had already been friends, he had been living somewhere or other in the Near East, where people of his kind moved around like cattle from Armenia to Smyrna, from Smyrna to Syria, Greece or elsewhere.

At first, a few years earlier, he had sat a bit further away to drink his white wine and followed the game, which he probably didn’t know, with a sustained attention that made him furrow his brow. Then he had moved imperceptibly closer, first pushing his chair, then bluntly changing seats, and finally tables, so that he ended up behind the players.

Nobody mentioned the old women, or the terror that had gripped the town. They might have been discussing it at other tables, not at this one. Laude, the senator, took his pipe from his mouth, turned just slightly towards Monsieur Labbé and asked:

‘How’s your wife?’

‘Still the same.’

It was a habit people had got into over the past fifteen years. Gabriel had served him his Picon and grenadine, which was a dark mahogany colour, and he slowly sipped at it, glancing over at young Jeantet, who was still in the middle of his article for the Echo des Charentes. A clock, its dial circled in brass, hung between the café proper and the area at the back where a row of billiard tables stood. According to that clock, it was a quarter past five when Julien Lambert, the insurance man, who was losing as usual, asked Monsieur Labbé:

‘Will you take my place?’

‘Not this evening.’

There was nothing extraordinary about that. There were six or seven of them, and they alternated joining in the game and sitting behind the players. Only Kachoudas was never invited to play – most likely, he had no ambition to do so.

He was small and frail. He smelled bad and was aware of it, so aware that he avoided getting too close to the others. It was a smell that belonged only to him and his family, you could have called it the Kachoudas smell, a mixture of the garlic in their food and the grease of the fabrics. Here, nobody said anything, they just pretended politely not to notice, but in school, the girls were not so discreet and objected when they were placed next to the Kachoudas sisters.

‘You stink! Your sister stinks! You all stink!’

He was smoking one of his few cigarettes of the day, being unable to smoke while working for fear of burning his customers’ clothes. He rolled his cigarettes himself, and there was always a large saliva stain on the tip.

It was the third of December. It was a quarter past five. It was raining. The streets were dark. It was hot in the café, and Monsieur Labbé, the hatter of Rue du Minage, was watching the doctor play – he had just bid five clubs, and the insurance man had imprudently doubled it.

Tomorrow morning, when they read the newspaper, they would know what young Jeantet was writing about the murders of old women. He was conducting an impassioned investigation of his own and had even issued a kind of challenge to the police.

His boss, Jérôme Caillé, the printer, who ran the newspaper, was calmly playing bridge, paying no attention to the ardent young man. He would glance through his article later when he got home.

Chantreau had just exhausted the trumps and was going for the decisive finesse when, without needing to turn, Monsieur Labbé saw Kachoudas half rise, without completely losing contact with his chair, bend towards him and reach out his arm as if to pick up an object from the sawdust-covered floor.

But his target was the hatter’s trousers. With his tailor’s eye, he had noticed a small white dot near the turnup. Most likely, he had taken it for a thread. He certainly didn’t have any bad intentions. Even if he had, he couldn’t have guessed the importance of his gesture.

Nor did Monsieur Labbé, who let him do it, a little surprised, but not in the least anxious.

‘Excuse me.’

Kachoudas had taken hold of the white thing, which wasn’t a thread, but a tiny piece of paper, barely half a centimetre in size: thin, rough paper, like newsprint.

Nobody in the café paid the slightest attention to what was happening. Kachoudas was holding the piece of paper between his thumb and index finger. It was only by chance that, body bent forwards, head bowed, the back of his buttocks still touching his chair, he glanced at it. It wasn’t just any fragment from a newspaper. It had been carefully cut out with scissors. More precisely, two letters, an n and a t, had been cut from the end of a word.

Monsieur Labbé looked him up and down, and the little tailor suddenly froze, seized with panic. At last, he raised his head, straightened up and, avoiding looking the hatter in the face, held the tiny object out to him.

‘I beg your pardon,’ he stammered.

Instead of throwing the piece of paper away, he put it back where he had found it, and that was a mistake, being an admission that he had realized its importance. Because he was timid and humble by nature, he now made a second mistake, beginning a sentence he didn’t have the courage to finish:

‘I thought …’

All he could see, through a luminous fog, was chairs, backs, cloth, sawdust on the floor, the black feet of the stove. He heard a calm, deep voice say:

‘Thank you, Kachoudas.’

Because they did talk to each other. Every morning at eight o’clock, the hatter and the tailor came out of their respective houses and took down the panels that served as shutters for their shops. The pork butcher’s next door to Kachoudas had already been open for a long time. On Saturday, the local farmers who had vegetables or poultry to sell cluttered the street with their baskets, but on the other days, only the cobbles separated the two men, and Kachoudas had got into the habit of saying:

‘Good morning, Monsieur Labbé.’

He would add, depending on the sky:

‘Nice weather today.’

Or else:

‘Rain again.’

And the hatter would reply affably:

‘Good morning, Kachoudas.’

That was all. They were two shopkeepers whose shops faced each other.

This time, Monsieur Labbé had just come out with:

‘Thank you, Kachoudas.’

And in more or less the same tone. Or perhaps it was exactly the same tone, in spite of the implications of the little tailor’s discovery. Kachoudas felt like gulping down his drink. The glass knocked against his teeth. He tried to think very fast, to think correctly, and the harder he tried, the more muddled his ideas became.

Above all, he mustn’t turn his head to the right. He had decided that from the first moment.

The table in the middle, where the senator, the printer, the doctor and the hatter sat, was the table for men of sixty to sixty-five, basically the most important people, but at the other tables there were other players. In particular, there were the belote players, who represented the generation of men from forty to fifty. And at that table, almost always from five until six, sat Detective Chief Inspector Pigeac, the man in charge of the investigation into the murders of the old ladies.

Kachoudas must at all costs avoid looking in his direction. Nor could he turn towards the young reporter, who was still writing – presumably once again, answering one of the murderer’s messages.

Twenty days had been long enough for it to become a habit, almost a tradition. After each murder, the newspaper would receive a letter, the characters of which, often entire words, had been cut out of previous issues of the Echo des Charentes, which published it, followed by a comment from young Jeantet. The following day, or the day after that, the murderer would reply in his turn, always with the help of bits of paper cut out and stuck onto a blank sheet.

Just the day before, the message had contained a sentence that sent a chill down the little tailor’s spine:


You are wrong, young man. I am not a coward. It is not out of cowardice that I only pick old women, but out of necessity. Should the same necessity arise tomorrow to attack a man, however big and strong, I shall do so.



Some letters were half a column long, representing hundreds of characters patiently cut out, which had led Jeantet to write:


Not only is the murderer patient and meticulous, but he leads the kind of life that allows him a great deal of leisure time.



Just as patiently, the nineteen-year-old reporter had conducted an experiment. He had established how long it took to compose a thirty-line letter using characters cut out of old newspapers. Kachoudas couldn’t remember the exact result, but it was an astonishing figure.


Should the same necessity arise tomorrow to attack a man …



One of them was puffing at his pipe and watching the card game, the other had a dirty cigarette end stuck to his lip and didn’t know where to look. Occasionally, Monsieur Labbé would glance at the clock. It was only five twenty-five when he ordered his second Picon, and five thirty when he stood up, which was enough to make Gabriel run to him with his coat and hat.

Did he really look Kachoudas up and down with a benign but ironic gaze? There was a blanket of smoke over the card players’ heads, and the stove sent out waves of warmth. It was as if Monsieur Labbé were waiting, as if he guessed exactly what the little tailor was thinking.

‘If I let him go out alone, he’s quite capable of waiting to ambush me in a dark corner on Rue du Minage …’

And what if Kachoudas went straight to the inspector, or even the reporter? What if he pointed a finger and declared, ‘It’s him’?

The piece of paper had disappeared. Kachoudas looked for it in vain. He remembered that the hatter had rolled it between his fingers until it was a grey capsule. But even if the two cut-out letters had still been on the floor, how could he have proved that he had got them from Monsieur Labbé’s trousers?

No, even that wouldn’t have been enough. Which was why Monsieur Labbé hadn’t reacted, hadn’t caught fright, had simply said:

‘Thank you, Kachoudas.’

And there was twenty thousand francs at stake, a fortune for a little tailor who was only ever given repairs or suits to turn, and whose elder daughter worked as a salesgirl at Prisunic.

In order to claim the twenty thousand francs, you couldn’t just make a wild accusation. That would only alarm the murderer.

Now Monsieur Labbé knew. And Monsieur Labbé, who had killed five old women since 13 November – in other words, in twenty days – could quite easily do away with him.

Did Kachoudas have time to think about all that? The hatter touched the tips of his friends’ fingers. They said to him:

‘Have a good evening, Léon.’

That was his name: Léon. He tapped the doctor on the shoulder because he was dealing the cards and had both hands occupied, and the doctor muttered:

‘I hope Mathilde feels better.’

Anyone would have sworn he was deliberately lingering, to give Kachoudas time to make up his mind. His expression was just as it had been earlier, when Valentin had seen him come down the spiral staircase. He had once been fat, perhaps very fat, and had since melted: that much was obvious from his flaccid figure and indistinct features. Even so, he probably still weighed twice what Kachoudas weighed.

‘See you tomorrow.’

The minute hand had just gone past the half-hour. As soon as the door closed again, Kachoudas grabbed his coat from the next chair. He almost left without paying, so afraid was he that Monsieur Labbé would have time to turn the corner of Rue du Minage before he himself was outside, at which point he could easily fall into a trap. But he couldn’t not go home.

Monsieur Labbé was walking at his regular pace, neither fast nor slow, and, for the first time, the little tailor noticed how exceptionally light he was, like most people who were fat or had once been fat, and how little noise he made as he walked.

He turned right into Rue du Minage. Kachoudas followed him at a distance of about twenty metres, carefully keeping to the middle of the road. He would still have time to cry out if need be. Two or three shops were still open – their lights could be seen through the rain – and almost all the apartments on the upper floors were lighted.

Monsieur Labbé was following the left-hand pavement, the one where the hat shop was, but instead of stopping there, he walked straight past it, then turned his head when he had gone a bit further, perhaps to make sure his neighbour was still following him. Not that it was necessary – Kachoudas’s footsteps echoed on the cobbles.

The little tailor could go home. The way was clear. His shop was still open, and he had time to pull the bolt firmly. Through the first-floor window, he could see the piece of chalk hanging above the table, near the bulb. The little girls were back from school. Esther, his eldest daughter, the one who worked at Prisunic, would be back soon after six. She would come running – she too was scared of the murderer, and none of her workmates lived in the neighbourhood.

He continued on his way. He turned left, like Monsieur Labbé, and for a moment they were in a more brightly lit street. It was reassuring to see people in the shops, a few rare cars passing, splashing through pools of water.

There were no more arcades, and Monsieur Labbé was getting the rain on his shoulders. The street was dark again now. One minute, the hatter disappeared, the next he reappeared in the circle of light thrown by a street-lamp. Kachoudas kept strictly to the middle of the road, holding his breath, paralysed with fear and yet incapable of turning back.

How many volunteer patrols were there in the town at this hour? Probably four or five, including young people who were amused by it all, carrying torches. It was the danger hour. Three of the old women had been murdered between half past five and seven o’clock.

One still behind the other, they reached the quiet museum district, with its little two-storey houses. Behind some windows, you could see families gathered, children doing their homework, women already setting the table for dinner.

Suddenly, Monsieur Labbé disappeared into the dark, and after a few steps Kachoudas stopped dead, as if he was missing something essential: it was impossible for him to locate his neighbour, because of the lack of light in the street. Most likely, the hatter had come to a halt in some dark corner. But he might also be moving. Was he capable of moving without making a noise? There was nothing to indicate that he wasn’t coming up behind the little tailor, who stood there frozen, as if chilled to the bone.

Not far from him, he could hear a piano being played. A dim light filtered through the louvred shutters of a house. In a lighted room, a little girl or little boy was having a music lesson, endlessly replaying the same scales.

Not a soul entered the street from either end. Monsieur Labbé was still huddled somewhere, silent and invisible, while Kachoudas didn’t dare move closer to the houses.

The piano fell silent, and then there was total silence. Then the dull thud of the lid falling on the black and white keys. Light behind a door, muffled voices becoming sharper as the door opened twenty metres from the little tailor, and the raindrops turned to sparks.

‘Are you absolutely sure, Mademoiselle Mollard? It’d be so much safer to wait for my husband to get back from the office. He’ll be here in ten minutes.’

‘Come on, now, I’m just down the street! Please get back inside. You’ll catch cold. I’ll see you next Friday.’

It was a Friday today. Presumably the little boy or girl had his or her piano lesson every Friday from five to six.

‘I’ll leave my door open until you’re home.’

‘I won’t hear of it! You’ll make the whole house cold! I tell you I’m not scared.’

From her voice, Kachoudas pictured her as being short and thin, a little stooped, a little affected. He heard her descend the steps and set off along the street. The door, having remained open for a moment, finally closed. He almost cried out. He wanted to cry out. But it was already too late. He would have been physically incapable of it anyway.

It made no more noise than, for example, a pheasant flying up from a coppice. It was probably the rustle of clothes. Everyone in the town knew how it happened, and despite himself Kachoudas lifted his hand to his throat, imagining the cello string tightening around his neck, and made a genuine effort to break free of his inertia.

He was sure it was over, and he had to get away as quickly as possible, he had to run to the police station. There was one in Rue Saint-Yon, just beyond the market.

He thought he had spoken aloud when in fact his lips had moved noiselessly. He was walking. That was a victory. He couldn’t yet manage to run. In any case, it might be better not to run, not here, down empty streets where the other man could run too, catch up with him and do away with him as he had done away with the old maid.

A shop window. As if ironically, it was a gunsmith’s shop. True, the hatter never used guns. Kachoudas no longer felt as alone. He was able to catch his breath. He would have liked to turn around. Another twenty metres, ten metres, and he would see the red light of the police station.

He had waded through puddles and his feet were wet, his features hardened by the cold. He was again walking like a normal person. He passed Rue du Minage, his own street.

He was almost at his destination. He couldn’t hear any footsteps, but he knew all the same that someone was walking behind him, catching up with him. He still didn’t dare run or stop. A taller, broader figure than he was loomed up on his left and fell into step with him, and a strangely calm voice said:

‘You’d be making a big mistake, Kachoudas.’

He didn’t turn to look at his companion. He didn’t say anything in reply. He didn’t immediately change direction.

He was alone. He could see the red lantern, a policeman coming out of the station and getting on his bicycle.

He turned. Ignoring him now, Monsieur Labbé had done an about-turn and was walking, with his hands in his pockets and his coat collar raised, in the direction of Rue du Minage, their street.
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